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Al Tonorrow s Parties
By

Wl liam G bson

1. CARDBOARD CI TY

THROUGH t his evenings tide of faces unregi stered, unrecogni zed, am d hurrying black shoes, furled
unbrellas, the crowd descending |like a single organisminto the stations airless heart, cones
Shinya Yamazaki, his notebook clasped beneath his armlike the egg case of sone nobdest but

noder ately successful marine species.

Evolved to cope with jostling el bows, oversized G nza shoppi ng bags, ruthless briefcases, Yanmzaki
and his small burden of information go down into the neon depths. Toward this tributary of
relative quiet, a tiled corridor connecting parallel escal ators.

Central columms, sheathed in green ceranic, support a ceiling pocked with dust-furred ventilators,
snmoke detectors, speakers. Behind the columms, against the far wall, derelict shipping cartons
huddl e in a ragged train, inprovised shelters constructed by the city's honel ess. Yamazaki halts,
and in that nonment all the oceanic clatter of comruting feet washes in, no longer held back by his
sense of m ssion, and he deeply and sincerely wi shes he were el sewhere.

He wi nces, violently, as a fashionable young matron, features swathed in Chanel micropore, rolls
over his toes with an expensive three-wheeled stroller. Blurting a convul sive apol ogy, Yamazak
glinpses the infant passenger through flexible curtains of some pink-tinted plastic, the glow of a
video display winking as its nmother trundles deterninedly away.

Yamazaki sighs, unheard, and |inps toward the cardboard shelters. He wonders briefly what the
passing commuters will think, to see himenter the carton fifth fromthe left. It is scarcely the
hei ght of his chest, longer than the others, vaguely coffin-like, a flap of thunb-snudged white
corrugate serving as its door

Perhaps the~~ will not see him he thinks. Just as he hinself has never seen anyone enter or exit
one of these tidy hovels. It is as though their inhabitants are rendered invisible in the
transaction that allows such structures to exist in the context of the station. lie is a student
of

exi stential sociology, and such transacti ons have been his particul ar con-

cern.

And now he hesitates, fighting the urge to renove his shoes and pl ace them besi de the rather
greasy-| ooking pair of yellow plastic sandals arranged beside the entrance flap on a carefully

fol ded sheet of Parco gift wap. No, he thinks, inmagining hinself waylaid within, struggling with
facel ess enenies in a labyrinth of cardboard. Best he not be shoel ess.

Si ghi ng again, he drops to his knees, the notebook clutched in both hands. He kneels for an

i nstant, hearing the hurrying feet of those who pass behind him Then he places the notebook on
the ceramic tile of the station's floor and shoves it forward, beneath the corrugate flap, and
follows it on his hands and knees.

He desperately hopes that he has found the right carton

He freezes there in unexpected Iight and heat. A single halogen fixture floods the tiny roomwth
the frequency of desert sunlight. Unventilated, it heats the space |like a reptile's cage.

"Come in," says the old man, in Japanese. "Don't |eave your ass hanging out that way." He is naked
except for a sort of breechclout twi sted fromwhat nay once have been a red T-shirt. He is seated,
cross-1legged, on a ragged, paint-flecked tatani mat. He holds a brightly colored toy figure in one
hand, a slender brush in the other. Yanazaki sees that the thing is a nodel of sone kind, a robot
or mlitary exoskeleton. It glitters in the sun-bright light, blue and red and silver. Snmall tools
are spread on the tatani: a razor knife, a sprue cutter, curls of enery paper.

The old man is very thin, clean-shaven but in need of a haircut. Wsps of gray hair hang on either
side of his face, and his nouth is set in what |ooks to be a permanent scow of disapproval. He
wears gl asses with heavy bl ack plastic franes and archaically thick | enses. The | enses catch the
I'ight.

Yamazaki creeps obediently into the carton, feeling the door flap drop shut behind him On hands
and knees, he resists the urge to try to bow.

"He's waiting," the old man says, his brush tip poised above the figure in his hand. "In there."
Movi ng only his head.
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Yanmazaki sees that the carton has been reinforced with mailing tubes, a systemthat echoes the
traditional post-and-beam architecture of Japan, the tubes | ashed together with | engths of

sal vaged poly-ribbon. There are too many objects here, in this tiny space. Towels and bl ankets and
cooki ng pots on cardboard shel ves. Books. A snmall television

"I'n there?" Yamazaki indicates what he takes to be another door, like the entrance to a hutch
curtained with a soiled square of nelon-yellow, foamcored bl anket, the sort of blanket one finds
in a capsule hotel. But the brush tip dips to touch the nodel, and the old man is lost in the
concentration this requires, soYamazaki shuffles on hands and knees across the absurdly tiny space
and draws the section of blanket aside. Darkness.

"Laney- San?"

What seenms to be a crunpled sl eeping bag. He snells sickness- "Yeah?" A croak. "In here."

Drawi ng a deep breath, Yanazaki crawl s in, pushing his notebook before him Wen the nelon-yell ow
bl anket falls across the entrance, brightness glows through the synthetic fabric and the thin foam
core, like tropical sunlight seen fromdeep within some coral grotto.

"Laney?"

The American groans. Seens to turn, or sit up. Yamazaki can't see. Sonething covers Laney's eyes.
Red wi nk of a diode. Cables. Faint gleamof the interface, reflected in a thin |line against
Laney's sweat-slick cheekbone.

"I'"'mdeep in, now," Laney says, and coughs.

"Deep in what?"

"They didn't follow you, did they?"

"I don't think so.”

"I could tell if they had."

Yamazaki feels sweat run suddenly fromboth his arnpits, coursing down across his ribs. He forces
himself to breathe. The air here is foul, thick. He thinks of the seventeen known strains of nulti-
drug-resistant tubercul osis

Laney draws a ragged breath. "But they aren't |ooking for ne, are they?"

3
[
"No," Yamazaki says, "they are |ooking for her."

"They won't find her," Laney says. "Not here. Not anywhere. Not now. ',
"Way did you run away, Laney?"

"The syndrone," Laney says and coughs again, and Yanazaki feels the snooth, deep shudder of an

i nconm ng magl ev, sonmewhere deeper in the station, not mechanical vibration but a vast pistoning of
di splaced air. "It finally kicked in. The 5-SB. The stal ker effect." Yamazaki hears feet hurrying
by, perhaps an arm s | ength away, behind the cardboard wall.

"I't nakes you cough?" Yamazaki blinks, making his new contact |enses swi munconfortably.

"No," Laney says and coughs into his pale and uprai sed hand. "Sonme bug. They all have it, down
here. "

"I was worried when you vani shed. They began to | ook for you, but when she was gone-"

"The shit really hit the fan."

" Shit?"

Laney reaches up and renpves the bul ky, ol d-fashi oned eyephones. Yamazaki cannot see what outputs
to them but the shifting Iight fromthe display reveals Laney's hollowed eyes. "It's all going to
change, Yamazaki. W're coming up on the nother of all nodal points. | can see it, now It's al

goi ng to change.™
"l don't understand."

"Know what the joke is? It didn't change when they thought it would. MIIlenniumwas a Christian
holiday. |'ve been | ooking at history, Yamazaki. | can see the nodal points in history. Last tine
we had one like this was 1911."
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"What happened in 1911?"

"Everyt hi ng changed. "

n |_b\l\/?ll
"It just did. That's howit works. | can see it now
"Laney," Yanazaki says, "when you told nme about the stal ker effect, you said that the victinms, the

test subjects, became obsessed with one particular nedia figure."
"Yes. "

"And you are obsessed with her?"

Laney stares at him eyes lit by a backwash of data. "No. Not with her. Guy named Harwood. Cody
Harwood. They're comi ng together, though. In San Franci sco. And soneone el se. Leaves a sort of
negative trace; you have to infer everything fromthe way he's not there.

"Way did you ask me here, Laney? This is a terrible place. Do you wish ne to help you to escape?"
Yamazaki is thinking of the blades of the Swiss Arnmy knife in his pocket. One of themis serrated;
he could easily cut his way out through the wall. Yet the psychol ogical space is powerful, very
powerful, and overwhelms him He feels very far from Shinjuku, from Tokyo, from anything. He
snells Laney's sweat. "You are not well."

"Rydel | ," Laney says, replacing the eyephones. "That rent-a-cop fromthe Chateau. The one you
knew. The one who told nme about you, back in LA "

n Yes?ll
"I need a man on the ground, in San Francisco. |'ve managed to nove sone noney. | don't think they
can trace it. | dcked with Dat Arnerica' s banking sector. Find Rydell and tell himhe can have it

as a retainer."
"To do what ?"

Laney shakes his head. The cables on the eyephones nove in the dark |ike snakes. "He has to be
there, is all. Something s com ng down. Everything' s changing."

"Laney, you are sick, Let ne take you-"

"Back to the island? There's nothing there. Never will be, now she's gone."
And Yanmazaki knows this is true.

"Where's Rez?" Laney asks.

"He nounted a tour of the Konbinat states, when he decided she was gone."

Laney nods thoughtfully, the eyephones bobbing nantis-like in the dark. "Get Rydell, Yamazaki.
I"I'l tell you how he can get the nopney"

5
"But why?"

"Because he's part of it. Part of the node.™
LATER Yanmazaki stands, staring up at the towers of Shinjuku, the walls of animated |ight, sign and

signifier twisting toward the sky in the unending ritual of conmerce, of desire. Vast faces fil
the screens, icons of a beauty at once terrible and banal

Sonewhere bel ow his feet, Laney huddl es and coughs in his cardboard shelter, all of DatAnerica
pressing steadily into his eyes. Laney is his friend, and his friend is unwell. The Anerican's
peculiar talents with data are the result of experinental trials, in a federal orphanage in
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Fl orida, of a substance known as 5-SB. Yammzaki has seen what Laney can do with data, and what
data can do to Laney.

He has no wish to see it again.

As he lowers his eyes fromthe walls of light, the nediated faces, he feels his contacts nove,
changing as they nmonitor his depth of focus. This still unnerves him

Not far fromthe station, down a side street bright as day, he finds the sort of kiosk that sells
anonynous debit cards. He purchases one. At another kiosk, he uses it to buy a di sposabl e phone
good for a total of thirty m nutes, Tokyo-LA

He asks his notebook for Rydell's nunber.

0

2. Lucky Dragon

"HERO N. " decl ared Durius Wal ker, Rydell's colleague in security at the Lucky Dragon on Sunset.
"I't's the opiate of the masses."

Durius had finished sweeping up. He held the big industrial dustpan carefully, headed for the
i nbuil't hospital -style sharps container, the one with the barbed bi ohazard synbol. That was where
they put the needles, when they found them

They averaged five or six a week. Rydell had never actually caught anyone shooting anything up, in
the store, although he wouldn't have put it past them It just seemed |ike people dropped used
needl es on the floor, usually back by the cat food. You could find other things, sweeping up in
the Lucky Dragon: pills, foreign coins, hospital identification bracelets, crunpled paper noney
fromcountries that still used it. Not that you wanted to go poking around in that dustpan. \Wen
Rydel | swept up, he wore the sanme Kevlar gloves that Durius was wearing now, and |atex underneath
t hat .

He supposed Durius was right though, and it nade you wonder: all the new substances around to

abuse, but people didn't forget the ones that had been around forever. Make cigarettes ill egal
say, and people found a way to keep snoking. The Lucky Dragon wasn't allowed to sell rolling
papers, but they did a brisk trade in Mexican hair-curler papers that worked just as well. The

nost popul ar brand was call ed Biggerhair, and Rydell wondered if anyone had ever actually used any
to curl their hair. And how did you curl your hair with little rectangles of tissue paper anyway?

"Ten mnutes to," Durius said over his shoulder. "You wanna do the curb check?"

At four o'clock, one of themgot to take a ten-m nute break, out back. If Rydell did the curb
check, it meant he got to take his break first, then I et Durius take one. The curb check was
sonmet hing that Lucky Dragon's parent corporation, back in Singapore, had instituted on the advice
of an in-house team of American cultural anthropol ogists. M.

7

I

Park, the night nmanager, had explained this to Rydell, ticking off points on his notebook. He'd

t apped each paragraph on the screen for enphasis, sounding thoroughly bored with the whole thing,

hut Rydell had supposed it was part of the job, and M. Park was a definite stickler. "'lIn order
to denonstrate Lucky Dragon's concern w th nei ghborhood safety, security personnel will patro
curb in front of location on a nightly basis.'" Rydell had nodded. "You not out of store too

long," M. Park added, by way of clarification. "Five mnute. Just before you take break." Pause
Tap. "Lucky Dragon security presence will be high-profile, friendly, sensitive to local culture.""

"What's that nean?"

"Anybody sl eeping, you nake them nove. Friendly way. Hooker working there, you say hello, tel
j oke, make her nove."

"I"'mscared of those old girls," Rydell said, deadpan. "Christnastine, they dress up like Santa's
el ves."

"No hooker in front of Lucky Dragon.”
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"'Sensitive to local culture' ?"

"Tell joke. Hooker |ike joke."

"Maybe in Singapore,” Durius had said, when Rydell had recounted Park's instructions.
"He's not from Singapore,” Rydell had said. "He's from Korea."

"So basically they want us to show ourselves, clear the sidewal k back a few yards, be friendly and
sensitive?"

"And tell joke."

Durius squinted. "You know what kinda people hang in front of a convenience store on Sunset, four
in the norning? Kids on dancer, tweaked off their dinmes, hallucinating nonster novies. Quess who
gets to be the nonster? Plus there's your nore mature soci opaths; ol der, nore conplicated,

pol ypharni c

"Say what ?"
"Mx their shit," Durius said. "Get lateral."
"Cotta be done. Man says."

Durius | ooked at Rydell. "You first." He was from Conpton, and the only person Rydell knew who had
actual ly been born in Los Angel es.

"You' re bigger."
8
"Size ain't everything."

"Sure," Rydell had said.

ALL that summer Rydell and Durius had been night security at the Lucky Dragon, a purpose-built
nodul e that had been coptered into this forner car-rental ot on the Strip. Before that, Rydel

had been night security at the Chateau, just up the Street, and before that he'd driven a wagon
for IntenSecure. Still farther back, briefly and he tried not to think about it too often, he'd
been a police officer in Knoxville, Tennessee. Sonewhere in there, twi ce, he'd al nost made the cut
for Coiis in Trouble, a show he'd grown up on but now managed never to watch.

Wor ki ng nights at the Lucky Dragon was nore interesting than Rydell would have inagi ned. Durius
said that was because it was the only place around, for a nile or so, that sold anything that
anyone actually needed, on a regular basis or otherwi se. M crowave noodl es, diagnostic kits for
nmost STDs, toothpaste, disposable anything, Net access, gum bottled water. . . There were Lucky
Dragons all over Anerica, all over the world for that natter, and to prove it you had your
trademark Lucky Dragon d obal Interactive Video Colum outside. You had to pass it entering and

| eaving the store, so you'd see whichever dozen Lucky Dragons the Sunset franchise happened to be
linked with at that particular nmonent: Paris or Houston or Brazzaville, wherever. These were
shuffled, every three nminutes, for the practical reason that it had been deternmined that if the
maxi mum viewing tinme was any nore, kids in the world' s duller suburbs would try to win bets by
having sex on canera. As it was, you got a certain amount of nooning and flashing. O, still nore
common, like this shit-faced guy in downtown Prague, as Rydell nmde his exit to do the curb check
di spl ayi ng the universal finger

"Sane here," Rydell said to this unknown Czech, hitching up the neon-pink Lucky Dragon fanny pack
he was contractually obligated to wear on duty. He didn't mnd that though, even if it did | ook
like shit: it was bulletproof, with a pull-up Kevlar baby bib to fasten around your neck if the
goi ng got rough. A severely lateral custoner with a ceranic

9
swi tchbl ade had tried to stab Rydell through the Lucky Dragon | ogo his second week on the job, and
Rydel I had sort of bonded with the thing after that.
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He had that switchblade up in his roomover Ms. Siekevitz's garage. They'd found it bel ow the
peanut butter, after the LAPD had taken the |ateral one away. It had a bl ack bl ade that | ooked

I i ke sandbl asted glass. Rydell didn't like it; the ceramic blade gave it a weird bal ance, and it
was so sharp that he'd already cut hinself with it twice. He wasn't sure what he should do with
it.

Toni ght's curb check | ooked dead sinple. There was a Japanese girl standing out there with a
seriously amazi ng amount of |egs running down from an even nore anazingly small anount of shorts.
Well, sort of Japanese. Rydell found it hard to nmake distinctions like that in LA Durius said
hybrid vigor was the order of the day, and Rydell guessed he was right. This girl with all the

| egs, she was nearly as tall as Rydell, and he didn't think Japanese people usually were. But then
maybe she'd grown up here, and her famly before her, and the local food had nade themtaller

He'd heard about that happening. But, no, he decided, getting closer, the thing was, she wasn't
actually a girl. Funny how you got that. Usually it wasn't anything too obvious. It was |ike he
really wanted to buy into everything she was doing to be a girl, but sone sublin nal nmessage he
got from her bone structure just wouldn't let him

"Hey, " he said.
"You want ne to nove?"
"Well," Rydell said, "I'm supposed to."

"I'"'m supposed to stand out here convincing a jaded clientele to buy blow jobs. Wat's the
di fference?"

Rydel | thought about it. "You're freelance," he decided, "I'mon salary. You go on down the street
for twenty mnutes, nobody's going to fire you." He could snmell her perfume through the
conplicated pollution and that ghostly hint of oranges you got out here sometines. There were
orange trees around, had to be, but he'd never found one.

She was frowning at him "Freel ance."
"That's right."

She swayed expertly on her stacked heels, fishing a box of Russian

10

Mar | boros from her pink patent purse. Passing cars were already honking at the sight of the Lucky
Dragon security man talking to this six-foot-plus boygirl, and now she was deliberately doing
sonething illegal. She opened the red-and-white box and pointedly offered Rydell a cigarette.
There were two in there, factory-made filter tips, but one was shorter than the other and had bl ue
metallic lipstick onit.

"No thanks."

She took out the shorter one, partially snoked, and put it between her lips. "Know what |1'd do if
I were you?" Her lips, around the tan filter tip, |looked like a pair of mniature water beds
pl astered with glittery blue candy coat.

"What ?"

She took a lighter fromher purse. Like the ones they sold in those tobacciana shops. They were
going to make that illegal too, he'd heard. She snapped it and lit her cigarette. Drewin the
snoke, held it, blewit out, away fromRydell. "I'd fuck off into the air."

He | ooked into the Lucky Dragon and saw Durius say sonmething to M ss Prai segod Satansbane, the
checker on this shift. She had a fine sense of hunor, Praisegod, and he guessed you had to, with a
name |ike that. Her parents were some particularly virulent stripe of SoCal NeoPuritan, and had
taken the nane Sat ansbane before Prai segod had been born. The thing was, she'd explained to
Rydel I, nobody rmuch knew what "bane" neant, so if she told people her |ast nane, they nostly
figured she was a Satani st anyway. So she often went by the surnane Proby, which had been her
father's before he'd gotten religion
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Now Durius said sonething el se, and Praisegod threw back her shoul ders and | aughed. Rydell sighed
He wished it had been Durius' turn to do curb check

"Look," Rydell said, "I'mnot telling you you can't stand out here. The sidewal k's public
property. It's just that there's this conmpany policy."

"I"'mgoing to finish this cigarette," she said, "and then I'mcalling ny | awer."
"Can't we just keep it sinple?"

"Uh-uh." Big netallic-blue, collagen-swollen smle.

Rydel I gl anced over and saw Durius naking hand signals at him

11
Pointing to Prai segod, who held a phone. He hoped they hadn't called

LAPD. He had a feeling this girl really did have herself a | awer, and
M. Park wouldn't Iike that

Now Durius cane out. "For you," he called. "Say it's Tokyo."

"Excuse nme," Rydell said, and turned away. "Hey," she said.

"Hey what ?" He | ooked back. "You're cute."

12

3. DEEP I N

LANEY hears his piss gurgle into the screwtop plastic liter bottle. It's awkward kneeling here,
in the dark, and he doesn't like the way the bottle warns in his hand, filling. He caps it by fee
and stands it upright in the corner that's farthest fromhis head when he sleeps. In the norning,
he'll carry it under his coat to the Men's and enpty it. The old nan knows he's too sick nowto
crawm out, to walk the corridor every tine, but they have this agreenent. Laney pisses in the
bottle and takes it out when he can

He doesn't know why the old man lets himstay here. He's offered to pay, but the old nman just
keeps building his nobdels. It takes hima day to conplete one, and they're always perfect. And
where do they go when he finishes then? And where do the unbuilt kits conme fron?

Laney has a theory that the old man is a sensei of kit-building, a national treasure, with

connoi sseurs shipping in kits fromaround the world, waiting anxiously for the master to conplete
their vintage Gundams with his unequal ed yet weirdly casual precision, his Zen noves, perhaps

| eaving each one with a single m nute and sonmehow perfect flaw, at once his signature and a
recognition of the nature of the universe. How nothing is perfect, really. Nothing ever finished.
Everything is process, Laney assures hinself, zipping up, settling back into his squalid nest of
sl eepi ng bags.

But the process is all a lot stranger than he ever bargained for, he reflects, bunching a fold of
sl eeping bag to pillow his head agai nst the cardboard, through which he can feel the hard tile
wal | of the corridor.

Still, he thinks, he ,weds to be here. If there's any place in Tokyo Rez's people won't find him
this is it. He's not quite sure how he got here; things got a little fuzzy around the tinme the
syndronme kicked in. Sone kind of state change, some global shift in the nature of his perception.
I nsuf ficient nenory. Things hadn't stuck.

Now he wonders if in fact he did nake sone deal with the old man. Maybe he's already covered this,
the rent, whatever. Maybe that's why

13

I

the old man gives himfood and bottles of flat mneral water and tolerates the snmell of piss. He
thinks that nmight be it, but he isn't sure.
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It's dark in here, but he sees colors, faint flares and swathes and stipplings, noving. Like the
afteri mages of the Dat Anerica flows are pernanent now, retinally ingrained. No |ight penetrates
fromthe corridor outside-he's blocked every pinhole with black tape-and the old nman's hal ogen is
of f. He assumes the old nman sleeps there, but he's never seen himdo it, never heard any sounds
that might indicate a transition fromnodel-building to sleep. Maybe the old man sl eeps upright on
his mat, Gundamin one hand, brush in the other.

Sonetimes he can hear music fromthe adjacent cartons, but it's faint, as though the nei ghbors use
ear phones.

He has no idea how many people live here in this corridor. It |ooks as though there m ght be room
for six, but he's seen nore, and it may be that they shelter here in shifts. He's never |earned
much Japanese, not after eight nmonths, and even if he coul d understand, he guesses, these people
are all crazy, and they'd only tal k about the things crazy people tal k about.

And of course anyone who could see himhere now, with his fever and his sl eeping bags, his
eyephones and his cellular data port and his bottle of cooling piss, wuld think he was crazy too.

But he isn't. He knows he isn't, in spite of everything. He has the syndrone now, the thing that
came after every test subject fromthat Gainesville orphanage, but he isn't crazy. Just obsessed.
And the obsession has its own shape in his head, its own texture, its own weight. He knows it from
hi nsel f, can differentiate, so he goes back to it whenever he needs to and checks on it. Monitors
it. Makes sure it still isn't him It remnds himof having a sore tooth, or the way he felt once
when he was in love and didn't want to be. How his tongue always found the tooth, or how he'd

al ways find that ache, that absence in the shape of the bel oved.

But the syndrone wasn't like that. It was separate from himand had nothing to do with anyone or
anyt hi ng he, Laney, was even interested in. Wien he'd felt it starting, he'd taken it for granted
that it would be about her, about Rei Toei, because there he was, close to her, or as close

14

as you could get to anyone who didn't physically exist. 'l~hey'd tasked al nost every day, Laney
and the idoru.

And at first, he considered now, maybe it had been about her, hut then it was as though he'd been
fol l owi ng somet hi ng hack through the data flows, doing it without really thinking about it, the
way your hand will find a thread on a garnent and start pulling at it, unraveling it.

And what had unravel ed was the way he'd thought the world worked. And behind that he'd found
Harwood, who was fanous, but fampus in that way of being famous for being fanous. Harwood who they
said had elected the president. Harwood the PR genius, who'd inherited Harwood Levi ne, the nost
powerful PR firmin the world, and had taken it somewhere seriously else, into a whole other realm
of influence, But who'd managed sonmehow never to becone prey to the nechani smof celebrity itself.
Whi ch grinds, Laney so well knew, exceedingly fine, Harwood who, maybe, just maybe, ran it all,

but sonehow managed never to get his toe caught in it. Wo nmanaged, sonehow, to be fanbus without
seeming to be inportant, fanmous w thout being central to anything. Really, he'd never even gotten
much attention, except when he'd split with Maria Paz, and even then it had been the Padani an star
who' d nade the top of every sequence, with Cody Harwood smiling froma series of sidebars,
enbedded hypertext | ozenges: the beauty and this gentle-|ooking, secretive, pointedly
uncharismatic billionaire.

"Hello," Laney says, his fingers finding the handl e of a nmechanical flashlight from Nepal, a crude
thing, its tiny generator driven by a nmechanismlike a pair of spring-loaded pliers. Punping it to
life, he raises it, the faintly fluctuating beamfinding the cardboard ceiling. Wiich is

pl astered, inch by inch, with dozens of stickers, small and rectangul ar, produced to order by a
vendi ng machi ne inside the station's west entrance: each one a different shot of the reclusive

Har wood.

He can't renenber going to the machi ne, executing a sinple imge search for Harwood, and paying to
have t hese printed out, but he supposes he nust have. Because he knows that that is where they are
from But neither can he renenber peeling the adhesive backing fromeach One and sticking them up
on the ceiling. But soneone did. "I see you," Laney says and relaxes his hand, letting the dim
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beam brown and vani sh.

15
4. FORVAL ABSENCES OF PRECI QUS THI NGS

IN Market Street, the namel ess nan who haunts Laney's nodal configuration has just seen a girl.

Dr owned down three decades, she steps fresh as creation fromthe bronze doors of sone brokerage.
And he renenbers, in that instant, that she is dead, and he is not, and that this is another
century, and this quite clearly another girl, sone newy nminted stranger, one with whom he wll
never speak.

And passing this one now, through a faint chromatic mist of incom ng night, he bows his head sone
subtl e increment in honor of that other, that earlier passing.

And sighs within his |Iong coat, and the harness he wears beneath that: a taking in and giving up
of one resigned breath, thronged around by the traders descending fromtheir various places of
enpl oyment. Who continue to energe into the Cctober street, toward drink or dinner or whatever
hone, whatever sleep, awaits them

But now the one with whom he will not speak is gone as well, and he awash in some enotion, not
| oss exactly but a very particul ar awareness of his own duration in the world and in its cities,
and this one nost of all.

Beneath his right arm reliably conceal ed, depends a knife that sleeps head down, |like a vanpire
bat, honed to that edge required by surgeons, when surgeons cut wth steel

It is secured there with magnets set within a sinple hilt of nickel silver. The bl ade's angl ed
tip, recalling a wood carver's chisel, inclines toward the dark arterial pulse in the pit of his
arm as if remnding himthat he too is only ever inches fromthat place the drowed girl went, so
I ong ago, that tinelessness. That other country, waiting.

He is by trade a keeper of the door to that country.

Drawn, the bl ack bl ade beconmes a key. When he holds it, he holds the wind in his hand.
16
The door swi ngs gently open

But he does not draw it now, and the traders see only a gray-haired man, wolfishly professori al
in a coat of grayish green, the color of certain |ichens, who blinks behind the fine gold rins of
his small round gl asses and raises his hand to halt a passing cab. Though sonehow they do not, as
they easily might, rush to claimit as their own, and the man steps past them his cheeks seaned
vertically in deep parentheses, as though it has been his habit frequently to smle. They do not
see himsnile.

THE Tao, he remnds hinmself, mred in traffic on Post Street, is older than God.

He sees a beggar seated beneath a jeweler's windows. In those windows are snmall enpty pedestals,
formal absences of precious things, |ocked away now for the night. The beggar has wapped his | egs
and feet in brown paper tape, and the effect is startlingly nmedieval, as though someone has
partially scul pted a knight fromoffice materials. The trim calves, the tapered toes, an el egance
calling out for ribbons. Above the tape, the man is a blur, a spastic scribble, his being abraded
by concrete and m sfortune. He has becone the col or of pavenent, his very race in

questi on. -

The cab lurches forward. The man in the | oden coat reaches within it to adjust the knife against
his ribs. He is |l eft-handed, and he has thought often about such subtle polarities.

The girl who drowned so | ong ago has settled now, swept down in a swirl of toffee hair and |ess
hurtful nmenories, to where his youth turns gently, in its accustoned tides, and he is nore
confortabl e that way.
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The past is past, the future unforned.
There is only the nonent, and that is where he prefers to be.
And now he | eans forward, to rap, once, upon the driver's tinted safety shield.

He asks to be taken to the bridge.

THE cab draws up before a rain-stained tunble of concrete tank traps, huge rhonboids streaked with
rust, covered with the stylized initials of forgotten | overs.

This spot has a certain place in the local mythol ogy of romance and
has been the subject of any nunber of popul ar ball ads.

"Pardon ne, sir," says the cab driver, through several |ayers of protective plastic and digita
translation, "but do you wish me to | eave you here? This nei ghborhood is dangerous. | wll be
unable to wait for you." The question is rote, required by | aw against the possibility of
litigation.

"Thank you. | will be in no danger." Hi s English as fornal as that of the translation program He
hears a nusical rattle, his words rendered in some Asian | anguage he doesn't recogni ze. The
driver's brown eyes | ook back at him nild and di spassionate, through goggles, shield; nmultiple

| ayers of reflection.

The driver rel eases a magnetic |ock

The man opens the door and steps fromthe cab, straightening his coat. Above him beyond the tank
traps, lift the ragged, swooping terraces, the patchwork superstructure in which the bridge is

wr apped. Sone aspect of his nobod lifts: it is a fanpbus sight, a tourist's postcard, the very inage
of this city.

He cl oses the door, and the cab pulls away, |eaving behind it the baking-sugar sweetness of
exhaust ed gasohol

He stands | ooking up at the bridge, at the silvered plywod of uncounted tiny dwellings, it

rem nds himof the favelas of R o, though the scale of the parts is different, sonmehow. There is a
fairy quality to the secondary construction, in contrast to the alternating swoop and verticality
of the core structure's poetry of suspension. The individual shelters-if in fact they are shelters-
are very small, space being at an absolute premium He renmenbers seeing the entrance to the | ower
roadway flanked with guttering torches, though now, he knows, the residents |largely cooperate with
the city's air-pollution nmeasures.

"Dancer ?"

In concrete shadow she palns the tiny vial. Feral grinace intended to facilitate comerce. This
drug causes the user's guns steadily to recede, producing in those few who survive its other
rigors a characteristic and terrible snile

He replies with his eyes, the force of his gaze punching through her
intent as if through paper. Briefly in her eyes the light of panic, then she is gone.

Toffee hair swirls in the depths.

He | ooks down at the toes of his shoes. They are black and very preci se, against the random nosaic
of inpacted litter.

He steps over an enpty can of King Cobra and wal ks between the nearest rhonboids, toward the
bri dge.

These are not kindly shadows through which he noves, the legs of his narrow trousers like the

bl ades of a deeper darkness. This is a lurking place, where wolves conme down to wait for the
weaker sheep. He has no fear of wolves, nor of any other predator the city might field, tonight or
any other night. He sinply observes these things, in the nonent.
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But now he allows hinself to anticipate the sight that awaits him past the last rhonboid: the
bridge's mad naw, the gateway to dream and nenory, where sellers of fish spread their wares on
beds of dirty ice. A perpetual bustle, a com ng and going, that he honors as the city's very
pul se.

And steps out, into unexpected |ight, faux-neon redline glare above a snooth sweep of Singaporean
plastic. -

Menory is violated.

Sonmeone brushes past him too close, unseeing, and very nearly dies, the nagnets letting go with
that faint click that he feels nore than hears. But he does not draw the blade fully, and the
drunk staggers on, oblivious.

He reseats the hilt and stares bleakly at this latest inposition

LUCKY DRAGON swirling in bland script up a sort of fin or pylon whose base seens conprised of
dozens of craw ing video screens.

19

5. MARI ACHI STATI C

"so she left you for this TV producer," the country singer said, slipping what was |eft of
thirteen ounces of vodka back into the wai stband of his indigo jeans, so new and taut that they
creaked when he wal ked. The flat bottle's concavity rode there behind an anti que buckl e that
resenbl ed an engraved conmenorative pl ague, sonething someone had once won, Rydell supposed, for
calf-roping or sone simlar conpetitive activity. Rydell powered the side w ndow down, a crack, to
l et the funmes out.

"Production coordi nator," Rydell said, wi shing the vodka woul d put his passenger, whose nane was
Buel | Creednore, to sleep again. The man had spent the better part of their drive up the coast

asl eep, snoring lightly, and Rydell hadn't ninded that. Creednore was a friend, or maybe nore of
an acquai ntance, of Durius Wl ker's. Durius had been a drug deal er before, in South Central, and
had gotten addicted to the stuff. Now that he'd gotten his recovery, he spent a lot of time with
ot her people who had drug problens, trying to help them Rydell assuned Buell Creednore was one of
those, though as far he could see the man was just basically a drunk

"Bet that one burned your ass," Creednore said, his eyes slit with spirits. He was a snmall nman
lightly built, but roped with the sort of whipcord nuscle that had never seen the inside of a gym
Di t chdi gger muscle. What Rydell took to be several layers of artificial tan were wearing off over
an inherent pallor. Bleached hair with dark roots was slicked strai ght back with some product that
kept it looking like he'd just stepped out of a shower. He hadn't, though, and he was sweating in
spite of the air-conditioning.

"Well," Rydell said, "I figured it's her call."

"What Kkind of bleeding-ass liberal bullshit is that?" Creednore asked. He pulled the bottle from
hi s wai stband and eyed the remaining liquor narrowy, as though he were a carpenter checking a
level. It seened to fail to nmeet his standards just then, so he returned it to its

20

pl ace behind the commenorative plaque. "What kind of nman are you, anyway?"

Rydell briefly entertained the idea of pulling over on the margin,

beating Creednore sensel ess, then leaving himthere at the side of the five, to get up to San
Franci sco as best he could. But he didn't and, in fact, said nothing.

"Pussy-assed attitude like that, that's what's wong with Anerica today."

Rydel | thought about illegal choke holds, brief judicious constriction of the carotid artery.
Maybe Creednore woul dn't even renenber if Rydell put one on him But it wouldn't keep hi munder
not that |ong anyway, and they'd taught Rydell in Knoxville that you couldn't count on how a drunk

woul d react to anything.
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"Hey, Buell," Rydell asked, "whose car is this anyway?"
Creednore fell silent. Grew, Rydell felt, restive.

Rydel | had wondered fromthe start if the car might not be stolen. He hadn't wanted to think about
it really, because he needed the ride up to NoCal. A plane ticket would' ve had to conme out of his
severance fromthe Lucky Dragon store, and he had to be extra careful with that until he

det ermi ned whet her or not there was anything to this story of '~mazaki's, that there was noney for
himto earn, up in San Franci sco.

Yanmazaki was deep, Rydell told hinself. He'd never actually figured out what it was that Yamazaki
did. Sort of a freelance Japanese anthropol ogi st who studi ed Anericans, as near as Rydell could
tell. Maybe the Japanese equival ent of the Anericans Lucky Dragon hired to tell themthey needed a
curb check. Good man, Yamazaki, but not easy to say where he was coming from The last tine he'd
heard from Yanazaki, he'd wanted Rydell to find hima netrunner, and Rydell had sent himthis guy
naned Laney, a quantitative researcher who'd just quit Slitscan, and had been nopi ng around the
Chateau, running up a big bill. Laney had taken the job, had gone over to Tokyo, and Rydell had
subsequently gotten fired for, they called it, fraternizing with the guests. That was basically
how Rydel | had wound up worki ng night security in a

ni ence store, because he'd tried to hel p Yamazaki

21

Now he was driving this Hawker-Aichi roadster up the Five, very definitely the designated driver,
no i dea what was waiting for himup there, and hal fway wondering if he weren't about to transport
a stolen vehicle across a state line. And all because Yanmazaki said that that same Laney, over in
Tokyo, wanted to hire himto do sone fieldwrk. That was what Yanazaki called it, "fieldwork."

And that, after he'd talked with Durius, had been enough for Rydell

The Lucky Dragon had been starting to get old for Rydell. He hadn't ever gotten along with M.
Park too well, and when he'd take his break, out back, after the curb check every norning, he'd
started to feel really down. The patch of ground the Lucky Dragon had been set down on was sort of
scooped out of the foot of the hillside there, and at sone point the exposed, nearly vertical cut
had been quake-proofed with sone kind of weird, gray, rubbery polyner, a perpetual seni-liquid
that knit the soil behind it together and trapped whatever was thrown or pressed against it in a
grip like sumrer tar. The pol yner was studded w th hubcaps, because the place had been a car | ot
once. Hubcaps and bottles and nore naneless junk. In the funk that had started to cone over him
out back there on his breaks, he'd collect a handful of rocks and stand there, throwi ng them as
hard as he could, into the polymer. They didn't make much of a noise when they hit, and in fact
they vani shed entirely. Just ripped straight into it and then it seal ed over behind them Iike
not hi ng had happened. And Rydell had started to see that as enblenatic of broader things, how he
was |i ke those rocks, in his passage through the world, and how the polyner was like life, sealing
over behind him never |leaving any trace at all that he'd been there.

And when Durius would cone back to take his own break and tell Rydell it was time to get back out
front, sonetines he'd find Rydell that way, throw ng those rocks.

"Ht you a hubcap, man," Durius woul d advise, "break you a bottle."
But Rydell hadn't wanted to.

And when Rydel! had told Durius about Yamazaki and Laney and sonme noney, naybe, to be made up in
San Francisco, Durius had listened carefully, asking a few questions, then advised Rydell to go
for it.

22

"What about job security?" Rydell had asked. "Job security? Doing this shit? Are you crazy?"
"Benefits," Rydell countered.

"You tried to actually use the nmedical coverage they give you here?

Gotta go to Tiajuana to get it."
"\Vell," Rydell had said, "I don't like to just quit."
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"That's 'cause you got fired fromevery last job you ever had," Durius had explained. "I seen your
résunme. "

So Rydell had given M. Park witten notice, and M. Park had pronptly fired him citing nunerous
vi ol ati ons of Lucky Dragon policy on Rydell's part, up to and including offering nmedical aid to
the victimof a one-car collision on Sunset, an act which M. Park insisted could have invol ved
Lucky Dragon's parent corporation in costly insurance litigation

"But she wal ked in here under her own power," Rydell had protested. "All | did was offer her a
bottle of iced tea and call the traffic cops."”

"Smart |awyer claimice tea put her in system c shock."
"Shock nmy butt."

But M. Park had known that if he fired Rydell, the last. paycheck would be snmaller than if Rydel
quit.

Prai segod, who could get all enotional if soneone was |eaving, had cried and given hima big hug,
and then, as he'd left the store, she'd slipped hima pair of Brazilian GPS sungl asses, wth

i nbuil't phone and AM FM radi o, about the nbst expensive item Lucky Dragon carried. Rydell hadn't
wanted to take them because he knew they'd turn up missing on the next inventory.

"Fuck the inventory," Praisegod had said.

Back in his roomover Ms. Siekevitz's garage, six blocks away and just bel ow Sunset, Rydell had
stretched out on his narrow bed and tried to get the radio in the glasses to work. Al he'd been
able to get, though, was static, faintly inflected with what mi ght have been mariachi nusic.

He'd done a little better with the GPS, which had a rocker keypad built into the right tenple. The
fifteen-channel receiver seened to have really good | ock-on, but the tutorial seemed to have been
transl at ed

23
badly, and all Rydell could do was zoomin and out of what he quickly realized was a street map of
Rio, not LA Still, he'd thought, taking the glasses off, he'd get the hang of it. Then the phone
inthe left tenple had beeped, so he'd put the glasses back on
"Yeah?"
"Rydel |, hey."
"Hey, Durius."

"You want a ride up to NoCal tonorrow in a nice new car?"
"W ho's goi ng?"
"Nanme of Creednore. Knows a guy | know in the program™

Rydel |l had had an uncle who was a Mason, and this program Durius bel onged to rem nded hi mof that.
"Yeah? Well, | nean, is he okay?"

"Prob'ly not," Durius had said, cheerfully, "so he needs a driver. This three-week-old 'lectric
needs to get ferried up there though, and he says it's fine to drive. You used to be a driver
didn't you?"

"Yeah."
"Well, it's free. This Creednore, he'll pay for the charge.”

Whi ch was how Rydell cane to find hinself, now, driving a Hawker-Aichi two-seater, one of those

| ow sl ung wedges of performance materials that probably weighed, minus its human cargo, about as
much as a pair of small notorcycles. There didn't seemto be any nmetal involved at all, just
streamnl i ned foam core sandw ches reinforced with carbon fiber. The notor was in the back, and the
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fuel cells were distributed through the foam sandw ches that simultaneously passed for chassis and
bodywork. Rydell didn't want to know what happened if you hit sonmething, driving a rig like this.

It was damm near silent though, handled beautifully, and went |like a bat once you got it up to
speed. Sonething about it rem nded Rydell of a recunbent bicycle he'd once ridden, except you
didn't have to pedal

"You never did tell nme whose car this is," Rydell reninded Creednore, who'd just downed the | ast
two fingers of his vodka.

"This friend of mne," Creednore said, powering down the wi ndow on his side and tossing out the

enpty bottle.

24

"Hey," Rydell said, "that's a ten-thousand-dollar fine, they catch
you:

"They can kiss our asses good-bye, is what they can do,
added, then closed his eyes and sl ept.

Creednore said. "Sons of bitches," he

Rydell found hinself starting to think about Chevette again. Regretting he'd ever let the singer
get himon the topic. He knew he didn't want to think about that.

Just drive, he told hinself,
On a brown hillside, off to his right, a wind farms white nasts. Late afternoon sunlight.

Just drive.

25
6. SJILENC) O
SILENCIO gets to carry. lie's the smallest, |ooks alnmost |ike a kid. He doesn't use, and if the

cops grab him he can't talk. O anyway about the stuff.

Sil enci o has been foll owi ng Raton and Pl ayboy around for a while now, watching them use, watching
them get the noney they need in order to keep using. Raton gets nean when he's needing to use, and
Silencio's learned to keep back fromhi mthen, out of range of feet and fists.

Raton has a long, narrow skull and wears contacts with vertical irises, like a snake. Silencio
wonders if Raton is supposed to look Iike a rat who's eaten a snake, and now maybe the snake is

| ooki ng out through its eyes. Playboy says Raton is a pinche Chupacabra from Watsonville and they
all look this way.

Pl ayboy is the biggest, his bulk wapped in a long, fornal topcoat worn over jeans and old work
boots. He has a Pancho Villa mustache, yellow aviator glasses, a black fedora. He is kinder to
Silencio, buys himburritos fromthe stalls, water, cans of pop, one tine a big snooth drink nmade
fromfruit.

Silencio wonders if maybe Playboy is his father. He doesn't know who his father might be. H's

nmot her is crazy, back in los projectos. He doesn't think Playboy is his father really, because he
renenbers how he net Playboy in the market on Bryant Street, and that was just an accident, but
soneti nes he wonders anyway, when Pl ayboy buys him food.

Silencio sits watching Raton and Pl ayboy use, here behind this enpty stall with its snell of
apples. Raton has a little flashlight in his nouth so he can see what he is doing. It is the black
tonight, and Raton is cutting the little plastic tube with the special knife, its handl e | onger
than its short curved blade. The three of themare sitting on plastic crates.

Rat on and Pl ayboy use the black two, maybe three tines in a day and a night. Three tinmes with the
bl ack, then they nust use the white

26

as well. The white is nore expensive, hut too much black and they start to talk fast and maybe see
peopl e who are not there. "Speaking with Jesus," Playboy calls that, hut the white he calls

"wal king with the king." But it is not walking: white brings stillness, silence, sleep. Silencio
prefers the white nights.
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Silenci o knows that they buy the white froma black man, but the black froma white man, and he
assunes this is the nystery depicted in the picture Raton wears on the chain around his neck: the
bl ack and the white teardrops swirling together to make roundness; in the white teardrop a snal
round of black, in the black a small round of white.

To get the noney they talk to people, usually in dark places, so the people are frightened.
Sonetimes Raton shows thema different knife, while Playboy holds their arns so they cannot nove.
The nmoney is in little tabs of plastic printed with pictures that nove. Silencio would like to
keep these when the noney is gone out of them but this is not allowed. Playboy throws them away,
after wiping themcarefully. He drops them down the slots beside the street. He does not want his
fingers to | eave marks on them Sonetines Raton hurts the people, so that they will tell the
charns that nake nmoney cone fromthe noving pictures. The charns are nanes, letters, nunbers
Silenci o knows every charmthat Raton and Pl ayboy have | earned, but they do not know this; if he
told them they might be angry.

The three of themsleep in a roomin the Mssion. Playboy pulls the mattress fromthe bed and puts
it on the floor. Playboy sleeps there, Raton on the other part of the bed. Silencio sleeps on the
floor.

Now Rat on has cut the tube and puts half of the black on Playboy's finger. Playboy has licked his
finger so the black will stick. Playboy puts the finger in his nouth and rubs the bl ack agai nst
his gunms. Silencio wonders what it tastes |ike, but he does not ever wish to speak with Jesus. Now
Raton is rubbing his own guns with black, the flashlight forgotten in his other hand. Raton and

Pl ayboy | ook foolish doing this, but it does not make Silencio |augh. Soon they will want to use
again, and the black gives themenergy to get the noney they will need. Silencio knows there is
now no noney, because they have not eaten Since yesterday.

27

Usual ly they find people in the dark places between the big shapes at the foot of Bryant Street,
but now Raton thinks the police are watching those places. Raton has told Silencio that the police
can see in the dark. Silencio has | ooked at the eyes of the police, passing in their cars, and
wonder ed how they can see in the dark.

But tonight Raton has led themout, onto the bridge where people live, and he says they will find
nmoney here. Pl ayboy has said he does not |ike the bridge, because the bridge people are pinche;
they do not |ike outsiders working here. Raton says he feels |ucky.

Rat on tosses the enpty vial into the darkness, and Silencio hears it hit sonething, a single snal
click.

Raton's snake-eyes are wide with the black. He runs his hand back through his hair and gestures.
Pl ayboy and Silencio follow him

SI LENCI D passes the bodega for the second time, watching the man in his |long coat, where he sits
at his small white table, drinking coffee.

Raton says it is a fine coat. See the old man's gl asses, says Raton

they are nade of gold. Silencio supposes Playboy's are made of gold too, but Playboy's have yell ow
glass. The nman's are plain. He has gray hair cut very short and deep lines in his cheeks. He sits
al one, looking at the smallest cup of coffee Silencio has ever seen. A doll's cup

They have followed the old nman here. He has wal ked in the direction of Treasure Island. This part
of the bridge is for the tourists, Playboy says. There are bodegas, shops with glass w ndows, many
peopl e wal ki ng.

Now they are waiting to see which way the old man goes when he finishes his little coffee. If he
wal ks back, toward Bryant, it will be difficult. If he goes on, toward Treasure, Baton and Pl ayboy
wi Il be happy.

It is Silencio's job to tell themwhen the nan | eaves.
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Silencio feels the man's eyes on himas he passes, but the man is only watching the crowd.

SI LENCI O wat ches Raton and Pl ayboy follow the man toward Treasure |sl and.

They are in the bridge's |lower |evel now, and Silencio keeps | ooking

28

"~

up to see the bottom of the upper deck, its paint peeling. It renminds himof a wall in |os
projectos. There are only a few bridge people here. Only a few lights. The man wal ks easily. He
does not hurry. Silencio feels the man is only wal king; he has nowhere to go. Silencio feels the
man needs nothing: he is not |ooking for noney, to eat or to use. This nust be because he al ready
has the noney he needs to eat or to use, and this is why Raton and Pl ayboy have chosen him
because they see he has the noney they need.

Rat on and Pl ayboy keep pace with the man, but they hang back. They do not wal k together. Playboy
has his hands in the pockets of his big coat. He has taken off his yellow gl asses and his eyes are
dark-circled with the | ook of those who have used the black. He | ooks sad when he is going to get
the noney to use. He | ooks like he is paying very close attention

Silencio follows them |ooking back sonetinmes. Now it is his job to tell themif someone comes.

The man stops, | ooking into the wi ndow of a shop. Silencio steps behind a cart piled with rolls of
pl astic, as he sees Raton and Pl ayboy

step behind other things, in case the man | ooks back. The man doesn't, but Silencio wonders if the
man i s watching the street in the glass. Silencio has done this hinself.

The man does not | ook back. He stands with his hands in the pockets of his long coat, looking into
t he gl ass.

Silencio unbuttons his jeans and quietly waters the rolls of plastic, careful that it nmakes no
sound. As he buttons his jeans, he sees the man step away fromthe wi ndow, still noving toward
Treasure, where Playboy says there are people who live |like aninmals. Silencio, who knows only dogs
and pigeons and gulls, has a picture in his head of dog-toothed men with wi ngs. Wen Silencio has
a picture in his head, the picture doesn't go away.

St eppi ng from behind the cart, as Raton and Pl ayboy step out to follow the nman, Sjlencio sees the
man turn right. Gone. The man is gone. Silencio blinks, rubs his knuckl es against his eyes, |ooks
again. Raton and Pl ayboy are wal ki ng faster now. They are not trying to hide. Silencio wal ks
faster too not to be |Iost and anves at the place where the man

29
turned. Baton's narrow back goes around that corner, after Playboy, and is gone.

Silencio stops. Feels his heart beating. Steps forward and | ooks around the corner

It is a space where a shop is neant to be, but there is no shop. Sheets of plastic hang down from
above. Pieces of wood, nore rolls of plastic. He sees the man.

The man stands at the back of the space and | ooks from Playboy to Raton to Silencio. Looks through
the round pieces of glass. Silencio feels how still the man is.

Pl ayboy is wal king toward the nman, his boots stepping over the wood, the plastic. Playboy says
not hing. His hands are still in the pockets of his coat. Raton is not nmoving but is ready to, and
then he takes the knife fromwhere he keeps it and opens it, flicking his wist that way he
practices, letting the man see it.

The man's face does not change when he sees it, and Silencio renenbers other faces, how they
changed when they saw Raton's knife.
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Now Pl ayboy steps down fromthe |ast of the wood, his hands conming out to take the nan by the arns
and spin him That is howit is done.

Silencio sees the man nove but only, it seens, a little.
Everyt hi ng stops.

Silenci o knows that he has seen the man's left hand reach into the long coat, which was buttoned
before but now is not. But sonehow he has not seen that hand return, and still it has. The man
stands with his fist against Playboy's chest, just at the center. Pressing the thunb of his cl osed
fist against Playboy's coat. And Playboy is not noving. H's hands have stopped, al nbst touching
the man, fingers spread, but he is not noving.

And then Silencio sees Playboy's fingers close, on nothing, and open. And the man's right hand
conmes up to push Playboy back, and the thin black thing is pulled out of Playboy's chest, and
Silenci o wonders how long it could have been hidden there, and Pl ayboy falls back over the wood
and the rolls of plastic.

Silenci o hears soneone say pinche madre and this is Raton. Wen Raton uses the black and fights,
he is very fast and you do not know
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what he will do; he hurts people and then shakes, |aughing, sucking air through his nouth. Now he
comes over the rolls of plastic like he is flying, with his knife shining in his hand, and
Silencio sees the picture of a man with dog teeth and wings, and Raton's teeth are |ike that, his
snake eyes wi de.

And the black thing, like a |ong wet thunb, goes through Raton's neck. And everything stops again

Then Raton tries to speak, and bl ood cones on his lips. He swings his knife at the man, but the
knife cuts only air, and Raton's fingers can no |longer hold it.

The man pulls the black thing from Raton's throat. Raton sways on | oose knees, and Silencio thinks
of howit is when Raton uses too much white, then tries to wal k. Raton puts his hands up to cover

his throat on both sides. H's nmouth noves, but no words come out. One of Raton's snake eyes falls

out. The eye behind it is round and brown.

Raton falls down on his knees, with his hands still on his throat. H s snake eye and his brown eye
|l ook up at the man, and Silencio feels they | ook fromdifferent distances, seeing different
t hi ngs.

Then Raton nmekes a small, soft sound in his throat and falls over backward, still on his knees, so
that he lies on his back with his knees spread wide and his |legs tw sted back, and Silencio
wat ches Raton's gray pants go dark between his | egs.

Silencio | ooks at the man. Who is | ooking at him

Silencio | ooks at the black knife, howit rests in the man's hand. He feels that the knife holds
the man. That the knife may decide to nove.

Then the nan noves the knife. Its point is alnbst square, |like the real point has been snapped
off. It only noves a little. Silencio understands this neans he nust nove.

He steps sideways, so the nman can see him
The point noves again. Silencio understands.

d oser.

ALL TOMORROW S PARTIES 31
|
7. SHAREHOUSE

LEAVE a house enpty in Malibu, Tessa told Chevette, and you get the kind of people come down from
the hills and barbecue dogs in your fireplace.
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Hard to get rid of, those kind of people, and | ocks wouldn't keep themout. That was why the
peopl e who used to live here, before the Spill, were willing to rent themout to students.

Tessa was Australian, a nedia sciences student at USC and the reason Chevette was out here now,
couching it.

Well, that and the fact that she, Chevette, didn't have a job or any noney, now she'd split with
Car son.

Tessa said Carson was a piece of work

And | ook where it had all gotten her, Chevette thought, punping her way up the trainer's illusion
of a Swiss nountain road and trying to ignore the reek of noldy |aundry fromthe other side of the
drywal | partition. Soneone had |eft a wet load in the machi ne, probably |ast Tuesday, before the
fire, and nowit was rotting in there.

Whi ch was too bad, because that made it hard to get into riding the trainer. You could configure
it for a dozen different bikes, and as many terrains, and Chevette |iked this one, an ol d-

fashi oned steel -frame ten-speed you could take up this mountain road, wldflowers blurring in your
peri pheral vision. Her other favorite was a balloon-tired cruiser you rode al ong a beach, which
was good for Malibu because you couldn't ride along the beach, not unless you wanted to clinmb over
rusty razor wire and ignore the biohazard warnings every hundred feet.

But that gymsock m | dew reek kept catching in the back of her sinuses, nothing al pi ne neadow
about it at all, telling her she was broke and out of work and staying in a sharehouse in Mlibu

The house was right on the beach, with the wire about thirty feet out fromthe deck. Nobody knew
exactly what it was that had spilled, because the government wasn't telling. Sonething off a
freighter, some people said, and sone said it was a bulklifter that had come down in a

32

storm The government was using nanobots to clean it up though; everybody agreed on that, and that
was why they said you shouldn't wal k out there.

Chevette had found the trainer her second day here, and she'd ride two or three tines a day or
like now, late at night. Nobody el se seemed to be interested in it or ever to cone into this
little roomoff the garage, next to the laundry room and that was fine with her. Living on the
bri dge, she'd been used to peopl e being around, but everybody had al ways had sonething to do up
there. The sharehouse was full of USC nedia sciences students, and they got on her nerves. They
sat around accessing nedia all day and tal king about it, and nothing ever seened to get done.

She felt sweat run between the headband of the interface visor and her forehead, then down the
side of her nose. She was getting a good bum on now, she could feel groups of nuscles working in
her back, ones that didn't usually get it.

