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BURNI NG CHROVE

Wl liam G bson
1986

The Gernsback Conti nuum

Mercifully, the whole thing is starting to fade, to be-
come an episode. When | do still catch the odd glinpse,
it's peripheral; nere fragnments of mad-doctor chrone,
confining thenselves to the corner of the eye. There was
that flying-wing |liner over San Francisco | ast week, but
it was al nost translucent. And the shark-fin roadsters
have gotten scarcer, and freeways discreetly avoid un-
folding thenselves into the gleanmi ng eighty |ane
monsters | was forced to drive last nonth in ny rented
Toyota. And | know that none of it will followne to
New York; ny vision is narrowing to a single wave-
| ength of probability. 1I've worked hard for that. Tele-
vi sion helped a | ot.

| suppose it started in London, in that bogus G eek
taverna in Battersea Park Road, with |unch on Cohen's
corporate tab. Dead steamtable food and it took them
thirty mnutes to find an ice bucket for the retsina.
Cohen works for Barris-Watford, who publish big,

trendy "trade" paperbacks: illustrated histories of the
neon sign, the pinball machine, the wi ndup toys of Cc-
cupi ed Japan. |I'd gone over to shoot a series of shoe

ads; California girls with tanned |legs and frisky Day-
Gb j oggi ng shoes had capered for ne down the

escal ators of St. John's Wod and across the platforns
of Tooting Bec. A lean and hungry young agency had
deci ded that the nystery of London Transport woul d
sell waffle-tread nylon runners. They decide; | shoot.
And Cohen, whom | knew vaguely fromthe old days in
New York, had invited ne to lunch the day before I was
due out of Heathrow. He brought along a very fash-

i onably dressed young worman naned Di alta Downes,

who was virtually chinless and evidently a noted pop-art
historian. In retrospect, | see her wal king in beside
Cohen under a floating neon sign that flashes TH S
WAY LI ES MADNESS i n huge sans-serif capitals.

Cohen introduced us and explained that Dialta was
the prinme nover behind the |atest Barris-Watford pro-
ject, an illustrated history of what she called "Anmeri-
can Streanlined Mbderne." Cohen called it "raygun
Gothic." Their working title was The Airstream
Fut uropol i s: The Tonorrow That Never Was.

There's a British obsession with the nore baroque
el ements of Anmerican pop culture, sonething like the
wei rd cowboys-and-Indians fetish of the West Gernans
or the aberrant French hunger for old Jerry Lewis filns.
In Dialta Downes this manifested itself in a mania for a
uni quely American formof architecture that nost
Americans are scarcely aware of. At first | wasn't sure
what she was tal king about, but gradually it began to
dawn on ne. | found nysel f renmenbering Sunday
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nmorning television in the Fifties.

Sonetinmes they'd run old eroded newsreels as filler
on the local station. You' d sit there with a peanut butter
sandwi ch and a glass of mlk, and a static-ridden
Hol | ywood baritone would tell you that there was A
Flying Car in Your Future. And three Detroit engineers
woul d putter around with this big old Nash with w ngs,
and you'd see it runbling furiously down sone deserted
M chi gan runway. You never actually saw it take off,
but it flew away to Dialta Downes's never-never |and,
true honme of a generation of conpletely uninhibited
technophil es. She was tal ki ng about those odds and
ends of "futuristic" Thirties and Forties architecture
you pass daily in Anerican cities without noticing; the
nmovi e marquees ribbed to radiate sonme nysterious en-
ergy, the dine stores faced with fluted al um num the
chrone-tube chairs gathering dust in the | obbies of tran-
sient hotels. She saw these things as segnents of a
dreammor | d, abandoned in the uncaring present; she
wanted nme to photograph them for her

The Thirties had seen the first generation of Ameri-
can industrial designers; until the Thirties, all penci
shar peners had | ooked |i ke pencil sharpeners your
basic Victorian mechani sm perhaps with a curlicue of
decorative trim After the advent of the designers, sone
pencil sharpeners | ooked as though they'd been put to-
gether in wind tunnels. For the nost part, the change
was only skin-deep; under the streamined chronme shell
you'd find the same Victorian nmechanism Which nade
a certain kind of sense, because the npst successful
Anmeri can desi gners had been recruited fromthe ranks
of Broadway theater designers. It was all a stage set, a
series of elaborate props for playing at living in the
future.

Over coffee, Cohen produced a fat manila envel ope

full of glossies. | saw the wi nged statues that guard the
Hoover Dam forty-foot concrete hood ornanents |ean-
ing steadfastly into an inmaginary hurricane. | saw a

dozen shots of Frank LIoyd Wight's Johnson's Wax
Bui | di ng, juxtaposed with the covers of old Amazing
Stories pulps, by an artist named Frank R Paul; the
enpl oyees of Johnson's Wax nust have felt as though
they were wal king into one of Paul's spray-paint pulp
utopias. Wight's building | ooked as though it had been
desi gned for people who wore white togas and Lucite
sandal s. | hesitated over one sketch of a particularly
grandi ose prop-driven airliner, all wing, like a fat sym
metrical boomerang with windows in unlikely places.
Label ed arrows indicated the |ocations of the grand
bal | room and two squash courts. It was dated 1936

"This thing couldn't have flown. . . ?" | |ooked at
Di al t a Downes.

"Ch, no, quite inpossible, even with those twelve
gi ant props; but they |loved the | ook, don't you see?
New York to London in less than two days, first-class
dining rooms, private cabins, sun decks, dancing to jazz
in the evening... The designers were populists, you see;
they were trying to give the public what it wanted. What
the public wanted was the future."
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I'"d been in Burbank for three days, trying to suffuse a
really dull-looking rocker with charisnma, when | got the
package from Cohen. It is possible to photograph what

isn't there; it's dammed hard to do, and consequently a

very marketable talent. Wiile |'"mnot bad at it, |I'm not
exactly the best, either, and this poor guy strained ny
Ni kon's credibility. | got out, depressed because | do

like to do a good job, but not totally depressed, because
I did make sure 1'd gotten the check for the job, and
decided to restore nyself with the subline artiness of
the Barris-Watford assi gnnment. Cohen had sent ne

sone books on Thirties design, nore photos of stream
lined buildings, and a list of Dialta Downes's fifty
favorite exanples of the style in California.

Architectural photography can involve a lot of wait-
i ng; the building becomes a kind of sundial, while you
wait for a shadow to crawl away froma detail you want,
or for the mass and bal ance of the structure to revea
itself in a certain way. Wiile | was waiting, | thought
myself in Dialta Downes's America. Wen | isolated a
few of the factory buildings on the ground glass of the
Hassel bl ad, they came across with a kind of sinister
totalitarian dignity, like the stadiuns Al bert Speer built
for Hitler. But the rest of it was relentlessly tacky:
epheneral stuff extruded by the collective American
subconsci ous of the Thirties, tending nostly to survive
al ong depressing strips lined with dusty notels, mattress
whol esal ers, and small used-car lots. | went for the gas
stations in a big way.

During the high point of the Downes Age, they put
M ng the Merciless in charge of designing California gas
stations. Favoring the architecture of his native Mngo,
he crui sed up and down the coast erecting raygun
enpl acements in white stucco. Lots of themfeatured
superfluous central towers ringed with those strange
radi ator flanges that were a signature notif of the style,
and nade them | ook as though they m ght generate po-
tent bursts of raw technol ogical enthusiasm if you
could only find the switch that turned themon. | shot
one in San Jose an hour before the bulldozers arrived
and drove right through the structural truth of plaster
and | athing and cheap concrete.

"Think of it," Dialta Downes had said, "as a kind
of alternate Anerica: a 1980 that never happened. An
architecture of broken dreans."

And that was ny frame of mnd as | made the sta-
tions of her convol uted socioarchitectural cross in ny
red Toyota as | gradually tuned in to her inage of a
shadowy America-that-wasn't, of Coca-Cola plants like
beached subnarines, and fifth-run novie houses I|ike
the tenples of some |ost sect that had worshi ped bl ue
mrrors and geonetry. And as | noved anobng these
secret ruins, | found nyself wondering what the in-
habi tants of that lost future would think of the world I
lived in. The Thirties dreaned white marble and slip-
stream chrone, imortal crystal and burni shed bronze,
but the rockets on the covers of the Gernsback pul ps
had fallen on London in the dead of night, scream ng.
After the war, everyone had a car no wings for it and
the proni sed superhighway to drive it down, so that the
sky itself darkened, and the funmes ate the marble and
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pitted the mracle crystal
And one day, on the outskirts of Bolinas, when
was setting up to shoot a particularly |avish exanple of

Mng's martial architecture, | penetrated a fine nmem
brane, a nenbrane of probability..
Every so gently, | went over the Edge

And | ooked up to see a twelve-engined thing like a

bl oat ed boonerang, all wing, thrummng its way east

with an el ephantine grace, so lowthat | could count the
rivets in its dull silver skin, and hear naybe the echo
of jazz.

I took it to Kihn.

Merv Kihn, free-lance journalist with an extensive
line in Texas pterodactyls, redneck UFO contactees,
bush-1 eague Loch Ness nonsters, and the Top Ten con-
spiracy theories in the | oonier reaches of the Anerican
mass mi nd.

"I't's good," said Kihn, polishing his yellow
Pol aroi d shooting gl asses on the hemof his Hawaiian
shirt, "but it's not nental; |acks the true quill."

But | sawit, Mervyn." W were seated poolside in
brilliant Arizona sunlight. He was in Tucson waiting for
a group of retired Las Vegas civil servants whose | eader
recei ved nessages from Them on her m crowave oven
I'"d driven all night and was feeling it.

"OfF course you did. O course you sawit. You' ve
read my stuff; haven't you grasped ny bl anket sol ution
to the UFO problen? It's sinple, plain and country sim
pl e: people" he settled the glasses carefully on his |ong
hawk nose and fixed me with his best basilisk glare

"see . . . things. People see these things. Nothing's
there, but people see them anyway. Because they need
to, probably. You've read Jung. you should know the

score... .ln your case, it's so obvious: You admit you
wer e thinking about this crackpot architecture, having
fantasies. .. .Look, I'msure you' ve taken your share of

drugs, right? How many people survived the Sixties in
California without having the odd hall uci nati on? Al

t hose ni ghts when you di scovered that whole arnies of
Di sney technicians had been enpl oyed to weave

ani mat ed hol ogranms of Egyptian hieroglyphs into the
fabric of your jeans, say, or the times when "

"But it wasn't like that."

"Of course not. It wasn't like that at all; it was "in a
setting of clear reality,' right? Everything normal, and
then there's the nonster, the mandal a, the neon cigar

In your case, a giant Tom Swift airplane. It happens al
the tine. You aren't even crazy. You know that, don't
you?" He fished a beer out of the battered foam cool er
besi de his deck chair.

"Last week | was in Virginia. Gayson County.
interviewed a sixteen-year-old girl who' d been assaulted
bya bar hade."

T A what ?"

"A bear head. The severed head of a bear. This bar
hade, see, was floating around on its own little flying
saucer, | ooked kind of |ike the hubcaps on cousin
Wayne's vintage Caddy. Had red, glowi ng eyes |like two
cigar stubs and tel escoping chrone antennas poking up
behind its ears." He burped. -
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"It assaulted her? How?"

"You don't want to know, you're obviously im
pressionable. "1t was cold" " he lapsed into his bad
sout hern accent " “and metallic.' It nade el ectronic
noi ses. Now that is the real thing, the straight goods
fromthe mass unconscious, friend; that little girl is a
witch. There's just no place for her to function in this
soci ety. She'd have seen the devil, if she hadn't been
brought up on “The Bionic Man' and all those "Star
Trek' reruns. She is clued into the main vein. And she

knows that it happened to her. | got out ten mnutes
before the heavy UFO boys showed up with the
pol ygr aph. "

I nmust have | ooked pai ned, because he set his beer
down carefully beside the cool er and sat up

"If you want a classier explanation, |I'd say you
saw a semotic ghost. Al these contactee stories, for in-
stance, are framed in a kind of sci-fi inmagery that
perneates our culture. | could buy aliens, but not aliens
that look like Fifties' comc art. They're seniotic phan-
toms, bits of deep cultural inagery that have split off
and taken on a life of their own, like the Jules Verne air-
shi ps that those old Kansas farners were al ways seeing.
But you saw a different kind of ghost, that's all. That
pl ane was part of the mass unconsci ous, once. You
pi cked up on that, sonehow. The inportant thing is not
to worry about it."

I did worry about it, though

Ki hn conbed his thinning blond hair and went off
to hear what They had had to say over the radar range
lately, and | drew the curtains in ny roomand | ay down
in air-conditioned darkness to worry about it. | was stil
worrying about it when | woke up. Kihn had left a note
on ny door; he was flying up north in a chartered pl ane
to check out a cattle-mutilation runmor ("muties,"” he
called them another of his journalistic specialties).

I had a neal, showered, took a crunbling diet pil
that had been kicking around in the bottomof my shav-
ing kit for three years, and headed back to Los Angel es.

The speed limted nmy vision to the tunnel of the
Toyota's headlights. The body could drive, | told
mysel f, while the m nd nmaintai ned. Mintained and
stayed away fromthe weird peripheral w ndow dressing
of anphet anmi ne and exhaustion, the spectral, |um nous
vegetation that grows out of the corners of the mnd's
eye along | ate-night highways. But the mnd had its own
i deas, and Ki hn's opinion of what | was al ready think-
ing of as ny "sighting" rattled endl essly through ny
head in a tight, lopsided orbit. Semi otic ghosts.
Fragments of the Mass Dream whirling past in the w nd
of ny passage. Sonehow this feedback-1oop aggravated
the diet pill, and the speed-vegetation along the road
began to assunme the colors of infrared satellite inages,
gl owi ng shreds blown apart in the Toyota's slipstream

I pulled over, then, and a hal f-dozen al um num
beer cans wi nked goodnight as | killed the headlights.
wondered what tinme it was in London, and tried to
i magi ne Di alta Downes having breakfast in her Hanp-
stead flat, surrounded by streanlined chrone figurines
and books on Anerican cul ture.

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Burning%20Chrome.txt (5 of 105) [1/14/03 11:20:23 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Burning%20Chrome.txt

Desert nights in that country are enornous; the
moon is closer. | watched the nmoon for a long tinme and
deci ded that Kihn was right. The main thing was not to
worry. All across the continent, daily, people who were
more normal than |'d ever aspired to be saw gi ant birds,
Bi gfeet, flying oil refineries; they kept Ki hn busy and
sol vent. Why should | be upset by a glinpse of the 1930s
pop i magi nation | oose over Bolinas? | decided to go to
sl eep, with nothing worse to worry about than rattle-
snakes and canni bal hippies, safe amid the friendly
roadsi de garbage of ny own familiar continuum In the
morning |1'd drive down to Nogal es and phot ograph the
old brothels, something |I'd intended to do for years.
The diet pill had given up

The Iight woke me, and then the.voices.
The Iight came from sonewhere behind ne and
threw shifting shadows inside the car. The voices were
calm indistinct, male and femal e, engaged in conversa-
tion.
My neck was stiff and ny eyeballs felt gritty in their
sockets. My leg had gone to sleep, pressed against the

steering wheel. | funbled for ny glasses in the pocket of
my work shirt and finally got them on
Then | | ooked behind me and saw the city.

The books on Thirties design were in the trunk; one
of them contai ned sketches of an idealized city that
drew on Metropolis and Things to Cone, but squared
everything, soaring up through an architect's perfect
clouds to zeppelin docks and mad neon spires. That city
was a scal e nodel of the one that rose behind me. Spire
stood on spire in gleanm ng ziggurat steps that clinbed to
a central golden tenple tower ringed with the crazy
radi ator flanges of the Mongo gas stations. You could
hide the Enpire State Building in the snmallest of those
towers. Roads of crystal soared between the spires,
crossed and recrossed by snooth silver shapes |ike beads
of running nercury. The air was thick with ships: giant
wing-liners, little darting silver things (sonetinmes one of
the quicksilver shapes fromthe sky bridges rose
gracefully into the air and flew up to join the dance),

m | e-1ong blinps, hovering dragonfly things that were
gyrocopters..

I closed ny eyes tight and swung around in the seat.
VWhen | opened them | willed nyself to see the m | eage
meter, the pale road dust on the black plastic
dashboard, the overfl owi ng ashtray.

" Amphet ami ne psychosis,” | said. | opened ny
eyes. The dash was still there, the dust, the crushed
filtertips. Very carefully, wthout noving ny head, |
turned the headlights on.

And saw t hem

They were bl ond. They were standi ng beside their
car, an alum num avocado with a central shark-fin rud-
der jutting up fromits spine and snooth black tires |ike
a child' s toy. He had his arm around her waist and was
gesturing toward the city. They were both in white:
| oose clothing, bare |legs, spotless white sun shoes.
Nei t her of them seemed aware of the beans of ny
headl i ghts. He was sayi nhg sonething wi se and strong,
and she was noddi ng, and suddenly | was frightened,
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frightened in an entirely different way. Sanity had

ceased to be an issue; | knew, sonehow, that the city
behi nd ne was Tucson a dream Tucson thrown up out

of the collective yearning of an era. That it was real, en-
tirely real. But the couple in front of ne lived init, and
they frightened ne.

They were the children of Dialta Downes's " 80-
that-wasn't; they were Heirs to the Dream They were
white, blond, and they probably had blue eyes. They
were American. Dialta had said that the Future had
cone to America first, but had finally passed it by. But
not here, in the heart of the Dream Here, we'd gone on
and on, in a dream |l ogic that knew nothing of pollution,
the finite bounds of fossil fuel, or foreign wars it was
possible to | ose. They were smug, happy, and utterly
content with thenselves and their world. And in the
Dream it was their world.

Behind ne, the illunminated city: Searchlights swept
the sky for the sheer joy of it. | imagined themthrong-
ing the plazas of white marble, orderly and alert, their
bright eyes shining with enthusiasmfor their floodlit
avenues and silver cars.

It had all the sinister fruitiness of Hitler Youth prop-
aganda.

I put the car in gear and drove forward slowy, unti
the bumper was within three feet of them They stil
hadn't seen ne. | rolled the wi ndow down and |i stened
to what the man was saying. H s words were bright and
hol I ow as the pitch in some Chanber of Comrerce
brochure, and |I knew that he believed in them abso-
lutely.

"John," | heard the wonan say, "we've forgotten
to take our food pills." She clicked two bright wafers
froma thing on her belt and passed one to him | backed
onto the highway and headed for Los Angel es, wi ncing
and shaki ng ny head.

I phoned Ki hn froma gas station. A new one, in bad
Spani sh Modern. He was back from his expedition and
didn't seemto mnd the call.

"Yeah, that is a weird one. Did you try to get any
pi ctures? Not that they ever conme out, but it adds an in-
teresting frisson to your story, not having the pictures
t ur nout ..

But what should | do?

"Watch lots of television, particularly game shows
and soaps. Go to porn novies. Ever see Nazi Love
Mot el ? They've got it on cable, here. Really awful. Just
what you need."

What was he tal ki ng about ?

"Quit yelling and listen to me. I'mletting you in on
a trade secret: Really bad nedia can exorcise your
sem otic ghosts. If it keeps the saucer people off ny
back, it can keep these Art Deco futuroids off yours.

Try it. What have you got to | ose?"

Then he begged of f, pleading an early-norning
date with the El ect.

"The who?"

"These ol dsters from Vegas; the ones with the
nm crowaves. ~

I considered putting a collect call through to Lon-
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don, getting Cohen at Barris-Watford and telling him
hi s phot ographer was checked out for a protracted

season in the Twilight Zone. In the end, | let a nmachine
mx nme a really inpossible cup of black coffee and
clinmbed back into the Toyota for the haul to Los

Angel es.

Los Angeles was a bad idea, and | spent two weeks
there. It was prinme Downes country; too much of the
Dream there, and too nany fragnments of the Dream
waiting to snare ne. | nearly wecked the car on a
stretch of overpass near Disneyland, when the road
fanned out like an origam trick and left me swerving
t hrough a dozen minil anes of whizzing chrome tear-
drops with shark fins. Even worse, Hollywood was ful
of peopl e who | ooked too much like the couple I'd seen
in Arizona. | hired an Italian director who was naking
ends nmeet doi ng darkroomwork and installing patio
decks around swi mri ng pools until his ship came in; he
made prints of all the negatives |I'd accunul ated on the
Downes job. | didn't want to | ook at the stuff nyself. It
didn't seemto bother Leonardo, though, and when he
was finished | checked the prints, riffling through them
like a deck of cards, sealed themup, and sent themair
freight to London. Then | took a taxi to a theater that
was showi ng Nazi Love Mdtel, and kept ny eyes shut all
t he way.

Cohen's congratulatory wire was forwarded to ne
in San Francisco a week later. Dialta had | oved the pic-
tures. He adnmired the way |I'd "“really gotten into it,""'
and | ooked forward to working with ne again. That
afternoon | spotted a flying wing over Castro Street, but
there was sonet hing tenuous about it, as though it were
only half there. | rushed into the nearest newsstand and
gathered up as much as | could find on the petrol eum
crisis and the nuclear energy hazard. 1'd just decided to
buy a plane ticket for New York.

"Hell of a world we live in, huh?" The proprietor
was a thin black man with bad teeth and an obvi ous w g.

I nodded, fishing in nmy jeans for change, anxious to
find a park bench where | could submerge nyself in
hard evi dence of the human near-dystopia we live in.
"But it could be worse, huh?"

"That's right," | said, "or even worse, it could be
perfect."

He watched me as | headed down the street with ny
little bundl e of condensed catasttophe.

Fragnments of a Hol ogram Rose

That summrer Parker had troubl e sl eeping.

There were power droughts; sudden failures of the
del ta-inducer brought painfully abrupt returns to con-
sci ousness.

To avoid these, he used patch cords, mniature
alligator clips, and black tape to wire the inducer to a
battery-operated ASP deck. Power |oss in the inducer
woul d trigger the deck's playback circuit.

He bought an ASP cassette that began with the sub-
ject asleep on a quiet beach. It had been recorded by a
young bl onde yogi with 20-20 vision and an abnornally
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acute col or sense. The boy had been flown to Barbados
for the sole purpose of taking a nap and his norning's

exercise on a brilliant stretch of private beach. The
m crofiche lam nate in the cassette's transparent case
expl ai ned that the yogi could will hinself through al pha

to delta without an inducer. Parker, who hadn't been
able to sleep without an inducer for two years, won-
dered if this was possible.

He had been able to sit through the whole thing
only once, though by now he knew every sensation of
the first five subjective mnutes. He thought the nopst in-
teresting part of the sequence was a slight editing slip at
the start of the elaborate breathing routine: a swft
gl ance down the white beach that picked out the figure
of a guard patrolling a chain Iink fence, a black machi ne
pi stol slung over his arm

Wi | e Parker slept, power drained fromthe city's
grids.

The transition fromdelta to delta-ASP was a dark
inplosion into other flesh. Familiarity cushioned the
shock. He felt the cool sand under his shoul ders. The
cuffs of his tattered jeans fl apped agai nst his bare
ankles in the norning breeze. Soon the boy woul d wake
fully and begin his Ardha- Mat syendra~sonmething; with
ot her hands Parker groped in darkness for the ASP
deck.

Three in the norning.

Maki ng yourself a cup of coffee in the dark, using a
flashlight when you pour the boiling water.

Morni ng's recorded dream fading: through other
eyes, dark plune of a Cuban freighter fading with the
hori zon it navigates across the mnd' s gray screen

Three in the norning.

Let yesterday arrange itself around you in flat
schematic i mges. Wat you said what she said
wat chi ng her pack dialing the cab. However you
shuffle themthey formthe same printed circuit, hiero-
gl yphs converging on a central conponent; you, stand-
ing in the rain, scream ng at the cabby.

The rain was sour and acid, nearly the color of piss.
The cabby called you an asshole; you still had to pay
twice the fare. She had three pieces of luggage. In his
respirator and goggles, the man | ooked like an ant. He
pedal ed away in the rain. She didn't | ook back

The last you saw of her was a giant ant, giving you
the finger.

Parker saw his first ASP unit in a Texas shantytown
called Judy's Jungle. It was a nmssive console cased in
cheap plastic chrone. Aten-dollar bill fed into the slot
bought you five minutes of free-fall gymastics in a
Swi ss orbital spa, tranpolining through twenty-neter
peri helions with a sixteen-year-old Vogue nodel

heady stuff for the Jungle, where it was sinpler to
buy a gun than a hot bath.

He was in New York with forged papers a year

| ater, when two leading firnms had the first portable
decks in najor departnment stores in time for Christnas.
The ASP porn theaters that had booned briefly in
Cal i forni a never recovered.

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Burning%20Chrome.txt (9 of 105) [1/14/03 11:20:23 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Burning%20Chrome.txt

Hol ography went too, and the bl ock-w de Fuller
donmes that had been the holo tenples of Parker's
chi | dhood becane nultil evel supermarkets, or housed
dusty amusenent arcades where you still mght find the
ol d consol es, under faded neon pul sing APPARENT SEN-
SORY PERCEPTI ON t hrough a blue haze of cigarette
smoke.

Now Parker is thirty and wites continuity for
broadcast ASP, progranmmi ng the eye novenents of the
i ndustry's human caner as.

The brown-out continues.

In the bedroom Parker prods the bru~hed-al u-

m num face of his Sendai Sleep-Master. Its pilot |ight
flickers, then | apses into darkness. Coffee in hand, he
crosses the carpet to the closet she enptied the day
before. The flashlight's beam probes the bare shel ves
for evidence of |love, finding a broken |eather sanda
strap, an ASP cassette, and a postcard. The postcard is
a white light reflection hol o& am of a rose.

At the kitchen sink, he feeds the sandal strap to the
di sposal wunit. Sluggish in the brown-out, it conplains,
but swall ows and digests. Holding it carefully between
thunb and forefinger, he | owers the hol ogramtoward
the hidden rotating jaws. The unit emits a thin scream as
steel teeth slash lam nated plastic and the rose is shred-
ded into a thousand fragnents.

Later he sits on the unmade bed, snoking. Her cas-
sette is in the deck ready for playback. Sone wonen's
tapes disorient him but he doubts this is the reason he
now hesitates to start the nachine.

Roughly a quarter of all ASP users are unable to
confortably assimlate the subjective body picture of
the opposite sex. Over the years some broadcast ASP
stars have become increasingly androgynous in an at-
tenpt to capture this segment of the audience.

But Angela's own tapes have never intimidated him
before. (But what if she has recorded a | over?) No, that
can't be it it's sinply that the cassette is an entirely
unknown quantity.

When Parker was fifteen, his parents indentured himto
the Anerican subsidiary of a Japanese plastics conbine.
At the time, he felt fortunate; the ratio of applicants to
i ndentured trai nees was enornous. For three years he
lived with his cadre in a dormtory, singing the conpany
hyms in formati on each norning and usual |y manag-
ing to go over the conpound fence at |east once a nonth
for girls or the hol odrone.

The indenture would have term nated on his twen-
tieth birthday, |leaving himeligible for full enployee
status. A week before his nineteenth birthday, with two
stolen credit cards and a change of clothes, he went over
the fence for the last tine. He arrived in California three
days before the chaotic New Secessioni st regine col -
| apsed. In San Francisco, warring splinter groups hit
and ran in the streets. One or another of four different
"provisional" city governnents had done such an effi-
cient job of stockpiling food that al nbst none was
avai l abl e at street |evel.

Par ker spent the last night of the revolution in a
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bur ned- out Tucson suburb, making love to a thin
teenager from New Jersey who expl ai ned the finer
poi nts of her horoscope between bouts of al npbst silent
weepi ng that seened to have nothing at all to do with
anything he did or said.

Years later he realized that he no | onger had any
i dea of his original notive in breaking his indenture

* * *
The first three quarters of the cassette have been erased;
you punch yourself fast-forward through a static haze
of wi ped tape, where taste and scent blur into a single
channel . The audio input is white sound the no-sound
of the first dark sea. . . .(Prolonged input from w ped
tape can i nduce hypnagogi c hall uci nation.)

Par ker crouched in the roadsi de New Mexi co brush at

m dni ght, watching a tank burn on the highway. Fl ame

lit the broken white line he had foll owed from Tucson

The expl osi on had been visible two mles away, a white
sheet of heat |ightning that had turned the pal e branches
of a bare tree against the night sky into a photographic
negative of thenselves: carbon branches agai nst mag-
nesi um sky.

Many of the refugees were arned.

Texas owed the shantytowns that steamed in the
warm Gul f rains to the uneasy neutrality she had main-
tained in the face of the Coast's attenpted secession.

The towns were built of plywood, cardboard,
pl astic sheets that billowed in the wind, and the bodies
of dead vehicles. They had nanmes |ike Junp City and
Sugaree, and | oosely defined governments and ter-
ritories that shifted constantly in the covert wi nds of a
bl ack- mar ket econony.

Federal and state troops sent in to sweep the outl aw
towns sel dom found anyt hing. But after each search, a
few men would fail to report back. Sone had sold their
weapons and burned their uniforns, and others had
come too close to the contraband they had been sent to
find.

After three nonths, Parker wanted out, but goods
were the only safe passage through the arny cordons.

Hi s chance cane only by accident: Late one afternoon,
skirting the pall of greasy cooking snoke that hung | ow
over the Jungle, he stunmbled and nearly fell on the body
of a woman in a dry creek bed. Flies rose up in an angry
cloud, then settled again, ignoring him She had a

| eat her jacket, and at night Parker was usually cold. He
began to search the creek bed for a |l ength of brush-
wood.

In the jacket's back, lust below her Ieft shoul der
bl ade, was a round hole that woul d have adnitted the
shaft of a pencil. The jacket's lining had been red once,
but now it was black, stiff and shining with dried bl ood.
Wth the jacket swaying on the end of his stick, he went
| ooki ng for water.

j-le never washed the jacket; in its left pocket he
found nearly an ounce of cocaine, carefully wapped in
pl astic and transparent surgical tape. The right pocket
held fifteen anmpul es of Megacillin-D and a ten-inch
hor n- handl ed sw tchbl ade. The antibiotic was worth
twice its weight in cocaine.
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He drove the knife hilt-deep into a rotten stunp
passed over by the Jungle's wood-gatherers and hung
the jacket there, the flies circling it as he wal ked away.

That night, in a bar with a corrugated iron roof,
wai ting for one of the "lawers" who worked passages
through the cordon, he tried his first ASP machine. It
was huge, all chrome and neon, and the owner was very
proud of it; he had hel ped hijack the truck hinself.

If the chaos of the nineties reflects a radical shift
in the paradigms of visual literacy, the final shift
away fromthe Lascaux/ Gutenberg tradition of a
pr e- hol ographi ¢ society, what should we expect
fromthis newer technology, with his prom se of
di screte encodi ng and subsequent reconstruction
of the full range of sensory perception?

Roebuck and Pi erhal, Recent
American H story: A Systens
Vi ew.

Fast-forward t hrough the hunmmi ng no-tine of wi ped
tape into her body. European sunlight. Streets of a
strange city.
Athens. Greek-letter signs and the snmell of dust...
and the snell of dust.

Look through her eyes (thinking, this wonman
hasn't nmet you yet; you're hardly out of Texas) at the
gray monunment, horses there in stone, where pigeons
whirl up and circle

and static takes love's body, wipes it clean and
gray. Waves of white sound break al ong a beach that
isn't there. And the tape ends.

The inducer's light is burning now

Parker lies in darkness, recalling the thousand
fragments of the hologramrose. A hologramhas this
quality: Recovered and illum nated, each fragnent will
reveal the whole inmage of the rose. Falling toward delta,
he sees hinself the rose, each of his scattered fragnents
revealing a whole he'll never know stolen credit
cards a burned- out suburb planetary conjunctions
of a stranger a tank burning on a highway a fl at
packet of drugs a switchbl ade honed on concrete, thin
as pain.

Thi nki ng: We're each other's fragnments, and was it
al ways this way? That instant of a European trip,
deserted in the gray sea of w ped tape is she closer
now, or more real, for his having been there?

She had hel ped himget his papers, found himhis
first job in ASP. Was that their history? No, history was
the bl ack face of the delta-inducer, the enpty closet,
and the unmade bed. History was his | oathing for the
perfect body he woke in if the juice dropped, his fury at
the pedal -cab driver, and her refusal to | ook back
through the contam nated rain.

But each fragnent reveals the rose froma different
angl e, he renmenbered, but delta swept over himbefore
he coul d ask hinsel f what that m ght nean.
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The Bel ongi ng Ki nd

by John Shirley and WIIliam G bson

It mght have been in Club Justine, or Jinbo's, or Sad
Jack's, or the Rafters; Coretti could never be sure where
he'd first seen her. At any time, she mght have been in
any one of those bars. She swam through the submarine
hal f-1ife of bottles and gl assware and the sl ow swirl of
cigarette snoke . . . she noved through her natural ele-
ment, one bar after another.

Now, Coretti renmenbered their first nmeeting as if
he saw it through the wong end of a powerful tele-
scope, small and clear and very far away.

He had noticed her first in the Backdoor Lounge. It
was cal l ed the Backdoor because you entered through a
narrow back alley. The alley's walls craw ed with graf-
fiti, its caged lights ticked with moths. Flakes fromits
whi t e- pai nted bricks crunched underfoot. And then you
pushed through into a dimspace inhabited by a faintly
confusing sense of the half-dozen other bars that had
tried and failed in the same room under different
managenments. Coretti sonetimes went there because he
liked the weary smile of the black bartender, and
because the few customers rarely tried to get chummy.

He wasn't very good at conversation with stran-
gers, not at parties and not in bars.

He was fine at the conmunity coll ege where he

lectured in introductory linguistics; he could talk with
the head of his department about sequencing and op-
tions in conversational openings. But he could never
talk to strangers in bars or at parties. He didn't go to
many parties. He went to a |lot of bars.

Coretti didn't know how to dress. Cothing was a
| anguage and Coretti a kind of sartorial stutterer,
unabl e to make the kind of basic coherent fashion state-
ment that woul d put strangers at their ease. Hi s ex-wife
told himhe dressed like a Martian; that he didn't | ook
as though he bel onged anywhere in the city. He hadn't
i ked her saying that, because it was true.

He hadn't ever had a girl like the one who sat with
her back arched slightly in the undersea |ight that
spl ashed al ong the bar in the Backdoor. The same |ight
was screwed into the | enses of the bartender's gl asses,
wound into the necks of the rows of bottles, splashed
dully across the mirror. In that |ight her dress was the
green of young corn, like a husk half stripped away,
showi ng back and cl eavage and | ots of thigh through the
slits up the side. Her hair was coppery that night. And,
that night, her eyes were green.

He pushed resolutely between the enpty chrorme-
and- Formica tables until he reached the bar, where he
ordered a straight bourbon. He took off his duffle coat,
and wound up holding it on his |ap when he sat down
one stool away fromher. G eat, he screaned to hinself,
she'l'l think you're hiding an erection. And he was
startled to realize that he had one to hide. He studied
hinself in the mrror behind the bar, a thirtyish man
with thinning dark hair and a pale, narrow face on a
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| ong neck, too long for the open collar of the nylon shirt
printed with engravings of 1910 autonobiles in three
vivid colors. He wore a tie with broad maroon and bl ack

di agonal s, too narrow, he supposed, for what he now

saw as the grotesquely long points of his collar. O it
was the wong col or. Sonething.

Beside him in the dark clarity of the mrror, the
green-eyed worman | ooked like Irma La Douce. But
| ooki ng cl oser, studying her face, he shivered. A face
like an animal's. A beautiful face, but sinple, cunning,

t wo- di nensi onal . When she senses you're | ooking at
her, Coretti thought, she'll give you the snile, disdain-
ful anmusenment or whatever you' d expect.

