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snow n... 2.a. Anything resenbling snow. b. The white specks on a television screen resulting from
weak reception.

crashv.., .-infr.. . . 5 To fail suddenly,as abusi ness or an econony.
-The Amencan |-lentizge Dictionary
virus.. . . [L. virus sliny liquid, poison, offensive odour or taste.] 1. Venom such as is

emtted by a poisonous aninmal. 2. Path. a. A norbid principle or poisonous substance produced in
the body as the result of sone disease, esp. one capabl e of being introduced into other persons or
ani mal s by inocul ations or otherw se and of devel opi ng the sane disease in them. . . 3. flg. A
nmoral or intellectual poison, or poisonous influence.

-The Oxford English Dictionary

1

The Deliverator belongs to an elite order, a hallowed subcategory. He's got esprit up to here.

Ri ght now, he is preparing to carry out his third nission of the night. Hs uniformis black as
activated charcoal, filtering the very light out of the air. A bullet will bounce off its
arachnofi ber weave like a wen hitting a patio door, but excess perspiration wafts through it Iike
a breeze through a freshly napal ned forest, Were his body has bony extrenities, the suit has
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sintered arnorgel: feels like gritty jello, protects |like a stack of tel ephone books.

When they gave himthe job, they gave hima gun. The Dcliverator never deals in cash, but soneone
m ght come after himanyway-m ght want his car, or his cargo. The gun is tiny, acm

2

SNOW CRASH

styled, lightweight, the kind of gun a fashion designer would carry; it fires teensy darts that
fly at five tines the velocity of an SR-71 spy plane, and when you get done using it, you have to
plug it into the cigarette lighter, because it runs on electricity.

The Deiverator never pulled that gun in anger, or in fear. He pulled it once in Gla Hi ghlands.
Sone punks in Gla Hi ghlands, a fancy Burbcl ave, wanted thensel ves a delivery, and they didn't
want to pay for it. Thought they would inpress the Deliverator with a baseball bat. The Deiverator
took out his gun, centered its | aser doohickey on that poised Louisville Slugger, fired it. The
recoil was i mense, as though the weapon had blown up in his hand. The niddle third of the
basebal | bat turned into a colum of burning sawdust accelerating in all directions like a
bursting star. Punk ended up holding this bat handle with m|ky snoke pouring out the end. Stupid
| ook on his face. Didn't get nothing but trouble fromthe Deiverator

Since then the Deliverator has kept the gun in the glove conpartnent and relied, instead, on a
mat ched set of sanurai swords, which have al ways been his weapon of choi ce anyhow. The punks in
Gla Hi ghlands weren't afraid of the gun, so the Dcliverator was forced to use it. But swords need
no denonstrations.

The Deliverator's car has enough potential energy packed into its batteries to fire a pound of
bacon into the Asteroid Belt. Unlike a binbo box or a Burb beater, the Deliverator's car unl oads
that power through gapi ng, gleam ng, polished sphincters. Wen the Deliverator puts the hammer
down, shit happens. You want to tal k contact patches? Your car's tires have tiny contact patches,
talk to the asphalt in four places the size of your tongue. The Deiverator's car has big sticky
tires with contact patches the size of a fat lady's thighs. The Deliverator is in touch with the
road, starts like a bad day, stops on a peseta.

Wiy is the Deliverator so equi pped? Because people rely on him He is a roll nodel. This is
Anerica. People do whatever the fuck they feel |ike doing, you got a problemw th that? Because
they have a right to. And because they have guns and no one can fucking stop them As a result,
this country has one of the worst econonmies in the world. When it gets down to it-tal king trade
bal ances here-once we've brain-drained all our technology into other countries, once things have
evened out, they're making
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cars in Bolivia and m crowave ovens in Tadzhi ki stan and selling them here-once our edge in natura
resources has been nmade irrel evant by giant Hong Kong ships and dirigibles that can ship North
Dakota all the way to New Zeal and for a nickel-once the Invisible Hand has taken all those
historical inequities and sneared themout into a broad gl obal |ayer of what a Pakistan

bri ckmaker woul d consider to be prosperity-y' know what? There's only four things we do better than
anyone el se

musi c

novi es

m crocode (software)

hi gh- speed pi zza delivery

The Deiverator used to nmake software. Still does, sonetines. But if |life were a nellow el enentary
school run by well-neaning education Ph.D.s, the Deliverator's report card would say: "Hiro is so
bright and creative but needs to work harder on his cooperation skills."