The trainer did a better job on the bike's chartreuse | acquer than on the shift |levers, she
noticed. They were sort of cartoony, with road surface blurring past beneath themin generic
texture map. The cl ouds woul d be generic too, if she | ooked up; just basic fractal stuff.

She was definitely not too happy with being here, or with her life in general at this point. She'd
been talking with Tessa about that after dinner. WlIlI, arguing about it.

Tessa wanted to make this docunmentary. Chevette knew what a docunentary was because Carson had

wor ked for a channel, Real One, that only just ran those, and Chevette had had to watch about a
thousand of them As a result, she thought, she now knew a whol e | ot about nothing in particular
and nothing in particular about whatever it was she was actually supposed to know. Like what to do
now that her |ife had gotten her to this place.

Tessa wanted to take her back up to San Francisco, but Chevette had m xed feelings. The
docunentary Tessa wanted to make was about interstitial comrunities, and Tessa said Chevette had
lived in one, because Chevette had |lived on the bridge. Interstitial meant in between things, and
Chevette figured that that nmade a ki nd of sense, anyway.

33
And she did nmiss it up there, mss the people, but she didn't like thinking about it. Because of
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how t hi ngs had gone since she'd cone down here, and because she hadn't kept in touch

Just punp, she told herself, cresting the illusion of a rise. Shift again. Punp harder. The road
surface started to | ook glassy in places, because she was overtaking the sinmulator's refresh rate.

"Zoomin." Tessa's voice, in nmniature.

"Shit," Chevette said. Flipping up the visor

The canera platform like a heliumfilled cushion of silver Mylar, at eye level in the open
doorway. Kid's toy with little caged propellers, controlled from Tessa's bedroom Ring of I|ight
reflected in the I ens housing as it extruded, zoonmni ng

The propellers blurred to gray, brought it forward through the door, stopped; blurred to gray
again, reversing. Rocked there, till it steadied on the ballast of the underslung canera. God's
Little Toy, Tessa called her silver balloon. D senbodied eye. She sent it on slow cruises through
the house, mining for inmage fragments. Everyone who lived here was constantly taping everyone

el se, except lain, and lain wore a notion-capture suit, even slept in it, and was recordi ng every
nove he ever made

The trainer, performance machine that it was, sensed Chevette's loss of focus and sighed, slow ng,
conmpl ex hydraulics beginning to deconfigure. The narrow wedge of seat between her thighs w dened,
spreading to support her butt in beach-bi ke node. The handl ebars unfol ded, upward, raising her
hands. She kept on pedaling, but the trainer was w nding her down now.

"Sorry." Tessa's voice fromthe tiny speaker. But Chevette knew she wasn't.

"Me too," Chevette said, as the pedals nmade a final arc, |ocking for disnpbunt. She swung the bars
up and stepped down, batting at the platform spoiling Tessa's shot.

"Une petite problenette. Concerns you, | think."
"What ?"
"Cone into the kitchen and |I'Il show you." Tessa reversed one set of props, turning the platform

on its axis. Then two forward and it sailed

back t hrough the doorway, into the garage. Chevette followed it, pulling a towel from a nai
driven into the doorjanb. Cosing the door behind her. Should ve had it closed when she was
riding, but she'd forgotten. God's Little Toy couldn't open doors.

The towel needed washing. Alittle stiff but it didn't snmell bad. She used it to wi pe sweat from
her pits and chest. She overtook the balloon, ducked under it, entered the kitchen

Sensed roaches scurrying for cover. Every flat surface, except the floor, was solid with unwashed
di shes, enpties, pieces of recording equipnent. They'd had a party, the day before the fire, and
nobody had cl eaned up yet.

No Iight here now but a couple of telltales and the nethodical flicker as the security system
flipped fromone external night-vision camera to the next. 4:32 A°M showing in the corner of the
screen. They kept naybe half the security shut down because people were in and out all day, and
there was al ways soneone there.

Whir of the platformas Tessa brought it up behind her

"What is it?" Chevette asked.

"Watch the driveway."

Chevette noved closer to the screen The deck, slung out over the sand..

The space between the house and the next one. The driveway. Wth Carson's car sitting there.

"Shit," Chevette said, as the Lexus was replaced with the between-houses view on the other side,
then a view froma canmera under the deck
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"Been there since 3:24."
Thedeck, .
"How d he find ne?"
Bet ween houses. .

"Web search, probably. Inmage natching. Soneone was upl oading Pictures fromthe party. You were in
sone of them"
The Lexus in the driveway. Nobody in it.

"Where is he)

Bet ween t he houses. .
35
Under the deck..

"No idea," Tessa said.
"Where are you?"

Deck again. Watch this and you start to see things that aren't there. She | ooked down at the ness
on the counter and saw a foot-1ong butcher knife Iying in what was |left of a chocol ate cake, the
bl ade clotted with darkness.

"Upstairs," Tessa said. "Best you conme up."

Chevette felt suddenly cold in her bike shorts and T-shirt. Shivered. Left the kitchen for the
living room Pre-dawn gray through walls of glass. English lain stretched, snoring lightly, on a
| ong | eat her couch, a red LED on his notion-capture suit wi nking over his sternum The |ower half
of Lain's face never seened to be in focus to Chevette; teeth uneven, different colors, like he
was lightly pixilated. Mad, Tessa said. And never changed the suit he slept in now kept it |aced
corset-tight.

Muttered in his sleep, turning his back to her as she passed.

She stood with her face a few inches fromthe glass, feeling the chill that radiated fromit.
Not hi ng on the deck but a ghostly white chair, enpty beer cans. Were was he?

The stair to the second floor was a spiral, wedge-shaped sections of very thick wood spun out from
an iron shaft. She took that now, the carbon-fiber pedal clips set into the soles of her shoes
clicking with each step

Tessa waited at the top, slimblonde shadow bul ked in a puffy coat Chevette knew was burnt-orange
in daylight. "The van's parked next door," she said. "Let's go."

"Wher e?"

"Up the coast. My grant cane through. | was up talking to Mum telling her that, when the
boyfriend arrived. "

"Maybe he just wants to talk," Chevette said. She'd told Tessa about himhitting her that tine.
Now she half regretted it.

"I don't think that's a chance you want to take. W're away, right? See? |I'm packed." Bunping her
hi p agai nst the bul ging rectangl e of a gear bag slung from her shoul der

"I"'mnot," Chevette said.
36
"You never unpacked, renenber?" Wich was true. "We'll go out over the deck, go 'round past

Barbara's, get in the van: we're gone."

"No," Chevette said, "let's wake everybody up, turn on the outside |ights. Wat can he do?"
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"I don't know what he can do. But he can al ways conme back. He knows you're here now. You can't
stay."
"l don't know for sure he'd try to hurt nme, Tessa."

"WAnt to be with hin®"

"Did you invite himhere?"
"No. "
"Want to see hinP" Hesitation. "No."

"Then get your bag.
shoul der, descendi ng.

Tessa pushed past, leading with the gear bag. "Now," she said, over her

Chevette opened her nmouth to say sonething, then closed it. Turned, felt her way al ong the
corridor, to the door to her room A closet, this had been, though bigger inside than sonme houses
on the bridge. A frosted dome cane on in the ceiling when you opened the door. Soneone had cut a
thick slab of foamso that it fit the floor, down half the I ength of the narrow, w ndow ess space,
between an el aborate shoe rack of some pale tropical hardwood and a baseboard of the sane stuff.
Chevette had never seen anything made of wood that was put together that well, The whol e house was
like that, under the sharehouse dirt, and she'd wondered who'd lived in it before, and how they'd
felt about having to | eave. Woever it was, to judge by the rack, had had nore shoes than Chevette
had owned in her life.

Her knapsack sat at the end of the narrow foam bed. Like Tessa had said, still packed. Open,

t hough. The nesh bag with her toilet stuff and makeup beside it. Skinner's old biker jacket hung
above it, shoulders set broad and confident on a fancy wooden hanger. Bl ack once, its horsehide
had gone nostly gray with wear and tinme. O der than she was, he'd said. A pair of new black jeans
were draped over the rod beside it. She pulled these down and worked her feet out of the riding
shoes. Got the Jeans on over her shorts. A black sweatshirt fromthe open nouth of the
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knapsack. Snell of clean cotton as she pulled it over her head; she'd washed everything, at
Carson's, when she'd decided she was | eaving. She crouched at the foot of the foam |acing up |ug-
sol ed high-tops, no socks. Stood and took Skinner's jacket fromthe hanger. It was heavy, as if it
retained the weight of horses. She felt safer in it. Renenmbering how she'd always ridden with it
in San Francisco, in spite of the weight. Like arnor.

"Come on." Tessa, calling softly fromthe |iving room

Tessa had cone over to Carson's with another girl, South African, the day they'd first met, to
interview himabout his work at Real One. Something had clicked; Chevette snmiling back at the
ski nny bl onde whose features were all a little too big for her face; who | ooked great anyway and
| aughed and was so snart.

Too smart, Chevette thought, stuffing the nesh bag into the knapsack, because now she was on her
way to San Francisco with her, and she wasn't sure that was such a good idea.

"Cone on."

Bent to stuff the nesh bag into the knapsack, buckle it. Put that over her shoul der. Saw the
riding shoes. No tine now Stepped out and closed the closet door

Found Tessa in the living room nmaeking sure the alarns on the sliding glass doors were
deacti vat ed.

lain grunted, thrashing out at sonething in a dream

Tessa tugged one of the doors open, just w de enough to get out, its frane scraping in the
corroded track. Chevette felt cold sea air. Tessa stepped out, reached back through to pull her
gear bag out.
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Chevette stepped through, knapsack rattling against the frame. Sonething brushed her hair, Tessa
reaching out to capture God's Little Toy there. She handed the inflated platformto Chevette, who
took it by one of the propeller cages; it felt weightless and awkward and too easy to break. Then
she and Tessa both grabbed the door handl e one-handed, and together they pulled it shut agai nst
the friction of the track

She strai ghtened, turned, |ooked out at the lightening gray that was all she could see of the
ocean now, past the black coils of razor wire, and felt a kind of vertigo, as though for just a
second she stood at the very
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edge of the turning world. She'd felt that before, on the bridge, up on the roof of Skinner's

pl ace, high up over everything; just standing there in a fog that socketed the bay, throw ng every
sound back at you froma new and di fferent distance.

Tessa took the four steps down to the beach, and Chevette heard the sand squeak under her shoes.
It was that quiet. She shivered. Tessa crouched, checking under the deck. \Where was he?

And they never saw him not there and not then, as they trudged through the sand, past old
Barbara' s deck, where the wi de windows were all blanked with quilted foil and sun-faded cardboard.
Barbara was an owner from before the Spill, and not often seen. Tessa had tried to cultivate her
want ed her in her docunmentary, an interstitial comunity of one, becone a hermt in her house,

hol ed up am d sharehouses. Chevette wondered if Barbara was watching them go, past her house and
around between it and the next, back to where Tessa's van waited, alnpbst cubical, its pai ntwork
scoured with w ndbl own sand.

Al this nore dream i ke sonehow with each step she took, and now Tessa was unl ocki ng the van
after checking through the window with a flashlight to see he wasn't waiting there, and when
Chevette clinbed

up the passenger side and settled in the creaking seat, blanket |laced over ripped plastic with
bungee cord, she knew that she 'was goi ng.

Sonewher e.

And that was okay with her
39

8. THE HOLE

DRI FT.

Laney is in drift.

That is how he does it. It is a matter, he knows, of letting go. He admts the random

The danger of admitting the randomis that the random may admit the Hol e.

The Hole is that which Laney's being is constructed around. The Hole is absence at the fundanenta
core. The Hole is that into which he has always stuffed things: drugs, career, wonen, infornation

Mainly. -l ately-information.
Information. This flow This. . . corrosion

Drift.

ONCE, before he'd cone to Tokyo, Laney woke in the bedroomof his suite in the Chateau

It was dark, only a shush of tires up from Sunset; nuffled drummi ng of a helicopter, hunting the
hi I'l's behi nd.

And the Hole right there, beside himin the |lonely queen-size expanse of his bed.

The Hol e, up close and personal
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9. SWEEP SECOND

pRI GHT pyramids of fruit, beneath buzzing neon.
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. He wat ches as the boy drains a second liter of the pul ped drink. swallow ng the entire
contents of the tall plastic cup in an unbroken stream wi th no apparent effort.

"You should not drink cold things so quickly."

The boy | ooks at him There is nothing between the boy's gaze and his being: no nmask. No
personality. He is not, apparently, deaf, because

he has understood the suggestion of the cold drink. But there is no evi= dence, as yet, that he is
capabl e of speech.

"Do you speak Spanish?" This in the |anguage of Mdrid, unspoken for many years.

The boy places the enpty cup beside the first one and | ooks at the nan There is no fear in him
"The nen who attacked me they were your friends~ Raising an eyebrow

Not hi ng at all

"How ol d are yo&

O der, the man guesses, than his enotional age. Touches of razored stubble at the corners of his
upper lip Brown eyes clear and placid

The boy | ooks at the two enpty plastic cups on the worn steel Counter. He |ooks up at the nman

" Anot h& You wi sh to drink another~ The boy nods.

The man signals to the Italian behind the counter He turns back ~: to the boy.

Do you have a nane?"

Not hi ng Not hi ng noves in the brown eyes The boy regards himas calmy as night sonme placid dog.

The silver pul pi ng nmachine chugs briefly amd the stacked fruit Shaved ice whirs into the pulp.

The Italian transfers the drink to a plastiC cup and places it before the boy The boy | ooks at it
41

The man shifts on the creaking netal stool, his long coat draped like resting wings. Beneath his

arm carefully cleaned now, the knife in its nagnetic sheath swings free, sleeping.

The boy raises the cup, opens his nouth, and pours the thick sludge of ice and fruit pulp down his

t hr oat .

Def ective, the man thinks. Syndrones of the city's tragic wonb. The signal of life distorted by

chenmicals, by starvation, by blows of fortune. Yet he, |ike everyone else, |ike the man hinself,

is exactly where, exactly what, exactly when he is neant to be. It is the Tao: darkness within

dar kness.

The boy places the enpty cup besi de the other two.

The man straightens his | egs, stands, buttoning his coat.

The boy reaches out. Two fingers touch the watch the nan wears on his left wist. He opens his

mouth as if to speak.

"The tinme?"

Sonet hi ng noves in the affectless brown depths of the boy's eyes. The watch is very old, purchased
froma specialist dealer in a fortified arcade in Singapore. It is mlitary ordnance. It speaks to
the man of battles fought in another day. It reminds himthat every battle will one day be as
obscure, and that only the nonent matters, natters absol utely.

The enlightened warrior rides into battle as if to a |oved one's funeral, and how could it be

ot herw se?

The boy |l eans forward now, the thing behind his eyes seeing only the watch.

The man thinks of the two he | eaves tonight on the bridge. Hunters of sorts, now they will hunt no
more. And this one, following them To pick up scraps.

"You |ike this?"

Not hi ng regi sters. Nothing breaks the concentration, the link between that which has surfaced
behind the boy's eyes and the austere bl ack face of the watch.

The Tao noves.

The man unfastens the steel buckle that secures the strap. He hands the watch to the boy. He does
this without thought. He does this
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with the same unthinking certainty with which, earlier, he killed. He does this because it fits,
is fitting; because his life is alignment with the Tao.

There is no need to say good- bye.
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He | eaves the boy lost in contenplation of the black face, the hands.
He | eaves now. The monent in bal ance.

43
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10. AVERI CAN ACROPOLI S

RYD ELI managed to get part of the San Francisco grid on the Brazilian glasses coming in, but he
still needed Creednore to tell himhow to get to the garage where they were | eaving the Hawker -

Ai chi. Creednore, when Rydell woke himfor that, seemed uncertain as to who Rydell was, but did a
fairly good job of covering it up. He did know, after consulting a fol ded business card he took
fromthe watch pocket of his jeans, exactly where they should go.

It was an old building, in the kind of area where buildings |like that were usually converted to
residential, but the frequency of razor wire suggested that this was not yet gentrified territory.
There were a couple of Universal square badges controlling entry, a firmthat nostly did | owleve
i ndustrial security. They were set up in an office by the gate, watching Real One on a flatscreen
propped up on a big steel desk that | ooked |ike sonmeone had gone over every square inch of it with
a ball peen hammer. Cups of take-out coffee and white foam food containers. It all felt kind of
homey to Rydell, who figured they'd be going off shift soon, seven in the norning. Wuldn't be a
bad job, as bad jobs went.

"Delivering a drive-away," Rydell told them

There was a deer on the flatscreen. Behind it the fam liar shapes of the derelict skyscrapers of
downtown Detroit. The Real One logo in the lower right corner gave himthe context: one of those
nat ure shows.

They gave hima pad to punch in the reservation nunber on Creednore's paper, and it cane up paid.
Had himsign on the pad, there. Told himto put it in slot twenty-three, level six. He left the
of fice, got back into the Hawker, swung up the ranp, wet tires squealing on concrete.

Creednore was conducting a groom ng operation in the illum nated mrror behind the passenger-side
sun visor. This consisted of running his fingers repeatedly back through his hair, w ping themon
his jeans, then rubbing his eyes. He considered the results. "Tine for a drink," he said to the
reflection of his bl oodshot eyes.

~&

"Seven in the norning," Rydell said.

"What | said," Creednore said, flipping the visor back up. Rydell found the number twenty-three
pai nted on the concrete,

bet ween two vehicles shrouded in white dustcovers. He edged the Hawker carefully in and started
shutting it down. He was able to do this without having to go to the hel p nmenu.
Creednore got out and went over to urinate on sonebody's tire.

Rydel| checked the interior to see they hadn't |eft anything, undid

~- the harness, |eaned over to pull the passenger-side door shut, popped the trunk, opened
the driver-side door, checked that he had the keys,

~ got out, closed the door

"Hey, Buell. Your friend s gonna pick this up, right?" Rydell was pulling his duffel out of the
Hawker- Aichi's weirdly narrow trunk, a space suggestive of the interior of a child's coffin. There
was nothing else in there, so he assuned Creednore was traveling w thout |uggage.

"No," Creednore said, "they gonna leave it up here get all dusty."
He was buttoning his fly.

"So | give the keys to those Universal boys dowstairs?"
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"No," Creednore said, "you give "'emto ne."

"I signed," Rydell said.

"Gve 'emto ne."

"Buell, this vehicle is ny responsibility now 1've signed it in here.”
He cl osed the trunk, activated the security systens.

"Pl ease step back," said the |-lawker-Aichi. "Respect ny boundaries as | respect yours." It had a
beautiful, strangely genderless voice, gentle but firm

Rydel | took a step back, another
"°]That's ny friend's car and ny friend' s keys, and |I'm supposed to

- @ve '"emto him" Creednore rested his hand on the big roper's buckle like it was the whee
of his personal ship of state, but he | ooked uncertam as though his hangover were |eaning on him

"Just tell himthe keys'I| be here. That's how you do it. Safer al
"round, that way." Rydell shoul dered his bag and started down the ranp,

~ glad to be stretching his |legs. He | ooked back at Creednore. "See you
~ "round, Buell."
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"Son of a bitch," Creednore said, though Rydell took it to be nore a reference to the universe
that had created Rydell than to Rydell hinself. Creednore | ooked |Iost and di sconnected, squinting
under the greenish-white strip |ighting.

Rydel I kept wal ki ng, down the battered concrete spiral of the parking garage, five nore |evels,
till he came abreast of the office at the entrance. The Universal guards were drinking coffee,
wat ching the end of their nature show Now the deer noved through snow, snow that bl ew sideways,
frosting the perfectly upright walls of Detroit's dead and nmonunmental heart, vast black tines of
brick reaching up to vanish in the white sky.

They made a | ot of nature shows there.

He went out into the street, looking for a cab or a place that nade breakfast. Snelling how San
Franci sco was a different place than Los Angel es, and feeling that was fine by him He'd get
sonething to eat, use the Brazilian glasses to phone Tokyo.

Fi nd out about that nopney.

48 W LLt AM G BSON

11. OTHER GUY

CHEVETTE had never driven a standard, so it fell to Tessa to drive themup to San Franci sco. Tessa
didn't seemto mnd. She had her head full of the docu they were going to nmake, and she coul d work
it out as she drove, telling Chevette about the different communities she wanted to cover and how
she was going to cut it all together. Al Chevette had to do was listen, or |look |like she was
listening, and finally just fall asleep. She fell asleep as Tessa was telling her about a place
called the Wlled City, howthere' d actually been this place, by Hong Kong, but it had been torn
down before Hong Kong went back to being part of China. And then these crazy net people had built
their own version of it, like a big communal website, and they'd turned it inside out, vanished in
there. It wasn't maki ng much sense when Chevette nodded out, but it left pictures in her head.

Dr eans.

. "What about the other guy?" Tessa was asking, when Chevette woke from those dreans.
Chevette blinked out at the Five, the white line that seened to reel up beneath the van. "What
ot her guy?"

'The cop. The one you went to Los Angeles with."

"Rydel | ," Chevette said.

"So why didn't that work?" Tessa asked.

Chevette didn't really have an answer. "It just didn't."

"So you had to hook up with Carson?"
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"No," Chevette said, "I didn't have to." \What were those white things, so many of them off in a
field there? Wnd things: they nade electricity. "It just seened like the thing to do."

"I''"ve done a few of those nyself," Tessa said.

ALL TOMORROW-S PARTI ES 47

12. EL PRI MERO

FONTAINE' S first glinpse of the boy cones as he starts to lay out the norning's stock in his

narrow di spl ay wi ndow. rough dark hair above a forehead pressed against the arnored gl ass.

Font ai ne | eaves nothing of value in the window at night, but he dislikes the idea of an entirely
enpty displ ay.

He doesn't like to think of soneone passing and glinpsing that vacancy. It makes himthink of
death. So each night he leaves out a fewitens of relatively little value, ostensibly to indicate
the nature of the shop's stock, but really as a private act of propitiatory magic.

Thi s norning the wi ndow contains three inferior Swiss nechanicals, their dials flecked with age,
an | XL doubl e penknife with jigged bone handl es and shield, fair condition, and an East Gernman
mlitary field tel ephone that | ooks as though it has been designed not only to survive a nucl ear
explosion but to function during one.

Fontaine, still on the norning's first coffee, stares down, through the glass, at the matted,

spi ky hair. Thinking this at first a corpse, and not the first he's discovered this way, but never
propped thus, kneeling, as in attitude of prayer. But no, this one lives: breath fogs Fontaine's
wi ndow.

In Fontaine's left hand: a 1947 Cortebert triple-date nmoon phase, nanual w nd, gold-filled case,
in very nearly the condition in which it left the factory. In his right, a warped red plastic cup
of black Cuban coffee. The shop is filled with the snell of Fontaine's coffee, as burnt and acrid
as he likes it.

Condensation slowy pulses on the cold glass: gray aureoles outline the kneeler's nostrils.

Fontai ne puts the Cortebert back in the tray with the rest of his better stock, narrow divisions
of faded green vel our holding a dozen watches. He sets the tray aside, on the counter behind which
he stands when he does business, transfers the red plastic cup to his left hand, and with his
right reassures hinself of the Smth & Wesson .32-.22 Kit

@n in the right side pocket of the threadbare trench coat that serves himas a dressing gown.

The little gun is there, older than sonme of his better watches, its worn walnut grip conforting
and famliar. Probably intended to be kept in a freshwater fishernman's tackle box, against the

di spat ching of water snakes or the decapitation of enpty beer bottles, the Kit Gun is Fontaine's
consi dered choice: a six-shot rinfire revolver with a four-inch barrel. He doesn't want to kil
anyone, Fontaine, though if truth be known, he has, and very probably could again. He dislikes
recoil, in a handgun, and excessive report, and distrusts seni-automatic weapons. He is an
anachroni st, a historian: he knows that the Smth & Wesson's frane evol ved for a .32-caliber
center-fire round, |ong extinct, that was once the standard for Anerican pocket pistols.
Rechanmbered for the honely .22, it survived, in this nodel, well into the mddle of the twentieth
century. A handy thing and, like nost of his stock, a rarity.

He finishes the coffee, places the enpty cup on the counter beside the tray of watches.

He is a good shot, Fontaine. At twelve paces, enploying an archaic one-handed duelist's stance, he
has been known to pick the pips from
a playing card. -

He hesitates before unlocking the shop's front door, a conplicated process. Perhaps the kneeler is
not al one. Fontaine has few enenies on the bridge proper, but who is to say what night have
drifted in fromeither end, San Franciso or Oakland? And the wilds of Treasure Island
traditionally offer a nore feral sort of crazy.

But still.
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He throws the [ ast hasp and draws the pistol

Sunlight falls through the bridge's wapping of scrap wood and plastic |ike sone strange beni son
Font ai ne scents the salt air, a source of Corrosion

"You," he says, "mister."” The gun in his hand, hidden by the folds of the trench coat.

Under the trench coat, which is beltless, open, Fontaine wears faded plaid flannel pajama bottons
and a | ong-sl eeved white thernmal undershirt rendered ecru by the vagaries of the |aundry process
Bl ack

49

shoes, sockless and unlaced, their gloss gone nmatte in the deeper

Creases.

Dark eyes look up at him froma face that somehow refuses to cone into focus.

"What you doi ng there?"
The boy cocks his head, as if listening to somethi ng Fontai ne cannot hear
"Cet away from ny wi ndow. "

Wth a weird and utter lack of grace that strikes Fontaine as anounting to a species of grace in
itself, this person gets to his feet. The brown eyes stare at Fontai ne but sonehow do not see him
or do not recognize him perhaps, as another being.

Font ai ne di splays the Smth & Wesson, his finger on the trigger, but he does not quite point it at
the boy. He never points a gun at anyone he is not yet entirely willing to shoot, a I esson |earned
I ong ago fromhis father.

This kneeler, this breather on his glass, is not of the bridge. It would be difficult for Fontaine
to explain how he knows this, but he does. It is a function of having lived here a long tinme. He
doesn't know everyone on the bridge, nor would he want to, but he nonethel ess distinguishes bridge
dwel lers fromothers, and with absolute certainty.

This one, now, has sonething m ssing. Sonething wong; not a state bespeaki ng drugs, but sone nore
per manent node of not-being-there. And while the population of the bridge possesses its share of
these, they are somehow worked into the fabric of the place and not inclined to appear thus, so
randomy, as to disturb nercantile ritual

Sonewher e hi gh above, the bay wi nd whips a |oose flap of plastic, a frenzied beating, |ike the
i diot wing of sone vast wounded bi rd.

Font ai ne, | ooking into brown eyes in the face that still refuses to cone into focus (because, he
thinks now, it is incapable), regrets having unlocked his door. Salt air even now ghaws at the
bright netal vitals of his stock. He gestures with the barrel of his pistol: go.

The boy extends his hand. A watch

"What ? You want to sell that?"

50

T

The brown eyes register no | anguage.

Font ai ne, notivated by sonething he recogni zes as conpul sion, takes a step forward, his finger
tightening on the pistol's double-action trigger. The chanmber beneath the firing pin is enpty, for
safety's sake, but a quick, long pull will do the trick

Looks |i ke stainless. Black dial

Fontaine takes in the filthy black jeans, the frayed running shoes, the faded red T-shirt hiked
above a paunch that betrays the characteristic bloat of malnutrition

"You want to show that to nme?"
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The boy | ooks down at the watch in his hand, then points to the three in the w ndow.

"Sure," Fontaine says, "we got watches. All kinds. You want to see?"
Still pointing, the boy |ooks at him

"Cone on," Fontaine says, "cone on in. Cold out here."™ Still holding the gun, though his finger
has rel axed, he steps back into the shop. "You coning?"

After a pause, the boy follows, holding the watch with the black dial as though it were a snall
ani mal

Be not hing, Fontaine thinks. Army WVlthamwith the guts rusted out. Bullshit. Bullshit he's let
this freak in here.

The boy stands, staring, in the center of the shop's tiny floor space. Fontaine closes the door
|l ocks it once only, and retreats behind his

counter. Al this done without |owering the gun, getting within grabbing distance, or taking his
eyes off his visitor

The boy's eyes widen as he sees the tray of watches. "First things first,'
the tray out of sight with his free hand.

Font ai ne says, whi sking

~ "Let's see." Pointing at the watch in the boy's hand. "Here," Fontai ne commands, tapping
the faded gilt Rolex logo on a padded round of dark green |eatherette.

The boy seens to understand. He places the watch on the pad.
~ Font ai ne sees the black beneath the ragged nails as the hand wi t hdraws.

"Shit," Fontaine says. Eyes acting up. "Back up, there, a mnute," ~r' he says, gently indicating
direction with the barrel of the Smith & '~ Wesson. The boy takes a step back
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|

Still watching the boy, he digs in the left side pocket of the trench coat and cones up with a

bl ack | oupe, which he screws into his left eye. "Don't you nove now, okay? Don't want this gun to
go off..

Font ai ne picks up the watch, affords hinself a quick squint through the |oupe. 'Wistles in spite
of himself. "Jaeger LeCoultre." He unsquints, checking; the boy hasn't nmoved. Squints again, this
tinme at the ordnance markings on the caseback. "Royal Australian Air Force, 1953," he translates.
"Where'd you steal this?"

Not hi ng.

"This is near nint.
redi al ?"

Fontaine feels, all at once, profoundly and unexpectedly lost. "This a

Not hi ng.
Font ai ne squints through the |Ioupe. "Al original?"
Fontai ne wants this watch

He puts it down on the green pad, atop the worn synbol of a golden crown, noting that the black
calf band is custom made, handsewn around bars permanently fixed between the lugs. This work
itself, which he takes to be either Italian or Austrian, nmay have cost nore than some of the
wat ches in his tray. The boy imediately picks it up

Font ai ne produces the tray. "Look here. You want to trade? Gruen Curvex here. Tudor 'London,'
1948; nice original dial. Vulcain Cricket here, gold head, very clean."

But al ready he knows that his conscience will never allow himto divest this lost soul of this
wat ch, and the know edge hurts him Fontaine has been trying all his life to cultivate di shonesty,
what his father called "sharp practices,"” and he invariably fails.

The boy is |l eaning forward over the tray, Fontaine forgotten
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"Here," Fontaine says, sliding the tray aside and replacing it with his battered notebook. He
opens it to the pages where he shops for watches. "Just push this, then push this, it'll tell you
what you're |ooking at."” He denbnstrates. A Jaeger with a silver face.

Font ai ne presses the second key. "1945 Jaeger chrononeter, stainless steel, original dial
engravi ng on case back," says the notebook

"Case," the boys says. "Back."

"This," Fontaine shows the boy the stainless back of a gold-filled
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Tissot tank. "But with wwiting on, like '"Joe Blow, twenty-five years with Bl owcorp,
congratul ations. "

The boy | ooks bl ank. Presses a key. Another watch appears on the screen. He presses the second
key. "A 1960 Vul cain junp-hour, chrome, brassing at lugs, dial very good."

"'"Very good,' "Fontaine advises. "Not good enough. See these spots here?" Indicating certain
darker flecks scattered across the scan. "If it were 'very fine,' sure."

"Fine," says the boy, |ooking up at Fontaine. He presses the key that produces the inage of
anot her wat ch.

"Let me see that watch, okay?" Fontaine points at the watch in the boy's hand. "It's okay. |']
give it back."

The boy | ooks fromthe watch to Fontaine. Fontaine puts the Smth & Wesson away in its pocket.
Shows the boy his enpty hands.

"Il give it back."

The boy extends his hand. Fontaine takes the watch.
"You gonna tell me where you got this?"

Bl ank.

"You want a cup of coffee?"

Font ai ne gestures back, toward the simering pot on the hotplate. Snells its bitter brew,
t hi ckeni ng.

The boy under st ands.
He shakes hi s head.
Font ai ne screws the | oupe into his eye and settles into contenpl ation

Damm. He wants this watch.

LATER i n the day, when the bento boy brings Fontaine his lunch, the Jaeger LeCoultre mlitary is
in the pocket of Fontaine's gray tweed Sl aCks, high-wai sted and extravagantly pl eated, but
Font ai ne knows that the watch is not his. The boy has been put in the back of the shop, in that
cluttered little zone that divides Fontaine's business fromhis private life, and Fontai ne has
become aware of the fact that he can, yes, snell his visitor; under the nmorning's coffee snell a
definite and insistent reek of old sweat and unwashed cl ot hes.

53
As the bento boy exits to his box-stacked bicycle, Fontaine undoes the clips on his own box.
Tenpura today, not his favorite for bento, because it cools, but still he's hungry. Steamwafts

fromthe bow of mso as he unbnaps its plastic |id. He pauses.

"Hey" he says, back into the space behind the shop, "you want some m so?" No reply. "Soup, you
hear me?"
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Font ai ne sighs, clinbs off his wooden stool, and carries the steamng soup into the back of the
shop.

The boy is seated cross-1egged on the floor, the notebook open on his | ap. Fontaine sees the inage
of a large, very conplicated chrononeter floating there on the screen. Sonething fromthe
eighties, by the look of it.

"You want sone niso?"

"Zenith," says the boy. "El Prinero. Stainless case. Thirty-one jewels, 3019PHC novenent. Heavy
stainless bracelet with flip lock. Oiginal ;crewdown crown. Crown dial and novenent signed."

Fontai ne stares at him
13. SECONDHAND DAYLI GHT

YAMAZAKI returns with antibiotics, packaged foods, coffee in self-heating tins. He wears a bl ack
nylon flight jacket and carries these things, along with his notebook, in a blue nmesh bag.

He descends into the station through a crowd of only ordinary density well before the evening rush
hour. He has found it difficult to sleep, his dreans haunted by the perfect face of Rei Toei, who
is in a sense his enployer, and who in another sense does not exist.

She is a voice, a face, familiar to mllions. She is a sea of code, the ultinmte expression of
entertai nnent software. Her audi ence knows that she does not wal k anong them that she is nedia,
purely. And that is a |large part of her appeal

If not for Rei Toei, Yammzaki considers, Laney would not be here now. It was the attenpt to
understand her, to second-guess her notivation, that had originally brought Laney to Tokyo. In the
enpl oy of Rez's nmamnagenent team the singer Rez having declared his intention to many her. And
how, they asked, was that to be? How could any hunan, even one so thoroughly nediated, nmarry a
construct, a congeries of software, a dreanf
And Rez, the Chinese-lrish singer, the pop star, had tried. Yanazaki knows this. He knows as nuch
about this as any living human, includ

i ng Rez, because Rei Toei has discussed it with him He understands

that Rez exists as thoroughly, in the realmof the digital, as it is possible
~ for a living human to exist. |If Rez-the-nman were to die, today, Rez-the

icon would certainly live on. But Rez's yearning was to go there, literally

to go where Rei Toei is. O was, she having now effectively vani shed.

The singer had sought to join her in sone realmof the digital or in sone not-yet-inmgi ned
borderl and, some internediate state. And had

fail ed.
But has she gone there now? And why had Laney fled as well?

Rez tours the Konbinat states now. Insists on traveling by rail
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Station to station, Mdscow hts goal, runors of madness flickering in the band s wake.

It is a dark business, Yaivazaki thinks and wonders, taking the stairs to the cardboard city, what
exactly Laney is about here. Speaking of nodal points in history, of son-te energing pattern in
the texture of things. O everything changing.

Laney is a sport, a mutant, the accidental product of covert clinical trials of a drug that

i nduced something oddly akin to psychic abilities in a small percentage of test subjects. But
Laney isn't psychic in any non-rational sense; rather he is able, through the organic changes
wrought long ago by 5-SB, this drug, tj sonehow perceive change energing fromvast flows of data.
And now Rei Toei is gone, her managenent clains, and how can that be? Yamazaki suspects that Laney
may know why, or where, and that is a factor in Yamazaki's having decided to return here and find
him He has been extremely careful to avoid being followed, but he al so knows that that can mean
next to nothing.
The snell of the Tokyo 5ubway, familiar as the snell of his nother's apartnent, conforts himnow
It is a snmell at once utterly distinctive and inpossible to describe It is the snell of Japanese
humani ty, of which he very nmuch feels hinself a part, as manifested in this singular environment,
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this world of tubes, of white corridors, of whispering silver trains.

He finds the passageway between the two escal ators, the tiled colums. He half suspects that the
shelters will be gone.

But they are here, and when he dons a white m cropore nmask and enters the nodel -builder's brightly
lit hutch, nothing has changed except the kit the old man concentrates on now. a nulti-headed

di nosaur with robotic hind I nmbs in navy and silver. The brush tip works in the eye of one
reptilian head. The old nman does not | ook up

"Laney?"

Not hi ng from behind the square of nelon-yell ow bl anket .

Yamazaki nods to the old man and crawl s past on hands and knees, pushing his nesh bag of supplies
before him

"Laney?"
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"Hush," Laney says, fromthe narrow fetid dark. "He's tal king."

"Who is tal king?" Pushing the bag past the linp, foamfilled fabric, its touch on his face

rem ndi ng himof nursery school

As Yamazaki enters, Laney activates a projector in the clunsy eye-phones: the inmages he sees spl ay
across Yamazaki, blinding him Yanazaki twi sts to avoid the beam Sees figures franmed in
secondhand daylight. "-nmagine he does this on a regul ar basis?" Hand-held but digitally
stabilized. "Sonething to do with phases of the noon?"

Zoons in on one of the figures, lean and male, as all are. Muth obscured by a dark scarf. Stiff
bl ack hair above a high white forehead. "No evidence of that. Qpportunistic. He waits for themto
come to him Then he takes them These," and the canera swings snoothly to frane the face and bare
chest of a dead man, eyes staring, "are jackers. This one had dancer in his pocket." There is a
dark conma on the dead nman's pal e chest, just below the sternum "The other one was stabbed
through the throat, but sonmehow he managed to miss the arteries.”

"He woul d," says the unseen nman

"W have profiles,” the man with the scarf says, off-canera, the face of the corpse thrown across
Laney's cardboard wall, the nelon blanket. 'W have a full forensic psych run-up. But you ignore
t hem ~

"Of course | do."

"You re in denial Two pairs of hands in |atex gloves grasp the dead man flip himover There is a
second smal |l er wound visi bl e beneath one shoul der bl ade bl ood has pooled within the body darkened
He poses as real a danger to you as to anyone el se.”

But hes interesting isn t he~
The wound in close up is a snmall unsmiling mouth The bl ood reads black. "Not to nme."
But you aren t interesting are you~

No and the canmera pans up light catching a sharp cheekbone above the bl ack scarf, "and you don't
want me to be, do you?"

There is a faint chine as the transnmission is ternminated. Laney throws back his head the inmage of
the man with the scarf in freeze frane across the ceiling of the carton too bnght distorted and
Yamazaki sees that the cardboard there is shingled with tiny self
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adhesive printouts, dozens of different inages of a bland-1ooking man, oddly fanmiliar. Yanazak
blinks, his contacts shifting, and m sses his glasses. He feels inconplete without them "Wo was
that man, Laney?"

"The hel p," Laney says.
mna |_b| pI ?II

"Hard to get good hel p these days." Laney kills the projector and renpoves the nassive eyephones.
In the sudden gloom his face is reduced to a child's draw ng, snudged bl ack eyehol es agai nst a
pallid snear. "The man who was taking that call-"

"The one who spoke?"

"He owns the world. Near as anyone does."

Yarmazaki frowns. "I have brought nedicine-"
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"That was fromthe bridge, Yanmazaki."
"San Franci sco?"

"They followed ny other man there. They followed him Ilast night, but they lost him They al ways
do. This norning they found those bodies.

"Fol | owed who?"
"The man who isn't there. The one I'mhaving to infer."

"These are pictures of Harwood? O Harwood Levi ne?" Yanazaki has recogni zed the face replicated on
the stickers.

"Spooks are his. Best noney can buy, probably, but they can't get close to the nan who isn't
there."

"What nman?"
"I think he's sonmeone Harwood ... collected. Collects people. Interesting people. | think he
m ght' ve worked for Harwood, taken commi ssions. He doesn't |eave a trace, none at all. \Wen he

crosses sonmeone's path, they're just gone. Then he erases hinself."

Yamazaki funbles the antibiotics fromhis bag. "WIIl you take these, Laney? Your cough-"
"Where's Rydel |, Yanmzaki ? He's supposed to be up there now. It's all coming together."
"What is?"

"I don't know," Laney says, leaning forward to dig through the con-
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tents of the bag. He finds a coffee and activates it, tossing it fromhand to hand as it heats.
Yarmazaki hears the pop, the vacuum hiss, as Laney opens it. Snell of coffee. Laney sips fromthe
steani ng can.

" Somet hi ng' s happeni ng," Laney says and coughs into his hand, slopping hot creaned coffee on
Yanmazaki's wrist. Yamazaki flinches.

"Everything's changing. O it's not, really. How | see it is changing. But since |I've been able to
see it the new way, sonething el se has started. There's something building up. Big. Bigger than
big. It'Il happen soon, then there' |l be a cascade effect.

"What will happen?"

"I don't know." Another fit of coughing requires that he set aside the coffee. Yanmazaki has opened
the antibiotics and tries to offer them Laney waves them asi de. "Have you been back to the
i sland? Do they have any i dea where she is?"

Yamazaki blinks. "No. She is sinmply not present."”

Laney smiles, faint gleamof teeth against the darkness of his nouth. "That's good. She's in it
too, Yamazaki." He reaches for the coffee. "She's in it too."
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14. BREAKFAST, COOKI NG

RYDELL found a place in one of those buildings that had clearly been a bank, when banks had needed
to have buildings. Thick walls. Soneone had turned it into an all-day breakfast-special place, and
that was what Rydell was after. Actually it looked like it had been sone kind of discount store
before that, and who knew what el se before, but it had that eggs.and-grease snell, and he was
hungry.

There were a couple of size-large construction types, covered with white drywall dust, waiting for
a table, but Rydell saw that the counter was enpty, so he went over there and took a stool. The
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wai tress was a distracted-1ooki ng woman of indeterninate ancestry, acne scars sprinkled across her
cheekbones, and she poured his coffee and took his order w thout actually indicating she
under st ood English. Like the whole operation could be basically phonetic, he thought, and she'd
have | earned the sound of "two eggs over easy" and the rest. Hear it, translate it into whatever
she wote in, then give it to the cook

Rydel | got the Brazilian glasses out, put themon, and scrolled for the nunber Yamazaki had gi ven
himin Tokyo. Soneone picked up on the third ring, but the glasses didn't map a | ocation for the
answeri ng phone. Probably neant anot her nobile.

Silence on the line, but it had a texture.

"Hey," Rydell said, "Yamazaki?"

"Rydel | ? Laney-" Cut off by a burst of coughing and then dead silence as soneone hit nute.
When Laney cane back on, he sounded strangled. "Sorry. \Were are you?"

' San Francisco," Rydell said.

"l know that," Laney said.

"In a diner on, on. . ." Rydell was scrolling the GPS nmenu, trying to get in, but he kept getting
what | ooked like Rio transit maps.

"Never mnd," Laney said. Sounded tired. What tine would it be in
60
Tokyo? That would be in the phone nenu, if he could find it. "What matters is you're there."

"Yamazaki said you had sonmething for ne to do up here."

"l do," said Laney, and Rydell renmenbered his cousin's wedding, C arence having sounded just about
as happy, saying that.

"You want to tell ne what it is?"

"No," said Laney, "but | want to put you on retainer. Mney up front for as long as you're up
there."

"I's it legal, Laney, what you want done?"

There was a pause. "l don't know, " Laney said. "Sone of it hasn't ever been done before probably,
so it's hard to say."

"Wll, | think | need to know a little nore than that before | can take it on," Rydell said,
wondering how the hell he'd ever get back down to Los Angeles if this didn't pan out. O indeed if
there was any point in his going back

"You could say it's a missing person," Laney said after another pause. "Nanme?"

-~ "Doesn't have one. Probably has a few thousand, nore like it. Listen you like cop stuff
nght ~?

What s that supposed to nean?

No offense, you told me cop stones when | net you renenber~ Ckay so this person mlooking for is
very very good at not |eaving traces Nothing ever turns up not in the deepest quantitative
anal ysis Laney neant netsearch stuff that was what he did He s just a phys

cal presence
How do you know he s a physical presence if he doesn t |eave traces~

Because people die Laney said
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And just then there were people taking seats on either side of him~j and a sharp reek of vodka-
Get back to you Rydell said thunmbing the pad and pulling the

~ gl asses off

Creednore gnnning on his left Howdy said Creednore This heresMarjane
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"Maryalice." On the stool to Rydell's right, a big old blonde with nost of the top of her strapped
up into sonething black and shiny, the unstrapped part form ng a cl eavage where Creednore could
easily have wedged one of those pint bottles. Rydell caught sonething deep in her tired eyes, some
conbi nati on of fear, resignation, and a kind of blind and automatic hope: she was not having a
good norning, year, or life probably, but there was sonething there that wanted himto |like her
Whatever it was, it stopped Rydell fromgetting up with his bag and wal king out, which was really
what he knew he shoul d be doi ng.

"Ain't you gonna say hi?" Creednore's breath was toxic.
"Hey, Maryalice," Rydell said. "Nane's Rydell. Pleased to neet you

Maryal i ce smiled, about a decade's wear lifting, just for a second, fromher eyes. "Buell here
tells ne you' re fromLos Angeles, M. Rydell." -

"Does he?" Rydell |ooked at Creednore.
"Are you in the nmedia down there, M. Rydell?" she asked.
"No," Rydell said, fixing Creednore with the hardest | ook he could nmuster, "retail."

"I"'min the nusic business nyself,"” Maryalice said. "My ex and | operated one of the nopst
successful country nusic venues in Tokyo. But | felt the need to get back to ny roots. To God's
country, M. Rydell."

"You talk too nmuch," said Creednore, across Rydell, as the waitress brought Rydell's breakfast.

"Buel |l ," Rydell said, with sonething approximating a tone of even good cheer, "shut the fuck up."
Rydel |l started cutting the hardened edges off his eggs.

"Beer me," Buell said.

"Ch, Buell," Maryalice said. She hauled a big plastic zip bag up off the floor, some kind of
advertising giveaway, and rumuaged inside. Cane up with a tall sweaty can of sonething she passed
to Creednore over Rydell's lap, under the counter. Creednore popped it, held it to his ear, as if
admring the hiss of carbonation

a, t.iii a ea~ emm.

"Sound of breakfast cooking," he said, then drank. Rydell sat there, chewing his |eathery eggs.
SO you go to this site," Laney was saying, "give themny nane, 'Cohnspace-lLaney,' cap C, cap L
first four digits of this phone nunber, and 'Berry' That's your nickname, right?"

"Actually it's ny nanme," Rydell said. "Famly nane on ny nother's side." He was seated in a

capaci ous but none too clean cubicle in the former bank's restroom He'd gone there to get away
from Creednore and company, and so he could ring Laney back. "SO | give themthat. Wat'|ll they
give me?" Rydell |ooked up at his bag, where he'd hung it on the sturdy chrone hook on the cubicle
door. He hadn't wanted to leave it out in the restaurant.

"They' Il give you another nunber. You take that to any banking machine, show it picture ID, key
the nunber. 1t'Il issue you a credit chip. Should be enough to hold you for a few days, but if
it's not, phone ne."

Sonet hi ng about being in there nade Rydell feel like he was in one of those ol d-fashioned
submari ne novies, the part where they shut off the engines and wait, really quiet, for the depth
charges they know are on the way. It was that quiet in here, probably because the bank was so
solidly built; the only sound was the running of the toilet tank, which

al one. "
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not be."
he thought added to the illusion

"Ckay," Rydehl said, "assuming all that works, who is it you're looking for, and what was that you
sai d about peopl e dying?"

"European male, md to late fifties, probably has a mlitary background but that was a long tine
ago."

"That narrows it to maybe a million probables, up here in NoCal

"How this is going to work, Rydell, is he'll find you. 1'lIl tell you where to go and what to ask
for, and one thing and another will bring you to his attention."

"Sounds too easy."

"Conming to his attention will be easy. Staying alive once you do wl |
63
Rydel | considered. "So what am | supposed to do for you when he finds nme?"

"Ask hima question."
"What question?"

"I don't know yet," Laney said, "lI'mwrking onit."
"Laney," Rydell said, "what's this all about?"

"If I knew that," Laney said, and suddenly he sounded very tired, "I wouldn't have to be here." He
fell silent. dicked off.

"Laney?"

Rydehl sat listening to the toilet run. Eventually he got up, took his bag down fromthe hook, and
exited the cubicle. He washed his hands in a trickle of cold water that ran into a black imtation
marbl e sink crusted with yellow sh industrial soap and nade his way back along a corridor made
narrow by cartons of what he took to be janitorial supplies.

He hoped that Creednore and the country nusic manma woul d' ve forgotten about him gone away. -

Not so. The wonan was worki ng on her own plate of eggs, while Creednore, his beer clipped between
his denimthighs, was staring balefully at the two enornpus, gypsum dusted construction workers.

"Hey," Creednore said, as Rydell wal ked past, carrying his bag.
"Hey, Buell," Rydell said, heading for the door to the street.
"Hey, where you goi ng?"
"To work," Rydell said.

"Work," he heard Creednore say and "shit,'
street.
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15. BACK UP HERE

but the door swung shut behind him and he was on the

CHEVETTE stood beside the van, watching Tessa release Cod's Little Toy. The canera platform Iike
a Mylar muffin or an inflated coin, caught the day's watery light as it rose, wobbling, then
| evel ed out, swaying, at fifteen feet or so.

Chevette felt very strange, being here, seeing this: the concrete tank traps, beyond themthe
i mpossi bl e shape of the bridge itself. Were she

had |ived, though it now seened a dream or soneone else's life, atop the nearest cable tower. Wy
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up in a cube of plywood there, sleeping

while the wind' s great hands shoved and twi sted and cl awed, and she'd heard the tendons of the
bridge groan all in secret, a sound carried up the twisted strands for only her to hear, Chevette
with her ear pressed

agai nst the graceful dol phin back of cable that rose through the oval hole sliced for it through
Ski nner's pl ywood fl oor.

Now Ski nner was dead, she knew. He'd gone while she was in Los Angeles, trying to beconme whoever
it was she'd thought she wanted to be. She hadn't cone up. The bridge people weren't big on
funeral s, and possession, here, was nost points of the law. She wasn't Skinner's daughter, and
even if she had been, and had wanted to hold his place atop the cable tower, it would' ve been a
matter of staying there for as long as she intended it to be hers. She hadn't wanted that.

But she'd had no way to grieve himin Los Angeles, and now it all came up, canme back, the tine
she'd lived with him How he had found her, too sick to wal k, and taken her hone, feeding her
soups he bought fromthe Korean vendors until she was well. Then he'd | eft her al one,

aski ng nothing, accepting her there the way you' d accept a bird on a windowsill, until she'd
|l earned to ride a bicycle in the city and becone a

messenger. And soon the roles had reversed: the old man failing, needing help, and she the one to
go for soup, bring water, see that coffee was nade. And that was how it had been, until she'd
gotten herself into the trouble that had resulted in her first having nmet Rydell.

"Wnd' Il catch that," she cautioned Tessa, who had put on the glasses that let her watch the feed
fromthe floating canera

"I've got three nmore in the car," Tessa said, pulling a sleazy-Ilooking black control glove over
her right hand. She experinmented with the touch pads, revving the platformis nminiature props and
swinging it through a twenty-foot circle.

"We've got to hire soneone to watch the van," Chevette said, "if you want to see it again."

"Hire soneone? \Who?"

Chevette pointed at a thin black child with dusty dreadl ocks to his waist. "You. Wat's your
nane?"

"What's it to you?"

"Pay you watch this van. W conme back, chip you fifty. Fair?" The boy regarded her evenly. "Nane
Boonrilla," he said.

"Boonzilla," Chevette said, "you take care of this van?"

"Deal ," he said.

"Deal ," Chevette said to Tessa. -
"Lady," Boonezilla said, pointing up at God's Little Toy, "I want that."
"Stick around," Tessa said. "W'll need a grip."

Tessa touching fingers to bl ack-padded pal m The canmera platform executing a second turn and
gliding out of sight, above the tank traps. Tessa sniling, seeing what it saw. "Come on," she said
to Chevette and stepped between the nearest traps.

"Not that way," Chevette said. "Over here." There was a path you followed if you were just wal ki ng
through. To take another route indicated either ignorance or the desire to do business.

She showed Tessa the way. It stank of urine between the concrete slabs. Chevette wal ked nore
qui ckly, Tessa behind her
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And energed again into that wet light, but here it ran not across the stalls and vendors of
menory, but across the red-and-white front of a nodul ar conveni ence store, chunked down front and
center across the entrance to the bridge's two |evels, LUCKY DRAGON and the shudder of video up
the tradenmark tower of screens.

"Fucking hell," said Tessa, "how interstitial is that?"
Chevette stopped, stunned. "How could they do that?"

?6 "It's what they do," Tessa said. "Prine |ocation."
"But it's like . . . like N ssan County or somnething."

"'CGated attraction.' The comunity's a tourist draw, right?"
"Lots of people won't go where there's no police.”

" Aut ononpbus zones are their own draw," Tessa said. "This one's been here | ong enough to becone the
city's nunber-one postcard.”

"CGod-awful ," Chevette said. "It . . . ruins it."

"Who do you think Lucky Dragon Corp is paying rent to?" Tessa asked, swi nging the platform around
for a pan across the store.

"No idea," Chevette said. "It's right in the nmddle of what used to be the street."”

"Never mind," Tessa said, noving on, into the pedestrian traffic flowing to and fromthe bridge.
"We're just in time. We're going to docunent the life before it's theme-parked."

Chevette foll owed, not knowi ng what it was exactly that she felt.

THEY ate lunch in a Mexican place called Dirty Is CGod.

Chevette didn't renenber it frombefore, but places changed

\% nanes on the bridge. They changed size and shape too. You' d get these
strange nergers, a hair place and an oyster bar deciding to becone a
bi gger place that cut hair and sold oysters. Sonetinmes it worked: one of
the | ongest-runni ng places on the San Franci sco end was an ol d-styl e,

manual tattoo parlor that served breakfast. You could sit there over a
pl ate of eggs and bacon and watch somebody get needl ed with sone

ki nd of hand-drawn fl ash.
But Dirty Is God was just Mexican food and Japanese nusic, a

pretty straightforward proposition. Tessa got the huevos rancheros and

- - Chevette got a chicken quesadilla. They both had a Corona, and Tessa parked the canera
pl atform up near the tented plastic ceiling. Nobody

noticed it up there apparently, so Tessa could do docunentary while she ate.

Tessa ate a lot. She said it was her netabolism one of those people who never gains any wei ght
regardl ess of how nuch she ate, but she needed to do it to keep her energy up. Tessa put away her
huevos before Chevette was hal fway through her quesadilla. She drained her gl ass
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bottle of Corona and started fiddling with the wedge of linme, squeezing it, working it into the
neck.

"Carson," Tessa said. "You worried about hinf"

"What about hi nP"
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"He's an abusive ex, is what about him That was his car back in Malibu, wasn't it?"
"l think so," Chevette said.
"You think so? You aren't sure?"

"Look," Chevette said, "it was early in the norning. It was all pretty strange. It wasn't ny idea
to come up here, you know? It was your idea. You want to make your novie."

The I'inme popped down into the enpty Corona bottle, and Tessa | ooked at it as though she'd just
lost a private wager. "You know what | |ike about you? I mean one of the things | |ike about you?"

"What ?" Chevette asked.

"You aren't mddle class. You just aren't. You nove in with this guy, he starts hitting you, what
do you do?"