Coretti blurted, "May |, um buy you a drink?"

At nonents |ike these, Coretti was possessed by an
agoni zingly stiff, school masterish linguistic tic. Un He
wi nced. Um

"You would, um like to buy me a drink? Wy,
how ki nd of you," she said, astonishing him "That
woul d be very nice." Distantly, he noticed that her reply
was as stilted and insecure as his own. She added, "A
Tom Col lins, on this occasion, wuld be |ovely."

On this occasion? Lovely? Rattled, Coretti ordered
two drinks and paid.

A big woman in jeans and an enbroi dered cowboy
shirt bellied up to the bar beside him and asked the
bartender for change. "Well, hey," she said. Then she
strutted to the jukebox and punched for Conway and
Loretta's "You' re the Reason Qur Kids Are Wgly."

Coretti turned to the wonman in green, and nurnured
hal tingly:

"Do you enjoy country-and-western rnusic?" Do
you enjoy... ? He groaned secretly at his phrasing, and
tried to smile.

"Yes indeed," she answered, the faintest twang

edgi ng her voice, "I sure do."
The cowgirl sat down beside himand asked her,
wi nking, "This li'l terror here givin' you a hard tinme?"

And the aninal -eyed lady in green replied, "Oh,
hell no, honey, | got ny eye on "im" And | aughed. Just
the right anount of |augh. The part of Coretti that was
di al ectol ogi st stirred uneasily; too perfect a shift in
phrasing and inflection. An actress? A talented mimc?
The word minetic rose suddenly in his nmind, but he
pushed it aside to study her reflection in the mrror; the
rows of bottles occluded her breasts |like a gown of
gl ass.

"The name's Coretti," he said, his verba
pol tergeist shifting abruptly to a totally unconvincing
tough-guy node, "M chael Coretti."

"A pleasure," she said, too softly for the other
woman to hear, and again she had slipped into the |ane
parody of Emily Post.

"Conway and Loretta," said the cowgirl, to no one
in particular.

"Antoi nette," said the wonan in green, and in-
clined her head. She finished her drink, pretended to
gl ance at a watch, said thank-you-for-the-drink too
damm politely, and |eft.

Ten nminutes later Coretti was foll owi ng her down
Third Avenue. He had never followed anyone in his life
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and it both frightened and excited him Forty feet
seenmed a discreet distance, but what should he do if she
happened to gl ance over her shoul der?

Third Avenue isn't a dark street, and it was there,
inthe light of a streetlanp, like a stage light, that she
began to change. The street was desert ed.

She was crossing the street. She stepped off the
curb and it began. It began with tints in her hair at
first he thought they were reflections. But there was no
neon there to cast the bl obs of color that appeared,
color sliding and nerging like oil slicks. Then the colors
bl ed away and in three seconds she was white-blond. He
was sure it was a trick of the light until her dress began
to withe, tw sting across her body like shrink-wap
plastic. Part of it fell away entirely and lay in curling
shreds on the pavenent, shed like the skin of sone fabu-
| ous animal. When Coretti passed, it was green foam
fizzing, dissolving, gone. He | ooked back up at her and
the dress was another dress, green satin, shifting with
reflections. Her shoes had changed too. Her shoul ders
were bare except for thin straps that crossed at the snall
of her back. Her hair had becone short, spiky.

He found that he was | eaning against a jeweler's
pl at e-gl ass wi ndow, his breath com ng ragged and harsh
with the danp of the autumm evening. He heard the
disco's heartbeat fromtwo bl ocks away. As she neared
it, her novenents began subtly to take on a new
rhythma shift in enphasis in the sway of her hips, in
the way she put her heels down on the sidewal k. The
doornman |l et her pass with a vague nod. He stopped Cor-
etti and stared at his driver's license and frowned at his
duffle coat. Coretti anxiously scanned the wash of |ights
at the top of a mlky plastic stairway beyond the door-
man. She had vani shed there, into robotic flashing and
redundant thunder.

Grudgingly the man | et himpass, and he pounded
up the stairs, his haste disturbing the |lights beneath the
transl ucent plastic steps.

Coretti had never been in a disco before; he found
hinsel f in an environnent designed for conplete satis-
faction-in-distraction. He waded nervously through the
nmotion and the fashions and the mechani cal urban
chants booning fromthe huge speakers. He sought her
al nrost blindly on the pose-clotted dance floot, amd
strobe |ights.

And found her at the bar, drinking a tall, lurid
cooler and listening to a young man who wore a | oose
shirt of pale silk and very tight black pants. She nodded
at what Coretti took to be appropriate intervals. Coretti
ordered by pointing at a bottle of bourbon. She drank
five of the tall drinks and then followed the young man
to the dance fl oor.

She noved in perfect accord with the nusic, strik-
ing a series of poses; she went through the entire
prescri bed sequence, gracefully but not artfully, fitting
in perfectly. Always, always fitting in perfectly. Her
conpani on danced nechani cally, noving through the
ritual with effort.

When t he dance ended, she turned abruptly and
dived into the thick of the crowmd. The shifting throng
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cl osed about her |ike sonething nolten.

Coretti plunged in after her, his eyes never |eaving
her and he was the only one to foll ow her change. By
the time she reached the stair, she was auburn-haired
and wore a long blue dress. A white flower blossoned in
her hair, behind her right ear; her hair was |onger and
strai ghter now Her breasts had becone slightly |arger,
and her hips a shade heavier. She took the stairs two at a
time, and he was afraid for her then. Al those drinks.

But the al cohol seemed to have had no effect on her
at all.

Never taking his eyes fromher, Coretti followed,
hi s heartbeat outspeeding the disco-throb at his back,
sure that at any noment she would turn, glare at him
call for help.

Two bl ocks down Third she turned in at Lotha-
rio's. There was sonething different in her step now.
Lothario's was a qui et conplex of roons hung with
ferns and Art Deco nmirrors. There were fake Tiffany
| anps hanging fromthe ceiling, alternating with
wooden- bl aded fans that rotated too slowy to stir the
wi sps of snoke drifting through the consciously mellow
drone of conversation. After the disco, Lothario' s was
fam liar and conforting. A jazz pianist in pinstriped
shirt sleeves and | oosely knotted tie conpeted softly
with talk and | aughter froma dozen tables.

She was at the bar; the stools were only half taken,
but Coretti chose a wall table, in the shadow of a
m niature palm and ordered bourbon

He drank the bourbon and ordered another. He
couldn't feel the al cohol nuch tonight.

She sat beside a young nan, yet another young nman
with the usual set of bland, regular features. He wore a
yel l ow gol f shirt and pressed jeans. Her hip was touch-
ing his, just alittle. They didn't seemto be speaking,
but Coretti felt they were somehow communi ng. They
were | eaning toward one another slightly, silent. Coretti
felt odd. He went to the rest room and splashed his face
with water. Coining back, he nanaged to pass within
three feet of them Their lips didn't nove till he was
wi thin earshot.

They took turns nmurnuring realistic pal aver
saw | ~is earlier filns, but "

"But he's rather self-indulgent, don't you think?"

"Sure, but in the sense that..

And for the first time, Coretti knew what they
were, what they nust be. They were the kind you see in
bars who seemto have grown there, who seem genuinely
at home there. Not drunks, but human fixtures. Func-
tions of the bar. The bel ongi ng ki nd.

Sonething in himyearned for a confrontation. He
reached his table, but found hinself unable to sit down.
He turned, took a deep breath, and wal ked woodenly
toward the bar. He wanted to tap her on her snpoth
shoul der and ask who she was, and exactly what she
was, and point out the cold irony of the fact that it was
he, Coretti, the Martian dresser, ~he eavesdropper, the
out si der, the one whose cl othes and conversation never
fit, who had at |ast guessed their secret.

But his nerve broke and he nerely took a seat
besi de her and ordered bourbon
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"But don't you think," she asked her conpani on,
"that it's all relative?"

The two seats beyond her conpani on were quickly
taken by a couple who were talking politics. Antoinette
and Golf Shirt took up the political thene seamnl essly.
recycling, speaking just |oudly enough to be overheard.
Her face, as she spoke, was expressionless. A bird trill-
ing on a linb.

She sat so easily on her stool, as if it were a nest.
Golf Shirt paid for the drinks. He always had the exact
change, unless he wanted to |l eave a tip. Coretti watched
themwork their way nethodically through six cocktails
each, like insects feeding on nectar. But their voices
never grew |l ouder, their cheeks didn't redden, and when
at last they stood, they noved without a trace of
drunkenness a weakness, thought Coretti, a gap in
t heir canoufl age

They paid himabsolutely no attention while he
foll owed themthrough three successive bars.

As they entered Waylon's, they netanorphosed so
qui ckly that Coretti had trouble follow ng the stages of
the change. It was one of those places with toilet doors
mar ked Pointers and Setters, and a little inmtation pine
pl ague over the jars of beef jerky and pickl ed sausages:
W've got a deal with the bank. They don't serve beer
and we don't cash checks.

She was plunp in Waylon's, and there were dark
hol | ows under her eyes. There were coffee stains on her
pol yester pantsuit. Her conpanion wore jeans, a T-
shirt, and a red baseball cap with a red-and-white Peter-
bilt patch. Coretti risked |osing them when he spent a
frantic mnute in "Pointers," blinking in confusion at a
hand- | ettered cardboard sign that said, We aimto
pl ease You aimtoo, please.

Third Avenue lost itself near the waterfront in a
petrified snarl of brickwork. In the last block, bright
vomt nmarked the pavenent at intervals, and old nen
dozed in front of black-and-white TVs, seal ed forever
behind the fogged plate glass of faded hotels.

The bar they found there had no nane. An ace of
di anonds was gradual ly fl aking away on the unwashed
wi ndow, and the bartender had a face like a closed fist.
An FMtransistor in ivory plastic keened easy-listening
rock to the uneven ranks of deserted tables. They drank
beer and shots. They were old now, two ciphers who
drank and smoked in the light of bare bul bs, coughing
over a pack of crunpled Canels she produced fromthe
pocket of a dirty tan raincoat.

At 2:25 they were in the rooftop | ounge of the new
hotel conplex that rose above the waterfront. She wore
an evening dress and he wore a dark suit. They drank
cognac and pretended to admire the city lights. They
each had three cognacs while Coretti watched them over
two ounces of WIld Turkey in a Waterford crysta
hi ghbal | gl ass

They drank until last call. Coretti followed them
into the elevator. They sniled politely but otherw se ig-
nored him There were two cabs in front of the hotel;
they took one, Coretti the other

"Foll ow that cab," said Coretti huskily, thrusting
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his last twenty at the aging hippie driver.

"Sure, man, sure. . . ." The driver dogged the
other cab for six blocks, to another, nore nodest hotel
They got out and went in. Coretti slowy clinbed out of
his cab, breathing hard.

He ached with jeal ousy: for the personification of
conformty, this woman who was not a woman, this
human wal | paper. Coretti gazed at the hotel and | ost
his nerve. He turned away.

He wal ked hore. Sixteen bl ocks. At some point he
realized that he wasn't drunk. Not drunk at all

In the nmorning he phoned in to cancel his early class.
But hi s hangover never quite cane. Hi s nouth wasn't
desiccated, and staring at hinself in the bathroommr-
ror he saw that his eyes weren't bl oodshot.

In the afternoon he slept, and dreaned of sheep-
faced people reflected in mrrors behind rows of bottles.

That night he went out to dinner, alone and ate

not hi ng. The food | ooked back at him somehow. He

stirred it about to make it look as if he'd eaten a little,
paid, and went to a bar. And another. And anot her bar,

| ooking for her. He was using his credit card now,

though he was already badly in the hole under Visa. If

he saw her, he didn't recogni ze her.

Soneti mes he watched the hotel he'd seen her go
into. He | ooked carefully at each of the couples who
came and went. Not that he'd be able to spot her from
her | ooks al one but there should be a feeling, sone
kind of intuitive recognition. He watched the couples
and he was never sure.

In the foll owi ng weeks he systematically visited
every boozy watering hole in the city. Armed at first
with a city map and five torn Yell ow Pages, he gradually
progressed to the nore obscure establishments, places
with unlisted nunbers. Some had no phone at all. He
j oi ned dubi ous private clubs, discovered unlicensed
after-hours retreats where you brought your own, and
sat nervously in dark roons devoted to areas of fringe
sexual ity he had not known exi st ed.

But he continued on what becane his nightly cir-
cuit. He always began at the Backdoor. She was never
there, or in the next place, or the next. The bartenders
knew himand they liked to see himconme in, because he
brought drinks continuously, and never seened to get
drunk. So he stared at the other custoners a bit so
what ?

Coretti lost his job.

He'd m ssed classes too many tines. He'd taken to
wat chi ng the hotel when he could, even in the daytine.
He' d been seen in too many bars. He never seened to
change his clothes. He refused night classes. He woul d
let a lecture trail off in the nmddle as he turned to gaze
vacantly out the w ndow.

He was secretly pleased at being fired. They had
| ooked at himoddly at faculty | unches when he coul dn't
eat his food. And now he had nore time for the search

Coretti found her at 2:15 on a Wednesday norn-
ing, in a gay bar called the Barn. Paneled in rough wood
and hung with halters and rusting farm equi pment, the
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pl ace was shrill with perfume and | aughter and beer. She
was everyone's giggling sister, in a blue-sequined dress,
a green feather in her coiffed brown hair. Through a
sweepi hg sense of alnost cellular relief, Coretti was
aware of a kind of admiration, a strange pride he now
felt in her and her kind. Here, too, she bel onged. She
was a representative type, a fag-hag who posed no
threat to the queens or their butchboys. Her conpani on
had becone an ageless man with carefully silvered
tenpl es, an angora sweater, and a trench coat.
They drank and drank, and went | aughing

| aughing just the right sort of laughter out into the
rain. A cab was waiting, its w pers duplicating the beat
of Coretti's heart.

Jockeying clunsily across the wet sidewal k, Coretti
scurried into the cab, dreading their reaction

Coretti was in the back seat, beside her

The nman with silver tenples spoke to the driver
The driver nmuttered into his hand mi ke, changed gears,
and they flowed away into the rain and the darkened
streets. The cityscape nmade no inpression on Coretti,
who, | ooking inwardly, was seeing the cab stop, the gray
man and the | aughi ng woman pushi ng hi m out and
pointing, smling, to the gate of a nental hospital. O:
the cab stopping, the couple turning, sadly shaking their
heads. And a dozen tines he seened to see the cab stop-
ping in an enpty side street where they nethodically
throttled him Coretti left dead in the rain. Because he
was an out si der.

But they arrived at Coretti's hotel

In the dimglow of the cab's done |ight he watched
closely as the man reached into his coat for the fare.
Coretti could see the coat's lining clearly and it was one
piece with the angora sweater. No wallet bul ged there,
and no pocket. But a kind of slit wi dened. It opened as
the man's fingers poised over it, and it disgorged
nmoney. Three bills, folded, were extruded snoothly
fromthe slit. The noney was slightly danp. It dried, as
the man unfolded it, like the wings of a noth just
emerging fromthe chrysalis.

"Keep the change," said the bel ongi ng man, clinb-
ing out of the cab. Antoinette slid out and Coretti
followed, his mind seeing only the slit. The slit wet,
edged with red, like a gill

The | obby was deserted and the desk clerk bent
over a crossword. The couple drifted silently across the
| obby and into the elevator, Coretti close behind. Once
he tried to catch her eye, but she ignored him And
once, as the elevator rose seven floors above Coretti's
own, she bent over and sniffed at the chrone wall
ashtray, like a dog snuffling at the ground.

Hotels, late at night, are never still. The corridors
are never entirely silent. There are countless barely audi-
bl e sighs, the rustling of sheets, and nuffled voices
speaki ng fragnments out of sleep. But in the ninth-floor
corridor, Coretti seenmed to nove through a perfect
vacuum soundl ess, his shoes naking no sound at all on
the colorless carpet and even the beating of his out-
sider's heart sucked away into the vague pattern that
decorated the wal | paper.

He tried to count the snmall plastic ovals screwed on
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the doors, each with its own three figures, but the cor-
ridor seened to go on forever. At last the man halted
before a door, a door veneered like all the rest with im
itation rosewood, and put his hand over the lock, his

pal mflat against the netal. Something scraped softly
and then the nmechani smclicked and the door swung

open. As the man withdrew his hand, Coretti saw a

grayi sh-pi nk, key-shaped sliver of bone retract wetly
into the pale flesh

No light burned in that room but the city's dim
neon aura filtered in through venetian blinds and al -
| owed himto see the faces of the dozen or nore people
who sat perched on the bed and the couch and the arm
chairs and the stools in the kitchenette. At first he
t hought that their eyes were open, but then he realized
that the dull pupils were seal ed beneath nictitating mem
branes, third eyelids that reflected the faint shades of
neon fromthe wi ndow. They wore whatever the |ast bar
had called for; shapel ess Sal vati on Arnmy overcoats sat
besi de bright suburban | ei surewear, eveni ng gowns
besi de dusty factory clothes, biker's |eather by brushed
Harris tweed. Wth sleep, all spurious humanity had
vani shed.

They were roosting.

Hi s coupl e seated thensel ves on the edge of the
Form ca countertop in the kitchenette, and Coretti
hesitated in the mddle of the enpty carpet. Light-years
of that carpet seened to separate himfromthe others,
but sonmething called to himacross the distance, prom s-
ing rest and peace and belonging. And still he hesitated,
shaking with an indecision that seened to rise fromthe
genetic core of his body's every cell

Until they opened their eyes, all of them sinmul-
taneously, the nmenbranes sliding sideways to reveal the
alien calmof dwellers in the ocean's darkest trench

Coretti screanmed, and ran away, and fled al ong
corridors and down echoing concrete stairwells to coo
rain and the nearly enpty streets.

Coretti never returned to his roomon the third
floor of that hotel. A bored house detective collected the
linguistics texts, the single suitcase of clothing, and they
were eventually sold at auction. Coretti took a roomin a
boar di nghouse run by a grimBaptist teetotaler who | ed
her rooners in prayer at the start of every overcooked
evening neal. She didn't mnd that Coretti never joined
them for those neals; he explained that he was given
free neals at work. He lied freely and skillfully. He
never drank at the boardi nghouse, and he never cane
home drunk. M. Coretti was a little odd, but always
paid his rent on tinme. And he was very quiet.

Coretti stopped | ooking for her. He stopped going
to bars. He drank out of a paper bag while going to and
fromhis job at a publisher's warehouse, in an area
whose industrial zoning permtted few bars.

He wor ked ni ghts.

Sonetinmes, at dawn, perched on the edge of his un-
made bed, drifting into sleep he never slept lying
down, now he thought about her. Antoinette. And
them The bel ongi ng kind. Soneti mes he specul at ed
dreamily. . . . Perhaps they were |ike house mice, the
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sort of small aninmal evolved to live only in the walls of
man- made structures

A kind of animal that lives only on al coholic bev-
erages. Wth peculiar netabolisns they convert the
al cohol and the various proteins fromm xed drinks and
wi ne and beers into everything they need. And they can
change outwardly, like a chamel eon or a rockfish, for
protection. So they can live anong us. And naybe, Cor-
etti thought, they growin stages. In the early stages
seem ng |i ke humans, eating the food humans eat, sens-
ing their difference only in a vague disqui et of being an
out si der.

A kind of animal with its own cunning, its own
special set of urban instincts. And the ability to knowits
own ki nd when they're near. Maybe.

And maybe not.

Coretti drifted into sleep

On a Wednesday three weeks into his new job, his
| andl ady opened the door she never knocked and
told himthat he was wanted on the phone. Her voice
was tight with habitual suspicion, and Coretti followed
her along the dark hallway to the second-floor sitting
room and the tel ephone.

Lifting the ol d-fashioned black instrument to his
ear, he heard only nusic at first, and then a wall of
sound resolving into a fragnented anal gam of conver-
sations. Laughter. No one spoke to himover the sound
of the bar, but the song in the background was "You're
the Reason Qur Kids Are Uly."

And then the dial tone, when the caller hung up

Later, alone in his room listening to the landlady's firm
tread in the roombelow, Coretti realized that there was
no need to remain where he was. The summons had

come. But the | andl ady demanded three weeks' notice if
anyone wanted to | eave. That nmeant that Coretti owed

her nmoney. Instinct told himto leave it for her.

A Christian workingman in the next room coughed
in his sleep as Coretti got up and went down the hall to
the tel ephone. Coretti told the evening-shift forenman
that he was quitting his job. He hung up and went back
to his room |ocked the door behind him and slowy
renoved his clothing until he stood naked before the
garish framed |ithograph of Jesus above the brown stee
bur eau.

And then he counted out nine tens. He placed them
careful ly beside the prayi ng-hands pl aque decorating
the bureau top.

It was nice-looking nmoney. It was perfectly good
money. He made it hinself.

This time, he didn't feel like making small tal k. She'd
been drinking a margarita, and he ordered the sane.
She paid, producing the noney with a deft novenent of
her hand between the breasts bobbling in her |ow cut
dress. He glinpsed the gill closing there. An excitenent
rose in himbut sonehow, this time, it didn't center in
an erection.

After the third nmargarita their hips were touching,
and sonet hi ng was spreadi ng through himin sl ow
orgasm c waves. It was sticky where they were touching;
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an area the size of the heel of his thunb where the cloth
had parted. He was two nen: the one inside fusing with
her in total cellular comrunion, and the shell who sat
casually on a stool at the bar, el bows on either side of
his drink, fingers toying with a swizzle stick. Sniling
benignly into space. Calmin the cool di mess.

And once, but only once, sone distant worrisone
part of himnade Coretti glance down to where soft-
ruby tubes pul sed, tendrils tipped with sharp |ips
worked in the shadows between them Like the joining
tentacl es of two strange anenones.

They were mating, and no one knew.

And the bartender, when he brought the next
drink, offered his tired smle and said, "Rainin" out
now, innit? Just won't let up."

"Been |ike that all goddamm week," Coretti
answered. "Rainin' to beat the band."
And he said it right. Like a real human bei ng.

Hi nt er| ands

When Hiro hit the switch, | was dream ng of Paris,
dreanming of wet, dark streets in winter. The pain cane
oscillating up fromthe floor of ny skull, exploding
behind ny eyes in a wall of blue neon; | jackknifed up
out of the nesh hammock, screanming. | always scream

I make a point of it. Feedback raged in ny skull. The
pain switch is an auxiliary circuit in the bonephone im
pl ant, patched directly into the pain centers, just the
thing for cutting through a surrogate's barbiturate fog
It took a few seconds for ny life to fall together,

i cebergs of biography | oom ng through the fog: who

was, where | was, what | was doing there, who was wak-
ing ne.

Hro's voice cane crackling into nmy head through
t he bone-conduction inplant.- "Dam, Toby. Know
what it does to ny ears, you screamlike that?"

"Know how nuch | care about your ears, Dr.
Nagashi ma? | care about them as nuch as "

"No tinme for the litany of |ove, boy. W' ve got
business. But what is it with these fifty-mllivolt spike
waves of f your tenporals, hey? Mxing sonething with
the downers to give it alittle color?"

"Your EEG s screwed, Hiro. You're crazy. | just
want ny sleep. . . ." | collapsed into the hambck and
tried to pull the darkness over ne, but his voice was stil
t here.

"Sorry, my man, but you're working today. W
got a ship back, an hour ago. Air-lock gang are out
there right now, sawing the reaction engine off so she'l
just about fit through the door."

"Who is it?"

"Leni Hof mannstahl, Toby, physical chemist, citi-
zen of the Federal Republic of Germany." He waited
until | quit groaning. "lIt's a confirnmed neatshot."

Lovel y workaday term nol ogy we' ve devel oped out
here. He nmeant a returning ship with active nedica
telemetry, contents one (1) body, warm psychol ogi ca
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status as yet unconfirned. | shut ny eyes and swung
there in the dark.

"Looks like you're her surrogate, Toby. Her pro-
file syncs with Taylor's, but he's on |eave."

I knew all about Taylor's "leave." He was out in
the agricultural canisters, ripped on amtriptyline, doing
aerobic exercises to counter his latest bout with clinica
depression. One of the occupational hazards of being a
surrogate. Taylor and | don't get along. Funny how you
usually don't, if the guy's psychosexual profile is too
much i ke your own.

"Hey, Toby, where are you getting all that dope?"
The question was ritual. "From Charm an?"

"Fromyour nom Hiro." He knows it's Charm an
as well as | do.

"Thanks, Toby. Get up here to the Heavensi de
elevator in five minutes or |I'll send those Russian nurses
down to help you. The nale ones."

I just swung there in nmy hammock and pl ayed the
ganme call ed Toby Hal pert's Place in the Universe. No
egotist, | put the sun in the center, the lumary, the orb
of day. Around it | swung tidy planets, our cozy hone
system But just here, at a fixed point about an eighth of
the way out toward the orbit of Mars, | hung a fat all oy
cylinder, like a quarter-scal e nodel of Tsiol kovsky 1,
the Worker's Paradi se back at L-5. Tsiolkovsky 1 is
fixed at the liberation point between Earth's gravity and
the noon's, but we need a lightsail to hold us here,
twenty tons of alum num spun into a hexagon, ten kil o-
meters fromside to side. That sail towed us out from
Earth orbit, and nowit's our anchor. W use it to tack
agai nst the photon stream hanging here beside the
thing the point, the singularity we call the H ghway.

The French call it le netro, the subway, and the
Russians call it the river, but subway won't carry the
di stance, and river, for Americans, can't carry quite the
sanme loneliness. Call it the Tovyevski Anomaly Coor-
dinates if you don't mind bringing Qga intoit. Oga
Tovyevski, Qur Lady of Singularities, Patron Saint of
t he H ghway.

Hro didn't trust ne to get up on ny own. Just
before the Russian orderlies cane in, he turned the
lights on in nmy cubicle, by renote control, and let them
strobe and stutter for a few seconds before they fell as a
steady glare across the pictures of Saint Oga that Char-
m an had taped up on the bul khead. Dozens of them
her face repeated in newsprint, in nagazi ne gl ossy. Qur
Lady of the Hi ghway.

Li eutenant Col onel O ga Tovyevski, youngest woman

of her rank in the Soviet space effort, was en route to
Mars, solo, in a nodified Alyut 6. The nodifications
all owed her to carry the prototype of a new airscrubber
that was to be tested in the USSR s four-man Mrtian
orbital lab. They could just as easily have handl ed the
Al'yut by renote, from Tsiol kovsky, but O ga wanted to
log mssion tinme. They nmade sure she kept busy,

t hough; they stuck her with a series of routine hydro-
gen-band radi o-flare experinents, the tail end of a | ow
priority Soviet-Australian scientific exchange. O ga
knew that her role in the experinments could have been
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handl ed by a standard household tiner. But she was a
diligent officer; she'd press the buttons at precisely the
correct intervals.

Wth her brown hair drawn back and caught in a
net, she nust have | ooked |ike sone idealized Pravda
canmeo of the Worker in Space, easily the nbst photo-
geni ¢ cosnobnaut of either gender. She checked the
Alyut's chrononmeter again and poi sed her hand above
the buttons that would trigger the first of her flares.
Col onel Tovyevski had no way of knowi ng that she was
nearing the point in space that would eventually be
known as the H ghway.

As she punched the six-button triggering sequence,
the Alyut crossed those final kiloneters and emtted the
flare, a sustained burst of radio energy at 1420 nega-
hertz, broadcast frequency of the hydrogen atom
Tsi ol kovsky's radi o tel escope was tracking, relaying the
signal to geosynchronous consats that bounced it down
to stations in the southern Urals and New South WAl es.

For 3.8 seconds the Alyut's radi o~i nrage was obscured
by the afterinmage of the flare.

When the afterimge faded fromEarth's nonitor
screens, the Al yut was gone.

In the Uals a mddl e-aged Georgi an technician bit
through the stemof his favorite neerschaum In New
South Wal es a young physicist began to slamthe side of
his nmonitor, |ike an enraged pinball finalist protesting
TILT.

The el evator that waited to take me up to Heaven

| ooked |i ke Holl ywood's best shot at a Bauhaus mummy

case a narrow, upright sarcophagus with a clear

acrylic lid. Behind it, rows of identical consoles receded

like a textbook illustration of vani shing perspective. The
usual crowd of technicians in yell ow paper clown suits
were mlling purposefully around. | spotted Hiro in blue

denim his pearl-buttoned cowboy shirt open over a
faded UCLA sweat shirt. Engrossed in the figures cas-
cadi ng down the face of a nonitor screen, he didn't
notice ne. Neither did anyone el se.

So | just stood there and stared up at the ceiling,
the bottom of the floor of Heaven. It didn't ook Iike
much. Qur fat cylinder is actually two cylinders, one in-
side the other. Down here in the outer one we nake
our own "down" with axial rotation are all the nore
mundane aspects of our operation: dormitories, cafe-
terias, the air-lock deck, where we haul in returning -
boats, Communications and Wards, where |'m care-
ful never to go

Heaven, the inner cylinder, the unlikely green heart
of this place, is the ripe Di sney dream of homeconi ng,
the ravenous ear of an information-hungry gl oba
econony. A constant stream of raw data goes pul sing
honme to Earth, a flood of runors, whispers, hints of
transgal actic traffic. | used to lie rigid in nmy hamock
and feel the pressure of all those data, feel them snaking
through the lines | inmagined behind the bul khead, I|ines
i ke sinews, strapped and bul ging, ready to spasm ready
to crush ne. Then Charmian noved in with ne, and
after | told her about the fear, she made magi c against it
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and put up her icons of Saint dga. And the pressure
receded, fell away.

"Patching you in with a translator, Toby. You may
need German this norning." H's voice was sand in ny

skul'l, a dry nodul ation of static. "Hillary "
"On line, Dr. Nagashima," said a BBC voice, clear
as ice crystal. "You do have French, do you, Toby?

Hof mannst ahl has French and English."

"You stay the hell out of ny hair, Hillary. Speak
when you're bl oody spoken to, got it?" Her silence
became another layer in the conplex, continual sizzle of
static. Hiro shot nme a dirty | ook across two dozen con-

soles. | grinned.
It was starting to happen: the elation, the
adrenaline rush. | could feel it through the |ast w sps of

barbiturate. A kid with a surfer's snmooth, blond face
was helping me into a junp suit. It snelled; it was new
old, carefully battered, soaked with synthetic sweat and
customi zed pheronones. Both sl eeves were plastered
fromwist to shoul der with enbroi dered patches,

nmostly corporate | ogos, subsidiary backers of an im

agi nary Hi ghway expedition, with the main backer's

much | arger trademark stitched across ny shoul ders

the firmthat was supposed to have sent HALPERT

TOBY out to his rendezvous with the stars. At |east ny
nane was real, enbroidered in scarlet nylon capitals
j ust above my heart.

The surfer boy had the kind of standard-issue good
| ooks | associate with junior partners in the CIA but his
nane tape said NEVSKY and repeated itself in Cyrillic.
KGB, then. He was no tsiolnik; he didn't have that
| oose-jointed style conferred by twenty years in the L-5
habitat. The kid was pure Modscow, a polite clipboard
ti cker who probably knew ei ght ways to kill with a
rol | ed newspaper. Now we began the ritual of drugs and
pockets; he tucked a microsyringe; |oaded with one of
t he new euphorohal | uci nogens, into the pocket on ny
left wist, took a step back, then ticked it off on his clip-
board. The printed outline of a junp-suited surrogate
on his special pad | ooked Iike a handgun target. He took
a five-gramvial of opiumfromthe case he wore chai ned
to his waist and found the pocket for that. Tick. Four-
teen pockets. The cocai ne was | ast.

Hiro came over just as the Russian was finishing.
"Maybe she has sone hard data, Toby; she's a physical
chemist, renenber." It was strange to hear hi m acous-
tically, not as bone vibration fromthe inplant.

"Everything's hard up there, Hro."

"Don't | knowit?" He was feeling it, too, that
special buzz. W couldn't quite seemto nake eye con-
tact. Before the awkwardness coul d deepen, he turned
and gave one of the yellow cl owns the thunbs up.

Two of them hel ped ne into the Bauhaus coffin
and stepped back as the lid hissed down like a giant's
faceplate. | began ny ascent to Heaven and the home-
com ng of a stranger named Leni Hof mannstahl. A
short trip, but it seens to take forever

*

* *

O ga, who was our first hitchhiker, the first one to stick
out her thumb on the wavel ength of hydrogen, made it
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hone in two years. At Tyuratam in Kazakhstan, one
gray winter norning, they recorded her return on eigh-
teen centineters of magnetic tape.

If a religious man one with a background in film
technol ogy had been wat ching the point in space
where her Alyut had vani shed two years before, it night
have seened to himthat God had butt-spliced footage
of enpty space with footage of O ga's ship. She blipped
back into our space-tine |ike some amateur's atrocious
special effect. A week later and they m ght never have
reached her in time; Earth woul d have spun on its way
and left her drifting toward the sun. Fifty-three hours
after her return, a nervous volunteer nanmed Kurtz,
wearing an arnored work suit, clinbed through the
Alyut's hatch. He was an East Gernmn specialist in
space nedicine, and American cigarettes were his secret
vi ce; he wanted one very badly as he negotiated the air
| ock, wedged his way past a rectangul ar mass of
ai rscrubber core, and chinned his helmet lights. The
Al yut, even after two years, seened to be full of
breathable air. In the twin beans fromthe nassive
hel met, he saw tiny gl obul es of blood and vomt
swinging slowy past, swirling in his wake, as he edged
the bul ky suit out of the crawlway and entered the com
mand nodul e. Then he found her.

She was drifting above the navigational display,
naked, cranped in a rigid fetal knot. Her eyes were
open, but fixed on sonething Kurtz woul d never see.

Her fists were bloody, clenched |Iike stone, and her

brown hair, |oose now, drifted around her face Iike

seaweed. Very slowy, very carefully, he swung hinself
across the white keyboards of the command consol e and
secured his suit to the navigational display. She'd gone
after the ship's communi cati ons ~gear with her bare

hands, he deci ded. He deactivated the work suit's right
claw, it unfolded automatically, like two pairs of vice-
grip pliers pretending they were a flower. He extended

his hand, still sealed in a pressurized gray surgical glove.

Then, as gently as he could, he pried open the
fingers of her left hand. Not hing.

But when he opened her right fist, something spun
free and tunbled in slow notion a few centinmeters from
the synthetic quartz of his faceplate. It |ooked like a
seashel | .

O ga cane hone, but she never canme back to life
behi nd those bl ue eyes. They tried, of course, but the
more they tried, the nore tenuous she becane, and, in
their hunger to know, they spread her thinner and thin-
ner until she came, in her martyrdom to fill whole
libraries with frozen aisles of precious relics. No saint
was ever pared so fine; at the Plesetsk |aboratories
al one, she was represented by nore than two nillion
tissue slides, racked and nunmbered in the subbasenent
of a bonb-proof biol ogical conplex.

They had better luck with the seashell. Exobi ol ogy
suddenly found itself standing on unnervingly solid
ground: one and seven-tenths grans of highly organized
bi ol ogi cal information, definitely extraterrestrial. O -
ga's seashell generated an entire subbranch of the
sci ence, devoted exclusively to the study of . . . dga's
seashel | .
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The initial findings on the shell nmade two things
clear. It was the product of no known terrestria
bi osphere, and as there were no ot her known bi ospheres
in the solar system it had cone fromanother star. dga
had either visited the place of its origin or cone into
contact, however distantly, with sonething that was, or
had once been, capable of naking the trip.