So now he has this other job. No brightness or creativity invol ved-but no cooperation either. Just
a single principle: The Deliverator stands tall, your pie in thirty mnutes or you can have it
free, shoot the driver, take his car, file a class-action suit. The Deliverator has been working
this job for six nonths, a rich and lengthy tenure by his standards, and has never delivered a
pizza in nore than twenty-one m nutes.

Oh, they used to argue over tines, nmany corporate driver-years lost to it: honeowners, red.faced
and sweaty with their own lies, stinking of Od Spice and job-related stress, standing in their

gl owi ng yel | ow doorways brandi shing their Seikos and waving at the clock over the kitchen sink, |
swear, can't you guys tell tine?

D dn't happen anynore. Pizza delivery a major industry. A nmanaged industry. People went to
CosaNostra Pizza University four years just to learnit. Cane in its doors unable to wite an
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Engli sh sentence, from Abkhazia, Rwanda, Guanajuato, South Jersey, and canme out know ng nore about
pi zza than a Bedoui n knows about sand. And they had studied this problem G aphed the frequency of
doorway delivery-tine disputes. Wred the early Deliverators to record, then analyze, the debating
tactics, the

4
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voi ce-stress histogranms, the distinctive grammatical structures enployed by white middl e-cl ass
Type A Burbclave occupants who against all logic had decided that this was the place to take their

personal Custerian stand against all that was stale and deadening in their lives: they were going
to lie, or delude thenselves, about the tine of their phone call and get thenselves a free pizza;
no, they deserved a free pizza along with their life, liberty, and pursuit of whatever, it was
fucking inalienable. Sent psychol ogists out to these people's houses, gave thema free TV set to
subnit to an anonynous interview, hooked themto polygraphs, studied their brain waves as they
showed t hem choppy, inexplicable novies of porn queens and | ate-night car crashes and Sammy Davi s,
Jr., put themin sweet-snelling, mauve-walled roons and asked them questi ons about Ethics so

perpl exi ng that even a Jesuit couldn't respond without commtting a venial sin.

The anal ysts at CosaNostra Pizza University concluded that it was just hunan nature and you
couldn't fix it, and so they went for a quick cheap technical fix: snart boxes. The pizza box is a
pl asti c carapace now, corrugated for stiffness, a little LED readout glowing on the side, telling
the Dei verator how many trade inbal ance-produci ng m nutes have ticked away since the fateful phone
call. There are chips and stuff in there. The pizzas rest, a short stack of them in slots behind
the Deliverator's head. Each pizza glides into a slot |like a circuit board into a conputer, clicks
into place as the snart box interfaces with the onboard systemof the Deliverator's car. The
address of the caller has already been inferred fromhis phone nunber and poured into the smart
box's built-in RAM Fromthere it is communicated to the car, which conputes and projects the
optimal route on a heads-up display, a glowing colored map traced out against the w ndshield so
that the Deiverator does not even have to gl ance down.

If the thirty.mnute deadline expires, news of the disaster is flashed to CosaNostra Pizza
Headquarters and relayed fromthere to Uncle Enzo hinself-the Sicilian Col onel Sanders, the Andy
Giffith of Bensorihurst, the straight razor-swi nging fignent of many a Deliverator's nightmares,
the Capo and prine figurehead of CosaNostra Pizza, Incorporated_who will be on the phone to the
customer within five minutes, apologizing profusely. The next day, Uncle Enzo will land on the
customer's
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yard in a jet helicopter and apol ogi ze sonme nore and give hima free trip to Italy-all he has to
do is sign a bunch of releases that nmake hima public figure and spokesperson for CosaNostra Pizza
and basically end his private life as he knows it. He will come away fromthe whole thing feeling
that, sonehow, be owes the Mafia a favor

The Deliverator does not know for sure what happens to the driver in such cases, but he has heard
some runors. Most pizza deliveries happen in the evening hours, which Uncle Enzo considers to be
his private tinme. And how would you feel if you bad to interrupt dinner with your famly in order
to call sone obstreperous dork in a Burbclave and grovel fora late fucking pizza? Uncle Enzo has
not put in fifty years serving his famly and his country so that, at the age when nost are

pl ayi ng golf and bobbling their granddaughters, he can get out of the bathtub dripping wet and lie
down and kiss the feet of some sixteen-year-old skate punk whose pepperoni was thirty-one ninutes
in comng. Ch, God. It nakes the Deliverator breathe a little shallower just to think of the idea.
But he wouldn't drive for CosaNostra Pizza any other way.