"Move out."
"That's right. You nove out. You don't take a neeting with your |lawers."
"l don't have any | awers," Chevette said.

"l know. That's what | nean.

"I don't like lawers," Chevette said.
"Of course you don't. And you don't have any reflex to litigation."
"Litigation?"

"He beat you up. He's got eight hundred square feet of strata-title loft. He's got a job. He beats
you up, you don't automatically order a surgical strike; you' re not middle class."

"I just don't want anything to do with him™
"That's what | nean. You're from Oregon, right?"

"More or less," Chevette said.

"You ever think of acting?" Tessa inverted the bottle. The squashed |ine wedge fell down into the
neck. A few drops of beer fell on the scratched black plastic of the table. Tessa inserted the
little finger of her right hand and tried to snag the |inme wedge.
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"No. "

"Canera | oves you. You' ve got a body nmakes boys chew carpet.” 'Get off Chevette said
Why do you think they were putting those party shots of you up on the website back in Mlibu?"

' Because they were drunk Chevette said Because they don t have anything better to do Because they
re nedia students

Tessa hooked the |inme wedge what was left of it out of the bottle "Right on all three she said but
the main reasons your | ooks

Behi nd Tessa on one of Dirty |Is Gods recycled wall screens a very beautiful Japanese girl had
appeared Look at her Chevette said "That s |ooks, right~

Tessa | ooked over her shoulder That s Rei Toei she said 'So she s beautiful She is

"Chevette," Tessa said, "she doesn't exist. There's no live girl there at all. She's code.
Sof tware. "
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No way Chevette said
"You didn t know that ~

"But she s based on sonebody right~ Sone kind of notion capture dea
' Nobody Tessa said Nothing Shes the real deal Hundred

e - - percent unreal."

- - - "Then that's what people want," Chevette said, watching Rei Toe

.-~ swan t hrough sonme kind of retro Asian nightclub, "not ex bicycle nessengers from San
Franci sco. "

No Tessa said you ye got it exactly backwards People don t know what they want, not before they
see it. Every object of desire is a found object. Traditionally, anyway."

Chevette | ooked at Tessa across the two enpty Corona bottles. "What are you getting at, Tessa?"

' The docunentary It has to be about you."

"Forget it."
"No. |'ve got vision thing working big-time on this. | need you for the focus. | need narrative
traction. | need Chevette Washi ngton."

Chevette was actually starting to feel a little scared. It made her
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angry. "Don't you have a grant to do this one particular project you've been tal king about? These
i nnersitual things-"

"Look," Tessa said, "if that's a problem and |I'mnot saying it is, it's ny problem And it's not
a problem it's an opportunity. It's a shot. My shot."

"Tessa, there is no way you are going to get ne to act in your novie. None. You understand?'

""Acting' isn't init, Chevette. Al you have to do is be yourself. And that will involve finding
out who you really are. | amgoing to make a fil mabout you finding out who you really are.™

"You are not," said Chevette, getting up and actually bunping into the canera platform which nust
have descended to level with her head while they were talking. "Stop that!" Swatting at God's
Little Toy.

The other four custoners in Dirty Is God just |ooking at them
70
16. SUB- ROUTI NES

THAT Hol e at the core of Laney's being, that underlying absence, he begins to suspect, is not so
much an absence in the self as of the self.

Sonet hi ng has happened to him since his descent into the cardboard city. He has started to see
that previously he had, in some unthinkably literal way, no self.

But what was there, he wonders, before?

Sub-routines: mal adaptive survival behaviors desperately conspiring to approximte a presence that
woul d be, and never quite be, Laney. And he has never known this before, although he knows that he
has al ways, sonehow, been aware of sonething havi ng been desperately and utterly wong.

Sonething tells himthis. Something in the core and totality, it seens, of DatAnerica. How can
that be?

But now he lies, propped in sleeping bags, in darkness, as if at the earth's core, and beyond
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cardboard walls are walls of concrete, sheathed in ceranmic tile, and beyond themthe footing of
this country, Japan, with the shudder of the trains a reninder of tectonic forces, the shifting of
continent-w de plates.

Sonewhere within Laney, sonmething else is shifting. There is nove-nment, and potential for greater
moverment still, and he wonders why he

is no | onger afraid.

And all of this is somehow a gift of the sickness. Not of the cough, the fever, but of that
underlying di s-ease that he takes to be the product of the 5-SB he ingested so |long ago in the
or phanage in Gainesville.

W -were all volunteers, he thinks, as he clutches the eyephones and follows his point of view
over the edge of a cliff of data, plunging down the wall of this code nesa, its face conpounded of
fractally differentiated fields of informati on he has cone to suspect of hiding some power or
intelligence beyond his conprehension

Sonet hi ng at once noun and verb

Whi | e Laney, plunging, eyes wi de agai nst the pressure of inform
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tion, knows hinself to be nerely adjectival: a Laney-col ored snear, neaningless w thout context. A
m croscopic cog in sone catastrophic plan. But positioned, he senses, centrally.

Cruci al ly.

And that is why sleep is no longer an option
72

17. ZCODl AC

THEY take Sil encio, naked, the black man with the |ong face and the fat

white man with the red beard, into a roomwith wet woden walls. Leave him Hot rain falls from
holes in the black plastic pipes above. Falls

harder, stings.

They have taken his clothes and shoes away in a plastic bag, and now the fat man returns, gives
hi m soap. He knows soap. He renenbers the warmrain falling froma pipe in los projectos but this
is better, and he is alone in the tall wooden room

\% Silencio with his belly full, soaping hinself repeatedly, because that is what they want.
He rubs the soap into his hair.

He cl oses his eyes against the burning of the soap and sees the watches arrayed beneath greenish,
random y abraded glass, like fish fromsone warner season frozen hard in | ake ice. Bright
hi ghlights off steel and gold.

He has been col oni zed by an order unconprehended: the multifold fact of these potent objects,
their endless differentiation, their individual specificities. Infinite variety arising fromthe
expression of dial

. hands, numnerals, hour markers.. . He likes the warmrain but he needs desperately to
return, to see nore, to hear the words.

He has becone the words, what they nean.
Breguette hands. Tapestry dial. Bonbay lugs. Oiginal stem Signed.
The rain slows, stops. The fat nman, who wears plastic sandals, brings Silencio a thick dry cloth.

The fat man peers at him "Wtches, you say he likes?" the fat man asks the black man. "Yes," the
bl ack man says, "he seenms to |like watches."
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The bearded nman drapes the towel around Silencio's shoul ders. "Does he know how to tell tinme?"
"I don't know," says the black man.
"Well," says the fat man, stepping back, "he doesn't know how to

use a towel ."
73
Silencio feels confused, ashamed. He | ooks down.

"Leave himalone, Andy," the black nman says. "Get ne those clothes | brought."

THE bl ack man's name: Fontaine. Like a word in the | anguage of |os projectos, a meaning about
water. The warmrain in the wooden room

Now Font ai ne | eads hi mthrough the upper |evel, where some people call out, selling fruit, past
others selling old things spread on bl ankets, to where a thin dark man stands waiting beside a
plastic crate. The crate is upturned, its bottom padded with foam and ragged silver tape, and this
man wears a striped cloth thing with pockets down his front, and in the pockets are scissors, and
things like the thing Raton liked to run endl essly through his hair, when he had bal anced the

bl ack perfectly with the white.

Silencio is wearing the clothes Fontaine has given him they are |arge, |oose, not his own, but
they snell good. Fontaine has given himshoes nade of white cloth. Too white. They hurt his eyes.

The soap and the warmrain have nade Silencio's hair strange as well, and now Fontaine tells
Silencio to sit upon the crate, this man will cut his hair

Silencio sits, trenmbling, as the thin dark man flicks at his hair with one of the Raton-things
from his pockets, making small noises behind his teeth.

Sil enci o | ooks at Font ai ne.

"I't's okay," Fontaine says, unwapping a small sharp stick of wood and inserting it into the
corner of his nmouth, "you won't feel a thing."

Silencio wonders if the stick is Iike the black or the white, but Fontaine does not change. He
stands there with the stick in his nmouth, watching the thin dark nman snip away Silencio's hair
with the scissors. Silencio watches Fontaine, listens to the sound of the scissors, and to the new
| anguage in his head.

Zodi ac Sea Wl f. Case very clean. Screw down crown. Oiginal bezel
"Zodiac Sea Wl f," Silencio says.

"Man," says the thin dark man, "you deep."
74
18. SELWYN TONG

RYDELL had a theory about virtual real estate. The snaller and cheaper the physical site of a
gi ven operation, the bigger and cheesier the web site. According to this theory Selwn F. X. Tong,
notary public, of Kow oon, was probably operating out of a rolled-up newspaper

Rydeil couldn't figure out a way to skip the approach segnent, which was nonolithic, vaguely
Egypti an, and remnminded himof what his buddy Sublett, a filmbuff, had called "corridor
met aphysi cs.” This was

- - one |long-ass corridor, and if it had been physical, you could' ve driven a

- - very large truck down it. There were baroque sconce |lights, virtual scar-let wall-to-wall
and weird tacky texture mapping that tended to gol d-
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fl ecked marbl e.

Where had Laney found this guy?

Eventual ly Rydell did nanage to kill the nusic, sonething vaguely classical and swelling, but it
still seened to take himthree mnutes to
get to Selwn F.X. Tong's doors. Wiich were tall, very tall, and napped to resenbl e sonme genenc

i dea of tropical hardwood
Teak nmy ass said Rydell

"Wl conme, " said a breathless, hyper-fem nine voice, "to the offices of Selwn FX Tong notary
public'

The doors swung open Rydell figured that if he hadn t killed the
~ nmusic, it would be peaki ng about now.

Virtually, the notary's office was about the size of an A ynpic pool but scarce on detail. Rydel
used the rocker-pad on his glasses to scoot

his POV right up to the desk, which was about the size of a pool table, and mapped in that sane
r anped- down wood | ook. There were a cou

-- - pi e of nondescript, metallic-1ooking objects on it and a few pieces of virtual paper
"What's the 'F. X.' stand for?" Rydell asked. -

Francis Xavier said Tong who presented as a sort of deadpan car toon of a small Chinese nan in a
white shirt black tie black suit His

A
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bl ack hair and the black suit were mapped in the sane texture, a weird effect and one Rydell took
to be unintentional

"1 thought you might be in video" Rydell said, "like it's a nicknane:

FX, 'effects,' right?"

"I am Catholic," Tong said, his tone neutral

"No offense,"” Rydell said.

"None taken," said Tong, his plastic-looking face as shiny as his plastic-Iooking eyes.

You always forgot, Rydell reflected, just how bad this stuff could ook if it hadn't been handl ed
right.

"What can | do for you, M. Rydeil?"
"Laney didn't tell you?"

"Laney?"

"Cohn," Rydell said. "Space. Laney."
"And . . . ?"

"Six," Rydell said. "Zero. Four. Two."

Tong's plastic-1ooking eyes narrowed.
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"Berry."
Tong pursed his lips. Behind him through a broad wi ndow, at a different rate of resolution
Rydel I coul d see the skyline of Hong Kong.

"Berry" Rydell repeated.

"Thank you, M. Rydell," the notary said. "My client has authorized ne to give you this seven-
digit identification nunber.” A gold fountain pen appeared in Tong's right hand like a continuity
error in a student film It was a very large pen, elaborately mapped with swirling dragons, their
scales in higher resolution than anything else in the site. Probably a gift, Rydell decided. Tong
wote the seven digits on one of the sheets of virtual paper, then reversed it on the desktop so
that Rydell could read it. The pen had vanished, as unnaturally as it had appeared. "'Pl ease don't
repeat this nunber aloud,"” Tong said.

Why not ?"

"l ssues of encryption," Tong said obscurely. "You have as long as you like to nenorize the
number . "

Rydel | 1 ooked at the seven digits and began to work out a mmenonic. He finally arrived at one
based on his birthday, the nunber

of states when he was born, his father's age when he'd died, and a nental inage of two cans of 7-
Up. Wien he was certain that he'd be able to recall the nunber, he | ooked up at Tong. "Were do |
go to get the credit chip?"

"Any autonmated teller. You have photo identification?"
"Yes," Rydell said. "Then we are finished.” "One thing," Rydell said. "What is that?"

"Tell me how | get out of here without having to go back down that corridor of yours. | just want
a straight exit, right?"

Tong regarded himblandly. "Cick on ny face."

Rydel | did, using the rocker-pad to sumon a cursor shaped |ike a neon green cartoon hand,
poi nting. 'Thanks," he said, as Tong's office fol ded.

He was in the corridor, facing back the way he had cone. "Dam," Rydell said.

The nusi ¢ began. He worked the rocker-pad, trying to remenber how he'd killed it before. He wanted
to get a GPS fix on the nearest ATM though, so he didn't unplug the gl asses.

He clicked for the end of the corridor
- - The click seemed to trigger a netastatic surge of bit rot, every bland

texture map rewitten in some weirder hand: the red carpet went gray-green, its knap grown strange
and unevenly furry, like something at the
bottom of a nonth-old cup of coffee, while the walls went from whore
house marble to a moist fish belly pallor the sconce |ights glowi ng dim
- - as drowned corpse candles. Tong's fake-cl assical theme cracked and

hol | owed, weird bass notes runbling in just above the threshold of the subsonic.

It all took about a second to happen, and it took Rydell maybe anot her second to get the idea that
soneone wanted his undivi ded

attention.
"Rydell." It was one of those voices that they fake up from found
- audi o: speech cobbl ed fromw nd down skyscraper canyons, the creak
ing of Great Lakes ice tree frogs clanging in the Southern night Rydel
77
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had heard them before. They grated on the nerves, as they were neant to, and conveniently
di sgui sed the voice of the speaker. Assumi ng the speaker had a voice in the first place.

"Hey," Rydell said, "I was just trying to click out."

A virtual screen appeared in front of him a round-cornered rectangl e whose di nensi ons were neant
to invoke the cultural paradigmof twentieth-century video screens. On it, an oddly angl ed,
nmonochromati ¢ vi ew of sone vast shadowy space, dimy lit from above. Nothing there. |npression of
decay, great age.

"I have inportant information for you.'
gone.

The vowel in you suggested a siren dopplering past, then

"Well," said Rydell, "if your mddle nane is "F. X ,'you're sure going to sone trouble."

There was a pause, Rydell staring at the dead, blank space depicted or recorded on the screen. He
was waiting for something to nove there; probably that was the point of it, that nothing did.

"You'd better take this information very seriously, M. Rydell."
"1'"mserious as cancer," Rydell said. "Shoot."

"Use the ATM at the Lucky Dragon, near the entrance to the bridge. Then present your
identification at the @ obEx franchise at the rear of the store.”

"Ny 2"
"They' re hol ding sonething for you."

"Tong," Rydell said, "is that you?"

But there was no answer. The screen vani shed, and the corridor was as it had been
Rydel | reached up and di sconnected the rented cable fromthe Brazilian gl asses.

Bl i nked.

A coffee place near Union Square, the kind that had potted plants and hotdesks. An early office
crowd was starting to line up for sandw ches.

He got up, folded the glasses, tucked theminto the inside pocket of his jacket, and picked up his
bag.
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19. | NTERSTI TI AL

CHEVETTE noves past the colorless flame of a chestnut vendor's charcoal fire, powdery gray burning
itself down in the inverted, V-nosed hood of some ancient car.

She sees another fire, in nmenory: coke glow of a smith's forge, driven by the exhaust of a vacuum
cl eaner. Beside her the old nman held the drive chain of some extinct motorcycle, folded neatly
into a conpact mass and fastened with a twist of rusty wire. To be taken in the smth's tongs and
pl aced within the forge. To be beaten, finally, incandescent, into a billet of their strangely
grai ned Damascus, ghosts of those |links energing as the blade is forged, quenched, shaped, and
pol i shed on the wheel

Where did that knife go? she wonders.

She' d wat ched the maker craft and braise a hilt of brass, rivet slabs of laninated circuit board
and shape themon a belt grinder. The rigid, brittle-looking board, |ayers of fabric trapped in
green phenolic resin, was everywhere on the bridge, a conmon currency of landfills-. Each sheet
mepped with dull netallic patterns suggesting cities, streets. Wen they cane fromthe scavengers
they were studded with conponents, easily stripped with a torch, nelting the gray sol der. The
components fell away, |eaving the singed green boards with their inlaid foil maps of inaginary
cities, residue of the second age of electronics. And Skinner would tell her that these boards
were inmortal, inert as stone, proof against npoisture and ultraviolet and every form of decay;
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that they were destined to litter the planet, hence it was good to reuse them work them when
possible into the fabric of things, a resource when sonething needed to be durable.
She knows she needs to be al one now, so she's left Tessa on the | ower |evel, collecting visua
texture with God's Little Toy. Chevette can't hear any nore about how Tessa's filmhas to be nore
personal , about her, Chevette, and Tessa hasn't been able to shut up about that,
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or take no for an answer. Chevette renenbers Bunny Mal atesta, her dispatcher when she rode here,
how he'd say "and what part of '"no' is it that you don't understand?" But Bunny coul d deliver
lines like that as though he were a force of nature, and Chevette knows she can't, that she |acks
Bunny's gravity, the sheer crunch required to get it across.

So she's taken an escal ator, one she doesn't remenber, to the upper level, and is naking her way,
wi thout really thinking about it, to the foot of their tower, the wet |ight having turned to a
thin and gusting rain, blowi ng through the bridge's tattered secondhand superstructure. People are
hauling their laundry in, where they've hung it, draped on lines, and there's a general pre-storm
bustle that she knows will fade if the weather changes.

And so far, she thinks, she's not seen a single face she knows from before, and no one has greeted
her, and she finds herself inmagining the bridge's entire population replaced in her absence. No,
there went the bookstall wonman, the one with the ivory chopsticks thrust into her dyed black bun
and she recogni zes the Korean boy with the bad leg, runbling his father's soup wagon al ong as
though it should have brakes.

The tower she'd ascended each day to Skinner's plywod shack is bundled in subsidiary
construction, its iron buried at the core of an organic conpl ex of spaces appropriated for
specific activities. Behind taut, w nd-shivered sheets of nilky plastic, the unearthly light of a
hydr oponi cs operation casts outsize | eaf shadows. She hears the snarl o~ an electric saw fromthe
tiny workshop of a furniture-nmaker, whose assistant sits patiently, rubbing wax into a small bench
col l aged from pai nt-fl ecked oak scavenged fromthe shells of ol der houses. Soneone else is naking
jam the big copper kettle heated by a propane ring.

Perfect for Tessa, she thinks: the bridge people maintaining their interstices. Doing their little
things. But Chevette has seen them drunk. Has seen the drugged and the mad dive to their deaths in
the gray and unforgiving chop. Has seen nen fight to the death with knives. Has seen a not her
dunbstruck, walking with a strangled child in her arns, at dawn. The bridge is no tourist's
fantasy. The bridge is real, and to live here exacts its own price.

It is awrld within the world, and, if there be such places between
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the things of the world, places built in the gaps, then surely there are things there, and pl aces
bet ween them and things in those places too.

And Tessa doesn't know this, and it is not Chevette's place to tell her

She ducks past a |loose flap of plastic, into noist warnmh and the spectrum of grow | anps. A reek
of chem cals. Black water punped am d pale roots. These are nedicinal plants, she supposes, but
probably not

- - drugs in the street sense. Those are grown nearer OCakland, in a sector
sonehow allotted for that, and on warm days there the fug of resin hangs

- - narcotic in the air, bringing an al nost perceptible buzz, faint alteration of perception
and the will.

"Hey. Anybody here?"
aurgle of liquid through transparent tubing. A silt-slined pair of

- - battered yel |l ow waders dangl e nearby, but no sign of who hung themthere. She noves
qui ckly, her feet renenbering, to where corroded al um numrungs protrude fromfist-sized bl obs of
super - epoxy.
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The ball-chain zip pulls on Skinner's old jacket jingle as she clinbs. These rungs are a back way,
an energency exit if needed.

Cl i mbi ng past the sickly greenish sun of a grow | anp, housed in a corroded industrial fixture, she
pull s herself up the [ast alum numrung and through a narrow triangul ar openi ng.

It is dark here, shaded by walls of rain-swol kin conposite.
. Shadowed where she renenbers |ight, and she sees that the bulb

- above, in this enclosed space, is mssing. This is the | ower end of

- Skinner's "funicular," the little junkyard elevator trolley, built for himby a black man
naned Fontaine, and it was here that she'd | ock her bike in her nessengering days, after
shoul dering it up another, |ess covert | adder

She studies the cog-toothed track of the funicular, where the grease shows dull w th accunul at ed
dust. The gondol a, a yell ow municipa

recycling bin, deep enough to stand in and grasp the rim waits where it should. But if it is
here, it likely nmeans that the current resident of the cable tower is not. Unless the car has been
sent in expectation of a visitor, which Chevette doubts. It is better to be up there with the car
up. She knows that feeling.

Now she clinmbs wooden rungs, a cruder |adder of two-by-fours,

until her head clears the ply and she wirces in wind and silvery light. Sees a gull hang al nost
stationary in the air, not twenty feet away, the towers of the city as backdrop

The wind tugs at her hair, |onger now han when she lived here, and a feeling that she can't name
comes hile sonething she has al ways known, and she has no interest in clinbirg farther, because
she knows now that the home she renenbers is n longer there. Only its shell, humring in the wi nd,
where once she lay wapped in blankets, snelling machinist's grease and coffee and fresh-cat wood.

Where, it cones to her, she was sonetines happy, in the sense of being somehow conpl ete, and ready
for what another day mnight bring.

And knows she is no longer that, nd that while she was, she scarcely knew it.

She hunches her shoul ders, drawi ng her neck down into the carapace of Skinner's jacket, and
i magi nes heiself crying, though she knows she won't, and clinbs back down.
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- 20. BOOwZI LLA

BOOVZI LLA sitting on the curb, beside the truck these two bitches say

- - they pay himto watch. They don't cone back, he'll get sone help and
strip it. Wants that robot balloon the blonde bitch had. That's fine. Fly

- - that shit around.
O her bitch kind of biker-1ooking, big old coat |ooked Iike she got it off a dunpster. That one
ki ck your ass, |ooked Iike.

Where they gone? Hungry now, wind blowing grit in his face, splashes of rain.

"Have you seen this girl?" Movie-looking white man, face painted dark |like they do down the coast.
How t hey dress when they had tinme to

t hi nk about coming here, everything worn out just right. Leather jacket like he's left his old

ai rpl ane around the corner. Blue jeans. Black T.

Boonzilla, he'd puke, anybody try to put himin that shit. Boonezi hla know how he going to dress,
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time he get his shit together.

Boonzilla | ooking at the printout the man holds out. Sees the biker-Iooking bitch, but dressed
better.

Boonzilla |l ooks up at the tinted face. See how pale the blue eyes | ook against it. Something say:
col d. Something say: don't fuck with ne.

Boonzilla thinks: he don't know it's they truck.

"She's lost," the nan says.

You ass is, Boonwilla thinks. "Never seen her."

Eyes lean in a little closer. "M ssing, understand? Trying to help her. Alost child.”

Thinks: child ny ass; bitch ny nomma's age.

Boonzil |l a shakes his head. How he does it serious, just a little, side to side. Means: no.

The bl ue eyes swing away, |ooking for sonmebody else to show the picture to; swing right past the
truck. No click.

Man nmoving off, toward a clutch of people by a coffee stand, holding the picture.

Boonzi | | a wat ches hi m go.

A lost child hinmself, he has every intention of staying that way.
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21. PARAGON ASI A

SAN Franci sco and Los Angel es seened nore like different planets than different cities. It wasn't
the NoCal - SoCal thing, but something that went down to the roots. Rydell renenbered sitting with a
beer sonewhere, years ago, watching the partition cerenpnies on CNN, and it hadn't inpressed him
much even then. But the difference, that was sonething.

A stiff gust of wind threwrain into his face, as he was com ng down Stockton toward Market.
O fice girls held their skirts down and | aughed, and Rydell felt Iike |aughing too, though that
had passed before he'd crossed Market and started down 4th.

This was where he'd nmet Chevette, where she'd |ived.

She and Rydehl had had their adventure up here, had net in the course of it, and the end of it had
taken themto LA

She hadn't |iked LA, he always told hinself, but he knew that really wasn't why it had gone the
way it had.

They had noved down there, the two of them while Rydell pursued the nediation of what they'd just
gone through together. Cops in Trouble was interested, and Cops in Trouble had been interested in
Rydel | once before, back in Knoxville.

Fresh out of the acadeny, back then, he'd used deadly force on a stimulant abuser who was trying
to kill his, the abuser's, girlfriend s children. The girlfriend had subsequently been I ooking to
sue the departnment, the city, and Rydehl, so Cops in Trouble had decided Rydell might warrant a
segrment. So they'd flown himout to SoCal, where they were based. He'd gotten an agent and
everything, but the deal had fallen apart, so he'd taken ajob driving armed response for

I ntenSecure. When he'd managed to get hinself fired fromthat, he wound up going up to NoCal to do
tenp work, off the record, for the local IntenSecure operation there. That was what had gotten him
into the trouble that introduced himto Chevette Washi ngton

84

So when Rydell turned up back in LAwith a story to tell, and

Chevette on his arm Cops in Trouble had perked right up. They were noving into a phase where they
tried to spin individual segnents off into series for niche nmarkets, and the denographi cs people
liked it that Rydell was male, not too young, not too educated, and fromthe South. They al so
liked it that he wasn't racist, and they really liked it that he was with this really cute alt-dot
kind of girl, one who | ooked |ike she could crush wal nuts between her thighs.

Cops in Trouble had installed themin a snall stealth hotel bel ow Sunset, and they had been so
happy, the first few weeks, that Rydehl could barely stand to renenber it.
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Whenever they went to bed, it had seened nore |ike nmaking history than |l ove. The suite was |like a
little apartnment, with its own kitchen and a gas fire, and they'd roll around at night on a

bl anket on the floor, in front of the fire, with the wi ndows open and the lights out, blue flane
flickering | ow and LAPD gunshi ps drunmi ng overhead, and every tinme he'd crawl into her arns, or
she'd put her face down next to his, he'd known it was good history, the best, and that everything
was going to be just fine.

But it hadn't been.

Rydel | had never thought about his |ooks nuch. He | ooked, he'd thought, okay. Wnen had seened to
like himwell enough, and it had been pointed out to himthat he resenbled the younger Tomy Lee
Jones, Tonmy Lee Jones being a twentieth-century novie star. And because they'd told himthat,
he'd watched a few of the guy's novies and Iiked them though the resenbl ance peopl e saw puzzl ed
hi m

He guessed he'd started to worry though, when Cops in Troubl e had assigned a skinny blonde intern
naned Tara-May Ahlenby to follow himaround, grabbing footage with a shoul der-nounted steadi cam

Tara- May had chewed gumand fiddled with filters and had generally put Rydell's teeth on edge.
He' d known she was feeding live to Cops in Trouble, and he'd started to get the idea they weren't
too happy with what was coming through. Tara-May hadn't hel ped, explaining to Rydehl that the
canmera added an apparent twenty pounds to anybody's | ooks,
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but that, hey, slre liked himjust the way h~ was, ~I| beefy and solid. But she'd kept sugesting
he try working out nore. Why not go with that girlfriend of yurs, she'd say, she's so buff, it
hurs.

But Che~tte had never seen the in;ide of a gymin her life; she owed her buf~ess to her genes and
a few years she'd spent pounding up and down ~an Francisco hills on a conpetitiomgrade nountain
bike, its frane rollel from epoxy and Japanese constriction paper

So now Hydel | sighed, coming up on the co-ner of 4th and Bryant, and on Bryanl turning toward the
bridge The bag on his shoul der was starting to denpbnstrate its weight, its cohlusi(n with gravity.
Rydel i stopped, sightd again, readjusted the bag. Put t~oughts of the past out of his nind

Just wal k

NO trouble at all finding that branch of Lucky Uragon

Couldn't miss it, smack in what hal been the middle of Bryant, dead center as you approached the
entrance to the bridge. He hadn't been able to s~e it, com ng along Bryant, ~ecaus~ it was behind
the junble of old coirrete tank traps they' d dropped thore after the quake, but once you got past
those, there it was.

He coulc see, walking up to it, that it was mnewer nodel than the one he'd worled in on Sunset.

It had fev~er corrers, so there was less to chip off or ned repair. He supposed that designing a
Lucky Dragon nodul e was ~bout designing sonething that would hold up under nillions of uncaing and
even hostile hanth. Utirrately, he thought, you'd wind up witFsonething hike a seashell, hard and
snoot h.

The storton Sunset had had a finish that a:e graffiti. The gang kids would cone and tag it; twenty
m nute~ | ater these flat, dark, vaguely crab-1like pat:hes of dark blue would cone gliding around
the corner. Rydell had nver understood how they 'vorke4 and Durius said they'd been develo~ed in
Si ngapore. They seened to be enbedded, a fewnillimeters dowi into the surface, which seas a scrt
of non-gl ossy gel -coat affair, but abe to move around under there. Smart material, he'd heard that
called. And they'd glide up to the tag, ~vi-iatever artfully abstract scrawl had been sprayed
there to declare fealty or mark territory or swear
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revenge (Durius had been able to read these things and construct a narrative out of them and
start eating it. You couldn't actually see the crabl egs nmove. They just sort of nuzzled in and
gradually the tag started
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to unravel, de-rez, nolecules of paint sucked down into the blue of the Lucky Dragon graffiti-
eaters.

And once soneone had conme with a smart tag, a sort of decal they' d sonmehow adhered to the wall,
al t hough neither Rydell nor Durius had

been able to figure how they'd done it w thout being seen. Maybe, Dunus said, they'd shot it from
a distance. It was the tag of a gang called

t he Chupacabras, a fearsone spiky thing, all black and red, insectoid

- -' and nenacing and, Rydell thought, kind of good-Iooking, exciting-looking. He'd seen it worn
as a tattoo, in the store. The kids who wore it favored those contacts, the kind gave you pupils
like a snake's. \Wen the graffiti-eaters cane out after it though, it had noved.

They'd edge up to it, and it woul d sense them and nove away. Al npost too slow to see it happening,
but it noved. Then the graffiti-eaters would nove again. Durius and Rydell watched it, the first
night, get all the way around to the back of the store. It was starting to work its way back
around toward the front when they went off shift.

Next shift it was still there, and a couple of standard spray-bonb tags as well. The graffiti-
eaters were | ocked on the smart tag and not

taki ng care of business. Durius showed it to M. Park, who didn't like it that they hadn't told
hi m before. Rydell showed hi mwhere they'd | ogged

it inthe shift record when they cl ocked off, which had just pissed M. Park off nore.

About an hour later, two men in white Tyvek coveralls showed up in an unmarked, surgically clean
white van and went to work. Rydell would've liked to watch themget the smart tag off, but there
was a run of shoplifters that night and he didn't get to see what they did to it. They didn't use
scrapers or solvents, he knew that. They used a notebook and a couple of adhesive probes.
Basical ly, he guessed, they reprogranmed it, nmessed with its code, and after they left, the
graffiti-eaters were back out there, slurping down the |atest Chupacabra iconography.

Thi s Lucky Dragon by the bridge was snooth and white as a new china plate, Rydell observed, as he
came up to it. It looked Iike a piece
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of sonme different dream fallen here. The entrance to the bridge had a werd unplanned drama to it,
and Rydell wondered if there'd been a ot of Ileetings, back in Singapore, about whether or not to
put this unit here. Lucky Dragon had some units on prinme tourist real estate, and Rydell knew that
fromwatching the G obal Interactive Video Colum back in LA, there was one in the nmall under Red
Square, that fancy KDatn branch in Berlin, the big-ass one in Piccadilly, London, but putting one
here struck himas a strange, or strangely deliberate, nove.

The bridge was a dodgy pl ace, safe enough but not "tourist safe.” There was a wal k-on touri st
contingent, sure, and a big one, particularly on this end of the bridge, but no tours, no guides.
If you went, you went on your own. Chevette had told himhow they repelled evangelicals, and the
Sal vation Arny and any other organized entity, in no untertain terms. Rydell figured that in fact
that was part of the draw of the place, that it was unregul at ed.

Aut ononpus zone, Durius called that. He'd told Rydell that Sunset Strip had started out as one of
those, a place between police jurisdictions, and sonmehow that had set the DNA of the street, which
was why, sas you still got hookers in elf hats there, cone Chri stnas.

But maybe Lucky Dragon knew sonet hing people didn't, he thought. Things could change. H s father
for instance, used to swear that Tinmes Square had been a really dangerous pl ace.

Rydell made his way through the crowd flowi ng on and off the bridge and past the d oba
Interactive Video Columm, daydream ng as he did that he'd | ook up and see the Sunset branch there,
with Prai segod beam ng sunnily at himfromout in front.
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What he got was sone skater kid in Seoul shaking his nuts at the canera.

He went in, to be immediately stopped by a very large man with a very broad forehead and pal e,

al nost invisible eyebrows. "Your bag," said the security man, who was wearing a pink Lucky Dragon
fanny pack exactly like the one Rydell had worn in LA. As a matter of fact, Rydell's was in the
very duffel the guy was demandi ng.

"Pl ease," Rydell said, handing the bag over. Lucky Dragon security

88

were supposed to say that: please. It was on M. Park's notebook, and anyway when you asked
sonmebody for their bag, you were adnitting you

t hought they mnight shoplift, so you might as well be polite about it.

The security man narrowed his eyes. He put the bag in a nunbered cubicle behind his station and
handed Rydehl a Lucky Dragon |ogo tag

that | ooked Iike an oversized drink coaster with the nunber five on the back. It was the size it
was, Rydell knew, because it had been determ ned that this size nade the tags just that nmuch too
bigto fit into nost

~ pockets, thereby preventing people from pocketing, forgetting, and

$~ wandering away with them Kept costs down. Everything about Lucky

Dragon was worked out that way. You sort of had to adnmire them

"You re wel cone Rydell said He headed for the ATMin the back Lucky Dragon International Bank He
knew it was watching himas he

wal ked up to it pulling his wallet fromhis back pocket
-- - “I"'mhere to get a chip issued," he said.

Identify yourself please Lucky Dragon ATMs all had this same voice a weird uptight strangl ed
little castrato voice and he wondered why that was But you could be sure they d worked it out
probably it

kept people from standi ng around, bullshitting with the machi ne. But Rydell knew that you didn't
want to do that anyway, because the suck-

- - ers would pepper-spray you. They were plastered with notices to that effect too, although he
doubt ed anyone ever actually read them What the notices didn't say, and Lucky Dragon wasn't
telling, was that if you tried seriously to dick with one, drive a crowbar into the noney slot,
say,

the thing would mist you and itself down with water and then electrify itself.

"Berry Rydell,"” he said, taking his Tennessee driver's license fromhis wallet and inserting the
busi ness end into the ATM s reader.

"Pal m contact."

Rydel | pressed his hand within the outline of a hand. He hated the way that felt. Bad cootie
factor with those pal mscan things. Hand grease.

He wi ped his palmon his trousers.

"Pl ease enter your personal identification code.”
89
Rrdell did, working through his menonic to the two cans of 7-Up.

"brocessing credit request," the thng said, sounding as if someone were queezing its balls.

I 4, rdell |ooked around and saw thathe was pretty nuch the only custonei aside froma wonman with
gray lair and black | eather pants, who was 'iving the checker a hard time in what sounded to
Rydehl 1ike Gernan.

"Iransaction conpleted," the ATN said. Rydell turned back in tinme to se~ a Lucky Dragon credit
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chip em-ge fromthe chip slot. He shoved it parway back in, to see the avail abl ecome up on the
screen. Not bad. Not a~l at all. He pocketed the chip put his wallet away, and turned towad the
d obEx concession, whid al so doubled as the | ocal USPO. Likethe ATM this was another purpose-

built node or swelling in the samplastic wall. They hadn't ha~ one of these on Sunset, and
Prai .egod had had to double as d obEx clerk and/or USPO enpl oyee, the litter causing her
occasionally tofrown, as her parents' sect identified ill things federal as aspects of Sitan

tle who hesitates, Rydell's father had taught him is safe, and Rydell had tried hard, in the
course of his ife, to practice that sort of benign prCcrastination. Just about everythin8 that had
ever landed himin deep shit he knew, had been the result of not hesitating. There was in him he
udn't know why, that which sinply went for it, and sonehow at the wort possible tine.

Look before you | eap. Consi derconsequences. Think about it.

He t hought about it. Someone had taken advantage of his brief but unvilling sojourn in Selwn
Tong's VR corridor to convey the suggestior that he should pick up his credit chip fromthis
particular ATM anc then check d obEx. This couk npbst easily have been Tong hi msell, speaking as