They sent a Major Grosz out to the Tovyevski
Coordinates in a specially fitted Alyut 9. Another ship
followed him He was on the last of his twenty hydrogen
flares when his ship vani shed. They recorded his depar-
ture and waited. Two hundred thirty-four days |later he
returned. In the neantime they had probed the area
constantly, desperate for anything that m ght becone
the specific anonmaly, the irritant around which a theory
m ght grow. There was nothing: only Gosz's ship, tum
bling out of control. He comitted suicide before they
could reach him the H ghway's second victim

When the towed the Alyut back to Tsi ol kovsky,
they found that the el aborate recordi ng gear was bl ank
Al of it was in perfect working order; none of it had
functioned. Grosz was flash-frozen and put on the first
shuttl e down to Plesetsk, where bulldozers were already
excavating for a new subbasenent.

Three years later, the norning after they lost their
seventh cosnonaut, a tel ephone rang in Moscow. The
caller introduced hinself. He was the director of the
Central Intelligence Agency of the United States of
Anerica. He was authorized, he said, to nake a certain
of fer. Under certain very specific conditions, the Sovi et
Union mght avail itself of the best mnds in Wstern
psychiatry. It was the understanding of his agency, he
continued, that such help mght currently be very wel -
corme.

H s Russian was excellent.

The bonephone static was a sublininal sandstorm The
el evator slid up into its narrow shaft through the floor
of Heaven. | counted blue lights at two-neter intervals.
After the fifth light, darkness and cessation

H dden in the holl ow command consol e of the

dummy Hi ghway boat, | waited in the elevator |ike the
secret behind the gi mm cked bookcase in a children's
mystery story. The boat was a prop, a set piece, like the

Bavarian cottage glued to the plaster alp in sone anuse-
ment park a nice touch, but one that wasn't quite
necessary. |f the returnees accept us at all, they take us
for granted; our cover stories and props don't seemto
make much difference

"Al'l clear," Hro said. "No custoners hangi ng
around." | reflexively massaged the scar behind ny left
ear, where they'd gone in to plant the bonephone. The
side of the dummy consol e swing open and let in the
gray dawn light of Heaven. The fake boat's interior was
famliar and strange at the same tinme, |ike your own
apart ment when you haven't seen it for a week. One of
those new Brazilian vines had snaked its way across the
left vlewport since ny last tine up, but that seened to
be the only change in the whol e scene.

Big fights over those vines at the biotecture
meeti ngs, American ecol ogi sts scream ng about possible
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nitrogen shortfalls. The Russi ans have been touchy

about bi odesi gn ever since they had to borrow

Americans to help themw th the biotic program back at
Tsl ol kovsky 1. Nasty problemwith the rot eating the
hydr oponi ¢ wheat; all that superfine Soviet engineering
and they still couldn't establish a functional ecosystem
Doesn't help that that initial debacle paved the way for
us to be out here with themnow It irritates them so
they insist on the Brazilian vines, whatever anything
that gives thema chance to argue. But | |ike those vines:
The | eaves are heart-shaped, and if you rub one between
your hands, it snells |ike cinnanon.

| stood at the port and watched the clearing take
shape, as reflected sunlight entered Heaven. Heaven
runs Ol Greenwich Standard; big Mylar mrrors were
swi vel i ng sonewhere, out in bright vacuum on schedul e
of a Greenwi ch Standard dawn. The recorded birdsongs
began back in the trees. Birds have a very hard tine in
the absence of true gravity. W can't have real ones,
because they go crazy trying to nake do with centrifuga
force.

The first time you see it, Heaven lives up to its

nane, |ush and cool and bright, the I ong grass dappl ed
with wildflowers. It helps if you don't know that nost
of the trees are artificial, or the ambunt of care required
to maintain sonething |ike the opti mal bal ance between
bl ue-green al gae and di atom al gae in the ponds. Char-
m an says she expects Banbi to cone ganboling out of
the woods, and Hiro clains he knows exactly how many
Di sney engi neers were sworn to secrecy under the Na-
tional Security Act.

"We're getting fragnents from Hof mannstahl , "

Hro said. He might al nost have been talking to him

sel f; the handl er-surrogate gestalt was going into effect,
and soon we'd cease to be aware of each other. The
adrenal i ne edge was tapering off. "Nothing very coher-
ent. “Schone Maschine,' sonething . . . "~Beautiful
machine' ... Hllary thinks she sounds pretty calm but
right out of it."

"Don't tell nme about it. No expectations, right?
Let's go in loose." | opened the hatch and took a breath
of Heaven's air; it was |like cool white wine. "Were's
Charm an?"

He sighed, a soft gust of static. "Charm an shoul d
be in Cearing Five, taking care of a Chilean who's three
days home, but she's not, because she heard you were
comng. So she's waiting for you by the carp pond.

St ubborn bitch," he added.

Charm an was flicking pebbles at the Chinese bi ghead
carp. She had a cluster of white flowers tucked behind
one ear, a wilted Marl boro behind the other. Her feet
were bare and muddy, and she'd hacked the |legs off her
junp suit at nidthigh. Her black hair was drawn back
in a ponytail.

We'd net for the first tinme at a party out in one of
t he wel di ng shops, drunken voices clanging in the hol -
| ow of the alloy sphere, honenade vodka in zero grav-
ity. Soneone had a bag of water for a chaser, squeezed
out a double handful, and flipped it expertly into a roll-
ing, floppy ball of surface tension. Od jokes about
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passing water. But |I'mgraceless in zero g. | put ny
hand through it when it cane ny way. Shook a thou-
sand silvery little balls fromny hair, batting at them
tunbling, and the wonman besi de nme was | aughi ng, turn-
ing slow sonersaults, long, thin girl with black hair. She
wore those baggy drawstring pants that tourists take
honme from Tsi ol kovsky and a faded NASA T-shirt
three sizes too big. A mnute |ater she was telling ne
about hang-gliding with the teen tsiolniki and about
how proud they'd been of the weak pot they grew in one
of the corn canisters. | didn't realize she was anot her
surrogate until Hiro clicked into tell us the party was
over. She noved in with me a week | ater

"A mnute, okay?" Hiro gritted his teeth, a hor-
rible sound. "One. Uno." Then he was gone, off the
circuit entirely, maybe not even |istening.

"How s tricks in Clearing Five?" | squatted beside
her and found sonme pebbles of nmy own.

"Not so hot. | had to get away fromhimfor a
whil e, shot himup with hypnotics. My translator told
me you were on your way up."~ She has the kind of

Texas accent that nakes ice sound |ike ass.
"Thought you spoke Spanish. Guy's Chilean, isn't

he?" | tossed one of ny pebbles into the pond.
"l speak Mexican. The culture vultures said he
wouldn t like nmy accent. Good thing, too. |I can't follow

hi m when he talks fast." One of her pebbles foll owed
m ne, rings spreading on the surface as it sank. "Wich
is constantly," she added. A bi ghead swam over to see
whet her her pebble was good to eat. "He isn't going to
make it." She wasn't | ooking at nme. Her tone was
perfectly neutral. "Little Jorge is definitely not naking
it

I chose the flattest of nmy pebbles and tried to skip it
across the pond, but it sank. The less | knew about
Chilean Jorge, the better. | knew he was a |live one, one
of the ten percent. Qur DOA count runs at twenty per-
cent. Suicide. Seventy percent of the neatshots are
aut omati ¢ candi dates for Wards: the di aper cases,
munbl ers, totally gone. Charmian and | are surrogates
for that final ten percent.

If the first ones to cone back had only returned
with seashells, | doubt that Heaven woul d be out here.

Heaven was built after a dead Frenchnman returned with
a twelve-centineter ring of magnetically coded steel
| ocked in his cold hand, black parody of the lucky kid
who wins the free ride on the merry-go-round. W may
never find out where or how he got it, but that ring was
the Rosetta stone for cancer. So nowit's cargo cult tinme
for the human race. W can pick things up out there
that we m ght not stunble across in research in a thou-
sand years. Charmian says we're |ike those poor suckers
on thier island, who spend all thier time building |and-
ing strips to make the big silver birds come back
Charm an says that contact with "superior" civiliza-
tions is sonething you don't wi sh on your worst eneny.
"Ever wonder how t hey thought this scam up,
Toby?" She was squinting into the sunlight, east, down
the length of our cylindrical country, horizonless and
green. "They nust've had all the heavies in, the shrink
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elite, scattered down a long slab of genuine imtation
rosewood, standard Pentagon issue. Each one got a

cl ean notepad and a brand-new pencil, specially sharp-
ened for the occasion. Everybody was there: Freudians,
Jungi ans, Adlerians, Skinner rat nmen, you nane it. And
every one of those bastards knew in his heart that it was
time to play his best hand. As a profession, not just as
representatives of a given faction. There they are, West-
ern psychiatry incarnate. And nothing's happeni ng!

Peopl e are popping back of f the H ghway dead, or el se
they cone back drooling, singing nursery rhynes. The
live ones |ast about three days, won't say a goddamed
thing, then shoot thenselves or go catatonic." She took
a small flashlight fromher belt and casually cracked its
plastic shell, extracting the parabolic reflector. "Krem
lin's screaming. CIA's going nuts. And worst of all, the
mul tinationals who want to back the show are getting
cold feet. “~Dead spacenen? No data? No deal, friends.

So they're getting nervous, all those supershrinks, unti
sonme flake, sone grinning weirdo from Berkel ey

maybe, he says," and her drawl sank to parody stoned

mel | owness, " "Like, hey, why don't we just put these
people into a real nice place with a lotta good dope and
sonebody they can really relate to, hey?" " She

| aughed, shook her head. She was using the reflector to
light her cigarette, concentrating the sunlight. They
don't give us matchs; fires screw up the oxygen
carbon di oxi de balance. A tiny curl of gray snoke
twi sted away fromthe white-hot focal point.

"Ckay," Hiro said, "that's your mnute."
checked nmy watch; it was nore |ike three m nutes.

"Good | uck, baby," she said softly, pretending to
be intent on her cigarette. "Godspeed."

The promi se of pain. It's there each tine. You know
what wi |l happen, but you don't know when, or exactly
how. You try to hold on to them you rock themin the
dark. But if you brace for the pain, you can't function
That poem Hi ro quotes, Teach us to care and not to
care.

We're like intelligent houseflies wandering through
an international airport; some of us actually nanage to
bl under onto flights to London or R o, maybe even sur-
vive the trip and make it back. "Hey," say the other
flies, "what's happening on the other side of that door?
What do they know that we don't?" At the edge of the
H ghway every hunman | anguage unravels in your
hands except, perhaps, the |Ianguage of the shaman, of
the cabalist, the |language of the nystic intent on map-
pi ng hierarchies of denons, angels, saints.

But the Highway is governed by rules, and we've
| earned a few of them That gives us sonething to cling
to.

Rul e One: One entity per ride; no teans, no
coupl es.

Rule Two: No artificial intelligences; whatever's
Qut there won't stop for~a smart nachi ne, at |east
not the kind we know how to buil d.
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Rul e Three: Recording instrunents are a waste of
space; they always conme back bl ank

Dozens of new school s of physics have sprung up in
Saint O ga' s wake, ever nore bizarre and nore el egant
her esi es, each one hoping to shoulder its way to the in-
side track. One by one, they all fall down. In the whis-
pering qui et of Heaven's nights, you inagine you can
hear the paradi gns shatter, shards of theory tinkling
into brilliant dust as the |lifewdrk of sone corporate
think tank is reduced to the tersest historical footnote,
and all inthe tine it takes your damaged traveler to
mutter sone fragment in the dark
not Flies in an airport, hitching rides. Flies are advised
to ask too many questions; flies are advised not to
try for the Big Picture. Repeated attenpts in that direc-
tion invariably lead to the slow, relentless flowering of
paranoi a, your nind projecting huge, dark patterns on
the walls of night, patterns that have a way of solidify-
i ng, becom ng madness, becoming religion. Smart flies
stick with Black Box theory; Black Box is the sanctioned
met aphor, the Hi ghway remaining x in every sane equa-
tion. We aren't supposed to worry about what the Hi gh-
way is, or who put it there. Instead, we concentrate on
what we put into the Box and what we get back out of it.
There are things we send down the Hi ghway (a woman
naned O ga, her ship, so many nore who' ve fol |l owed)
and things that come to us (a nadwonan, a seashell
artifacts, fragments of alien technol ogies). The Bl ack
Box theorists assure us that our primary concern is to
optinmize this exchange. W're out here to see that our
species gets its noney's worth. Still, certain things
becone increasingly evident; one of themis that we
aren't the only flies who've found their way into an air-
port. We've collected artifacts fromat |east half a dozen
wi ldl'y divergent cultures. "Mre hicks," Charnian
calls them W're like pack rats in the hold of a
freighter, trading little pretties with rats from ot her
ports. Dreaming of the bright lights, the big city.

Keep it sinple, a matter of In and Qut. Leni Hof-
mannst ahl : CQut.

We staged the honeconing of Leni Hof mannstahl in
Clearing Three, also known as Elysium | crouched in a
stand of neticul ous reproductions of young vi ne napl es
and studied her ship. It had originally |ooked like a
wi ngl ess dragonfly, a slender, ten-nmeter abdonen hous-
ing the reaction engine. Now, with the engine renoved,
it looked Iike a mtte-white pupa, |arval eye bul ges stuf-
fed with the traditional useless array of sensors and
probes. It lay on a gentle rise in the center of the clear-
ing, a specially designed hillock sc~slpted to support a
variety of vessel formats. The newer boats are small er
like Grand Prix washing nachines, mninmalist pods
with no pretense to being exploratory vessels. Mdules
for neatshots.

"I don't like it," Hro said. "I don't like this one.
It doesn't feel right. " He m ght have been taiking to
hi nsel f; he m ght al nost have been ne talking to
nmysel f, which nmeant the handl er-surrogate gestalt was
al nost operational. Locked into ny role, I'mno | onger
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the point man for Heaven's hungry ear, a specialized
probe radio-linked with an even nore specialized psy-
chiatrist; when the gestalt clicks, Hro and | neld into
sonet hing el se, sonething we can never adnit to each
other, not when it isn't happening. Qur relationship
woul d give a classical Freudian nightmares. But | knew
that he was right; sonething felt terribly wong this
tinme.

The clearing was roughly circular. It had to be; it
was actually a fifteen-nmeter round cut through the floor
of Heaven, a circular elevator disguised as an Al pine
nm ni meadow. They'd sawed Leni's engine off, haul ed
her boat into the outer cylinder, |lowered the clearing to
the air-lock deck, then lifted her to Heaven on a giant
pie plate | andscaped with grass and wi | dfl owers. They'd
bl anked her sensors with broadcast overrides and seal ed
her ports and hatch; Heaven is supposed to be a surprise
to the newy arrived

I found nyself wondering whether Charnian was
back with Jorge yet. Maybe she'd be cooki ng sonething
for him one of the fish we "catch" as they're rel eased
into our hands from cages on the pool bottons. | inmag-
ined the snell of frying fish, closed ny eyes, and inmag-
i ned Charmi an wading in the shallow water, bright
drops beading on her thighs, long-legged girl in a fish-
pond i n Heaven.

"Move, Toby! In now "

My skull rang with the volunme; training and the
gestalt reflex already had ne hal fway across the clear-

ing. "Goddam, goddamm, goddamm. . . ." Hiro's
mantra, and | knew it had managed to go all wrong,
then. Hillary the translator was a shrill undertone, BBC

i ce cracking as she rattled sonething out at top speed,
sonet hi ng about anatomical charts. Hro nust have

used the renotes to unseal the hatch, but he didn't wait
for it to unscrewitself. He triggered six explosive bolts
built into the hull and bl ew the whol e hatch nmechani sm

out intact. It barely missed ne. | had instinctively
swerved out of its way. Then | was scranbling up the
boat's snmooth side, grabbing for the honeyconb struts

just inside the entranceway; the hatch nechani sm had

taken the alloy |adder with it.

And | froze there, crouching in the snell of
pl astique fromthe bolts, because that was when the
Fear found me, really found ne, for the first tine.

I"d felt it before, the Fear, but only the fringes,
| east edge. Now it was vast, the very hollow of night, an
enptiness cold and inplacable. It was |ast words, deep
space, every |long goodbye in the history of our species.
It made ne cringe, whining. | was shaking, groveling,
crying. They lecture us onit, warn us, try to explain it
away as a kind of tenporary agoraphobia endenic to
our work. But we know what it is; surrogates know and
handl ers can't. No explanati on has ever even cone
cl ose.

t he

It's the Fear. It's the long finger of Big N ght, the

darkness that feeds the nuttering dammed to the gentle
white maw of Wards. O ga knew it first, Saint Oga. She
tried to hide us fromit, clawing at her radi o gear,

bl oodyi ng her hands to destroy her ship's broadcast
capacity, praying Earth would | ose her, let her die...
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Hro was frantic, but he must have under st ood,
and he knew what to do.

He hit nme with the pain switch. Hard. Over and
over, like a cattle prod. He drove ne into the boat. He
drove ne through the Fear.

Beyond the Fear, there was ~ room Silence, and a
stranger's snell, a wonan's.

The cranped nodul e was worn, al nost honeli ke,
the tired plastic of the acceleration couch patched with
peeling strips of silver tape. But it all seened to nold
itself around an absence. She wasn't there. Then | saw
the insane frieze of ballpoint scratchings, crabbed sym
bol s, thousands of tiny, crooked oblongs | ocking and
over | appi ng. Thunb-snudged, pathetic, it covered
nmost of the rear bul khead.

Hiro was static, whispering, pleading. Find her,

Toby, now, please, Toby, find her, find her, find

I found her in the surgical bay, a narrow al cove off
the crawl way. Above her, the Schone Maschi ne, the
surgical nmanipulator, glittering, its bright, thin arns
neatly folded, chronmed |inbs of a spider crab, tipped
with henostats, forceps, |aser scalpel. Hiliary was
hysterical, half-lost on sone faint channel, sonething
about the anatomy of the human arm the tendons, the
arteries, basic taxonony. Hillary was screani ng.

There was no blood at all. The manipulator is a
cl ean machine, able to do a no-ness job in zero g,
vacuum ng the bl ood away. She'd died just before Hiro
had bl own the hatch, her right arm spread out across the
white plastic work surface |ike a nedieval draw ng,
flayed, nuscles and other tissues tacked out in a neat
symmetrical display, held with a dozen stainl ess-stee
di ssecting pins. She bled to death. A surgical manipul a-
tor is carefully programmed agai nst suicides, but it can
doubl e as a robot dissector, preparing biologicals for
st or age.

She'd found a way to fool it. You usually can, with
machi nes, given tinme. She'd had eight years

She lay there in a collapsible framework, a thing
like the fossil skeleton of a dentist's chair; through it, |
coul d see the faded enbroidery across the back of her
junp suit, the trademark of a West German el ectronics
conglonerate. | tried to tell her. | said, "Please, you're
dead. Forgive us, we cane to try to help, Hiro and |
Under st and? He knows you, see, Hro, he's here in ny
head. He's read your dossier, your sexual profile, your
favorite colors; he knows your chil dhood fears, first
| over, nane of a teacher you liked. And |'ve got just the
ri ght pherontne5~ and |'m a wal ki ng arsenal of drugs,
sonet hing here you're bound to like. And we can lie,

Hro and |I; we're ace liars. Please. You've got to see
Perfect strangers, but Hro and I, for you, we nake up
the perfect stranger, Leni."

She was a snmall wonan, blond, her snooth,
straight hair streaked with premature gray. | touched
her hair, once, and went out into the clearing. As I
stood there, the long grass shuddered, the w | dflowers
began to shake, and we began our descent, the boat
centered on its | andscaped round of elevator. The clear-
ing slid down out of Heaven, and the sunlight was | ost
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in the glare of huge vapor arcs that threw hard shadows
across the broad deck of the air lock. Figures in red
suits, running. A red Dinky Toy did a U-turn on fat rub-
ber wheels, getting out of our way.
Nevsky, the KGB surfer, was waiting at the foot of
the gangway that they wheeled to the edge of the clear-
ing. | didn't see himuntil | reached the bottom

"I must take the drugs now, M. Hal pert."

| stood there, swaying, blinking tears from ny
eyes. He reached out to steady nme. | wondered whether
he even knew why he was down here in the | ock deck, a
yellow suit in red territory. But he probably didn't
mnd; he didn't seemto mind anything very nuch; he
had hi s clipboard ready.

"I must take them M. Halpert."

| stripped out of the suit, bundled it, and handed it
to him He stuffed it into a plastic Z ploc, put the Ziploc
in a case nmanacled to his left wist, and spun the com
bi nati on.

"Don't take themall at once, kid," | said. Then I
f ai nt ed.

Late that night Charm an brought a special kind of
darkness down to ny cubicle, individual doses seal ed

in heavy foil. It was nothing |like the darkness of Big

Ni ght, that sentient, hunting dark that waits to drag the
hi t chhi kers down to Wards, that dark that incubates

the Fear. It was a darkness like the shadows noving in
the back seat of your parents' car, on a rainy night when
you'.re five years old, warmand secure. Charm an's a

lot slicker that | amwhen it comes to getting past the
clipboard tickers, the ones |ike Nevsky.

I didn't ask her why she was back from Heaven, or

what had happened to Jorge. She didn't ask me any-

thi ng about Leni.

H ro was gone, off the air entirely. 1'd seen him at
the debriefing that afternoon; as usual, our eyes didn't
meet. It didn't matter. | knew he'd be back. It had been

busi ness as usual, really. A bad day in Heaven, but it's
never easy. It's hard when you feel the Fear for the first
time, but I've always known it was there, waiting. They
tal ked about Leni's diagranms and about her ball point
sketches of nol ecul ar chains that shift on comand.
Mol ecul es that can function as switches, |logic el enents,
even a kind of wiring, built up in layers into a single very
| arge nol ecule, a very small computer. We'll probably
never know what she net out there; we'll probably
never know the details of the transaction. W night be
sorry if we ever found out. We aren't the only hinter-
land tribe, the only ones | ooking for scraps.

Damm Leni, damm that Frenchman, damm all the
ones who bring things honme, who bring cancer cures,
seashell's, things w thout names who keep us here wait-
ing, who fill Wards, who bring us the Fear. But cling to
this dark, warm and close, to Charmian's sl ow breath-
ing, to the rhythmof the sea. You get high enough out
here; you'll hear the sea, deep down behi nd the constant
conch-shell static of the bonephone. It's something we
carry with us, no matter how far from hone.

Charm an stirred beside nme, nuttered a stranger's
nane, the nane of sone broken travel er | ong gone
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down to Wards. She holds the current record; she kept a
man alive for two weeks, until he put his eyes out with
his thunbs. She screaned all the way down, broke her
nails on the elevator's plastic lid. Then they sedated her
We both have the drive, though, that special need,
that freak dynamic that |ets us keep going back to
Heaven. W both got it the same way, lay out there in
our little boats for weeks, waiting for the H ghway to
take us. And when our last flare was gone, we were
haul ed back here by tugs. Sonme people just aren't
taken, and nobody knows why. And you'll never get a
second chance. They say it's too expensive, but what
they really nmean, as they eye the bandages on your
wists, is that now you' re too valuable, too nuch use to
themas a potential surrogate. Don't worry about the
suicide attenpt, they'll tell you; happens all the tine.
Perfectly understandable: feeling of profound rejection.
But I'd wanted to go, wanted it so bad. Charmi an, too
She tried with pills. But they worked on us, twisted us a
little, aligned our drives, planted the bonephones,
pai red us with handl ers.
A ga nmust have known, mnust have seen it all
sonmehow~ she was trying to keep us from findi ng our
way out there, where she'd been. She knew that if we
found her, we'd have to go. Even now, know ng what |
know, | still want to go. | never will. But we can sw ng
here in this dark that towers way above us, Charmian's
hand in mnd. Between our palms the drug's torn foi
wrapper. And Saint Oga smles out at us fromthe
wal I's; you can feel her, all those prints fromthe sane
publicity shot, torn and taped across the walls of night,
her white smile, forever.

Red Star, Wnter Obit
by Bruce Sterling and WIliam G bson

Col onel Korolev twisted slowy in his harness, dream ng
of winter and gravity. Young again, a cadet, he whipped
his horse across the | ate Novenber steppes of Kazakh-
stan into dry red vistas of Martian sunset.
That's wrong, he thought
And woke in the Miuseum of the Soviet Triunph
in Space to the sounds of Romanenko and the KGB
man's wife. They were going at it again behind the
screen at the aft end of the Salyut, restraining straps
and padded hull creaking and thudding rhythnically.
Hooves in the snow.

Freeing hinself fromthe harness, Korolev executed
a practiced kick that propelled himinto the toilet stall.
Shruggi ng out of his threadbare coverall, he cl amped
the conmode around his |oins and wi ped condensed
steamfromthe steel mirror. His arthritic hand had
swol I en again during sleep; the wist was bird-bone thin
fromcalciumloss. Twenty years had passed since he'd
| ast known gravity; he'd grown old in orbit.

He shaved with a suction razor. A patchwork of
broken veins blotched his | eft cheek and tenpl e, another
| egacy fromthe bl owout that had crippled him

When he energed, he found that the adulterers had
fini shed. Romanenko was adjusting his clothing. The
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political officer's wife, Valentina, had ripped the sl eeves
fromher brown coverall; her white arns were sheened

with the sweat of their exertion. Her ash-bl ond hair
rippled in the breeze froma ventilator. Her eyes were
purest cornflower blue, set alittle too closely together,
and they held a | ook hal f-apol ogetic, half-conspirator-

ial. "See what we've brought you, Col one

She handed hima tiny airline bottle of cognac.

Stunned, Korolev blinked at the Air France | ogo
enbossed on the plastic cap

"It cane in the last Soyuz. In a cucunber, ny hus-
band said." She giggled. "He gave it to ne."

"W deci ded you should have it, Colonel," Ro-
manenko said, grinning broadly. "After all, we can be
furloughed at any tinme." Korolev ignored the sidelong,
enmbarrassed gl ance at his shriveled | egs and pal e,
dangling feet.

He opened the bottle, and the ~rich arona brought a
sudden tingling rush of blood to his cheeks. He raised it
carefully and sucked out a fewmnilliliters of brandy. It
burned like acid. "Christ," he gasped, "it's been years.
I"lI'l get plastered!" he said, |laughing, tears blurring his
Vi si on.

"My father tells ne you drank |ike a hero, Col onel
in the old days.~~

"Yes," Korolev said, and sipped again, "I did."
The cognac spread through himlike liquid gold. He
di sli ked Romanenko. He'd never liked the boy's father,
ei ther an easygoing Party nman, |ong since settled into
| ecture tours, a dacha on the Black Sea, Anerican |i-
quor, French suits, Italian shoes. . . . The boy had the
father's | ooks, the same clear gray eyes utterly untrou-
bl ed by doubt.

The al cohol surged through Korol ev's thin blood.
"You are too generous," he said. He kicked once,
gently, and arrived at his console. "You nust take sone
sam i sdata, American cable broadcasts, freshly inter-
cepted. Racy stuff! Wasted on an old man |ike ne." He
slotted a bl ank cassette and punched for the nmaterial

"I''ll give it to the gun crew," Romanenko sai d,
grinning. "They can run it on the tracking consoles in
the gun room" The particl e-beam station had al ways
been known as the gun room The sol diers who manned
it were particularly hungry for this sort of tape. Korolev
ran off a second copy for Val enti na.

"I't's dirty?" She | ooked alarnmed and intrigued.
"May we come again, Col onel? Thursday at 24007?"

Korolev snmiled at her. She had been a factory
wor ker before she'd been singled out for space. Her
beauty nade her useful as a propaganda tool, a role
nmodel for the proletariat. He pitied her now, with the
cognac coursing through his veins, and found it im
possible to deny her a little happiness. "A midni ght
rendezvous in the nuseum Val entina? Ronantic!"

She kissed his cheek, wobbling in free fall. "Thank
you, mny Col onel ."
"You're a prince, Colonel," Ronmanenko said,

sl appi ng Korol ev's matchstick shoul der as gently as he
coul d. After countless hours on an exerciser, the boy's
arnms bulged Iike a blacksnith's.

Korol ev watched the lovers carefully make their
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way out into the central docking sphere, the junction of
three aging Salyuts and two corridors. Romanenko took

the "north" corridor to the gun room Val entina went

in the opposite direction to the next junction sphere and
the Sal yut where her husband sl ept.

There were five docking spheres in Kosnograd,
each with its three linked Sal yuts. At opposite ends of
the conplex were the mlitary installation ~nd the
satellite launchers. Popping, humm ng, and wheezing,
the station had the feel of a subway and the dank
metallic reek of a tranp steaner.

Korol ev had another pull at the bottle. Now it was
hal f-enpty. He hid it in one of the nuseumis exhibits, a
NASA Hassel bl ad recovered fromthe site of the Apollo
| anding. He hadn't had a drink since his last furlough,
before the blowout. H's head swamin a pl easant, pain-
ful current of drunken nostalgia.

Drifting back to his console, he accessed a section
of menory where the coll ected speeches of Al exci Kosy-
gin had been covertly erased and replaced with his per-
sonal collection of sam sdata, digitized pop nusic, his
boyhood favorites fromthe Eighties. He had British
groups taped from West German radi o, Warsaw Pact
heavy netal, Anerican inports fromthe black market.
Putting on his headphones, he punched for the
Czest ochowa reggae of Brygada Cryzis.

After all the years, he no longer really heard the
nmusi ¢, but inmages cane rushing back with an aching

poi gnancy. In the Eighties he'd been a long-haired child
of the Soviet elite, his father's Position placing himef-
fectively beyond the reach of the Mscow police. He
renenber ed feedback how i ng through the speakers in

the hot darkness of a cellar club, th'e crowd a shadowy
checkerboard of deni mand bl eached hair. He'd snoked
Mar | boros | aced with powdered Afghani hash. He re-
menbered the nmouth of an Anerican diplomat's

daughter in the back seat of her father's black Lincoln.
Nanmes and faces cane flooding in on a warm haze of
cognac. Nina, the East Gernman who'd shown hi m her

m neogr aphed transl ati ons of dissident Polish news-
sheets

Until the night she didn't turn up at the coffee bar

Whi spers of parasitism of anti-Soviet activity, of the
wai ting chemical horrors of the psikuska

Korolev started to trenble. He wiped his face and

found it bathed in sweat. He took off the headphones.

It had been fifty years, yet he was suddenly and
very intensely afraid. He couldn't renenber ever having
been this frightened, not even during the bl owout that
had crushed his hip. He shook violently. The lights. The
lights in the Salyut were too bright, but he didn't want
to go to the switches. A sinple action, one he perforned
regularly, yet. . . The switches and their insul ated cables
wer e sonehow threatening. He stared, confused. The
little clockwork nodel of a Lunokhod noon rover, its
Vel cro wheels gripping the curved wall, seened to
crouch there |ike sonmething sentient, poised, waiting.
The eyes of the Soviet space pioneers in the official por-
traits were fixed on himw th contenpt.

The cognac. His years in free fall had warped his
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met abolism He wasn't the nan he'd once been. But he
would remain calmand try to ride it out. If he threw up,
everyone woul d | augh

Someone knocked at the entrance to the nuseum
and Nikita the Plunber, Kosnopgrad's prem er han-
dyman, executed a perfect slow notion dive through the
open hatch. The young civilian engineer |ooked angry.
Korolev felt cowed. "You're up early, Plunber," he
sai d, anxious for sonme facade of normality.

"Pi nhead | eakage in Delta Three." He frowned.
"Do you understand Japanese?" The Pl unber tugged a
cassette fromone of the dozen pockets that bul ged on
his stained work vest and waved it in Korolev's face. He
wore carefully laundered Levi's and dil api dat ed Adi das
runni ng shoes. "W accessed this last night."
Korol ev cowered as though the cassette were a
weapon. "No, no Japanese." The neekness of his own
voice startled him "Only English and Polish." He felt
hi nsel f bl ush. The Pl unber was his friend; he knew and
trusted the Plunber, but
"Are you well, Colonel?" The Plunber |oaded the
tape and punched up a | exicon programw th deft,
callused fingers. "You | ook as though you just ate a

bug. | want you to hear this."
Korol ev wat ched uneasily as the tape flickered into
an ad for baseball gloves. The lexicon's Cyrillic subtitles

raced across the nonitor as a Japanese voi ce-over rat-
tled naniacal ly.

"The newscast's coming up," said the Plunber,
gnawi ng at a cuticle.

Korol ev squi nted anxiously as the translation slid
across the face of the Japanese announcer:

AVERI CAN DI SARMAMENT GROUP CLAI MS
PREPARATI ONS AT BAI KONUR COSMODROME. .. PROVE
RUSSI ANS AT LAST READY. . . TO SCRAP ARMED SPACE
STATION COM C CI TY. .

"Cosnic," the Plunber nuttered. "ditch in the
| exi con."

BU LT AT TURN OF CENTURY AS BRI DGEHEAD TO
SPACE. .. AMBI TI QUS PRQIECT CRI PPLED BY FAI LURE OF
LUNAR M NING . . . EXPENSI VE STATI ON OUTPERFCRVED
BY OUR UNMANNED ORBI TAL FA~ORI ES... CRYSTALS,

SEM CONDUCTORS AND PURE DRUGS. . .

"Smug bastards." The Plunber snorted. "I tel
you, it's that goddammed KGB nan Yefrenov. He's
had a hand in this!"

STAGGERI NG SOVI ET TRADE DEFICITS. . . POPULAR
DI SCONTENT W TH SPACE EFFORT... R~CENT DECI SI ONS
BY POLI TBURO AND CENTRAL COWM TTEE SECRETAR-
| AT. ..

"They're shutting us down!" The Plunber's face
contorted with rage.

Korolev tw sted away fromthe screen, shaking un-
controll ably. Sudden tears peeled fromhis |ashes in
free-fall droplets. "Leave nme alone! | can do nothing!"
"What's wong, Colonel?" The Pl unber grabbed
his shoulders. "Look ne in the face. Soneone's dosed
you with the Fear!"

"Go away~" Korol ev begged.

"That little spook bastard! Wat has he given you?
Pills? An injection?"
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Korol ev shuddered. "I had a drink "

"He gave you the Fear! You~ a sick old man! 1']I
break his face!" The Plunber jerked his knees up,
sonersaul ted backward, kicked off from a handhold
over head, and catapulted out of the room

"Wait! Plunber!"” But the Plunber had zi pped
t hrough the docking sphere Iike a squirrel, vanishing
down the corridor, and now Korolev felt that he
couldn't bear to be alone. In the distance he could hear
metal lic echoes of distorted, angry shouts.

Trenbling, he closed his eyes and waited for some-
one to help him

He' d asked Psychiatric O ficer Bychkov to help him

dress in his old uniform the one with the Star of the

Tsi ol kovsky Order sewn above the |eft breast pocket.

The bl ack dress boots of heavy quilted nylon, with their
Vel cro soles, would no longer fit his twisted feet; so his
feet renmined bare.

Bychkov's injection had strai ghtened hi m out
within an hour, leaving himalternately depressed and
furiously angry. Now he waited in the nmuseum for
Yef remov to answer his summons.

They called his home the Museum of the Soviet
Triunph in Space, and as his rage subsided, to be
replaced with an anci ent bl eakness, he felt very nuch as
if he were sinply another one of the exhibits. He stared
gloonily at the gold-framed portraits of the great vi-
sionaries of space, at the faces of Tsiol kovsky, Rynin,
Tupol ev. Below these, in slightly snaller frames, were
portraits of Verne, Goddard, and O Neill

In monents of extrenme depression he had somne-
times inmagi ned that he could detect a comon strange-
ness in their eyes, particularly in the eyes of the two
Americans. Was it sinply craziness, as he sonetines
thought in his nost cynical nmobods? O was he able to
glinpse a subtle nanifestation of some weird, unbal -
anced force that he had often suspected of being human
evol ution in action?