You know why? Because there's sonething about having your life on the line. It's |ike being a

kam kaze pilot. Your mind is clear. O her people-store clerks, burger flippers, software

engi neers, the whol e vocabul ary of neani ngl ess jobs that nmake up Life in America-other people just
rely on plain old conpetition. Better ifip your burgers or debug your subroutines faster and
better than your high school classmate two bl ocks down the strip is flipping or debuggi ng, because
we're in conpetition with those guys, and people notice these things.

What a fucking rat race that is. CosaNostra Pizza doesn't have any conpetition. Conpetition goes
against the Mafia ethic. You don't work harder because you're conpeting agai nst sonme identica
operation down the street. You work harder because everything is on the line. Your nane, your
honor, your family, your life. Those burger flippers mght have a better |ife expectancy- but what
kind of life is it anyway, you have to ask yourself. That's why nobody, not even the Ni pponese,
can nove pizzas faster than CosaNostra. The Deliverator is proud to wear the uniform proud to
drive the car, proud to march up the front wal ks of
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i nnurer abl e Burbcl ave hones, a grimvision in ninja black, a pizza on his shoulder, red LED digits
bl azi ng proud nunbers into the night: 12:32 or 15:15 or the occasional 20:43.

The Deliverator is assigned to CosaNostra Pizza #3569 in the Valley. Southern California doesn't
know whet her to bustle or just strangle itself on the spot. Not enough roads for the nunber of
people. Fairlanes, Inc. is laying new ones all the tinme. Have to bulldoze |ots of nei ghborhoods to
do it, but those seventies and eighties devel opments exist to be bull dozed, right? No sidewal ks,
no schools, no nothing. Don't have their own police force-no imigration control -undesirabl es can
wal k right in without being frisked or even harassed. Now a Burbclave, that's the place to live. A
city-state with its own constitution, a border, |aws, cops, everything.

The Deliverator was a corporal in the Farms of Merryvale State Security Force for a while once.

Cot hinself fired for pulling a sword on an acknow edged perp. Slid it right through the fabric of
the perp's shirt, gliding the flat of the blade along the base of his neck, and pinned himto a
war ped and bubbl ed expanse of vinyl siding on the wall of the house that the perp was trying to
break into. Thought it was a pretty righteous bust. But they fired himanyway because the perp
turned out to be the son of the vice-chancellor of the Farns of Merryvale. Ch, the weasels had an
excuse: said that a thirty-six.inch samurai sword was not on their Wapons Protocol. Said that he
had violated the SPAC, the Suspected Perpetrator Apprehension Code. Said that the perp had

suf fered psychol ogi cal trauma. He was afraid of butter knives now, he had to spread his jelly with
the back of a teaspoon. They said that he bad exposed themto liability.

The Dei verator had to borrow sone nobney to pay for it. Had to borrowit fromthe Mafia, in fact.
So he's in their database nowretinal patterns, DNA, voice graph, fingerprints, footprints, palm
prints, wist prints, every flicking part of the body that had winkles on it-al nbst-those
bastards rolled in ink and nade a print and digitized it into their conmputer. But it's their noney-
sure they're careful about loaning it out. And when he applied for the Deliverator job they were
happy to take him because they knew him Wen he got the | oan, he had to deal
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personally with the assistant vice-capo of the Valley, who |ater recommended himfor the
Deliverator job. So it was like being in a famly. Areally scary, tw sted, abusive fanily
CosaNostra Pizza #3569 is on Vista Road just down fromKings Park Mall. Vista Road used to bel ong
to the State of California and nowis called Fairlanes, Inc. Rte. CSV-5. Its main conpetition used
to be a U S. highway and is now called Cruise- ways, Inc Rle. Cal-12. Farther up the Valley, the
two conpeting highways actually cross. Once there had been bitter disputes, the intersection

cl osed by sporadic sniper fire. Finally, a big devel oper bought the entire intersection and turned
it into a drive~through nall. Now the roads just feed into a parking systemnot a |ot, not a ranp,
but a systemand lose their identity. Getting through the intersection involves tracing paths

t hrough the parking system many braided filanents of direction like the Ho Chi Mnh trail. CSV-5
has better throughput, but Cal.12 has better pavenent. That is typical-Fairlanes roads enphasize
getting you there, for Type A drivers, and Crui seways enphasi ze the enjoynent of the ride, for
Type B drivers

The Deliverator is a Type A driver with rabies. He is zeroing in on his home base, CosaNostra

Pi zza #3569, cranking up the left lane of CSV-5 at a hundred and twenty kilonmeters. His car is an
i nvisible black | ozenge, just a dark place that reflects the bin-nd of franchise signs-the |oglo.
A row of orange lights burbies and churns across the front, where the grille would be if this were
an air-breathing car. The orange light | ooks |ike a gasoline fire. It comes in through people's
rear wi ndows, bounces off their rearview nirrors, projects a fiery nmask across their eyes, reaches
into their subconscious, and unearths terrible fears of being pinned, fully conscious, under a
detonating gas tank, nakes themwant to pull over and let the Deiverator overtake themin his

bl ack chariot of pepperoni fire.