it were through a hack channel, or it m ght have been soneone, anyone, else, hacking intowhat
Rydel | supposed was scarcely a worl d-class secure site. The hook of the change that had been
wrought for Rydell's benefit, though, had ~ad hacker witten all over it. In Rylell's experience
hackers just couldn't resist showing off, and they terded to get all arty. And, he kne~w, they
could get your ass in trouble an usually did.

~~~LLI AM-BSON
He | ooked at the d obEx bul ge there

Went for it.

It took himless tine than it had to get the credit chip, to show his Iicense and get the hatch
open. It was a bigger package than he'd expected, and it was heavy for its size. Really heavy.
Expensi ve- hooki ng foamcore stuff, very precisely sealed with gray plastic tape, and covered with
ani mat ed d obEx Maxi mum Express hol ograns, custonms stickers. He studied the waybill. It had cone
from Tokyo, |ooked like, but the billing was to Paragon-Asi a Datafl ow, which was on Lygon Street,
Mel bourne, Australia. Rydell didn't know anybody in Australia, but he did know that it was
supposed to be inpossible, and definitely was illegal, to ship anything internationally to one of
t hese d obEx pickups. They needed an address, private or business. These pickup points were only
for donestic deliveries.

Damm. Thing was heavy. He got it under his arm naybe two feet |ong and six inches on a side, and
went back to get his bag.

Whi ch he saw now was open, on the little counter there, and the guard with the pal e eyebrows was
hol di ng Rydell's pink Lucky Dragon fanny pack

"What are you doing with ny bag?"

The guard | ooked up. "This is Lucky Dragon property."

"You aren't supposed to open people's bags," Rydell said, "says so on the notebook."
"l have to treat this as theft. You have Lucky Dragon property here."

Rydehl remenbered that he'd put the ceranic switchblade in the fanny pack, because he hadn't been
able to think what else to do with it. He tried to remenber whether or not that was illegal up
here. It was in SoCal, he knew, but not in Oregon

"That's my property,"” Rydehl said, "and you're going to give it to ne right now'

"Sorry," the man said deliberately.

"Hey, Rydell," said a fanmiliar voice, as the door was opened so forcefully that Rydell distinctly
heard something snap in the closing nmechanism "Son of a bitch, how they hangin' ?"
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Rydehl was instantly engulfed in a fog of vodka and errant testos 91
terone. He turned and saw Creednore grinning fiercely, quite visibly free of the human conditi on.
Behind himlooned a | arger man, pale and fleshy, his dark eyes set close together

"You' re drunk," snapped the security guard. "Cet out."

"Drunk?" Creednore wi nced grotesquely, mmng sone crippling enotional pain. "Says |'mdrunk. -
Creednore turned to the man behind him "Randy, this no~herfucker says |'mdrunk."

The corners of the large man's nmouth, which was small and strangely delicate in such a heavy
stubbl ed face, turned instantly down, as if he were genuinely and very, very deeply saddened to
learn that it was possible for one human being to treat another in so unkind a way. "So whunp his
faggot ass, then," the large man suggested softly, as if the prospect held at |east sone w stfu
possibility, however distant, of cheer after great disappointment.

"Drunk?" Creednore was facing the security nman again. He | eaned across the counter, his chin |eve
with the top of Rydell's bag. "What kinda shit you tryin' to lay off on nmy buddy here?"

Creednore was radi ati ng an anphetam ne-reptil e nmenace now, his anger gone right off the nammalian
scale. Rydell sawa little muscle pulsing in Creednore's cheek, steady and involuntary as sone
tiny extra heart, Seeing that Creednore had the guard's undivided attention, Rydell grabbed his
bag with one hand, the pink fanny pack with the other

The guard tried to snatch them back. Wich was definitely a m stake, as the attenpt occupied both
hi s hands.

"Suck my dickl" Creednore shrieked, striking with far nore speed and force than Rydell would' ve
credited himw th, and sank his fist wist-deep into the guard's stomach, just bel ow the sternum
Taken by surprise, the guard doubl ed forward. Rydell, as Creednore was wi nding back to slug the
man in the face, managed to tangle Creednore's wist in the straps of the fanny pack, al npst
droppi ng the bul ky parcel in the process.

"Come on, Buell," Rydell said, spinning Creednore back out the door. Rydell knew sonmeone woul d' ve
hit a foot button by now.

92

"Mt her fucker says |'mdrunk," Creednore protested.

"Well, you are, Buell," said the heavy man, ponderously, behind them
Creednore giggl ed.

"Let's get out of here," Rydell said, starting for the bridge. As he wal ked, he was trying to
stuff the fanny pack back into his duffel and trying not to | ose his precarious underarmgrip on
the d obEx package. A twi sting gust of wind blewgrit into his eyes, and, blinking dowm to clear
them he noticed for the first time that the waybill was addressed

- - not to himbut to "Cohn Laney."

Cohn space Laney. So why had they let Rydell pick it up?

Then they were in the thick of the crowd, headed up the ranp of the | ower |evel
"What is this shit?" Creednore asked, peering up

"San Franci sco- Cakl and Bay," Rydell said.

"Shit," Creednore said, squinting at the crowd, "snells like a fuckin' baitbox. Bet you you could
get you sone weird-ass pussy, out here."

"I need a drink," the heavy man with the delicate mouth said softly.

"I think | do too," said Rydell. -
93
22. VEXED
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FONTAI NE has two wives. |
Not, he will tell you, a condition to aspire to.

They live, these two wives, in uneasy truce, in a single establishnent, nearer the OCakl and si de.
Fontai ne has for sonme tine now been opting to sleep here, in his shop

The younger wife (at forty-eight, by sone five years) is a Janmaican originally fromBrixton, tall
and | i ght-ski nned, whom Font ai ne has conme to regard as puni shment for all his forner sins.

Her name is Carisse. Incensed, she reverts to the dialect of her childhood: "You tek de prize,
Fonten."

Font ai ne has been taking the prize for sone years now, and he is taking it again today, C ansse
standing angrily before himwi th a shopping bag full of what appear to be catatonic Japanese
babi es.

These are in fact life-sized dolls, manufactured in the closing years of the previous century for
the sol ace of distant grandparents, each one nade to resenbl e photographs of an actual infant.
Produced by a firmin Meguro called Another One, they are increasingly collectible, each exanple
being to sonme degree uni que.

"l don't want them" Fontaine all ows.

"Listen up,"” Carisse tells him folding her dialect snmoothly away, "there is no way you are not
taki ng these. You are taking them you are noving them you are getting top dollar, and you are
giving it to me. Because there is no way, otherw se, that | am staying where you | eft nme, cheek by
jow with that mad bitch you married"

Wo | was narried to when you married ne, thinks Fontaine, and no secret about it. The reference
being to Tournaline Fontaine, aka Wfe One, whom Fontai ne thinks of as being only adequately
descri bed by the epithet "nmad bitch."

Tourmaline is an utter terror; only her vast girth and abiding torpor prevent her com ng here.

"Clarisse,'
94
"These never nmint in box, idiot! They always played with!"

he protests, "if they were 'mint in box'-"

"Then you know the market better than | do, Carisse. You sell 'em

"You want to talk child support?"
Font ai ne | ooks down at the Japanese dolls. "Man, those things ugly. Look dead, you know?"

"Cause you gotta turn "emon, fool." Carisse sets the bag on the floor and snatches up a naked
baby boy. She stabs a | ong eneral d-green fingernail into the back of the doll's neck. She is
attenpting to denonstrate the thing' s other, uniquely individual feature, digitally recorded

i nfant sounds, or possibly even first words, but what they hear instead is heavy, |abored
breathing, followed by a childish giggle and a ragged chorus of equally childish fuck-you's.
Clarisse frowns. "Sonebody been nmessing with it."

Fontaine sighs. "I'Il do what | can. You heave 'emhere. |I'mnot prom sing anything."

"You better believe | leave 'emhere," Carisse says, tossing the baby headfirst into the bag.

Font ai ne gl ances into the rear of the shop, where the boy is seated cross-1legged on the floor
baref oot, his head cl ose-cropped, the notebook open on his lap, lost in concentration

"Who the hell's that?" Carisse inquires, noticing theboy for the first tinme as she steps cl oser
to the counter.

Whi ch somewhat stunps Fontaine. He tugs at one of his locks. "He |ikes watches,"” he says.
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"Huh," Carisse says, "he hikes watches. How come you don't have your own kids over here?" Her
eyes narrow, deepening the winkles at their outer corners, which Fontaine desires suddenly to
ki ss. "How cone you got some 'spanic fatboy |Iikes watches instead?"

"darisse-"

"Clarisse ny butt." Her green eyes widen in furious enphasis, a green pale as drift glass, DNA-
echo of sone British soldier, Fontaine has often surm sed, on sonme chose Kingston night, these
several generations distant. "You nove these dolls or you be vexed, understand?"

She spins smartly on her heel, not easily done in the bl ack gal oshes she wears, and marches from
his shop, proud and erect, in a man's |ong

tweed overcoat Fontaine recalls purchasing fifteen years earlier in Chicago.

Font ai ne si ghs. Sonet hing wei ghs heavy on hi m now, evening com ng on. "Legal, here, be nmarried to
two wonen," Fontaine says to the enpty, coffee-scented air "Fucking crazy, but legal." He shuffles
over in his unlaced shoes and closes the front door, locks it behind her. "You still think I'ma
bi gam st or sonething, baby, but this is the State of Northern California."

He goes back and has anot her | ook at the boy, who seens to have di scovered the Christie's auction

The boy |l ooks up at him "Platinumtonneau mnute repeating wistwatch," he says. "Patek Philippe,
Geneve, nunber 187145."

"I don't think so," Fontaine says. "Kind of out of our bracket."
"A gold hunter-cased quarter repeating watch-"

"Forget it."

"-with conceal ed erotic automaton.”

"Can't afford that either," Fontaine says. "Look," he says, "tell you what: that notebook's the
slow way to look. I'll show you a fast way."

"Fast. \Vay."

Font ai ne goes runmagi ng through the drawers of a paint-scabbed steel filing cabinet, unti
eventually he conmes up with an old pair of nilitary eyephones. The rubbery lip around the

bi nocul ar video display is cracked and peeling. It takes another few mnutes to find the correct
battery pack and to deternmine that it is charged. The boy ignores him lost in the Christie's
catal og. Fontaine plugs the battery pack into the eyephones and returns. "Here. See? You put this
on your head.

96

23. RUSSI AN HI LL

THE apartnent is large and has nothing in it that is not of practical use. Consequently, the dark
hardwood fl oors are bare and quite meticul ously swept.

Seated in an expensive, sem-intelligent Swedi sh workstation chair, he is sharpening the knife.
This is a task (he thinks of it as a function) requiring enptiness.

He sits facing a nineteenth-century reproduction of a seventeenth-century refectory table. Six
inches in fromits nearest edge, two triangular sockets have been |l aser-cut into the wal nut at
preci se angles. Into these, he has inserted a pair of nine-inch-long rods of graphite-gray
ceramc, triangular in cross section, formng an acute angle. These

hones fit the deep, |laser-cut recesses perfectly, allowing for no novenent whatever.

The knife lies before himon the table, its bl ade between the ceram c rods.
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When it is time, he takes it in his left hand and places the base of the blade against the left
hone. He draws it down, a single, 'snmooth, sure

stroke, pulling it toward himas he does. He is listening for any indication of inperfection
al though this would only be likely if he had struck bone, and it has been nmany years since the
kni fe struck bone.

Not hi ng.

He exhal es, inhales, places the blade against the right hone.

The tel ephone rings.

He exhal es. Places the knife on the table again, its blade between the hones. "Yes?"

The voice, energing fromseveral conceal ed speakers, is a voice he knows well, although it has
been nearly a decade since he has shared physical space with the speaker. He knows that the words
he hears come in froma tiny, grotesquely expensive piece of dedicated real estate sonewhere in
the planet's swarmof satellites. It is a direct transm s 97

sion, and nothing to do with the anorphous cloud of ordinary human comunication. "I saw what you
did on the bridge last night," the voice says.

The man says nothing. He is wearing a shirt cut fromvery fine gray cotton flannel, its collar
buttoned but tieless, French cuffs secured with plain round |inks of sandblasted plati num He
pl aces his hands on his thighs and waits.

"They think you're nmad," says the voice.

"Who do you enploy to tell you these things?"

"Children," the voice says. "Hard and bright. The best | can find."
"Way do you bot her?"

"I like to know. "

"You like to know," the man says, adjusting the crease along the top of his left trouser |leg, "but
V\k]y?ll

"Because you interest ne."

"Do you fear ne?" the man asks. "No," the voice says, "I don't believe | do." The man is silent.
"Way did you kill then?" the voice asks.

"They died," the man says. "But why were you there?"

"I wished to see the bridge." -

"They think you went there knowi ng you'd attract soneone, sonmeone who'd attack you. Someone to
kill."

"No," says the nman, a note of disappointnent in his voice, "they died."
"But you were the agent."

The man shrugs. His |lips purse. Then: "Things happen."

"' Shit happens,' we used to say. Is that it?"

"I amunfanmiliar with that expression,” the man says.

"It's been a long tine since |I've asked for your help."

"That is the result of maturation, | would think," the man says. "You are less inclined nowto
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nove counter to the nomentum of things."

98

A

Now the voice falls silent. The silence |l engthens. "You taught ne that,'

"it says finally.
When he is positive that the conversation has ended, the man picks up the knife and pl aces the
base of its blade against the top of the right hone.

He draws it, snoothly, down and back
99
24, TWO LI GHTS ON BEHI ND

THEY found a dark place that felt as though it hung out beyond where the bridge's handrails
woul d' ve been. Not a very deep space, but long, the bar along the bridge side and the opposite al
nm smat ched wi ndows, | ooki ng south, past the piers, to China Basin. The panes were filthy, patched
into their mulhions with yellow ng translucent gobs of silicone.

Creednore in the neantinme had becone startlingly lucid, reaiy positively cordial, introducing his
conpani on, the fleshy man, as Randall Janes Branch Cabell Shoats, from Mbile, Al abama. Shoats was
a session guitarist, Creednore said, in Nashville and el sewhere.

"Pleased to neet you," said Rydell. Shoats'grip was cool and dry arid very soft but studded with
conci se, rock-hard calluses, so that his hand felt to Rydell like a kid glove set with rough
garnets.

""Any friend of Buell's,"” Shoats said, with no apparent irony.

Rydel I | ooked at Creednore and wondered what trough or plateau of brain chenistry the man was
currently traversing and how long it would be until he decided to alter it.

"I have to thank you for what you did back there, Buell," Rydell said, because it was true. It was
al so true that Rydell wasn't sure you could say Creednore had done it so nuch as been it, but the
way things had worked out, it |ooked as though Creednore and Shoats had happened al ong at exactly
the right tine, although Rydell's own Lucky Dragon experience suggested to himthat it was far
from over.

"Sons of bitches," Creednore said, as if conmenting generally on the texture of things.

Rydel | ordered a round of beer. "Listen, Buell," Rydell said, "it's possible they' |l cone | ooking
for us, 'cause of what happened."

"Way the fuck? W're here, them sons of bitches back there."

"Well, Buell," Rydell said, pretending to hinmself he was having to explain this to a stubborn and
willfully obtuse six-year-old, "I'd just picked up this package here, before we had us our little
argunent, and then you poked the security man in the gut. He won't be too happy about

~1~W LLI AMJ ~O~

' it, and chances are he'll recall that | was carrying this package. Big GhobEx | ogo here
see? So he can look in the G obEx records and get

vi deo of ne, voiceprint, whatever, and give it to the police."
The police? Sunbitch wants to make trouble we give it to im

~, right?"

"No," said Rydelh, "that won't help."

"Well, then," said Creednore, resting his hand on Rydell's shoul der, ~" "we'll cone see you til
you're out."

"Well, no, Buell," Rydell said, shrugging off the hand. "I don't think he'll bother nuch about the
police. More he'll want to find out who we work for and if he could sue us and wi n.
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"Sue you?"
" Us. ~
"Huh," said Creednore, absorbing this. "You in an ugly place.”
"Maybe not," said Rydell. "Matter of w tnesses."
"I hear you," said Randy Shoats, "but 1'd have to talk to ny |abel, see what the | awers say."
"Your |abel," said Rydell
"That's right."
Their beer arrived, brown |ong necks. Rydell took a sip of his. "Is Creednore on your | abel ?"

"No," said Randy Shoats.

Creednore | ooked from Shoats to Rydell, back to Shoats. "All | did was poke hi mone, Randy.
didn't know it had anything to do with our

- - deal."”

"It doesn't," said Shoats, "long as you're able to go into the studio arid record."

"CGoddam, Rydehl," said Creednore, "I don't need you comin' in here and fucking things up this
way. "

Rydel h, who was funbling under the table with his duffel, getting the fanny pack out and opening
it, looked at Creednore but didn't say

anything. He felt the Kraton grips of the ceram c swtchblade. "You boys excuse ne," Rydell said,
"I've gotta find the can." He stood up, with the C obEx box under his armand the knife in his
pocket and went to ask

- - the waitress where the Men's was.

~A~ALL TOMORROW S PARTI ES 101

For the second tine that day, he found hinself seated in hut not using a toilet stall, this one
consi derably nore odorous than the | ast. The plunbing out here was as nakeshift as any he'd seen
wi th bundl es of scumy-I|ooking transparent tubing snaking everywhere, and NoCal NOT POTABLE
stickers peeling off above the sink taps.

He took the knife out of his pocket and pressed the button, watching the black blade swi ng out and
| ock. Then he pressed it again, unlocking the blade, closed it, and opened it again. Wat was it
about swi tchbl ades, he wondered, that nmade you do that? He figured that that was a big part of
what made people want themin the first place, sonething psychol ogi cal but dumb, nobnkey-

brai ned. Actually they were kind of pointless, he thought, except in terns of sinple convenience.
Kids |iked them because they | ooked dranmatic, but if sonebody saw you open one, then they knew you
had a knife, and they'd either run or kick your ass or shoot you, depending on how they felt about
it and how they happened to be arnmed. He supposed there could be very specific situations in which
you coul d just click one open and stick somebody with it, but he didn't think they' d be too
frequent.

He had the d obEx box across his lap. G ngerly, renmenbering how he'd cut hinself back in LA he
used the tip of the blade to slit the gray tape. It went through the stuff like a wire through
butter. When he got it to the point where he thought he'd be able to open it, he cautiously fol ded
the knife and put it away. Then he lifted the Iid.

At first he thought he was | ooking at a thernos bottle, one of those expensive brushed-stainless
nunbers, but as he lifted it out, the heft of it and the general fineness of manufacture told him
it was sonething el se

He turned the thing over, finding an inset rectangular section with a cluster of mcro-sockets,
but nothing el se except a slightly scuffed blue sticker that said FAMOUS ASPECT. He shook it. it
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neither sloshed nor rattled. Felt solid, and there was no visible Iid or other way to open it. He
wonder ed about sonething |ike that going through custonms, how the G obEx brokers could explain
what it was, whatever that was, and not sonething full of sone kind of contraband. He could think
of a dozen
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ki nds of contraband you could stick in sonething this size and do pretty well if you got it here
from Tokyo.

Maybe it did contain drugs, he thought, or sonething else, and he was being set up. Maybe they'd
kick the stall's door in any second and handcuff himfor trafficking in proscnbed fetal tissue or
sonet hi ng

He sat there. Nothing happened.

He lay the thing across his lap and searched through the fitted foam packi ng for any nmessage, any
clue, something that might explain what this was. But there was nothing, so he put the thing back
inits box, exited the stall, washed his hands in non-potable bridge water, and |left,

intending to | eave the bar, and Creednore and Shoats in it, when he'd picked up his bag, which
he'd left them m nding.

Now he saw that the wonman, that Maryahice, the one from breakfast, had joined them and that
Shoats had found a guitar sonmewhere,

a scuffed old thing with what | ooked Iike masking tape patching a | ong
- - crack down the front. Shoats had pushed his chair back fromthe table

to allow hinmself roomfor the guitar, between the table edge and his belly, and was tuning it. He
wor e that hearing-secret-harnoni es expression people wore when they tuned guitars.

Creednore was hunched forward, watching, his wet-|ook streaked-blonde hair gleanmng in the bar
gl oom and Rydell saw a | ook there, an

exposed hunger, that nmade himfeel funny, |like he was seeing Creednore want sonething through the
wal | of shit he kept up around himself. It made Creednore seem suddenly very human, and that
sonehow made himeven | ess attractive.

Now Shoats, absently, produced what | ooked like the top of an ol d-fashi oned tube of lipstick from
his shirt pocket and began to play, using the gold netal tube as a slide. The sounds he coaxed
fromthe guitar caught Rydell in the pit of his stomach, as surely as Creednore had sucker-punched
that security man: they sounded the way rosin feels on your fingers in a poolroomand nade Rydell
think of tricks with glass rods and the skins of cats. Somewhere inside the fat |ooping slack of
that sound, sonething gorgeously, nastily tight was being figured out.

The bar, not crowded at this tine of day but far fromenpty, had

ALl . TOMORROW S PARTI ES
gone absol utely silent under the scraping, |ooping expressions of Shoats' guitar, and then
Creednore began to sing, something high and quavering and dirge-1like.

And Creednore sang about a train pulling out of a station, about the two Iights on the back of it:
how t he blue |ight was his baby.

How the red |ight was his nind
104
25 SUT

HAVI NG abandoned sl eep, Laney, neither a snoker nor a drinker, has taken to tossing back the
contents of very snmall brown glass bottles of a patent specific for hangover, an archaic but still-
popul ar Japanese renedy that consists of al cohol caffeine aspinn and |iquid nicotine He knows
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sonehow (sonehow now he knows those things he needs to know) that this, along with periodic belts
of a blue hypnotic cough syrup, is the conbinati on he needs to conti nue.

Heart pounding, eyes wide to incom ng data, hands cold and di stant, he plunges resolutely on

He no | onger |eaves the carton, relying both on Yamazaki (who brings nedicines he refuses) and on
a neighbor in the cardboard city, a

- - meti cul ously groomed madman whom he takes to be an acquai ntance of the old man, the
bui | der of nodels, fromwhom Laney has | eased, or otherw se obtained, this space.

Laney doesn't renenber the advent of this nmad one, whom he thinks of as the Suit, but that is not
sonet hi ng he needs to know.

The Suit is, evidently, a former salaryman. The Suit wears a suit, the one suit, always. It is
bl ack, this suit, and was once a very good suit

indeed, and it is evident fromits condition that the Suit, in whichever carton he dwells, has a
steamiron, lint rollers, surely a needle and thread, and the skill to use them It is

unt hi nkabl e, for instance, that this suit's buttons would be anything less than firmy and
symretrically

attached, or that the Suit's white shirt, luminous in the hal ogen of the naster nodel -builder's
carton, would be anything |l ess than perfectly white.

But it is also obvious that the Suit has seen better days, as indeed nust be true of any
i nhabitant of this place. It is obvious, for instance,

that the Suit's shirt is white because he paints it daily, Laney surm ses (though he doesn't need
to know) with a white product intended for the renovation of athletic shoes. The heavy bl ack
franmes of his glasses are held together with worryingly precise ligatures of black electrica
t ape,
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upe cut to narrow customw dths with one of the old man's X-Acto knives and a miniature steel T-
square and then applied with I apidary skill

The Suit is as tidy, as perfectly squared away, as a nan can be. But it has been a very long tine,
mont hs or perhaps years, since the Suit has bathed. Every inch of visible flesh, of course, is
scrubbed and spotl ess, bat when the Suit noves, he exudes an odor quite indescribable, a high thin
reek, it seenms, of madness and despair. He carries, always, three identical, plastic-wapped
copi es of a book about hinself. Laney, who cannot read Japanese, has seen that the three copies
bear the same smiling photograph of the Suit hinself, no doubt in better days, and hol ding, for
some reason, a hockey stick. Laney knows (without knowi ng how he knows) that this was one of those
sel f-advertising, Smugly inspirational autobiographies that certain executives pay to have
ghostwitten. But the rest of the Suit's story is occluded, to Laney, and very probably to the
Suit as well.

Laney has other things on his mind, but it does occur to himthat if it is the Suit he sends out
to the drugstore as his nore presentable representative, then he, Laney, is in bad shape indeed.

And he is, of course, but that seens, against the flood of data flowing Nile-wi de and constantly
through him frominner horizon to inner horizon, scarcely a concern

Laney is aware now of gifts w thout nane. O nodes of perception that nmay never have previously
exi st ed.

He has, for instance, a directly spatial sense of sonething very near the totality of the

i nf osphere.

He feels it as a single indescribable shape, sonething brailled out for himagainst a ground or
backdrop of he knows not what, and it hurts him in the poet's phrase, like the world hurts GCod.
Wthin this, he pal ps nodes of potentiality, strung along lines that are histories of the happened
becom ng the not-yet. He is very near, he thinks, to a vision in which past and future are one and
the sane; his present, when he is forced to reinhabit it, seens increasingly arbitrary, its

pl acenent upon the tine line that is Cohn Laney nore a matter of conveni ence than of any absol ute
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now.
1...

Al his life Laney has heard talk of the death of history, but confronted with the literal shape
of all human know edge, all human nenory, he begins to see the way in which there never really has
been any such thing.

No history. Only the shape, and it conprised of |esser shapes, in squirmng fractal descent, on
down into the infinitely finest of resolutions.

But there is will. "Future" is inherently plural

And thus he chooses not to sleep and sends the Suit for nore Regain, and he notices, as the Suit
crawl s out beneath the nmelon-tinted blanket, that the nan's ankles are painted, in inmitation of
bl ack socks, with sonething resenbling asphalt.
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26. BAD SECTOR

CHEVETTE bought two chi cken sandwi ches off a cart on the upper level and went back to find Tessa
The wi nd had shifted, then died down, and with it that pre-stormtension, that weird el ation

Storms were serious business on the bridge, and even a gusty day would up the probability of
sonmeone getting hurt. In a rising wind the bridge could feel like a ship, anchored rock solid to
the bottom of the bay, but straining. The bridge itself never really noved, no matter what

(al though she supposed it nust have, in the guake, which was why it was no | onger used for what it
had been built for), but everything that had been added subsequently, all of that, with the wong
kind of luck, could nove, and did sonetines with disastrous results. So that was what sent people
runni ng, when a wind got up, to check tunmbuckles, lengths of aircraft cable, dubious webworks of
two- by-four fir.

Ski nner had taught her all that, nmore in passing than as fornal |essons, though he'd had his way
of giving formal |essons. One of those had been about how it had felt to be out here the night the
bridge was first occupied by the honeless. Wiat it had felt like to clinb and topple the chainlink
barriers, erected after the quake caused enough structural damage to suspend traffic.

Not that | ong ago, as years were neasured, but sone kind of lifetine in ternms of concept of place.
Ski nner had shown her pictures, what the bridge | ooked |ike before, but she sinply can't inagine
that people wouldn't have lived here. He'd al so shown her draw ngs of ol der bridges too, bridges
with shops and houses on them and it just made sense to her. How could you have a bridge and not
live onit?

She loves it here, admits it now in her heart, but there is also something in her, watching, that
feels not a part of. A self-consciousness, as though she herself is making the sort of docu Tessa
wanted to nmake, sone inner version of all the product Carson coordinated for Real One.
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Li ke she's back, but she isn't. Like she's becone sonething else in the neantinme, without
noticing, and now she's watching herself being here.

She found Tessa squatting in front of a narrow shopfront, BAD SECTOR spray-bonbed across a pl ywood
facade that | ooks as though it's been painted silver with a broom

Tessa had God's Little Toy, sem -deflated, on her lap and is fiddling with something near the part
that holds the canera. "Ballast," Tessa said, |ooking up, "always goes first."

"Here," Chevette said, holding out a sandwich, "while it's still warm"

Tessa tucked the Myl ar ball oon between her knees and accepts the greasy paper packet.

"CGot any idea where you want to sleep toni ght?" Chevette asked, unw appi ng her own sandw ch

“I'n the van," Tessa said, around a mouthful. "Got bags, foam"

"Not where it is," Chevette told her. "Kinda cannibal, around there."

"\Where then?"

"If it's still got wheels, there's a place over by one of the piers, foot of Folsom where people
park and sl eep. Cops know about it, but they go easy; easier for themif people all park in one

pl ace, to canp. But it can be hard to get a place."

"This is good," Tessa said to her sandw ch, w ping grease fromher lips with the back of her hand.
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"Bridge chickens. Raise 'emover by Cakland, feed 'em scraps and stuff." She bit into her
sandwi ch. The bread was a square bun of sourdough white, dusted with flour. She chewed, staring
into the window of this Bad Sector place.

Fl at square tabs or sheets of plastic, different sizes and colors, baffled her, but then she got
it: these were data disks, old magnetic nedia. And those big, round, flat black plastic things
wer e anal ogue audi o nedia, a mechani cal system You stuck a needle in a spiral scratch and spun
the thing. Biting off nore sandwi ch, she stepped past Tessa for a better |ook. There were reels of
fine steel wire, ragged pinkcylinders of
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wax W th faded paper |abe~s, yellowi ng transparent plastic reels of quarter-inch brown tape.

Looki ng past the disphy, she could see a |lot of old hardware side by side on shelves, nost of i

in that grubby beige plastic. Wiy had people, for the first twenty years of conputing, cased
everything in that? Anything digital, fromthat century it was pretty nmuch guaranteed to be that
sad-ass institutional brige, unless they'd wanted it to | ook nore dramatic, nore cutting edge, in
whi ch case they'd opted for black. But nostly this old stuff was ifolded i n namel ess shades of
next -t o- not hi ng, nondescript sort-of-tan

"This is buggered," sighed Tessa, who'd finished her sandwi ch and gone back to poking at God's
Little Toy with the driver. She stuck out her hand, offering Chevette the driver. "Gve it back to
him okay?"

" \MO?II
"The sunp guy inside"

Chevette took the little micro-torque tool and went into Bad Sector

There was a Chinese kid behind the counter who | ooked |ike he nmight weigh in somewhere over two
hundred pounds. He had that big punpkin head the sunb guys had too, but his was recently shaven
and he had a soul patch. He had a short-sleeve print shirt on, big tropical flowers, and a conica
spi ke of blue Lucite through the |Iobe of his left ear. He was standing, behind a counter, in front
of a wall covered with dog-eared posters advertising extinct game platforns.

"This your driver, right?"
"She have any luck with it?" He made no nove to take it.

"I don't think so," Chevette said, "but |I think she pinpointed the problem" She heard a faint,
rapi d clicking. Looked down to see a six-inch robot marching briskly across the countertop on big
cartoony feet. It had that man-in-arnor | Dok, segnented gl ossy white shells over shiny stee
armatures. She'd seen these before: it was a fully renote peripheral, controlled by a programthat
woul d take up nost of a standard notebook. It came to a halt, put its hands together, executed a
perfect mniature bow, straightened, held up its little clip hands for the driver. She let it take
the driver, the pull of the little arms sonmehow scary. It
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strai ghtened up, putting the driver over its shoulder like a mniature rifle, and gave her a
mlitary salute.

Sunmo boy was waiting for a reaction, but Chevette wasn't having any. She pointed at the beige
hardware. "How conme this old shit is always that sane col or?"

Hi s forehead creased. "There are two theories. One is that it was to help people in the workplace
be nore confortable with radically new technol ogies that would eventually result in the nutation
or extinction of the workplace. Hence the al nost universal choice, by the manufacturers, of a
shade of plastic nost often encountered in downscal e condons." He smirked at Chevette.

"Yeah? What's two?"

"That the people who were designing the stuff were unconsciously terrified of their own product,
and in order not to scare thenselves, kept it |ooking as unexciting as possible. Literally 'plain
vanilla,' you foll ow me?"

Chevette brought her finger close to the microbot; it did a funny little fall-back-and-shuffle to
avoi d being touched. "So who's into this old stuff? Collectors?"

"You'd think so, wouldn't you?"

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/All%20Tomorrows%20Parties.txt (61 of 151) [1/14/03 11:18:50 PM]



file://IF|/rah/New%20Fol der/All%20T omorrows%20Parties.txt

"Wel | ?"
"Programmers. "
"I don't get it," Chevette said.

"Consider," he said, holding out his hand to let the little "bot offer himthe driver, "that when
this stuff was new, when they were witing multi-nmillion-line software, the unspoken assunption
was that in twenty years that software woul d have been conpletely replaced by sone better, nore
evol ved version." He took the driver and gestured with it toward the hardware on the shelves. "But
the manufacturers were surprised to discover that there was this perverse but powerful resistance
to spending tens of mllions of dollars to replace existing software, |et al one hardware, plus
retraining possi bly thousands of enpl oyees. Follow ne?" He raised the driver, sighting down its
shaft at her.

"Ckay," Chevette said.
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"So when you need the stuff to do new things, or to do old things better, do you wite new stuff,
fromthe ground up, or do you patch the old stuff?"

"Patch the ol d?"

"You got it. Overlay new routines. As the machines got faster, it didn't matter if a routine went
through three hundred steps when it could actually be done in three steps. It all happens in a
fraction of a second anyway, so who cares?"

"Ckay," Chevette said, "so who does care?"

"Smart cookies," he said and scratched his soul patch with the tip of the driver. "Because they
understand that all that really happens, these days, is that ancient software is continually
encrusted with overlays, to the point where it's literally inpossible for any one programer to
fully understand how any given solution is arrived at."

"I still don't see why this stuff would be any help."

"Well, actually,"” he said, "you're right." He winked at her. "You got it, girl. But the fact
remai ns that there are sone very smart people who like to have this stuff around, maybe just to
rem nd thensel ves where it all comes fromand how, really, all any of us do, these days, is just
fixes. Nothing new under the sun, you know?"

"Thanks for the screwdriver," Chevette said. "I gotta go see a little black boy now. "
"Real | y? What about ?"

"A van," Chevette said.

"Grl," he said, raising his eyebrows, "you deep."
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27. BED- AND- BREAKFAST

RYDELL sees it's dark, down here on the lower |evel, the narrow thoroughfare crowded and busy,
greeni sh light of scavenged fluorescents seen through swoopi ng bundl es of that transparent

pl umbi ng, pushcarts rattling past to take up the day's positions. He took a flight of clanging
steel stairs, up through a hole cut unevenly in the roadbed above, to the upper |evel

Where nore light fell, diffused through plastic, shadowed by the jackstraw country suspended
above, shacks that were no nore than boxes, catwal ks in between, sails of wet |laundry that had
gone back up with the dying of the earlier w nd.

Young girl, brown eyes big as the eyes in those old Japanese ani mati ons, handi ng out slips of
yel | ow paper, "BED & BREAKFAST." He studied the map on the back

He started wal ki ng, bag over his shoulder and the d obEx box under his arm and in fifteen ninutes
he'd cone upon sonet hi ng announced in pink neon as the Ghetto Chef Beef Bowl. He knew the nane
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fromthe back of the yellow flyer, where the map gave it as a landnark to find the bed-and-
br eakf ast .

Li ne up outside Chetto Chef, a place with steamed-up wi ndows, prices painted in what |ooked Iike
nail polish on a sheet of cardboard.

He'd only ever been out here once before, and that had been at night in the rain. Seeing it this
way, it reminded himof sonme gated attraction, Ni ssan County or Skywal ker Park, and he wondered
how you coul d have a place like this and not have security or even a basic police presence.

He renenbered how Chevette had told himthat the bridge people and the police had an
under st andi ng: the bridge people stayed on the bridge, nostly, and the police stayed off it,
nostly.

He spotted a sheaf of the yellow flyers, thunbtacked to a plywood door, in a wall set back a few
feet fromthe front of Ghetto Chef. It wasn't |ocked, and opened on a sort of hallway, narrow,
wal led with taut
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vhite plastic stapled over a framework of |unmber. Sonebody had drawn nurals on either wall, it
| ooked |like, with a heavy bl ack industrial narker, but the walls were too close together to see
what the overall ksign was about. Stars, fish, circles with Xs through them . . He had t hold his

bag behind himand the d obEx box in front, to go down the bllway, and when he got to the end he
turned a corner and found himelf in sonebody's w ndow ess kitchen, very small.

The walls, each covered in a different pattern of striped wall paper, eened to vibrate. Wnan
there, stirring sonmething on a little propane cooker. Not that old, but her hair was gray and
parted in the nmiddle. ame big eyes as the girl, but hers were gray.

" Bed- and- br eakf ast ?" he asked her.

"Cot a reservation?" She wore a man's tweed sports coat, sleeves vorn through at the el bows, over
a denimjean jacket and a collarless | annel baseball shirt. No makeup. Looked wi ndburned. Bi g hawk
nose.

"l need a reservation?"

"W book through an agency in the city," the wonan said, taking the vooden spoon out of whatever

was coming to boil there.

"l got this froma girl," Rydell said, showing her the flyer he still held, ~lutched against his
bag.

"You mean she's actual |l y: handi ng t hem out ?"

"Handed ne this one," he said.

"You have nobney?"

"A credit chip," Rydell said. "Any contagi ous di seases?" "No."
"Are you a drug abuser?"

"No," Rydell said.

"A drug deal er?"

"No. "

"Smoke anyt hing? Cigarettes, a pipe?"

"No. "

"Are you a violent person?"
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Rydel|l hesitated. "No."
114
"More to the point, have you accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as your personal savior?"

"No," Rydell said, "I haven't."

"That's good," she said, turning down the propane ring. "That's one thing | can't tolerate. Raised
by "em"

"Well," Rydell said, "do | need a reservation to stay here or not?" He was | ooking around the

ki tchen, wondering where "here" mght be; it was about seven feet on a side, and the doorway he
stood in was the only apparent entrance. The wal | paper, which had buckl ed slightly from cooking
steam nade the space | ook |ike an amateur stage set or sonmething they'd build for children in a
makeshi ft day care

"No," she said, "you don't. You've got a handbill."

"You have space?"

"OfF course." She took the pot off the cooker, placed it on a round netal tray on the small, white-
pai nted table, and covered it with a clean-1ooking dish towel. "Go back out the way you cane. o
on. I'Il follow you."

He did as she said and waited in the open door for her to catch up with him He saw that the
Ghetto Chef line had gotten longer, if anything.

"No," she said, behind him "up here." He turned and saw her hauling on a | ength of orange nylon
rope, which brought down a counter-weighted alum numladder. "Go on up," she said. "I'Il send your
bags. "

Rydel | put down his duffel and the d obEx box and stepped up onto the | adder
"Go on," she said.

Rydel |l clinmbed the | adder to discover an incredibly tiny space he was clearly expected to sleep
in. Hs first thought was that sonmeone had decided to build one of those Japanese coffin hotels
out of offcuts fromall the cheapest stuff at a discount building supply. The walls were sone kind
of light-colored wood-1o00k sheathing that imtated bad i mtati ons of some other product that had
probably imtated sonme nowforgotten original. The tiny square of floor nearest him the only part
that wasn't taken up by wall-to-wall bed, was carpeted with sonme kind of ultra-Iow
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pile itility stuff in a weird pale green with orange highlights. There was dayli 1lht coming in from
the far end, by what he supposed was the head of tle bed, but he'd have had to kneel down to make
out how that was possble.

Do you want to take it?" the wonman called up
"Sure do," Rydell said
Then pull up your bags."

I'le | ooked over and saw her | oading his duffel and the G obEx box into rusty wire hanper she'd
hung on the | adder

Br eakfast at nine, sharp," she said, wthout |ooking up, and then she vas gone.

~ydel | haul ed the | adder, with his luggage, up on its orange rope. Wen he got his stuff out, the
| adder stayed up, held by its hidden counterwright.

-l e got down on his hands and knees and crawl ed into his bedroom over the foam slab nade up with
one of those micro-furry foamcore blanets, to where sone sort of multi-paned, seni-henispherical
pl astic bibble, probably part of an airplane, had been epoxied into the outer wall, It was thick
with salt, outside, |ooked like; a crust of dried spray. It lel light in, but just a featureless
gray brightness. It |ooked as though you Iept with your head right up in there. Ckay by him It
snel |l ed funny but ~ot bad. He shoul d' ve asked her what she charged, but he could do that |ater
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-le sat down on the foot of the bed and took off his shoes. There were holes in the toes of both
his bl ack socks. Have to buy nore.

lie pulled the glasses out of his jacket, put themon, and speeddi akd Laney. He listened to a
phone ringi ng sonewhere in Tokyo and inmaiined the roomit was ringing in, sone expensive hotel, or
maybe it was ringing on a desk the size of Tong's, but real. Laney answered, nine ring~ in.

"Bad Sector,"” Laney said.

" What ?"
' The cable. They have it."
"What cabl e?"

' The one you need for the projector."
116
Rydell was | ooking at the G obEx box. "What projector?"

"The one you picked up from d obEx today."
"WAit a minute," Rydell said, "how do you know about that?"
There was a pause. "It's what | do, Rydell."

"Listen," Rydell said, "there was trouble, a fight. Not nme, another guy, but | was there,
i nvol ved. They'll check the G obEx security recordings and they'll know | signed for you, and
they'll have footage of ne."

"They don't," Laney said.

"Of course they do," protested Rydell, "I was there."

"No," Laney said, "they've got footage of ne."

"What are you tal king about, Laney?"

"The infinite plasticity of the digital."

"But | signed for it, My name, not yours."

"On a screen, right?"

"Ch." Rydell thought about it. "Wo can get into A obEx and alter that stuff?"

"Not nme," said Laney. "But | can see it's been altered."

"So who did it?"

"That's academic at this point."

"What's that nmean?" Rydell asked.

"It means don't ask. Were are you?"

"I'n a bed-and-breakfast on the bridge. Your cough sounds better."

"This blue stuff," Laney said. Rydell had no idea what he neant. "Were's the projector?"
"Li ke a thernos? Right here."

"Don't take it with you. Find a shop there called Bad Sector and tell themyou need the cable."

"What ki nd of cable?"
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"They' ||l be expecting you," Laney said and hung up

Rydel|l sat there on the end of the bed, with the sungl asses on, thoroughly pissed off at Laney.
Felt |ike bagging the whole deal. Get a job back at that parking garage. Sit around and watch
nature in downtown Detroit.

Then his work ethic caught up with him He took off the glasses, put themin his jacket, and
started putting his shoes back on

117

28. FOLSOM STREET

FOOT of Folsomin the rain, all these soot-streaked RVs, spavined canpers, gut-sprung vehicles of
any description, provided that description included old; things that ran, if they ran at all, on
gasol i ne.

"Look at that," Tessa said, as she edged the van past an old Humrer, ex-military, every square
inch covered with epoxied micro-junk, a nmllion tiny fragments of the manufactured world
glittering in Tessa's headlights and the rain.

"Think there's a spot there," Chevette said, peering through the bad w per wash. Tessa's van had
Mal i bu-styl e wi per blades; old and hadn't been wet for quite a while. They'd had to creep this
| ast bl ock al ong the Enmbarcadero, when the rain had really started.

It was drumming steadily on the van's flat steel roof now, but Chevette's sense of San Franci sco
weat her told her it wouldn't last all that |ong.

The black kid with the dreads had earned his fifty. They'd found himcrouching there like a
gargoyl e on the curb, his face sonehow already as old as it would ever need to be, snoking Russian
cigarettes froma red-and-white pack he kept tucked into the rolled-up sleeve of an old arny
shirt, three sizes too big. The van still had its wheels on and the tires were intact.

"What do you think he neant," Tessa said, maneuvering between a nobss-stained school bus of truly
anci ent vintage and a del am nating catamaran up on a trailer whose tires had al nost entirely
rotted away, "when he said sonebody was | ooking for you?"

"I don't know," Chevette said. She'd asked hi mwho, but he'd just shrugged and wal ked off. This
after deternminedly trying to hustle Tessa for God's Little Toy. "Maybe if you'd given himthe
canmera platform he'd ve told ne."

"No fear," Tessa said, killing the engine. 'That's half nmy share of the Mlibu house."

Chevette saw that there were lights on in the tiny cabin of the cat-
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boat, through little slit-like wi ndows, and sonmebody noving in there. She started cranking down
the wi ndow besi de her, but it stuck after two turns, so she opened the door instead.

"That's Buddy's space there," said a girl, straightening up fromthe catamaran's hatch, her voice
rai sed above the rain, hoarse and a little frightened. She hunched there, under some ol d poncho or
pi ece of tarp, and Chevette couldn't make out her face.

"S' cuse us," Chevette said, "but we need to stop for the night, or anyway till this rain lets up.”
"Buddy parks there."

"Do you know when he'll be back?"

"Ny 2"

"We'll be out of here dawn tonorrow, " Chevette said. "W're just two wormen. You okay with that?"
The girl raised the tarp a fraction, and Chevette caught a glinpse of her eyes. "Just two of you?"

"Let us stay," Chevette said, "then you won't have to worry who el se might conme along."
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"Well," the girl said. And was gone, ducking back down. Chevette
heard the hatch dragged shut. -

"Bugger |eaks," Tessa said, examining the roof of the van with a small black flashlight.

"l don't think it'lIl keep up long," Chevette said.

"But we can park here?"
"Unl ess Buddy comes back," Chevette said.

Tessa turned the light back into the rear of the van. Were rain was al ready pooling.

“I'"ll get the foamand the bags up here," Chevette said. "Keep "emdry till later, anyway."

She clinbed back between the seats.
119
29. VI Cl QUS CYCLE
RYDELL found a ma? of the bridge in his sunglasses, a shopping and restaurant guide for tourists.
It was in Portuguese, but you could toggle to an English version

It took hima while; a wong nove on the rocker-pad and he'd wind up back in those Metro R o naps,
but finally he'd nmanaged to pull it up. Not a GPS map, just draw ngs of both levels, set side by
side, and he had no way of know ng how up-to-date it was.

H s bed-and-breakfast wasn't on it, but Ghetto Chef Beef Bow was (three and a half stars) and Bad
Sector was too.

The | ozenge that popped up when he clicked on Bad Sector described it as a source for "retro hard
and soft, with an idiosyncratic twentieth-century bent." He wasn't sure about that |ast part, but
he could at | east see where the place was: lower level, not far fromthat bar he'd gone in with
Creednore and the guitar player.

There was a cabinet to put stuff in, behind the triple-faux paneling, so he did: his duffel and
the A obEx box with the thernps thing. He put the sw tchblade, after sonme thought, under the foam
sl ab. He considered tossing it into the bay, but he wasn't sure exactly where you could find a
clear shot to do that out here. He didn't want to carry it, and anyway he could always toss it

| ater.

It was raining when he canme out beside CGhetto Chef Beef Bow, and he'd seen it rain on the bridge
before, when he'd first been here. \What happened was that rain fell on the weird jumble of shanty
boxes people had built up there and shortly came sluicing dowm through all of that in big random
gouts, |ike soneone was enptying bathtubs. There was no real drainage here, things having been
built in the nbst random way possible, so that the upper level, while sheltered, was no way dry.

This seened to have thinned the line for the Ghetto Chef, so that he briefly considered eating,

but then he thought of how Laney had himon retainer and wanted himto get right over to this Bad
Sector and get that cable. So instead he headed down to the | ower |evel.
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The rain had concentrated the action down here, because it was relatively dry. It felt |ike easing
your way through a very long, very homenade rush-hour subway car, except over half the other
peopl e were doing that too, in either direction, and the others were standing still, blocking the
way and trying hard to sell you things. Rydell eased his wallet out of his right rear pocket and
into his right front.

Crowds made Rydell nervous. Well, not crowds so nmuch as crowdi ng. Too cl ose, people up against
you. (Soneone brushed his back pocket, feeling for the wallet that wasn't there.) Soneone shoving
those | ong skinny Mexican fried-dough things at him repeating a price in Spanish. He felt his
shoul ders start to bunch.

The snell down here was starting to get to him sweat and perfunme, wet clothing, fried food. He
wi shed he was back in Ghetto Chef Beef Bowl, finding out what those three and a half stars were
for.
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He couldn't take much nore of this, he decided, and | ooked over the heads of the crowd for another
stairway to the upper level. He'd rather get soaked.

But suddenly it opened out into a w der section, the crowd eddying away to either side, where
there were food stalls, cafés, and stores, and there was Bad Sector, right there, done up in what
| ooked to himlike ol d-fashioned al um num furnace paint.

He tried to shrug the crowd-induced knots out of his shoulders. He was sweating; his heart was
poundi ng. He nade hinself take a few deep breaths to cal mdown. Wiatever it was he was supposed to
be doing here, for Laney, he wanted to do it right. Get all jangled, this way, you never knew what
coul d happen. Cal m down. Nobody was losing it here.

He lost it alnost imediately.

There was a very large Chinese kid behind the counter, shaved al nost bald, with one of those
little lip beards that always got on Rydell's nerves. Very large kid, with that weirdly snoot h-

| ooki ng mass that indicated a | ot of nuscle supporting the weight. Hawaiian shirt with big mauvy-
pink orchids on it. Antique gold-framed Ray-Ban aviators and a shit-eating grin. Really it was
that grin that did it.

"l need a cable,"” Rydell said, and his voice sounded breathl ess, and
121
somehow it was not liking to hear hinmself sound that way that took himthe rest of the way over.

"I know what you need,"” the kid said, making sure Rydell heard the boredomin his voice.

"Then you know what kind of cable |I need, right?" Rydell was closer to the counter now. Ragged old
posters tacked up behind it, for things with names |ike Heavy CGear |l and T ai Fu.

"You need two." The grin was gone now, kid trying his best to | ook hard. 'One's power: jack to any
DC source or wall juice with the inbuilt transfornmer. Think you can nmanage that ?"

"Maybe, " Rydell said, getting right up against the front of the counter and bracing his feet, "but
tell me about this other one. Like it cables what to what exactly?"

"Tmnot paid to tell you that, am|[?"

There was a skinny black tool lying on the counter. Some kind of specialist driver. "No," Rydel
said, picking up the driver and examining its tip, "but you're going to." He grabbed the kid's
left ear with his other hand, pinched off an inch of the driver's shaft between thunb and
forefinger, and inserted that into the kid's right nostril. It was easy hanging on to the ear
because the kid had some kind of fat plastic spike through it.

"Uh," the kid said.

"You got a sinus probl en?"

"No. "
"You could have." He let go of the ear. The kid stood very still. "You aren't going to nove, are
you?"

"No. .

Rydel |l renmpved the Ray-Bans, tossing themover his right shoulder. "I'mgetting sick of people

grinning at ne because they know shit | don't. Understand?"

"Ckay. "
"' Ckay' what?"
"Just . . . okay?"

"Ckay is: where are the cabl es?"
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"Under the counter."
122
"Ckay is: where did they cone fronP"

"Power's standard hut |ab grade: transforner, current-scrubber. The other, | can't tell you-"
Rydel|l nmoved the tool a fraction of an inch, and the kid's eyes w dened. "Not okay," Ryclell said.

"I don't knowl Know we had to have it assenbled to spec, in Fresno. | just work here. Nobody tells
me who pays for what." He took a deep, shuddering breath. "If they did, sonebody |ike you' d cone
in and make ne tell, right?"

"Yeah," Rydell said, "and that means people are liable to cone in and torture your ass into
telling themthings you don't even know..

"Look in nmy shirt pocket," the kid said carefully. "There's an address. Get on there, talk to
whoever, maybe they'Il tell you."

Rydel|l gently patted the front of the pocket, making sure there wouldn't be any used needl es or
ot her surprises. The massive pad of

muscl e behind the pocket gave him pause. He slid two fingers in and came up with a slip of
cardboard torn fromsonething |larger. Rydell saw the address of a website. "The cabl e peopl e?"

"Don't know. But | don't know why else |I'd be supposed to give it to you."

"And that's all you know?"

"Yes. "

"Don't nove," said Rydell. He renoved the tool fromthe kid s nostril. "Cables under the counter?"
"Yes."

"I don't think I want you to reach under there."

"Wait," said the kid, raising his hands. "I gotta tell you: there's a 'bot under there. It's got
your cables. It just wants to give "emto you, but | didn't want you to get the wong idea."

"A 'bot?"

"I't's okay!"

Rydel|l watched as a small, highly polished steel claw appeared, looking a lot Iike a pair of

articul ated sugar tongs his nmother had owned. It grasped the edge of the counter. Then the thing
chinned itsel f, onehanded, and Rydell saw the head. It got a |l eg up and nounted the
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counter, pulling a couple of heat-seal ed plastic envel opes behind it. Its head was
di sproportionately small, with a sort of wing-like projection or antenna sticking up on one side
It was in that traditional Japanese style, the one that | ooked as though a skinny little shiny
robot was dressed in oversized white arnor, its forearns and ankles w der than its upper arns and
thighs. It carried the transparent envel opes, each one containing a carefully wound cabl e, across
the counter, put them down, and backed up. Rydell picked them up, shoved theminto the pocket of
his khakis, and did a pretty good imtation of the robot, backing up

As the kid's Ray-Bans cane into his peripheral vision, he saw that they hadn't broken
When he was in the doorway, he tossed the black driver to the kid, who missed catching it. It hit

the Heavy Gear Il poster and dropped out of sight behind the counter

RYDELL found a | aundromat-café conbination, called Vicious Cycle, that had one hotdesk at the
back, behind a black plastic curtain. The curtain suggested to himthat people used this to access
porn sites, but why you'd want to do that in a | aundromat was beyond him
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He was gl ad of the curtain anyway, because he hated the idea of people watching himtalk to people
who weren't there, so he generally avoi ded accessing websites in public places. He didn't know why
usi ng the phone, audi o, wasn't enbarrassing that way. It just wasn't. Wen you were using the
phone you didn't actually look like you were talking to people who weren't there, even though you
were. You were talking to the phone. Although, now that he thought about it, using the phone in
the earpiece of the Brazilian glasses would | ook that way too.

So he pulled the curtain shut and stood there in the background runble of the dryers, a sound he'd
al ways found sort of conforting. The gl asses were already cabled to the hotdesk. He put them on
and worked the rocker-pad, inputting the address.

There was a brief and probably entirely synbolic passage through sone kind of neon rain, heavy on
the pinks and greens, and then he was there.

Looking into that same enpty space that he'd glinpsed in Tong's
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corridor: sone kind of dust-blown, sepulchral courtyard, Iit from above by a weird, attenuated
l'i ght.

This time though, he could | ook up. He did. He seened to be standing on the floor of a vast enpty
air shaft that rose up, canyon-like, between walls of peculiarly textured darkness.

H gh above, a skylight he guessed to be the size of a large sw nmn ng pool passed grinmy sunlight

t hrough decades of soot and what he took, at this distance, to be drifts of something nore solid.
Bl ack iron nu!lions divided | ong rectangles, sone of them holed, as by gunfire, through what he
guessed was archaic wire-cored safety gl ass.

Wien he |l owered his head, they were there, the two of them seated in strange, Chinese-|ooking
chairs that hadn't been there before.

One of themwas a thin, pale nan in a dark suit fromno particular era, his lips pursed primy. He
wore gl asses with heavy, rectangular frames of black plastic and a snap-brimhat of a kind that
Rydel | knew only fromold filnms. The hat was positioned dead | evel on his head, perhaps an inch
above the black franes. H s | egs were crossed, and Rydell saw that he wore bl ack w ngtip oxfords.
H s hands were folded in his lap

The other presented in far nore abstract form an only vaguely human figure, the space where its
head shoul d have been was coronaed in a cyclical and on-goi ng expl osion of blood and natter, as
though a sniper's victim in the instant of inpact, had been recorded and | ooped. The hal o of

bl ood and brains flickered, never quite attaining a

steady state. Beneath it, an open nouth, white teeth exposed in a permanent, silent scream The
rest, except for the hands, clawed as in agony around the gl eam ng arns of the chair, seened
constantly to be dissolving in some terrible fiery wind. Rydell thought of black-and-white
footage, ground zero, sb-nmo atom c hurricane.

"M. Rydell," said the one with the hat, "thank you for coming. You may call ne Klaus. This," and
he gestured with a pale, papery-Ilooking hand, which imediately returned to his lap, "is the
Rooster. "

The one called the Rooster didn't nove at all when it spoke, but the open nouth flickered in and
out of focus. Its voice was either the soundcollage from Tong's or another like it. "Listen to ne,
Rydel | . You are now
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responsi bl e for sonething of the utnost inportance, the greatest possible value. Were is it?"

"l don't know who you are,"” Rydell said. "I'mnot telling you anything."

Nei t her responded, and then Kl aus coughed dryly. "The only proper answer. You would be wise to
mai ntain that position. Indeed, you have no idea who we are, and if we were to reappear to you at
sonme |later time, you would have no way of know ng that we were, in fact, us."
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"Then why should | listen to you?"

"I'n your situation," said the Rooster, and its voice, just then, seemed conposed prinarily of the
sound of breaking glass, nodulated into the senbl ance of hunman speech, "you m ght be advised to
listen to anyone who cares to address you."

"But whether or not you choose to believe what you are told is another matter," said Kl aus,

fussily adjusting his shirt cuffs and refolding his hands.

"You' re hackers," Rydell said.

"Actually," said Klaus, "we mght better be described as envoys. W represent," he paused,
"anot her country."
"Though not, of course," said the perpetually disintegrating Rooster, "in any obsol ete sense of

the nmerely geopolitical-"

"' Hacker,'" interrupted Klaus, "has certain crimnal connotations-"

"Whi ch we do not accept,"
i n which-"

the Rooster cut in, "having |long since established an autonomous reality

"Quiet," said Kl aus, and Rydell had no doubt where the greater authority lay. "M. Rydell, your
enpl oyer, M. Laney, has becone, for want of a better term an ally of ours. He has brought a
certain situation to our attention, and it is clearly to our advantage to cone to his aid."

""\Alhat situation is that?"

"That is difficult to explain," Klaus said. He cleared his throat. "If indeed possible. M. Laney
i s possessed of a nmost peculiar talent, one which he has very satisfactorily denonstrated to us.
W are here to assure you, M. Rydell, that the resources of the Walled City will be at your

di sposal in the comng crisis.”
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"What city," Rydell asked, "what crisis?"

"The nodal point," the Rooster said, its voice like the trickle of water far down in sone unseen

ci stern.

"M. Rydel!," said Kl aus, "you nust keep the projector with you at all tines. W advise you to use
it at the earliest opportunity. Fam liarize yourself with her."

"Wth who?"

"We are concerned," Klaus went on, "that M. Laney, for reasons of health, will be unable to
continue. W nunber anobng us sonme who are possessed of his talent, but none to such an

extraordi nary extent. Should Laney be lost to us, M. Rydell, we fear that little can be done."
"Jesus," said Rydell, "you think I know what you're talking about?"
"I''mnot being deliberately gnonmic, M. Rydell, | assure you. There is no tine for explanations

now, and for some things, it seens, there may actually be no explanations. Sinply renmenber what we
have told you, and that we are here for you, at this address. And now you nust return
i mredi ately, to wherever you have | eft the projector.”

And they were gone, and the black courtyard with them conpacted into a sphere of pink and green
fractal neon that left residuals on Rydell's retinas, as it shrank and vani shed in the dark behind
the Brazilian sungl asses.
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30. ANOTHER ONE

FONTAI NE had spent npbst of the |ate afternoon on the phone, trying to lay Oarisse's creepy
Japanese baby dolls off on a decreasingly likely list of specialist dealers.

He knew it wasn't the thing to do, in terns of realizing opti numcash, but dolls weren't one of
his areas of expertise; besides, they gave himthe horrors, these Another One replicas.
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Speci al i st deal ers wanted | ow whol esal e, basically, so they could whip the big markup to
collectors. If you were a collector, Fontaine figured, specialist dealers were nature's way of
telling you you had too nuch noney to begin with. But there was always a chance he'd find one who
knew sonebody, one specific buyer, to go to. That was what Fontaine had been hoping for when he'd