Once, and only once, Korolev had seen that look in
his own eyes on the day he'd stepped onto the soil of
the Coprates Basin. The Martian sunlight, glinting
within his helmet visor, had shown himthe reflection of
two steady, alien eyes fearless, yet driven and the
qui et, secret shock of it, he now realized, had been his
life's nost menorable, nobst transcendental nonent.

Above the portraits, oily and inert, was a painting
that depicted the landing in colors that rem nded hi m of
borscht and gravy, the Martian | andscape reduced to the
idealistic kitsch of Soviet Socialist realism The arti st
had posed the suited figure beside the Iander with all of
the official style's deeply sincere vulgarity.

Feeling tainted, he awaited the arrival of Yefre-
mov, the KG man, Kosnpbgrad's political officer.

When Yefrenmov finally entered the Sal yut, Korolev
noted the split lip and the fresh bruises on the nan's
throat. He wore a blue Kansai junp suit of Japanese
silk and stylish Italian deck shoes. He coughed politely.
"Good norni ng, Conrade Col onel."

Korolev stared. He all owed the silence to | engthen
"Yefrenov," he said heavily, "I amnot happy with
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you."

Yefrenov reddened, but he held .his gaze. "Let us
speak frankly to each other, Colonel, as Russian to Rus-
sian. It was not, of course, intended for you."

"The Fear, Yefrenov?"

"The beta-carboline, yes. If you hadn't pandered
to their antisocial actions, if you hadn't accepted their
bribe, it would not have happened."”

"So | ama pinp, Yefrenov? A pinp and a drunk-
ard? You are a cuckold, a snuggler, and an inforner. |
say this," he added, "as one Russian to another."

Now t he KGB man's face assuned the official
mask of bland and untroubl ed ri ght eousness.

"But tell nme, Yefrenov, what it is that you are really
about. What have you been doi ng since you cane to
Kosnograd? We know that the conplex will be
stripped. What is in store for the civilian crew when they
return to Bai konur? Corruption hearings?"

"There will be interrogation, certainly. In certain
cases there may be hospitalization. Wuld you care to
suggest, Col onel Korolev, that the Soviet Union is
sonehow at fault for Kosnograd's failures?"

Korol ev was silent.

"Kosnograd was a dream Colonel. A dreamthat
failed. Like space. W have no need to be here. W have
an entire world to put in order. Mdscow is the greatest
power in history. W must not allow ourselves to | ose
the gl obal perspective."

"Do you think we can be brushed aside that easily?
We are an elite, a highly trained technical elite."

"A mnority, Colonel, an obsolete mnority. Wat
do you contribute, aside fromreans of poisonous
Anerican trash? The crew here were intended to be
wor kers, not bloated black marketeers trafficking in
jazz and pornography." Yefrenov's face was snooth
and calm "The creww ||l return to Bai konur. The
weapons are capabl e of being directed fromthe ground.
You, of course, will remmin, and there will be guest
cosnmonauts: Africans, South Americans. Space still re-
tains a degree of its fornmer prestige for these people.”

Korolev gritted his teeth. "Wat have you done
with the boy?"

"Your Plunber?" The political officer frowned.
"He has assaulted an officer of the Conmttee for State
Security. He will remain under guard until he can be
taken to Bai konur."

Korol ev attenpted an unpl easant | augh. "Let him
go. You'll be in too much trouble yourself to press
charges. 1'll speak with Marshal Gubarev personally.

My rank may be entirely honorary, Yefrenov, but | do
retain a certain influence."

The KGB man shrugged. "The gun crew are under
orders from Bai konur to keep the conmunications
nmodul e under | ock and key. Their careers depend on
it."!

"Martial |law, then?"

"This isn't Kabul, Colonel. These are difficult
times. You have the noral authority here; you should
try to set an exanple."

"W shall see," Korolev said.
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Kosnmograd swung out of Earth's shadow into raw
sunlight. The walls of Korolev's Sal yut popped and
creaked like a nest of glass bottles. A Salyut's view
ports, Korolev thought absently, fingering the broken
veins at his tenple, were always the first things to go.

Young Grishkin seemed to have the sane thought.

He drew a tube of caulk from an ankl e pocket and
began to inspect the seal around the viewport. He was
the Plunber's assistant and closest friend.

"W nmust now vote," Korolev said wearily. Eleven
of Kosnograd's twenty-four civilian crew nmenbers had
agreed to attend the neeting, twelve if he counted
hinsel f. That left thirteen who were either unwilling to
ri sk invol venent or else actively hostile to the idea of a
strike. Yefrenov and the six-man gun crew brought the
total nunber of those not present to twenty. "W ve
di scussed our demands. All those in favor of the list as it
stands " He raised his good hand. “three others raised
theirs. Gishkin, busy at the viewort stuck out his foot.

Korol ev sighed. "There are few enough as it is.
We' d best have unanimity. Let us hear your objec-
tions."

"The termmlitary custody," said a biologica
techni ci an naned Korovkin, "mght be construed as im
plying that the mlitary, and not the crimnal Yefrenov,
is responsible for the situation.” The man | ooked acutely
unconfortable. "W are in synpathy otherw se but wll
not sign. We are Party nenbers." He seenmed about to
add sonething but fell silent. "My nother," his wife
said quietly, "was Jew sh.'

Kor ol ev nodded, but he said not hi ng.

"This is all crimnal foolishness," said d ushko,
the botanist. Neither he nor his wife had voted.

"Madness. Kosnograd is finished, we all knowit, and
the sooner hone the better. What has this place ever
been but a prison?" Free fall disagreed with the man's
met abolism in the absence of gravity, blood tended to
congest in his face and neck, naking himresenble one
of his experinmental punpkins.
"You are a botanist, Vasili,

his wife said stiffly,

"while I, you will recall, ama Soyuz pilot. Your career
is not at stake."
"I will not support this idiocy!" dushko gave the

bul khead a savage kick that propelled himfromthe
room His wife followed, conplaining bitterly in

the grating undertone crew nenbers | earned to enpl oy
for private argunents

"Five are willing to sign," Korolev said, "out of a
civilian crew of twenty-four."

"Six," said Tatiana, the other Soyuz pilot, her
dark hair drawn back and held with a braided band of
green nyl on webbing. "You forget the Plunber.”

"The sun balloons!" cried Gishkin, pointing
toward the earth. "Look!"

Kosnmograd was above the coast of California now,
cl ean shorelines, intensely green fields, vast decaying
cities whose names rang with a strange magi c. High
above a fleece of stratocunulus floated five solar bal -
| oons, mirrored geodesi c spheres tethered by power
lines; they had been a cheaper substitute for a grandi ose
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American plan to build solar-powered satellites. The
t hi ngs wor ked, Korol ev supposed, because for the |ast
decade he'd watched themmultiply.

"And they say that people live in those things?"
Systens O ficer Stoiko had joined Gishkin at the view
port.

Korol ev renenbered the pathetic flurry of strange
Aneri can energy schenes in the wake of the Treaty of
Vienna. Wth the Soviet Union firmy in control of the
world's oil flow, the Americans had seened willing to
try anything. Then the Kansas neltdown had perman-
ently soured themon reactors. For nore than three
decades they'd been gradually sliding into isolationism
and industrial decline. Space, he thought ruefully, they
shoul d have gone into space. He'd never understood the
strange paralysis of will that had seened to grip their
brilliant early efforts. Or perhaps it was sinply a failure
of imagination, of vision. You see, Americans, he said
silently, you really should have tried to join us here in
our glorious future, here in Kosnograd.

"Who woul d want to live in something like that?"
St oi ko asked, punching Gishkin's shoul der and | augh-
ing with the quiet energy of desperation

"You're joking," said Yefrenov. "Surely we're all in
enough trouble as it is.”

"We're not joking, Political Oficer Yefrenov,
and these are our demands." The five dissidents had
crowded into the Sal yut the man shared with Val enti na,
backi ng hi m agai nst the aft screen. The screen was deco-
rated with a meticul ously airbrushed photograph of the
prem er, who was waving fromthe back of a tractor.
Val entina, Korolev knew, would be in the nuseum now
wi t h Romanenko, naking the straps. creak. The col onel
wonder ed how Romanenko so regul arly managed to
avoid his duty shifts in the gun room

Yefremov shrugged. He gl anced down the list of
demands. "The Plunber nust remain in custody. | have
direct orders. As for the rest of this document "

"-"You are guilty of unauthorized use of psychiatric
drugs!" G&ishkin shout ed.

"That was entirely a private matter,'
may calmy.

"A crimnal act," said Tatiana.

"Pilot Tatjana, we both know that Gishkin here is
the station's nost active sami sdata pirate! W are all
crimnals, don't you see? That's the beauty of our
system isn't it?" H's sudden, tw sted smle was shock-
ingly cynical. "Kosnograd is not the Potenkin, and
you are not revolutionaries. And you demand to com
muni cate with Marshal Gubarev? He is in custody at
Bai konur. And you demand to comunicate with the
m ni ster of technology? The minister is |eading the
purge." Wth a decisive gesture he ripped the printout
to pieces, scraps of yellow flimsy scattering in free fal
like slownotion butterflies.

said Yefre-

On the ninth day of the strike, Korolev nmet with
Gishkin and Stoiko in the Salyut that Gishkin would
ordinarily have shared with the Pl unber.

For forty years the inhabitants of Kosnograd had
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fought an antiseptic war against nold and m | dew.

Dust, grease, and vapor wouldn't settle in free fall, and
spores |urked everywhere in padding, in clothing, in

the ventilation ducts. In the warm noist petri-dish at-
nmosphere, they spread like oil slicks. Now there was a
reek of dry rot in the air, overlaid with om nous whiffs
of burning insulation.

Korol ev's sl eep had been broken by the hol |l ow
thud of a departing Soyuz |ander. d ushko and his wife,
he supposed. During the past forty-eight hours, Yefre-
nmov had supervi sed the evacuation of the crew nembers
who had refused to join the strike. The gun crew kept to
the gun room and their barracks ring, where they stil
held Ni kita the Pl unber.

Gishkin's Salyut had becone strike headquarters.
None of the nale strikers had shaved, and Stoi ko had
contracted a staph infection that spread across his
forearns in angry welts. Surrounded by lurid pinups
from Aneri can tel evision, they resenbl ed some degen-
erate trio of pornographers. The lights were dim Kos-
mograd ran on hal f-power. "Wth the others gone,"

Stoi ko said, "our hand is strengthened."

Gishkin groaned. His nostrils were festooned with
white streaners of surgical cotton. He was convinced
that Yefrenmov would try to break the strike with beta-
carboline aerosols. The cotton plugs were just one
synmpt om of the general |evel of strain and paranoi a.

Bef ore the evacuation order had cone from Bai konur

one of the technicians had taken to playing Tchai kov-
sky's 1812 Overture at shattering volune for hours on
end. And d ushko had chased his w fe, naked, bruised,
and scream ng, up and down the | ength of Kosnograd.
St oi ko had accessed the KGB man's files and Bychkov's
psychiatric records; nmeters of yellow printout curled
through the corridors in flabby spirals, rippling in the
current fromthe ventil ators.

"Think what their testinmony will be doing to us
groundsi de," nmuttered Gishkin. "W won't even get a
trial. Straight to the psikuska." The sinister nicknane
for the political hospitals seenmed to gal vani ze t he boy
with dread. Korol ev picked apathetically at a viscous
puddi ng of chiorella.

St oi ko snatched a drifting scroll of printout and
read al oud. "Paranoia with a tendency to overesteem
i deas! Revisionist fantasies hostile to the social sys-
tem" He crunpled the paper. "If we could seize the
conmuni cations nmodul e, we could tie into an Anerican
consat and dunp the whole thing in their |aps. Perhaps
that woul d show Moscow sonet hi ng about our hostil -
ity!"

Korol ev dug a stranded fruit fly fromhis al gae pud-
ding. Its two pairs of wings and bifurcated thorax were
mute testinony to Kosnograd's high radiation |evels.

The insects had escaped from sone forgotten experi -
ment; generations of themhad infested the station for
decades. "The Anmericans have no interest in us,"
Korol ev said. "Muscow can no | onger be enbarrassed

by such revel ations."

"Except when the grain shipnents are due," Gish-
ki nsai d.

"America needs to sell as badly as we need to
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buy." Korolev grimy spooned nore chlorella into his
nmout h, chewed nechanically, and swal |l owed. "The
Ameri cans couldn't reach us even if they desired to.
Canaveral is in ruins.

"W're low on fuel," Stoi ko said.

"W can take it fromthe renmaining | anders,
ol ev said.

"Then how in hell would we get back down?"
Gishkin's fists trenmbled. "Even in Siberia, there are
trees, trees; the sky! To hell with it! Let it fall to pieces!
Let it fall and burn!"

Korol ev's puddi ng spattered across the bul khead.

"Ch, Christ," Gishkin said, "I"msorry, Colonel
I know you can't go back."

*

* *

Kor -

When he entered the nuseum he found Pilot Tatjana
suspended before that hateful painting of the Mars
| andi ng, her cheeks slick with tears.

"Do you know, Col onel, they have a bust of you at
Bai konur? In bronze. | used to pass it on ny way to | ec-
tures.” Her eyes were red-rimed w th sl eepl essness.

"There are always busts. Acadeni es need them"

He smiled and took her hand.

"What was it like that day?" She still stared at the
pai nti ng.

"I hardly remenber. |'ve seen the tapes so often
now | renmenber theminstead. My nenories of Mars
are any schoolchild's." He sniled for her again. "But it
was not like this bad painting. In spite of everything,
I"mstill certain of that."

"Why has it all gone this way, Colonel? Wy is it
endi ng now? When | was small | saw all this on televi-
sian. Qur future in space was forever "

"Perhaps the Anericans were right. The Japanese
sent machi nes instead, robots to build their orbital fac-
tories. Lunar nmining failed for us, but we thought there
woul d at | east be a permanent research facility of sone
kind. It all had to do with purse strings, | suppose. Wth
men who sit at desks and make deci sions."

"Here is their final decision with regard to Kosno-
grad." She passed hima fol ded scrap of flinsy. "I
found this in the printout of Yefrenmov's orders from
Moscow. They'll allow the station's orbit to decay over
the next three nonths."

He found that now he too was staring fixedly at the
painting he loathed. "It hardly matters anynore," he
heard hinsel f say.

And then she was weeping bitterly, her face pressed
hard agai nst Korolev's crippled shoul der

"But | have a plan, Tatjana," he said, stroking her
hair. "You must listen."

He gl anced at his old Rolex. They were over eastern
Si beria. He renmenbered how the Swi ss anbassador had
presented himwith the watch in an enornous vaulted
roomin the Gand Krenlin Pal ace.

It was time to begin.

He drifted out of his Salyut into the docking
sphere, batting at a length of printout that tried to coi
around hi s head.
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He could still work quickly and efficiently with his
good hand. He was smiling as he freed a | arge oxygen
bottle fromits webbing straps. Bracing hinself against a
handhol d, he flung the bottle across the sphere with al
his strength. It rebounded harm essly with a harsh
clang. He went after it, caught it, and hurled it again.

Then he hit the deconpression alarm

Dust spurted from speakers as a Kl axon began to
wai |l . Triggered by the alarm the d~cking bays slamred
shut with a wheeze of hydraulics. Korolev's ears
popped. He sneezed, then went after the bottle again.

The lights flared to maxi mumbrilliance, then
flickered out. He sniled in the darkness, groping for the
steel bottle. Stoiko had provoked a general systens
crash. It hadn't been difficult. The nmenory banks were
already riddled to the point of collapse with bootl egged
tel evi sion broadcasts. "The real bare-knuckle stuff," he
muttered, banging the bottle against the wall. The lights
flickered on weakly as energency cells canme on line.

H s shoul der began to ache. Stoically he continued
poundi ng, renenbering the din a real blowout caused.

It had to be good. It had to fool Yefrenov and the gun
crew.

Wth a squeal, the nanual wheel of one of the
hat ches began to rotate. It thunped open, finally, and
Tatjana | ooked in, grinning shyly.

"I's the Plunber free?" he asked, releasing the bot-
tle.

"Stoi ko and Umansky are reasoning with the
guard." She drove a fist into her open palm "Gishkin
is preparing the |anders."

He foll owed her up to the next docking sphere.
St oi ko was hel ping the Plunber through the hatch that
led fromthe barracks ring. The Plunber was barefoot,
his face greeni sh under a scraggly growh of beard.

Met eor ol ogi st Umansky foll owed them dragging the
limp body of a soldier.

"How are you, Plunber?" Korolev asked.

"Shaky. They've kept ne on the Fear. Not big
doses, but and | thought that that was a real blow
out!"

Gishkin slid out of the Soyuz | ander nearest
Korolev, trailing a bundle of tools and neters of a
nylon | anyard. "They all check out. The crash left them
under their own automatics. |'ve been at their renotes
with a screwdriver so they can't be overridden by
ground control. How are you doing, nmy N kita?" he
asked the Plunber. "You'll be going in steep to centra
China."

The Pl unber wi nced, shook hinself, and shivered.
"l don't speak Chinese."

St oi ko handed hima printout. "This is in phonetic
Mandarin. | WSH TO DEFECT. TAKE ME TO THE NEAREST
JAPANESE ENMBASSY. "

The Pl unber grinned and ran his fingers through his
thatch of sweat-stiffened hair. "Wat about the rest of
you?" he asked.

"You think we're doing this for your benefit
al one?" Tatjana made a face at him "Mke sure the
Chi nese news services get the rest of that scroll
Pl unber. Each of us has a copy. We'll see that the
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wor |l d knows what the Soviet Union intends to do to
Col onel Yuri Vasilevich Korolev, first man on Mars!"
She bl ew the Pl unber a Kiss.

"How about Filipchenko here?" Umansky asked.

A few dark spheres of congeal ed bl ood swung crookedly
past the unconsci ous sol dier's cheek.

"Way don't you take the poor bastard with you,"
Kor ol ev sai d.

"Cone al ong then, shithead," the Plunber said,
grabbing Filipchenko's belt and towi ng himtoward the
Soyuz hatch. "I, N kita the Plunber, will do you the
favor of your mserable lifetinme."

Korol ev wat ched as Stoi ko and Gishkin sealed the
hat ch behi nd t hem

"Where are Romanenko and Val enti na?" Korol ev
asked, checking his watch again.

"Here, ny colonel," Valentina said, her blond hair
floating around her face in the hatch of another Soyuz.
"W have been checking this one out." She giggl ed.

"Time enough for that in Tokyo," Korolev
snapped. "They'll be scranbling jets in VI adi vost ok
and Hanoi within mnutes."

Romanenko' s bare, brawny arm energed and
yanked her back into the lander. Stoi ko and Gishkin
seal ed the hatch.

"Peasants in space

Tatjana made a spitting
noi se.
Kosnograd booned hollowy as the Plunber, with
the unconscious Filipchenko, cast off. Another boom
and the lovers were off as well.
"Cone al ong, friend Umansky," said Stoiko.
"And farewell, Colonel!" The two nen headed down
the corridor.
"I'"l'l go with you," Gishkin said to Tatiana. He

grinned. "After all, you're a pilot."
"No," she said. "Alone. W'll split the odds.
You'll be fine with the automatics. Just don't touch

anything on the board."

Korol ev watched her help himinto the sphere's | ast
Soyuz.

"I'"ll take you dancing, Tatjana," Gishkin said,
"in Tokyo." She seal ed the hatch. Another boom and
St oi ko and Umansky had cast off fromthe next docking
sphere.

"Go now, Tatiana," Korolev said. "Hurry. | don't
want them shooting you down over internationa
waters. "

"That | eaves you here al one, Colonel, alone with
our enemes."

"When you' ve gone, they'll go as well,"’
"And | depend on your publicity to enbarrass the
Kremin into keeping ne alive here."

"And what shall | tell themin Tokyo, Col onel?
Have you a nmessage for the worl d?"

"Tell them. . ." and every cliche cane rushing to
himwi th an absolute rightness that nade himwant to
| augh hysterically: One snmall step... W cane in peace

Workers of the world.... "You nmust tell themthat
I need it," he said, pinching his shrunken wist, "in ny
very bones."

he said.
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She enbraced himand slipped away.

He waited al one in the docki ng sphere. The silence
scratched away at his nerves; the systens crash had
deactivated the ventilation system whose humhe'd |iv-
ed with for twenty years. At |ast he heard Tatjana's
Soyuz di sengage.

Soneone was com ng down the corridor. It was
Yefrenov, moving clunsily in a vacuum suit. Korol ev
smil ed.

Yefremov wore his bland, official nmask behind the
Lexan facepl ate, but he avoi ded nmeeting Korol ev' s eyes
as he passed. He was heading for the gun room

"No!" Korol ev shout ed.

The Kl axon blared the station's call to full battle
alert.

The gun-room hatch was open when he reached it.
Inside, the soldiers were noving jerkily in the gal van-
ized reflex of constant drill, yanking the broad straps of
their console seats across the chests of their bulky suits.

"Don't do it!" He clawed at the stiff accordion
fabric of Yefrenov's suit. One of the accelerators
powered up with a staccato whine. On a tracking screen,
green cross hairs closed in on a red dot.

Yefrenov renoved his helnet. Calmy, with no
change in his expression, he backhanded Korolev with
t he hel net.

"Make them stop!" Korol ev sobbed. The walls
shook as a beam cut | oose with the sound of a cracking
whip. "Your w fe, Yefrenov! She's out there!”

"Qutside, Colonel." Yefrenmov grabbed Korolev's
arthritic hand and squeezed. Korolev screanmed. "Qut-
side." A gloved fist struck himin the chest.

Kor ol ev pounded hel pl essly on the vacuum suit as
he was shoved out into the corridor. "Even I, Colonel,
dare not cone between the Red Arny and its orders.”

Yef renmov | ooked sick now, the nmask had crunbl ed.
"Fine sport," he said. "Wait here until it's over."

Then Tatjana's Soyuz struck the beaminstallation
and the barracks ring. In a split-second daguerreotype
of raw sunlight, Korolev saw the gun room wi nkle and
col l apse |like a beer can crushed under a boot; he saw the
decapitated torso of a soldier spinning away froma con-
sol e; he saw Yefrenov try to speak, his hair stream ng
upright as vacuumtore the air in his suit out through his
open helnmet ring. Fine twin streans of bl ood arced
fromKorolev's nostrils, the roar of escaping air re-
pl aced by a deeper roaring in his head.

The last thing Korolev remenbered hearing was the
hat ch door sl amm ng shut.

When he woke, he woke to darkness, to pul sing
agony behind his eyes, renmenbering old | ectures. This
was as great a danger as the blowout itself, nitrogen
bubbl i ng through the blood to strike with white-hot,
crippling pain..

But it was all so renpte, so acadenic, really. He
turned the wheels of the hatches out of sone strange
sense of nobl esse oblige, nothing nore. The | abor was
qui te onerous, and he wi shed very nmuch to return to the
museum and sl eep
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He could repair the leaks with caul k, but the systens
crash was beyond him He had d ushko's garden. Wth

the vegetabl es and al gae, he wouldn't starve or snother.
The conmmuni cati ons nmodul e had gone with the gun

room and the barracks ring, sheared fromthe station by
the inpact of Tatjana's suicidal Soyuz. He assuned that
the collision had perturbed Kosnmograd's orbit, but he
had no way of predicting the hour of the station's fina
i ncandescent neeting with the upper atnosphere. He

was often ill now, and he often thought that he m ght
di e before burnout, which disturbed him

He spent uncounted hours screening the nuseum s
library of tapes. A fitting pursuit for the Last Man in
Space who had once been the First Man on Mars.

He becane obsessed with the icon of Gagarin,
endl essly rerunning the grainy television images of the
Si xties, the newsreels that |ed so unalterably to the
cosmonaut's death. The stale air of Kosmograd swam
with the spirits of martyrs. Gagarin, the first Sal yut
crew, the Americans roasted alive in their squat Apollo..

O'ten he dreamed of Tatjana, the |ook in her eyes
like the look he'd imagined in the eyes of the nuseunis
portraits. And once he woke, or dreaned he woke, in
the Sal yut where she had slept, to find hinself in his old
uniform with a battery-powered work |ight strapped
across his forehead. From a great distance, as though he
wat ched a newsreel on the museunis nonitor, he saw
hinmself rip the Star of the Tsiol kovsky Order fromhis
pocket and staple it to her pilot's certificate.

When the knocking came, he knew that it nmust be a
dream as wel |

The hat ch wheel ed open.

In the bluish, flickering light fromthe old film he
saw that the woman was bl ack. Long corkscrews of
matted hair rose |like cobras around her head. She wore
goggles, a silk aviator's scarf twi sting behind her in free
fall. "Andy," she said in English, "you better cone see
thist™"

A small, muscular man, nearly bald, and wearing
only a jockstrap and a jangling toolbelt, floated up
behi nd her and peered in. "Is he alive?"

"OF course | amalive," said Korolev in slightly ac-
cented Engli sh.

The man called Andy sailed in over her head. "You
okay, Jack?" His right bicep was tattooed with a
geodesi ¢ bal | oon above crossed lightning bolts and bore
the | egend SUNSPARK 15, UTAH. "W weren't expecting
anybody. "

"Neither was |I," said Korolev, blinking.

"We've conme to live here," said the woman, drift-
i ng closer.

"We're fromthe balloons. Squatters, | guess you
could say. Heard the place was enpty. You know t he
orbit's decaying on this thing?" The man executed a
clumsy midair sonmersault, the tools clattering on his
belt. "This free fall's outrageous."

"God," said the woman, "I just can't get used to
it! It's wonderful. It's |ike skydiving, but there's no
wi nd."

Korolev stared at the man, who had the bl undering,
carel ess | ook of soneone drunk on freedom since birth.
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"But you don't even have a | aunchpad," he said.

"Launchpad?" the nman said, |aughing. "Wat we
do, we haul these surplus booster engines up the cables
to the balloons, drop "em and fire “"emin mdair."

"That's insane," Korolev said.

"CGot us here, didn't it?"

Korol ev nodded. If this was all a dream it was a
very peculiar one. "I am Colonel Yuri Vasilevich Koro-
lev."

"Mars!" The woman cl apped her hands. "Wait'|
the kids hear that." She plucked the little Lunokhod
nmoon-rover nodel fromthe bul khead and began to
wind it.

"Hey," the man said, "I gotta work. W got a
bunch of boosters outside. W gotta |ift this thing
before it starts burning.”

Sonet hi ng cl anged agai nst the hull. Kosnograd
rang with the inpact. "That'l|l be Tulsa," Andy said,
consulting a wistwatch. "Right on tine."

"But why?" Korol ev shook his head, deeply con-
fused. "Wy have you conme?"

"We told you. To live here. W can enlarge this
thing, maybe build nore. They said we'd never nmke it
living in the balloons, but we were the only ones who
could make themwork. It was our one chance to get out
here on our own. Who'd want to |live out here for the
sake of sonme governnent, sone arny brass, a bunch of
pen pushers? You have to want a frontier want it in
your bones, right?"

Korol ev smiled. Andy grinned back. "W grabbed
those power cables and just pulled ourselves straight up
And when you get to the top, well, man, you either
make that big junp or else you rot there." Hi s voice
rose. "And you don't | ook back, no sir! W' ve nade
that junp, and we're here to stay!"

The woman pl aced the nodel's Vel cro wheel s
against the curved wall and released it. It went scooting
al ong above their heads, whirring nmerrily. "lIsn't that
cute? The kids are just going to love it."

Korolev stared into Andy's eyes. Kosnograd rang
again, jarring the little Lunokhod nodel onto a new
cour se.

"East Los Angeles," the wonan said. "That's the
one with the kids init." She took off her goggles, and
Korol ev saw her eyes brinmmng over with a wonderfu
| unacy.

"Well," said Andy, rattling his toolbelt, "you fee
|i ke showi ng us around?"

New Rose Hot el

Seven rented nights in this coffin, Sandii. New Rose
Hotel. How | want you now. Sonmetinmes | hit you
Replay it so slow and sweet and nean, | can al nost fee
it. Sonmetinmes | take your little automatic out of ny bag,
run ny thunb down snooth, cheap chrome. Chinese
.22, its bore no wider than the dilated pupils of your
vani shed eyes.

Fox is dead now, Sandii .

Fox told nme to forget you
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I remenmber Fox | eani ng agai nst the padded bar in the
dark | ounge of sone Singapore hotel, Bencoolen Street,
hi s hands describing different spheres of influence, in-
ternal rivalries, the arc of a particular career, a point of
weakness he had discovered in the arnor of sone think
tank. Fox was point man in the skull wars, a m ddl eman
for corporate crossovers. He was a soldier in the secret
skirm shes of the zai batsus, the multinational corpora-
tions that control entire economi es.

| see Fox grinning, talking fast, dismssing my ven-
tures into intercorporate espionage with a shake of his
head. The Edge, he said, have to find that Edge. He
made you hear the capital E. The Edge was Fox's grail
that essential fraction of sheer human tal ent, non-
transferable, locked in the skulls of the world' s hottest
research scientists.

You can't put Edge down on paper, Fox said, can't
punch Edge into a diskette.

The noney was in corporate defectors.

Fox was snooth, the severity of his dark French
suits offset by a boyish forelock that wouldn't stay in
pl ace. | never liked the way the effect was ruined when
he stepped back fromthe bar, his left shoul der skewed
at an angle no Paris tailor could conceal. Soneone had
run himover with a taxi in Berne, and nobody quite
knew how to put hi mtogether again.

I guess | went with himbecause he said he was after
t hat Edge.

And sonewhere out there, on our way to find the
Edge, | found you, Sandii .

The New Rose Hotel is a coffin rack on the ragged
fringes of Narita International. Plastic capsules a neter
hi gh and three |long, stacked |ike surplus Godzilla teeth
in a concrete lot off the main road to the airport. Each
capsul e has a television nounted flush with the ceiling.
spend whol e days wat chi ng Japanese gane shows and
ol d novies. Sonetines | have your gun in nmy hand.

Sonetinmes | can hear the jets, laced into holding
patterns over Narita. | close ny eyes and imagi ne the
sharp, white contrails fading, |osing definition

You wal ked into a bar in Yokohama, the first time
| saw you. Eurasian, half gaijin, |ong-hipped and fluid
in a Chinese knock-off of sone Tokyo designer's origi-
nal . Dark European eyes, Asian cheekbones. | remem
ber you dunping your purse out on the bed, later, in
sone hotel room paw ng through your makeup. A
crunpl ed wad of new yen, dil api dated address book
hel d together with rubber bands, a Mtsubishi bank
chi p, Japanese passport with a gold chrysant hemum
stanped on the cover, and the Chi nese .22

You told ne your story. Your father had been an
executive in Tokyo, but now he was disgraced, dis-
owned, cast down by Hosaka, the biggest zaibatsu of
all. That night your nother was Dutch, and | |istened as
you spun out those sumrers in Ansterdamfor ne, the
pi geons in Dam Square |ike a soft, brown carpet.

I never asked what your father m ght have done to
earn his disgrace. | watched you dress; watched the
swi ng of your dark, straight hair, howit cut the air.
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Now Hosaka hunts ne.

The coffins of New Rose are racked in recycl ed
scaf fol di ng, steel pipes under bright enanmel. Paint
flakes away when | clinmb the [adder, falls with each step
as | followthe catwalk. My I eft hand counts off the cof-
fin hatches, their nultilingual decals warning of fines
levied for the | oss of a key.

I look up as the jets rise out of Narita, passage
horme, di stant now as any mnoon.

Fox was quick to see how we coul d use you, but not
sharp enough to credit you with anbition. But then he
never lay all night with you on the beach at Kanakura,
never listened to your nightnares, never heard an entire
i magi ned chil dhood shift under those stars, shift and
roll over, your child' s nouth opening to reveal sone
fresh past, and always the one, you swore, that was
really and finally the truth.

I didn't care, holding your hips while the sand
cool ed agai nst your skin.

Once you left me, ran back to that beach saying
you'd forgotten our key. | found it in the door and went
after you, to find you ankle-deep in surf, your snooth
back rigid, trenbling; your eyes far away. You coul dn't
tal k. Shivering. Gone. Shaking for different futures and
better pasts.

Sandii, you left ne here.

You left me all your things.

This gun. Your makeup, all the shadows and
bl ushes capped in plastic. Your Cray microconputer, a
gift fromFox, with a shopping list you entered. Sone-
times | play that back, watching each itemcross the little
silver screen.

A freezer. A fernenter. An incubator. An el ectro-
phoresis systemwith integrated agarose cell and transil -
lum nator. A tissue enbedder. A high-perfornmance
l'iquid chromat ograph. A flow cytoneter. A spectro-
phot omet er. Four gross of borosilicate scintillation
vials. A mcrocentrifuge. And one .DNA synthesizer,
with in-built conputer. Plus software

Expensive, Sandii, but then Hosaka was footing
our bills. Later you nade them pay even nore, but you
were al ready gone.

Hi roshi drew up that list for you. In bed, probably.
H roshi Yomiuri. Maas Biol abs GrbH had him Ho-
saka wanted him

He was hot. Edge and lots of it. Fox foll owed ge-
netic engineers the way a fan follows players in a
favorite gane. Fox wanted Hiroshi so bad he could taste
it.

He'd sent ne up to Frankfurt three times before
you turned up, just to have a | ook-see at Hroshi. Not to
make a pass or even to give hima wink and a nod. Just
to wat ch.

Hi roshi showed all the signs of having settled in.
He'd found a German girl with a taste for conservative
| oden and ridi ng boots polished the shade of a fresh
chestnut. He'd bought a renovated town house on just
the right square. He'd taken up fencing and given up
kendo.

And everywhere the Maas security teans, snooth
and heavy, a rich, clear syrup of surveillance. | cane
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back and told Fox we'd never touch him

You touched himfor us, Sandii. You touched him
just right.

Qur Hosaka contacts were |ike specialized cells pro-
tecting the parent organism W were nutagens, Fox
and |, dubious agents adrift on the dark side of the in-
tercorporate sea

When we had you in place in Vienna, we offered
them Hiroshi. They didn't even blink. Dead calmin an
L.A. hotel room They said they had to think about it.

Fox spoke the nanme of Hosaka's prinmary com
petitor in the gene gane, let it fall out naked, broke the
protocol forbidding the use of proper nanes.

They had to think about it, they said.

Fox gave themthree days.

| took you to Barcelona a week before | took you to
Vienna. | renenber you with your hair tucked back into
a gray beret, your high Mingol cheekbones reflected in
the wi ndows of ancient shops. Strolling down the Ram
bl as to the Phoenician harbor, past the gl ass-roofed
Mercado sel ling oranges out of Africa.

The old Ritz, warmin our room dark, with all the
soft wei ght of Europe pulled over us like a quilt. | could
enter you in your sleep. You were always ready. Seeing
your lips in a soft, round O of surprise, your face about
to sink into the thick, white pillow archaic Iinen of the
Ritz. Inside you | imagined all that neon, the crowds
surgi ng around Shinjuku Station, wired electric night.

You noved that way, rhythm of a new age, dreany and
far fromany nation's soil.

Wen we flew to Vienna, | installed you in Hiro-
shi's wife's favorite hotel. Quiet, solid, the |obby tiled
like a marbl e chessboard, with brass elevators snelling
of lenon oil and small cigars. It was easy to imagine her
there, the highlights on her riding boots reflected in
pol i shed marbl e, but we knew she wouldn't be com ng
along, not this trip.

She was of f to sone Rhinel and spa, and Hiroshi
was in Vienna for a conference. When Maas security
flowed in to scan the hotel, you were out of sight.

H roshi arrived an hour |ater, alone.

I magi ne an alien, Fox once said, who's cone here
to identify the planet's dom nant form of intelligence.
The alien has a | ook, then chooses. Wat do you think
he picks? | probably shrugged.

The zai batsus, Fox said, the multinationals. The
bl ood of a zaibatsu is infornmation, not people. The
structure is independent of the individual |ives that com
prise it. Corporation as life form

Not the Edge |ecture again, | said.

Maas isn't like that, he said, ignoring ne.

Maas was small, fast, ruthless. An atavism Mas
was al | Edge.

I remenber Fox tal king about the nature of
Hi roshi's Edge. Radi oactive nucl eases, nonocl ona
anti bodi es, sonething to do with the |inkage of pro-
teins, nucleotides . . . Hot, Fox called them hot pro-
teins. High-speed links. He said Hiroshi was a freak, the
ki nd who shatters paradigns, inverts a whole field of
science, brings on the violent revision of an entire body

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Burning%20Chrome.txt (52 of 105) [1/14/03 11:20:24 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Burning%20Chrome.txt

of know edge. Basic patents, he said, his throat tight
with the sheer wealth of it, with the high, thin snell of
tax-free mllions that clung to those two words.

Hosaka wanted Hiroshi, but his Edge was radica
enough to worry them They wanted himto work in
i sol ation.

I went to Marrakech, to the old city, the Mudina.
found a heroin lab that had been converted to the ex-
traction of pheronmpones. | bought it, with Hosaka's
noney.

I wal ked the narketplace at Djenna-el-Fna with a
sweat i ng Portuguese busi nessman, discussing fl uores-
cent lighting and the installation of ventilated specinen
cages. Beyond the city walls, the high Atlas. Djenmma-el-
Fna was thick with jugglers, dancers, storytellers, small
boys turning lathes with their feet, |egless beggars with
wooden bowl s under ani mated hol ograns adverti sing
French software

We strolled past bales of raw wool and plastic tubs
of Chinese mcrochips. | hinted that ny enpl oyers
pl anned to manufacture synthetic beta-endorphin.

Always try to give them sonething they understand.

Sandii, | renenber you in Harajuku, sonetines.
Close ny eyes in this coffin and | can see you there al
the glitter, crystal naze of the boutiques, the snell of
new clothes. | see your cheekbones ride past chrone
racks of Paris |eathers. Sonetines | hold your hand.

We thought we'd found you, Sandii, but really
you'd found us. Now | know you were | ooking for us,
or for sonmeone |like us. Fox was delighted, grinning over
our find: such a pretty new tool, bright as any scal pel
Just the thing to help us sever a stubborn Edge, like
Hiroshi's, fromthe jeal ous parent-body of Mas
Bi ol abs.

You nust have been searching a long tine, |ooking
for a way out, all those nights down Shinjuku. N ghts
you carefully cut fromthe scattered deck of your past.

My own past had gone down years before, lost with
all hands, no trace. | understood Fox's | ate-night habit
of enptying his wallet, shuffling through his identifica-
tion. He'd lay the pieces out in different patterns, rear-
range them wait for a picture to form | knew what he
was | ooking for. You did the same thing with your
chi | dhoods.

In New Rose, tonight, | chocfse fromyour deck of
pasts.

I choose the original version, the famus Yoko-
hama hotel -roomtext, recited to me that first night in
bed. | choose the disgraced father, Hosaka executive.
Hosaka. How perfect. And the Dutch nother, the sum
mers in Amsterdam the soft blanket of pigeons in the
Dam Squar e afternoon

I came in out of the heat of Marrakech into Hilton
air conditioning. Wet shirt clinging cold to the small of
my back while | read the nessage you'd relayed through
Fox. You were in all the way; Hiroshi would | eave his
wife. It wasn't difficult for you to communi cate with us,
even through the clear, tight filmof Mas security;
you'd shown Hiroshi the perfect little place for coffee
and kipferl. Your favorite waiter was white-haired,
kindly, walked with a linp, and worked for us. You |eft
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your nessages under the |inen napkin.

Al day today | watched a small helicopter cut a
tight grid above this country of mne, the land of ny ex-
ile, the New Rose Hotel. Watched fromny hatch as its
pati ent shadow crossed the grease-stai ned concrete.

Cl ose. Very cl ose.

I left Marrakech for Berlin. | net with a Wl shman
in a bar and began to arrange for Hroshi's disap-
pear ance.

It woul d be a conplicated business, intricate as the
brass gears and sliding mrrors of Victorian stage nmagic,
but the desired effect was sinple enough. Hiroshi would
step behind a hydrogen-cell Mercedes and vani sh. The
dozen Maas agents who followed himconstantly woul d
swarm around the van like ants; the Maas security ap-
paratus woul d harden around his point of departure |ike
epoxy.

They know how to do business pronptly in Berlin.

I was even able to arrange a last night with you. | kept it
secret from Fox; he m ght not have approved. Now |'ve
forgotten the town's nanme. | knew it for an hour on the

aut obahn, under a gray Rhenish sky, and forgot it in
your ar s.

The rain began, sonetine toward norning. Qur
room had a single window, high and narrow, where
stood and watched the rain fur the river with silver
needl es. Sound of your breathing. The river flowed
beneath | ow, stone arches. The street was enpty.
Eur ope was a dead nuseum

I'"d al ready booked your flight to Marrakech, out
of Orly, under your newest nane. You'd be on your
way when | pulled the final string and dropped Hiroshi
out of sight.

You'd | eft your purse on the dark ol d bureau
Wil e you slept | went through your things, renoving
anything that m ght clash with the new cover |I'd bought
for you in Berlin. | took the Chinese .22, your mcro-
conputer, and your bank chip. | took a new passport,
Dutch, fromny bag, a Swiss bank chip in the sane
nane, and tucked theminto your purse.

My hand brushed sonething flat. | drewit out,
held the thing, a diskette. No | abels.

It lay there in the palmof ny hand, all that death.
Latent, coded, waiting.

| stood there and watched you breat he, watched
your breasts rise and fall. Saw your lips slightly parted,
and in the jut and fullness of your lower lip, the faintest
suggesti on of bruising.

I put the diskette back into your purse. Wen | |ay
down beside you, you rolled agai nst nme, waking, on
your breath all the electric night of a new Asia, the
future rising in you like a bright fluid, washing ne of
everything but the nonent. That was your magic, that
you lived outside of history, all now.

And you knew how to take nme there.

For the very last tinme, you took ne.

Wiile | was shaving, | heard you enpty your nake-
up into nmy bag. |I'mDutch now, you said, I'll want a
new | ook.

Dr. Hiroshi Yomuri went missing in Vienna, in a
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qui et street off Singerstrasse, two blocks fromhis wife's
favorite hotel. On a clear afternoon in Cctober, in the
presence of a dozen expert wi tnesses, Dr. Yom uri

vani shed.

He stepped through a | ooking glass. Sonmewhere,
of fstage, the oiled play of Victorian cl ockwork.

| sat in a hotel roomin Geneva and took the Wl sh-
man's call. It was done, Hiroshi down ny rabbit hole
and headed for Marrakech. | poured nyself a drink and
t hought about your [ egs.

Fox and | net in Narita a day later, in a sushi bar
the JAL terminal. He'd just stepped off an Air Maroc
jet, exhausted and tri unphant.

Loves it there, he said, meaning Hiroshi. Loves
her, he said, neaning you

I smiled. You'd promised to neet nme in Shinjuku
in a nonth.

Your cheap little gun in the New Rose Hotel. The
chrome is starting to peel. The machining is clunsy,
bl urry Chinese stanped into rough steel. The grips are
red plastic, nolded with a dragon on either side. Like a
child' s toy.

Fox ate sushi in the JAL term nal, high on what
we' d done. The shoul der had been giving himtroubl e,
but he said he didn't care. Mney now for better doc-
tors. Money now for everything.

Sonehow it didn't seemvery inportant to ne, the
money we' d gotten from Hosaka. Not that | doubted
our new wealth, but that last night with you had left ne
convinced that it all came to us naturally, in the new
order of things, as a function of who and what we were.

Poor Fox. Wth his blue oxford shirts crisper than
ever, his Paris suits darker and richer. Sitting there in
JAL, dabbing sushi into alittle rectangular tray of green
hor seradi sh, he had less than a week to live.

Dark now, and the coffin racks of New Rose are |it
all night by floodlights, high on painted netal masts.
Not hi ng here seens to serve its original purpose
Everything is surplus, recycled, even the coffins. Forty
years ago these plastic capsul es were stacked in Tokyo
or Yokohamm, a modern conveni ence for traveling
busi nessnmen. Maybe your father slept in one. Wen the
scaffolding was new, it rose around the shell of sone
mrrored tower on the G nza, swarned over by crews of
bui | ders.

The breeze tonight brings the rattle of a pachi nko
parlor, the snmell of stewed vegetables fromthe push-
carts across the road.

| spread crab-flavored krill paste on orange rice
crackers. | can hear the planes.

Those | ast few days in Tokyo, Fox and | had ad-
joining suites on the fifty-third floor of the Hyatt. No
contact with Hosaka. They paid us, then erased us from
of ficial corporate nenory.

But Fox couldn't let go. Hiroshi was his baby, his
pet project. He'd devel oped a proprietary, al nost
fatherly, interest in Hiroshi. He loved himfor his Edge.
So Fox had nme keep in touch with ny Portuguese busi -
nessman in the Medina, who was willing to keep a very
partial eye on Hroshi's lab for us.

When he phoned, he'd phone froma stall in
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D emaa-el -Fna, with a background of wailing vendors
and Atl as panpi pes. Soneone was noving security into
Marrakech, he told us. Fox nodded. Hosaka.

After less than a dozen calls, | saw the change in
Fox, a tension, a |look of abstraction. I'd find himat the
wi ndow, staring down fifty-three floors into the Im
perial gardens, lost in sonmething he wouldn't talk
about .

Ask himfor a nore detail ed description, he said,
after one particular call. He thought a man our contact
had seen entering Hroshi's |lab m ght be Mpenner,
Hosaka' s | eadi ng gene nman.

That was Menner, he said, after the next call
Anot her call and he thought he'd identified Chedanne,
who headed Hosaka's protein team Neither had been
seen outside the corporate arcology in over two years

By then it was obvious that Hosaka's |eading re-
searchers were pooling quietly in the Medina, the black
executive Lears whispering into.the Marrakech airport
on carbon-fiber wi ngs. Fox shook his head. He was a
prof essional, a specialist, and he saw the sudden ac-
cunmul ation of all that prine Hosaka Edge in the
Medina as a drastic failure in the zaibatsu's tradecraft.

Christ, he said, pouring hinself a Black Label,
they've got their whole bio section in there right now
One bonb. He shook his head. One grenade in the right
pl ace at the right tine...

I rem nded himof the saturation techni ques Ho-
saka security was obviously enploying. Hosaka had
lines to the heart of the Diet, and their massive infiltra-
tion of agents into Marrakech could only be taking
pl ace with the know edge and cooperati on of the Mor-
occan gover nnent.

Hang it up, | said. It's over. You've sold them
Hiroshi. Now forget him
I know what it is, he said. | know. | saw it once

bef ore.

He said that there was a certain wild factor in lab
wor k. The edge of Edge, he called it. Wen a researcher
devel ops a breakthrough, others sonetines find it im
possible to duplicate the first researcher's results. This
was even nore likely with Hiroshi, whose work went
agai nst the conceptual grain of his field. The answer,
often, was to fly the breakthrough boy fromlab to cor-
porate lab for a ritual laying on of hands. A few
poi ntl ess adjustnents in the equi pnment, and the process
woul d work. Crazy thing, he said, nobody knows why it
wor ks that way, but it does. He grinned.

But they're taking a chance, he said. Bastards told
us they wanted to isolate Hroshi, keep himaway from
their central research thrust. Balls. Bet your ass there's
sonme kind of power struggle going on in Hosaka
research. Sonebody big's flying his favorites in and
rubbing themall over Hiroshi for |uck. When Hiroshi
shoots the | egs out from under genetic engineering, the
Medi na crowd's going to be ready.

He drank his scotch and shrugged.

Go to bed, he said. You're right, it's over

| did go to bed, but the phone woke ne. Marrakech
again, the white static of a satellite link, a rush of
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frightened Portuguese.

Hosaka didn't freeze our credit, they caused it to
evaporate. Fairy gold. One minute we were millionaires
in the world's hardest currency, and the next we were
paupers. | woke Fox.

Sandii, he said. She sold out. Maas security turned
her in Vienna. Sweet Jesus.

I watched himslit his battered suitcase apart with a
Swiss Arnmy knife. He had three gold bars glued in there
with contact cenent. Soft plates, each one proofed and
stanped by the treasury of sone extinct African govern-
nent .

I should' ve seen it, he said, his voice flat.

| said no. | think |I said your nane.

Forget her, he said. Hosaka wants us dead. They'|
assune we crossed them Get on the phone and check
our credit.

Qur credit was gone. They denied that either of us
had ever had an account.

Haul ass, Fox said.

W ran. CQut a service door, into Tokyo traffic, and
down into Shinjuku. That was when | understood for
the first time the real extent of Hosaka's reach

Every door was closed. People we'd done business
with for two years saw us coming, and |'d see steel shut-
ters slambehind their eyes. W'd get out before they
had a chance to reach for the phone. The surface ten-
sion of the underworld had been tripled, and every-
where we'd neet that same taut nmenbrane and be
thrown back. No chance to sink, to get out of sight.

Hosaka let us run for nost of that first day. Then
they sent sonmeone to break Fox's back a second tine.

I didn't see themdo it, but I saw himfall. W were
in a G nza departnent store an hour before closing, and
| saw his arc off that polished nmezzani ne, down into al
the wares of the new Asia.

They missed nme sonehow, ~and | just kept running.
Fox took the gold with him but | had a hundred new
yen in ny pocket. | ran. Al the way to the New Rose

Hot el

Now it's tine.

Come with me, Sandii. Hear the neon hummi ng on
the road to Narita International. A fewlate noths trace
stop-notion circles around the floodlights that shine on
New Rose

And the funny thing, Sandii, is how sonmetinmes you
just don't seemreal to nme. Fox once said you were cc-
toplasm a ghost called up by the extrenes of econom
ics. Ghost of the new century, congealing on a thousand
beds in the world's Hyatts, the world' s Hiltons.

Now | 've got your gun in ny hand, jacket pocket,
and ny hand seenms so far away. Di sconnected.

I remenber my Portuguese business friend forget-
ting his English, trying to get it across in four |anguages
| barely understood, and | thought he was telling nme
that the Medi na was burning. Not the Medina. The
brai ns of Hosaka's best research people. Plague, he was
whi spering, my businessman, plague and fever and
deat h.

Smart Fox, he put it together on the run. | didn't
even have to nention finding the diskette in your bag in
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Cer many.

Soneone had reprogramred the DNA synt hesi zer,
he said. The thing was there for the overnight construc-
tion of just the right macronol ecule. Wth its in-built
conputer and its custom software. Expensive, Sandii
But not as expensive as you turned out to be for
Hosaka.

| hope you got a good price from Maas.

The diskette in ny hand. Rain on the river. | knew,
but I couldn't face it. | put the code for that neningia

virus back into your purse and | ay down besi de you

So Moenner died, along with other Hosaka re-
searchers. Including Hiroshi. Chedanne suffered per-
manent brai n damage

H roshi hadn't worried about contanination. The
proteins he punched for were harm ess. So the syn-
thesi zer hunmed to itself all night long, building a virus
to the specifications of Maas Bi ol abs GrbH.

Maas. Small, fast, ruthless. Al Edge.

The airport road is a long, straight shot. Keep to
t he shadows.

And | was shouting at that Portuguese voice, |
made himtell me what happened to the girl, to Hiroshi's
woman. Vani shed, he said. The whir of Victorian
cl ockwor k.

So Fox had to fall, fall with his three pathetic plates
of gold, and snap his spine for the last tine. On the
floor of a G nza departnent store, every shopper staring
in the instant before they screaned.

I just can't hate you, baby.

And Hosaka's helicopter is back, no lights at all,
hunting on infrared, feeling for body heat. A nuffled
whine as it turns, a kiloneter away, sw nging back
toward us, toward New Rose. Too fast a shadow,
agai nst the glow of Narita.

It's all right, baby. Only please cone here. Hold
my hand.

The W nter WNMarket

It rains a lot, up here; there are winter days when it
doesn't really get light at all, only a bright, indeter-
inmate gray. But then there are days when it's |ike they
whip aside a curtain to flash you three minutes of sun-
lit, suspended nountain, the trademark at the start of
CGod's own novie. It was like that the day her agents
phoned, fromdeep in the heart of their mirrored pyra-
m d on Beverly Boulevard, to tell me she'd nerged with
the net, crossed over for good, that Kings of Sleep was
going triple-platinum 1'd edited nost of Kings, done
the brain-map work and gone over it all with the fast-
wi pe nodule, so | was in line for a share of royalties
No, | said, no. Then yes, yes, and hung up on them
CGot ny jacket and took the stairs three at a tineg,
straight out to the nearest bar and an eight-hour bl ack-
out that ended on a concrete | edge two neters above
m dni ght. False Creek water. City lights, that sane gray
bow of sky smaller now, illunminated by neon and rmer-
cury-vapor arcs. And it was snowi ng, big flakes but not
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many, and when they touched bl ack water, they were
gone, no trace at all. | |ooked down at ny feet and saw
my toes clear of the edge of concrete, the water between
them 1 was wearing Japanese shoes, new and expensive,
gl ove-| eat her G nza nonkey boots with rubber-capped
toes. | stood there for a long tinme before | took that first
step back.
nmy hand.

Because she was dead, and |'d |let her go. Because,
now, she was immortal, and |'d hel ped her get that way.
And because | knew she'd phone nme, in the norning.

My father was an audi o engi neer, a mastering engi neer.
He went way back, in the business, even before digi-
tal. The processes he was concerned with were partly
mechani cal, with that clunky quasi-Victorian quality
you see in twentieth-century technology. He was a | at he
operator, basically. People brought himaudio record-
ings and he burned their sounds into grooves on a disk
of lacquer. Then the disk was el ectroplated and used in
the construction of a press that woul d stanp out
records, the black things you see in antique stores. And
I remenmber himtelling ne, once, a few nonths before
he died, that certain frequencies transients, | think he
called themcould easily burn out the head, the cutting
head, on a master | athe. These heads were incredibly ex-
pensi ve, so you prevented burnouts with something
call ed an accel eroneter. And that was what | was
thinking of, as | stood there, ny toes out over the
wat er: that head, burning out.

Because that was what they did to her.

And that was what she want ed.

No accel eroneter for Lise

I disconnected ny phone on ny way to bed. | did it with
the business end of a West German studio tripod that
was going to cost a week's wages to repair.

Wke sone strange tine later and took a cab back
to Granville Island and Rubin's place.

Rubin, in some way that no one quite understands,
is a master, a teacher, what the Japanese call a sensei
What he's the master of, really, is garbage, kipple,
refuse, the sea of cast-off goods our century floats on
Gonm no sensei. Master of junk

I found him this tinme, squatting between two
vi ci ous-| ooki ng drum machines | hadn't seen before,
rusty spider arns folded at t~le hearts of dented con-
stellations of steel cans fished out of Ri chnond dunp-
sters. He never calls the place a studio, never refers to
hinself as an artist. "Messing around,” he calls what
he does there, and seens to view it as sone extension of
boyhood's perfectly bored backyard afternodns. He
wanders through his jamred, littered space, a kind of
m ni hangar cobbled to the water side of the Market,
followed by the smarter and nore agile of his creations,
i ke sone vaguely beni gn Satan bent on the el aboration
of still stranger processes in his ongoing Inferno of
gom . |'ve seen Rubin programhis constructions to
identify and verbally abuse pedestrians wearing gar-
ments by a given season's hot designer; others attend to
nmore obscure missions, and a few seem constructed
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solely to deconstruct thenselves ~vith as nuch attendant
noi se as possible. He's like a child, Rubin; he's also
worth a ot of noney in galleries in Tokyo and Pari s.

So | told himabout Lise. He let ne do it, get it out,
then nodded. "I know," he said. "Some CBC creep
phoned ei ght tines." He sipped sonething out of a
dented cup. "You wanna WId Turkey sour?"

"Way' d they call you?"

“Cause ny name's on the back of Kings of Sleep
Dedi cation."

"I didn't see it yet."

"She try to call you yet?"

"She will."
"Rubi n, she's dead. They cremated her already."
"I know," he said. "And she'd going to call you."

Gomi .

Where does the gom stop and the world begin? The
Japanese, a century ago, had already run out of gom
space around Tokyo, so they cane up with a plan for
creating space out of gom. By the year 1969 they had
built thenselves a little island in Tokyo Bay, out of
gom , and christened it DreamlIsland. But the city was
still pouring out its nine thousand tons per day, so they
went on to build New Dream |Island, and today they
coordi nate the whol e process, and new Ni ppons rise out
of the Pacific. Rubin watches this on the news and says
not hing at all.

He has nothing to say about gom . It's his nedium
the air he breathes, sonmething he's swumin all his life.
He cruises Greater Van in a spavined truck-thing
chop j,ed down froman ancient Mercedes airporter, its
roof |ost under a wall owi ng rubber bag half-filled with
natural gas. He looks for things that fit some strange
design scrawl ed on the inside of his forehead by
what ever serves himas Mise. He brings hone nore
gom . Sone of it still operative. Sone of it, |ike Lise,
hurman.

I nmet Lise at one of Rubin's parties. Rubin had a
| ot of parties. He never seened particularly to enjoy
them hinself, but they were excellent parties. | |ost
track, that fall, of the nunber of tines | woke on a slab
of foamto the roar of Rubin's antique espresso nmach-
ine, a tarnished behenpoth topped with a big chrone
eagl e, the sound outrageous off the corrugated stee
wal | s of the place, but nassively conforting, too: There
was coffee. Life would go on.

First tine | saw her: in the Kitchen Zone. You
wouldn't call it a kitchen, exactly, just three fridges and
a hot plate and a broken convection oven that had cone
inwith the gom. First time | saw her: She had the all-
beer fridge open, light spilling out, and | caught the
cheekbones and the determi ned set of that nouth, but I
al so caught the black glint of polycarbon at her wi st,
and the bright slick sore the exoskel eton had rubbed
there. Too drunk to process, to know what it was, but I
did know it wasn't party tine. So | did what people
usually did, to Lise, and clicked nyself into a different
nmovie. Went for the wine instead, on the counter beside
t he convection oven. Never | ooked back
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But she found nme again. Cane after nme two hours
| ater, weaving through the bodies and junk with that
terrible grace programred into the exoskeleton. | knew
what it was, then, as | watched her homing in, too em
barrassed now to duck it, to run, to nunble sone ex-
cuse and get out. Pinned there, ny armaround the
wai st of a girl | didn't know, while Lise advanced was
advanced, with that nocking grace straight at ne
now, her eyes burning with wizz, and the girl had
wiggled out and away in a quiet social panic, was gone,
and Lise stood there in front of ne, propped up in her
pencil-thin pol ycarbon prosthetic. Looked into those
eyes and it was |like you could hear her synapses whin-

i ng, sone inpossibly high-pitched screamas the wizz
opened every circuit in her brain.

"Take ne home," she said, and the words hit ne
like a whip. | think | shook nmy head. "Take ne hone."
There were levels of pain there, and subtlety, and an
amazing cruelty. And | knew then that |'d never been
hat ed, ever, as deeply or thoroughly as this wasted little
girl hated me now, hated ne for the way |'d | ooked,
then | ooked away, beside Rubin's all-beer refrigerator

So if that's the word | did one of those things
you do and never find out why, even though sonething
in you knows you coul d never have done anything el se.

| took her hone.

I have two roons in an old condo rack at the corner of
Fourth and MacDonal d, tenth floor. The el evators

usual ly work, and if you sit on the balcony railing and

| ean out backward, holding on to the corner of the

bui |l di ng next door, you can see a little upright slit of sea
and nount ai n.

She hadn't said a word, all the way back from
Rubin's, and | was getting sober enough to feel very
uneasy as | unl ocked the door and let her in.

The first thing she saw was the portabl e fast-w pe
I'"d brought home fromthe Pilot the night before. The
exoskel eton carried her across the dusty broadl oomw th
that same wal k, |ike a nodel down a runway. Away
fromthe crash of the party, | could hear it click softly as
it nmoved her. She stood there, |ooking down at the fast-
wipe. | could see the thing' s ribs when she stood |ike
that, make them out across her back through the
scuffed bl ack | eather of her jacket. One of those dis-
eases. Either one of the old ones they've never quite
figured out or one of the new ones the all too obvi-
ously environmental kind that they've barely even
naned yet. She couldn't nove, not w thout that extra
skeleton, and it was jacked straight into her brain,
myocl ectric interface. The fragile-1ooking pol ycarbon
braces noved her arnms and | egs, but a nore subtle sys-
tem handl ed her thin hands, galvanic inlays. | thought
of frog legs twitching in a high-school |ab tape, then
hated myself for it

"This is a fast-wi pe nodule,” she said, in a voice
hadn't heard before, distant, and | thought then that the
Wi zz mght be wearing off. "What's it doing here?"

"I edit," | said, closing the door behind mne.

"Wl l, now," and she |aughed. "You do.

Wher e?"
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"On the Island. Place called the Autononic Pi-
lot."

She turned; then, hand on thrust hip, she swing it
swung her and the wi zz and the hate and sone terrible
parody of lust stabbed out at ne fromthose washed- out
gray eyes. "You wanna nake it, editor?"

And | felt the whip come down again, but | wasn't
going to take it, not again. So | col d-eyed her from
sonewhere down in the beer-nunb core of ny wal ki ng,
tal king, live-linmbed, and entirely ordinary body and the
words canme out of me like spit: "Could you feel it, if I
di d?"

Beat. Maybe she blinked, but her face never regis-
tered. "No," she said, "but sonmetinmes | like to watch."

* *

Rubi n stands at the wi ndow, two days after her death in

Los Angel es, watching snow fall into Fal se Creek. "So
you never went to bed with her?"
One of his push-nme-pull-you's, little roller-bearing

Escher lizards, scoots across the table in front of ne, in
curl -up node

"No." | say, and it's true. Then | laugh. "But we
jacked straight across. That first night."

"You were crazy," he said, a certain approval in
his voice. "It mght have killed you. Your heart m ght
have stopped, you m ght have stopped breathing...."

He turns back to the window "Has she called you
yet ?"

We jacked, straight across.

I'"d never done it before. If you' d asked ne why,
woul d have told you that | was an editor and that it
wasn't prof essional

The truth woul d be something nore like this.

In the trade, the legitimate trade |I've never done
porno we call the raw product dry dreams. Dry
dreans are neural output fromlevels of consciousness
that nost people can only access in sleep. But artists, the
kind I work with at the Autononmic Pilot, are able to
break the surface tension, dive down deep, down and
out, out into Jung' s sea, and bring back well, dreans.

Keep it sinple. | guess sone artists have al ways done
that, in whatever medium but neuroelectronics lets us
access the experience, and the net gets it all out on the
wire, so we can package it, sell it, watch howit noves in
the market. Well, the nore things change . . . That's
somet hing my father liked to say.

Odinarily | get the raw material in a studio situa-
tion, filtered through several mllion dollars' worth of
baffl es, and | don't even have to see the artist. The stuff
we get out to the consumer, you see, has been struc-

tured, balanced, turned into art. There are still people
nai ve enough to assune that they' |l actually enjoy jack-
ing straight across with someone they love. | think nopst

teenagers try it, once. Certainly it's easy enough to do;
Radi o Shack will sell you the box and the trodes and the
cables. But nme, |I'd never done it. And now that | think
about it, I'mnot so sure | can explain why. O that
even want to try.

I do know why | did it with Lise, sat down beside
her on nmy Mexican futon and snapped the optic |ead

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Burning%20Chrome.txt (62 of 105) [1/14/03 11:20:24 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Burning%20Chrome.txt

into the socket on the spine, the snmooth dorsal ridge, of
the exoskeleton. It was high up, at the base of her neck,
hi dden by her dark hair.

Because she cl ai ned she was an artist, and because
I knew that we were engaged, sonehow, in total com
bat, and | was not going to | ose. That may not mnake
sense to you, but then you never knew her, or know her
through Kings of Sleep, which isn't the sane at all. You
never felt that hunger she had, which was pared down to
a dry need, hideous in its singleness of purpose. People
who know exactly what they want have always fright-
ened nme, and Lise had known what she wanted for a
long tine, and wanted nothing else at all. And | was
scared, then, of admtting to nyself that | was scared,
and 1'd seen enough strangers' dreans, in the nixing
roomat the Autononmic Pilot, to know that npbst peo-
ple's inner nonsters are foolish things, ludicrous in the
calmlight of one's own consciousness. And | was stil
dr unk.

| put the trodes on and reached for the stud on the
fast-wipe. 1'd shut down its studio functions, tenpo-
rarily converting eighty thousand dollars' worth of
Japanese el ectronics to the equival ent of one of those
little Radio Shack boxes. "Hit it," | said, and touched
the switch.

Words. Words cannot. O, maybe, just barely, if |
even knew how to begin to describe it, what came up out
of her, what she did...

There's a segnment on Kings of Sleep; it's like you're
on a notorcycle at mdnight, no |ights but sonehow you
don't need them blasting out along a cliff-high stretch
of coast hi ghway, so fast that you hang there in a cone
of silence, the bike' s thunder |ost behind you
Everything, lost behind you. . . . It's just a blink, on
Kings, but it's one of the thousand things you
renenber, go back to, incorporate into your own
vocabul ary of feelings. Amazing. Freedom and deat h,
right there, right there, razor's edge, forever

What | got was the big-daddy version of that, raw
rush, the king hell killer uncut real thing, exploding
ei ght ways from Sunday into a void that stank of pov-
erty and | ovel essness and obscurity.

And that was Lise's anbition, that rush, seen from
the i nside.

It probably took all of four seconds.

And, course, she'd won.

I took the trodes off and stared at the wall, eyes
wet, the framed posters sw mr ng

I couldn't | ook at her. | heard her disconnect the
optic lead. | heard the exoskeleton creak as it hoisted

her up fromthe futon. Heard it tick dermurely as it
haul ed her into the kitchen for a glass of water
Then | started to cry.

Rubi n inserts a skinny probe in the roller-bearing belly
of a sluggi sh push-ne-pull-you and peers at the circuitry
t hrough magni fying gl asses with m niature headlights
mount ed at the tenples.

"So? You got hooked." He shrugs, |ooks up. It's
dark now and the twin tensor beans stab at ny face,
chill damp in his steel barn and the | onesone hoot of a
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foghorn from somewhere across the water. "So?"

My turn to shrug. "I just did. . . . There didn't
seemto be anything else to do."

The beams duck back to the silicon heart of his
defective toy. "Then you're okay. It was a true choi ce.
What | nean is, she was set to be what she is. You had
about as nuch to do with where she's at today as that
fast-w pe nmodul e did. She'd have found sonebody el se
if she hadn't found you...."

I made a deal with Barry, the senior editor, got twenty
m nutes at five on a cold Septenber norning. Lise came
inand hit ne with that sane shot, but this tine | was
ready, with ny baffles and brain maps, and | didn't
have to feel it. It took me two weeks, piecing out the
mnutes in the editing room to cut what she'd done
down into sonmething | could play for Max Bell, who
owns the Pilot.

Bel | hadn't been happy, not happy at all, as | ex-
pl ai ned what |1'd done. Maverick editors can be a prob-
lcm and eventually nost editors decide that they' ve
found soneone who'll be it, the next nonster, and then
they start wasting tine and noney. He'd nodded when
I'"d finished ny pitch, then scratched his nose with the
cap of his red feltpen. "Uh-huh. Got it. Hottest thing
since fish grew |l egs, right?"

But he'd jacked it, the deno soft I'd put together,
and when it clicked out of its slot in his Braun desk unit,

he was staring at the wall, his face bl ank
" Max?"
"Huh?"
"What do you think?"
"Think? I . . . What did you say her nanme was?"

He blinked. "Lisa? Who you say she's signed with?"

"Li se. Nobody, Max. She hasn't signed with any-
body yet."

"Jesus Christ." He still |ooked bl ank

"You know how I found her?" Rubin asks, wading

t hrough ragged cardboard boxes to find the Iight switch
The boxes are filled with carefully sorted gom: lithium
batteries, tantalum capacitors, RF connectors, bread-
boards, barrier strips, ferroresonant transforners,
spool s of bus bar wire. . . . One box is filled with the
severed heads of hundreds of Barbie dolls, another with
arnored industrial safety gauntlets that | ook |ike space-
suit gloves. Light floods the roomand a sort of Kan-
dinski mantis in snipped and painted tin swings its

gol fball-size head toward the bright bulb. "I was down
Granville on a gom run, back in an alley, and | found
her just sitting there. Caught the skeleton and she didn
| ook so good, so | asked her if she was okay. Nothin'

—

Just closed her eyes. Not ny lookout, |I think. But | hap-
pen back by there about four hours later and she hasn't
moved. "~ Look, honey,' | tell her, “maybe your hard-
ware's buggered up. | can help you, okay?' Nothin'

“How | ong you been back here?' Nothin'. So | take

off." He crosses to his workbench and strokes the thin
metal linbs of the mantis thing with a pale forefinger
Behi nd the bench, hung on danp-swollen sheets of an-
cient pegboard, are pliers, screwcfrivers, tie-wap guns,
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a rusted Daisy BB rifle, coax strippers, crinpers, logic
probes, heat guns, a pocket oscill oscope, seeningly
every tool in human history, with no attenpt ever nmde
to order themat all, though |I've yet to see Rubin's hand
hesi t ate.

"So | went back," he says. "Gave it an hour. She
was out by then, unconscious, so | brought her back
here and ran a check on the exoskel eton. Batteries were
dead. She'd craw ed back there when the juice ran out
and settled down to starve to death, | guess."

"When was that?"

"About a week before you took her honme."

"But what if she'd died? If you hadn't found her?"

"Sonmebody was going to find her. She couldn't ask
for anything, you know? Just take. Couldn't stand a
favor."

Max found the agents for her, and a trio of awesonely
slick junior partners Leared into YVR a day |l ater. Lise
woul dn't conme down to the Pilot to neet them insisted
we bring themup to Rubin's, where she still slept.

"Wl cone to Couverville,” Rubin said as they
edged in the door. Hs long face was sneared with
grease, the fly of his ragged fatigue pants held nore or
|l ess shut with a twi sted paper clip. The boys grinned
automatically, but there was sonmething marginally
more aut hentic about the girl's smle. "M. Stark," she
said, "I was in London |ast week. | saw your installa-
tion at the Tate."

"Marcello s Battery Factory," Rubin said. "They
say it's scatological, the Brits. " He shrugged.
"Brits. | nean, who knows?"

"They're right. It's also very funny."

The boys were beaning |ike tabl ed-tanned Iight-
houses, standing there in their suits. The denmo had
reached Los Angel es. They knew.

"And you're Lise," she said, negotiating the path
bet ween Rubin's heaped gom . "You're going to be a
very fanmous person soon, Lise. W have a lot to dis-
CusSsS.

And Lise just stood there, propped in polycarbon,
and the | ook on her face was the one I'd seen that first
night, in nmy condo, when she'd asked nme if | wanted to
go to bed. But if the junior agent |lady saw it, she didn't
show it. She was a pro.

I told nyself that | was a pro, too.

I told nyself to rel ax.

Trash fires gutter in steel canisters around the Market.
The snow still falls and kids huddl e over the flanmes |like
arthritic crows, hopping fromfoot to foot, w nd whip-
ping their dark coats. Up in Fairviews arty slum
tunbl e, soneone's laundry has frozen solid on the |ine,
pi nk squares of bedsheet standing out against the back-
ground di nge and the confusion of satellite dishes and
sol ar panels. Sone ecol ogist's eggbeater windm || goes
round and round, round and round, giving a whirling
finger to the Hydro rates.