started dialing.

But nowit was eight calls later, and he was reduced to talking to this Elliot, in Biscayne Bay,
Fl ori da, who he knew had once been put under el ectronic house arrest for sonething involving
counterfeit Barbies. That was a federal rap, and Fontaine ordinarily avoi ded people |like that, but
Elliot did seemto have a line on a buyer. Although he was, as you'd naturally expect, cagey about
it.

"Condition," Elliot said. "The three salient points here are condition, condition, and condition."
"Elliot, they look great to ne."
"Great' is not on the NAADC gradi ng scale, Fontaine."

Font ai ne wasn't sure, but he thought that might be the National Association of Animatronic Dol
Collectors. "Elliot, you know | don't know how to rate condition on these things. They've got all
their fingers and toes, right? | mean, the fucking things |ook alive, okay?"

Fontai ne heard Elliot sigh. He'd never net the man. "My client," said Elliot, speaking slowy, for
stress, "is a condition queen. He wants themmnty. He wants themmintier than mnty. He wants
themmnt in box. He wants them new ol d stock."

"Hey, look," Fontaine said, remenbering what d arisse had said,
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"you don't get these things unused, right? The grandparents bought them as, |ike, surrogate
of fspring, right? They were big-ticket items. They got used.”

"Not always," said Elliot. "The nost desirable pieces, and ny client owns several, are replicas
ordered just prior to the unexpected death of the grandchild.”

Font ai ne took the phone fromhis ear, looking at it as though it were something dirty. "Fucking
hel | ," Fontaine said, under his breath.

"What's that?" Elliot asked. 'What?"

"Sony, Elliot," Fontaine said, putting the phone back to his ear, "gotta take one on the other
line. 1'1l get back to you." Fontai ne broke the connection

He was perched on a tall stool behind the counter. He | eaned sideways to | ook at the Another One
dolls in their bag. They | ooked horrible. They were horrible. Elliot was horrible. Carisse was
horrible too, but now Fontaine |apsed into a brief but intensely erotic fantasy involving none
other, with whom he had not been conjugal in sone while. That this fantasy literally invol ved
Clarisse exclusively, he took to be significant. That it produced an actual erectile response, he
took to be even nore significant. He sighed. Adjusted his trousers.

Life, he reflected, was rough as a cob

Through the sound of rain sluicing down around his shop (he'd rigged gutters) he could hear a
faint but rapid clicking fromthe back roomand noted its peculiar regularity. Each one of those
clicks, he knew, represented another watch. He'd shown the boy howto call up auctions on the

not ebook, not Christie's or Antiquorum but the living nessy scrumof the net auctions. He'd shown
hi m how t o bookmark too, because he thought that picking what he |iked nmight be fun

Font ai ne sighed again, this tine because he had no i dea what he woul d do about the boy. Having
taken himin because he'd wanted a closer |ook at-well, had wanted, did want-the Jaeger-LeCoultre
mlitar~¢ Fontaine would have found it inpossible to explain to anyone why he had subsequently fed
him gotten hi mshowered, bought himfresh clothes, and shown himhow to use the eyephones.
Actually he couldn't explain it to hinmself. He was not inclined to charity, he didn't
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think, but sonetinmes he found hinself noving as if to right a particular wong in the world. And
this never made sense to Fontaine, really, because what he made right, he made right only for a
little while, and nothing ever really changed.

This boy now, he very likely had some sort of brain damage, and nost |ikely congenital, but
Font ai ne believed that trouble had no first cause. There was sheer bad | uck, he knew that, but
often as not he'd seen how cruelty or neglect or hard-luck genetics cane twi ning up through the
generations |ike a vine.

Now he dug down deep, into the pocket of his tweed slacks, where he was keeping the Jaeger-
LeCoultre. By itself, of course, so that nothing else would scratch it. He pulled it out now and
considered it, but the tenor of his thoughts prevented the nonentary distraction, the snall

pl easure, he'd hoped to take fromit.

But how on earth, he wondered, had the boy gotten hold of sonething like this, such an el egant
pi ece of serious collector's ordnance?

And the workmanship of the strap worried him He' d never seen anything quite like it, for all that
it was very sinple. An artisan had sat down with the watch, whose lugs were closed not by spring

bars but permanently sol dered rods of stainless steel, integral parts of the case, and cut and
gl ued and hand stitched however nany pieces of black calf |eather. He exam ned the inside of the
strap, but there was nothing, no trademark or signature. "If you could talk," Fontaine said,

| ooki ng at the watch.

And what would it tell hinP he wondered. The story of how the boy had gotten it mght turn out to
be not the nmost unlikely adventure it had had. Briefly he imagined it on sonme officer's wist out
in the Burnese night, a star shell bursting above a jungle hillside, nmonkeys screaning..

Did they have nonkeys in Burma? He did know the British had fought there when this had been
i ssued.

He | ooked down through the scratched, greenish glass that topped the counter. Watches there, each
face to hima tiny and contai ned poem a pocket nuseum subject over tinme to |laws of entropy and
of chance. These tiny nmechanisms, their jeweled hearts beating. Waring down, he
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knew, through the friction of netal on nmetal. I-be sold nothing unserviced, everything cleaned and
lubricated. He took fresh stock to a sullen but highly skilled Pole in Gakland to be cl eaned,
oiled, and tinmed. And he did this, he knew, not to provide a better, nore reliable product, but to
ensure that each one might better survive in an essentially hostile universe. It would' ve been
difficult to adnmit this to anyone, but it was true and he knew it.

He put the Jaeger-LeCoultre back in his pocket and slid fromthe stool. Stood staring blankly into
a glass-fronted cabinet, the shelf at eye level displaying mlitary Dinky Toys and a Randall Mode
15 "Airman," a stocky-looking conmbat knife with a sawtoothed spine and black Mcarta grips. The
D nky Toys had been played with; dull gray base metal showed through chi pped green paint. The
Randal | was mint, unused, unsharpened, its stainless steel blade exactly as it left the grinding
belt. Fontaine wondered how many such had in fact never been used. Totem c objects, they | ost

consi derabl e resale value if sharpened, and it was his inpression that they circul ated al nbst as a
species of ritual currency, quite exclusively nasculine. He had two currently in stock, the other
a hiltless little leaf-point dirk said to have been designed for the US Secret Service. Best dated
by the name of the maker on their saddl e-sewn sheaths, he estinmated themboth to be aboUt thirty
years ol d. Such things were devoid of rmuch poetry for Fontaine, although he understood the narket
and how to value a piece. They spoke to himmainly, as did the wi ndow of any army surplus store,

of male fear and powerl essness. He turned away now, seeing the dying eyes of a nman he'd shot in

Cl evel and, possibly in the year one of those knives had been nmde.

He | ocked the door, put the CLOSED sign up, and went into the back room where he found the boy
still seated, cross-legged, as he'd left him his face hidden by the nassive old eyephones cabl ed
to the open notebook in his |ap
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"Hey," Fontaine said, "How s fishin' ? You been finding anything you think we should bid on?"

The boy continued to nonotonously click a single key on the notebook, the eyephones bobbing
slightly in tinme.

~ PARTI ES 131

"Hey," Fontaine said. "You gonna get netburn.”

He squatted beside the boy, wincing at the pain it brought to his knees. He rapped once on the
gray cow of the eyephones, then gently renoved them The boy's eyes blinked furiously, sw mmng
in the vanished Iight of the mniature video screens. H s hand clicked the notebook a few times,
t hen stopped.

"Let's see what you found," Fontaine said, taking the notebook fromhim He absently touched a few
keys, curious to see what the boy m ght have bookmarked.

He was expecting auction pages, each one with a scan and description of a given watch on offer
but what he found instead were nunbered lists of articles that cane up in an archaic font neant to
recall typewiters.

He studied one list, then another. He felt something Iike cold air across the back of his neck and
t hought for a second that the front door was open, but then he renmenbered locking it.

"Shit," Fontaine said, pulling up nore of these lists. "Shit, how d you get this?"

These were bank records, confidential tallies of the contents of safety deposit boxes in banks of
the brick-and-nortar sort, all apparently in mdwestern states. And each |ist he saw contai ned at
| east one watch, very likely part of soneone's estate, and very likely forgotten

A Rol ex Explorer in Kansas City. Some sort of gold Patek in a small town in Kansas.
He | ooked fromthe screen to the boy, aware of being privy to sonething profoundly anomal ous.

"How d you get into these files?" he asked. "This stuff is private. Should be inpossible. Is
i mpossi ble. How d you do it?"

And only that absence behind the brown eyes, staring back at him either infinitely deep or of no

depth at all, he couldn't tell

132

31. VI EW FROM A HELLWARD STANCHI ON

HE dreans a vast el evator, descending, its floor like the ballroomof sone ancient liner. Its
sides are open, in part, and he finds her there at the rail, beside an ornate cast-iron stanchion

wor ked i n cherubs and bunches of grapes, their outlines softened beneath i nnunerable coats of a
bl ack enanel gl ossy as wet ink

Beyond the bl ack stanchi on and the aching geonetry of her profile, a darkened world spreads to
every horizon, island continents bl acker

than the seas in which they swm the lights of great yet naneless cities reduced to firefly
glinrers at this height, this distance.

The elevator, this ballroom this waltzing host unseen now but sensed as background, as necessary
gestalt, descends it seens down all his days, in sone coded iteration of the history that brings
himto this night.

If it is night.
The knife's plain haft, against his ribs, through a starched evening shirt.

The handl es of a craftsnan's tools bespeak an absolute sinplicity, the plainest forns affording
the greatest range of possibilities for the user's hand.

That which is overdesi gned, too highly specific, anticipates outconme; the anticipation of outcone
guarantees, if not failure, the absence of grace.
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And now she turns to him and she is in that instant all she ever was to him and sonethi ng nore,
for he is aware in that sanme instant that this is a dream this m ghty cage, descending, and she
is lost, as ever, and now he opens his eyes to the gray and perfectly neutral ceiling of the
bedroom on Russian Hill.

He |ies dead straight, atop the blanket of gray |lanbs wool made up in military fashion, in his
gray flannel shirt with its platinumlinks, his black trousers, his black wool socks. Hi s hands
are fol ded on his chest

ALL TOVORROW S PARTIES 133
Iike the hands of a nedieval effigy, a knight atop his own sarcophagus, and the tel ephone is
ringing.

He touches one of the platinumcuff |inks, to answer

"It isn't too late, | hope," says the voice.

"For what?" he asks, unnoving.

"I needed to talk." "Do you?" "Mdre so, lately" "And why is that?" "The tinme draws near."
"The tinme?" And he sees again the view fromthe huge cage, descending.

"Can't you feel it? You with your right place at the right tinme. You with your letting things
unfold. Can't you feel it?"

"l do not deal in outcones."

"But you do," the voice says. "You ve dealt a few for ne, after all. You beconme an outcone."
"No," the man says, "I sinply discover that place where | am supposed to be."
"You nake it sound so sinple. | wish that it were that sinple for ne."

"I't could be," the man says, "but you are addicted to conplexity"

"More literally than you kno~" says the voice, and the man i magi nes the few square inches of
satellite circuitry through which it comes to him That tiniest and nostly costly of
principalities. "It's all about conplexity now. "

"I't is about your will in the world," the man says and raises his arns, cupping the back of his
head in his hands.

There follows a silence.

"There was a tine," the voice says at last, "when | believed that you were playing a gane wi th ne.
That all of that was sonething you made up for ne. To annoy nme. Or anuse me. To hold ny interest.
To ensure ny patronage.”

"I have never been in need of your patronage," the nman says mildly.

"No, | suppose not," the voice continues. "There will always be
134
t hose who need certain others not to be, and will pay to nake it so. But it's true: | took you to

be another mercenary, one with an expressed phil osophy perhaps, but | took that phil osophy to be
not hi ng nore than a way you had di scovered of making yourself interesting, of setting yourself
apart fromthe pack."

"Where | am" the nman says to the gray neutral ceiling, "there is no pack."

"Ch, there's a pack all right. Bright young things guaranteeing executive outcones. Brochures.
They have brochures. And lines to read between. \What were you doing when | called?"

"Dream ng," the nman says.
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"I wouldn't have inagi ned, sonehow, that you dream Was it a good dreanP"

The man considers the perfect blankness of the gray ceiling. Renenbered geonetry of facial bone
threatens to formthere. He closes his eyes. "I was dreaning of hell," he says.

"How was it?"

"An el evator, descending."

"Christ," says the voice, "this poetry is unlike you." Another silence follows.

The man sits up. Feels the snooth, dark polished wood, cool through his black socks. He begins to
performa series of very specific

excerci ses that involve a mni mum of visible nmovenent. There is stiff-ness in his shoul ders. At
some di stance he hears a car go past, tires on wet pavenent.

"I'"'mnot very far fromyou at the nonent,
Franci sco. "

the man says, breaking the silence. "I"'min San

Now it is the man's turn for silence. He continues his exercises,
remenberi ng the Cuban beach, decades ago, on which he was first
- - - taught this sequence and its variations. H s teacher that day the master

of a school of Argentine knife-fighting nbost authoritatively decl ared nonexi stent by responsible
scholars of the martial arts.

"How | ong has it been," the voice asks, "since we've spoken, faceto-face?"

"Sone years
135

"I think I need to see you now. Sonething extraordinary is on the

verge of happening."

says the nman.

"Real ly," says the man, and no one sees his brief and wolfish snile, "are you about to becone
cont ent ed?"

A laugh, beaned down fromthe secret streets of that subm niature cityscape in geosynchronous
orbit. "Not that extraordinary, no. But some very basic state is on the brink of change, and we
are near its locus."

"We? W have no current involvenent."
"Physically Geographically. It's happening here.”

The man noves into the final sequence of the exercise, renenbering flies on the instructor's face
during that initial denonstration

"Way did you go to the bridge |ast night?"
"l needed to think," the man says and stands.
"Not hi ng drew you t here?"

Menory. Loss. Flesh-ghost in Market Street. The snell of cigarettes in her hair. Her winter |ips
chill against his, opening into warnth. "Nothing," he says, hands cl osing on not hing.

"It's time for us to neet," the voice says.

Hands openi ng. Rel easi ng not hi ng.
136
- - 32. LOAER COWPANI ONS

THE back of the van collected a quarter-inch of water before the rain quit. "Cardboard,"” Chevette
told Tessa
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" Car dboar d?"
"We'll find sonme, dry. Boxes. Qpen 'em out, put down a couple of layers. Be dry enough."

Tessa clicked her flashlight on and had another | ook. "W're going to sleep in that puddle?"

"It's interstitial," Chevette told her.

Tessa turned the |ight off, swung around. "Look," she said, pointing with the flashlight, "at
least it isn't pissing dowmn now. Let's go back to

t he bridge. Find a pub, sonething to eat, we'll worry about this later." Chevette said that

woul d be fine, just as long as Tessa didn't bring
CGod's Little Toy, or in any other way record the rest of the evening, and Tessa agreed to that.

They left the van parked there, and wal ked back al ong the Enbarcadero, past razor wre and
barricades that sealed (ineffectually,

Chevette knew) the ruined piers. There were dealers in the shadows there, and before they'd gotten
to the bridge they were of fered speed, plug, weed, opium and dancer. Chevette explai ned that
these dealers weren't sufficiently conpetitive to take and hold positions farther along,

nearer the bridge. Those were the coveted spots, and the deal ers al ong the Enbarcadero were either
novi ng toward or away fromthat particul ar arena.

"How do they conpete?" Tessa asked. "Do they fight?"

"No," said Chevette, "it's the market, right? The ones with good shit, good prices, and they turn

up, well, the users want to see them Sonebody cane with bad shit, bad prices, the users drive 'em
off. But you can see them change, when you live here; see 'emevery day, nost of that stuff, if
they're using thenselves, it'll take 'em down. Wnd up back down here, then you just don't see
Cem "

"They don't sell on the bridge?"
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"Wel | ," Chevette said, "yeah, they do, hut not so nmuch. And when they do, they're quieter about
it. You don't get offered on the bridge, so much, not if they don't know you."

"So howis it like that?" Tessa asked. "How do people know not to? Were does the rule cone fron?"

Chevette thought about it. "It isn't a rule," she said. "It's just you aren't supposed to do it."
Then she | aughed. "I don't know it's just like that. Like there aren't too many fights, but the
ones there are tend to be serious, and people get hurt."

"How many people actually live out here?" Tessa asked as they wal ked up the ranmp from Bryant.

"I don't know," Chevette said. "Not sure anyone does. Used to be, everyone who did anything here,
who had a business going, they lived here. 'Cause you have to. Have to be in possession. No rent
or anything. Now, though, you get businesses that are run |ike businesses, you know? That Bad
Sector we were in. Sonebody owns all that stock, they built that storefront, and | bet they pay
that sunmp boy to sleep in the back, hold it down for them"”

"But you didn't work here, when you lived here?"
"Nah, " Chevette said, "I was nessin', soon as | could. Got nyself a bike and | was all over town."

They made their way into the | ower |evel, past boxes of fish on ice, until they came to a place
Chevette renenbered on the south side. It had food sonetines, sonetimes nusic, and it had no nane.

' They do good hot wings in here," Chevette said. "You |ike hot w ngs?"

"Il let you know after |'ve had a beer." Tessa was | ooking around at the place, |ike she was
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trying to decide how interstitial it was.

It turned out they had an Australian beer Tessa really liked, called a Redback, came in a brown
bottle with a red spider on it, and Tessa explained that these spiders were the Australian

equi val ent of a black w dow, naybe worse. It was a good beer though, Chevette had to agree, and
after they'd both had one, and ordered another, Tessa ordered a cheeseburger, and Chevette ordered
a plate of hot wings and a side of fries.

138

This place really snelled Iike a bar: stale beer, snoke, fry grease, sweat. She renenbered the
first bars she'd ever gone into, places along rural highways back up in Oregon, and they'd snelled
like this. The bars Carson had taken her to in LA hadn't snelled |ike anything much. Like

ar omat her apy candl es, sort of.

There was a stage down at one end, just a |ow black platformrai sed about a foot above the floor
and there were nusicians there, setting up, plugging things in. There was sone ki nd of keyboard,
drums, a m ke stand. Chevette had never been that much into music, not any particul ar kind,

al t hough in her messenger days she'd gotten to like dancing in clubs, in San Francisco. Carson
though, he'd been very particular about what nusic he |iked, and had tried to teach Chevette to
appreciate it like he did, but she just hadn't gotten with it at all. He was into this twentieth-
century stuff, a lot of it French, particularly this Serge Sonething, really creepy-ass, sounded
like the guy was being slowy jerked off while he sang, but like it really wasn't even doi ng that
much for him She'd bought this new Chrone Koran, "My War Is My War," sort of out of self-defense
but she hadn't even liked it that rmuch herself, and the one time she'd put it on, when Carson was
there, he'd | ooked at her |ike she'd shit on his broadl oom or sonething.

These guys, now, setting up on the little stage, they weren't bridge people, but she knew that
there were nusicians, some of them fanpbus, who'd cone out and record on the bridge just so they
coul d say they had.

There was a big man up there, with a white, stubbly face and a sort of mashed-up cowboy hat on the
back of his head. He was fiddling with an unplugged guitar and listening to a smaller man in
jeans, wearing a belt buckle |ike an engraved silver dinner platter

"Hey," Chevette said, indicating the bottle-blonde nan with the belt buckle, "this girl gets
mol ested in the dark, tells "emit was a nesh-back did it. 'Wll,' they say, 'how you know it was,
if it was dark?' ''Cause he had a tiny little dick and a great big belt buckle!""

"What ' s a neshback?" Tessa tilted back the |ast of her beer

"Redneck, Skinner called '"em" Chevette said. "It's fromthose nylon baseball caps they used to
wear, got black nylon nmesh on the back, for ventilation? My nother used to call those 'ginme'
hat s.
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"Why?" Tessa asked her

"*@ e one themhats.' Gve '"emaway free with advertising on them™

"Country nusic, that sort of thing?"

"Well, nore |ike Dukes of Nuke 'Emand stuff. | don't think that's country nusic."

"It's the nusic of a disenfranchised, nostly white proletariat," Tessa said, "barely hanging on in
post-post-industrial America. O that's what they' d say on Real One. But we have that joke about
the big buckles in Australia, except it's about pilots and wistwatches."

Chevette thought the man with the belt buckle was staring back at her, so she |ooked in the other
direction, at the crowd around the pool table, and here there actually were a couple of the
meshbacked hats, so she pointed these out to Tessa by way of illustration

"Excuse me, | adies," soneone said, a worman, and Chevette turned to face directly into the Iine of
fire of some very serious bosom laced up into a shiny black top. Huge cloud of blowsy blonde hair
a la Ashleigh Mdine Carter, who Chevette thought of as a singer neshbacks would listen to, if
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they listened to wormen, which she wasn't certain they did. The woman put two freshly opened
Redbacks down on their table. "Wth M. Creednore's conplinents,"” she said, beaming at them

"M. Creednore?" Tessa asked.

"Buel | Creednore, honey," the worman said. "That's himover there getting ready to do the sound
check with the | egendary Randy Shoats."

"I's he a nusician?"
"He's a singer, honey," the woman said and seenmed to | ook nore closely at Tessa. "You A&R?"
"No," Chevette said.

"Dam, " the woman sai d, and Chevette thought for a second she night take the beers back. "I
t hought you m ght be froman alternative |abel."

"Alternative to what?" Tessa asked

The wonan brightened. "Buell's singing, honey. It isn't |ike what you probably think of as

country. Well, actually, it's a '"roots' thing. Buell wants to take it back, back there past \Wayl on
and Wllie, to some kinda

140

dark 'primal kinda heartland.' Kinda. Thing." The worman beaned, eyes slightly unfocused. Chevette
got the feeling that all of that had been nenorized, and naybe not too well, but that it was her

job to get it out.

"Randy, he was teaching Buell one earlier, called 'There Was

Whi skey and Bl ood on the Hi ghway, but | Didn't Hear Nobody Pray'

That's a hymm, honey. Very traditional. G ve me goosebunps to hear it.

I think it's called that, anyway. But tonight's set is going to be 'nore

upbeat, electric.

"Cheers," Tessa said, "ta for the |lager."

The wonman | ooked puzzled. "Ch. You' re wel come, honey. Please do stick around for the set. It's
Buell's Northern California debut, and the first tinme he's actually sung with his Lower
Conpani ons. "

"Hi s what ?" Chevette asked.

"' Buell Creednore and his Lower Conpanions.' | think it's a biblical reference, though | can't
quote you chapter and verse." The wonan

poi nted her straining bosomtoward the stage and resolutely followed it in that direction

Chevette didn't really want another beer. "She bought us these because she thought we were A&R "
She knew about that because of

Carson. A&R were the people in the nusic business who found and
devel oped tal ent. -
- Tessa took a pull on her beer and watched the wonan, who'd
stopped to talk to one of the boys fromthe pool table, one of the ones

who was actually wearing a neshbacked cap. "Do people like her live here?"

"No," Chevette said, "there's clubs in the city for this kind of thing, or sort of like it, but
I've never seen a crowd like this out here before."

The sound check consisted of the man with the squashed cowboy hat playing guitar and the man with
the belt buckle singing. They
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stopped and started a few times, on the one song they did, for various tw ddlings of knobs, but
the guitarist could really play (Chevette got the feeling he wasn't really letting it out yet,
what he could do) and the singer could sing. It was a song about being sad and being tired of
bei ng sad,
The bar, neanwhile, was starting to fill up, with what | ooked to be
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a bunch of locals, regulars, and a hunch who weren't, who were here to hear the hand. The locals
tended to tattoos, facial piercings, and asymetrical haircuts, while the visitors tended to hats
(meshback and cowboy, nostly), jeans, and (on the men, anyway) guts. The guts tended to be the
kind that | ooked as though they had noved in while their owners were unaware and had taken up
resi dence on otherwi se fat-free frames. The kind of gut that hangs over the top of a pair of jeans
with a reasonably small wai stband, swelling the front of a flannel shirt but cinched back in,
bel ow, with one of those big buckl es.

She' d started on Creednore's Redback out of boredom when she spotted the singer hinself headed
their way. He had borrowed sonmeone's neshbacked cap and pulled it on backward, over his weirdly
wet - | ooki ng bl each- bl onde hair. He was wearing an el ectric-blue cowboy shirt with the store
creases still init, horizontal across the chest, and the white pearlized snaps open hal fway down
the front, revealing a pale, white, decidedly concave chest that wasn't at all the color of his
face, which she figured was painted on. He had what | ooked |ike tomato juice in each hand, in a
tall glass with ice. "How do," he said. "Saw that Mryalice over here. Thought 1'd bring the old
girl a drink. I'mBuell Creednore. You | adies enjoyin' your beer?"

"Yes, thanks," said Tessa and | ooked in the opposite direction. Creednore did a quick, and to
Chevette very obvi ous, piece of nental calculation, Chevette conming up as the one nore likely to
be profitably hit on. "You hear about us in the city here or over in Qakland?"

"We're just here for the hot w ngs,
of her.

Chevette said, indicating the plate of chicken bones in front

"They any good?"
"They're okay," Chevette said. "But we're just |eaving."

"Leavi ng?" Creednore took a big swig of his tomato juice. "Hell, we're on in ten. You oughta stay
"n' hear us." There was some weird-|ooking, greenish-sandy stuff, Chevette saw, around the rins of
the gl asses, and now sone of this was stuck on Creednore's upper lip.

"Vs/ hat you doin' with those Caesar's, Buell?" It was the big guitarist. "Now you proni sed ne you
woul dn't drink before the set."

"For Maryali ce,
142
here's for the pretty |ady."'

Creednore said, gesturing with a glass, "and this

He put the one he'd had the swig fromdown in front of Chevette.
"So how conme you got that garlic salt on your mouth?" the big man asked

Creednore grinned and wi ped the back of his hand across his nouth. "Nerves, Randy. Big night.
Gonna be okay. .

"It better be, Buell. | don't see sone evidence you can hold your liquor, be the |ast gig you ever
play with me." The guitarist took the drink out of Creednobre's hand, took a sip, nade a face, and
wal ked of f, taking the drink with him

"Sons of bitches," Creednore said.

And it was at this point that Chevette saw Carson enter the bar. Recognition, on her part, was

i nst ant aneous and one-hundred-percent positive. It was not Carson as dressed for |ounges that
snel |l ed |i ke aromat herapy, but Carson dressed for the knowi ng exploration of the | ower reaches.
Chevette had actually been with himwhen he bought this outfit, so she'd had to hear about how t he
j acket was Al askan steerhide (Al askan steers having thicker hides, due to the cold winters), and a
museunm grade reproduction of a 1 940s original. The jeans were nearly

as expensive, and nore conplicated in their sourcing, the denimwoven in Japan on ancient,

I ovingly maintai ned Anerican | oonms and then finished in Tunisia to the specifications of a team of
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Dut ch designers and garnent historians. This was the kind of stuff that Carson cared deeply about,
this absolutely authentic fake stuff, and when Chevette saw him step through that entrance, she
had absolutely no doubt that it was him

And al so, though she couldn't have said exactly how, she knew that she was in trouble. Maybe,
she'd think later, it had been because he hadn't known she was | ooking, so he hadn't really been
bothering to be the guy he had al ways pretended to be when he was with her, when he'd known she
was | ooki ng.

It was like seeing a different guy, a very scary, very cold, very angry guy, and knowi ng it was
Carson. Carson turning to scan the bar- Wat she did next surpnsed her It must have surprised
Cr eednore
even nore The top of the huge silver buckle nade a conveni ent

143
handl e. She grabbed it, pulled, and brought hi mdown, |oose-kneed, to kiss his nmouth, throw ng her
arnms around his neck and hoping the back of his head, in the backward neshback hat, was between
her face and Carson's.
Creednore's ready enthusiasmwas, unfortunately, about what she'd have expected, had she had the
time to think.
144
33. DURI US

RYDELL was m dway back, through that |ower-1level crunch, when his sungl asses rang. He got his back
to the nearest wall, took them out, opened them put them on

"Rydel | ?"

"Yeah?"

"Durius, man. How are you?"

"Fine," Rydell said. The glasses were acting up; weirdly elongated segnents of R o street maps
were scrolling down his field of vision

"How are you?" He heard the whine of a drill or power driver, somewhere in LA "You at the
Dragon?”

Durius said, "we got mmjor construction under way here." What for

"Don't know," Durius said. "They're putting in a new node, back by the ATM Where they had the
baby food and child care products before, you know? Park won't say what it is; don't think he
knows. Al the

branches gettin' 'em whatever they are. How s your ride up? How s that ~i Creednore?"

"I think he's an alcoholic, Durius."

"No shit," Durius said. "How s the new job?"

"Well," Rydell said, "I don't think |I've figured out rmuch about it yet, but it's getting
interesting.”

"That's good," Durius said. "Well, just wanted to see how you're doing. Praisegod, she says hi
wants to know if you like the glasses.”

The Rio street maps shuddered, contracted, stretched again. "Tell her they're great," Rydell said.
"Tell her thanks." "WII| do," said Durius. "You take care."

"You too," Rydell said, the maps vani shing as Durius hung up. Rydell renpved the gl asses and put
t hem away.

Beef bowl . Maybe he could grab sonme Ghetto Chef Beef Bowl on the way back.

Then he thought about Klaus and the Rooster and deci ded bed better check on the thernmos first.
145

WHATS this look like to you, Martial ?" Fontaine asked his |lawer, Martial Mtitse, of Mtitse

Rapel ego N enbo, whose preni ses consisted of three notebooks and an anti que Chi nese bicycle.

Martial nmade tooth-sucking noises on the other end of the |line, and Fontai ne knew he was | ooki ng
at the lists the boy had pulled up. "They seemto be lists of the contents of safety deposit
boxes, as required under state lawin various jurisdictions. Antiterrorist |legislation. Keeps
peopl e from stashing drug precursors, nuclear warheads, like that. Plus it was supposed to help
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prevent noney | aundering, but that was when nmoney could still be big stacks of green paper. But if
I were you, Fontaine, | would be asking nmy lawer a different question. To wit: am | not breaking
the | aw by being in possession of these docunents?”

"Am | ?" Font ai ne asked.

Martial naintained tel ephone silence for a few seconds. "Yes," he said, "you are. But it depends
on how you got them And | have just determined that the actual owners of the |isted properties,
in every case, are dead."

" Dead?"

"Entirely. These are probate docunments. Still protected by law, but | would say that sone itens on
these lists are property to be auctioned off as the various estates are executed."”

Font ai ne | ooked over his shoul der and saw t he boy, still seated on the floor, down his third iced-
guava snoot hi e.

"How di d you get these?" Martial asked.

"' m not sure, Font ai ne sai d.

"You aren't supposed to be able to decrypt files like this,” Martial said. "Not unless you're the
fed. If someone el se does the decryption, it's nerely a privacy issue insofar as you're concerned.
But if you're doing this yourself, or are knowingly party to it, you are in possession of or are
party to possession of proscribed technol ogy which can earn you a stay
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34. MARKET DI SCONTI NUI Tl ES

in one of those extrenely efficient prisons the private sector has done such a fine job of
bui | di ng and nai nt ai ni ng. "

"I"'mnot," said Fontaine.

"Be that as it may," said Martial, "if you were, you mght be able, through judicious application
and with all due secrecy, to use said technology to reveal certain lucrative narket
di scontinuities. Follow nme, Fontaine?"

"No," said Fontai ne.

"Put it this way: if you have a way of getting hold of docunents nobody el se can, you night want
to talk about it with someone who'd have an idea of exactly which docunents mi ght be nost
lucratively obtained.”

"Hey, Martial, |I'mnot into-"

"Font ai ne, please. Anyone who sells secondhand cutlery and old rat-sucked toys, | understand it's
an avocation. A calling. You are not in it for the noney, | know However, if you have a back
channel into sonething else, | advise you to consult with your |awer, me, at your very earliest.
Hear nme?"

“"Martial, | don't-"

"Clarisse has been nmaking inquiries of another partner in our firm Fontaine. | tell you that in

confidence."

Font ai ne was not happy to hear it.
"She is tal king divorce, ny friend,"
"Cotta go, Martial. Custoners.”

Font ai ne hung up. Martial's news about Clarisse was not all that new to Fontaine, but he had been
so far successful in avoiding thinking about it.
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He becane aware of a soft, steady clicking and turned to see that the boy had put the eyephones
back on.

147

CHEVETTE hadn't cl osed her eyes when she'd pulled Creednore down and kissed him but with her arns
| ocked around his neck, to hold himthere and hide her from Carson, she couldn't see past the

sl eeve of Skinner's jacket. What she could see, past an out-of-focus view of Creednore's cheekbone
and | eft ear, was an adrenaline-sharp shot of Carson's progress through the crowd. This was
sufficiently arresting that she had nanaged to i gnore Creednore's response, which had his tongue
trying apparently to subdue hers with a so-far unsuccessful conbination of speed and | everage, and
hi s hands, up under Skinner's jacket, hunting frantically for nipple.

The crystal -cl ear shot of Carson was eclipsed by a close-up of Tessa, eyes wi de with anazenent and
about to burst out |aughing, just as Creednore found one of the nipples he was after, and
Chevette, in pure reflex, let go of his neck with her left armand punched him as hard and as

di screetly as possible, in the ribs, going in with all the knuckle she could | everage.

Creednore's eyes flew open, blue and bl oodshot, and Chevette let go of him ducked off her chair
and roll ed under the table, all on automatic now. She thought she heard Creednore's head hit the
table as he tried to follow her, but now that he didn't have his nmouth actually on hers, she was
aware of the taste of it, and sonething naggingly famliar there, but that was just sonething her
m nd was doing while her body took her out of there the quickest way it saw. VWich was a scranble

on hands and knees, still under the table; out on the floor, still crouching but getting up speed;
sprinting, still bent low, arns up to block anyone who might try to stop her; out through the
door.

Where instinct, sonmething, some recollection, took her right, toward QCakl and.

And she didn't slow down until she felt it was safe to, but by then she'd realized what the taste
in Creednore's mouth was: dancer, and she wondered how nmuch of that she'd taken on. Not nuch
probabl vy,
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35. ON AUTOWATI C

but she could feel it in the pounding of her heart, see it in a faint aura around every source of
light now, and know it in the fact that none of what had just happened actually bothered her, very
much.

Troubl e coul d | ook abstract, on dancer

Carson, she thought, was trouble, and seeing the ook on his face then, a | ook she'd suspected,
she now t hought, but had never quite nanaged to catch there, had nade her scared of him She'd
been scared of himsince the tinme he'd hit her, but she hadn't understood it in quite the sane
way. He hadn't really hurt her much, not physically, when he'd hit her. She was coming froma
pl ace where she'd seen people mainmed, hurt really bad, and this cute media boy, who didn't even
know how to punch, how dangerous was that?

But now she saw, the residual drug in Creednore's saliva having its effect, that what she'd been
afraid of wasn't that he'd hit her that tinme, or the possibility he'd do it again, but sone
instinctive, underlying recognition that there was sonething wong, something way worse. That he
was bad news and covered it up. Always, nore carefully even than he chose his cl othes.

And Tessa, when Chevette had had the conversation with her that had resulted in her nmoving to
Mal i bu, had said that she envied nen the inability to get it up, when there was somet hi ng w ong.
Even if they don't consciously know, Tessa said, it won't happen. But we don't have that, so
sonmet hing can be just as wong as can be, and we still stay. But you can't stay if he's hit you,
because he'll do it again.

Wal ki ng on, toward Treasure now, the bridge gone spectral, nmonochrome, and nmaybe that was the
dancer too, she didn't know.

"Qut of control," she said. That was how she felt her [ife was now. She was just reacting to
things. She stopped. Maybe she was just reacting to Carson
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"Hey. Chevette."

Turning to see a face she knew, though she couldn't put a nane to it. Ragged pal e hair above a
thin hard face, bad scar snaking his left cheek. A sonetinme nessenger fromher Allied days, not
part of her crew but a face fromparties. "Heron," the nane cane to her.

"I thought you were gone," Heron said, displaying broken teeth.
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Maybe sonet hing broken in his head too, it struck her. Or maybe just
sonme substance, tonight.

"1 was," Chevette said.

"Wher e?"

"SoCal . "

"You ride down there? Messenger?"
"No," she said.

"l can't ride now," Heron said and swung his left leg, rigid, forward, catching his weight on it,
sonmet hing wwong there with his knee. "Tangled with a cage."A car, and she thought how long it had
been since she'd heard that.

"You get insurance?"

"Shit no, cage fromDoJ City." The Departnment of Justice. "I got lawers on it, but Cr ooked
shrug. "One of ny lawers, N enbo, you know those three guys? Refugees fromthe African Union,
right? N enbo, he knows that Fontaine. You know Fontaine, right?"

"Yeah," Chevette said, glancing back over her shoulder. "He still out by Gakland, w ves and ki ds?"

"No," Heron said, "no, he's got a shop, just up there." He pointed. "Sleeps there. Sells stuff to
tourists. N enbo says his wives are after his ass." He squinted at her, the scar on his cheek
catching the light. "You | ook good. Hair's different."

Sonething in that flash of scar catching in the edge of Creednore's spit-high; she shivered, the
dancer dealing her cards of Carson wal king this way, that sanme expression on his face, hands in
the pockets of his |eather jacket.

"Good to see you, Heron."

"Yeah," he said, something sullen and untrusting, maybe |ongi ng, evident there, and again the
crooked shrug, nmaybe just to shake sone pain fromhis shoul ders. He | ooked down and set off back
the way she'd cone, and she saw how tw sted the accident had |left him hobbling, swi nging his
stiff leg as he went.

She zi pped up Skinner's jacket and went |ooking for Fontaine's shop, wondering if she'd know it if
she found it.

| SO

36. FAMOUS ASPECT

RYDELL bought a white foamtake-out beef bow from Ghetto Chef, then had to figure out how to get
up the | adder one-handed, wi thout spilling it.

Clinmbing a | adder with sonmet hing hot in one hand was one of those things that you never ordinarily
t hought about, but that turned out to be difficult. You can't safely tuck a hot beef bow under
your arm and when you clinmb with only one hand, you' ve got to nove that hand fast, keep catching
t hose rungs.

But he got up there, didn't spill any, and then he put it down while he unlocked the two-by-four
and chicken-wire security grid. This had a chrome-pl ated Nepal ese padl ock on either side, and he'd
found the keys, earlier, hanging on a nail. It was one of those deeply pointless arrangenents, in
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terns of security, because anyone who wanted in could boltcut the padl ocks, pry their hasps out of
the wood, or just yank the chicken wire until the staples pulled out. On the other hand, if you
went out, left it unlocked, and sonebody took your stuff with no effort at all, he guessed you'd
feel even stupider.

When he got it open, he settled down on the foot of the bed with his beef bowl and the plastic
spoon they'd given him He was just inhaling the steamwhen it cane to himhe should check on the
thernos-thing. The projector, Laney had called it. He sighed, put his beef bow down, and got up
(well, he had to crouch).

The G obEx box was in the cabinet there, beside his bag, and the spun-netal cylinder was in the
d obEx box.

He sat back down, with the d obEx box next to himon the bed, and got to work on his beef bow,
whi ch was worth waiting for. It was strange how this kind of shaved, basically overcooked nystery
meat, which he guessed really was, probably, beef, could be tastier, under the right
circunstances, than a really good steak. He ate the whole thing, every last grain of rice and drop
of broth and figured the tourist-trap map had put their three stars and a half in the right place.
ALL TOMORROW-S PARTI ES
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Then he opened the d obEx box and got the thernos-thing out. He | ooked at the FAMOUS ASPECT
sticker again, and it didn't tell himany nore than it had before. He stood the thing up on its
base, on the green-and-orange carpet, and craw ed back up the bed to get the sw tchblade. He used
that to slice open the plastic envel opes containing the two cables and sat there |ooking at them

The one that was standard power just |ooked |ike what you used to run a notebook off the wall, he
t hought, although the end that went into the thernos |ooked a little nore conplicated than usual
The ot her one though, the jacks on either end | ooked serious. He found the socket that one end of
this obviously went into, but what was the other end supposed to fit? If the suno kid was telling
the truth, this was a customcable, required to jack this thing into something that it mnight not
usual ly be required to jack to. This one was optical, it |ooked Iike.

The power cable, that was easy. What took a while was finding a socket up here, but it turned out
there was one (well, actually the end of an industrial-grade yell ow extension cord) in the storage
cabi net .

No control on the thing, that he could see, no switches. He plugged the power cable into the wall
socket, then sat on the bed, the other end in his hand, |ooking at the silvery cylinder

"Hell," he said and plugged the cable into the cylinder. Just as he did, he had the cl earest
possi bl e vision of the thing being, absolutely and no doubt, brinful of plastic explosive and a
detonator, just waiting for this juice- But, no, if it had been, he'd be dead. He wasn't. But the
cylinder wasn't doing anything either. He thought he could

hear a faint humfromit, and that was it. "I don't get it," Rydell said
Sonething flickered. Neon butterfly. Torn w ngs.

And then this girl was there, kneeling, right up close, and he felt his heart roll over, catch
itself.

The how of her not being there, then being there. Something hurt in his chest, until he rem nded
hi msel f to breat he.

If Rydell had had to describe her, he would' ve said beautiful, and been utterly frustrated in the
attenpt to convey how. He thought she

152

had to be one of Durius' exanples of hybrid vigor, but saying which races had been ni xed was
beyond hi m

"Where are we?" she asked

He blinked, uncertain as to whether she saw and addressed him or soneone else, in sone other

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/All%20Tomorrows%20Parties.txt (85 of 151) [1/14/03 11:18:51 PM]



file://IF|/rah/New%20Fol der/All%20T omorrows%20Parties.txt
reality. "Bed-and-breakfast," he said, by way of experinment. "San Francisco-Gakl and Bay."
"You are Laney's friend?"
"I-Well. Yeah."

She was | ooking around now, with evident interest, and Rydell felt the hairs stand up along his
arnms, seeing that she wore an outfit that exactly mirrored his own, though everything she wore fit
her perfectly, and of course | ooked very different on her. Loose khakis, blue workshirt, black
nylon jacket with a Velcro rectangle over the heart, where you stuck the |logo of your conpany.

Ri ght down to black socks (with hol es? he wondered) and m ni ature versions of the black Wrk-'N -
Wal ks he' d bought for Lucky Dragon. But the hair on his arns was up because he knew, he had seen
he had, that in the first instant of her being there,

she' d crouched before hi m naked.

"I am Rei Toei," she said. Her hair was coarse and gl ossy and roughly but perfectly cut, her nouth
wi de and generous and not quite smling,

and Rydell put out his hand and watched it pass right through her shoul der, through the pattern of
coherent |ight he knew she nust be. "This

is a hologram" she said, "but | amreal."

"Where are you?" Rydell asked, withdrawing his hand. "I'm here," she said.
"But where are you really?"

"Here. This is not a broadcast hologram It is generated by the Fanpbus Aspect unit. | am here,
with you. Your roomis very small. Are you poor?" She craw ed past Rydell (he supposed she
could' ve crawl ed through him if he hadn't noved aside) to the head of his bed, exanmining the salt-
caked hem sphere of plastic. Rydell could see now that she literally was a source of illum nation
t hough sonmehow it rem nded hi m of noonlight.
"It's a rented room" Rydell said. "And I"'mnot rich." She | ooked back at this. "I neant no
of fense. "
153
"That's okay," Rydell said, looking fromher to the projector and back. "I nean, a |ot of people,

they'd think |I'm poor."
"But nmore would think you rich."

"l don't know about that-"

"I do," she said. "There are, literally, nore humans alive at this nmoment who have neasurably |ess
than you do. You have this sleeping place, you have clothing, | see you have eaten. Wat is your
nane?"

"Berry Rydell," he said, feeling a strange shyness. But he thought he at |east knew who she was,
or was supposed to be. "Look, | recognize you. You're that Japanese singer, the one who isn't.

| mean, the one who- "Doesn't exist?"

"I didn't say that. | nmean, weren't you supposed to be married to that Irish guy, Chinese,
what ever? In that band?"

"Yes." She'd stretched out on the bed, on her stomach, hands propping her chin a few inches from
the occluded plastic bubble. (Rydell had a flash of that seen fromthe water below, |ike the
gl aucous eye of sone behenoth.) "But we did not marry, Berry Rydell."

"How do you know Laney?" he asked her, hoping to bring it around to sone footing that he could
stand on as well, whatever that m ght be.

"Laney and | are friends, Berry Rydell. Do you know where he is?"
"Not exactly," Rydell said, which was true.

She rolled over, gorgeous and quite literally glowi ng, in her incongruous mrroring of what he
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wore, which | ooked, on her, like the first and purest expression of sonme irresistible new fashion,
and fixed himwith a sorrowful stare. He would, in that nonment, have happily and willingly | ocked
eyes with her for however |ong she wanted and have sat there, effectively, forever. "Laney and
have been separated. | do not understand why, but | nust trust that it is for our nutual and
eventual good. Who gave you the projector, Berry Rydell?"

"I don't know," Rydell said. "It was shipped here 3 obEx, but in Laney's nane. Address in

Mel bour ne, conpany cal | ed Paragon-Asia."
She rai sed her eyebrows. "Do you know why we are together in San Franci sco, Berry Rydell?"

"No," he said, "do you?"
154
"Laney believes that the world will end soon," she said, and her smle was |um nous.

He couldn't help but smile hack. "I think we went through that one when the century rolled over."
"Laney says that that was only a date. Laney says that this is the real thing. But | have not
spoken with himin weeks, Berry Rydell. | do not know how rmuch closer we are now, to the noda

poi nt."
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BOOMEZI LLA, with a little shit noney tonight, debit chip he got off those truck bitches, goes down
to Lucky Dragon. That's where he goes when he gets nobney, because they got all the shit.

Food he |ikes there, because it's not bridge food; food Iike on TV, out of a package. And
everything: shit to look at, the games they got in there. Best place.

Soneday he'll have his shit together right. He'll live in a house, and it will be clean as Lucky
Dragon. Al lit up like that, and he'll get those canera balloons |like the truck bitches. Wtch
everybody's ass and nobody fuck with him

Gets the chip out, walking up to the front, because if he has it in his hand, shows it to the
security, security'!l let himin. Security wants to know you're a player. O herw se, you'd steal
Boonzi | | a understands that.

Tonight is different. Tonight a big white truck in front of Lucky Dragon. Biggest, cleanest truck
he's ever seen. No witing on it, SoCal plates, couple of securities standing out by it. Boonzilla
wonders if this what they bring the new ganes in? Never seen this before.

So in the doors, holding up his chip, and heads over, l|ike he does, first to the candy.

Boonzilla likes this Jap candy that's like a little drug lab. You mx these different parts, it
fizzes, gets hot, cools. You do this extrusion-nolding thing and watch it harden. Wen you eat it,
it's just candy, but Boonwilla likes making it.

Gets six of those, pissed there's no grape, and a couple or two chocos. Spends a good long tine by
the machi ne that nakes nagazi nes, watching screens, all the different shit you can get put in your
magazi ne. Then back to get his noodles, kind you add water and pull the string.

Back there, deciding between beef and chi cken, he sees they've unfastened a whol e piece of Lucky
Dragon wall. Next to G obEx and the cash nachi ne.
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37. A LITTLE SHI T MONEY

So he thinks this is what the white truck is about, some new thing to put in there, and he wonders
if it's maybe a gane.

Wiite nen in white paper suits working on the section of wall
Wat ches them then goes back to the front, shows his shit. Checker runs his shit over the w ndow
that counts, takes Boonrzilla's chip and debits it, There goes his shit noney.

Takes his bag outside and finds a curb to sit on. Pretty soon he'll start making the first candy.
Red one.

He | ooks past the white truck to the screens there, by the front, and he notices white trucks on

half the screens. So all over the world now, these white trucks sitting outside Lucky Dragons, so
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it nust nean sonmething newis being put in all of themtonight.

Boonrzill a unseal s the candy and studies the nultistage but entirely nonverbal instructions.
Cotta get it right.

157
38. VI NCENT BLACK LI GHTNI NG

FONTAI NE' S shop nmust be this narrow purple one with its high thin w ndow caul ked with enough
silicone to frost a weddi ng cake. The whole front of the place had been painted the sane fl at
purple, blistered now by sun and rain, and she had some faint nmenory of its earlier incarnation as
somet hing el se, used clothing maybe. They'd put that purple over everything: over the droops and
gobs of silicone, over the hardware on the ol d wooden door with its upper panels replaced with
gl ass.

If this was Fontaine's place, he hadn't bothered naming it, but that was like him And the few

things displayed in the wi ndow, under the beam of an anti que Tensor, were like himas well: a few
ol d-fashi oned watches with their dials going rusty, a bone-handl ed jackknife soneone had polished
till it shone, and sone kind of huge ugly tel ephone, sheathed in ridged black rubber. Fontai ne was

crazy about old things, and sonetines, before, he'd bring different pieces over, show themto
Ski nner.

Soneti mes she'd thought he'd just done that to get the old man started, and then Skinner's own
Stories would cone out. He hadn't been nmuch for stories, Skinner, but turning some battered
treasure of Fontaine's in his hands, he'd talk, and Fontaine would sit and listen, and nod
soneti mes, as though Skinner's stories confirned sone | ong-held suspicion

Made privy to Skinner's past, Fontaine would then handl e the objects hinmself with a new
exci tenment, asking questions.

Fontaine lived in the world of things, it had seened to her, the world of the things people nade,
and probably it was easier for himto approach them people, through these things. |If Skinner
couldn't tell Fontaine a story about sonething, Fontaine would nmake up his own story, read
function in the shape of sonething, read use in the way it was worn down. It seemed to confort
hi m

Everything, to Fontaine, had a story. Each object, each fragment conprising the built world. A
chorus of voices, the past alive in every-
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thing, that sea upon which the present tossed and rode. Wen he'd built Skinner's funicular, the
el evator that crawed like a snmall cable car up the angled iron of the tower, when the old man's
hip had gotten too bad to allow himto easily clinb, Fontaine had had a story about the derivation
of each piece. He wove their stories together, applied electricity: the thing rose, clicking, to
the hatch in the floor of Skinner's room

Now she stands there, |ooking into the wi ndow, at these watches with their foxed faces, their
hands unnovi ng, and she fears history.

Fontaine will fit her to history in sone different way, she knows, and it is a history she has
avoi ded.

Through the thick pane of the door, thick enough to bend light, the way water in a gl ass does, she
sees that the lights are on in a space behind the shop. Another door there, not quite closed.

CLOSEDY CERRADO says the dog-eared cardboard sign hung inside the glass on a suction-cup shower
hook.

She knocks.
Al nost i medi ately the inner door is opened, a figure silhouetted there against brightness.
"Hey, Fontaine. Chevette. It's nme." -

The figure shuffles forward, and she sees that it is in fact him this angular black man whose
graying hair is twisted into irregular branches that hang like the arms of a dusty houseplant in
need of water. As he rounds the flat gleam of a gl ass-topped counter, she sees that he holds a
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gun, the old-fashioned kind with the cylinder that turns as the bullets are fired manually, one at
atine. "Fontaine? It's nme."

He stops there, |ooking. Takes a step forward. Lowers the pistol. "Chevette?"
"Yeah?"

"Hold on." He comes forward and peers at her, past her. "You al one?"

"Yes," she says, glancing to either side.

"Hold on-" a rattling of |ocks, bolts undone, and at |ast the door

% Opens, and he blinks at her, nystified. "You back."
"How are you, Fontaine?"

"Fine," he says, "fine," and steps back. "Cone in."

159
She does. The place snells of machine oil, netal polish, burnt coffee. A thousand things gl eam
fromthe depths of Fontaine's history reef.

"Thought you were in LA " he says.
"I was. |'m back.

He cl oses the door and starts locking it, an el aborate process but one he can do in the dark, in
his sl eep perhaps. "AOd nman's gone. You know?"

"I know," she says. "How?"

"Just old," he says, tucking his pistol away now. "Wuldn't get out of bed, finally. Curled up
there Iike a baby. Carisse she came to nurse him She been a nurse, Carisse. Says when they turn
to face the wall, that neans it's over soon."

Chevette wants so badly to say sonething, but it will not cone.

"I like your hair, girl," Fontaine says, |ooking at her. "Not so fierce now "

"IT s changing," Fontaine says, neaning the bridge and how they live onit. He's told her about
the tendency to build these shops, how nost of themare built with nonresident noney, the owners
hiring people to live there and nmaintain possession. "That Lucky Dragon,"” he says, cupping a white
china nug of his bitter, silted coffee, "that's there because soneone deci ded the nmoney was there
for it to make. Tourists buying what they need to come out here. That woul dn't have happened,
before."

"Way do you think it is, that it's changi ng?"

"It just is," he says. "Things have a tinme, then they change."

" Ski nner~" she says, "he lived out his life here, didn't he? | nmean, when this was all what it
was. He was here for all of that. Here when they built it."

"Not his whole life. Just the end of it. That jacket you're wearing, he got that in England, when
he was younger. He lived there and rode notorcycles. Told nme about it. Rode themup to Scotl and,
rode themall over. Real old ones."

"He told me a little about it, once," she says. "Then he cane back here and the Little Big One
came. Cracked the bridge. Pretty soon he was out here."

"Here," he says, "I'll show you sonethi ng
160

Brings out a sheath knife, greenish handles inlaid with copper abstracts. Draws it fromthe waxed
brown saddl e | eather. Bl ade of Damascus steel, tracked with dark patterns.

Qpeni ng a cabi net.
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The knife of Chevette's nenories, its grip scaled with belt-ground segnents of phenolic circuit
boar d.

"l saw that made," she says, |eaning forward.

"Forged froma notorcycle drive chain. Vincent 'Black Lightning,' 1952. Rode that in England. It
was a good forty years old too, then. Said there wasn't ever a bike to match it. Kept the chain
till he found this nmaker." Passes the knife to her. Five inches of blade, five inches of handle.
"Li ke you to have it."

Chevette runs her finger along the flat of the blade, the crocodile pattern of |ight and dark
steel that had been forned as the |links were beaten out. "I was thinking about this before,
Font ai ne. Today. How we went to where the smith worked. Burned coke in an old coffee can."”

"Yes. |'ve seen it done." Hands her the sheath.
"But you need to sell this stuff." Tries to hand it back. "It wasn't for sale," he says. "I was

keeping it for you."

FONTAI NE has a strange boy in the shop's back room Heavy, Hi spanic, hair cut short. He sits the
whol e tinme, cross-legged, his head in an ol d eyephone rig that |ooks like it cane out of sone
mlitary robotics dunp.

Wth a worn-out old notebook on his lap. Endlessly, steadily, clicking fromone screen to the
next .

"Who's this?" she asks when they're back, Fontaine putting on a
- - fresh pot of his terrible coffee. Thinking the boy can hear her

"I don't know," Fontaine says, turning to regard the boy in the eye-phones. "He was outside this
nmor ni ng, breathing on nmy wi ndow. "

Chevette | ooks at Fontaine, not getting it.

"He likes watches," Fontaine says, lighting the butane ring with a spark gun |ike a toy pistol
"Showed himhow to hunt for watches this

- - nor ni ng, hasn't done much since.’
sits, |ooks down at him -

Font ai ne crosses to where the boy

"I'"'mnot sure how nuch he understands English," Fontaine says.
"O>r he understands it but it gets through funny

161
" Spani sh maybe?"

"I had big Carlos by here," Fontaine says. "Didn't seemto nake nmuch difference."
"You |ive here now, Fontaine?"

"Yeah," he says. "Not getting along with Carisse."

"How s your Kkids?"

"They're okay. Hell, Tournaline's okay too, by anybody's standards but her own. | nean, not to
live with, understand, but her health's pretty good."

Chevette picks up the sheathed Damascus boot knife and tries it in the inner, zippered pocket of
Skinner's jacket. It fit, if you zipped the pocket shut, as far as you could, to hold it upright.
"What's he doing with your notebook?"

"He's hunting watches. | started himlooking on the net auctions, but now he's | ooking everywhere.
Gets places | don't understand how he does."
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"He gonna live here?"
Fontaine frowns. "I hadn't planned on it."

Chevette stands up, stretches, seeing the old man, Skinner, in nenory, sitting up in his bed in
the room atop the cable tower. Wat dancer she'd gotten off Creednore has |ong since worn off,

| eavi ng an edge of tiredness. Long day. Very long day. "We're sleeping in a van down the foot of
Fol som " she says.

"You and who?"
"Tessa. Friend of nine."

"Know you' re wel cone here."

"No," she says, "Tessa'll be worried. I"'mglad |I saw you, Fontaine." She zips the jacket. "Thank
you for keeping his knife." Wiatever history it was she'd felt herself dodgi ng, she hasn't found
it. She just feels tired now, otherw se, she doesn't seemto feel

"Your knife. Made it for you. Wanted you to have it. Told nme." Looking up from beneath his sparse
gray dreadl ocks now. And gently says: "Asked us where you were, you know?"

Her fit with history, and how that hurts.

162

39. PANOPTI CON

LAN EY' S progress through all the data in the world (or that data's progress through hinm has |ong
since becone what he is, rather than sonething he nmerely does,

The Hol e, that bl ankness at the core of his being, ceases to trouble himhere. He is a man with a
m ssion, though he readily admits to hinself that he has no real idea what that m ssion nmay
finally be.

This all began, he reflects, knocking back his cough syrup in the amiotic darkness of his
cardboard hutch, with his "interest"” in Cody Harwood. The first prickings of the so-called stalker
syndronme thought to eventually afflict every test subject ever dosed with 5-SB. His initial
reaction, of course, had been denial: this couldn't be happening to him not after all these
years. He was interested in Harwood, and for good reason; his awareness of the nodal points, the
poi nts from whi ch change

was emergi ng, would repeatedly bring Harwood to his attention. It was
not so nuch that he was focusing on Harwood, as that things swing

toward Harwood, gently yet unavoidably, like the needle of a comjass. His life, at that point, had
been in stasis: enployed by the managenent of Lo/Rez, the pop group, to facilitate the singer
Rez's "mar -

riage" to the Japanese virtual star Rei Toei, Laney had settled into a life in Tokyo that centered
around visits to a private, artificially constructed island in Tokyo Bay, an expensive nub of
engi neered landfill upon which

Rez and Rei Toei intended to bring forth some sort of newreality. That Laney had never been able
to quite grasp the nature of this reality hadn't surprised him Rez was a |law unto hinself, very
possibly the | ast of the pre-posthuman negastars, and Rei Toei, the idoru, was an energent system
a self continually being iterated fromexperiential input. Rez was Rez, and thereby difficult, and
Rei Toei was that river into which one can never step twi ce. As she becane nore herself, through
the inputting of experience, through human interaction, she~ grew and changed. Rez hadn't, and a
psychol ogi st enpl oyed by the band's man

163
agenent had confided in Laney that Rez, whomthe psychol ogi st characterized as having narcissistic
personal ity disorder, wasn't likely to. "lI'"ve net a lot of people, particularly in this industry,"”

t he psychol ogi st had said, "who have that, but |I've never net one who had had it."
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So Laney had clinbed, each working day, froma Tokyo dock into an inflatable Zodiac. To skim
across the gray netallic skin of the bay to that nanel ess and perfectly circular island, and there
to interact with ("teach" was not the word, sonehow) the idoru. And what he had done, although

nei ther of them had planned it, was to take her with him into that flow of information where he
was nmost at hone (or, really, farthest fromhis inner Hole). He had shown her, as it were, the
ropes, although they were not ropes that he or anyone el se had nanes for. He had shown her noda
points in that flow, and they had watched together as change had energed fromthese into the

physi cal world.

And he had never asked her how it was, exactly, that she intended to "marry" Rez, and he doubted