Rubin clunps along in paint-spattered L. L. Bean
gunshoes, his big head pulled down into an oversize
fatigue jacket. Sonetinmes one of the hunched teens wll
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poi nt himout as we pass, the guy who builds all the
crazy stuff, the robots and shit.

"You know what your trouble is?" he says when
we' re under the bridge, headed up to Fourth. "You're
t he kind who al ways reads the handbook. Anything
peopl e build, any kind of technology, it's going to have
some specific purpose. It's for doing sonething that
sonebody al ready understands. But if it's new tech-
nology, it'll open areas nobody's ever thought of
before. You read the nmanual, man, and you won't play
around with it, not the sane way. And you get all funny
when sonebody el se uses it to do sonmet hing you never
t hought of. Like Lise."

"She wasn't the first.'

Traffic druns past over-
head.

"No, but she's sure as hell the first person you ever
met who went and translated thenself into a hardwired
program You | ose any sl eep when whatsisname did it,
three-four years ago, the French kid, the witer?"

"I didn't really think about it, nuch. A ginm ck.

PR .."

"He's still witing. The weird thing is, he's going to
be witing, unless sonmebody bl ows up his nain-
frane..

I wi nce, shake ny head. "But it's not him is it? It's
just a program”

"Interesting point. Hard to say. Wth Lise, though,
we find out. She's not a witer."

She had it all in there, Kings, |locked up in her head the
way her body was | ocked in that exoskel eton

The agents signed her with a | abel and brought in a
production team from Tokyo. She told them she wanted
me to edit. | said no; Max dragged nme into his office
and threatened to fire me on the spot. If | wasn't in-
vol ved, there was no reason to do the studio work at the
Pilot. Vancouver was hardly the center of the world,
and the agents wanted her in Los Angeles. It neant a | ot
of money to him and it mght put the Autonomc Pil ot
on the map. | couldn't explain to himwhy |I'd refused.

It was too crazy, too personal; she was getting a fina
digin. O that's what | thought then. But Max was
serious. He really didn't give me any choice. W both
knew anot her job wasn't going to crawl into my hand.
went back out with himand we told the agents that we'd
worked it out: | was on.

The agents showed us lots of teeth.

Lise pulled out an inhaler full of wizz and took a
huge hit. | thought | saw the agent |ady raise one perfect
eyebrow, but that was the extent of censure. After the
papers were signed, Lise nore or |less did what she
want ed.

And Li se al ways knew what she want ed.

We did Kings in three weeks, the basic recording.
found any nunmber of reasons to avoid Rubin's place,
even believed some of themnyself. She was still staying
there, although the agents weren't too happy w th what
they saw as a total lack of security. Rubin told nme |ater
that he'd had to have his agent call themup and raise
hell, but after that they seened to quit worrying.
hadn't known that Rubin had an agent. It was al ways
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easy to forget that Rubin Stark was nore fanous, then,
than anyone else | knew, certainly nore fanous than |

t hought Lise was ever likely to becone. | knew we were
wor ki ng on sonet hing strong, but you never know how
big anything's liable to be.

But the tine | spent in the Pilot, I was on. Lise was
amazi ng.

It was |like she was born to the form even though
the technol ogy that nmade that form possible hadn't even
exi sted when she was born. You see sonething like that
and you wonder how many thousands, naybe nillions,
of phenonenal artists have died nute, down the cen-
tunes, people who could never have been poets or
pai nters or saxophone players, but who had this stuff
i nside, these psychic wavefornms waiting for the cir-
cuitry required to tap in...

I learned a few things about her, incidentals, from
our tine in the studio. That she was born in Wndsor.

That her father was Anmerican and served in Peru and

came home crazy and hal f-blind. That whatever was

wong with her body was congenital. That she had those
sores because she refused to renmove the exoskel et on,

ever, because she'd start to choke and die at the thought
of that utter hel pl essness. That she was addicted to wizz
and doi ng enough of it daily to wire a football team

Her agents brought in nedics, who padded the
pol ycarbon with foam and seal ed the sores over with
m cropore dressings. They punped her up with vitanins
and tried to work on her diet, but nobody ever tried to
take that inhal er away.

They brought in hairdressers and nakeup artists,
too, and wardrobe peopl e and i mage buil ders and ar-
ticulate little PR hansters, and she endured it with
sonet hing that m ght al nost have been a snile.

And, right through those three weeks, we didn't
tal k. Just studio talk, artist-editor stuff, very nuch a
restricted code. Her inmagery was so strong, so extrene,
that she never really needed to explain a given effect to
me. | took what she put out and worked with it, and
jacked it back to her. She'd either say yes or no, and
usually it was yes. The agents noted this and approved,
and cl apped Max Bell on the back and took himout to
di nner, and mny salary went up

And | was pro, all the way. Hel pful and thorough
and polite. | was determ ned not to crack again, and
never thought about the night | cried, and | was al so
doi ng the best work |I'd ever done, and knew it, and
that's a high in itself.

And then, one norning, about six, after a |ong,
| ong session when she'd first gotten that eerie cotillion
sequence out, the one the kids call the Ghost Dance
she spoke to nme. One of the two agent boys had been
there, showi ng teeth, but he was gone now and the Pil ot
was dead quiet, just the hum of a bl ower sonmewhere
down by Max's office.

"Casey," she said, her voice hoarse with the w zz,
"sorry | hit on you so hard."

I thought for a mnute she was telling me sonething
about the recording we'd just nade. | |ooked up and
saw her there, and it struck ne that we were al one, and
hadn't been al one since we'd made the denp.
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I had no idea at all what to say. Didn't even know
what | felt.

Propped up in the exoskel eton, she was | ooking
worse than she had that first night, at Rubin's. The w zz
was eating her, under the stuff the makeup team kept
snoot hing on, and sonetines it was |ike seeing a
deat h' s-head surface beneath the face of a not very

handsone teenager. | had no idea of' her real age. Not
ol d, not young.

"The ranmp effect,” | said, coiling a |length of
cabl e.

"What's that?"

"Nature's way of telling you to clean up your act.
Sort of mmthematical |aw, says you can only get off rea
good on a stimulant x nunber of tines, even if you in-
crease the doses. But you can't ever get off as nice as
you did the first fewtines. O you shouldn't be able to,
anyway. That's the trouble with designer drugs; they're
too clever. That stuff you're doing has sone tricky tai
on one of its nolecules, keeps you fromturning the
deconposed adrenaline into adrenochrone. If it didn't,
you' d be schi zophrenic by now. You got any little prob-
| ens, Lise? Like apneia? Sonetimes maybe you stop
breathing if you go to sleep?”

But | wasn't even sure | felt the anger that | heard
in my own voice.

She stared at nme with those pale gray eyes. The
war dr obe peopl e had replaced her thrift-shop jacket
with a butter-tanned matte bl ack bl ouson that did a bet-
ter job of hiding the polycarbon ribs. She kept it zipped
to the neck, always, even though it was too warmin the
studi o. The hairdressers had tried sonething new the
day before, and it hadn't worked out, her rough dark
hair a | opsi ded expl osi on above that drawn, triangul ar
face. She stared at ne and | felt it again, her singleness
of purpose.

"l don't sleep, Casey."

It wasn't until later, much later, that | renenbered
she'd told ne she was sorry. She never did again, and it
was the only tinme | ever heard her say anything that
seenmed to be out of character

Rubi n's diet consists of vendi ng- machi ne sandw ches,
Paki st ani takeout food, and espresso. |'ve never seen
hi m eat anything else. W eat sanpbsas in a narrow shop
on Fourth that has a single plastic table wedged between
the counter and the door to the can. Rubin eats his
dozen sanopsas, six meat and six veggie, with total con-
centration, one after another, and doesn't bother to

wi pe his chin. He's devoted to the place. He |oathes the
G eek counterman; it's nutual, a real relationship. If
the counternman ~ft, Rubin m ght not conme back. The

G eek glares at the crunbs on Rubin's chin and jacket.
Bet ween sanpsas, he shoots daggers right back, his eyes
narrowed behind the snudged | enses of his steel-rimed
gl asses.

The sanpsas are dinner. Breakfast will be egg sal ad
on dead white bread, packed in one of those triangles of
mlky plastic, on top of six little cups of poisonously
strong espresso.

"You didn't see it coming, Casey." He peers at ne
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out of the thunbprinted depths of his glasses." "Cause
you're no good at lateral thinking. You read the hand-
book. What el se did you think she was after? Sex? Mre
win? Awrld tour? She was past all that. That's what

made her so strong. She was past it. That's why Kings of
Sleep's as hig as it is, and why the kids buy it, why they
believe it. They know. Those ki ds back down the

Market, warmng their butts around the fires and

wondering if they'll find soneplace to sleep tonight,

they believe it. It's the hottest soft in eight years. Quy at
a shop on Granville told me he gets nore of the damed
things lifted than he sells of anything else. Says it's a
hassle to even stock it. . . . She's big because she was
what they are, only nore so. She knew, man. No

dreans, no hope. You can't see the cages on those kids,
Casey, but nore and nore they're twigging to it, that

they aren't going anywhere." He brushes a greasy

crunmb of neat fromhis chin, mssing three nore. "So

she sang it for them said it that way they can't, painted
them a picture. And she used the noney to buy herself a
way out, that's all."

I watch the steam bead roll down the window in big
drops, streaks in the condensation. Beyond the w ndow
I can nmake out a partially stripped Lada, wheels scav-
enged, axles down on the pavenent.

"How nmany peopl e have done it, Rubin? Have any
i dea?"

"Not too nany. Hard to say, anyway, because a | ot
of them are probably politicans we think of as being
confortably and reliably dead." He gives nme a funny
| ook. "Not a nice thought. Anyway, they had first shot
at the technology. It still costs too nuch for any or-
dinary dozen mllionaires, but |'ve heard of at |east
seven. They say Mtsubishi did it to Winberg before his
i mMune systemfinally went tits up. He was head of
their hybridoma |ab in Okayama. Well, their stock's
still pretty high, in nonoclonals, so maybe it's true.

And Langlais, the French kid, the novelist . . ." He
shrugs. "Lise didn't have the noney for it. Wuldn't

now, even. But she put herself in the right place at the
right tinme. She was about to croak, she was in

Hol | ywood, and they could already see what Kings was
going to do."

shuttle out of London, four skinny kids who operated

like a well-oiled machi ne and di spl ayed a hypertrophied
fashi on sense and a total lack of affect. | set themup in
arowat the Pilot, in identical white lIkea office chairs,
sneared saline paste on their tenples, taped the trodes
on, and ran the rough version of what was going to

becone Kings of Sleep. Wen they cane out of it, they

all started talking at once, ignoring me totally, in the
British version of that secret |anguage all studio nusi-
ci ans speak, four sets of pale hands zoom ng and chop-
ping the air.

I could catch enough of it to decide that they were
excited. That they thought it was good. So | got ny
jacket and left. They could wi pe their own saline paste
of f, thanks.

And that night | saw Lise for the last tine, though I
didn't plan to.
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Wal ki ng back down to the Market, Rubin noisily
digesting his neal, red taillights reflected on wet cob-
bles, the city beyond the Market a clean scul pture of
light, alie, where the broken and the | ost burrowinto
the gom that grows |ike humus at the bases of the
towers of gl ass

"l gotta go to Frankfurt tonorrow, do an installa-
tion. You wanna cone? | could wite you off as a
technician." He shrugs his way deeper into the fatigue
jacket. "Can't pay you, but you can have airfare, you
want . .

Funny offer, from Rubin, and I know it's because
he's worried about me, thinks I'mtoo strange about
Lise, and it's the only thing he can think of, getting ne
out of town.

"I't's colder in Frankfurt now than it is here."”
"You maybe need a change, Casey. | dunno.

"Thanks, but Max has a lot of work lined up. Pi-
lot's a big deal now, people flying in fromall over.

"Sure."
The day we finished up, the band stepped off a JAL

* *

Wien | left the band at the Pilot, | went hone. Wl ked
up to Fourth and took the trolley home, past the w n-
dows of the shops | see every day, each one lit up jazzy
and slick, clothes and shoes and software, Japanese

nmot orcycl es crouched |i ke clean enanel scorpions,
Italian furniture. The wi ndows change with the seasons,
the shops cone and go. W were into the preholiday

node now, and there were nore people on the street, a

| ot of couples, wal king quickly and purposeful | y past
the bright wi ndows, on their way to score that perfect
little whatever for whonever, half the girls in those pad-
ded t hi gh-high nylon boot things that cane out of New
York the winter before, the ones that Rubin said nmade
them |l ook like they had el ephantiasis. | grinned, think-
ing about that, and suddenly it hit ne that it really was
over, that | was done with Lise, and that now she'd be
sucked off to Hollywood as inexorably as if she'd poked
her toe into a black hole, drawn by the unthinkable
gravitic tug of Big Money. Believing that, that she was
gone probably was gone, by then | |let down sone

kind of guard in nyself and felt the edges of ny pity.
But just the edges, because | didn't want ny evening
screwed up by anything. | wanted partytine. It had been
a while.

Got off at ny corner and the el evator worked on
the first try. Good sign, |I told nyself. Upstairs, | un-
dressed and showered, found a clean shirt, mcrowaved
burritos. Feel normal, | advised ny reflection while
shaved. You have been working too hard. Your credit
cards have gotten fat. Tinme to renmedy that.

The burritos tasted |ike cardboard, but | decided
|Ii ked them because they were so aggressively nornmal.

My car was in Burnaby, having its | eaky hydrogen cel
repacked, so | wasn't going to have to worry about driv-
ing. | could go out, find partytine, and phone in. sick in
the norning. Max wasn't going to kick; | was his star

boy. He owed ne.
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You owe nme, Max, | said to the subzero bottle of
Moskovskaya | fished out of the freezer. Do you ever
owe ne. | have just spent three weeks editing the dreans

and ni ghtmares of one very screwed up person, Mx.

On your behal f. So that you can grow and prosper,

Max. | poured three fingers of vodka into a plastic glass
|l eft over froma party I'd thrown the year before and
went back into the living room

Sonmetimes it looks to me |ike nobody in particul ar
lives there. Not that it's that nmessy; |I'ma good if
sonmewhat robotic housekeeper, and even renenber to
dust the tops of framed posters and things, but | have
these times when the place abruptly gives me a kind of
|l owgrade chill, with its basic accumul ati on of basic
consumer goods. | nean, it's not like | want to fill it up
with cats or houseplants or anything, but there are
monents when | see that anyone could be living there,
could own those things, and it all seens sort of inter-
changeable, ny life and yours, ny life and any-
body' s.

I think Rubin sees things that way, too, all the tineg,
but for himit's a source of strength. He lives in other
peopl e' s garbage, and everything he drags hone nust
have been new and shiny once, nust have neant somne-
thing, however briefly, to soneone. So he sweeps it all
up into his crazy-looking truck and hauls it back to his
place and lets it compost there until he thinks of somne-
thing newto do with it. Once he was showi ng ne a book
of twentieth-century art he liked, and there was a pic-
ture of an automated scul pture called Dead Birds Fly
Again, a thing that whirled real dead birds around and
around on a string, and he sniled and nodded, and
could see he felt the artist was a spiritual ancestor of
sonme kind. But what could Rubin do with ny framed
posters and my Mexican futon fromthe Bay and ny
temperfoam bed from | kea? Well, | thought, taking a
first chilly sip, he'd be able to think of sonething, which
was why he was a fanpus artist and | wasn't.

I went and pressed ny forehead agai nst the plate-
gl ass wi ndow, as cold as the glass in ny hand. Tinme to
go, | said to nyself. You are exhibiting synmptomns of
urban singles angst. There are cures-for this. Drink up
Go.

I didn't attain a state of partytine that night.
Neither did | exhibit adult commpn sense and gi ve up,
go home, watch some ancient novie, and fall asleep on
nmy futon. The tension those three weeks had built up in
me drove nme |like the mainspring of a mechanical watch
and | went ticking off through nighttown, |ubricating
my nore or |ess random progress with nore drinks. It
was one of those nights, | quickly decided, when you
slipinto an alternate continuum a city that |ooks exactly
like the one where you live, except for the peculiar dif-
ference that it contains not one person you | ove or know
or have even spoken to before. Nights like that, you can
go into a faniliar bar and find that the staff has just
been repl aced; then you understand that your rea
nmotive in going there was sinmply to see a famliar face,
on a waitress or a bartender, whoever. . . . This sort of
thing has been known to nedi ate agai nst partytine.

I kept it rolling, though, through six or eight
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pl aces, and eventually it rolled ne into a West End cl ub
that |ooked as if it hadn't been redecorated since the
Ni neties. A lot of peeling chrone over plastic, blurry
hol ograns that gave you a headache if you tried to

make themout. | think Barry had told ne about the

pl ace, but | can't inmagine why. | | ooked around and
grinned. If | was |ooking to be depressed, |I'd conme to
the right place. Yes, | told nyself as | took a corner
stool at the bar, this was genuinely sad, really the pits.
Dr eadf ul enough to halt the nmonentum of mny shitty

eveni ng, which was undoubtedly a good thing. |I'd have
one nore for the road, admre the grot, and then cab it
on hone.

And then | saw Li se.

She hadn't seen ne, not yet, and | still had ny coat
on, tweed collar up against the weather. She was down
the bar and around the corner with a couple of empty
drinks in front of her, big ones, the kind that conme with
little Hong Kong parasols or plastic nmermaids in them
and as she | ooked up at the boy beside her, | saw the
wi zz flash in her eyes and knew that those drinks had
never contained al cohol, because the |evels of drug she
was running couldn't tolerate the mx. The kid, though,
was gone, nunb grinning drunk and about ready to
slide off his stool, and running on about sonething as
he made repeated attenpts to focus his eyes and get a
better | ook at Lise, who sat there with her wardrobe
team s bl ack | eather bl ouson zi pped to her chin and her
skul | about to burn through her white face like a
thousand-watt bulb. And seeing that, seeing her there,
knew a whole | ot of things at once.

That she really was dying, either fromthe w zz or
her di sease or the conbination of the two. That she
dammed well knew it. That the boy beside her was too
drunk to have picked up on the exoskel eton, but not too
drunk to register the expensive jacket and the noney she
had for drinks. And that what | was seeing was exactly
what it | ooked like.

But | couldn't add it up, right away, couldn't com
pute. Sonmething in nme cringed.

And she was snmiling, or anyway doing a thing she
must have thought was like a smle, the expression she
knew was appropriate to the situation, and nodding in

time to the kid's slurred inanities, and that awful |ine of
hers cane back to ne, the one about |iking to watch.
And | know sonething now. | know that if | hadn't

happened in there, hadn't seen them 1'd have been able

to accept all that cane later. Mght even have found a

way to rejoice on her behalf, or found a way to trust in
whatever it is that she's since beconme, or had built in her
i mmge~ a programthat pretends to be Lise to the extent
that it believes it's her. | could have believed what Rubin
bel i eves, that she was so truly past it, our hi-tech Saint
Joan burning for union with that hardw red godhead in
Hol | ywood, that nothing mattered to her except the

hour of her departure. That she threw away that poor

sad body with a cry of release, free of the bonds of

pol ycarbon and hated flesh. Well, maybe, after all, she
did. Maybe it was that way. |'msure that's the way she
expected it to be.
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But seeing her there, that drunken kid's hand in
hers, that hand she couldn't even feel, | knew, once and
for all, that no human notive is ever entirely pure. Even
Lise, with that corrosive, crazy drive to stardom and
cybernetic inmmortality, had weaknesses. WAs hunman in
a way | hated nyself for admtting.

She' d gone out that night, | knew, to kiss herself
goodbye. To find soneone drunk enough to do it for
her. Because, | knew then, it was true: She did like to
wat ch.

I think she sawme, as | left. | was practically run-
ning. If she did, | suppose she hated ne worse than ever,
for the horror and the pity in ny face.

| never saw her again.

Soneday |'Il ask Rubin why WId Turkey sours are the
only drink he knows how to nmake. Industrial-strength,
Rubi n's sours. He passes nme the dented al um num cup,
while his place ticks and stirs around us with the furtive
activity of his smaller creations.

"You ought to come to Frankfurt,'

"Wy, Rubi n?"

"Because pretty soon she's going to call you up
And | think maybe you aren't ready for it. You're stil
screwed up about this, and it'll sound like her and think
I'ike her, and you'll get too weird behind it. Cone over
to Frankfurt with me and you can get a little breathing
space. She won't know you're there.

"I told you," | say, remenbering her at the bar in
that club, "lots of work. Mx "

"Stuff Max. Max you just made rich. Max can sit
on his hands. You're rich yourself, fromyour royalty
cut on Kings, if you weren't too stubborn to dial up
your bank account. You can afford a vacation."

I look at himand wonder when I'Il tell himthe
story of that final glinpse. "Rubin, | appreciate it,
man, but | just

He sighs, drinks. "But what?"

"Rubin, if she calls me, is it her?"

He I ooks at me a long tinme. "God only knows."
Hs cup clicks on the table. "I mean, Casey, the
technology is there, so who, nan, really who, is to
say?"

he says agai n.

"And you think I should come with you to
Frankfurt?"

He takes off his steel-rimed gl asses and polishes
theminefficiently on the front of his plaid flannel shirt.
"Yeah, | do. You need the rest. Maybe you don't need
it now, but you're going to later."

"How s that?"
"When you have to edit her next rel ease. Wich
will alnost certainly be soon, because she needs noney

bad. She's taking up a ot of ROM on some corporate
mai nfrane, and her share of Kings won't come close to
paying for what they had to do to put her there. And

you're her editor, Casey. | mean, who el se?"
And | just stare at himas he puts the gl asses back
on, like I can't nove at all

"Who el se, man?"
And one of his constructs clicks right then, just a
clear and tiny sound, and it comes to ne, he's right.
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Dogfi ght

by M chael Swanwi ck and WIIliam G bson

He nmeant to keep on going, right down to Florida.

Work passage on a gunrunner, naybe wi nd up con-

scripted into sone ratass rebel arny down in the war
zone. Or naybe, with that ticket good as | ong as he
didn't stop riding, he'd just never get off Greyhound's
Flyi ng Dutchman. He grinned at his faint reflection in
cold, greasy glass while the dowmntown |ights of Norfolk
slid past, the bus swaying on tired shocks as the driver
slung it around a final corner. They shuddered to a halt
inthe terninal lot, concrete |lit gray and harsh |like a
prison exercise yard. But Deke was wat ching hinself
starve, maybe in some snowstorm out of Oswego, with

hi s cheek pressed up agai nst that sane bus w ndow, and
seeing his remai ns swept out at the next stop by a mnut-
tering old man in faded coveralls. One way or the other
he decided, it didn't nmean shit to him Except his |egs
seened to have died already. And the driver called a
twenty-minute stopover Tidewater Station, Virginia.

It was an ol d cinder-block building with two entrances
to each rest room holdover fromthe previous century.

Legs |i ke wood, he made a hal fhearted attenpt at
ghosting the notions counter, but the black girl behind it
was al ert, guarding the sparse contents of the old gl ass
case as though her ass depended on it. Probably does,
Deke thought, turning away. Opposite the washroons,
an open doorway offered GAMES, the word flickering
feebly in biofluorescent plastic. He could see a crowd of
the I ocal kickers clustered around a pool table. Ainless,
hi s boredom following himlike a cloud, he stuck his
head in. And saw a bi plane, wi ngs no longer than his
t hunb, bl ossom bri ght orange flane. Corkscrew ng,
trailing snmoke, it vanished the instant it struck the
green-felt field of the table.

"Tha's right, Tiny," a kicker bellowed, "you take
that sunbitch!"

"Hey," Deke said. "Wat's going on?"

The nearest kicker was a bean pole with a bl ack
mesh Peterbilt cap. "Tiny's defending the Max," he
said, not taking his eyes fromthe table.

"Ch, yeah? Wiat's that?" But even as he asked, he
saw it: a blue enanel nedal shaped |ike a Mltese cross,
the slogan Pour le Merite divided anong its arns.

The Blue Max rested on the edge of the table,
directly before a vast and perfectly inmobile bulk
wedged into a fragile-Iooking chrone-tube chair. The
man' s khaki work shirt would have hung on Deke Iike
the folds of a sail, but it bul ged across that bloated torso
so tautly that the buttons threatened to tear away at any
i nstant. Deke thought of southern troopers he'd seen on
his way down; of that weird, gut-heavy endotype
bal anced on gangly legs that | ooked |ike they'd been
borrowed from some other body. Tiny mght |ook Iike
that if he stood, but on a larger scale a forty-inch jeans
i nseam t hat woul d need a woven-steel waistband to sup-
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port all those pounds of swollen gut. If Tiny were ever
to stand at all for now Deke saw that that shiny frane
was actually a wheelchair. There was sonething disturb-
ingly childlike about the man's face, an appalling sug-
gestion of youth and even beauty in features al nost
buried in fold and jow . Enbarrassed, Deke | ooked away.
The other man, the one standing across the table from
Tiny, had bushy sideburns and a thin nmouth. He seened

to be trying to push sonmething with his eyes, winkles of
concentration spreading fromthe corners...

"You dumbshit or what?" The man with the Peter-
bilt cap turned, catching Deke's Indo prol eboy denins,
the brass chains at his wists, for the first tinme. "Wy
don't you get your ass |ost, fucker. Nobody wants your
kind in here." He turned back to the dogfight.

Bets were being made, being covered. The kickers
were producing the hard stuff, the old stuff, liberty-
headed dol | ars and Roosevelt dines fromthe stanp-
and-coin stores, while nore cautious bettors sl apped
down antique paper dollars |amnated in clear plastic.
Through the haze cane a trio of red planes, flying in
formati on. Fokker D Vhs. The roomfell silent. The
Fokkers banked majestically under the solar orb of a
t wo- hundred-watt bul b.

The bl ue Spad dove out of nowhere. Two nore
pl unged fromthe shadowy ceiling, follow ng closely.

The ki ckers swore, and one chuckl ed. The fornmation

broke wildly. One Fokker dove alnobst to the felt,

wi thout losing the Spad on its tail. Furiously, it zigged
and zagged across the green flatlands but to no avail. At
last it pulled up, the eneny hard after it, too steeply
and stalled, too lowto pull out in tinmne.

A stack of silver dinmes was scooped up

The Fokkers were out nunbered now. One had two
Spads on its tail. A needle-spray of tracers tore past its
cockpit. The Fokker slip-turned right, banked into an
I mel mann, and was behind one of its pursuers. It
fired, and the biplane fell, tunbling.

"Way to go, Tiny!" The kickers closed in around
the table.

Deke was frozen with wonder. It felt |ike being
born all over again.

Frank's Truck Stop was two nmiles out of town on the
Conmercial Vehicles Only route. Deke had tagged it,

out of idle habit, fromthe bus on the way in. Now he

wal ked back between the traffic and the concrete crash
guards. Articulated trucks went slamming past, big

ei ght-segnented jobs, the wash of air each tine threat-
ening to blast himover. CVO stops were easy nakes.

When he sauntered into Frank's, there was nobody to

doubt that he'd cone in off a big rig, and he was able to
browse the gift shop as slowy as he liked. The wire rack
with the projective wetware wafers was | ocated bet~*en

a stack of Korean cowboy shirts and a display for Fuzz
Bust er nudguards. A pair of Oriental dragons twi sted

in the air over the rack, either fighting or fucking, he
couldn't tell which. The gane he wanted was there: a
waf er | abel ed SPADS&FOKKERS. It took himthree

seconds to boost it and less time to slide the

magnet which the cops in D.C. hadn't eveii bothered
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to confiscate across the universal security strip.

On the way out, he lifted two progranming units

and a little Batang facilitator-renote that | ooked |ike an
anti que hearing aid.

He chose a highstack at random and fed the rental agent
the line he'd used since his welfare rights were yanked.
Nobody ever checked up; the state just counted oc-
cupi ed roons and pai d.

The cubicle snelled faintly of urine, and soneone
had scrawl ed Hard Anarchy Liberation Front slogans
across the walls. Deke kicked trash out of a corner, sat
down, back to the wall, and ripped open the wafer pack

There was a folded instruction sheet with diagrans
of loops, rolls, and I nmel nanns, a tube of saline paste,
abDd a computer list of operational specs. And the wafer
itself, white plastic with a blue biplane and | ogo on one
side, red on the other. He turned it over and over in his
hand: SPADS&FOKKERS, FOKKERS&SPADS. Red or bl ue.
"He fitted the Batang behind his ear after coating the in-
ductor surface with paste, jacked its fiberoptic ribbon
into the progranmer, and plugged the programer into
the wall current. Then he slid the wafer into the pro-
grammer. It was a cheap set, Indonesian, and the base
of his skull buzzed unconfortably as the programran
But when it was done, a sky-blue Spad darted restlessly
through the air a fewinches fromhis face. It al nost
glowed, it was so real. It had the strange inner life that
fanatically detail ed nuseum grade nodel s often have,
but it took all of his concentration to keep it in ex-
istence. If his attention wavered at all, it |ost focus, fuz-
zing into a pathetic blur.

He practiced until the battery in the earset died,
then sl unped against the wall and fell asleep. He
dreaned of flying, in a universe that consisted entirely
of white clouds and bl ue sky, with no up and down, and
never a green field to crash into.

He woke to a rancid snell of frying krill cakes and
wi nced with hunger. No cash, either. Well, there were
pl enty of student types in the stack. Bound to be one
who'd like to score a programmng unit. He hit the hal
with the boosted spare. Not far down was a door with a
poster on it: THERE S A HELL OF A GOCD UNI VERSE NEXT
DOOR. Under that was a starscape with a cluster of
multicolored pills, torn froman ad for some phar-
maceut i cal company, pasted over an inspirational shot
of the "space col ony" that had been under construction
since before he was born. LET'S GO, the poster said,
beneat h the col | aged hypnoti cs.

He knocked. The door opened, security slides stop-
ping it at a two-inch slice of girlface. "Yeah?"

"You're going to think this is stolen." He passed

the programmer from hand to hand. "I nean because
it's new, virtual cherry, and the bar code's still on it. But
listen, 1'mnot gonna argue the point. No. |'mgonna |et

you have it for only like half what you' d pay anywhere
el se.”

"Hey, wow, really, no kidding?" The visible frac-
tion of nouth twisted into a strange snile. She extended
her hand, palmup, a loose fist. Level with his chin.
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"Lookahere!"

There was a hole in her hand, a black tunnel that
ran right up her arm Two small red lights. Rat's eyes.
They scurried toward hi mgrow ng, gleamn ng. Some-
thing gray streaked forward and | eaped for his face.

He screaned, throwing hands up to ward it off.
Legs twisting, he fell, the progranmer shattering under
hi m

Silicate shards skittered as he thrashed, clutching
his head. Wiere it hurt, it hurt it hurt very badly in-
deed.

"Ch, ny CGod!" Slides unsnapped, and the girl was

hovering over him "Here, listen, cone on." She dan-
gled a blue hand towel. "Grab on to this and I'Il pul
you up."

He | ooked at her through a wash of tears. Student.
That fed | ook, the oversize sweatshirt, teeth so straight
and white they could be used as a credit reference. A
thin gold chain around one ankle (fuzzed, he saw, with
baby-fine hair). Choppy Japanese haircut. Money.
"That sucker was gonna be ny dinner," he said rue-
fully. He took hold of the towel and let her pull himup

She sniled but skittishly backed away from him
"Let me make it up to you," she said. "You want sone
food? It was only a projection, okay?"

He followed her in, wary as an animal entering a
trap.

"Holy shit," Deke said, "this is real cheese

He was sitting on a gutsprung sofa, wedged between a
four-foot teddy bear and a | oose stack of floppies. The
room was ankl e-deep in books and cl ot hes and papers.

But the food she magi cked up Gouda cheese and tinned
beef and honest-to-CGod greenhouse wheat wafers was
straight out of the Arabian N ghts.

"Hey," she said. "W know how to treat a prole-
boy right, huh?" Her nane was Nance Bettendorf. She
was seventeen. Both her parents had jobs greedy bug-
gers and she was an engi neering major at WIIliam and
Mary. She got top marks except in English. "I guess you
must really have a thing about rats. You got some kind
of phobi a about rats?"

He gl anced sidel ong at her bed. You couldn't see it,
really; it was just a swell in the ground cover. "It's not
like that. It just rem nded ne of sonething else, is all."

"Li ke what?" She squatted in front of him the big
shirt riding high up one snooth thigh.

"Well . . . did you ever see the his voice invol -
untarily rose and rushed past the words "WAshington
Monurent ? Like at night? It's got these two little
red lights on top, aviation markers or sonething, and |
and |..." He started to shake.

"You're afraid of the Washi ngton Monunent ?"

Nance whooped and rolled over with |laughter, |ong
tanned | egs ki cking. She was wearing crinson biKi ni
panti es.

"I would die rather than ook at it again," he said
| evel ly.

She stopped | aughing then, sat up, studied his face.
VWhite, even teeth worried at her lower lip, like she was
draggi ng up sonmet hing she didn't want to think
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about. At |ast she ventured, "Brainlock?"

"Yeah," he said bitterly. "They told me |I'd never
go back to D.C. And then the fuckers | aughed."

"What did they get you for?"

"I'ma thief." He wasn't about to tell her that the
actual charge was career shoplifting.

"Lotta old conmputer hacks spent their lives program

m ng machi nes. And you know what ? The human brain

is not a goddam bit like a machine, no way. They just
don't programthe sanme." Deke knew this shrill,
desperate rap, this long, circular jive that the |onely
string out to the rare listener; knewit froma hundred
cold and enpty nights spent in the conpany of

strangers. Nance was lost in it, and Deke, noddi ng and
yawni ng, wondered if he'd even be able to stay awake
when they finally hit that bed of hers.

"I built that projection | hit you with nyself," she
sai d, huggi ng her knees up beneath her chin. "It's for
muggers, you know? | just happened to have it on ne,

and | threw it at you “cause | thought it was so funny,
you trying to sell nme that shit little Indojavanese pro-
gramer." She hunched forward and hel d out her hand
again. "Look here." Deke cringed. "No, no, it's okay,

| swear it, this is different." She opened her hand.

A single blue flame danced there, perfect and ever-
changing. "Look at that," she nmarvel ed. "Just | ook.
programed that. It's not sone diddly little seven-
imge job either. It's a continuous two-hour |oop, seven
t housand, two hundred seconds, never the sanme tw ce,
each instant as individual as a fucking snowfl ake!"

The flame's core was glacial crystal, shards and

facets flashing up, tw sting and gone, |eaving behind
near - sublinmi nal imges so bright and sharp that they cut

the eye. Deke winced. People nostly. Pretty little naked
peopl e, fucking. "How the hell did you do that?"

She rose, bare feet slipping on slick nagazines, and
mel odramatically swept folds of |oose printout froma
raw pl ywood shelf. He saw a neat row of small consol es,
austere and expensive-looking. Customwork. "This is
the real stuff | got here. Image facilitator. Here's ny

fast-wi pe nodule. This is a brai nmap one-to-one func-
tion analyzer." She sang off the names like a litany.
"Quantum flicker stabilizer. Program splicer. An inmage
assenbler..."

"You need all that to nake one iittle flame?"

"You betcha. This is all state of the art, profes-
sional projective wetware gear. It's years ahead of any-
thing you've seen.”

"Hey," he said, "you know anyt hi ng about SPADS
& FOKKERS?"

She | aughed. And then, because he sensed the tinme
was right, he reached out to take her hand.