that, in any ordinary sense, she knew. She sinply continued to energe, to be, to be nore. Mire
present. And Laney fell in love with her, although he understood that she had been desi gned for
him (and for the world) to fall in love with. As the anplified reflection of desire, she was a
teameffort; to the extent that her designers had done their jobs properly, she was a waking
dream a |ove object sprung froman approxi mati on of the global mass unconscious. And this was
not, Laney understood, a matter of sexual desire exclusively (though of course he felt that, to
his great confusion) but of some actual and initially painful opening of his heart.

He |l oved her, and in loving her understood that his nost basic sense of what that word m ght nean
had changed, supplanting every previous concept. An entirely new feeling, and he had held it
close, sharing it with no one, least of all the idoru

And it had been toward the end of this that Cody Harwood, shy and snmiling and gently el usive,
sonmeone Laney had never felt the least interest in, had begun to obsess him Harwood, nost often

depicted as a twenty-first-century synthesis of Bill Gates and Wody Al len, had never previously
been any nore to Laney than a vague source of irritation, one
164

of those fanmiliar icons who loomregularly on the horizons of nedia, only to drop away until they
next appear. Laney had had no opinion of 1-larwood, other than that he felt he had been glinpsing
himall his life,

and didn't quite know why, and was vaguely tired of it. But as he spent nore tine cruising the
aspects of the flow that were

concerned with Harwood, and with the activities of his firm Harwood Levine, it had begun to
becone apparent that this was a | ocus of nodal points, a sort of neta-node, and that, in sone way
he had been unabl e

to define, sonething very | arge was happening here. H's conpul sive study of Harwood and things
Har woodi an had led himto the recognition that history too was subject to the nodal vision, and
the version of

history that Laney cane to understand there bore little or no relation to any accepted version

He had been taught, of course, that history, along with geography, was dead. That history in the
ol der sense was an historical concept.

History in the ol der sense was narrative, stories we told ourselves about where we'd cone from and
what it had been |ike, and those narratives

were revi sed by each new generation, and indeed al ways had been. Hi story was plastic, was a natter
of interpretation. The digital had not

so much changed that as nade it too obvious to ignore. History was stored data, subject to
mani pul ation and i nterpretation.

But the "history" Laney discovered, through the quirk in his vision induced by having been
repeatedly dosed with 5-SB, was somet hi ng

very different. It was that shape conprised of every narrative, every version; it was that shape
that only he (as far as he knew) could see.
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At first, discovering this, he had attenpted to share it with the idoru. Perhaps, if shown, she,
this posthuman enmergent entity, would

simply start to see this way as well. And he had been di sappoi nted when she had finally told him
that what he saw was not there for her; that his ability to apprehend the nodal points, those
energent systems of his

- -tory, was not there, nor did she expect to find it with growth. "This is human, | think," she'd
sai d, when pressed. "This is the result of what

you are, biochemcally, being stressed in a particular way. This is wonderful. This is closed to

ne.
165

H And shortly after that, as her growi ng conplexity continued to wi den the distance he

al ready knew she felt toward Rez, she had conme to himand asked himto interpret the data as it

fl owed around hersel f

and Rez. And he had done this, though reluctantly, out of |ove. Knowi ng sonmehow he woul d be saying

good-bye to her in the process.

The flow around Rez and Rei ~vas ripe with nodal points, particularly at those junctures where

queerly occulted data poured steadily in fromthe Walled City, that sem -nythical otherwhere of

outlaw i conoH cl asts. "Why have you connected with these peopl e?" he'd asked.

"Because | need them" she'd said, "I don't know why, but | know that | do. The situation does."
H "Wthout them" he'd said, "you might not have a situation."

"I know." Smiling.

But as his obsession with Harwood had deepened, Laney had grown H I ess confortable with his trips
to the island and their forays together into

the fields of data. It had been as though he did not wi sh her to see him

this way, his concentration warped fromw thin, bent toward this one

object, this strangely banal object. The sense of Harwood, of the information cloud he generated,
swarned in Laney's dreans. And one norning, waking in the Tokyo hotel in which Lo/Rez kept him
billeted, he had decided not to go to work.

And sonetine after that, he knew from Yanazaki, and from his own observation of the flow, the

i doru had departed Tokyo as well. He had

his own theories about that, about her conversations with the denizens (they woul d have insisted
on the term he thought) of the digitally

occluded Walled City, and now, evidently, she was in San Francisco. Although he had known she
woul d be, because of course she had

to be. Because San Francisco, he could see in the shape of things, was where the world ended. Was
endi ng. And she was a part of that, and so

was he, and Harwood as well.

But sonet hing woul d be deci ded (was being decided) there. And that was why he dared not sleep. Wy
he nust send the Suit, inmacul ate and nal odorous, with his ankles tarred black, for Regain and
nore of the blue syrup

~160~LI AME ~ON
SOVETI MES, now, beyond the point of exhaustion, he has started to enter, for what nay be seconds
but can feel |ike hours or days, sone new node of being.

It is as though he becones a single retina, distributed evenly across the inner surface of a
sphere. Unblinking, he stares, globally, into that eye, seeing that with which he sees, while from
a single invisible iris appear individual, card-like inages of Harwood, one after another

Yamazaki has brought himpillows and fresh sl eeping bags, bottles of water, an unused change of
clothes. He is vaguely aware of these things, but when he becones the eye that | ooks in upon
itself, and upon the endl ess string of images, he has no awareness beyond that interiority,
infinite and cl osed.

And part of himasks hinself if this is an artifact of his illness, of the 5-SB, or if this vast
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and i nward-1ooking eye is not in fact sone inner aspect of that single shape conprised of every
bit of data in the world?

This last he feels is at least partly confirmed by his repeated experience of the eye everting,
turning itself inside out, in Mebius spasm at which point he finds hinself, invariably, staring
at that indescribabl e shape.

But now, when he is the eye, he is starting to be aware of soneone eLse watching. Soneone else is
very interested in those i mnages of Harwood. He feels themregi ster each one.

THE vintage plastic Gunsnith Cats alarmwatch pulls himfromthe flow. He finds it in the dark and
turns off the alarm He wonders where it cane from The old man?

It is tine to phone Rydell in San Francisco. He noves his fingers delicately over the disposabl es
on the cardboard shelf, feeling for the used one with ten mnutes left,
How can that be?

167
40. YELLOW RI BBON
REI Toei could nake herself very snall.

Six inches tall, she sat on Rydell's pillow, in the salt-frosted plastic donme of his roomat the
bed- and- breakfast, and he felt like a child.

When she was snall, the projection seemed nore concentrated; she was brighter, and it nade him
think of fairies in old aninme, those Disney things. She could as easily have had w ngs, he
thought, and fly around, trailing glow ng dust if she wanted. But she only sat there, even nore
perfect at six inches tall, and talked with him

And when he'd close his eyes, not intending to sleep but only to rest them he could hear that her
voi ce was actually coming fromthe projector at the foot of his bed. She was telling himabout
Rez, the singer she'd wanted to marry, and why that hadn't worked, but it was difficult to foll ow
Rez had been very interested in Rez, Rydell gathered, and not nuch el se, and Rei Toei had becone
nmore interested in other people (or, he guessed, if you were her, in other things). But he kept
slipping out of focus, falling asleep really, and her voice was so beautiful

Before he'd stretched out here, and she'd shown hi m how she could get small, he'd pulled the
chicken-wire gate into place and spread the curtains that were thunbtacked to it, sone kind of
faded nubby fabric printed with a pattern of ornate keys and strange, |ong-necked cats (he thought
they were).

He didn't know how | ong the sungl asses had been ringing, and it took himseveral rings to |ocate
his jacket in the dark. He was fully dressed, shoes and all, otherw se, and he knew he'd been deep
asl eep.

"Hel | 0?" He put the glasses on with his left hand. Wth his right he reached up and touched the
ceiling. It's paneling gave, slightly, when he did that, so he didn't do it again.

"Where are you?" It was Laney.

"Bed- and- breakfast,"” Rydell told him Wth the sunglasses on, it was totally dark. He watched the
| ow spark of his own optic nerve, colors w thout nanes.

168

"Did you get the cabl es?"

"Yeah," Rydell said. He renenbered being harsh with the suno kid and felt stupid. He'd lost it.
That claustro thing he got in crowds soneti mes. Tara- MayAl | enby had told himthat was called
agoraphobia, and it neant "fear of the mall,"” but it wasn't actually nmalls that did it to him But
he couldn't stand those little under-lip beards either. "Two of them™

"Use them yet?"
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"Just the power," Rydell said. "The other one, | don't know what it jacks with."
"Neither do I," said Laney. "lIs she there?"

"She was," Rydell said, |looking around in the dark for his fairy star, then renenbering he was
weari ng sungl asses.

H s hand found a switch that dangled froma wire near his head. He clicked it. A bare fifty-watt
bul b cane on. He slid the glasses down his nose and peered over them finding the projector still
there and still plugged in. "The thernos-thing's still here.”

"Don't let that out of your sight,"'
do there, but it's all around her."

Laney said. "Or the cables. | don't know what we need her to

"What's all around her?"

"The change. " -

"Laney, she said you told her the world was going to end."
"ls going to end," Laney corrected.

"Way' d you tell her that?"

Laney sighed, the deep end of his sigh becom ng a cough, which he seened to choke off. "As we know
it, okay?" he managed. "As we know it. And that's all | or anyone else can tell you about that.
It's not what | want you thinking about. You' re working for nme, renenber?”

And you're crazy, Rydell thought, but |'ve got your credit chip in ny pocket. "Okay," he said,
"what's next?"

"You have to go to the site of a double homicide, one that took place |ast night, on the bridge."
"What do you want ne to try to find out?"

"Not hi ng," Laney said. "Just look like you're trying to find sonething

Qut. Pretend. Like you're investigating. Call ne when you're ready to go, |I'll give you the GPS
fix for the spot."
169

"Hey," Rydell said, "what if |I do find something out?"

"Then call ne.

"Don't hang up," Rydell said. "How cone you haven't been in touch with her, Laney? She said you
two were separated."

"The people who, well, "own' her, that's not quite the term really, but they'd like to talk to
me, because she's missing. And the Lo/ Rez people too. So | need to be inconmuni cado at the nonent,
as far as they're concerned. But she hasn't tried to reach ne, Rydel!. She'll be able to, when she

needs to." He hung up

Took the gl asses off, left themfolded on the pillow, and crawmed to the end of the bed. "Hey," he
said to the thernos-thing, "you there?" Nothing.

He started getting hinmself together. He unpacked his duffel, used the switchblade to cut a couple
of slits init, took off his nylon belt and threaded it through the slits, using it as a strap, so
he could sling the bag over his shoul der

"Hey," he said again to the thernps-thing, "you there? |I'm gonna unplug you now. " He hesitated,
did. He put it in the duffel, along with the power cable, the other cable, and his Lucky Dragon
fanny pack, this |ast because the thing had al ready saved his ass once, and it mght be |lucky. He
put his nylon jacket on, put the sunglasses in his pocket, and, as an afterthought, gingerly put
the switchblade in his right front trouser pocket. Then he inmagined it opening there, thought
about its lack of a safety catch, and, even nore gingerly, fished it out and put it in the side
pocket of his jacket.
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AND found the place wi thout too nmuch trouble, though Laney's node of C PS-by-phone was pretty
basi c. Laney had a fix on the spot (Rydell had no idea how) but no map of the bridge, so he
triangul ated Rydell's sungl asses sonmehow and told himto wal k back toward San Franci sco, |ower
| evel , keep wal ki ng, keep wal ki ng, getting warner. Okay, turn right.

Whi ch had left Rydell facing a blank plywood partition plastered with rain-stained handbills, in a
Eur opean | anguage he didn't recognize, for a concert by soneone naned O tonan Badchair. He
described this to Laney.

170

"That isn't it," Laney said, "hut you're really close."

There was a shop next door, closed, and he couldn't figure out what it sold when it was open, and
then a gap. Rolls of plastic back in there. Lunber. Soneone was buil di ng another shop, he thought.
If this was it, the crinme scene, there ought to be a yellow plastic ribbon with SFPD stapl ed up
but then he remenbered that the police didn't come out here all that much, and he wondered what
they did when they had a body to dispose of. Flipping themover the side wouldn't make the city
too happy, although of course there was no way the city could prove a particular corpse had cone
off the bridge. Still, it bothered Rydell that there wasn't any yellow ri bbon. He guessed he
thought of it as a mark of respect.

He noved in, edging past the rolls of plastic, clinbing over a | ow stack of plywod, and spotted,
in the harsh light slung fromthe scavenged fluorescents closer to the pedestrian stroll, two
frosty-1 ooking white nmarks, something aerosol ed over two darker stains, and he knew what that was.
Kil'Z, this stuff you sprayed where bodily fluids had gotten out, in case the person who'd | ost
them was seropositive. He knew what Kil'Z | ooked |ike over blood, and this was that.

Not nmuch of a crine scene. He stood there staring down at it and wondering how Laney expected him
to look like he was conducting an investigation. He put the duffel with Rei Toei's projector down
on the rolls of plastic.

Kil'"Z residue was fairly waterproof, so the rain hadn't washed it away. But then he knew that the
victims, whoever they had been, had died the night before.

He felt like an idiot. He really had wanted to be a cop once, and he'd dreamed of crossing the
yellow line and | ooking at the scene. And

being able to do sonething. And now here he was.

He took out the glasses and called Laney. But now Laney, in whatever fine hotel he mght be in, in
Tokyo, woul dn't answer.

"No shit, Sherlock,"” Rydell said to hinself, listening to a phone ring in Tokyo.

A

171
]
"You do have a sense of hunor,’
it."

Leani ng closer to the w ndow, | ooking down. Foreshortened perspective up the side of this obelisk
this pyram d so-called, and m dway the dark bul ge of that Japanese naterial, placed to counter old
quake danmage. This is new, replacing earlier splines of polycarbon, and the subject of
architectural and aesthetic scandal. Briefly fascinated, he watches as reflections of the lights
of surroundi ng buil di ngs shudder slightly, the thing's glossy surface tensing in response to w nds
he cannot feel. The truss is alive.

Harwood says, behind him "I know

Turning to face Harwood, who is seated behind a broad dark plain of nonreflective wood, across
whi ch an accumul ati on of architectural

172

41. TRANSAM
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"H'S nane is Rydell," Harwood says. "lInage matching gave us that inmmediately. He was briefly
associated with Cops in Trouble."

"Associ ated with whon?" The knife, with its sheath and harness, was secured in a twilit alcove off
the central elevator stack, approximately eight hundred feet bel ow.

"Cops in Trouble," Harwood says. "A cultural treasure. Don't you watch tel evision?"

"No." He is looking east, fromthe forty-eighth and ultimte floor of the city's tallest building,
toward the shadow of the ruined Enbarcadero, the gypsy glow of the bridge, the feral darkness of
Treasure |sland.

St eppi ng closer to the window, he touches his belt. Stitched between two |ayers of black calf is
conceal ed a ribbon of a very particular, very expensive material. Under certain circunstances, it
ceases to behave as though it were sone | oosely woven, tissue-thin fabric, sonething a child m ght
accidentally pull to pieces, and becones instead thirty inches of sonmething |inber, double-edged,
and very sharp. Its texture, in that state, its sleek translucency, has rem nded himof fresh
cuttl ebone.

nodel s and hill ocks of docunents suggest the courses of inmmaginary rivers: a topography in which

nm ght be read change in the world beyond the wi ndow, if neanings were known, and one were
sufficiently concerned with outcones.

Harwood' s eyes are the npbst present thing about him the rest giving an inpression of existing at
one renmove, in some other and unspecific dinension. Atall nman, he seens to occupy relatively
little space, conmunicating from el sewhere via deliberately constricted channels. He is sl ender
with that agel essness of the aging rich, his long face free of tension. H s eyes, enlarged by
archaic |l enses, are seldomstill. "Wiy do you pretend to not be interested in this former
policeman visiting the site of your recent activities?" On his wist, gold and titanium catches
the light; sone multitasking bauble with intricate displays.

"I don't pretend.” On the large flatscreen that stands to the |l eft of the desk, four caneras
present angles on a tall, sturdy-Ilooking man who stands, chin down, as if brooding. The caneras
woul d be no larger than roaches, but the four inmages, in spite of inadequate |light, offer
excel l ent resolution. "Wo placed these caneras?”

"My bright young things."
"Way?" o -

"Agai nst exactly this eventuality: that someone might visit the site of these two utterly
forgettabl e deaths and stand there, thinking. Look at him He's thinking."

"He | ooks unhappy."
"He's trying to imgi ne you."
"You i magine he is."

"The fact that he's found his way to that spot at all is indicative of know edge and notive. He
knows that two nen died there."

Anid the various nodels on Harwood's desk stands one in glossy red and white, rendered with
functioning miniature video screens on the trademark pylon. Tiny inages nove and change there, in
liquid crystal

"Do you own the conpany that built this thing?" indicating the nodel with his index finger
The eyes behind Hardwood' s gl asses register surprise, fromtheir

173

I

pecul i ar distance. Then interest. "No. W advise them W are a public relations firm W did, |
bel i eve, advise on inpact. W advised the city as well."
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"I't's horrible."

"Yes," says Harwood, "aesthetically, | agree. And that was an expressed concern of the nunicipa
authorities. But our studies indicated that positioning it there would encourage wal k-on tourism
and that is a crucial aspect of normalization."

"Normal i zati on?"

"There is an ongoing initiative to bring the bridge conmunity back into the fold, as it were. But
the issue is sensitive. A matter of image really, and that of course is where we conme in." Harwood
smles. "A nunber of major cities have these autononbus zones, and how a given city chooses to
deal with the situation can inpact drastically on that city's imge. Copenhagen, for instance, was
one of the first, and has done very well. Atlanta, | suppose, would be the classic exanple of what
not to do." Harwood blinks. "It's what we do now i nstead of bohenias," he says.

"l nst ead of what ?"

"Boheni as. Alternative subcultures. They were a crucial aspect of industrial civilization in the
two previous centuries. They were where industrial civilization went to dream A sort of
unconsci ous R&D, exploring alternate societal strategies. Each one would have a dress code,
characteristic forns of artistic expression, a substance or substances of choice, and a set of
sexual values at odds with those of the culture at large. And they did, frequently, have |ocales
with which they becane associated. But they becane extinct."

"EXxti nct ?"

"We started picking them before they could ripen. A certain crucial growing period was |ost, as
mar ket i ng evol ved and the nmechani snms of recomodi fication becane qui cker, nore rapacious.

Aut henti ¢ subcul tures required backwaters, and tine, and there are no nore backwaters. They went
the way of geography in general. Autononous zones do offer a certain insulation fromthe

nmonocul ture, but they seemnot to lend thenselves to recomodification, not in the sane way. W
don't know
174

why exactly.'

The little inages shift, flickering.
"They shouldn't have put it there."

Harwood' s eyes cone in fromtheir private distance. "I don't believe |'ve ever heard ~QU express
so specific an opinion."

No reply.

"You'll have a second chance to see it. | want you to find out what our pensive friend here is
t hi nki ng about . ™"

"I's this concerned with what you inplied when we spoke earlier, that sonething is on the verge of
happeni ng?"

"Yes."
"And what woul d that be?"
Har wood considers himfromthe di stance behind his glasses. "Do you believe in forces of history?"

"I believe in what brings us to the nmonent."

"l seemto have conme to believe in the nonent nyself. | believe we are approaching one, drawn to
it by the gravity of its strangeness. It is a nonment in which everything and nothing will change.
I am seeking an outcorme in which I will retain viability. |I am seeking an outcone in which Harwood
Levine will not have beconme four meaningless syllables. If the world is to be reborn, | wish to be

reborn in it, as sonething akin to what | amtoday."

Thi nki ng of the possible nunber and variety of crosshairs that nust be trained on himnow, hidden
tel epresent weapons platfornms. He is fairly certain, nonetheless, that he could kill Harwood, if
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t he nmonent required, though he also knows that he would al nost certainly predecease him if only
by sone fraction of a second. "I think you have becone nore conplicated, since we |ast net."

"Conpl ex, " Harwood says, and smil es.
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I
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42. RED GHOSTS OF EUROPEAN TI ME

FONTAI NE nakes hinself a cup of instant nmiso on the hotplate. This is what he drinks before bed, a
soot hi ng saltiness and bits of seaweed at the bottom Thinking of Skinner's girl and seeing her
agai n. Usually when people | eave the bridge they don't cone back. Wirdness around her departure
but he forgets what exactly. Not good for the old man but his tine nearly done then anyway.

Tick tick of the silent boy under the eyephones, hunting watches. Fontaine pours his mso into a
cup missing its handle, savoring the aromatic steam Tired now, he wonders where the boy can sleep
here or if indeed he will. Maybe sit up all night hunting watches. Fontai ne shakes his head. The
ticking stops.

Carrying his soup, he turns to see what's arrested the ceasel ess hunt.

There on the screen of the notebook, in the boy's lap, is a scan of a battered Rolex "Victory," an
i nexpensive wartime nodel for the Canadi an market, worth a fair bit now but not in this condition.
The steel case | ooks rough and the dial has faded unevenly. Black Arabics fromone to twelve are
crisp, but the inner chapter, red, European tinme, is alnbst gone.

Font ai ne sips his miso, |ooking down, wondering what it is this boy sees to hold him in the red
ghosts of European tinmne.

Then the boy's head sags under the wei ght of the eyephones, and Fontaine hears himstart to snore.
LANEY finds hinself on an island in that m nd-w de fl ow he ceasel essly crui ses.

It is not a construct, this place, an environment proper, so nuch as a knotting, a folding-in of
infornation rooted in the substrates of the ol dest codes. It is sonmething |ike a makeshift raft,
random pi eces thrown together, but it is anchored, unnoving. He knows that it is no accident, that
it has been put in his path for a reason

The reason, he soon finds, is that Libia and Paco wish to speak with him

They are associ ates of the Rooster, junior denizens of the Walled City, and present here as a
sphere of mercury in zero gravity and a bl ack, three-legged cat, respectively. The sphere of
mercury (Libia) has a lovely voice, a girl's, and the three-legged cat, who is al so m ssing one
eye and one ear (Paco) has a cunningly nodul ated grow Laney thinks he renenbers froma Mexican
cartoon. They are alnost certainly fromMexico City, these two, if geography needs to be taken
into consideration, and very likely belong to that faction of flam ng youth currently opting for
the re-flooding of the Federal District's drained | akes, a radical urban reconfiguration that for
sone reason had obsessed Rei Toei in her final nonth in Tokyo. She had devel oped a fascination
with large hunman settlenents in general, and Laney had been her guide through certain of the
stranger info-prospects presented by what passes, this century, for town planning.

So he hangs here, at the juncture of these old code-roots, in a place devoid of very specific
shape or texture, aside fromLibia and Paco, and hears them

"The Rooster tells us you feel someone is watching you watch Cody Harwood," says the sphere of
mercury, pulsing as it speaks, its surface reflecting vehicles passing in some busy street.

"I't might be an artifact," Laney counters, not sure he should have

177
43. LI BIA & PACO
I
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brought it up with the Rooster, whose paranoia is |egendary. "Sonething the 5-SB generates."

"W think not," says the cat, its one-eyed filthy head propped atop an arrested drift of data. It
yawns, revealing grayi sh-white gunms, the color of boiled pork, and a single orange canine. Its one
eye is yellow and hate-filled, unblinking. "W have determ ned that you are, in fact, being
observed in your observation."

"But not at the nonent," says Libia

"Because we have constructed this blind," says the cat.

"Do you know who it is?" Laney asks.

"I't is Harwood," says Libia, the sphere quivering delicately.

"Harwood? Harwood is watching me watch hin"

"Harwood, " says the cat, "dosed hinself with 5-SB. Three years after you were rel eased fromthe
orphanage in Gainesville."

Laney is suddenly and terribly aware of his physical being, the condition of his body. His |ungs
failing in a cardboard carton in the concrete bowels of Shinjuku Station.

Harwood. It is Harwood whom he has sonetines i magi ned as the presence of God.
Har wood, who is..
Li ke him

Har wood who sees, Laney now sees, the nodal points. Wo sees the shapes from which history
energes. And that is why he is at the very heart of the emergent cusp, this newness Laney cannot
quite glinpse. O course Harwood is there.

Because Harwood, in a sense, is causing it.

"How do you know?" he hears hinmself ask, and wills hinmself beyond the failing strictures of his
body. "Can you be sure?"

"We've found a way in," Libia chinmes, the sphere distorting |ike a topographic |earning aid,
turning reflections of noving traffic into animated Escher-fragnents that fly together, nmirroring
one anot her. "The Rooster set us to it, and we did."

"And does he know?" Laney asks. "Does Harwood know?"

"We don't think he's noticed,"” grows the cat, purple-brown scabs caked on the absence of its ear
178

"Watch this," says Libia, naking no effort to conceal her pride. The intricately |obed surface of
the mrrored shape flows and ripples, and Laney is |ooking into the gray eyes of a young and very
serious-1 ooki ng nan.

"You want us to kill him" the young man says. "Or do | m sunderstand you?"
"You understand nme," says Harwood, his voice famliar, unm stakable, though he sounds tired.

"You know | think it's a very good idea," says the young nan, "but it could be done with greater
surety if you gave us tinme for preparation. |

prefer to choose the tinme and the terrain, if possible.”
"Not possible,"” Harwood says. "Do it when you can.”

"You don't have to give nme a reason, of course," the young man says, "hut you must realize |'m
curious. W' ve suggested his renoval since you contracted with us."

"It's tinme," Harwood replies. "The nonent."
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W nd catches the young nman's dark scarf. It flutters, strobing the inage. "Wat about the other
one, the rent-a-cop?"

"Kill himif it seems he's likely to escape. Otherwise, it mght be
- useful if he could be questioned. He's in this too, but | don't cee exactly how
Li bi a becones a sphere again, rotating.

Laney cl oses his eyes and gropes in the close electric dark for the blue cough syrup. He feels the
hate-filled yell ow eye watching him but he inagines it as Harwood's.

Har wood knows
Har wood t ook the 5-SB
Harwood is |ike him

But Harwood has an agenda of his own, and it is fromthis agenda, in part, that the situation is
emer gi ng.

- Laney cracks the seal. Drinks the blue syrup. He nust think now
179

I
44, JUST WHEN YOU THI NK.

THE rain wasn't com ng back, Chevette decided, shruggi ng her shoul ders agai nst the wei ght of
Ski nner' s jacket.

She was sitting on a bench, behind a stack of enpty poultry crates, and she knew she shoul d be
goi ng somewhere but she just couldn't. Thinking about Skinner dying here, about what Fontaine had
said. The knife in the inside pocket, its handle digging into her left collarbone, the way she was
sl ouched. She strai ghtened her back agai nst the plywood behind her and tried to pull herself

t oget her.

She had to find Tessa and get back to the van, and she had to do that, if she could,- wthout
running into Carson. It was possible, she figured, that he hadn't even seen her run out, even

t hough she was sure sonehow that when she'd seen him he'd been | ooking for nobody but her. But if
he hadn't seen her, and he wouldn't have found her there, then probably that bar would be the | ast
pl ace she should expect to find himnow And if he had seen her, then he wouldn't think she'd go
back there either. Wich would al so put himsonewhere else. And it was possible that Tessa, who

Ii ked her beers, would be there still, because she sure hadn't been keen on beddi ng down in the
van. Probably Tessa thought that the bar was way interstitial, so it mght just be that Chevette,
if she was careful about it, could slip in there and get her, and get her back to the van. Carson
wasn't too likely to cone sniffing around the foot of Folsom and if he did he was liable to run
into the kind of people who'd take himfor easy meat.

But it was no good sitting here, this close to chicken crates, because that was a good way to
catch lice, and just the thought of it made her scalp itch. She stood up, stretched, snelling the
fai nt ammoni a tang of chicken shit, and set off through the upper |level toward the city, keeping
an eye out for Carson.

Not many peopl e out now, and none of themtourists. The rain could do that, she renenbered. Once
again she got that feeling that she loved this place but wasn't really a part of it anynore. Kind
of twi sted

180

in, like a hook, not a big feeling but sharp and deep. She sighed, renenbering foggy norni ngs when
she'd conme down fromthe cable tower with her bike over her shoul der and punped it over to Allied,
wondering if Bunny'd have a scratch for her right off, a good ticket to pull, or if he'd give her
a deadhead, what they called a pickup outside the city core. She'd |liked a deadhead soneti nes,
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because she got to see parts of town she night not have ridden before. And sonetimes she'd wind up
cl ean, what they called it when you didn't have any deliveries, and that could be great too, just
go over to the Al cohol ocaust or one of the other nessenger bars and drink espresso until Bunny
paged her. It had been pretty good, riding for Allied. She'd never even eaten it, w ped out bad,
and the cops weren't as book-happy if you were a girl; you could get away w th doing sidewal ks and
stuff. Not that she could imagi ne going back to it now, riding, and that brought her nmood back
because she didn't know what el se she could do. Watever, she wasn't going to star in any new
versi ons of Tessa's docu.

She renmenbered this skinny tech named Tara- May, sonmebody Cops in Trouble had sent over to grab

f oot age of poor Rydell, who'd only ever wanted to feature in a segnment of that thing. No, she
corrected herself, that wasn't fair, because she knew that what Rydell had really wanted was to be
a cop, which was what he'd started out to be in Tennessee. But it hadn't worked out, and then his
epi sode hadn't worked out, let alone the nini-series they'd talked about spinning off. Miinly, she
supposed, because what Tara-May had shot had convinced the Cops in Trouble people that Rydel

|l ooked a little on the heavy side on TV. Not that there was any fat on him he was all mnuscle and
I ong | egs, but when they shot himhe didn't ook like that. And that had driven himsort of crazy,
that and Tara- May al ways goi ng on about how Chevette should take speech and acting cl asses, learn
all these martial arts, and give up drugs. Wen Chevette had nmade it clear she didn't do drugs,
Tara- May had said that that woul d nmake networking a little harder, not having anything to quit,

but that there were groups for everything and that was probably the best way to neet people who
could help you with your Career

But Chevette hadn't wanted a career, or not the way Tara- My
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meant it, and Tara-May just hadn't been able to get that. Actually there were a | ot of people like
Tara-May in Holl ywood, naybe even nost people were; everybody had sonething they "really" did.
Drivers wote, bartenders acted; she'd had massages froma girl who was really a stunt double for
sone actress Chevette had never heard of yet, except she hadn't really ever been called, but they
had her nunber. Sonebody had everybody's nunber, but it |ooked to Chevette |like the ganme had al
their nunmbers, every one, and nobody really was wi nning, but nobody wanted to hear that, or talk
to you much if you didn't buy into what they "really" did.

Now she thought about it, that was part of what had gotten between her and Rydell, because he'd
al ways buy into that, whatever anybody told himthey really were. And then he'd tell them how he
really wanted to do an epi sode of Cops in Trouble, and how it |ooked |ike he actually would,
because Cops in Troubl e was paying his rent now. Wi ch nobody wanted to hear really, because it
was a little too real, but Rydell never got that. And then they'd hit on himfor phone nunbers,
nanes, intros, and start slipping himdisks and lists of credits, hoping he was dunb enough to go
back and try to show themto producers. Which he was, or anyway good-hearted enough, and that
hadn't hel ped himany with the people at Cops in Trouble either.

And that, somehow, was how she'd wound up with Carson. Rydell sitting on the couch in that
apartnment with the lights off, watching one old Cops in Trouble after another, |ooking |ost, and
she just hadn't been able to handle it. It had been fine when they'd had things to do together
but when it came to just being together, that hadn't seemed to work, and Rydell going into that
sad thing when it had started to ook like it wasn't going to work out with the show. ..

But here was the bar, a small crowd around the door now and the sound of nusic she'd been hearing
but not really listening to, which died as she got up close to the crowd.

Pl ace was packed. She slid in sideways between a couple of Mexicans |ooked |ike truck drivers, had
those steel chisel-toe things tacked to the front of their black cowboy boots. Inside, over the
heads of the people packed on the floor, she could see Creednore with a
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m crophone in his hand, grinning out over the crowd. It was a dancer grin, ten thousand watts of
bad electricity, and she saw he had the start of that thing that dancer did to your guns.

Peopl e were cl appi ng and whistling for nore, and Creednore, his face running with sweat, | ooked
like he was intending to give it to them
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"Thank you, thank you kindly," she heard Creednore's anplified voice say. "Now this next nunber's
one | wote nyself, and it's going out soon as our first single, Buell Creednore and his Lower
Conpani ons, and it's called 'Just Wien You Think You've CGot It Dicked.

O anyway that was what she thought she heard himsay, but then the band kicked in, loud, with the
gui tarist choking steely serpentine chords out of a big, shiny, old red electric, and she couldn't
make out any of the words. Although she had to adnit it sounded |ike Creednore could sing.

They were jamred in here so tight, it made it hard to keep a | ookout for Carson, but on the other
hand it wasn't too likely he'd be able to see her either

She kept noving, as best she could, trying to find Tessa.
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45, JACK MOVE

RYDELL had taken a surveillance course, back at the acadeny, and his favorite part had been going
out and follow ng people. It wasn't sonething you did alone, but with at | east one partner, and
the nore partners the better. You learned how to trade off, sonebody taking your place, and how to
deak up ahead of the subject so you'd be ready when the next guy needed to trade off. That way the
subj ect never had the same person behind himfor too long. There was a definite art to it, and
when you got it down it was sort of |ike a dance.

He hadn't really gotten the chance to put it into practice, in his very brief career as a police
officer, or later when he'd worked for IntenSecure, but he felt |like he'd been pretty good at it,
and it had given himan idea of what it would feel like if you were being followed, and
particularly if you were being followed by some people who knew how to do it right.

And that was what he found hinsel f thinking about now, as he shoul dered the duffel with Rei Toei's
projector in it and prepared to depart this pathetic excuse for a crine scene. |If Laney had wanted
himto attract someone's attention by standing here, well, he'd stood here. But maybe now, he

t hought, he was getting that watched feeling because Laney had told himhe'd be sure to be noticed
if he cane here.

Coul d be nerves. Maybe, but actually he didn't feel nervous, just tired. He'd driven all night up
the coast with Creednore, and all the downtime he'd had today had been when he'd fallen asleep
listening to Rei Toei. What he felt |ike now was going back to his room checking out the
projector to see if she'd cone back, then hitting the bed.

But there it was, that prickling at the back of his neck. He turned and | ooked back, but there was
nobody, just the place where the Kil'Z had been sprayed over dried bl ood.

@Quy going by in the direction of OGakland and Rydell's room

Young guy with dark military-buzzed hair, black coat, black scarf up
184
around his face. Seened not to see Rydell, just kept wal ki ng, hands in

his pockets. Rydell fell in behind him about fifteen feet.

He tried to imagine this place the way it had been before, when it was a regular bridge. MIlions
of cars had gone through here, this sanme space where he wal ked now. It had all been open then
just girders and railing and deck; now it was this tunnel, everything patched together out of
junk, used | unber, plastic, whatever people could find, all of it |ashed up however anybody coul d
get it to stay, it |ooked |like, and some~- how it did stay, in spite of the winds he knew mnust
cone through here.

He' d been back in a bayou once, in Louisiana, and sonething about the way it |ooked in here
rem nded himof that: there was stuff hanging

k everywhere, tubing and cabl es and thi ngs whose function he couldn't identify, and it was
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I i ke Spanish nbss in a way, everything softened at
~ the outline. And the light now was di mand sort of underwater-| ooking,

~ just these banks of scavenged fluorescents slung every twenty feet or so, sone of them
dead and others flickering.
He wal ked around a puddl e where a vendor had dunped about ten ~ pounds of dirty shaved ice.

Up ahead, he saw the guy with the black scarf turn into a café, one ~ ~of these tiny little places
you got in here, maybe two small table~ and a counter that sat four or five Big bl onde boy | ooked
like a weight lifter was conming out as the scarf went in, and the weight lifter made just that
little bit of eye contact with Rydell that told him

They were doing him the trade-off. He was being tailed, and by at ~least three people.

~ Weight lifter started in the direction of Rydell's bed-and-breakfast, ':~Treasure |sland,

Cakl and. Back of his neck as wide as Rydell's thigh. As ~Rydell passed the café, he |ooked in and
saw the scarf ordering a cof~: fee. Just as normal as pie. So he didn't | ook behind him because
he

knew that if he did that, they'd know. They would. Just |ike he'd known, when the weight lifter
blew it by looking himin the eye.

The belt he'd slung the duffel fromwas cutting into his shoul der, through his nylon jacket, and
he thought about Laney and Kl aus and

~ the Rooster, about how they all obviously thought the projector was
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|

really inportant, or valuable. Was that what he was being followed for, or was it about this
nystery man of Laney's, his man who wasn't there? Ctherwi se, he didn't think he had any serious

| ong-term enenmi es up here, though it was hard to be sure, and he didn't think these guys were
ordinary jackers, because it |l ooked to himlike they really knew what they were doing.

He reached into the jacket pocket and felt the knife. It was there, and he was glad he had it,

t hough the thought of actually cutting sonmebody with it bothered him The thing about knives was
that the people who thought they wanted to use them on other people usually had no i dea how nuch
mess it made. It wasn't like in the novies; cut people bled |ike stuck pigs. He'd had to deal with
a few cut people around the Sunset Lucky Dragon. And it could get tricky because who knew who was
seropositive? He and Durius had these goggles they were supposed to put on, to keep people's bl ood
fromgetting in their eyes, but usually it just happened all at once and they didn't renenber the
goggles until it was likely too | ate anyway.

But the main thing about knives, even ones that cut steel-belt radials like ripe banana, was that
they weren't much good in a gunfight.

Sormeone had slung up an old anti-shoplifting nmirror above a closed stall, and as he approached
this he tried to see who m ght be following him but there was enough foot traffic in here that he
only got a generalized sense of people noving.

But what really bothered himnow was that he was just doing what they'd probably expect himto:
headi ng back to wherever he was going to spend the night (assuming they didn't already know where
that was). And once he got there, what then? He'd be trapped, up in his room no exit but that

| adder, and they'd have him He guessed he could just keep wal king, but he didn't see what that
woul d get himeither.

What he needed, he thought, was sonething he could do that they weren't expecting. Something that
put the shoe on the other foot, or anyway he should | ose them whoever they were. Then maybe he
could rai se Laney and get Laney's take on who they m ght be.

He'd had an instructor in Knoxville who'd liked to talk about l|ateral thinking. Wich in a way
wasn't that far off what Durius meant when
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he tal ked about serious users getting lateral, out on the sidewal k outside Lucky Dragon. Just
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losing it. What it took, sonetines, was just your basic jack nove, sonething nobody, nmaybe even
you, was expecting.

To his right now, he saw he was passing a stretch of wall that was actually canvas, like a sail or
an old tent, stretched tight over |unber and maybe half an inch thick with however many coats of
paint it had had since it was put up here. Some kind of rmural, but he wasn't noticing that.

The switchbl ade sounded so | oud, opening it, that he was sure they'd have heard it, so he just
noved, sweeping the ceram ¢ bl ade down, then sideways, to cut hinself a backward "L." Through

whi ch he ducked and stepped, as if in a dream the paint on the canvas crackling as he did so.
Into warnth and a different Iight and these conpletely unexpected people seated around a table,
cards in their hands, nother-of-pearl chips piled on the table in front of them And one of them
a wonan, the nipples of her bare breasts transfixed with surgical steel, the stub of a small cigar

wedged into the corner of her nmouth, met Rydell's eye and said: "I'll see you one and raise you
one."

"Never nmind ne," Rydell heard hinself say, as he saw a man with a tattooed scalp, still hol ding
his hand of cards, raise his other hand, with a gun in it, frombeneath the table. And

sinul taneously he realjzed that he still had the black knife, open, in his hand. He felt a weird

wash of cold down his spine as his feet just kept noving, past the table and the nan and the deep
and sonmehow limitlessly large black hole in the winking ring of stainless steel that was the
pistol's nuzzle.

Through a thick brown velour curtain that snmelled of ancient novie houses and he was still noving,
apparently intact. Feeling his hand thunmb the button, closing and cocking the bl ade against his
hip as he went, something he wouldn't have thought of doing otherw se. Pocketing the knife. In
front of hima | adder rough-sawn fromtwo-by-fours. Straight to it and just clinbing, as fast as
he coul d.

Took himup through a square hole in a splintered tinber deck, narrow wal kway between walls cut
from peeling billboards, a woman's huge stai ned paper eye faded there as if staring into infinite
di st ance.

Stop. Breathe. Heart pounding. Listen
Laughter. The card pl ayers?

187

He started al ong the wal kway, feeling a rising sense of triunph: he'd done it. Lost 'em Wherever
he was, up here, he'd be able to find his way back out, and down, and then he'd see how it went.
But he had the projector and he'd | ost them and he hadn't gotten his ass shot for interrupting
sonebody' s poker gane. "Lateral thinking," he said, congratul ating hinself, as he reached the end
of the wal kway and rounded a corner.

He felt the rib crack as the weight lifter hit himand knew that the bl ack glove, like the ones
he'd trained with in Nashville, was weighted with | ead.

It sent him back agai nst the opposite wall, his head sl amm ng against that, and his whole |eft
side refused to nove when he tried

The weight lifter pulled the black glove back for a roundhouse into Rydell's face. And smil ed.
Rydell tried to shake his head.

Fai ntest | ook of surprise, maybe confusion, in the other's eyes, his face. Then nothing. The snmle
gone sl ack.

The weight lifter went suddenly and very heavily to his knees, swayed, and crashed si deways to the
gray tinber deck. Revealing behind himthis slender, gray-haired nman in a |long snmooth coat the
color of old nobss, who was replacing sonething there, the |Iapel held open with his other hand.
Eyes regardi ng Rydell through gold-rinmed gl asses. A deep crease up each cheek, like he sniled a
lot. The man adjusted his beautiful coat and | owered his hands.

"Are you injured?"

Rydell drew a ragged breath, wincing as the rib seenmed to grate. "Rib," he managed.
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"Are you arned?"

Rydell | ooked into the clear, bright, unnmoving eyes. "Knife in ny right pocket," he said.

"Pl ease keep it there," the man said. "Are you able to wal k?"

"Sure," Rydell said, taking a step and alnost falling on the weight lifter

"Cone with ne, please," the nman said and turned, and Rydell foll owed.

188
CREEDMORE was into the climax of his nunber before Chevette spotted God's Little Toy cruising past
overhead. The bar, like a |ot of the spaces here on the original deck, didn't have a ceiling of

its own, just the bottons of whatever floor areas had been erected above it, with the result that
what passed for a ceiling was uneven and irregular. The managenent had at sone point sprayed al
that bl ack, and Chevette might not have noticed the floating canera platformif its Mylar balloon
hadn't caught and reflected the stage lights. It was definitely under human control and | ooked
like it mght be jockeying to get a close-up of Creednore. Then Chevette spotted two nore of the
silver balloons, these parked up in a sort of hollow created by a discontinuity in the floors
above.

That meant, she thought, that Tessa had gotten sonmeone to drive her back to the foot of Fol som
Then either she'd driven back or gotten a lift. (She was pretty sure Tessa woul dn't have wal ked
it, not with the balloons anyway.) Chevette hoped the latter, because she didn't .want to have to
try to find a space to park the van a second tine. Watever Tessa was up to here, they were going
to need a place to sleep later

Creednore's song ended with a sort of yodeling cry of brainless defiance, which was echoed back
amplified into a terrifying roar, by the neshback crowd. Chevette was anazed by the enthusiasm

not so nuch that it was for Creednore as it was for this kind of nusic. Misic was strange that way
t hough; there were people into any dammed thing, it seenmed like, and if you got enough of them
toget her in one bar, she guessed, you could have a pretty good tine.

She was still working her way through the crowmd, warding off the odd grope, |ooking for Tessa, and
keepi ng an eye out for Carson, when Creednore's friend Maryahce found her. Maryalice had undone a
couple of extra increnents of bustier, it |looked Iike, and was presenting as very anpl e i ndeed.
She | ooked really happy, or anyway as happy as you
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46. Pl NE BOX

can | ook when you're really drunk, which she definitely and obviously
was.

"Honey!" she cried, grabbing Chevette by the shoul ders. "Were have you been? W got all kinds of
free drinks for our industry guests!”

Mai yalice clearly didn't renenber Chevette having told her that she and Tessa weren't A&R peopl e,
but Chevette guessed that there was quite a lot, usually, that Maryalice didn't renmenber.

"That's great," Chevette said. "Have you seen Tessa? My friend | was here with? She's Australian-"

"Up in the light booth with Saint Vitus, honey. She's getting Buell's whole performance on those
little balloon things!" Maryalice beamed. Gave Chevette a big, |ipstick-greasy kiss on the cheek
and instantly forgot her, face going blank as she turned in what Chevette supposed woul d be the
direction of the bar

But the light booth, now, she could see that: a sort of oversized natte-black crate tacked up

agai nst the angle of the wall, opposite the stage, with a warped plastic window running its
| engt h, through which she could see, quite plainly, the faces of Tessa and sone bal d- headed boy
with nean-looking slitty black glasses. Just their two heads in there, |ike puppet heads. Reached,

she saw, by an al um num stepl adder fastened to the wall with |l engths of rusting pipe strap

Tessa had her own special glasses on, and Chevette knew she'd be seeing the output fromGod's
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Little Toy, adjusting angle and focus with her black glove. Creednore had | aunched into another
song, its tenpo faster, and people were tapping their feet and bobbing up and down in tine.

Coupl e of nen in those neshback caps, drinking beer out of cans, by that |adder, but she ducked
under their arms and clinbed up, ignhoring the one who | aughed and swatted her butt with the flat
of his hand.

Up through the square hole, her nose level with dusty, beer-soaked brown carpet. "Tessa. Hey."
"Chevette?" Tessa didn't turn, lost in the viewin her glasses. "Were d you go?"

"1 saw Carson,
190
"This is amazing footage,

" Chevette said, clinmbing up through the hole. "I took off."

Tessa said. "The faces on these people.

Li ke Robert Frank. I'mgoing to treat it as nono and grain it down-"

"Tessa," Chevette said, "I think we should get out of here."

"Who the fuck are you?" said the baldie, turning. He was wearing a sleevel ess tube shirt and his
upper arms were no thicker than Chevette's wists, his bare shoul ders | ooking fragile as the bones
of a bird.

"This is Saint Vitus," Tessa said, as if absently bidding to forestall hostilities, attention

el sewhere. "He does the lights in here, but he's the sound nan at two ot her clubs on the bridge,
Cognitive Dissidents and sonething el se Tessa's hand dancing with itself in the black contro
gl ove.

Chevette knew Cog Diss frombefore. "That's a dancer bar, Tessa,"” she said.

"We're going over there after this," Tessa said. "He says it'll just be getting going, and it'l
be a lot nore interesting than this."

"Anything would," Saint Vitus said with infinite weariness.

"Blue Ahrmed cut a single there," Tessa said, "called "MWy Var Is My
- \Mr i TN
"It sucked," Chevette said.

"You' re thinking of the Chrome Koran cover," said Saint Vitus, his voice dripping with contenpt.
"You' ve never heard Ahned's version."

"How t he fuck woul d you know?" Chevette denmanded.
"Because it was never released," Saint Vitus declared snugly.

"Well, maybe it fucking escaped,"” Chevette said, feeling |ike she wanted to deck this diz-nonkey,
and thinking it mght not be that hard to do, although you never knew what woul d happen if
sonmebody tightened on dancer got really upset. Al those stories about twelve-year-olds getting so
di zzed they' d grab the bunper of a cop car and flip the whole

- thing, though these usually involved the kids' nuscles popping out through their skins, which
she sincerely hoped was inpossible. Had to be: what Carson called urban | egends.

Creednore's song ended with a steely clash of guitar that drew Chevette's attention to the stage
Creednore | ooked conpletely tightened now, staring triunphantly out as though across a sea of
faces in some vast stadium

191
The big guitarist unslung his red guitar and handed it to a boy with sideburns and a bl ack | eather
vest, who passed hima black guitar with a skinnier body.
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"This here's called 'Pine Box,' Creednore said, as the big guitarist began to play. Chevette
couldn't catch the words as Creednore began to sing, except that it sounded old and dol eful and
was about winding up in a pine box, by which she took himto nean a coffin, |ike what they used to
bury people in, but she guessed it could just as easily apply to this sound booth she was stuck in
here, with Tessa and this asshole. She | ooked around and saw an old chrome stool with its pad of
uphol stery split and taped over, so she planted herself on that and deci ded she was just going to
keep quiet until Tessa had taped as nmuch as she wanted of Creednore's act. Then she'd see about
getting them out of here.
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47. SAl  SHI NG ROAD

LI Bl A and Paco have shown Laney to a barbershop in Sai Shing Road. He has arrived here, of course,
with no know edge of the route involved; Sai Shing is in the Walled City, and he is a visitor, not
a resident. The Walled City's whereabouts, the conceptual mechanisnms by which its citizens have
opted to secede fromthe human datascape at large are the place's central and nost closely held
secret. The Walled City is a universe unto itself, a subversive runor, the stuff of |egend.

Laney has been here before, although not to this specific construct, this barbershop, and he
dislikes the place. Sonmething in the underlying code of the Walled City's creation induces a

met aphysi cal vertigo, and the visual representation is tediously aggressive, as though one were
caught in sonme art school video production with infinitely high production values. Nothing is ever
straightforward, in the Wlled City; nothing is ever presented as witten, but filtered instead
through half a

- dozen species of carefully cultivated bit rot, as though the inhabitants were deterni ned
to express their nassive attitude right down into the |least fractal texture of the place. Were a
clever website mght hint at

- dirt, at wear, the Walled City luxuriates in apparent frank decay, in tex
- - Lure maps that constantly unravel, revealing of other textures, equally noth-eaten

Thi s barbershop, for instance, is shingled fromoverlapping tiles of texture, so that they don't
quite match up at their edges, deliberately spoiling any illusion of surface or place. And
everything here is done in a palette of rain-wet Chinatown neon: pink, blue, yellow pale green
and the authoritatively faded red.

Li bia and Paco depart inmmedi ately, |eaving Laney to wonder how he, were he to bother, night choose
to present hinself in this environnent: perhaps as a |arge cardboard carton?

Kl aus and the Rooster put an end to this surm se, however, abruptly appearing in two of the shop's
four barber chairs. They | ook as he remenbers them except that Kl aus now wears a bl ack | eat her
versi on
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of his snap-brimfedora, its brimturned up all around, and the Rooster sonehow | ooks even nore
I'i ke one of Francis Bacon's scream ng popes.

"Whol e new gane here," Laney opens.
"How so?" Kl aus appears to suck his teeth.

"Harwood's had 5-SB. And you know it too, because those chilango kids of yours just told me. How
| ong have you known?"

"W operate on a need-to-know basis," the Rooster begins, in full geek-pontificator node, but
Klaus cuts himoff: "About ten mnutes |onger than you have. W' re anxi ous to know what you nake
of it."

"It changes everything," Laney says. "The way he's been successful all these years: the public
relations enpire, advertising, the runors that he was pivotal in getting President M| bank
el ected, that he was behind the partition of Italy.

"1 thought that was his girlfriend," the Rooster says sullenly, "that Padanian princess-"
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"You nean he's only picking wi nners?" Kl aus denmands. "You're suggesting that he's in nodal node
and sinply gets behind enmerging change? If that's all it is, ny friend, why aren't you one of the
richest nmen in the worl d?"

"It doesn't work that way," Laney protests. "5-SB allows the apprehensi on of nodal points,
di scontinuities in the texture of information. They indicate energi ng change, but not what that
change will be."

"True," agrees Klaus and purses his lips.

"What | want to know," Laney says, "what | need to know, and right now, is what Harwood is up to.
He's sitting at the cusp of sone unprecedented potential for change. He appears to be instrumenta
init. Rei Toei is in it too, and this freel ance peopl e-eraser of Harwood's, and an out - of -work
rent-a-cop. . . These people are about to change human history in sone entirely new way. There
hasn't been a configuration like this since 1911-"

"What happened in 1911?" the Rooster denands.

Laney sighs. "I"'mstill not sure. It's conplicated and | haven't had the time to really | ook at
it. Madane Curie's husband was run over by a horse-drawn wagon, in Paris, in 1906. It seenms to
start there. But if Harwood is the strange attractor here, the crucial piece of weirdness
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I

things need to accrete around, and he's self-aware in that role, what is it he's trying to do that
has the potential to literally change everythi ng?"

"W aren't positive," the Rooster begins, "but-"

"Nanot echnol ogy, " Kl aus says. "Harwood was a major player in Sunflower Corporation. A schene to
rebuil d San Francisco. Very radical restructuring, enploying nanotechnol ogy al ong nuch the Iines
it was enpl oyed, post-quake, in Tokyo. That didn't fly, and, very oddly indeed, it |ooks to us as
t hough your man Rydell was somehow instrumental in helping it not to fly, but that can wait. M
point is that Harwood has denonstrated an ongoing interest in nanotechnol ogy, and this has
mani f ested nost recently in a collaboration between Nanofax AG of Geneva-"

"Harwood front," the Rooster says, "run through a shell corporation in Antigua-"

"Shut up," and the Rooster does. "Between Nanofax AG of Geneva and the Lucky Dragon Corporation of
Si ngapore. Lucky Dragon is a

Harwood Levine client of course.

" Nanof ax?"

"Everything the nanme inplies,"” says Klaus, "and considerably |ess."

"What's that supposed to nean?"

"Nanofax AG offers a technology that digitally reproduces objects, physically, at a distance.
Wthin certain rather large limtations, of course. A child s doll, placed in a Lucky Dragon
Nanof ax unit in London, will be reproduced in the Lucky Dragon Nanofax unit in New York-"

" |_bvv?n

"Wth assenblers, out of whatever's available. But the systenmi s been placed under severe |ega
constraints. It can't, for instance, reproduce functional hardware. And of course it can't, nost
particularly can't, reproduce functional nanoassenblers."

"I thought that they'd proven that didn't work anyway," Laney says.
"Ch no," says the Rooster, "they just don't want it to."
"They who?"

"Nation-states," says the Rooster. "Remenber then?"
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196
RYDELL wat ched this man nove ahead, in front of him and felt sonething conplicated, sonething he
couldn't get a handle on, but sonmething that canme through anyway, through the ache in his side,
the pain that grated there if he stepped wong. He'd al ways dreaned of a special kind of grace,
Rydel | : of just noving, noving right, without thinking of it. Alert, relaxed, there. And sonehow
he knew that that was what he was seeing now, what he was followi ng: this guy who was maybe fifty,
and who noved, though w thout seeming to think about it, in a way that kept himin every bit of
avai |l abl e shadow. Upright in his |ong wool coat, hands in pockets, he just nmoved, and Rydel
followed, in his pain and the clunsi ness that induced, but also in the pain sonehow of his
adol escent heart, the boy in himhaving wanted all these years to be sonmething like this man
whoever and what ever he was.

A killer, Rydell rem nded hinself, thinking of the weight lifter they'd | eft behind; Rydell knew

that killing was not the expl osi ve handshake exchange of novies, but a terrible dark marriage unto
and perhaps (though he hoped not) even beyond the grave, as still his own dreans were sonetines
visited by the shade of Kenneth Turvey, the only man he'd ever had to kill. Though he'd never
doubted the need of killing Turvey, because Turvey had been denonstrating his seriousness with
random shots through the door of a closet in which he'd locked his girlfriend s children. Killing
anyone was a terrible and permanent thing to enter into, Rydell believed, and he al so knew t hat
violent crimnals, inreal life, were about as romantic as a |l apful of guts. Yet here he was,

doing the best he could to keep up with this gray-haired nan, who'd just killed soneone in a
manner Rydell woul d've been unable to specify, but silently and without raising a sweat; who'd
just killed sonmeone the way another man m ght change his shirt or open a bottle of beer. And
sonething in Rydell yearned so to be that, that, feeling it now, he bl ushed.

The man stopped, in shadow, | ooking back. "How are you?"

196

48. I N THE MOVENT

"Fine," Rydell said, which was al nost al ways what he said if any-
one asked himthat.

"You are not 'fine.'You are injured. You nay be bleeding internally."
Rydell halted in front of him hand pressed to his burning side. "Wat did you do to that guy?"

You couldn't have said that the man snmiled, but the creases in his cheeks seened to deepen
slightly. "I conpleted the novenent he began when he struck you."

"You stabbed himwith sonething," Rydell said.

"Yes. That was the npbst el egant conclusion, under the circunstances. Hi s unusual center of gravity
made it possible to sever the spinal cord w thout contacting the vertebrae thenselves." This in a
tone that someone might use to describe the discovery of a new but convenient bus route.

"Show me. "

The man's head noved, just a fraction. Some birdlike acuity. Light w nked, reflected, in the
round, gold-franed gl asses. He reached into the open front of his |Iong coat and produced, with a
very peculiar and of fhand grace, a bl ade curved, upswept, chisel-tipped. Wiat they called a tanto,
Rydel I knew. the short version of one of those Japanese swords. The sane |ight that had caught in
the round | enses now snagged for an instant in a hair-fine |line of rainbow along the curved edge
and the angled tip, and then the man reversed the nmovenent that had produced the knife. It

vani shed within the coat as though a segment of tape had been run backward.

Rydel | remenbered bei ng taught how you had to use sonething anything if soneone was comning after
you with a knife and you were unarmed. If nothing else you were supposed to take off your jacket
and

roll it around your hands and wrists to protect them Now he imagi ned using the projector, inits
bag, as a sort of shield, to ward off the knife he'd just seen, and the hopel essness of the idea
actual ly struck himas funny.

"Way did you snile?" the nman asked.
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Rydel | stopped smiling | dont think | could explain he said 'Wo are you~
ALL TOMORROW S PARTIES 197
"I can't tell you that," the nan said.

"I" mBerry Rydell," Rydell said. "You saved ny ass back there."
"But not your torso, | think."
"He mght've killed ne."

"No," the man said, "he wouldn't have killed you. He woul d have rendered you hel pl ess, taken you
to a private location, and tortured you to extract infornation. Then he would have killed you."

"Well," Rydell said, uneasy with the matter-of-factness here, "thanks."

"You are wel cone," said the man, with great gravity and not the least hint of irony.
"Well," Rydell said, "why did you do that, take himout?"

"Because it was necessary, to conplete the novenent."

"I don't get it," said Rydell

"It was necessary," the man said. "There are a nunber of these nen seeking you tonight. |I'm
uncertain of how nmany. They are nercenaries.”

"Did you kill someone el se, back there, last night? Were those patches of dried blood and Kil'Z
are?"
"Yes," the man said.

"And I'msafer with you than | amwi th these guys you say are nercs?"

"I think so, yes," the man said, frowning, as though he took the question very seriously.
"You kill anybody else in the past forty-eight hours?"

"No," said the man, "I did not."

"Well," Rydell said, "I guess I'mwith you. |I'msure not going to try to fight you."

"That is wise," the man said.
"And | don't think I could run fast enough, or very far, with this rib."
"That is true."

"So what do we do?" Rydell shrugged, instantly regretting it, his face contorting in a grinace of
pai n.

"W will leave the bridge,"” the man said, "and seek nedical aid for your injury. | nyself have a

t hor ough wor ki ng knowl edge of anatony, should it prove necessary."

198

"Unh, thanks," Rydell managed. "If [could just buy sonme four-inch tape and sonme anal gesic plasters

at that Lucky Dragon, | could probably make do." He | ooked around, wondering when he'd next see or
be seen by the one with the scarf. He had a feeling the scarf was the one he'd really have to
watch out for; he couldn't say why. "Wat if those nmercs scope us | eaving?”

"Don't anticipate outconme," the man said. "Await the unfolding of events. Renain in the nonent."
In the nmonment, Rydell decided he knew for a fact his ass was lost. Just plain |ost.
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The 6B denoting a particular grade of novenent, degree of accuracy, he knows, though the 346 is a
mystery. The broad arrow, central, the Queen's mark, her property. 53 the year of issue, but 172?
Coul d the boy sonehow pry knowl edge fromthese nunbers, if the question could be put to hinf
Sonewhere out there, Fontaine knows, every | ast

49, RADON SHADOW

FONTAI NE finds the boy an old canping pad, |eft here by his children perhaps, and |ays hi m back on

this, still snoring. Renoving the heavy eyephones he sees how the boy sleeps with his eyes half-
open, showi ng the white; inagines watches ticking past, there, one after another. He covers him
with an ol d sl eeping bag whose faded flannel |iner depicts nountains and bears, then takes his

m so back to the counter to think.

There is a faint vibration now, though whether of the shop's flinsy fabric, the bones of the
bridge, or the underlying plates of the earth he cannot tell: but small sounds come fromthe
shel ves and cabinets as tiny survivors of the past register this new notion. A lead soldier, on
one shelf, topples forward with a definitive clack, and Fontaine nakes a nental note to buy nore
museum wax, a sticky substance neant to prevent this.

Font ai ne, seated on his high stool, behind the counter, sipping gingerly at his hot m so, wonders
what exactly he would see, were he to follow the boy's course today via the notebook's recal
function. That business with the |ockboxes, and Martial getting all worked up. Were el se m ght
t he boy have been? But nowhere really dangerous, Fontaine decides, if he's only chasing watches.
But how was it he did that, got those | ockbox |ists? Fontaine puts the miso down and fishes the
JaegerLeCoultre from his pocket. He reads the ordnance marks on its back:

200

bit of information nmakes its way into the stream He puts the watch down on his Rol ex pad and
takes up the salty mso again. Looking down through the scratch-frosted gl ass countertop, he
notices a recent purchase, not yet exami ned. A Helbros fromthe 1940s, styled after nilitary

wat ches but not an "issue" watch. Sonething he bought froma scavenger, down fromthe Gakl and
hills. He reaches into the counter and brings it out, a shabby thing after the GB&B.

Its bezel is badly dinged, probably too badly to benefit from buffing, and the | umi nous on the
dull black dial has gone a shade of silvery ash. He takes his |oupe fromhis other pocket and
screws it into his eye, turning the Hel bros under his ten-power Cyclops gaze. The caseback has
been renoved, screwed back in, but left untightened. He turns it out with his fingers, to check
inside for mnute graven records of its repair history.

He squints through the |l oupe: the last repair date etched into the inside back is August 1945.

He turns it over again and studies it. The crystal is synthetic, sonme sort of plastic, definitely
vintage and very probably original. Because, he sees, holding it at just this certain angle to the
light, radiation fromthe original radiumnunerals has darkened the crystal focally, each numnber
having in effect radiographed itself in the accidental plate of the crystal

And sonehow t his, conbined with the hidden date, gives Fontaine a shiver, so that he puts the
caseback back into place, replaces the Helbros in the counter, checks the | ocks on the door
finishes his nmiso, and starts to ready hinself for bed.

The boy, on his back, is no |longer snoring, and that is a good thing.

When Fontaine lies down on his own narrow bunk, to sleep, the Smith & Wesson Kit Gun, as it is
every night, is at the ready.
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50. " MORE TROUBLE"

RYDELL'S father, dying of cancer, had told Rydell a story. He clained to have gotten it froma
book of fanobus |ast words, or if not fanous then at |east nenorable.
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This man was bei ng executed in England, back in the old days, when execution was made as
deliberately hard a thing as possible, and after being burned with hot irons, broken on the wheel
and various other horrific punishnents, the man was shown the bl ock, the heads-nman's ax. And
havi ng been cl osed- nout hed and stolid throughout his various tortures, he had | ooked at the ax and
the bl ock and the burly headsman and nade no reply at all

But then another torturer arrived, carrying an assortment of terrible-looking tools, and the man
was i nforned that he was to be di senbowel ed prior to his beheadi ng.

The man sighed. "Mre trouble," he said.

1F they want ne," Rydell said, w ncing along beside the man with the tanto in his coat, "why don't
they just grab nme?"

"Because you are with nme."

"Way don't they just shoot you?"

"Because we have, these nen and |, the same enployer. In a sense.”

"He wouldn't let them shoot you?"

"That woul d depend,” the nman said.

Rydell could see that they were comi ng up on the nanel ess bar where he'd heard Buell Creednore
sing that old song. There was noise there: |oud nusic, laughter, a crowd around the door, drinking
beer and openly snoking cigarettes.

H s side hurt with each step he took, and he thought of Rei Toei perched on his pillow, gl ow ng.
What, he wondered, did the projector slung over his shoulder nean to her? Was it her only neans of

mani festing here, of interacting with people? Did being a hologramfeel |ike anything? (He doubted
it.) O did the prograns that generated her
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sonmehow provi de sone greater illusion of being there? But if you weren't real in the first place,

what did you have to conpare not being there to?

But what really bothered him now, was that Laney, and Kl aus and the Rooster too, had thought that

the projector was inportant, really inportant, and now here he went, Rydell, linping willingly
along beside this killer, this man who evidently worked for whoever it was was after Rydell's ass,
and probably after the projector as well, and he was just going along with it. Sheep to the

sl aughter.

"I want to go in here a mnute," Rydell said.

n W]y?ll
"See a friend," Rydell said.

"Is this a bid for escape?”
"1 don't want to go with you."

The man regarded himfrom behind the thin crystal rounds of his glasses. "You are conplicating
things," he said.

"So kill me," Rydell said, gritting his teeth as he slung his weight around and staggered past the
snokers by the door, into the warm | oud

beer snell and crowd energy

Creednore was onstage with Randy Shoats and a bass player w th sideburns, and whatever they were
pl ayi ng reached its natural conclusion at just that point, Creednore junping into the air as he

I et out a final whoop and the nusic crashed down around him the crowd roaring and stonping and

cl appi ng. Rydell had seen Creednore's eyes flash flat and bright as a doll's in the stage |ight.
"Hey, Buell!" Rydell shouted. "Creednore!" He shoul dered soneone out of his way and kept going. He
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was a few feet fromthe stage now "Buell!" It was just a little thing, the stage, naybe a foot
hi gh, and the crowd

- wasn't that thick.

Creednore saw him He stepped down fromthe stage. The singer's pearl-button cowboy shirt was open
to the waist, his hollow white chest gleamng with sweat. Someone handed hima towel and he w ped
his face with it, grinning, showing |long yellow teeth and no gum "Rydell,"

he said. "Son of a bitch. Were you been?"
"Looki ng for you, Buell."

203
The man with the knife put his hand on Rydell's shoulder. "This is unw se," he said.

"Hey, Buell," Rydell said, "get ne a beer, okay?"

"You see ne, Rydell? | was fuckin' Jesus' son, man. Fuckin' Hank WIIians, notherfucker."
Creednore beaned, yet Rydell saw the thing that was waiting there to toggle into rage. Soneone
handed Creednore two tall cans, already opened. He passed one to Rydell. Creednore splashed cold
malt |iquor down his chest, rubbed hinmself with it. "Damm, |'m good."

"We can be too easily contained here," the man said.

"Leggo ny buddy there," said Creednore, noticing the man for the first tine. "Faggot," he added,
as if further taking in the man's appearance and seenming to have difficulty placing it in any nore
conveni ent category of abuse."Buell," Rydell said, reaching up and grabbing the man's wi st,

"want you to neet a friend of mine."

"Looks |ike sone faggot oughta be kilt with a shovel,’
now, the toggle having been thrown.

Creednore observed, slit-eyed and furious

"Let go of ny shoulder,” Rydell said to the man, quietly. "It doesn't |ook good."
The man let go of Rydell's shoul der.

"Sorry," Rydell said, "but I'mstaying here with Buell and a hundred or so of his close persona
friends." He | ooked at the can in his hand. Sonething called King Cobra. He took a sip. "You want
to go, go. Gtherwise, just kill nme."

"Goddam you, Creednore,"” Randy Shoats said, stepping heavily down fromthe stage, "you fucking
drug addict. You're drunk. Drunk and ripped to the tits on dancer."

Creednore goggled up at the big guitar player, his eyes all pupil. "Jesus, Randy," he began
know | just needed to get a little | oose-"

you

"Loose? Loose? Jesus. You forgot the words to 'Drop That Jerk and Cone with Me'! How fucked do you
have to be to do that? Fuckin' audi ence knew t he words, man; they were singing along with you.
Trying to, anyway." Shoats rammed his callused thunb into Creednore's chest for
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enphasis. "I told you | don't work with di z- nonkeys. You're toast, understand? Qutta here.
History."

Creednore seened to reach far down into the depths of his being, as if to sumobn sone new degree
of honesty, in order to face this nonent of crisis. He seenmed to find it. Drew hinself nore
upright. "Fuck you," he said. "Mdtherfucker," he added, as Shoats, disgusted, turned and wal ked
away.

"Buel |l ," Rydell said, "they got a table or sonething reserved for you here? Soneplace | could sit
down?"

"Maryalice," Creednore said, thoughts el sewhere, waving in the general direction of the back of
the bar. He set off, apparently after Shoats.
Rydel |l ignored the nman with the tanto and headed for the back of the bar, where he found Maryalice
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seated alone at a table. There was a hand-lettered sign, on brown corrugated cardboard, done in
different colored felt pens, that said '~BUELL CREEDMORE*~ & HI S LOAER COVPANI ONS, each of the Gs
done in red as a little happy face. The table was solid, side to side, with enpties, and Maryalice
| ooked |i ke sonebody had just whacked her in the head with sonething th~it didn't |eave a nark
"You A&R?" she asked Rydell, as if startled froma dream

"I" mBerry Rydell," he said, pulling out a chair and unslinging the bag with the projector. "Mt
earlier. You're Maryalice."

"Yes," she smled, as if pleased with the conveni ence of being so remi nded, "I am WAsn't Buel
wonder f ul ?"

Rydel|l sat, trying to find a way to nanage it that kept the rib fromkilling him "They got an
outl et around here, Maryalice?" He was opening the duffel, pushing it down around the sides of the
projector, pulling out the power cable.

"You're AR, " Maryalice said, delighted, seeing the projector, "I knew you were. Wich | abel ?"

"Plug this in there, please?" Rydell pointed to an outlet just beside her, on the scabrous wall
and passed her the plug end of the cable. She held it close to her face, blinked at it, | ooked
around, saw the socket. Plugged it in. Turned back to Rydell, as if puzzled by what she'd just
done.

20S
The man with the tanto brought over a chair, placed it at the table, and took a seat opposite
Maryalice. He did it, sonehow, in a way that occuppied as little of anyone el se's consci ousness as
possi bl e. "Now you," Mryalice said to him wth a quick glance down to check the state of her

bodi ce, "you are pretty clearly a | abel head, am| correct?”

" Lapel ?"
"I knew you were," Maryalice said

Rydel | heard the projector humm ng.

And then Rei Toei was there, standing beside their table, and Rydell knew that once again he'd
seen her naked for a second, glow ng, white, but now she wore an outfit identical, it seenmed, to
Maryalice's. "Hello, Berry Rydell," she said, then | ooked down and tightened the strings at the
top of the black thing she wore.

"Hey," Rydell said.

"Well, suck ne raw with a breast punp,” Maryalice said, voice soft with anmazenent, as she stared
at Rei Toei. "I swear to God | didn't see you standing there.

The man with the tanto was | ooking at Rei Toei too, the light of her projection reflected in the
round | enses.

"We are in a nightclub, Berry Rydell?"
"A bar," Rydell said. -

"Rez liked bars," she said, |ooking around at the crowd. "I have the inpression that people in
bars, though they seemto be talking to one another, are actually talking to thenselves. Is this
because hi gher brain function has been suppressed for recreational purposes?”

"I just love your top," Maryalice said.

"I am Rei Toei."

"Maryalice," Maryalice said, extending her hand. The idoru did |ikew se, her hand passing through
Maryal i ce's.

Maryal i ce shivered. "Had about enough, this evening," she said, as if to herself.

"I am Rei Toei." To the man with the tanto.

"Good evening."
"I know your nane," she gently said to the nman. "I know a great deal about you. You are a
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fascinating person."
206

He | ooked at her, expression unchanged. "Thank you," he said. "M. Rydell, is it your intention to
remain here, with your friends?"

"Time being," Rydell said. "I have to phone sonebody."

"As you will," the man said. He turned to survey the entrance, and just then the scarf cane
strolling in and saw themall, inmediately.

More troubl e, thought Rydell
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51. THE REASON OF LI FE

LANEYS two favorite Tokyo bars, during the happier phase of his enploynent at Paragon-Asia
Dat af | ow, had been Troubl e Peach, a quiet sit-and-drink place near Shinp-kitazawa Station, and The
Reason of Life, an art bar in the basenent of an office building in Aoyanma. The Reason of Life was
an art bar, in Laney's estimation, by virtue of being decorated with huge bl ack-and-white prints
of young wonen phot ographing their own crotches with ol d-fashioned reflex caneras. These were such
nodest pictures that it took you, initially, a while to figure out what they were doing. Standing,
nmostly, in crowded streetscapes, with the canmera on the pavenent, between their feet, snmiling into
t he phot ographer's I ens and thunbing a manual release. They wore sweaters and plaid skirts,

usual ly, and smiled out at you with a particularly innocent eagerness. Nobody had ever expl ai ned
to Laney what this was all supposed to be about, and it wouldn't have occurred to himto ask, but
he knew art when he saw it, and he was seeing it again now, courtesy of the Rooster, who sonehow
knew Laney |iked the place in Aoyama and had decided to reproduce it, off the cuff, here in the
Walled City.

In any case, Laney prefers it to the barbershop made of m saligned graphics tiles. You can just

|l ook at these girls, in cool nonochrone renditions of wooi and flesh and other textures of cities,
and he finds that restful. It was strange though, to sit in a bar when you didn't have a body
present.

"They're coy about it," the Rooster is saying, of Libia and Paco and how it may be that they' ve
succeeded i n hacki ng Cody Harwood's nost intensely private neans of communi cation. "They may have
physically introduced an agent into Harwood Levine's comruni cations satellite. Sonething snall.
Very small. But how could they have controlled it? And how I ong would it have taken, undetected,
to effect a physical alteration in the hardware up there?"

"I"'msure they found a nore el egant solution," Klaus says, "but the
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bottomline is that | don't care. Access is access. The nmeans to access are academic. W' ve hacked
Harwood' s hotline. H s red tel ephone.”

"And you have a tendency to pat yourselves on the back," Laney says. "W know that Harwood's had 5-
SB, but we don't know why, or what he's doing with nodal apprehension. You seemto be convinced
it's sonething to do with Lucky Dragon and this hal f-baked Nanofax |aunch."

"Aren't you?" asks Klaus. "Nanofax units are going into every Lucky Dragon in the world. Right
now. Literally. Mst of themare fully installed, ready to go operational."

"Wth the faxing of the first Taiwanese teddy bear from Des Mdines to Seattle? Wat's he hope to
gai n?" Laney concentrates on his favorite girl, imagining her thunb on the plunger of a hypoderm c-
styl e manual rel ease.

"Thi nk network," the Rooster puts in. "Function, even ostensible function, is not the way to | ook
at this. Al function, in these terns, is ostensible. Tenporary. \Wat he wants is a network in

pl ace. Then he can figure out what to do with it."

"But why does he need to have sonething to do with it in the first place?" Laney denands.

"Because he's between a rock and a hard place," responds Klaus. "He's the richest man in the

wor | d, possibly, and he's ahead of the curve. He's an agent of change, and nassively invested in
the status quo. He enbodi es paradoxical propositions. Too hip to live, too rich to die. Get it?"

"No, " Laney says.
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"We think he's like us, basically,"” Klaus says. "He's trying to hack reality but he's going
strictly big casino, and he'll take the rest of the species with him however and whatever."

"You have to adnmre that, don't you?" says the Rooster, out of the depths of his silent faux-Bacon
scream

Laney isn't sure that you do.

He wonders if the Rooster's reiteration of The Reason of Life incorporates the tiny, six-seater
bar downstairs, the darker one where

209
you can sit beneath very large prints of the pictures the girls thensel ves were taking: huge
abstract triangles of lum nous gelatin-printed white panty.

"Can you get nme that kind of look-in on Harwood's stuff anytine?"

"Until he notices you, we can."
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52. MY BOYFRI END' S BACK

CHEVETTE had had a boyfriend named Lowell, when she'd first lived on the bridge, who did dancer

Lowell had had a friend called Codes, called that because he tunbled the codes on hot phones and
not ebooks, and this Saint Vitus rem nded her of Codes. Codes hadn't |iked her either.

Chevette hated dancer. She hated being around people when they were on it, because it nmade them
sel fish, too pleased with thensel ves, and nervous; suspicious, too prone to make things up in
their heads, imagining everyone out to get them everyone |lying, everyone talking behind their
back. And she particularly hated watching anyone actually do the stuff, rub it into their gunms the
way they did, all horrible, because it was just so gross. Made their lips nunb, at first, so
they'd drool a little, and how they always thought that was funny. But what she hated about it
nmost was that she'd ever done it herself, and that, even though she had all these reasons to hate
it, she still found herself, watching Saint Vitus vigorously massaging a good solid hit into his
gunsT feeling the urge to ask himfor sone.

She guessed that was what they neant by it being addictive. That she'd gotten just that little
edge of it off the country singer sticking his tongue in her mouth (and if that was the only way
to get it, she thought, she'd pass) and now the actual nol ecules of diz were twangi ng at receptor
sites in her brain, saying ginme, gime. And she'd never even been properly strung out on the
stuff, not how they nmeant it when they said that on the street.

Carson had coordi nated on a Real One sequence about the history of stimulants, so Chevette knew

t hat dancer was sonewhere out there past crack cocaine in ternms of sheer gotcha. The addiction
schedule was a little less nmerciless, in terms of frequency, but she figured she'd still just
barely mssed it, chipping with Lowell. Lowell who'd explain in detail and at great |length how the
schedul e he'd worked out for using it was going to optimize his functionality in the world, but
never result in

211

one of those ugly habit deals. You just had to know how to do it, and
when to do it, and nost inportant of all, why to do it. Powerful substance like this, Lowell would
explain, it wasn't there just for any casual jack-off recreational urge. It was there to allow you
to do things. To enpower you, he said, so that you could do things and, best of all, finish them

Except that what Lowell had mainly wanted to do, dizzed, was have sex, and the diz nade it

i npossible for himto finish. Wich had been okay by Chevette, because otherw se he tended to
finish alittle on the quick side. The Real One sequence had said that dancer nade it possible for
men to experience sonething nuch nore like the fenale orgasm a sort of ongoing clinmax, |ess

| ocalized and, well, nessy.

Dancer was pretty deadly stuff, in terns of getting people into bed in the first place. Strangers
doi ng dancer together, if there was any basis for attraction at all, were inclined to decide that
that was basically a fine idea, and one to be acted on right away, but only provi ded the other
party seemed agreeable to doing it until both were pretty well dead.

And people did wind up dead around the stuff; hearts stopped, lungs forgot to breathe, crucial
tiny territories of brain blew out. People nurdered one another when they were crazy on the stuff,
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and then in cold blood just to get sone nore.
It was one ugly substance and no doubt about it.

"You got any nore of that?" she asked Saint Vitus, who was dabbing at the spit-slick corners of
his mouth with a wadded-up tissue, dots of blood dried brown on it.

Saint Vitus fixed her with his slitty glasses. "You' ve got to be kidding," he said.

"Yeah," said Chevette, pushing off the stool, "I am" Mist've been the tine of night. How coul d
she even have thought that? She could snell his netallic breath in the sound box.

"Cot it," said Tessa, pulling off the glasses. "Crowd's thinning. Chevette, I'll need you to help
me get the canera platforms together."

Saint Vitus smirked. At the thought, Chevette guessed, of sonebody el se having to do sonething

i ke work.

212

"You haven't seen Carson, have you?" Chevette asked, stepping to the wi ndow. The dwi ndling crowd,
seen from above, was noving in one of those ways that there was probably a logarithmfor: mlling
and di spersi ng.

"Carson?"

She spotted Buell Creednore, just in front of the stage, talking with a big guy in a black jacket,
his back to the sound booth. Then the big guitar player, the one with the squashed cowboy hat,
junped down fromthe stage and seenmed to be giving Creednore a hard time. Creednore tried to say
sonet hi ng, got shut up, then nmanaged to say sonething short, and by the | ook on his face, not too
sweet, and the guitar player turned and wal ked away. Chevette saw Creednore say sonething to the
ot her guy, gesturing back in her direction, and this one turned and headed that way, his face
conceal ed, fromjust this angle, by a dusty swoop of bl ack-painted cable.

"He was here before,
D dn't you wonder?"

Chevette said. "That's why | Frenched the neshback and ran out the door

Tessa | ooked at her. "I did, actually. But | thought maybe | was just getting to know you better."
She | aughed. "Are you sure it was hin®P"

"I't was him Tessa."
"How woul d he know we're up here?"
"Sonebody told himat the house? You tal ked enough, before, about your docu."”

"Maybe, " Tessa said, interest waning. "Help nme get the platforns tethered, okay?" She handed
Chevette four black nylon tethers, each one tipped with a mni-bungee and a nmetal clip.

"Listen," Chevette said, "I'mnot up for a night at Cognitive Dissidents, okay? | don't think you
are either. | just watched your friend here gum enough dancer to wire a nule."

"Chevette," Tessa said, "we're up here to docunent, renenber? W're going interstitial."
Sai nt Vitus sniggered.

"I think where we're going is to sleep, Tessa. Were's the truck?"

"Where we parked it."

213
"How d you get the balloons back here?"

"El nore," Tessa said. "Has one of those caps, and an ATV to go with it."

"See if you can find himagain,
back. "

Chevette said, starting down the | adder. "W could use a |ift
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Chevette wasn't sure what it would actually take to get Tessa to give up on Cognitive D ssidents.
Wirst case, she might actually have to go there, if only to nake sure Tessa was okay. Cog Di ss was
a rough enough place even if you didn't have your head buried in a pair of video gl asses.

She went down the | adder and headed out onto the floor, where God's Little Toy was al ready
descendi ng, under Tessa's control. She reached up, got it tethered, and turned to signal Tessa, in
t he sound booth, to start bringing the others down.

And found hei-self |ooking, for however nany dreamnl i ke seconds, before he hit her, into Carson's
eyes.

Hard and in the face, just like he'd done before, and she saw those same colors, |ike a flashback
saw herself falling back, across the big beige couch in his |oft-space, blood splashing from her
nose, and still not believing it, that he'd done that.

Except that here she went over into a couple of Creednore's renmining audi ence, who caught her,
| aughi ng, saying "Hey. Wwoa," and then Carson was on her again, grabbing a handful of Skinner's
j acket - "Hey, buddy," said one of the nen who'd caught her, holding up his

spread hand as if to block the second punch that Carson, his face as cal mand serious as she'd
seen it in the editing booth at Real One, was aimng at her. And |ooking into Carson's eyes she
saw nothing there like hatred or anger, only sone abstract and sonehow al nbst technical need.

Carson tried for her, past that stranger's upraised hand, and her protector yel ped as one of his
fingers got bent back. It deflected the blow, though, and gave Chevette time to twi st out of that

grinp.

She backed off two steps and shook her head, trying to clear it. Something was wong with her
eyes.

Carson came after her, that sane | ook on his face, and in that
214
i nstant she knew that she knew neither who he was nor what it was that was wong with him

"You just didn't get it, did you?" he said, or that was what she thought she heard hi m say,
feeling a tear run down fromher swelling eye, her head still ringing.

She took a step back. He cane on.

"You just didn't get it.

And then a hand canme down on his shoul der and he spun around. And went down, the man behind him
havi ng done sonething that Chevette hadn't seen.

And she saw that it was Rydell.

It wasn't.
It was.
Rydell in a rent-a-cop's black nylon jacket, |ooking at her with an expression of utter and

baf f | ed amazenent.

And Chevette got it, right then and absolutely, that she was dream ng, and felt the nbst enornous
sense of relief, because now she woul d wake up, surely, into a world that woul d make sense.

On the floor, Carson, rolling over, got to his knees, stood up, shook hinmsel f, brushed a squashed
cigarette-filter fromthe sleeve of his jacket, and suckerpunched Rydell, who saw it coni ng and
tried to nove aside, so that Carson's fist slamed into his ribs, rather than his stonmach, as

i nt ended.

And Rydel|l screaned, in shrill animal pain, doubled over- And that was when the guy with the bl ack
| eat her car-coat, the
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fresh-1ooki ng bl ack buzzcut, black scarf knotted up high around his neck, this guy Chevette had
never seen before, stepped up to Carson. "M stake," she thought she heard himsay. He took
sonet hing fromthe pocket of his black coat. Then: "You're not on the nenu."

And he shot Carson, right up close, wthout |ooking down at the gun in his hand.

And it was not a |loud sound, not loud at all, nmore Iike the sound of a |large pneunmatic nail -gun
but it was final and definitive and acconpani ed by a yell ow blue flash, and Chevette coul d never
remenber,
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exactly, seeing this, though she knew she had: Carson bl own back by however nany thousand f oot -
pounds of energy trying to find their way to kinetic rest at just that one instant in his body.

But it didn't take, in menory; it did not stick, and she would be grateful

And grateful too, though for other reasons, that this was when Tessa, in the sound booth overhead,
killed the lights.
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53. (YOU KNOW 1 CAN T LET YOU) SLIDE THROUGH MY HANDS

RYDELL knew that sound: a subsonic projectile through a silencer that slowed it even nore,
draining off the expandi ng gases of the ignited charge, and still the nuzzle velocity would be
right up there, and the inpact, where it was |ocalized.

He knew this through the pain in his side, which felt like a white-hot ax bl ade between his ribs;
he knew it through his shock (he was literally in shock in a nunber of ways) at discovering
Chevette (this version of Chevette, with really different hair, nore the way he'd al ways w shed
she'd wear it). He knew it in the dark that followed the report, the dark that foll owed the death
(he was pretty sure) of whoever the man was who'd gone after Chevette, the nman he'd decked, the
man who'd gotten up and, it felt like, driven Rydell's broken rib hal fway through his di aphragm
He knew it, and he held on to it, for the very specific reason that it nmeant the scarf was a

trai ned professional, and not just sonme espontaneo in a bar

Rydell knew, in those first instants of darkness, that he had a chance: as long as the scarf was a
pro, he had a chance. A drunk, a crazy, any ordinary perp, in a pitch-dark bar, that was a
crapshoot. A pro would nove to mnimze the random factor

Whi ch was consi derable, by the sound of it, the renmaining crowd, and maybe Chevette as well,
scream ng and heaving and struggling to get out the door. That was bad, Rydell knew, and easily
fatal; he'd been a squarebadge at concerts, and had seen bodi es peeled off crowd barriers.

He stood his ground, nursing the pain in his side as best he could, and waited for the scarf to
make a nove

Where was Rei Toei ? She shoul d' ve shown up in the dark |like a novie marquee, but no.

And zoom ng past Rydell's shoul der, toward where he'd | ast seen the scarf, there she was, nore
conet than pixie, and casting serious light.

217

She circled the scarf's head twi ce, fast, and Rydell saw himhat at her
with the gun. Just a ball of silver light, nmoving fast enough to leave trails on Rydell's retina.
The scarf ducked, as she shot straight in at his eyes; he spun and ran to the left. Rydell watched

as the light expanded slightly, to whiz like cold, pale ball lightning around the perinmeter of the
dark bar, people npani ng and gaspi ng, scream ng as she shot past. Past the struggling knot at the
door, where several |ay unconscious on the floor, and still no sign of Chevette.

But then the Rei-sphere swung in and down, and Rydell spotted Chevette on her hands and knees,
crawming in the direction of the door. He ran over to her as best he could, his side feeling |ike
it was about to split; bent, grabbed her, pulled her up. She started to struggle.
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"It's me," he said, feeling the conplete unreality of seeing her again, here, this way, "Rydell."

"What the fuck are you doing here, Rydell?"
"Getting out."

The blue flash and the nail-gun f-wit were sinultaneous, but it seened to Rydell that the flick of
the slug, past his head, preceded it. In inmediate reply, one tight white ball of light after

anot her was hurled past himfrombehind. Fromthe projector, he realized, and likely straight into
the scarf's eyes

He grabbed Chevette under the arm and hustled her across the floor, adrenaline flooding the pain
in his side. The stream of projected light, behind him was just enough to show himthe wall to
the right of the door. He hoped it was pl ywod, and none too thick, as he pulled the sw tchbl ade
fromhis pocket, popped it, and drove the bl ade in overhand, just at eye level. It punched
through, up to the handle, and he yanked it sideways and down, hearing an odd little sizzle of
parting wood fiber. He nmade it down to waist height, twisted it, back to the left, and three-
quarters of the way up the other side before he heard the glasslike tink of the ceranic snapping.

"Kick. Here," he said, striking the center of his cutout with the stub of the blade. "Brace up
agai nst nme. Kick!"

And she did. She could kick like a mule, Chevette. The section gave way with her second try, and
he was boosting her up and through, try-

218

ing not to screamat the pain. He was never sure how he nade it through hinmself, hut he did,
expecting any second one of those subsonics would find him

There were peopl e unconsci ous, outside the door, and other people kneeling, trying to help them

"This way," he said, starting to linp in the direction of the ranp and the Lucky Dragon. But she
wasn't with him He swng around, saw her headed in the opposite direction. "Chevette!"

He went after her but she didn't slow down. "Chevette!"

She turned. Her right eye swelling, bruised, swiming with tears; the left wide and gray and crazy
now. As if she saw himbut didn't register who it was she saw. "Rydel | ?"

And all this time he'd thought about her, remenbered her, having her there in front of himwas
sonmet hing conpletely different: her long straight nose, the Iine of her jaw, the way he knew her
lips | ooked in profile.

"I't's okay," he said, which was absolutely all he could think of to say.
"I't's not a drean®?"

"No," he said.

"They shot Carson. Sonebody shot him | saw sonebody shoot him™

"Who was he? Way'd he hit you?"

"He was-" She broke off, her front teeth pressing into her lower lip. "Somebody |I lived with. In
LA. "

"Huh," Rydell said, all he could nmanage around the idea that the scarf had just shot Chevette's
new boyfriend.

"I mean | wasn't with him Not now. He was followi ng ne, but, Jesus, Rydell, why'd that guy.
Just wal ked up and shot him"

Because he was going after ne, Rydell thought. Because he wanted to wail on nme and |'m supposed to
be theirs. But Rydell didn't say that. "The guy with the gun,"” he said, instead, "he'll be I ooking
for ne. He's not alone. That means you don't want to be with me when he finds ne."
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"Why's he | ooking for you?"

"Because |'ve got sonething-" But he didn't; he'd left the projector in the bar

219

"You were |ooking for nme, back there?”

|'ve been | ooking for you since you wal ked out. |'ve been working up and down the face of the
waki ng worl d, every last day, with atiny little conb, |ooking for you. And each day shook out
enpty, never never you. And he heard in nenory the sound those rocks made, punching into the
pol ymer behi nd the Lucky Dragon on Sunset. Pointless, pointless. "No. |'mworking. Private

i nvestigation for a man naned Laney."

She didn't believe him "Carson followed me up here. | didn't want to be with him Now you. What
is this?"

Laney says it's the end of the world. "I'mjust here, Chevette. You're just here. | gotta go now"
"Wher e?"

"Back in the bar. | left something. It's inportant."

"Don't go back there!™
"l have to."

"Rydel | ," she began, starting to shake, "you're ... you're-" And | ooked down at her open hands,
the pal ms dark with something. And he saw that it was bl ood, and knew that it would be the
boyfriend's, that she'd crawl ed through that. She started to sob, and w ped her pal ms down her
bl ack jeans, trying to get it off.

"M . Rydell?"
The man with the tanto, carrying Rydell's duffel in the crook of his armas though it were a baby.

"M. Rydell, | don't think it would be advisable for you to attenpt to | eave the bridge. A watch
has al nost certainly been posted, and they will shoot you rather than permt the possibility of
your escape." The pallid glare of the fluorescents chai ned overhead wi nked in the round | enses;
this lean and concise man with perfectly blank, perfectly circular absences where eyes shoul d be.
"Are you with this young worman?"

"Yes," Rydell said.

"We nust start toward Oakland," the man said, handing Rydell the duffel, the solid weight of the
projector. Rydell hoped he'd gotten the power cable as well. "OQtherwise, they will slip past and
cut us off."

Rydell turned to Chevette. "Maybe they didn't see us together. You should just go."
220
"I wouldn't advise that,

the man said. "I saw you together. They likely did as well."

Chevette | ooked up at Rydell. "Every tinme you cone into ny life, Rydell, I wind up in She made
a face.

"Shit," Rydell finished for her
A

221
THE Gunsmith Cats alarmwatch taped to the wall of Laney's box brings himhone fromthe Wall ed
City. It buzzes to announce the Suit's inpending arrival. The Suit has no watch of his own but is
relentl essly punctual, his rounds tinmed to the clocks of the subway, which are set in turn by
radi o, froman atom c clock in Nagoya

Laney tastes blood. It is a long tinme since he has brushed his teeth, and they feel artificial and
ill-fitting, as though in his absence they have been replaced with a stranger's. He spits into a
bottle kept for this purpose and considers attenpting the journey to the restroom |nportance of
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groom ng. He feels the stubble on his cheeks, calculating the effort required to renove it. He
could request that the Suit obtain an electric disposable, but really he prefers a blade. He is
one of those nen who has never grown a beard, not even briefly. (And now, sone small voice, one
al ways best ignored, suggests: he never will.)

He hears the old man, in the next box, say something in Japanese, and knows that the Suit has
arrived. He wonders what nodel the old man is building now, and sees, in his nind s eye, with
hal luci natory clarity, the finishing touches being put on a nodel of Cohn Laney.

It is a "garage" kit, this Laney kit, a limted run produced for only the nost serious of

ent husi asts, the otaku of plastic nodel kits, and as such it is nolded fromstyrene of a quite
nauseous mauve. The plastic used in garage kits tends to uniformy ghastly shades, as the

ent husi ast - manuf acturers know that no kit, assenbled, will ever renmin unpainted.

The Laney the old man is detailing is an earlier Laney, the Laney of his days in LA when he
worked as a quantitative analyst for Slitscan, a tabloid tel evision show of quite nonunental

vi ci ousness: this Laney wears Padani an desi gner clothing and sports a very expensive pair of

sungl asses, the franmes of which are even now being picked out in silver by the old man's narrowest
sabl e, scarcely nore than a single hair.

But this waking dreamis broken now by the advent of the Suit's
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54. SOVE THI NGS NEVER HAPPEN

head, his hair like the nol ded ponpadour of sone archai c mannequin. Laney feels, rather than sees,
the precision with which the Suit's black eyegl ass frames have been nost recently nmended, and as
the Suit crawls in, beneath the flap of nelon bl anket, Laney snells the rancid stal eness the
Suit's clothing exudes. It is strange that any odor produced by a warm body shoul d suggest intense
cold, but the Suit's sonehow does.

The Suit is bringing Laney nore of the blue syrup, nore Regain, several |arge chocol ate bars | aden
wi th sucrose and caffeine, and two liters of generic cola. The Suit's painted shirtfront seens
faintly self-lumnous, like the nunerals of a diver's watch glinpsed far down in the depth of a
lightless well, a sacrificial cenote perhaps, and Laney finds hinself adrift for just an instant
in fragnents of some hal f-remenbered Yucatan vacation

Sonething is wong, Laney thinks; something is wong with his eyes, because now the Suit's

| umi nous shirt glows with the Iight of a thousand suns, and all the rest is black, the black of
ol d negatives. And still sonmehow he manages to give the Suit two nore of the untraceabl e debit
chips, and even to nod at the Suit's tense little salaryman bow, executed kneeling, anid sleeping
bags and candy w appers, and then the Suit is gone, and the glare of his shirt, surely that was
just sone artifact of whatever process this is that Laney is here to pursue.

LANEY drinks half of one of the bottles of cough syrup, chews and swallows a third of one of the
candy bars, and washes this down with a swall ow of the | ukewarm col a.

When he closes his eyes, even before he puts the eyephones on, he seens to plunge into the flow of
dat a.

I nmedi ately he is aware of Libia and Paco, directing him They do not bother to speak or to
present, but he knows them now by a certain signature, a style of navigation. He lets themtake
hi mwhere they will, and of course he is not disappointed.

A | ozenge opens before him

He is | ooking down into what he takes to be Harwood's office, in San Franci sco, at Harwood seated
behi nd a vast dark desk littered with

223
architectural nodels and stacks of printout. Harwood hol di ng a tel ephone handset.

"I't's an absurd | aunch,” Hardwood says, "but then it's an insane service. It works because it's
redundant, understand? It's too dunb not to work."
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Laney does not hear the reply, and takes this to nean that Libia and Paco have hacked a security
canmera in the ceiling of Harwood's office. The audio is anbient sound, not a phone tap

Now Harwood rolls his eyes.

"Peopl e are fascinated by the pointlessness of it. That's what they |ike about it. Yes, it's
crazy, but it's fun. You want to send your nephew in Houston a toy, and you're in Paris, you buy
it, take it to a Lucky Dragon, and have it re-created, fromthe nolecules up, in a Lucky Dragon in
Houston. . . What? What happens to the toy you bought in Paris? You keep it. Gve it away.

Evi scerate it with your teeth, you tedious, literal-mnded bitch. What? No, | didn't. No, I'm
sorry Noriko, that nust be an artifact of your translation program How could you imagine |I'd say
t hat ?" Harwood stares straight ahead, stunned with boredom "O course | want to give the
interview This is an exclusive, after all. And you were ny first choice." Harwood sniles as he
calms the journalist, but the smle vanishes the instant she begins to ask her next question

"Peopl e are frightened of nanotechnol ogy, Noriko. W know that. Even in Tokyo, seventeen-point-

ei ght of your markedly technofetishistic populace refuses to this day to set foot in a nanotech
structure. Here on the coast, |'d point to the exanple of Mlibu, where there's been a very
serious biotech accident, but one which is entirely unrelated to nanotech. It's actually being
cleaned up with a conbination of three snart al gae, but everyone's convinced that the beaches are
alive with invisible nanobots waiting to craw up your disagreeable pussy. Wat? 'Unfriendly cat'?
No. There's sonething wong with your software, Noriko. And | do hope you're only witing this
down, because we negotiated the interview on a nonrecorded basis. If any of this ever turns up in

any recorded format all, you'll not be getting another. Wat?
224
Good. I'mglad you do." Harwood yawned, silently. "One | ast question, then."

Harwood |istens, pursing his lips.

"Because Lucky Dragon is about conveni ence. Lucky Dragon is about being able to purchase those
things you need, really need, when you need them twenty-four seven. But Lucky Dragon is also
about fun. And people are going to have fun with these units. W' ve done enough research that we
know t hat we don't really know what, exactly, Lucky Dragon custonmers will find to do with this
technol ogy, but that's all part of the fun." Harwood explored the recesses of his |eft nostri
with the nail of his little finger but seened to find nothing of interest. "Blow ne," he said.
""Inflate'? | don't think so, Noriko, but I'd have that software checked, if | were you. 'Bye."
Harwood puts the phone down, stares straight ahead. It rings. He picks it up, listens. Frowns.

"Way doesn't that surprise me? Wiy doesn't that surprise ne in the |least?" He | ooks, to Laney, as
if he's on the verge of laughing. "Well. You can try. You can certainly try. Please do. But if you
can't, then he'll kill you. Al of you. Every last one. But | shouldn't worry about that, should

| ? Because |'ve got your brochure here, and it's really a wonderful brochure, printed in Geneva,
spare no expense in presentation; full-color, heavy stock, and it assures nme that |1've hired the
best, the very best. And | really do believe that you are the best. W did shop conparatively. But
| also know that he is what he is. And God help you."

Har wood hangs up
Laney feels Libia and Paco tugging at him urging himel sewhere.

He wi shes that he could stay here, with Harwood. He wi shes that he and Harwood coul d sit opposite
one anot her across that desk, and share their experience of the nodal apprehension. He would | ove,
for instance, to hear Harwood's interpretation of the node of 1911. He would like to be able to

di scuss the Lucky Dragon nanofacsimle launch with Harwood. He imagi nes hinself sending a replica
of the garage kit Laney-though "sending" isn't the word, here-but where, and to whon?

Li bia and Paco tug himto the place where that thing is grow ng,
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and he sees that it has changed. He wonders if Harwood has | ooked at it recently: the shape of a
new world, if any world can be said to be new. And he wonders if he will ever have the chance to

speak with Harwood.
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He doubts it.
Sone t hi ngs never happen, he remni nds hinself.

But this one always does, says the still small voice of nortality.

Bl ow nme, Laney tells it.

226

55. BRI GHT YOUNG THI NGS

LATER Font ai ne woul d remenber that when he woke, hearing the sound at his door, he thought not of
his Smith & Wesson but of the Russian chain gun, plastered away beneath gypsumfiller and gauze
some four nmonths earlier, out of sight and out of m nd

And he woul d wonder about why that was, that he'd thought of that particular ugly thing as he
becane conscious of something clicking urgently against the glass of the shop door

"Fontaine!" A sort of stage whisper.

"Spare ne," Fontaine said, sitting up. He rubbed his eyes and squinted at the |um nous hands of a
soul | ess bl ack Japanese quartz alarm a gift of sorts fromd arisse, who |iked to point out that
Fontai ne was frequently late, particularly with the child support, in spite of owning such a great
many ol d wat ches.

He' d gotten about an hour's sleep
"Fontai ne!" Femal e, yes, but not C arisse.

Fontai ne put his trousers on, slid his feet into his cold clamy shoes, and picked up the Kit Gun.
"I'"l'l say it was self-defense," he said, glancing back to see his nystery boy spraw ed whal e-1i ke
on the canping pad, snoring again but softly.

And out through the shop, where he nade out the face of Skinner's girl, though sonewhat the worse
for wear, really major serious shiner going there, and | ooking anxi ous i ndeed.

"I't's me! Chevette!" Rapping on his glass with sonething netal.

"Don't break my damm wi ndow, girl." Fontaine had the gun out of sight, by his side, as was his
habit when answering the door, and he saw now that she was not al one; two white nen behi nd her
the one a big, brown-haired, cop-looking person, and the other rem nding himof a professor of
musi ¢ known decades before, in Ceveland. This latter causing Fontaine a prickling of neck hair

t hough he couldn't have said exactly why. A very still man, this one.
"Chevette," he said, "lI'msleeping."
227

"W need help."
"We' who, exactly?"

"I't's Rydell," she said. "You renenber?"
And Font ai ne did, though vaguely: the man she'd gone down to Los Angeles with. "And?"
She started to speak, |ooked |ost, glanced back over her shoul der

"Afriend," the one called Rydell said, none too convincingly. He was huggi ng a cheap-!| ooki ng
drawstring bag, which seened to contain a |arge thernos, or perhaps one of those portable rice
cookers. (Fontaine hoped that this wasn't going to be one of those pathetic episodes in which he
was mi staken for a pawnbroker.)

"Let us in, Fontaine. We're in trouble."

You probably are trouble, by now, Fontaine decided, after whatever it was got you the black eye.
He started unl ocki ng the door, noticing how she kept glancing either way, as if expecting unwanted
conpany. The cop-1ooking one, this Rydell, was doing the sane. But the professor, Fontaine noted,
was wat ching him watching Fontaine, and it made himglad to have the Kit Gun down by his |eg.
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"Lock it," Chevette said, as she entered, followed by Rydell and the professor
"I"'mnot sure | want to," Fontaine said. "I mght want to show it to you."
"Show it to ne?"
"You in the plural. Show you the door. Follow ne? | was sl eeping."
"Fontaine, there are men on the bridge with guns."”

"There are indeed," said Fontaine, as he rubbed his thunmb over the knurls atop the little double-
action's hanmer.

The professor closed the door
"Hey," Fontaine said, in protest.
"I's there another exit?" the professor asked, studying the | ocks.

"No," Fontai ne said.

The man gl anced back through the shop, to the rear wall, beyond the upturned toes of Fontaine's
guest. "And on the other side of this wall, there is only a sheer drop?"
228

"That's right," Fontaine said, sonehow resenting the ease with which the man had extracted this
i nf ormati on.

"And above? There are people living above?" The nman | ooked up at the shop's painted plywood
ceiling.

"I don't know," Fontaine admitted. "If there are, they're quiet. Never heard 'em

This Rydell he seemed to be having trouble wal king He made it over to the gl ass-topped counter and
put his duffel down on it.

"You don't want to break ny display there, hear?"
Rydel | turned, hand pressed into his side. "Got any adhesive tape? The w de ki nd?"

Fontaine did have a first-aid kit, but it never had anythi ng anyone ever needed. He had a couple
of crunbling wound conpresses circa about 1978 in there and an el aborate industnal eye bandage
with

instructions in what |ooked like Finnish. "I got gaffer tape,"” Fontaine said.
"What ' s t hat ?"

"Duct tape. You know. silver? Stick to skin okay. You want that?" Rydell shrugged painfully out of
his black nylon jacket and started

funbl i ng one-handed with the buttons of his winkled blue ~hirt. The girl started hel ping him and
when she'd gotten the shirt off Fontaine saw the yellow gray nottling of a fresh bruise up his
side A bad one

"You in an accident?" He'd tucked the Smith & Wesson into the side pocket of his trousers, not a
safe carry ordinarily but a conveni ent one under the circunstances. The worn checkered wal nut of
the butt stuck out just enough to get a handy purchase, should he need it. He got a roll of tape
out of the top drawer of an old steel filing cabinet. It nade that sound when he pulled out a foot
or so of it. "You want me to put this on you? | taped fighters in Chicago. In the ring, you know?"

"Pl ease,"” said Rydell, wincing as he raised the armon the bruised side.

Fontaine tore the length of tape off and studied Rydell's rib cage. "Tape's nystical, you know
that?" He snapped the tape taut between his two hands, the darker, adhesive-coated side toward

Rydel I .
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|
"How s that?" Rydell asked.

"Cause it's got a dark side," Fontaine said, denonstrating, "a light side," show ng the dul
silver backing, "and it holds the universe together." Rydell started to yell when the strip was
applied, but caught it. "Breathe," Fontaine said. "You ever deliver a baby?"

"No, " Rydell managed.

"Well," said Fontaine, readying the next strip, this one |onger, "you want to breathe the way they
tell women to breathe when the contractions come. Here: now breathe out.

It went pretty fast then, and when Fontai ne was done, he saw that Rydell was able to use both
hands to button his shirt.

"Good evening," he heard the professor say and, turning with the roll of tape in his hand, saw
that the boy was awake and sitting up, brown eyes wide and enpty, staring at the nman in the gray-
green overcoat. "You |look well. Is this your home?"

Sonet hi ng noved, behind the boy's eyes; saw, retreated again.
"You two know each ot her?" Fontai ne asked.

"W nmet last night," the man said, "here, on the bridge."

"WAit a minute," Fontaine said. "He get a watch off you?"

The man turned and regarded Fontai ne evenly, saying not hing.

Fontaine felt a wave of guilt. "It's okay," he said. "Just keeping it for him"
~'1 see."

"That's quite a watch," Fontaine said. "Were'd you get it?"

" Si ngapore. "

Font ai ne | ooked fromthe snooth gaunt wolfish face of the nman who very probably wasn't a nusic
professor to the blank and unlined face of the boy, beneath its new haircut.

"I see that you have a pistol in your pocket," the nman said.

"I'"'mjust glad to see you," Fontaine said, but nobody got it.

"What is its caliber?" "Twenty-two long rifle."” "Barrel |ength?" "Four inches." "Accurate?"
230
"It's not a target pistol," Fontaine said, "but for four inches of barrel, it's not too bad." This

was maki ng himvery nervous, and he very badly wanted the gun in his hand, but he thought that if
he touched it now, sonething woul d happen. Somnethi ng woul d.

"Gve it to ne," the man said.
"Forget it," Fontaine said.

"An undet ernmi ned nunber of arned nmen are searching for M. Rydell tonight. They would like to
capture himalive, in order to question him but they would certainly kill himto prevent his
escape. They will kill anyone they find with him That would sinply be a matter of housekeeping
for them Do you understand?”

"Who are they?"
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"' Bright young things, the man said.

" \N]at ?n

"They are nercenaries, in the pay of sonmeone who regards M. Rydell as being in the enploy of a
conmpetitor, an eneny."

Font ai ne | ooked at him "Wy you want mnmy gun?"

"In order to kill as many of themas |I can."

"I don't know you from Adam " Font ai ne sai d.

"No," said the nman, "you don't."

"This is crazy Font ai ne | ooked at Chevette. "You know this guy?"
"No," Chevette said.

"You. Rydell. You know this guy?"

Rydel | | ooked from Fontaine to the man, back to Fontaine. "No," Rydell said, "I don't. But you
know what ?"

"What ?"
"1"d give himthe gun.”

" \N]y?ll
"I don't know," Rydell said, and sonething seened to catch in his voice. "I just know | would."

"This is crazy" Fontaine said, repeating hinself, hearing the pitch of his own voice rising. "Come
on, Chevette!l Why'd you cone in here? You bring these people-"

"Cause Rydell couldn't wal k fast enough," she said. "I'm sony, Fontaine. W just needed help."
231
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"Fuck," said Fontaine, pulling the Smth & Wesson from his pocket, its blue steel warmw th his
body heat. He opened the cylinder and ejected the five cartridges into his palm Fragile bits of
brass | ess than

the thickness of a pencil, each one tipped with its copper-coated, precisely swaged and hol | owed
segnment of lead alloy. "This is it, right? All the ammunition |I've got." He passed the nan the
revolver, barrel pointed at the ceiling and cylinder open, then the cartridges.

"Thank you," the man said. "May | load it now?"

"CGentlenen," said Fontaine, feeling a frustration that he didn't understand, "you nay start your
fucki ng engi nes. "

"l suggest,"” the man said, inserting the five cartridges, one after another, "that you | ock the
door after ne and conceal yourselves, out of the sight lines for the door and wi ndow. |f they
determ ne you are here, they will try to kill you." He closed the cylinder, sighted down the
barrel at a blank patch of wall.

"Pulls alittle to the left," Fontaine said, "single-action. You want to conpensate in the sight
picture."

"Thank you," the nman said and was gone, out the door, closing it behind him

Font ai ne | ooked at Rydell, whose eyes were bright with what Fontai ne suddenly saw were brimm ng
tears.

232

56. KOVBI NAT PI ECE
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MR. Fontaine," Rydell said, "you wouldn't have another gun around here, would you?"

The three of themwere sitting on the floor, in a row, their backs to the wall nearest Qakland, in
the back roomof Fontaine's little shop. Between Rydell and Fontaine, the duffel with the
projector. The kid who'd been sleeping on the floor there was sitting up in Fontaine's narrow
bunk, back against the opposite wall, clicking through something on a notebook; had one of those
big-ass old nmlitary displays on, nade himlook |ike a robot or something, except you could see
the bottom half of his face, see he kept his nobuth open while he was doing it. The lights were al
of f, so you could see the steady pul se of pixel-glowleaking fromthe helnet, fromwhatever it was
he kept pulling up

"I don't deal in firearns,"
mlitary..

the black man said. "Vintage watches, knives by nane nakers, die-cast

Rydel I thought he'd had enough to do with knives already. "I just don't like sitting here,
wai ting."

"Nobody does," Chevette said beside him She was pressing a wet cloth against her eye.

Actual | y what bothered Rydell nbst about sitting was that he wasn't sure how easy it would be to
get back up. His side, with the duct tape on it now, didn't hurt too badly, but he knew he'd
stiffen up. He was about to ask Fontaine about the knives when Fontaine said: "Wl

"Wel | what?" Rydel |l asked.

"Well," Fontaine said, "it isn't actually part of ny stock, you know?"
"What isn't?"
"I'"ve got this |awer, he's African Union, you know? Forced out by politics."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah," Fontaine said, "but you know how it is, people conme out of a situation like that, all that
et hnic cl eansing and shit.

"Yeah?"
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"Well, they like to feel they got protection, sonething happens.”

Rydell was definitely interested

"Trouble is," Fontaine said, "they got this overkill mentality, over there. And ny | awer
Martial, he's like that. Actually he's trying not to be, understand? Got hima therapist and
everything, trying to learn to wal k around wi thout a gun and not feel he's liable to get his ass
bl own away by tribal enemies, right? Like this is Anerica, here, you know?"

"I think you're still liable to get your ass blown away by tribal enemies, in Arerica, M.
Font ai ne. "

"That's true," Fontaine said, shifting his buttocks, "but Martial's got that post-traumatic thing,
right?"

"You help himwith these problenms? You hel p hi mby holding a weapon for him M. Fontaine?
Sonet hi ng he woul dn't want to keep on his own prenises?"

Font ai ne | ooked at Rydell. Pursed his |ips. Nodded.

"Where is it?"

"I't"'s in the wall, behind us."

Rydel |l 1ooked at the wall between them "This is plywod?"

"Most of it," Fontaine said, sw nging around, "See here? This part's a patch, gypsumwall filler.
We built a box in here, put it in, plastered it over, painted."

"CQuess soneone could find it with a metal detector," Rydell said, renenbering being trained howto
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search for stashes |ike this.

"I don't think it has a lot of nmetal init," Fontaine said, "anyway not in the delivery system"

"Can we .see it?"
"Well," said Fontaine, "once we get it out, |I'mstuck withit."
"No," Rydell said, "I am"

Font ai ne produced a little bone-handl ed pocketknife. Opened it, started digging gingerly at the
wal |

"W could get a bigger knife," Rydell suggested.

"Hush," Fontaine said. As Rydell watched, the point of the knife exposed a dark ring, the size
you'd wear on your finger. Fontaine pried it up and out of the hardened plaster, but it seenmed to
be fastened to sonething. "You pull this, okay?"

234

Rydell slid his mddle finger through the ring, tugged it a little. Felt

solid.

"Go on," Fontaine said. "Hard."

Pl aster cracked, tore |oose, as the fine steel wire attached to the ring pulled out around the
patch, cutting through it like dry cheese. A rough, inch-thick rectangle conmng away in Rydell's
hand. Fontaine was pulling sonething out of the rectangular recess that had been exposed.
Sonet hi ng wrapped in what |ooked Iike an old green shirt.

Rydel | watched as Fontai ne gingerly unwapped the green cloth, exposing a squat heavy object that
| ooked |i ke a cross between the square waxed-paper mlk cartons of Rydell's chil dhood and an

i ndustrial power drill. It was a uniform dusty olive-green in color, and if it was in fact a
firearm it was the clunsiest-looking firearm Rydell had yet seen. Fontaine held it with what
woul d' ve been the top of the mlk carton pointed up at an angle, toward the ceiling. There was an
awkwar d- 1 ooki ng pistol grip at the opposite end, and a sort of grooved, broonthandle affair about
six inches in front of that.

"What is it?" Rydell asked.
"Chain gun," Fontaine said. "Disposable. Can't reload it. Casel ess:

this long square thing's the cartridges and the barrel in one. No-noving parts to it: ignition's
electrical. Two buttons here, where the trigger would be, you just point it, press 'emboth the
sane tine. It'll do that four tines. Four charges."

"Way do they call it a chain gun?"

"What this is, Martial says, it's nore like a directional grenade, you understand? O sort of like
a portable fragnentation mne. Main thing he told ne is you don't use it in any kind of confined
space, and you only use it when there's nobody in front of you you don't nind seeing get really
fucked up."

"So what's the chain part?"

Font ai ne reached over and tapped the fat square barrel lightly, once, with his forefinger. "In
here. Thing's packed with four hundred two-foot |engths of super-fine steel chain, sharp as razor
wire."

Rydel | hefted the thing by its two grips, keeping his fingers away fromthose buttons. "And that-"
235
"Makes hanburger," Fontaine said.

"I heard a shot," Chevette said, |owering her wet cloth.
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"I didn't hear anything," Rydell said.
"I did," Chevette said. "Just one."

"You woul dn't hear nuch, that little .22," Fontaine said.

"I don't think | can stand this," Chevette said.

Now Rydel | thought he heard sonething. Just a pop. Short, sharp. But just the one. "You know, " he
said, "I think I'"mgoing to take a | ook."

Chevette |l eaned in close, her one eye purple-black and swollen al nost conpletely shut, the other
gray and fierce, scared and angry all at once. "It's not a television show, Rydell. You know that?
You know the difference? It's not an episode of anything. It's your life. And mine. And his,"
pointing to Fontaine, "and his," pointing at the kid across the room "So why don't you just sit

t here?"

Rydell felt his ears start to burn, and knew that he was blushing. "I can't just sit here and wait-

"1 know," she said. "I could ve told you that."

Rydel I handed the chain gun back to Fontaine and got to his feet, stiff but not as bad as he'd
expect ed. Fontaine passed himup the gun. "I need keys to unlock the front?"

"No," Fontaine said. "I didn't do the dead bolts."

Rydel | stepped around the shall ow section of partition that screened themfromthe w ndow in the
door and the display w ndow.

Soneone in the shadows opposite cut | oose with sonething automatic, sonething silenced so
efficiently that there was only the machine-like burr of a slide working, and the stitching sounds
of bullets. Both Fontaine's wi ndows vani shed instantly, and the glass front of the counter as
wel | .

Rydell found hinmself on the floor, unable to recall getting there. The gun across the street
stopped abruptly, having chewed its way through a full clip.

He saw hinmself down in the basement range at the acadeny in Knoxville, ejecting a half-noon clip
fromthe stock of a bull-pup assault rifle, pulling out another, and slapping it into place. How
long it took. The nunber of novenents, exactly, that it took
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There was a high, thin, very regular sound in his ears, and he realized that it was Chevette,

crying.
And then he was up, shoving the milk-carton nose of Fontaine's |lawer's Kombi nat gun over the
bottom of the square hole in the door where the glass had been

One of the two buttons, he thought, nust be a safety.

And the other filled the air outside with flane, recoil close to breaking his wist, but nobody,
real ly nobody, was going to be rel oadi ng anyt hi ng.

Not over there.

237

57. EYE

AND when they are cleaning up, the next day, Fontaine will find a cardboard canister of coarse
Mexi can salt, holed, on the floor, in the back room

And he will pick it up, the weight wong sonehow, and pour the salt out into the pal mof his hand,
t hrough the entrance hole in the side, until out falls the fully bl ossoned exotic hol | ow poi nt
slug that had penetrated the plywod partition, then straight into this round box of salt, upon
its shelf, spending its energy there as heat. But it will be cold then, like a fanged bronze
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kernel of popcorn, evidence of the ways in which its nmakers intended it to rend flesh
And he will place it on a shelf beside a | ead soldier, another survivor of the war.

But now he can only nobve as in a dream and what conmes to himnost strongly in this silence, this