"Don't you touch ne, notherfuck, don't you ever
touch me!" Nance screamed, and her head sl amed
agai nst the wall as she recoiled, white and shaking with
terror.

"Ckay!" He threw up his hands. "Ckay! |I'm
nowher e near you. Okay?"

She cowered fromhim Her eyes were round and
unblinking; tears built up at the corners, rolled down
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ashen cheeks. Finally, she shook her head. "Hey. Deke.
Sorry. | should' ve told you."

"Told ne what?" But he had a creepy feeling.
al ready knew. The way she cl utched her head. The
weakl y spasnodi ¢ way her hands opened and cl osed.
"You got a brainlock, too."

"Yeah." She closed her eyes. "It's a chastity |ock
My asshol e parents paid for it. So | can't stand to have
anybody touch ne or even stand too close." Eyes
opened in blind hate. "I didn't even do anything. Not a
fucking thing. But they' ve both got jobs and they're so
horny for ne to have a career that they can't piss
straight. They're afraid |I'd neglect ny studies if | got,
you know, involved in sex and stuff. The day the brain-
| ock cones off | amgoing to fuck the vilest, greasiest,
hai ri est

She was clutching her head again. Deke junped up
and rummaged through the nedicine cabinet. He found
a jar of B-conplex vitam ns, pocketed a few agai nst
need, and brought two to Nance, with a glass of water
"Here." He was careful to keep his distance. "This'l|
take the edge off."

"Yeah, yeah," she said. Then, alnost to herself,
"You nust really think I'ma jerk."

The ganes roomin the Greyhound station was al nost
enpty. A lone, |ong-jawed fourteen-year-old was bent
over a consol e, maneuvering rainbow fl eets of sub-
marines in the nurky grid of the North Atlantic.

Deke sauntered in, wearing his new ki cker drag,
and | eaned agai nst a cinder-block wall made snmooth by
countl ess coats of green enamel. He'd washed the dye
from his prol eboy butch, boosted jeans and T-shirt
fromthe Goodwill, and found a pair of stonpers in the
sauna | ocker of a highstack with cutrate security.

"Seen Tiny around, friend?"

The subs darted |ike neon guppies. "Depends on
who' s asking."

Deke touched the renote behind his left ear. The
Spad snap-rolled over the console, swift and delicate as
a dragonfly. It was beautiful; so perfect, so true it made
the room seem an illusion. He buzzed the grid,
mllimeters fromthe gl ass, taking advantage of the pro-
gramed ground effect.

The kid didn't even bother to | ook up. "Jack-
man's," he said. "Down Ri chnmond Road, over by the
surplus.”

Deke | et the Spad fade in m dclinb.

Jackman's took up nost of the third floor of an old
brick building. Deke found Best Buy War Surplus first,
then a broken neon sign over an unlit |obby. The
sidewal k out front was littered with another kind of
surplus damaged vets, sone of them dating back to
I ndochina. Od nen who' d left their eyes under Asian
suns squatted beside tw tching boys who' d inhal ed
mycotoxins in Chile. Deke was glad to have the battered
el evat or doors sigh shut behind him

A dusty Dr. Pepper clock at the far side of the Iong,
spectral roomtold himit was a quarter to eight. Jack-
man' s had been enbal ned twenty years before he was
born, seal ed away behind a yellow sh filmof nicotine,
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of polish and hair oil. Directly beneath the clock, the
flat eyes of sonebody's grandpappy's prize buck
regarded Deke froma franmed, blown-up snapshot gone

the slick sepia of cockroach wings. There was the click
and whi sper of pool, the squeak of a work boot tw sting
on linoleumas a player leaned in for a shot. Somewhere
hi gh above the green-shaded | anps hung a string of
crepe-paper Christmas bells faded to dead rose. Deke

| ooked fromone cluttered wall to the next. No
facilitator.

"Bring one in, should we need it," soneone said.
He turned, nmeeting the mld eyes of a bald man with
steel-rimed gl asses. "My nanme's Cine. Bobby Earl.

You don't 1 ook Iike you shoot pool, mster." But there
was not hing threatening in Bobby Earl's voice or stance.
He pinched the steel franes fromhis nose and polished
the thick lenses with a fold of tissue. He rem nded Deke
of a shop instructor who'd patiently tried to teach him
retrograde biochip installation. "I'ma ganbler," he
said, snmling. His teeth were white plastic. "I know I
don't nuch look it."

"I'"'mlooking for Tiny," Deke said.

"Well," replacing the glasses, "you're not going to
find him He's gone up to Bethesda to let the V.A clean
his plumbing for him He wouldn't fly against you any
how. "

"Why not ?"

"Wel |, because you're not on the circuit or |I'd
know your face. You any good?" Wen Deke nodded,

Bobby Earl called down the |length of Jackman's, "Yo,
Clarence! You bring out that facilitator. W got us a
flyboy."

Twenty minutes |ater, having lost his renote and
what cash he had left, Deke was striding past the bi
sol di ers of Best Buy.

"Now you let nme tell you, boy," Bobby Earl had
said in a fatherly tone as, hand on shoul der, he | ed Deke
back to the elevator, "You' re not going to win against a
conbat vet you listening to me? I'mnot even espe-
cially good, just an old grunt who was on hype fifteen
maybe twenty tines. 01' Tiny, he was a pilot. Spent
entire enlistnment hyped to the gills. He's got nenb
attenuation real bad . . . you ain't never going to
him™"

It was a cool night. But Deke burned wth anger
and hum liation.

"Jesus, that's crude," Nance said as the Spad str
mounds of pink underwear. Deke, hunched up on
couch, yanked her flashy little Braun renote from
behind his ear.
"Now don't you get on ny case too, Mss rich-
bi tch gonna- have-a-job "
"Hey, lighten up! It's nothing to do with you it's
just tech. That's a really primtive wafer you got there. |
mean, on the street maybe it's fine. But conpared to the

work | do at school, it's hey. You ought to let ne re-
wite it for you.'
"Say what ?"

"Lemme beef it up. These suckers are all witten in
hexadeci mal, see, “cause the industry progranmers are
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al | washed-out conputer hacks. That's how they think

But let ne take it to the reader-anal yzer at the depart-
ment, run a few changes on it, translate it into a nodern
wet | anguage. Edit out all the redundant internediaries.
That' Il goose up your reaction tine, cut the feedback
loop in half. So you'll fly faster and better. Turn you
into a real pro, Ace!" She took a hit off her bong, then
doubl ed over | aughing and choki ng.

"I's that legit?" Deke asked dubi ously.

"Hey, why do you think people buy gold-wire re-
nmot es? For the prestige? Shit. Conductivity's better,
cuts a few nanoseconds off the reaction tine. And reac-
tion time is the name of the gane, kiddo."

"No," Deke said. "If it were that easy, people'd
al ready have it. Tiny Mntgonmery would have it. He'd
have the best."

"Don't you ever listen?" Nance set down the bong;
brown water slopped onto the floor. "The stuff |I'm
working with is three years ahead of anything you'l
find on the street."

"No shit," Deke said after a |long pause. "I nean,
you can do that?"

It was |like graduating froma Mdel T to a ninety-three
Lotus. The Spad handl ed |ike a dream responsive to
Deke's slightest thought. For weeks he played the ar-
cades, with not a nibble. He flew against the |ocal teens
and by ones and threes shot down their planes. He took
chances, played flash. And the planes tunbled...

Until one day Deke was tucking his seed noney
away, and a |l anky bl ack strai ghtened up fromthe wall.
He eyed the | am nateds in Deke's hand and grinned. A
ruby tooth gl eaned. "You know," the man said, "I
heard there was a casper who could fly, going up against
t he ki ddies."

"Jesus," Deke said, spreading Danish butter on a kelp
stick. "I wiped the floor with those spades. They were
good, too."

"That's nice, honey," Nance nmunbl ed. She was
wor ki ng on her finals project, sweating data into a
machi ne.

"You know, | think what's happening is | got rea
talent for this kind of shit. You know? | nean, the pro-
gram gives ne an edge, but | got the stuff to take ad-
vantage of it. I'mreally getting a rep out there, you
know?" | npul sively, he snapped on the radio. Scratchy
Di xi el and brass bl ared.

"Hey," Nance said. "Do you m nd?"

"No, I'mjust " He fiddled with the knobs, cane
up with sonme slow, romantic bullshit. "There. Cone
on, stand up. Let's dance."

"Hey, you know | can't

"Sure you can, sugarcakes." He threw her the huge
teddy bear and snatched up a patchwork cotton dress
fromthe floor. He held it by the waist and sl eeve, tuck-
ing the collar under his chin. It snelled of patchouli
nmore faintly of sweat. "See, | stand over here, you
stand over there. W dance. Get it?"

Bl i nki ng softly, Nance stood and clutched the bear
tightly. They danced then, slowy, staring into each
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other's eyes. After a while, she began to cry. But still,
she was smiling.
Deke was daydreani ng, inagining he was Ti ny Mnt-
gonmery wired into his junpjet. |nagined the nmachine
responding to his slightest neural twitch, reflexes
cranked way up, hype flowi ng steadily into his veins.

Nance's fl oor becane jungle, her bed a plateau in
the Andean foothills, and Deke flew his Spad at forced
speed, as if it were a full-wired interactive conbat
machi ne. Conputerized hypos fed a slow trickle of
hi gh- per f ormance enhancenent nel ange into his
bl oodstream Sensors were wired directly into his skul

pul ling a supersonic snapturn in the green-blue bow

of sky over Bolivian rain forest. Tiny would have felt
the airflow over control surfaces.

Bel ow, grunts hacked through the jungle with
hype- punps strapped above el bows to give themthat
little extra death-dance fury in conbat, a shot of liquid
hell in a blue plastic vial. Maybe they got ten mnutes
worth in a week. But conming in at treetop level, reflexes
cranked to the max, flying so | ow the ground troops
never spotted you until you were on them phosgene
agents rel eased, away and gone before they coul d draw
a bead . . . it took a constant trickle of hype just to
mai ntain. And the direct neuron interface with the
junpjet was a two-way street. The onboard conputers
nmoni t ored bi ocheni stry and deci ded when to open the
sl ui ce gates and give the human conponent a killer jolt
of conbat edge.

Dosages |like that ate you up. Ate you good and
sl ow and constant, etching the brain surfaces, eroding
away the brain-cell nmenbranes. If you weren't yanked
fromthe air pronptly enough, you ended up with brain-
cell attenuation with reflexes too fast for your body to
handl e and your fight-or-flight reflexes fucked rea
good. . .

"l aced it, proleboy!"

"Hah?" Deke | ooked up, startled, as Nance
slammed in, tossing books and bag onto the nearest
heap.

"My finals project | got exenpted from exans.
The prof said he'd never seen anything like it. Unh, hey,
dimthe lights, wouldja? The colors are weird on mny
eyes. ~~

He obliged. "So show ne. Show nme this wunnerfu
thing."

"Yeah, okay." She snatched up his renote, kicked
cl ear standi ng space atop the bed, and struck a pose. A
spark flared into flame in her hand. It spread in a
qui cksilver line up her arm around her neck, and it was
a snake, with triangular head and flickering tongue.
Mol ten colors, oranges and reds. It slithered between

her breasts. "I call it a firesnake," she said proudly.
Deke | eaned cl ose, and she jerked back
"Sorry. It's like your flame, huh? I nmean, | can see

these tiny little fuckers init."

"Sort of." The firesnake fl owed down her stom
ach. "Next nonth I'mgoing to splice two hundred
separate flanme prograns together with neld justifica-
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tion in between to get the visuals. Then I'Il tap the

m nd's body image to nmake it self-orienting. So it can
crawl all over your body wi thout your having to mind it.
You coul d wear it dancing."

"Maybe |I'm dunb. But if you haven't done the
work yet, how cone | can see it?"

Nance giggled. "That's the best part half the
work isn't done yet. Didn't have the tinme to assenble
the pieces into a unified program Turn on that radio,
huh? | want to dance." She kicked of f her shoes. Deke
tuned in sonething gutsy. Then, at Nance's urging,
turned it down, alnobst to a whisper

"I scored two hits of hype, see." She was bouncing
on the bed, weaving her hands |ike a Balinese dancer
"Ever try the stuff? In-credible. Gves you |like absolute
concentration. Look here." She stood en pointe.

"Never done that before."

"Hype," Deke said. "Last person | heard of got
caught with that shit got three years in the infantry.
How d you score it?"

"Cut a deal with a vet who was in grad school. She
bonmbed out last month. Stuff gives ne perfect
visualization. | can hold the projection with my eyes
shut. It was a snap assenbling the programin ny
head. "

"On just two hits, huh?"

"One hit. |I'msaving the other. Teach was so im
pressed he's sponsoring ne for a job interview A
recruiter froml. G Feuchtwaren hits campus in two
weeks. That cap is gonna sell himthe program and ne.
I'"mgonna cut out of school two years early, straight in-
to industry, do not pass jail, do not pay two hundred
dollars."

The snake curled into a flamng tiara. It gave Deke
a funny-creepy feeling to think of. Nance wal ki ng out of
his life.

"I"'ma witch," Nance sang, "a wetware witch."
She shucked her shirt over her head and sent it flying.
Her fine, high breasts noved freely, gracefully, as she
danced. "I'm gonna make it" now she was singing a
current pop hit "to the . . . top!" Her nipples were
smal | and pi nk and aroused. The firesnake |icked at
t hem and whi pped away.

"Hey, Nance," Deke said unconfortably. "Calm
down a little, huh?"

"I''mcel ebrating!" She hooked a thumb into her
shiny gold panties. Fire swirled around hand and
crotch. "I"'mthe virgin goddess, baby, and | have the
power!" Singing again.

Deke | ooked away. "CGotta go now," he munbl ed.
CGotta go honme and jerk off. He wondered where she'd
hi dden that second hit. Coul d be anywhere.

There was a protocol to the circuit, a tacit order of

def erence and precedence as el aborate as that of a Man-
darin court. It didn't matter that Deke was hot, that his
rep was spreading like wildfire. Even a name flyboy
couldn't just challenge whom he wi shed. He had to

climb the ranks. But if you flew every night. If you were
al ways avail abl e to anybody's challenge. And if you

were good. . . well, it was possible to clinmb fast.
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Deke was one plane up. It was tournanent fight-
ing, three planes against three. Not many spectators, a
dozen maybe, but it was a good fight, and they were
noi sy. Deke was inmmersed in the manic cal mof conbat
when he realized suddenly that they had fallen silent.
Saw t he kickers stir and exchange gl ances. Eyes flicked
past him He heard the el evator doors close. Coolly, he
di sposed of the second of his opponent's planes, then
ri sked a quick glance over his shoul der

Tiny Montgomery had just entered Jackman's. The
wheel chai r whi spered across browni ng |inoleum guided
by tiny twitches of one inperfectly paralyzed hand. His
expression was stern, blank, calm

In that instant, Deke lost two planes. One to de-
resol ution gone to blur and cancel ed out by the
facilitator and the other because his opponent was a
real fighter. GQuy did a barrel roll, killing speed and sli p-
ping to the side, and strafed Deke's biplane as it shot
past. It went down in flames. Their last two planes
shared altitude and speed, and as they turned, trying for
position, they naturally fell into a circling pattern

The ki ckers made room as Ti ny wheel ed up agai nst
the table. Bobby Earl Cine trailed after him |anky and
casual . Deke and his opponent traded gl ances and
pul l ed their machines back fromthe pool table so they
could hear the man out. Tiny snmled. Hi s features were
small, clustered in the center of his pale, doughy face.
One finger twitched slightly on the chronme handrest. "I
heard about you." He | ooked straight at Deke. H's
voi ce was soft and shockingly sweet, a baby-girl little
voice. "I heard you're good."

Deke nodded slowy. The smile left Tiny's face. His
soft, fleshy lips relaxed into a natural pout, as if he were
waiting for a kiss. His small, bright eyes studi ed Deke
wi thout nalice. "Let's see what you can do, then."

Deke | ost hinself in the cool gane of war. And
when the eneny went down in snoke and flane, to ex-
pl ode and vani sh agai nst the table, Tiny wordl essly
turned his chair, wheeled it into the elevator, and was
gone.

As Deke was gathering up his wi nnings, Bobby Earl
eased up to himand said, "The man wants to play
you.

"Yeah?" Deke was nowhere near high enough on
the circuit to challenge Tiny. "Wat's the scan®"

"Man who was coming up fromAtlanta tonorrow
canceled. 01' Tiny, he was spoiling to go up agai nst
sonmebody new. So it |ooks like you get your shot at the
Max. "

"Tonmorrow? Wednesday? Doesn't give ne mnuch
prep tine."

Bobby Earl smiled gently. "I don't think that
makes no nevernmnind."

"How s that, M. Cine?"

"Boy, you just ain't got the noves, you follow nme?
Ain't got no surprises. You fly just Iike sone kinda
begi nner, only faster and slicker. You follow what |'m
trying to say?"

"I'"'mnot sure | do. You want to put a little action
on that?"

"Tell you truthful,"’

Cine said, "I been hoping on
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that." He drew a small bl ack notebook fromhis pocket
and |icked a pencil stub. "Gve you five to one. They's
nobody gonna give no fairer odds than that."

He | ooked at Deke al nbst sadly. "But Tiny, he's
just naturally better'n you, and that's all she wote,
boy. He lives for that goddammed gane, ain't got
not hing el se. Can't get out of that goddammed chair.

You think you can best a man who's fighting for his life,
you are just lying to yourself."

Nor man Rockwel |'s portrait of the col onel regarded

Deke di spassionately fromthe Kentucky Fried across

Ri chnmond Road fromthe coffee bar. Deke held his cup

with hands that were cold and trenbling. H s skul

hummed with fatigue. Cine was right, he told the col -

onel. | can go up against Tiny, but | can't win. The

col onel stared back, gaze calmand | evel and not par-

ticularly kindly, taking in the coffee bar and Best Buy

and all his drag-ass kingdom of R chnond Road. Wit -

ing for Deke to adnmit to the terrible thing he had to do.
"The bitch is planning to | eave nme anyway," Deke

sai d al oud. Wich nmade the black countergirl |ook at

hi m funny, then quickly away.

"Daddy call ed!" Nance danced into the apartnent,

sl ammi ng the door behind her. "And you know what ?

He says if | can get this job and hold it for six nonths,
he' Il have the brainlock reversed. Can you believe it?
Deke?" She hesitated. "You okay?"

Deke stood. Now that the noment was on him he
felt unreal, like he was in a nmovie or something. "How
come you never cane hone | ast night?" Nance asked

The skin on his face was unnaturally taut, a parch-
ment mask. "Wiere'd you stash the hype, Nance?
need it."

"Deke," she said, trying a tentative snile that in-
stantly vani shed. "Deke, that's mne. My hit. | need it.
For ny interview"

He smiled scornfully. "You got nobney. You can
al ways score anot her cap."

"Not by Friday! Listen, Deke, this is really inpor-
tant. My whole life is riding on this interview. | need
that cap. It's all | got!"

"Baby, you got the fucking world! Take a | ook
around you six ounces of blond Lebanese hash! Little
anchovy fish in tins. Unlimted nedical coverage, if you
need it." She was backing away fromhim stunbling
agai nst the static waves of unwashed beddi ng and
wri nkl ed gl ossy nagazi nes that crested at the foot of her
bed. "Me, | never had a glimer of any of this. Never
had the kind of edge it takes to get along. Well, this one
time | amgonna. There is a match in two hours that |
amgoing to fucking well win. Do you hear ne?" He
was working hinmself into a rage, and that was good. He
needed it for what he had to do.

Nance flung up an arm pal mopen, but he was
ready for that and sl apped her hand asi de, never even
catching a glinpse of the dark tunnel, let al one those
little red eyes. Then they were both falling, and he was
on top of her, her breath hot and rapid in his face.

"Deke! Deke! | need that shit, Deke, ny interview, it's
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the only. . . | gotta. . . gotta. . ." She twi sted her face
away, crying into the wall. "Please, God, please
don't.. ."

"Where did you stash it?"

Pi nned agai nst the bed under his body, Nance
began to spasm her entire body convul sing in pain and
fear.

"Where is it?"

Her face was bl oodl ess, gray corpse flesh, and hor-
ror burned in her eyes. Her lips squirned. It was too |ate
to stop now, he'd crossed over the Iine. Deke felt re-
vol ted and nauseated, all the more so because on sone
unexpect ed and unwel cone | evel, he was enjoying this.

"Where is it, Nance?' And slowy, very gently, he
began to stroke her face.

Deke summoned Jacknman's el evator with a finger that

moved as fast and straight as a hornet and | anded dai nt -
ily as a butterfly on the call button. He was full of boun-
cy energy, and it was all under control. On the way up,

he whi pped of f his shades and chuckl ed at his reflection

in the finger-snudged chrome. The bl acks of his eyes

were like pinpricks, all but invisible, and still the world
was neon bright.

Tiny was waiting. The cripple's nouth turned up at
the corners into a sweet smle as he took in Deke's irises,
the exaggerated cal mof his notions, the unsuccessfu
attenpt to m me an undrugged clunsiness. "Well," he
said in that girlish voice, "looks like | have a treat in
store for ne."

The Max was draped over one tube of the wheel -
chair. Deke took up position and bowed, not quite
mockingly. "Let's fly." As challenger, he flew defense.
He materialized his planes at a conservative altitude,
hi gh enough to dive, |ow enough to have warni ng when
Tiny attacked. He waited.

The crowd tipped him A fatboy with brilliantined
hair | ooked startled, a holl oweyed cracker started to
smle. Murmurs rose. Eyes shifted slow notion in heads
frozen by hyped-up reaction time. Took nmaybe three
nanoseconds to pinpoint the source of attack. Deke
whi pped hi s head up, and
Sonof abi tch, he was blind! The Fokkers were div-
ing straight fromthe two-hundred-watt bulb, and Tiny
had suckered himinto staring right at it. H's vision
whited out. Deke squeezed lids tight over welling tears
and frantically held visualization. He split his flight,
curving two biplanes right, one left. Imediately tw st-
ing each a half-turn, then back again. He had to dodge
randomy he couldn't tell where the hostile warbirds
wer e.

Ti ny chuckl ed. Deke coul d hear himthrough the
sounds of the crowd, the cheering and cursing and sl ap-
pi ng down of coins that seenmed to syncopate independ-
ent of the ebb and flow of the duel

When his vision returned an instant later, a Spad
was in flames and falling. Fokkers tailed his surviving
pl anes, one on one and two on the other. Three seconds
into the game and he was down one.

Dodging to keep Tiny frompinning tracers on him
he | ooped the singl e-pursued pl ane about and drove the
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other toward the blind spot between Tiny and the |ight
bul b.

Tiny's expression went very calm The faintest
shadow of di sappoi ntnment of contenpt, even was
swal l owed up by tranquility. He tracked the pl anes
bl andly, waiting for Deke to nmake his turn.

Then, just short of the blind spot, Deke shoved his
Spad into a drive, the Fokkers overshooting and bank-
ing wildly to either side, twisting around to regain posi-
tion.

The Spad swooped down on the third Fokker,
pul led into position by Deke's other plane. Fire strafed
wi ngs and crinson fuselage. For an instant nothing hap-
pened, and Deke thought he had a fluke niss. Then the
little red nother veered | eft and went down, trailing
bl ack, oily snoke.

Tiny frowned, small |ines of displeasure marring
the perfection of his mouth. Deke smiled. One even,
and Tiny held position.

Bot h Spads were tailed closely. Deke swung them
wi de, and then pulled themtogether from opposite sides
of the table. He drove them strai ght for each other,
neutralizing Tiny's advantage . . . neither could fire
wi t hout endangering his own planes. Deke cranked his
machi nes up to top speed, slamm ng them at each
ot her's nose.

An instant before they crashed, Deke sent the
pl anes over and under one another, opening fire on the
Fokkers and twisting away. Tiny was ready. Fire filled
the air. Then one blue and one red pl ane soared free,
headi ng in opposite directions. Behind them two bi-
pl anes tangled in midair. Wngs touched, slewed about,
and the planes crunpled. They fell together, al nost
straight down, to the green felt bel ow

Ten seconds in and four planes down. A black vet
pursed his lips and bl ew softly. Sonmeone el se shook his
head i n disbelief.

Tiny was sitting straight and a little forward in his
wheel chair, eyes intense and unblinking, soft hands
plucking feebly at the grips. None of that amused and
detached bullshit now, his attention was riveted on the
gane. The kickers, the table, Jackman's itself, m ght
not exist at all for him Bobby Earl Cine laid a hand on
his shoulder; Tiny didn't notice. The planes were at op-
posite ends of the room |aboriously gaining altitude.
Deke jammed his against the ceiling, dimthrough the
snoky haze. He spared Tiny a quick glance, and their
eyes | ocked. Cold against cold. "Let's see your best,"
Deke nuttered through clenched teeth.

They drove their planes together.

The hype was peaki ng now, and Deke coul d see
Tiny's tracers crawing through the air between the
pl anes. He had to put his Spad into the Iine of fire to get
off a fair burst, then tw st and bank so the Fokker's
bullets would slip by his undercarriage. Tiny was every
bit as hot, dodging Deke's fire and passing so close to
the Spad their |anding gears al nost tangled as they
passed.

Deke was | ooping his Spad in a punishingly tight
turn when the hallucinations hit. The felt withed and
twi sted becanme the green hell of Bolivian rain forest
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that Tiny had flown conbat over. The walls receded to
gray infinity, and he felt the netal confinenent of a
cybernetic junpjet close in around him

But Deke had done his homework. He was expect -
ing the hallucinations and knew he could deal with
them The military woul d never pass on a drug that
couldn't be fought through. Spad and Fokker | ooped
into another pass. He could read the tensions in Tiny
Mont gonery's face, the echoes of conbat in deep
jungl e sky. They drove their planes together, feeling the
torqued tensions that fed straight frominstrumentation
to hindbrain, the adrenaline punps kicking in behind
the arnpits, the cold, fast freedomof airflow over jet-
skin mngling with the snells of hot netal and fear
sweat. Tracers tore past his face, and he pull ed back,
seeing the Spad zoom by the Fokker again, both un-
touched. The kickers were just going ape, waving hats
and stonping feet, acting like God's own fools. Deke
| ocked gl ances with Tiny again.

Malice rose up in him and though his every nerve
was taut as the carbon-crystal whiskers that kept the
junpjets fromfalling apart in superman turns over the
Andes, he counterfeited a casual smle and w nked,
jerking his head slightly to one side, as if to say "Looka-
here. "

Tiny glanced to the side.

It was only for a fraction of a second, but that was
enough. Deke pulled as fast and tight an | mel mann
right on the edge of theoretical tolerance as had ever
been seen on the circuit, and he was hanging on Tiny's
tail

Let's see you get out of this one, sucker

Tiny rammed his plane strai ght down at the green,
and Deke followed after. He held his fire. He had Tiny
where he wanted him

Runni ng. Just like he'd been on his every conbat
m ssion. Hi gh on exhilaration and hype, maybe, but
runni ng scared. They were down to the felt now, flying
treetop-level. Break, Deke thought, and jacked up the
speed. Peripherally, he could see Bobby Earl dine, and
there was a funny look on the man's face. A pleading
kind of |ook. Tiny's conposure was shot; his face was
twi sted and tornented.

Now Ti ny pani cked and dove his plane in anobng
the crowd. The bipl anes | ooped and tw sted between the
ki ckers. Some jerked back involuntarily, and others
| aughingly swatted at themwi th their hands. But there
was a hot glint of terror in Tiny's eyes that spoke of an
eternity of fear and confinenment, two edges saw ng
away at each other endl essly.

The fear was death in the air, the confinenent a
| ocking away in netal, first of the aircraft, then of the
chair. Deke could read it all in his face: Conbat was the
only out Tiny had had, and he'd taken it every chance
he got. Until some anonynous nationalista with an anti -
que SAM tore himout of that blue-green Bolivian sky
and sl amred him strai ght down to Ri chnond Road and
Jackman's and the smiling killer boy he faced this one
| ast tine across the faded cloth.

Deke rocked up on his toes, face burning with that
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mllion-dollar snmile that was the trademark of the drug
that had already fried Tiny before anyone ever bothered
to bl ow himout of the sky in a hot tangle of nmetal and
mangl ed flesh. It all came together then. He saw that
flying was all that held Tiny together. That daily brush
of fingertips against death, and then rising up fromthe
metal coffin, alive again. He'd been hol ding back col -

| apse by sheer force of will. Break that w Il power, and
mortality woul d come pouring out and drown him Tiny
woul d | ean over and throw up in his own | ap.

And Deke drove it hone...

There was a nonent of stunned silence as Tiny's

| ast plane vanished in a flash of light. "I didit," Deke
whi spered. Then, |ouder, "Son of a bitch, | didit!"

Across the table fromhim Tiny twisted in his
chair, arns jerking spastically; his head |lolled over on
one shoul der. Behind him Bobby Earl dine stared
straight at Deke, his eyes hot coals.

The ganbl er snatched up the Max and wapped its
ri bbon around a stack of |am nateds. Wthout warning,
he flung the bundl e at Deke's face. Effortlessly, cas-
ual Iy, Deke plucked it fromthe air.

For an instant, then, it |ooked |like the ganbler
woul d cone at him right across the pool table. He was
stopped by a tug on his sleeve. "Bobby Earl," Tiny
whi spered, his voice choking with humliation, "you
gotta get me... out of here. "

Stiffly, angrily, Cine wheeled his friend around,

and then away, into shadow.

Deke threw back his head and | aughed. By God, he
felt good! He stuffed the Max into a shirt pocket, where
it hung cold and heavy. The nobney he cramed into his
jeans. Man, he had to junp with it, his triunph |eaping
up through himlike a wild thing, fine and strong as the
flanks of a buck in the deep woods he'd seen froma
G eyhound once, and for this one nonment it seened
that everything was worth it sonmehow, all the pain and
m sery he'd gone through to finally w n.

But Jackman's was silent. Nobody cheered. No-
body crowded around to congratulate him He sobered,
and silent, hostile faces swaminto focus. Not one of
these kickers was on his side. They radi ated contenpt,
even hatred. For an interninably drawn-out nonent
the air trenbled with potential violence . . . and then
someone turned to the side, hawked up phl egm and
spat on the floor. The crowd broke up, muttering, one
by one drifting into the darkness.

Deke didn't nmove. A nuscle in one |l eg began to
twi tch, harbinger of the conming hype crash. The top of
his head felt nunb, and there was an awful taste in his
mout h. For a second he had to hang on to the table with
both hands to keep fromfalling down forever, into the
l'iving shadow beneath him as he hung inpal ed by the
prize buck's dead eyes in the photo under the Dr. Pep-
per cl ock.

Alittle adrenaline would pull himout of this. He
needed to cel ebrate. To get drunk or stoned and talk it
up, going over the victory time and again, contradicting
hi nsel f, making up details, |aughing and bragging. A
starry old night like this called for big talk.
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But standing there with all of Jackman's silent and
vast and enpty around him he realized suddenly that he
had nobody left to tell it to.

Nobody at all.

Bur ni ng Chrone

It was hot, the night we burned Chrone. Qut in the

mal | s and pl azas, noths were batting thenselves to

deat h agai nst the neon, but in Bobby's loft the only light
came froma nonitor screen and the green and red

LEDs on the face of the matrix simulator. | knew every
chip in Bobby's sinulator by heart; it |ooked Iike your
wor kaday Ono-Sendai VII. the "Cyberspace Seven,"

but I'd rebuilt it so many tinme that you'd have had a
hard tinme finding a square millinmeter of factory cir-
cuitry in all that silicon

W waited side by side in front of the sinmulator
consol e, watching the tine display in the screen's | ower
| eft corner.

"Go for it," | said, when it was tine, but Bobby
was already there, leaning forward to drive the Russian
programinto its slot with the heel of his hand. He did it
with the tight grace of a kid slanming change into an ar-
cade game, sure of winning and ready to pull down a
string of free ganes.

A silver tide of phosphenes boiled across ny field

of vision as the matrix began to unfold in ny head, a

3-D chessboard, infinite and perfectly transparent. The
Russi an program seenmed to lurch as we entered the grid.

I f anyone el se had been jacked into that part of the
matrix, he m ght have seen a surf of flickering shadow

roll out of the little yellow pyram d that represented our
conmputer. The programwas a mnetic weapon, de-

signed to absorb local color and present itself as a crash-
priority override in whatever context it encountered.

"Congratul ations," | heard Bobby say. "W just
became an Eastern Seaboard Fi ssion Authority inspec-
tion probe. " That meant we were clearing fiberoptic
lines with the cybernetic equivalent of a fire siren, but in
the simulation matrix we seemed to rush straight for
Chrone's data base. | couldn't see it yet, but | already
knew those walls were waiting. Walls of shadow, walls
of ice.

Chrone: her pretty childface snooth as steel, with
eyes that woul d have been at honme on the bottom of
some deep Atlantic trench, cold gray eyes that lived
under terrible pressure. They s~id she cooked her own
cancers for people who crossed her, rococo custom
variations that took years to kill you. They said a | ot of
t hi ngs about Chrone, none of themat all reassuring.

So | blotted her out with a picture of Rikki. Rikk
kneeling in a shaft of dusty sunlight that slanted into the
|l oft through a grid of steel and gl ass: her faded
camouf | age fatigues, her translucent rose sandals, the
good line of her bare back as she rummaged t hrough a
nyl on gear bag. She | ooks up, and a half-blond curl falls
to tickle her nose. Smiling, buttoning an old shirt of
Bobby's, frayed khaki cotton drawn across her breasts.

She snil es.
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"Son of a bitch," said Bobby, "we just told
Chrone we're an I RS audit and three Suprene Court
subpoenas. ... Hang on to your ass, Jack. ~.

So long, Rikki. Maybe now | see you never

And dark, so dark, in the halls of Chrones s ice

Bobby was a cowboy, and ice was the nature of his

game, ice fromICE, Intrusion Counterneasures Elec-
tronics. The matrix is an abstract representation of the
rel ati onshi ps between data systens. Legitimte pro-
grammers jack into their enployers' sector of the matrix
and find thensel ves surrounded by bright geometries
representing the corporate data.

Towers and fields of it ranged in the col orless non-
space of the simulation matrix, the electronic consen-
sus-hal luci nation that facilitates the handling and
exchange of massive quantities of data. Legitimte pro-
grammers never see the walls of ice they work behind,
the walls of shadow that screen their operations from
others, fromindustrial -espionage artists and hustlers
| i ke Bobby Qui ne.

Bobby was a cowboy. Bobby was a cracksman, a
burgl ar, casing manki nd's extended el ectroni c nervous
system rustling data and credit in the crowded matri x,
nmonochr onme nonspace where the only stars are dense
concentrations of information, and high above it all
burn corporate gal axies and the cold spiral arns of
mlitary systens.

Bobby was anot her one of those young-old faces
you see drinking in the Gentlenman Loser, the chic bar
for conputer cowboys, rustlers, cybernetic second-story
men. W were partners

Bobby Qui ne and Automatic Jack. Bobby's the
thin, pale dude with the dark glasses, and Jack's the
mean- | ooki ng guy with the myoelectric arm Bobby's
software and Jack's hard; Bobby punches consol e and
Jack runs down all the little things that can give you an
edge. O, anyway, that's what the scene watchers in the
Gent | eman Loser woul d've told you, before Bobby de-
cided to burn Chrone. But they also mght've told you
that Bobby was |osing his edge, slow ng down. He was
twenty-ei ght, Bobby, and that's old for a console
cowboy.