tangi bl e sil ence through which he feels he noves as if through glycerine, is the menory of his
father, against his nother's ardent fear, taking himbriefly out, into the yard behind a house in
tidewater Virginia, to experience the eye of a hurricane.

And in that eye, after the storms initial rage, nothing nmoves. No bird sings. Each twig of each
| eafl ess tree defined in utter stillness, yet perhaps on the very edge of perception there can be
some awar eness of the encircling system Sonething subsonic; felt, not heard. Wiich will return
That is certain.

And it is like that now as he rises and noves, seeing the boy's hands frozen, trenbling, above the
not ebook' s keys, head still helnmed with that old mlitary set. And thinks for a nonent the boy is
i njured, but he sees no bl ood. Frightened only.

Al'l guns exist to be fired, he knows, and Rydell has proven this by firing Martial's, that ugly
thing, Russian, vicious booty out of the Konbinat states by way of Africa, out of wars of an

abi ding stupidity, ethnic struggles snoldering on for centuries, like airless fires down in the
heart of a dry bog. A gun for those unable to be trained to shoot.
238

Reek of its propellant charge in the hack of his throat, harsh and chenical. A frosting of
shattered gl ass beneath his shoes.

Rydel | stands at the door, the ungainly chain gun dangling fromhis hand like a duelist's pistol
and now Font ai ne stands beside him |ooking out into the bridge's narrow covered thoroughfare as
into a tableau or diorama, and opposite, there, all glitters with red. Though surely in the
shadows one would find nore solid, substantial evidence, bone and gristle perhaps, and that

aut omati c gun.

"Chevette," Rydell says, not to her but as if rem nding hinmself of her, and turns, crunching back
through the glass, to find her

Fontai ne blinks at the queer red glitter over there, the snear that someone has so instantly
becone, and catches sonethi ng noving, high up in the periphery of vision. Silver

Flinches, but it's a balloon, a cushiony oblate of inflated Mylar, with, it |looks like, little
caged articul ated props and a canera. This draws even with the front of his shop, halts itself
with reversing props, then neatly rotates, so that the |lens | ooks down at him

Fontai ne | ooks up at the thing, wondering if it has the wherewithal to hurt him but it sinply
hangs there, staring, so he turns and surveys the danage to his shop. Al this glass is the nost
evi dent breakage, bullet hol es thensel ves being not so visible. Two of them though, have punched
through a round enamel Coke sign that previously woul d' ve rated an eighty percent, but nowis
scarcely "very good."

It is the counter that draws him though he dreads what he will find:

his watches there beneath shards of glass, like fish in a shattered aquarium Plucking up a Gruen
"Curvex" by its faux-alligator band, he finds it not to be ticking. He sighs. Carisse has been
after himfor some tine now, to buy a fire safe in which to place his nore val uabl e stock at

ni ght. Had he done so, the watches would still be ticking. But this one is, the Doxa chrono with
the gently corroded dial, a favorite of his which custonmers pass over repeatedly. He holds it to
his ear, hearing the sound of a nechani sm assenbl ed years before his own birth.

But here he sees sonething which will make O arisse nore unhappy still: her Another One babies lie
tunbled in a heap, like sone tabloid photo froma nanel ess atrocity, their ruptured heads and
torsos
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oozing silicone (which is either a liquid that behaves Iike a solid or vice versa, Fontaine can
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never renenber which). Not one of them has survived intact, and as he bends for a closer |ook he
hears one repeating, endl essly, an apparent single syllable, though whether in Japanese or English
he cannot tell. This briefly and deeply fascinates him and he renenbers a simlar feeling, as a
child, when he viewed through a police line the rubble of a novie theater in Harlem the fire that
had gutted the place had stopped short of the candy counter, but everything in that counter had
mel ted, had poured out and solidified into a frozen stream of refined sugar, snelling nmuch better
even over the sourness of danp ashes, than this silicone does.

And hears Chevette and Rydell talking, arguing it seens, and he w shes they would stop

He is in the eye, and he wi shes sinply to knowit.

240
THE cl ose-up, hand-hel d, shows Laney this small blue absence just in fromthe corner of the dead
man's eye, |like sone radical experinent with mascara. A bullet hole, entry wound, of the nost

nodest circunference
"You'll note the |lack of powder burns," says the one holding the canmera. "Done from a distance."
"Why are you showi ng ne this?" Harwood asks, once nore the disenbodi ed voice.

The frame pulls back, revealing the dead nan, blonde in a black |eather jacket, reclining against
some vertical surface fogged with whorls of aerosol enanel. He | ooks surprised and slightly cross-
eyed. Pulls back farther, revealing a second body, this one in a black arnored vest, facedown on
wor n pavenent .

"One shot each. W weren't expecting himto have a gun."”
"The bridge isn't noted for adherence to firearns regul ations, you know. "

The man with the camera reverses it, his face appearing froman odd angle, shot fromthe | evel of
his waist. "I just wanted to tell you 'l told you so.""

"I'f he leaves the vicinity alive, your firmwll find itself in nmore than contractua
difficulties. You signed on to take care of anything, renmenber?"

"And you agreed to listen to our suggestions."
"I listened."”

"I came out here with a five-nan team Now two of themare dead, |'ve lost radio contact with the
other three, and |I've just heard what sounded |ike an explosion. This environnment is inherently
unstabl e: an arned anthill. These peopl e have short fuses and no coordinating authority. W could
have a riot on our hands, and once that happens, we'll have no hope at all of taking out your man,
or of capturing Rydell."

"Recapturing Rydell, you should say."

"I have one | ast suggestion." The man raises the canmera slightly, so
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58. SMALL BLUE ABSENCE

that his face fills the screen, his black scarf blanking the bottomthird of the inage.
"Yes?"

"Burn it."

"Burn what ?"

"The bridge. It's a tinderbox."
"But wouldn't that take tine to arrange?"

"I't's already arranged." The nan shows the canera a snmall rectangle, a renote, that he holds in
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his other hand. "W've been planting radi o-activated incendiaries. W like to cover the options."

"But aren't our two nen likely to escape in the ensuing confusion? You tell ne you're afraid of a
riot, after all.

"Nobody's getting off this thing. It'Il burn fromboth ends, fromBryant Street to Treasure
Island. "

"And how are you getting off yourself?"

"That's been taken care of."

Harwood falls silent. "Well," he says, at last, "I suppose you should."
The man thunmbs a button on the renote.

Laney flicks away fromthe | ozenge, panicking, |ooking for Libia and Paco.

The projector is still here, still on the bridge. He still doesn't know what part it plays, but
Rei Toei must have a presence in the inpending cusp

And he sees that Harwood knows that, or feels it, and is moving, has noved, to prevent it.

He pulls the eyephones fromhis head and gropes through the col ors of darkness, searching for a
phone.

242

59. THE BI RDS ARE ON FI RE

CHEVETTE kept | ooking at the holes in the plywood partition between the front and the back of
Font ai ne' s shop, noticing how the bullets had taken out Iong splinters of plywod on each side of
the actual holes; extending lines, in her mnd, through those holes and on back through the room

She couldn't figure how she'd m ssed catching one. Wat it had done, though, was give her the
shakes; she kept shivering, and if she didn't keep her teeth together they'd actually chatter, and
she had hiccups as well, and both these things enbarrassed her, so she was taking it out on Rydel
and feeling sorry for himat the same tine, because he | ooked |ike he was in his own kind of

shock.

She was vaguely aware of people coming up to the door of the shop and | ooking in, but then they'd
see Rydell with the chain gun and go away, fast. These were bridge people, and this was how they
reacted to sonething like this. If they hadn't seen an arned man there, they'd have asked if
everyone was okay and could they help, but otherwi se it was about taking care, as Skinner had
liked to put it, of your own side of the street.

She felt like she'd split in half, the part of her that was ragging Rydell for getting her into
this kind of crazy shit again, and the part of her that just kept |ooking around and wanting to
say: look at this, and how cone |'malive?

But sonething started beeping, in Rydell's pocket, and he took out a pair of sunglasses, black
franmes with cheap chrome trim and put themon. "Hello?" he said. "Laney?"

She | ooked over as the one who'd tal ked Fontaine out of his gun opened the door, glass grating
beneath it, and stepped in, |ooking exactly the same as when he'd left, except he had a long fresh
scratch down the side of his face, where bl ood was beading. He took the skinny little revolver out
of his pocket and handed it to Fontaine, holding it sideways

243
with his hand around the thing you put the bullets in. "Thank you," he
sai d.

Font ai ne brought the gun up beneath his nose, sniffed at it, and raised his eyebrows
guestioni ngly.

"I've adjusted the w ndage,"
pul | ."

the man sai d, whatever that neant. "No need now to conpensate for the
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Fontaine clicked the bullet-thing out and ejected five enpty brass cartridges into his palm He
| ooked at these, |ooked up at the man. "How d you do?"

"Three," the nman said.

"I think they' ve got one," Rydell was saying. "There's this kid here on it. You want ne to try the
cable? You talk to her, Laney? She told ne you used to talk with her a lot. . ." Rydell | ooked
idiotic, standing there talking to the ~ir in front of him one hand up to hold the ear bead in
the other letting that crazy-ass gun hang down. She wi shed he'd put it somewhere, back in the
wal | , anywhere.

"Come on, Rydell," she said, but then she saw that God's Little Toy was up against the ceiling in
the front of the shop, watching her. "Tessa? Tessa, you hear ne?"

There was a burst of squawky static, like a parrot trying to talk.

"Tessa?"

"I"'msorry," the man in the long coat said. "The men who attacked you comuni cate on a nunber of
specific channels. | amenploying a jamer at those frequencies." He | ooked at God's Little Toy.
"This device's control frequencies are unaffected, but voice conmmunication is currently

i mpossi ble."

"Tessal!" Chevette waved frantically at the balloon, but it only continued to stare at her with its
primary | ens.

"What do you nean, burn it?" she heard Rydell say. "Now? Ri ght now?" Rydell pulled the sungl asses
off. "They're setting fire to the bridge."

"Fire?" She renmenbered Skinner's caution around that, how careful people were with cooking gas,
mat ches; how a lit butt thrown down could earn you a broken nose.

But Rydell had the sungl asses on again. "I thought you said to get
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out ? What do you mean, |eave her? Dam, Laney, why don't you make sonme sense for once? Wy-Laney?
Hey?" She saw Rydell's tension as he took off the glasses. "Listen up. Everybody. W' re | eaving
now. Laney says they're setting fire to the bridge."” Rydell bent, w ncing, and opened his bag,
hauling this silver thing out. She saw it glint in the light fromoutside. Like a big stee
thernos. He pulled out sone coiled cables and tossed her a length. "Find a socket." He had anot her
cable in his hand now and was standing over the boy with the old mlitary eye-phone rig. "Hey.

Ki d? W have to borrow the notebook. Hear ne?" The helnmet came up and seemed to regard himblindly
but sentiently, like the head of a giant termte. Rydell reached down and took the notebook
unhooking the lead to the hel net. Chevette saw the boy's nouth cl ose. The notebook's screen showed
the black dial of a clock. No, Chevette saw, it was an ol d-fashi oned watch, enlarged to the size
of a baby's face.

Rydel | studied the two ends of the cable he held, then tried a socket on the back of the notebook
Another. It fit. Chevette had found an outlet, set crookedly into one of Fontaine's walls. She

pl ugged the cable in and passed Rydell the other end. He was plugging the cable fromthe notebook
into the silver canister. He plugged the power cable in beside it. She thought she heard it start
to hum

And a girl was there, pale and slim glowing with her own |ight, naked for an instant between
them And then she wore Skinner's jacket, faded horsehide. Black jeans, a black sweatshirt, |ug-
sol ed runners. Everything cl eaner and sonehow sharper than what Chevette wore, but otherw se

i denti cal

"I am Rei Toei," the girl said. "Berry Rydell, you nust |eave the bridge now It is burning."

"You said that you knew ny nane,"” the man in the overcoat said, the long thin scratch on his face
black in the |ight she gave off. "In the tavern.”
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"Konrad," the glowing girl said, "with a "K.""
The man's eyebrows rose, above his round gold glasses. "And how do you know t hat ?"
"1 know many things, Konrad," the girl said, and as she said it,
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became, for a few seconds, another girl, blonde, the irises of her blue eyes ringed with bl ack

The man seened carved from some incredi bly dense wood, heavy and inert, and Chevette thought for
some reason of dust notes floating in sunlight in an old museum sonething she'd seen once but
coul d not remenber where or when. "Lise," he said, a nane as if dredged from some deep pl ace of
pain. "Yesterday. | dreaned | saw her, in Market Street."

"Many things are possible, Konrad."

Rydel | had taken a pink fanny pack fromhis duffel and was strapping it around his waist. It had a
grinning cartoon dragon screened on the front. As Chevette watched, he zipped it open and unfol ded
a pink bib, which he fastened around his neck. The bib said LUCKY DRAGON SECURI TY in square bl ack
letters. "What's that?" Chevette asked him

"Bul | et proof,"” Rydell said. He turned to the glowing girl. "Laney says | should | eave the
proj ector here. But that nmeans we | eave you-"

"That is what | want," she said. "W are about to find our way to the heart of Harwood' s plan. And
change it. And change everything." She sniled at Rydell then, and Chevette felt a tw st of
j eal ousy.

Chevette becane aware of noi se approaching, the revving and whi ning of overtaxed el ectric engines.
There was a crashing of netal on wood, and Fontai ne sprang away fromthe door. A three-wheel ed ATV
slamed to a halt outside, Tessa straddling its seat behind a noon-faced boy who wore a bl ack
meshbacked cap, backward, and a black T-shirt. Tessa was wearing her input glasses and had a
control glove on either hand. She pulled off the glasses and pushed hair back from her eyes. "Come
on, Chevette."

"Get off the damm trike, honey,
here. "

the round-faced boy said. "Don't have a lot of turning radius in

Tessa hopped of f the bi ke and stepped into the shop, looking up at God's Little Toy. "I'm not
getting any audio," she said.

The boy punched the engines nounted in the ATV s rear hubs, reversing one. The trike |urched
around and back, then forward, turning so that he faced back toward San Franci sco. "Cone on,
honey, " he said.
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"I''mpicking up flanes on two caneras,
on fire."

Tessa said. "This sucker's

"Time to go," Rydell said, putting his hand on Chevette's shoulder. "M . Fontaine, you get you a
ride here with Chevette."

"I'"'mnot going anywhere, son," Fontaine said.

"It"'s on fire, M. Fontaine."

"I't's where | live."

"Conme on, Rydell," Chevette said, grabbing himby his waistband.

Tessa had clinbed back on, behind her nmeshbacked driver, and was putting her input glasses on.
"Jesus," Tessa said, "I don't believe the angles |I'm getting.

Chevette tugged Rydell through the door and clinbed on the back of the ATV~ sort of sidesaddl e,
| eaving roomfor Rydell. "WAit," Rydell said, "we can't just |eave them here
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"We'? Hey, boy, |I'mnot carrying you-" But the noon-faced boy saw the chain gun then and stopped.

"Go on," said Fontaine, who stood now with his arm around the shoul der of the boy who'd worn the
hel met, whose eyes regarded Rydell with a sort of animal calm "Go on. W'll be okay here.™

"I"'msorry," Rydell said. "I'msorry about your shop
"Your ass be sorry, you don't get out of here."

Chevette heard a wonman start screaming, toward San Franci sco. She yanked his wai stband, hard. The
fly button popped off his khakis. He clinbed on the back of the ATV opposite her, hanging on with
one hand, the chain gun in the other

The | ast she saw of the glowing girl, she was saying something to the man she'd call ed Konrad.
Then Tessa's nmeshback popped it and they took off toward the city. "Good-bye, Fontaine," Chevette
shout ed, but she doubted he ever heard her

Remenbering the night of a hill fire above the sharehouse, the birds in the brush all around the
house waking in the dark, sensing it. Al their voices.

And now through the plywood patchwork overhead she hears it too:

the drumm ng of conflagration
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60. RATS KNOW

FONTAI NE knows the bridge is burning when he | ooks out and sees a rat streak past, toward Cakl and.
Then another, and a third. Rats know, and the bridge rats are held to be nmost know ng of all
t hrough havi ng been hunted so thoroughly by the bridge's host of feral cats and by innunerable
equal ly feral children armed with slingshots cobbled fromaircraft alum num and surgical tubing.
These bridge slingshots are lethal not only to rats, their users favoring balls of dense danp
clay, a trick held over fromthe Mddle Ages and not to be underestinmated.

Font ai ne watches the rats flash past and sighs. He has a fire ax here, sonmewhere, salvage froma
tug sank in China Basin in 2003, and an extingui sher too, but he can't inmagine these will be of
much use, al though chopping a hole in the back wall and falling into the bay is a possibility. He
wonders if there actually are sharks there, as the bridge children Iike to believe. He knows for a
fact there are mutant fish, warped, it is said, by oxides |leaching off the piers of the cable

t owers.

But Fontai ne has survived many di sasters, both nunicipal and narital, and there is in himthat
whi ch believes, against all odds or hope, that all will sinmply, sonmehow, be well. O that in any
case there is usually not nuch to be done about certain things, or in any case not by him

So, now, rather than digging through the closet, where he renenbers, possibly, putting that fire
ax, he picks up his push broom and begins tidying the front of the shop, sweeping as nuch of the
gl ass as possible into a single drift beside the door. G ass, he reflects, sweeping, is one of
those substances that takes up relatively little space until you break it. But it is also, he
recalls being told, if considered over truly cosmic stretches of tinme, aliquid. Al the glass in
every pane in every w ndow, everywhere, is in the infinitely slow process of nelting, sagging,
sliding down, except it would be unlikely that any one pane survive the nmillennia required to be
reduced to a solid puddle.

Whil e outside the rats are being joined by fleeing hunans, as diverse a conpany of themas only
the bridge can offer. He hopes that

24.8

Clarisse and the children are safe; he's tried to phone, but no answer, and there seened little
point in |eaving a nessage, under the circunstances.

He | ooks back and sees Rydell's hologramgirlfriend kneeling beside the bunk, talking to the boy.
Besi de the boy sits the professor who had borrowed the Kit Gun, and they strike Fontaine just then
as a famly group, unlikely perhaps but not w thout warnth. Fontaine has lived | ong enough with
technol ogi cal change that he really doesn't question the why or what of the girl: she is like a
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ganme programthat comes out and sits in your room he thinks, and sone people would |ike that just
fine.

Now he comes to an obstacle in his sweeping: the butchered Another One dolls in their puddle of
consensual silicone. At |east none of themare talking now. It |ooks terrible, cruel, when he
pushes the broom up against them am d shards of glass, so he |l eans the broom agai nst the counter,
fishes one fromthe glass by its linp arns. He carries the faux Japanese baby outside and
stretches it on its back in front of the shop. The others follow, and he is laying out the |ast
when a fat wonan, fleeing heavily toward Treasure |sland, clutching what appears to be a bedsheet -
| oad of wet laundry, notices what he is doing and starts to scream And screans all the way out of
sight, and can still be heard as he turns back into the shop, thinking of Tourmaline, his first
wife.

There is snoke in the air now, and nmaybe it is tinme to find that ax.

249

THAT shape that Laney sees when he | ooks at Harwood, at the idoru, at Rydell, and these others,
has never before been a place for him an inhabitable space. Now, driven by a new urgency (and
augrmented by virtually the entire population of the WValled City, working in a node of sinultaneity
that very nearly approximtes unison) he succeeds in actually being there, within a space defined
by the energing factors of the nodal point. It is a place where netaphor collapses, a descriptive
bl ack hole. He is no nore able to describe it to hinself, experiencing it, than he would be able
to describe it to another

Yet what it nost nearly resenbles, that place where history turns, is the Hole he has posited at
the core of his being: an enptiness, as devoid of darkness as it is of light.

And Harwood, he knows inmedi ately, though wi thout knowi ng how he knows, is there.
- Har wood?

- Cohn Laney. An evening for miracles. The unexpected.

-You told themto burn the bridge.

-lIs there no privacy?

-You're trying to stop her, aren't you?

-1 suppose | am yes, although without knowi ng exactly what it is |'mattenpting to stop her from
doi ng. She's an energent system She doesn't know hersel f.

-Do you? Do you know what you want?

-1 want the advent of a degree of functional nanotechnology in a world that will remain

recogni zably descended fromthe one | woke in this norning. I want ny world transfigured, yet |
want my place in that world to be equivalent to the one I now occupy. | want to have ny cake and
eat it too. | want a free lunch. And |I've found the way to have it, it seens. Though you have too.
And what, we have to ask ourselves, went wong there?
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61. FUTUREMATI C

-You chose it. You chose to take 5-SB. In the orphanage, we volunteered to be test subjects, but
we had no i dea what we were taking.

-And | chose to take 5-SB based on results collected fromyou, Laney. You and a girl naned

Jenni fer Mb, who subsequently becane the homcidally obsessed stal ker of an astonishingly boring
actor named Kevin Burke. She conmmitted suicide while holding himhostage at a neditation retreat
i n | daho.

Laney knows the story of Jennifer Md; it has haunted himsince he first read it, several years
ago, as a classified governnent docunent.

-Way hasn't it gotten you, Harwood? Wy hasn't it kicked in?
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- Perhaps because I'mtoo perfectly self-obsessed to becone interested in anyone else. It's been
all gravy for ne. The next best thing to knowing the future. Better, actually: just that little
degree of free will and we're so nmuch nore happy, aren't we? And | ooking backward is very nearly
as much fun as | ooking forward, though our digital soup does thin out rather rapidly, that way
down the time-line. Amazing, though: that business around Curie's husband... Changed everyt hing,
and who knows? | ask you, Laney, who knows?

-Ve do.
-Yes, we do.
-1t's changi ng agai n. Toni ght.

-This nmorning, rather. Pacific Standard. Very early. But, yes, it is. And |'mhere to see that it
changes in the directions | prefer it to, and not in others.

-W're going to try to stop you
-OfF course. That's the shape of things tonight, isn't it? | couldn't expect otherw se.

Now Laney feels two things simultaneously: a col dness, physical and inescapable, rising beneath
his heart, and the secret, ranked presence of the individual inhabitants of the Walled City,
arrayed behind himlike clay soldiers set to march forever across the floor of an enperor's tonb.
Yet these will nove, should Laney require them and he senses as well the presence of Rei Toei
and he knows that the configuration is not yet conplete.

251
-She's here, Laney. She's in the flow You' ve done that, you and your friends. But it won't help
now, because |'m going where you won't find ne. For the duration. Till the deal is done. Your

friends aren't the only ones who | earned how to secede.

And with the cold rising around his heart, Laney knows that this is true, that Harwood is going
now, inverting hinself into an informational wormhole of the sort the Walled Gty exists within-
And reaches down (it seens |like down, though in this place there

is neither direction nor ordination), a legion reaching with him to find-
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62. LOS PRQJECTOS

SILENCIO is remenbering the rusting cans of fire, in the yards of |os projectos, how the nmen stand
and spit and warm their hands. Playboy and Raton he had nmet around such a fire, and now there is
the snmell of the cans in this room and he is frightened, and even this kind one, who nakes her
own |ight and speaks to himin the |anguage of his nother (but kind) will not keep the fear away,
and he wi shes only to return to the watches, to their faces and conditions and values, this

uni verse that has discovered him this node of being, wi thout which there is only the fear

Crouching here on the black man's bed, the kind one gl owi ng beside him he feels the fear cone
very big, and the black man in the closet, throwi ng things out, and Silencio wants only the
wat ches.

At the edge of his mind wait men with dog's teeth and wings, their faces blacker than the face of
the black man with the watches. Their faces are the black of the drug nen rub into their gums.

"Bring the projector closer," she tells the man, this one who stilled Playboy and Raton, and
Silencio sees that for the tine she speaks she is another, her hair snmooth gold, the bones of her
face another's bones. "Bring the notebook. Be very careful of the cable.”" And the man shifts the
silver thing Silencio fears (now Silencio fears everything) closer, and brings the watch finder to
the bed, still onits wre.

"Connect the eyephones. Quickly!" The man puts the wire fromthe hat into the watch finder and
hands Silencio the hat. Inside, Silencio sees, are the pictures that fit against the eyes, and
they are pictures of the watch on the screen of the finder, and Silencio feels relief, the fear
movi ng away, back to the edge of things where the dog-toothed men are. He puts the hat over his
eyes.
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And is in another place, nothing up or down, but sonmething spreading forever, w der than the yards
of los projectos or any other. space he has ever seen

But the one who shines is there, and beside her another, |ess clear

253

"This is Mster Laney," she says, in the | anguage of Silencio's nmother. "You nust help him He
needs to find a watch. This watch." And she holds in her palmthe watch Silencio had seen on the
screen. It is a LeCoultre "Futurematic," a back-w nder, black dial, with wind reserve. Silencio
knows its serial nunber, its bid history, its number in today's auction. "Soneone is taking it
away, and you nust followit."

Silencio | ooks fromthe beautiful face of the Futurenatic to the face of the woman.
"You nust find it for him"

And the watch is gone, and she is gone, and the other with her, leaving Silencio in that place
that is only wide, and w thout col or or shape, and Silencio thinks he nmight cry now

But very far away, he feels it, the watch. He knows it, and it is there still, but only this
di stance, these gray fields of |light. Gone again.

No. There is the system the systemof all the watches. Sinmlarities. D fferences. The words. A
coding. Nothing is lost within the system and the Futurematic rises inside as though it were
lifting through clear water. It is within his grasp

And gone agai n. Bl ankness.
No. He wants it. He enters the system again.

He crosses the gray fields, seeing only the Futurematic. Where it has gone..

254

RYDELL had had a certain anount of riot-control training in Knoxville and knew sonething, in
theory anyway, about fires and natural disasters, but nothing had prepared himfor the weirdness
of clinging one-handed to the back of an ATV, while Elnore, the nmeshback Chevette's friend had
sonehow tal ked into driving, gunned it back toward Bryant Street through the bridge's upper |evel
Rydel | had never seen a vehicle here before, aside from bicycles, and he suspected that under
normal circunstances they woul dn't have been allowed to get very far

But these were not normal circunstances, nor was this in any way a nornal place. People were
boiling out of the upper parts of the squatter's comunity like ants out of a broken nest, and
what struck Rydell about it now was the quiet with which they were doing it. These were not, in
some sense, civilians, but hardened survivors used to living on their own in a community of
simlar people. There were a few people screanm ng, and probably running the wong way, or in
circles, but fromthe noving vantage point of the bucking, pitchingATV~ it was hard to tell.
Rydel | 's inpression was mainly of deternination; they'd decided that the place was burning, and
they' d deci ded they were getting out. Mdst people seened to be carrying something. A few were
carrying small children, nore carried househol d goods, and Rydell had seen at |east three carrying
guns.

El more's style of getting through the crowd was straightforward; he'd gun it toward whoever was in
his way, sounding an irritating little horn that Rydell suspected nobody was hearing anyway, and
trust that people would get out of his way. Which they managed to do, sone just barely, until the
ATV s right back wheel clipped a stack of yell ow plastic vegetable crates and brought that down on
top of a couple of heavily tattooed characters in | ederhosen and pai nt-splattered construction
boots. Elnore had to hit the brakes then, and Rydell saw Chevette flip off; he couldn't grab her
because he had the chain gun in the hand nearest her and no way to put it down.

Bl ocked by the pile of enpty yellow crates, El nore whipped it into
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63. FUNI CULAR

reverse, pulled back about four feet, and popped it, plowing into the

crates and the nen in | ederhosen, who pronptly went lateral, swarnming over the pile of crates and
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grabbing El nore, who didn't look to Rydell like fighting material. "Get off him" Chevette's
girlfriend shouted, trying to keep frombeing pulled fromthe saddle with the driver. Rydell slung
the chain gun up and put it in the face of one of the tattooed nmen. The guy blinked at it, |ooked
Rydell in the eye, and started to go after him but some cop reflex caused Rydell to bellow "LAPD
Get on the ground!"-whi ch made absolutely no sense under the circunstances, but seened to work.
"This is a gun," he added, and renenbered Fontaine's advice that the chain gun was anythi ng but
directional

"You people are crazy," snapped one of the tattooed nen, barechested and el aborately inked,
scranbling over the yellow crates, the light catching on a round steel stud in his lower lip. H's
partner was right behind him

Rydel | junped down and found Chevette struggling to extricate herself fromwhat seened to be a
pil e of squashed eggplant. As he was turning back to the ATV, he saw a wonan with a crew cut and
serious biceps tackle El nore, who went over into the crates.

"Where's Tessa?"

"I don't know," said Rydell, taking Chevette's hand. "Cone on." As soon as they were away fromthe
ATV, which in any case wasn't goi ng anywhere, Rydell began to get the idea that sonething was
seriously wong here. Wile nost of the way from Fontai ne's, people had been running toward
Bryant, now he saw they were running back, and now you could see the fear. "I think it's burning
there, by the ranmp," Rydell said. You could see the snoke now, and Rydell noticed how quickly it
was t hi ckeni ng.

"Where's Tessa?"
"Lost her."

A young girl canme running, screamng, with her shirt on fire, fromthe direction of the city.
Rydel I tripped her, handed Chevette the chain gun, and bent to roll the girl over, smothering the
flanmes. The girl just kept scream ng, and then she was up and runni ng, though Rydell saw that her
shirt had been extingui shed. He took the chain gun back from

256

Chevette. "We don't want to try that way," he said. He didn't want to think about what m ght be
happening there, if the crowd was trying to force its way through flame. "Cone on, let's try
this." He tugged her through the doorway of a café, deserted, cups of coffee on the tables, nusic
playing calmy, steamrising froma pot of soup on a hotplate behind the counter. He pulled her
behind the counter, and into the tight little kitchen, but found that while there were w ndows,
they' d been barred against thieves with elaborately welded grids of rebar. "Shit," he said,

| eaning to peer through the salt-crusted pane, trying to estinmate the drop here, in case they
could find a way.

Now it was her turn to grab him pull himout, but she pulled himout into the path of a fresh
batch of panicked bridge people, fleeing whatever was happeni ng toward Bryant. They both went
down, and Rydell saw the chain gun drop through a hole sawn in the deck to adnit a bundl e of
sewage-t ubi ng. He braced for an explosion when the thing hit bottom but none cane.

"Look," Chevette said, getting to her feet, pointing, "we're at the foot of Skinner's tower. Let's
try to get up there."

"There's no way off that," Rydell protested, his side killing himas he got up

"There's nothing to burn, either," she said, "once you' re past the 'ponics operation."

"Snmoke' || get us."

"You don't know that,
sorry, Rydell."

she said, "but down here it'll get us for sure." She |l ooked at him "I'm

" \N]y?"

"Because | was trying to nmake all this your fault."
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"I sure hope it's not," he said.

"How ve you been?"

Rydell grinned, in spite of everything, that she'd ask himthis now.

"l mssed you," he said.

She hesitated. "Me too." Then she grabbed his hand again, heading for the plastic around the foot
of the cable tower. It |ooked as though people had cut their way out. Chevette stepped through a
five-foot slit. Rydell ducked to follow her. Into warmjungle air and the snell of

257

chemical fertilizer. But there was snoke here too, swirling under the glare of the grow |lights.
Chevette started coughi ng. Shadows of people fleeing raced across the translucent plastic.
Chevette went to a |l adder and started clinmbing. Rydell groaned.

"What ?" She stopped and | ooked down.
"Not hi ng," he said, starting up after her, biting his Iip each tine he had to raise his arns.

In the distance he could hear sirens, a weird, rising cacophony that blended together, wove in and
out, like a concert perforned by robot wolves. He wondered if it had sounded like that in the
m nutes after the Little Big One

He really didn't know how nuch of this |adder he could rmanage. It was netal, stuck to the wall
with that super-goop they used here, and he | ooked up and saw Chevette's plastic-cleated feet
vani sh through a triangul ar openi ng.

And he realized he was sniling, because that really was her and those really were her feet, and
she'd said she'd mssed him The rest of the way didn't seem so hard, but when he got up and
through, sitting on the edge for a breather, he saw that she'd started clinbing up the slanted
girder, hanging on to either side of the blunt-toothed track that the little car, which he could
make out up at the top, ran on.

"Jesus," Rydell said, imagining hinself having to follow her.

"Stay there," she said, over her shoulder, "I'Il try to bring it down for you." Rydell watched her
climb, worried about grease, but she just kept going, and soon she was there, clinbing into the
car, which fromhere | ooked |ike one of the waste bins out behind Lucky Dragon, but smaller.

Rydell heard an electric engine whine. Wth a creak, the little car, Chevette in it, started down.
He got to his feet and the snoke caught in his lungs, his side stabbing himeach tinme he coughed

"Sormebody' s been up here," she said, when she reached the bottom "The grease shows it. | was up
here earlier, |ooking around, and there was dust on it."

"Sonmebody probably lives here," Rydell said, |ooking around at the dark flimsy walls that sheathed
the tower twelve feet up fromthe plat
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formhe stood on. He clinbed into the car, and she pushed a button. The car groaned, creaked, and
started up the girder.

The first thing Rydell wasn't prepared for, as they cleared the screening wall, was the extent of
the fire. It |ooked as though the end by Bryant was conpletely aflane, huge clouds of black smoke
billowing up into the night sky. Through that he could see the |lights of emergency vehicl es,
dozens of them it |ooked |like, and above the creaking of the cog wheel he could still hear the
concert of wailing sirens. "Jesus," he said. He |ooked in the other direction, toward Treasure,
and that was burning too, though it didn't seemas intense, but maybe that was just distance.

"You got a flashlight?" Chevette asked.

He unzi pped his Lucky Dragon fanny pack and fished out a little Lucky Dragon di sposable he'd
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hel ped himself to back in LA Chevette twisted it on and started up the |ladder that led to the
hole in the floor of the little tower-top cube she'd lived in when Rydell had nmet her. Just a
square opening there, and he saw her shine the light intoit. "It's open,"” she said, not too | oud,
and that nmade Rydell start up after her.

When he clinbed through, into the single room she was shining the Iight around. There was not hi ng
here, just sone garbage. There was a round hole in one wall, where Rydell renenbered there had
been an ol d stained-glass w ndow before.

He saw the expression on her face in the glow fromthe flashlight. "lIt's really not here anynore,"
she said, as if she didn't quite believe herself. "I guess |I thought it would still be here.”

"Nobody |ives here now' Rydell said, not sure why he had.
"Roof hatch is open too," Chevette said, shining the light up

Rydell went to the old | adder bolted to the wall and started up, feeling danp splintery wood

agai nst his palns. He was starting to get the idea this mght have been a very bad idea, clinmbing
up here, because if the whole bridge were going to burn, they probably weren't going to nake it.
He knew t he snoke was as dangerous as the fire, and he wasn't sure she understood that.

And the second thing he wasn't prepared for, as he stuck his head up through the hatch, was the
barrel of a gun thrust into his ear.

H s buddy with the scarf.
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64. TAG

AND as Harwood recedes, and the rest of it as well, anid this spreading cold, and Laney feels, as
at a very great distance, his |legs spasming within their tangle of sleeping-bags and candy
wrappers, Rci Toci is there, and passes himthis sigil, clockface, round seal, the twelve hours of

day, twelve of night, black |acquer and gol den nunerals, and he places it on the space that
Har wood occupi ed.

And sees it drawn in, drawn infinitely away, into that place where Harwood is going; drawn by the
mechani sm of inversion itself, and then it is gone.

And Laney is. going too, though not w th Harwood.

"Cotcha," Laney says, to the dark in his fetid box, down anid the subsonic sighing of comuter
trains and the constant clatter of passing feet.

And finds hinself in Florida sunlight, upon the broad concrete steps |eading up to the bl and
entrance to a federal orphanage.

A girl named Jennifer is there, his age exactly, in a blue denimskirt and a white T-shirt, her
bl ack bangs straight and gl ossy, and she is wal king, heel to toe, heel to toe, arms outstretched
for balance, as if along a tightrope, down the very edge of the topnobst step

Bal anci ng so seriously.

As if, were she to fall, she might fall forever.

And Laney snmiles, to see her, renenbering the orphanage's snells:
jelly sandw ches, disinfectant, nodeling clay, clean sheets..

And the cold is everywhere, now, somewhere, but he is hone at |ast.
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65. OPEN AIR

FONTAI NE, wielding the ax now, reflects that he has |lived quite a long tinme and yet this
experience is new. to lift the heavy head above his own and bring it down agai nst the shop's rear
wal |, the plywood boonming. He's a little surprised at howit sinply bounces off, but with his next
swing he's reversed the head, so that the sharp, four-inch spike, rather than the blade, contacts
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the wall, and this digs nost satisfyingly in, and on a third bl ow penetrates, and he redoubles his
efforts.

"Need us sone air," he says, as nuch to hinself as to the two seated on his bunk, the gray-haired
man and the boy with his head down, lost in the helnet again. To ook at these two, you'd think
there was no problem that the bridge wasn't burning.

Where' d that hol ogramgirl go?

Still, this chopping is getting somewhere, though his arnms are already aching. Hole there the size
of a saucer, and getting bigger

No idea what he'll do when he's got it big enough, but he likes to keep busy.

And this is the way it always is, for Fontaine, when he knows that things are bad, very bad

i ndeed, and very likely over. He likes to keep busy.
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66. BULKL] FT

CHEVETTE clinbs through the hatch in the roof of Skinner's roomto find Rydell kneeling there in
his Lucky Dragon security bib, but the critical factor here is the man fromthe bar, the one who
shot Carson, who's got a gun pressed into Rydell's ear and is watching her, and smling.

He's not much ol der than she is, she thinks, with his black buzz cut and his bl ack | eather coat,
his scarf wapped just so, casual but you know he takes time with it, and she wonders howit is
peopl e get this way, that they'll stick a gun in soneone's ear and you know they'll use it. And
why does it seemthat Rydell finds people |like that, or do they find hinf

And behi nd himshe can see a plunme of water arcing higher than the bridge, and knows that that
must be froma fireboat, because she's seen one used when a pier on the Enbarcadero burned.

God, it's strange up here, now, with the night sky all snmoke, the flanes, lights of the city
swi mm ng and di med as the snoke rolls. Little glowing red worns are falling, w nking out, al
around her, and the snell of burning. She knows she doesn't want Rydell hurt but she isn't afraid.
She just isn't now, she doesn't know why.

Sonet hing on the roof beside her and she sees that it's a glider up onits own little franeg,
staked to the asphalt-coated wooden roof with bright sharp spikes.

And ot her things piled beside it: black nylon bags, what she takes to be beddi ng. Like soneone's
ready to canp here, if they need to, and she understands the buzz-cut boy wanted to be covered, if
he had to stay, to hide. And it cones to her that probably he's responsible for the burning of the
bridge, and how nany dead al ready, and he's just snmiling there, like he's glad to see her, his gun
in Rydell's ear

Rydel | | ooks sad. So sad now.

"You killed Carson," she heard herself say.

"Who?"
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"Carson. In the bar."

"He was doing a pretty good job putting your lights out."

"He was an asshole,” she said, "but you didn't have to kill him"

"Fortunately," he said, "it isn't about who's an asshole. If it were, our work woul d never be

done. "

"Can you fly this?" Pointing at the glider

"Absolutely. I'"'mgoing to take this gun out of your ear now," he said to Rydell. He did. She saw
Rydel | 's eyes nove; he was | ooking at her. The boy with the buzz cut hit himin the head with the
gun. Rydell toppled over. Lay there like a big broken doll. One of the glowing red worns fell on
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his stupid pink bib, burned a black mark. "I'mgoing to | eave you here," he said. He pointed the
gun at one of Rydell's |legs. "Kneecap," he said.

"Don't," she said.

He smiled. "Lay down over there. By the edge. On your stomach."™ The gun never noved.
She did as she was told.

"Put your hands behi nd your head."

She did.

"Stay that way.

She could watch himout of the corner of her eye, noving toward the glider. The black fabric of
its sinple triangular wing was catching a breeze now, thrumming with it.

She saw hi m duck under the kite-like wing and come up within the carbon-fiber franmework extending
beneath it. There was a control -bar there; she'd seen people fly these on Real One.

He still had the gun in his hand but it wasn't pointed at Rydell

She could snell the asphalt caked on the roof. She remenbered spreading it w th Skinner on a hot
wi ndl ess day, how they heated the hard bucket of tar with a propane-ring.

The worl d Ski nner had hel ped build was burning now, and she and Rydell might burn nowwth it, but
the boy with the buzz cut was ready to fly.

"Can you nake it to the Enbarcadero with that?"

263

"Basily," he said. She saw hi m shove the gun into the pocket of his black coat and grip the bar
with both hands, lifting the glider. The breeze caught at it. He wal ked into the wi nd, remninding
her sonehow of a crow wal ki ng, one of those big ravens she'd grown up seeing, in Oregon. He was
within a few feet of the edge now, the side of Skinner's roomthat faced China Creek. "You and
your friend here caused ne a great deal of trouble," he said, "but you're either going to burn to
death or asphyxiate now, so | suppose we're even." He | ooked out, stepped forward.

And Chevette, wi thout having nmade any consci ous decision at all, found herself on her feet,

movi ng, drawing the knife Skinner had left for her. And ripping it down, as he stepped fromthe
edge, through the black fabric, a three-foor slash, fromnear the center and straight out through
the trailing edge

He never nmade a sound, then, as he went fluttering down, faster, spinning like a leaf, until he
struck sonething and was gone.

She realized that she was standing at the very edge, her toes out over enpty air, and she took a
step back. She | ooked at the knife in her hand, at the pattern | ocked there by the beaten Iinks of
nmot orcycl e chain. Then she tossed it over, turned and went to kneel beside Rydell. H's head was

bl eedi ng, from sonewhere above the hairline. H s eyes were open, but he seened to be having
troubl e focusing.

"Where is he?" Rydell asked.

"Don't nobve your head," she said. "He's gone."

The breeze shifted, bringing them snoke so thick the city vani shed. They both started to cough.
"What's that sound?" Rydell managed, trying to crane his neck around.

She thought it nust be the sound of the fire, but it resolved into a steady drunm ng, and she
| ooked out to see, just level with her, it seened, the bl ock-w de inpossible brow of a greasy-gray
bul kli fter, OMAHA TRANSFER painted across it in letters thirty feet high. "Jesus Christ," she
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said, as the thing was upon them its snooth, inpossibly vast girth so close she night touch it.
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r
And then it jettisoned its cargo, close to two million gallons of pure glacial water destined for
the towns south of Los Angeles, and she could only cling to Rydell and keep her nouth shut agai nst
the wei ght and the surge of it, and then she was somewhere else, and drifting, and it seened so

I ong, so long since she'd slept.
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67. S| LVER CASTLE

INthe gray fields Silencio finds a silver castle, an enpty place and sonehow new. There are no
peopl e here, only enpty hallways, and he wonders why soneone woul d build such a thing.

The system of the watches | eads hi m deeper, deep within, each hallway |ike the last, and he is
tired of this, but the Futurematic is there still, and he will find it.

And when he does, at last, in a very small roomat the root of the silver world, he discovers that
he is not al one.

There is a man, and the man | ooks at Silencio and does not believe Silencio is there, and the
man's eyes fill with a fear that Silencio feels nmust mirror his own fear, and Silencio w shes to
tell the man he has only conme here to find the watch, because it is part of the system of hands
and faces and applied nunerals, and Silencio neans no harm but the man's eyes are |like the eyes
of those to whom Raton shows the knife, and someone coughs behind Silencio. And turning, Silencio
sees a terrible man, whose head is a cloud of blood, and whose nouth is open in a red-toothed
scream and the nouth does not nove when this nan says, "Hello, Harwood."

But now sonehow he is with the bright one again.

She tells Silencio to renpve the hat, and he does, inside it the pictures of the castle, fading,
and the roomis filled with snoke, and out through the broken door is nmore snoke, and the bl ack
man, the gray branches of his hair hanging linp now, has cut a hole in the wall with his ax. Not a
big hole but he puts his head and shoul ders out through it now, and Silencio sees himjerk as if
sonmet hing strikes him And he draws back inside, eyes w de, and wet, wet, running with water, and
water is falling past the hole and the gray hair sticks in its tangles to the nan's face, and now
nmore water cones down, into the tunnel like a street, beyond the door, so nuch water.
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And the man in the long coat is standing there, hands in his pockets, and he watches the water
come down, and Silencio sees the lines in this man's cheeks deepen. Then this man nods to
Silencio, and to the black man, and goes out through the broken door

Silencio wonders if it is wet in the silver castle too.
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68. THE ABSOLUTE AT LARGE

BOOVZI LLA in the Lucky Dragon, back in there for what he knows is the first tinme they work this
Lucky Dragon Nanofax, not a gane but how you copy solid shit fromone store to another. Not sure
he gets that but there's free candy and big drinks for the kids, of which he is opting to be very
definitely one, right now, but it's gone sideways with the bridge burning, and those notherfucker
bulklifters come drop a fuckload of water on it, got about a hundred fire trucks and everything
here, police, tactical squads, helicopters up in the air, so Lucky Dragon can't do the specia
thing for the first tine they use the Lucky Dragon Nanofax, nanager's going |ateral, wal ks the
aisle talking to hinself. But the store's doing business big-tinme, hone office won't let him
close, and Boonezilla's started eating candy bars free because the securities are watching the
snoke still rise off the wet black garbage, all that's left this end, so you can see the rea
bridge there, the old part, black too, hanging out in the air like sonmething' s bones.

And finally the manager cones and reads from a notebook, |adies and gentlenen, this nonentous
occasion, jaw jaw, and now they are placing the first object in the unit in our Singapore branch
(Boonzilla sees on TV, out on the pylon, it's a gold statue of the Lucky Dragon hinself, sniling)
and it will now be reproduced, at a nolecular level, in every branch of our chain throughout the
wor | d.
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Checker and two securities, they clap. Booneilla sucks on the ice in the bottomof his big drink
Wi ts.

Lucky Dragon Nanofax has a hatch on the front Booneilla could fit through, he wanted to, and he
wonders woul d that make nore Booneill as other places and could he trust those notherfuckers? If he
could, he'd have a tight posse but he doesn't trust anybody, why should they?

Li ght over the hatch turns green, and the hatch slides up and out crawls, unfolds sort of, this
butt-naked girl, black hair, maybe Chi nese, Japanese, sonething, she's long and thin, not nuch
titties on her the
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way Booneilla |likes but she's smling, and everybody, the nanager, checker, securities, they jaw
hang, eyes popped: girl straightening up, still smling, and wal ks fast to the front of the store,
past the security counter, and Boonezilla sees her reach up and open the door, just right on out,
and it'll take nore than a naked Japanese girl get anybody's attention out there, in the mddle of
this disaster shit.

But the crazy thing is, and he really doesn't get this, standing |ooking out through the doors at
the video pylon, so that he has to go outside and fire up his |ast Russian Mrlboro to think about
it, after, is that when he sees her wal k past the screens there, he sees her on every last screen
wal ki ng out of every Lucky Dragon in the world, wearing that sanme snile

Booneilla still thinking about this when his Marlboro's done, but thinks it's time for a Lucky
Dragon Muff-Lette microwave, he thinks of that as his businessman's breakfast, and he's got the
money but when he gets back in they got no Muff-Lette, fucking firemen ate them all

"Fuck that," he tells them 'Wy don't you fax me one from fucki ng Paris?"
So security throws his ass out.
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69. EVERYTHI NG TAKES FOREVER

RYDELL wakes to pain, in what has been the nearest approxi nmation of heaven he's known, this

m racul ously dry, brand-new, extrenely high-tech sl eeping bag, curled beside Chevette, his ribs on
fire, and lies there listening to the helicopters swarnm ng |ike dragonflies, wondering if there's
maybe sonething bad for you in the stuff that holds duct tape on

They'd found this bag, hernetically sealed in its stuff sack, in the wake of the flood, snagged on
one of the spikes that held the scarf's hang-glider rack to the roof. And no nore wel cone find
there ever was, to get out of wet clothes and into dry warnth, the bag's bottom water-and probably
bull et-proof as well, a very expensive piece of ordnance. And lie there watching two nore

bul klifters come, huge, slow noving cargo drones diverted fromtheir courses, it will turn out,
according to a plan arrived at several years before by a team of NoCal contingency planners, to
dunp still nore water, extinguishing the fire at the Treasure end and danpi ng down the centra

span as well. And each one, depleted and linp, starting to rise inmediately, free of ballast, in a
sort of awkward el ephantine ballet.

And hel d each other, up there, into the dawn, sea breeze carrying away the snell of burning.

Now Rydel |l |ies awake, | ooking at Chevette's bare shoul der, and thinking nothing nmuch at al
al t hough breakfast does begin to come to mind after a while, though he can wait.

"Chevette?" Voice fromsonme tinny little speaker. He | ooks up to see a silver Mylar balloon
straining on a tether, canmera eye peering at them

Chevette stirs. "Tessa?"
"Are you okay?"
"Yeah," she says, voice sleepy. "Wat about you?"

"It's a feature,
bel i eve. "

the voice fromthe balloon says. "Action. Big budget. |I've got footage you won't
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"What do you nean it's a feature?"
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"I'msigned. They flew up this norning. Wat are you doing up
t here?"

"Trying to sleep," Chevette says and rolls over, pulling the bag over her head.
Rydel |l lies watching the balloon bob on its tether, until finally he sees it w thdrawn.

He sits up and rubs his face. Rolls out of the bag, and stands, stiffly, a naked man with a big
patch of silver duct tape across his ribs, wondering how many TV screens he's making, right now
He hobbl es over to the hatch and clinbs down into darkness, where he relieves hinself against a
wal |

"Rydel | ?"
Rydel | starts, getting his ankle wet.

It's Creednore, sitting on the floor, knees up, wet-|ook head between his hands. "Rydell, "
Creednore says, "you got anything to drink?"

"What are you doing up here, Buell?"

"Got in that greenhouse thing down there. Thought there'd be water there. Then | figured ny ass
woul d boil like a fucking catfish, so | clinbed up here. Sons of bitches."

"Who?"

"I'"'m fucked," Creednore says, ignoring the question. "Randy's cancel ed nmy contract and the goddamm
bri dge has burned down. Sone debut, huh? Jesus."

"You could wite a song about it, | guess."

Creednore | ooks up at himwith utter despair. He swallows. \Wen he speaks, there is no trace of
accent: "Are you really from Tennessee?"

"Sure," Rydell says.

"I wish to fuck I was," Creednore says, his voice snall, but loud in the hollow of this enpty
wooden box, sunlight falling through the square hol e above, lighting a section of two-by-fours
laid ong way up to nmake a solid floor

"Where you from Buell?" Rydell asks.
"Son of a bitch," Creednore says, the accent returning, "New Jersey."
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And then he starts to cry.

Rydel | clinmbs back up and stands on the ladder with just his head out, |ooking toward San
Franci sco. \Wat ever Laney was on about, that end of the world thing, everything changing, it
| ooked like it hadn't happened.

Rydel | | ooks over at the black mound of sl eeping bag and reads it as containing that which he nost
desires, desires to cherish, and the wind shifts, catching his hair, and when he clinbs the rest
of the way, back up into sunlight, he still hears Creednore weeping in the room bel ow.
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70. COURTESY CALL

INthe cab to Transanerica he closes his eyes, seeing the watch he gave the boy, where tine arcs
in one direction only across a black face, interior time gone rudderless now, unnoored by a
stranger's reconstruction of Lise's face. The hands of the watch trace a radiumorbit, nonents
back-to-back. He senses sone spiral of unleashed possibility in the norning, though not for him
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The bridge, behind himnow, perhaps forever, is a nediumof transport beconme a destination: salt
air, scavenged neon, the sliding cries of gulls. He has glinpsed the edges of a life there that he
feels is sonmehow anci ent and eternal. Apparent disorder arranged in sone deeper, some unthinkable
fashi on.

Per haps he has been too long in the pay and the conpany of those who order the w der world. Those
whose mlls grind increasingly fine, toward sone uni nagi nabl e onmega- poi nt of pure information
sonme prodi gy perpetually on the brink of arrival. Which he senses sonmehow will never now arrive,
or not in the formhis career's enployers have inagi ned.

In the atrium he describes the purpose of his visit as a courtesy call. He is disarned, searched,
cuffed, and taken, per Harwood's orders, by his seven captors, into an el evator

And as its doors close he feels grateful that they are excited, and inexperienced, and have cuffed
his hands in front, rather than behind his back.

By the time the express elevator reaches Harwood's office floor, he will be al one.

He touches the buckle of his belt, and thinks of the sinple yet perfectly efficient tool conceal ed
between the layers of fine Italian calf.

And exists in the nonent.
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71. YAVAZAK
YAMAZAKI . grim and nervous, descends into the early norning rush hour acconpanied by a very |arge
Australian, shaven-headed, with one nutil ated ear

"You knew he was here?" the |arge nman asks.

"He desired secrecy," Yamazaki says. "l amsorry."

Yamazaki | eads the Australian to the cardboard city and points out Laney's carton and its
entrance.

"Thi s one?"
Yamazaki nods.

The Australian produces a knife that tel escopes silently at the touch of a button, both its edges
serrated. He slits the top fromLaney's carton, lifting it like the Iid of a box of cereal, and
Yamazaki sees the stickers of Cody Harwood that he glinpsed once before.

The Australian, much taller than Yanazaki, stands staring down into the carton. Yamazaki hinself
is not yet ready to | ook

"What was he running fron?" the Australian asks.

Yamazaki | ooks up at the man's small, fiercely intelligent eyes, set in a face of the nost abiding
brutality. "Toward, "Yamazaki says. "He ran toward sonething."

Atrain arrives in the depths of the system shunting a wall of stale warmair toward the surface
streets and a new day.
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FONTAI NE cones back fromthe blackened ribs toward Bryant with ajug of water and two Red Cross
sandwi ches. It's strange out there, very much the post-di saster scenario and not to his |iking.
Medi a vehi cl es out nunber energency, though there are plenty of those. The body count is remarkably
| ow, he gathers, and puts this down to the nature of bridge folk, their seriousness in surviva

and a certain belief in unorgani zed cooperation. Probably, he thinks, he'll never know what any of
this was about, in terns of causality, though he's sure he's been witness to something.

He hopes Chevette and her boyfriend have nmade it through, but sonehow he assunes they have, and

t he professor has gone, off about whatever business a man of his sort pursues, and that is

busi ness best not known about. Martial will have to be told that his chain gun is gone, but that's
just as well. (Opposite his shop, soneone has sprayed a great deal of that stuff called Kil'Z,
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| est the snear that the chain gun left there prove seropositive in any troubl esone way.)

As he cones up to the shop he hears the sound of sonmeone sweeping broken glass, and sees that it
is the boy, flatfooted in his big white shoes, and sees that the kid' s done quite a good job of
it, really, down to rearranging things on the surviving shelves. That silver piece of hardware,

i ke an oversized cocktail shaker, enjoys pride of place, up behind the gl assless frane of
Font ai ne's counter, between |ead soldiers and a pair of trench-art vases beaten fromthe Kaiser's
cannon casi ngs.

"Where'd she go?" Fontaine asks, looking up at this.
The boy stops sweeping, sighs, |eans on his broom says nothing.
"Cone, huh?"

The boy nods.

"Sandw ches," Fontai ne says, handing one to the boy. "W're going to be roughing it out here, for
a while." He | ooks up at the silver cannister again. Sonmehow he knows it no | onger contains her
whoever, whatever she was. It has becone as much history, no nore, no |ess than
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72. FONTAI NE

the crude yet wistfully dainty vases pounded out of shell casings in some French trench. That is
the mystery of things.

"Fonten."
He turns, sees Clarisse there with a shopping bag in her arnms. "Clarisse.”
Sonet hing troubled there, in her sea-green eyes, sone worry or concern. "You okay, then?"

"Yes," he says.

"I thought you dead, Fonten."
"No. "
"I brought you food."

"The ki ds okay?"
"Scared," she says. "They with Tourmaline."

"I'd be scared too, then."

A smile twitches the corner of her nmouth. She cones forward, shifting the bag aside. Her lips
brush his.

"Thank you," he says, taking the heavy bag, fromwhich fine snells arise. "Thank you, C arisse."

He sees tears in the corners of her eyes. "Bastard," she says, "where's ny dolls?"

"I"msony," he says, as gravely as he can manage, "but they were victins of the terrible fire."

And then they both start to | augh
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73. SI LENCI O

WHERE did you find it?"

"Treasure Island," the boy lies, passing the watch, a solid brown wafer of corrosion, across the
gl ass countertop.

Silencio peers through his | oupe at the danp biscuit of netal. He scores the rust with a dianond
scribe. "Stainless," he adnmts, knowing the boy will know that that is good, though not good as
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gold. Worth the price of a neal

"I want to see you fix it," the boy says.

Silencio twists the |loupe fromhis eye and | ooks at the boy, as if noticing himfor the first
tinme.

"I want to see you fix it." The boy points down, indicating the watches arrayed beneath the gl ass.
"The bed," Silencio says. "You were here with Sandro, when we restored that Vacheron."

Silencio brings the restoration bed fromthe rear of the shop, a square cushion, ten inches on a
side. He places it on the counter and the boy bends close, to see the velvety green surface made
up of mllions of manipul ators.

Silencio places the watch on the bed. They watch as it rises snoothly on edge, as if of its own
accord, and then seens to sink, inpossibly, as if through the shallow bed and the gl ass beneat h.
Vani shing like a coin set into soft nud...

Silencio | ooks at the watch on his wist, a mlitary Jaeger-LeCoultre, RAAF. "Nine mnutes," he
said. "There's coffee."

"I want to watch," the boy says.
"Nothing to see.”

Wthin the bed, the rusted disk of the watch is being read and di sassenbl ed. Mol ecul es are novi ng.
In nine mnutes it will rise again, bright and perfect as the day it first left its factory in
Swi t zer | and.

"I want to watch," the boy says.
Sil enci 0 understands. He goes to get the coffee
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Thanks
TO even one who waited for this one with even greater patience than usual, particularly ny
publ i shers, as personally and wonderfully represented by Susan Allison and Tony Lacey.

To Deb and Graene and Claire, with love, for putting up with far
nore than the ordinary basenent-dwel |ing.

To Julia Wtwer. for being this text's first reader and nore.

The following are special friends of this book: Gordon Begg, Judith
Beal e, Jessica Eastnan, Karl Taro Greenfeld, Mark Hal yk, Richard
Kadrev, Kevin Kelly, Lueza Jean Lamb, Roger Trilling, Jack Wonack.
Thank you all.

And to the post-cyberpunk contingent in Mexico City, who, though | declined their thoughtful offer
of the definitive alternative tour, encouraged ne, with their warm enthusiasm through the witing
of a crucial chapter in the Hotel Canino Real

Wl liam G bson
MAY 10. 1999

VANCOUVER, B. C.
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