Both of us were good at what we did, but sonehow
that one big score just wouldn't come down for us.
knew where to go for the right gear, and Bobby had all
his licks down pat. He'd sit back with a white terry
sweat band across his forehead and whi p noves on those
keyboards faster than you could follow, punching his
way through some of the fanciest ice in the business, but
that was when sonet hi ng happened that nmanaged to get
himtotally wired, and that didn't happen often. Not
hi ghly notivated, Bobby, and | was the kind of guy
who's happy to have the rent covered and a clean shirt
to wear.

But Bobby had this thing for girls, like they were
his private tarot or sonething, the way he'd get hinself
movi ng. W never tal ked about it, but when it started to
| ook I'i ke he was |losing his touch that sumrer, he started
to spend nore tine in the Gentlenan Loser. He'd sit at
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a table by the open doors and watch the crowd slide

by, nights when the bugs were at the neon and the air
snel |l ed of perfunme and fast food. You could see his

sungl asses scanni ng those faces as they passed, and he
must have decided that Ri kki's was the one he was
waiting for, the wild card and the |luck changer. The new
one.

I went to New York to check out the market, to see what
was avail able in hot software.

The Finn's place has a defective hologramin the
wi ndow, METRO HOLOGRAFI X, over a display of dead
flies wearing fur coats of gray dust. The scrap's wai st-
high, inside, drifts of it rising to neet walls that are
barely visible behind nanel ess junk, behind saggi ng
pressboard shel ves stacked with old skin nagazi nes and
yel | ow spi ned years of National Geographic.

"You need a gun," said the Finn. He | ooks like a
reconbo DNA project ained at tailoring people for
hi gh- speed burrowing. "You're in luck. | got the new
Smith and Wesson, the four-oh-eight Tactical. Got this
xenon projector slung under the barrel, see, batteries in
the grip, throw you a twelve-inch high-noon circle in the
pitch dark at fifty yards. The light source is so narrow,
it's alnopst inmpossible to spot. It's just |like voodoo in a
ni ghtfight."

I let my armclunk down on the table and started
the fingers drumm ng; the servos in the hand began
whi ning |i ke overworked nosquitoes. | knew that the
Finn really hated the sound.

"You | ooking to pawn that?" He prodded the
Duralumin wist joint with the chewed shaft of a felt-tip
pen. "Maybe get yourself something a little quieter?"

I kept it up. "I don't need any guns, Finn."

"Ckay," he said, "okay," and | quit drumm ng.

"I only got this one item and | don't even know what it
is. He | ooked unhappy. "I got it off these bridge-and.
tunnel kids from Jersey |ast week."

"So when'd you ever buy anything you didn't
know what it was, Finn?"

"Wse ass." And he passed nme a transparent nuailer
with something in it that |ooked |like an audio cassette
t hrough the bubbl e paddi ng. "They had a passport,"” he
said. "They had credit cards and a watch. And that."

"They had the contents of somebody's pockets,
you nean."

He nodded. "The passport was Belgian. It was al so
bogus, | ooked to ne, so | put it in the furnace. Put the
cards in with it. The watch was okay, a Porsche, nice
wat ch. "

It was obviously some kind of plug-in mlitary pro-
gram CQut of the mailer, it |ooked |ike the magazi ne of a
smal | assault rifle, coated with nonreflective bl ack

pl astic. The edges and corners showed bright nmetal; it
had been knocki ng around for a while.

"Il give yo

sake." u a bargain on it, Jack. For old tines

| had to smle at that. Getting a bargain fromthe

Finn was like God repealing the | aw of gravity when you
have to carry a heavy suitcase down ten bl ocks of air-
port corridor.
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"Looks Russian to ne," | said. "Probably the
energency sewage controls for sone Leningrad suburb.
Just what | need."

"You know," said the Finn. "I got a pair of shoes
ol der than you are. Sonetinmes | think you got about as
much cl ass as those yahoos from Jersey. Wat do you
want me to tell you, it's the keys to the Kremin? You

figure out what the goddamm thing is. Mg, | just sell the
stuff.”
| bought it.

Bodi | ess, we swerve into Chrome's castle of ice. And

we're fast, fast. It feels Iike we're surfing the crest of the
i nvadi ng program hanging ten above the seething glitch
systens as they nutate. We're sentient patches of oi

swept al ong down corridors of shadow.

Sonewhere we have bodies, very far away, in a
crowded | oft roofed with steel and gl ass. Somewhere we
have m croseconds, maybe time left to pull out.

We' ve crashed her gates disguised as an audit and
three subpoenas, but her defenses are specifically geared
to cope with that kind of official intrusion. Her nost
sophisticated ice is structured to fend off warrants,
wits, subpoenas. When we breached the first gate, the
bul k of her data vani shed behind core-conmand i ce,
these walls we see as | eagues of corridor, mazes of
shadow. Five separate |andlines spurted May Day sig-
nals to law firns, but the virus had al ready taken over
the paraneter ice. The glitch systens gobble the distress
calls as our mimetic subprograns scan anything that
hasn't been bl anked by core command.

The Russian programlifts a Tokyo number from
the unscreened data, choosing it for frequency of calls,
average length of calls, the speed with which Chrone
returned those calls.

"Ckay, " says Bobby, "we're an incom ng scram
bler call froma pal of hers in Japan. That should help."

Ri de "em cowboy.

Bobby read his future in wonen; his girls were onens,
changes in the weather, and he'd sit all night in the
Gentl eman Loser, waiting for the season to lay a new
face down in front of himlike a card.

I was working late in the |oft one night, shaving
down a chip, nmy armoff and the little wal do jacked
straight into the stunp.

Bobby cane in with a girl | hadn't seen before, and
usually | feel alittle funny if a stranger sees nme working
that way, with those |eads clipped to the hard carbon
studs that stick out of ny stunp. She cane right over
and | ooked at the magnified i mage on the screen, then
saw t he wal do novi ng under its vacuum seal ed dust
cover. She didn't say anything, just watched. Right
away | had a good feeling about her; it's like that some-
times.

"Autonmatic Jack, Rikki. My associate."

He | aughed, put his arm around her waist, sone-
thing in his tone letting me know that |'d be spending
the night in a dingy roomin a hotel

"Hi," she said. Tall, nineteen or naybe twenty,
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and she definitely had the goods. Wth just those few

freckl es across the bridge of her nose, and eyes sone-

wher e between dark amber and French coffee. Tight

black jeans rolled to mdcalf and a narrow plastic belt
that matched the rose-col ored sandal s.

But now when | see her sometimes when |'mtrying
to sleep, | see her somewhere out on the edge of all this
sprawl of cities and snoke, and it's like she's a
hol ogram stuck behind ny eyes, in a bright dress she
must' ve worn once, when | knew her, sonething that
doesn't quite reach her knees. Bare legs |ong and
straight. Brown hair, streaked with blond, hoods her
face, blown in a wind fromsonewhere, and | see her
wave goodbye

Bobby was meki ng a show of rooting through a
stack of audio cassettes. "I'mon ny way, cowboy,"
sai d, unclipping the wal do. She watched attentively as
put ny arm back on.

"Can you fix things?" she asked.

"Anyt hi ng, anything you want, Automatic Jack'|
fix it." | snapped ny Duralunmin fingers for her.

She took a little simstimdeck fromher belt and
showed nme the broken hinge on the cassette cover

"Tormorrow," | said, "no problem"
And my oh ny, | said to nyself, sleep pulling nme
down the six flights to the street, what'll Bobby's | uck

be like with a fortune cookie like that? If his system
wor ked, we'd be striking it rich any night now In the
street | grinned and yawned and waved for a cab

Chrone's castle is dissolving, sheets of ice shadow
flickering and fading, eaten by the glitch systens that
spin out fromthe Russian program tunbling away
fromour central logic thrust and infecting the fabric of
the ice itself. The glitch systens are cybernetic virus
anal ogs, self-replicating and voraci ous. They nutate
constantly, in unison, subverting and absorbing
Chrome' s def enses.

Have we already paral yzed her, or is a bell ringing
somewhere, a red light blinking?. Does she know?

Ri kki W/ dsi de, Bobby called her, and for those first

few weeks it nust have seemed to her that she had it all,
the whol e teem ng show spread out for her, sharp and

bri ght under the neon. She was new to the scene, and

she had all the miles of malls and plazas to prow, all
the shops and cl ubs, and Bobby to explain the wild side,
the tricky wiring on the dark underside of things, all the
pl ayers and their nanes and their ganes. He nade her

feel at hone.

"What happened to your arn®?" she asked ne one
night in the Gentleman Loser, the three of us drinking at
a small table in a corner.

"Hang-gliding," | said, "accident."

"Hang-gliding over a wheatfield," said Bobby,
"place called Kiev. Qur Jack's just hanging there in the
dark, under a N ghtwing parafoil, with fifty kil os of
radar jammed between his | egs, and sone Russi an
asshol e accidentally burns his armoff with a |aser."

I don't renenber how | changed the subject, but I
di d.
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I was still telling nyself that it wasn't Ri kki who
was getting to nme, but what Bobby was doing with her
I"d known himfor a long time, since the end of the war,
and | knew he used wonen as counters in a gane,

Bobby Quine versus fortune, versus time and the night
of cities. And R kki had turned up just when he needed
sonmet hing to get himgoing, sonething to aimfor. So
he'd set her up as a synbol for everything he wanted
and coul dn't have, everything he'd had and coul dn't
keep.

| didn't like having to listen to himtell me how
much he | oved her, and knowi ng he believed it only
made it worse. He was a past master at the hard fall and
the rapid recovery, and I'd seen it happen a dozen tines
before. He m ght as well have had NEXT printed across
his sungl asses in green Day-Cb capitals, ready to flash
out at the first interesting face that flowed past the
tables in the Gentleman Loser.

I knew what he did to them He turned theminto
enbl ens, sigils on the map of his hustler's life, naviga-
tion beacons he could foll ow through a sea of bars and
neon. \What el se did he have to steer by? He didn't |ove
money, in and of itself, not enough to followits |ights.
He woul dn't work for power over other people; he
hated the responsibility it brings. He had some basic
pride in his skill, but that was never enough to keep him
pushi ng.

So he made do with wonen.

When Ri kki showed up, he needed one in the worst
way. He was fading fast, and smart noney was al ready
whi spering that the edge was off his game. He needed
that one big score, and soon, because he didn't know
any other kind of life, and all his clocks were set for
hustler's tine, calibrated in risk and adrenaline and that
supernal dawn cal mthat conmes when every nove's
proved right and a sweet |unp of soneone else's credit
clicks into your own account.

It was tinme for himto nake his bundl e and get out;
so Ri kki got set up higher and farther away than any
of the others ever had, even though and |I felt Iike
screaming it at himshe was right there, alive, totally
real, human, hungry, resilient, bored, beautiful, ex-
cited, all the things she was.

Then he went out one afternoon, about a week
before | made the trip to New York to see Finn. Went
out and left us there in the loft, waiting for a thunder-
storm Half the skylight was shadowed by a done
they'd never finished, and the other half showed sky,
bl ack and blue with clouds. | was s~andsng by the bench,
| ooki ng up at that sky, stupid with the hot afternoon,
the hunidity, and she touched nme, touched ny
shoul der, the hal f-inch border of taut pink scar that the
arm doesn't cover. Anybody el se ever touched ne there,
they went on to the shoul der, the neck...

But she didn't do that. Her nails were | acquered
bl ack, not pointed, but tapered obl ongs, the |acquer
only a shade darker than the carbon-fiber |aninate that
sheat hes ny arm And her hknd went down the arm
black nails tracing a weld in the |am nate, down to the
bl ack anodi zed el bow joint, out to the wist, her hand
soft-knuckled as a child's, fingers spreading to | ock over
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m ne, her pal magainst the perforated Duralumn

Her other palmcanme up to brush across the feed-
back pads, and it rained all afternoon, raindrops drum
m ng on the steel and soot-stained gl ass above Bobby's
bed.

lce walls flick away |ike supersonic butterflies nmade of
shade. Beyond them the matrix's illusion of infinite
space. It's like watching a tape of a prefab building
going up; only the tape's reversed and run at hi gh speed,
and these walls are torn wings.
Trying to renind nyself that this place and the

gul fs beyond are only representations, that we aren't
"in" Chrone's conputer, but interfaced with it, while

the matrix sinulator in Bobby's |oft generates this illu-
sion . . . The core data begin to energe, exposed,
vul nerable.... This is the far side of ice, the view of the

matrix |'ve never seen before, the viewthat fifteen
mllion legitimte console operators see daily and take
for granted.

The core data tower around us |ike vertical freight
trains, color-coded for access. Bright primaries, im
possibly bright in that transparent void, |inked by
countl ess horizontals in nursery blues and pinks.

But ice still shadows something at the center of it
all: the heart of all Chrone's expensive darkness, the
very heart..

It was |late afternoon when | got back from ny shoppi ng
expedition to New York. Not much sun through the
skylight, but an ice pattern gl owed on Bobby's nonitor
screen, a 2-D graphic representation of someone's com
put er defenses, lines of neon woven |like an Art Deco
prayer rug. | turned the console off, and the screen went
compl etely dark.

Ri kki's things were spread across ny workbench,

nyl on bags spilling clothes and makeup, a pair of bright
red cowboy boots, audi o cassettes, glossy Japanese
magazi nes about sinmstimstars. | stacked it all under the

bench and then took ny armoff, forgetting that the
program |'d brought fromthe Finn was in the right-

hand pocket of ny jacket, so that | had to funble it out
| eft-handed and then get it into the padded jaws of the
jewel er's vise.

The wal do | ooks |ike an old audio turntable, the
kind that played disc records, with the vise set up under
a transparent dust cover. The armitself is just over a
centinmeter |ong, sw nging out on what woul d' ve been
the tone armon one of those turntables. But | don't
| ook at that when |'ve clipped the |leads to ny stunp;
| ook at the scope, because that's my armthere in black
and white, magnification 40 x.

I ran a tool check and picked up the laser. It felt a
little heavy; so | scaled my wei ght-sensor input down to
a quarter-kilo per gramand got to work. At 40 x the side
of the program | ooked like a trailer truck

It took eight hours to crack: three hours with the
wal do and the | aser and four dozen taps, two hours on
the phone to a contact in Colorado, and three hours to
run down a |exicon disc that could transl ate ei ght-year.
ol d techni cal Russian.
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Then Cyrillic al phanunerics started reeling dow
the nmonitor, tw sting thenselves into English hal fwa
down. There were a | ot of gaps, where the |exicon rai
up agai nst specialized nmlitary acronyns in the readou
I"d bought frommy man in Col orado, but it did give m
sone idea of what |'d bought fromthe Finn

I felt like a punk who'd gone out to buy a switch
bl ade and cone hone with a snmall neutron bonb.

Screwed again, | thought. Wat good's a neutro~
bonb in a streetfight? The thing under the dust cove
was right out of my league. | didn't even know where to

unload it, where to | ook for a buyer. Soneone had, but
he was dead, soneone with a Porsche watch and a fake
Bel gi an passport, but |1'd never tried to nove in those
circles. The Finn's nuggers fromthe "burbs had knocked
over someone who had some highly arcane connections.

The programin the jeweler's vise was a Russian
mlitary icebreaker, a killer-virus program

It was dawn when Bobby cane in alone. |I'd fallen
asleep with a bag of takeout sandw ches in ny |ap.

"You want to eat?" | asked him not really awake,
hol di ng out ny sandwi ches. |'d been dream ng of the

program of its waves of hungry glitch systens and
m netic subprograns; in the dreamit was an ani mal of
sone kind, shapel ess and fl ow ng.

He brushed the bag aside on his way to the consol e,
punched a function key. The screen lit with the intricate
pattern |I'd seen there that afternoon. | rubbed sleep
fromny eyes with ny left hand, one thing I can't do
with nmy right. 1'd fallen asleep trying to deci de whet her
to tell himabout the program WMaybe | should try to sel
it alone, keep the noney, go sonmewhere new, ask RikKi
to go with ne.

"Whose is it?" | asked.

He stood there in a black cotton junp suit, an old
| eat her jacket thrown over his shoulders like a cape. He
hadn't shaved for a few days, and his face | ooked thin-
ner than usual

"I't's Chrone's," he said.

My arm convul sed, started clicking, fear translated

to the nmyoclectrics through the carbon studs. | spilled
the sandwi ches; linp sprouts, and bright yellow dairy-
produce slices on the unswept wooden fl oor

"You're stone crazy," | said.

"No," he said, "you think she runbled it? No
way. We'd be dead already. | |ocked on to her through a

triple-blind rental systemin Mnbasa and an Al geri an
consat. She knew sonebody was having a | ook-see, but
she couldn't trace it."

If Chrone had traced the pass Bobby had nmade at
her ice, we were good as dead. But he was probably
right, or she'd have had ne bl own away on ny way
back from New York. "Wy her, Bobby? Just give ne
one reason. .

Chrone: |1'd seen her maybe half a dozen tinmes in
the Gentl eman Loser. Maybe she was sl unmmi ng, or
checki ng out the human condition, a condition she
didn't exactly aspire to. A sweet little heart-shaped face
fram ng the nastiest pair of eyes you ever saw. She'd
| ooked fourteen for as |ong as anyone coul d renenber,
hyped out of anything like a nornmal netabolism on
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sonme nmssive program of seruns and hornones. She

was as ugly a custoner as the street ever produced, but
she didn't belong to the street anynore. She was one of
the Boys, Chrome, a nenber in good standing of the

| ocal Mob subsidiary. Wrd was, she'd gotten started as
a deal er, back when synthetic pituitary hornbnes were
still proscribed. But she hadn't had to nbve hornobnes
for a long tinme. Now she owned the House of Bl ue

Li ghts.

"You're flat-out crazy, Quine. You give ne one
sane reason for having that stuff on your screen. You
ought to dunp it, and | nean now.

"Talk in the Loser," he said, shrugging out of the
| eat her jacket. "Black Myron and Crow Jane. Jane,
she's up on all the sex lines, clains she knows where
the noney goes. So she's arguing with Myron that
Chrone's the controlling interest in the Blue Lights, not
just sone figurehead for the Boys."

" “The Boys,' Bobby," | said. "That's the opera-
tive word there. You still capable of seeing that? W
don't ness with the Boys, renmenber? That's why we're
still wal king around."

"That's why we're still poor, partner." He settled

back into the swivel chair in front of the console, un-
zipped his junp suit, and scratched his skinny white
chest. "But maybe not for nuch |onger."

"I think naybe this partnership just got itself per-
manent |y di ssol ved. "

Then he grinned at ne. Tjie grin was truly crazy,
feral and focused, and | knew that right then he really
didn't give a shit about dying.

“TLook,"'" | said, ""I've got sonme noney |left, you
know? Way don't you take it and get the tube to Mam,
catch a hopper to Montego Bay. You need a rest, nan.

You' ve got to get your act together."

"My act, Jack," he said, punching sonething on
t he keyboard, "never has been this together before."

The neon prayer rug on the screen shivered and woke as
an animation programcut in, ice lines weaving with
hypnoti c frequency, a living nandal a. Bobby kept
punchi ng, and the novenent slowed; the pattern re-
solved itself, grew slightly |ess conpl ex, becane an
alternation between two distant configurations. A first-
class piece of work, and | hadn't thought he was stil
that good. "Now," he said, "there, see it? Wait. There.
There again. And there. Easy to miss. That's it. Cuts in
every hour and twenty mnutes with a squirt transm s-
sion to their consat. W could live for a year on what
~he pays them weekly in negative interest.”

"Whose consat ?"

"Zurich. Her bankers. That's her bankbook, Jack
That's where the noney goes. Crow Jane was right."
| stood there. My armforgot to click

"So how d you do in New York, partner? You get
anything that'll help ne cut ice? W're going to need
what ever we can get.~~

| kept ny eyes on his, forced nyself not to ook in
the direction of the waldo, the jeweler's vise. The Rus-
sian programwas there, under the dust cover.

Wld cards, luck changers
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"Where's Rikki?" | asked him crossing to the con-
sole, pretending to study the alternating patterns on the
screen.

"Friends of hers," he shrugged, "kids, they're al
into sinstim" He smiled absently. "I'mgoing to do it
for her, man."

"I'"'mgoing out to think about this, Bobby. You
want me to cone back, you keep your hands off the
board. "

"I"'mdoing it for her," he said as the door closed
behi nd ne. "You know | am"

And down now, down, the programa roller coaster
through this fraying maze of shadow walls, gray
cat hedral spaces between the bright towers. Headl ong
speed.

Bl ack ice. Dont think about it. Black ice

Too many stories in the Gentl eman Loser; black ice
is a part of the nythology. Ice that kills. Illegal, but
then aren't we all? Some kind of neural -feedback
weapon, and you connect with it only once. Like sone
hi deous Word that eats the mind fromthe inside out.
Li ke an epil eptic spasmthat goes on and on until there's
nothing left at all..

And we're diving for the floor of Chrome's shadow
castle.

Trying to brace nyself for the sudden stopping of
breath, a sickness and final slackening of the nerves.
Fear of that cold Wrd waiting, down there in the dark

I went out and | ooked for Ri kki, found her in a cafe
with a boy with Sendai eyes, half-heal ed suture |ines
radiating fromhis bruised sockets. She had a gl ossy
brochure spread open on the table, Tally Ishamsmiling
up froma dozen photographs, the Grl with the Zeiss
| kon Eyes.

Her little sinstimdeck was one of the things |I'd
stacked under ny bench the night before, the one I'd
fixed for her the day after I'd first seen her. She spent
hours jacked into that unit, the contact band across her
forehead like a gray plastic tiara. Tally Isham was her
favorite, and with the contact band on, she was gone,
of f sonmewhere in the recorded sensoriumof sinstims
bi ggest star. Sinulated stimuli: the world all the in-
teresting parts, anyway as perceived by Tally | sham
Tally raced a bl ack Fokker ground-effect plane across
Arizona nesa tops. Tally dived the Truk Island pre-
serves. Tally partied with the superrich on private G eek
i sl ands, heartbreaking purity of those tiny white
seaports at dawn.

Actually she looked a ot like Tally, same coloring
and cheekbones. | thought Ri kki's nmouth was stronger
More sass. She didn't want to be Tally Isham but she
coveted the job. That was her anbition, to be in sim
stim Bobby just laughed it off. She talked to nme about
it, though. "lI-lowd | look with a pair of these?" she'd
ask, holding a full-page headshot, Tally Isham s bl ue
Zeiss lkons lined up with her own anber-brown. She'd

had her corneas done tw ce, but she still wasn't 20-20; so
she wanted | kons. Brand of the stars. Very expensive.
"You still wi ndow shopping for eyes?" | asked as
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sat down.

"Tiger just got sone," she said. She | ooked tired,
t hought .

Tiger was so pleased with his Sendais that he
couldn't help smling, but |I doubted whether he'd have
sm | ed otherwi se. He had the kind of uniform good
| ooks you get after your seventh trip to the surgica
bouti que; he'd probably spend the rest of his |ife | ook-

i ng vaguely |ike each new season's nedia front-runner;
not too obvious a copy, but nothing too original, either

"Sendai, right?" | sniled back

He nodded. | watched as he tried to take me in with
his idea of a professional sinstimglance. He was pre-
tendi ng that he was recording. | thought he spent too
long on my arm "They'll be great on peripherals when
the nmuscles heal ," he said, and | saw how carefully he
reached for his double espresso. Sendai eyes are
notori ous for depth-perception defects and warranty
hassl es, anobng ot her things.

""Tiger's leaving for Holl ywood tonorrow ~~

"Then maybe Chiba Cty, right?" | sniled at him
He didn't smile back. "CGot an offer, Tiger? Know an
agent ?"

"Just checking it out," he said quietly. Then he got
up and left. He said a quick goodbye to Ri kki, but not
to ne.

"That kid's optic nerves nay start to deteriorate in-
side six nonths. You know that, Ri kki? Those Sendais
are illegal in England, Denmark, |ots of places. You
can't replace nerves."

"Hey, Jack, no lectures." She stole one of ny
croi ssants and ni bbled at the top of one of its horns.

"I thought | was your adviser, kid."

"Yeah. Well, Tiger's not too swift, but everybody
knows about Sendais. They're all he can afford. So he's
taking a chance. If he gets work, he can replace them"

"Wth these?" | tapped the Zeiss |kon brochure.

"Lot of noney, Rikki. You know better than to take a
ganble like that."

She nodded. "I want |kons."

"If you're going up to Bobby's, tell himto sit tight
until he hears from ~

"Sure. It's business?"

"Business," | said. But it was craziness.
| drank ny coffee, and she ate both ny croissants.
Then | wal ked her down to Bobby's. | made fifteen

calls, each one froma different pay phone.

Busi ness. Bad craziness.

Al inall, it took us six weeks to set the burn up, six
weeks of Bobby telling me how nmuch he | oved her. |
wor ked even harder, trying to get away fromthat.

Most of it was phone calls. My fifteen initial and
very oblique inquiries each seened to breed fifteen
more. | was looking for a certain service Bobby and
both imagined as a requisite part of the world's clande-
stine econony, but which probably never had nore than
five customers at a time. It would be one that never
adverti sed.

We were |ooking for the world's heaviest fence, for
a non-aligned noney | aundry capabl e of dry-cleaning a
megabuck online cash transfer and then forgetting
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about it.

Al those calls were a wasted finally, because it was
the Finn who put nme on to what we needed. |'d gone up
to New York to buy a new bl ackbox rig, because we
were goi ng broke paying for all those calls.

| put the problemto himas hypothetically as possi-
bl e.

"Macao, " he said.

"Macao?"

"The Long Hum fam |ly. Stockbrokers.™

He even had the nunber. You want a fence, ask
anot her fence.

The Long Hum peopl e were so oblique that they
made ny idea of a subtle approach |ook Iike a tactica
nuke-out. Bobby had to make two shuttle runs to Hong
Kong to get the deal straight. W were running out of
capital, and fast. | still don't know why | decided to go
along with it in the first place; | was scared of Chroneg,
and 1'd never been all that hot to get rich

| tried telling nyself that it was a good idea to burn
the House of Blue Lights because the place was a creep
joint, but | just couldn't buy it. | didn't |like the Blue
Li ghts, because |I'd spent a supr'~nely depressing eve-
ning there once, but that was no excuse for going after
Chrone. Actually | hal fway assunmed we were going to
die in the attenpt. Even with that killer program the
odds weren't exactly in our favor

Bobby was lost in witing the set of conmands we
were going to plug into the dead center of Chrone's
conputer. That was going to be ny job, because Bobby
was going to have his hands full trying to keep the Rus-
sian programfromgoing straight for the kill. It was too
conplex for us to rewite, and so he was going to try to
hold it back for the two seconds | needed.

| made a deal with a streetfighter named Mles. He
was going to follow R kki the night of the burn, keep
her in sight, and phone nme at a certain tinme. If | wasn't
there, or didn't answer in just a certain way, |'d told
himto grab her and put her on the first tube out. | gave
hi m an envel ope to give her, noney and a note.

Bobby really hadn't thought about that, nuch,
how t hings woul d go for her if we blewit. He just kept
telling nme he | oved her, where they were going to go
together, how they'd spend the noney.

"Buy her a pair of Ilkons first, man. That's what
she wants. She's serious about that sinstimscene."

"Hey," he said, |ooking up fromthe keyboard,
"she won't need to work. We're going to nmake it, Jack
She's ny luck. She won't ever have to work again."

"Your luck," | said. | wasn't happy. | couldn't
renenber when | had been happy. "You seen your | uok

around | atel y?"

He hadn't, but neither had |I. W' d both been too
busy.

I mssed her. Mssing her rem nded ne of ny one
night in the House of Blue Lights, because |I'd gone
there out of m ssing sonmeone else. |1'd gotten drunk to
begin with, then I'd started hitting Vasopressin inhalers.
If your main squeeze has just decided to wal k out on
you, booze and Vasopressin are the ultimate in
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masochi sti ¢ pharnmacol ogy; the juice makes you
maudl i n and the Vasopressin nakes you renenber, |
mean really remenber. Cinically they use the stuff to
counter senile amesia, but the street finds its own uses
for things. So |I'd bought nyself an ultraintense replay
of a bad affair; trouble is, you get the bad with the
good. Go gunning for transports of aninal ecstasy and
you get what you said, too, and what she said to that,
how she wal ked away and never | ooked back

I don't renenber deciding to go to the Blue Lights,
or how | got there, hushed corridors and this really
tacky decorative waterfall trickling somewhere, or
maybe just a hologram of one. | had a | ot of noney that
ni ght; sonebody had gi ven Bobby a big roll for opening
a three-second wi ndow i n soneone else's ice.

I don't think the crew on the door liked ny |ooks,
but | guess ny nbney was okay.

I had nore to drink there when |I'd done what |
went there for. Then | made some crack to the barman
about cl oset necrophiliacs, and that didn't go down too
well. Then this very large character insisted on calling
me War Hero, which | didn't like. | think | showed him
sone tricks with the arm before the lights went out, and
I woke up two days later in a basic sleeping nodule
somewhere el se. A cheap place, not even roomto hang

yourself. And | sat there on that narrow foam sl ab and
cri ed.

Sone things are worse than being al one. But the
thing they sell in the House of Blue Lights is so popul ar
that it's alnost | egal

At the heart of darkness, the still center, the glitch sys-
tems shred the dark with whirlw nds of light, translu-

cent razors spinning away fromus; we hang in the

center of a silent slow notion explosion, ice fragnents
falling away forever, and Bobby's voice cones in across

light-years of electronic void illusion
"Burn the bitch dowmn. | can't hold the thing
back "

The Russian program rising through towers of
data, blotting out the playroomcolors. And | plug
Bobby' s honermade command package into the center
of Chrome's cold heart. The squirt transm ssion cuts in,
a pul se of condensed information that shoots straight
up, past the thickening tower of darkness, the Russian

188

program while Bobby struggles to control that crucia
second. An unformed arm of shadow tw tches fromthe
towering dark, too |ate.

W' ve done it.

The matrix folds itself around ne |like an origam
trick.

And the loft smells of sweat and burning circuitry.

I thought | heard Chrone scream a raw netal
sound, but | couldn't have.

Bobby was | aughing, tears in his eyes. The el apsed-tine
figure in the corner of the nonitor read 07:24:05. The
burn had taken a little under eight minutes.

And | saw that the Russian programhad nelted in
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its slot.

We'd given the bulk of Chrone's ZOrich account to
a dozen world charities. There was too nmuch there to
move, and we knew we had to break her, burn her
strai ght down, or she might cone after us. W took |ess
than ten percent for ourselves and shot it through the
Long Hum setup in Macao. They took sixty percent of
that for thenselves and kicked what was |eft back to us
t hrough the nost convol uted sector of the Hong Kong
exchange. It took an hour before our noney started to
reach the two accounts we'd opened in Zurich.

I watched zeros pile up behind a nmeaningless figure

on the monitor. | was rich

Then the phone rang. It was Mles. | alnost blew
t he code phrase.

"Hey, Jack, man, | dunno what's it all about,

with this girl of yours? Kinda funny thing here..."
"What ? Tell me."
"l been on her, like you said, tight but out of sight.
She goes to the Loser, hangs out, then she gets a tube.
CGoes to the House of Blue Lights "
" She what ?"
"Si de door. Enpl oyees only. No way | could get
past their security."
"I's she there now?"

"No, man, | just lost her. It's insane down here,
like the Blue Lights just shut down, |ooks |ike for good,
seven ki nds of alarns going off, everybody running, the
heat out in riot gear. . . . Nowthere's all this stuff going
on, insurance guys, real-estate types, vans with munici-
pal plates....

"Mles, where'd she go?"

"Lost her, Jack."

"Look, Mles, you keep the noney in the envel ope,

right?"

"You serious? Hey, I'mreal sorry. | "
I hung up.

"Wait'll we tell her," Bobby was saying, rubbing a
towel across his bare chest.

"You tell her yourself, co,wboy. I'mgoing for a
wal k. "

So | went out into the night and the neon and let the
crowmd pull ne along, walking blind, willing nyself to be
just a segnent of that nmass organism just one nore
drifting chip of consciousness under the geodesics. |
didn't think, just put one foot in front of another, but
after a while | did think, and it all nade sense. She'd
needed the noney.

| thought about Chrome, too. That we'd killed her,
murdered her, as surely as if we'd slit her throat. The
night that carried nme along through the malls and pl azas
woul d be hunting her now, and she had nowhere to go.

How many enemi es woul d she have in this crowd al one?
How many woul d nove, now they weren't held back by
fear of her noney? We'd taken her for everything she

had. She was back on the street again. | doubted she'd
live till dawn.

Finally | remenbered the cafe, the one where 1'd
met Ti ger.

Her sungl asses told the whole story, huge bl ack

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Burning%20Chrome.txt (103 of 105) [1/14/03 11:20:24 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Burning%20Chrome.txt

shades with a telltale snudge of fleshtone paintstick in
the corner of one lens. "H, R kki," | said, and | was
ready when she took them off.

Bl ue, Tally Isham blue. The clear tradenmark bl ue
they're famus for, ZEISS IKON ringing each iris in tiny
capitals, the letters suspended there |like flecks of gold.

"They're beautiful," | said. Paintstick covered the
bruising. No scars with work that good. "You nade
sonme noney. "

"Yeah, | did." Then she shivered. "But | won't
make any nore, not that way."

"I think that place is out of business.~~

"Ch." Nothing noved in her face then. The new
blue eyes were still and very deep.

"It doesn't matter. Bobby's waiting for you. W
just pulled down a big score."

"No. |'ve got to go. | guess he won't understand,
but 1've got to go."

| nodded, watching the armswi ng up to take her
hand; it didn't seemto be part of nme at all, but she held
ontoit like it was.

"I'"ve got a one-way ticket to Hollywood. Tiger
knows sonme people | can stay with. Maybe 1'll even get
to Chiba City."

She was right about Bobby. | went back with her
He didn't understand. But she'd already served her pur-
pose, for Bobby, and | wanted to tell her not to hurt for
him because | could see that she did. He wouldn't even
cone out into the hallway after she had packed her
bags. | put the bags down and ki ssed her and nmessed up
the paintstick, and something cane up inside ne the
way the killer program had risen above Chrone's data.

A sudden stopping of the breath, in a place where no
word is. But she had a plane to catch

Bobby was slunped in the swivel chair in front of
his nonitor, looking at his string of zeros. He had his
shades on, and | knew he'd be in the Gentl enan Loser

by nightfall, checking out the weather, anxious for a
sign, soneone to tell himwhat his new life would be
like. | couldn't see it being very different. More com

fortable, but he'd always be waiting for that next card
to fall.

I tried not to inmagi ne her in the House of Blue
Li ghts, working three-hour shifts in an approxination
of REM sl eep, while her body and a bundl e of condi -
tioned refl exes took care of business. The custoners
never got to conplain that she was faking it, because
those were real orgasns. But she felt them if she felt
themat all, as faint silver flares somewhere out on the
edge of sleep. Yeah, it's so popular, it's al nost |egal
The custoners are torn between needi ng sonmeone and
wanting to be alone at the sane time, which has prob-
ably al ways been the name of that particul ar game, even
bef ore we had the neuroel ectronics to enable themto
have it both ways.

| picked up the phone and punched the nunber for

her airline. | gave themher real nane, her flight num
ber. "She's changing that," | said, "to Chiba Gty.
Thatright. Japan.” | thunbed' ny credit card into the

sl ot and punched ny I D code. "First class." D stant
hum as they scanned ny credit records. "Mike that a
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return ticket."

But | guess she cashed the return fare, or else
didn't need it, because she hasn't come back. And
sonetines late at night I'lIl pass a wi ndow with posters
of sinmstimstars, all those beautiful, identical eyes star-
ing back at ne out of faces that are nearly as identical,
and sonetines the eyes are hers, but none of the faces
are, none of themever are, and | see her far out on the
edge of all this sprawl of night and cities, and then she
waves goodbye
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