The | ogl o, overhead, marking out CSV-5 in twin contrails, is a body of electrical |ight nmade of

i nnunerabl e cells, each cell designed in Manhattan by i nmageers who nake nore for designing a
single logo than a Deliverator will make in his entire lifetinme. Despite their efforts to stand
out, they all snear together, especially at a hundred and twenty kiloneters per hour. Still, it is
easy
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to see CosaNostra Pizza #3569 because of the billboard, which is wide and tall even by current
inflated standards. In fact, the squat franchise itself |ooks |like nothing nore than a | ow sl ung
base for the great aramd fiber pillars that thrust the billboard up into the trademark firnanent.
Mar ca Regi strada, baby.
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The billboard is a classic, a chestnut, not a fignent of some fleeting Mafia pronotional canpaign
It is a statenment, a nmonunent built to endure. Sinple and dignified. It shows Uncle Enzo in one of
his spiffy Italian suits. The pinstripes glint and flex |ike sinews. The pocket square is

|l um nous. His hair is perfect, slicked back with sonething that never conmes off, each strand cut
of f st.raight and square at the end by Uncle Enzo's cousin, Art the Barber, who runs the second-

| argest chain of lowend haircutting establishments in the world. Uncle Enzo is standing there,
not exactly snmiling, an avuncular glint in his eye for sure, not posing |ike a nodel but standing
there |like your uncle would, and it says

The Mafia
you've got a friend in The Famly!
paid for by the Qur Thi ng Foundati on

The bifiboard serves as the Deliverator's polestar. He knows that when he gets to the place on CSV-
5 where the bottom corner of the billboard is obscured by the pseudo- Gothic stained-glass arches
of the local Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates franchise, it's tine for himto get over into the right
| anes where the retards and the bi nbo boxes poke al ong, random i ndecisive, |ooking at each
passing franchise's driveway |like they don't know if it's a pronise or a threat.

He cuts off a binbo box-a fam |y mninivan-veers past the Buy 'n" Fly that is next door, and pulls
into CosaNostra Pizza #3569. Those big fat contact patches complain, squeal a little bit, but they
hold on to the patented Fairlanes, Inc. high-traction pavenment and guide himinto the chute. No
other Deliverators are waiting in the chute. That is good, that neans high turnover for him fast
action, keep noving that 'za. As he scrunches to a stop, the el ectronmechani cal hatch on the flank
of his car is already opening to reveal his enpty pizza slots, the door clicking
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and folding back in on itself like the wing of a beetle. The slots are waiting. Waiting for hot

pi zza.

And waiting. The Deiverator honks his horn. This is not a nominal outcone.

W ndow sl ides open. That shoul d never happen. You can | ook at the three-ring binder from
CosaNostra Pizza University, cross-reference the citation for wi ndow, chute, dispatcher's, and it
will give you all the procedures for that wi ndowand it should never be opened. Unl ess sonething
has gone w ong.

The wi ndow slides open and-you sitting down?-snoke cones out of it. The Deliverator hears a

di scordant beetling over the netal hurricane of his sound systemand realizes that it is a snoke
alarm coming frominside the franchise.

Mite button on the stereo. Oppressive silence-his eardrums uncringe-the window is buzzing with the
cry of the snoke alarm The car idles, waiting. The hatch has been open too |ong, atnospheric

pol lutants are congealing on the electrical contacts in the back of the pizza slots, he'll have to
cl ean them ahead of schedul e, everything is going exactly the way it shouldn't go in the three-
ring binder that spells out all the rhythns of the pizza universe.

I nside, a football-shaped Abkhazian nan is running to and fro, holding a three-ring binder open
using his spare tire as a ledge to keep it fromcollapsing shut; he runs with the gait of a man
carrying an egg on a spoon. He is shouting in the Abkhazian dialect; all the people who run
CosaNostra pizza franchises in this part of the Valley are Abkhazian inmm grants.

It does not |ook Iike a serious fire. The Deliverator saw a real fire once, at the Farns of Men-
yval e, and you couldn't see anything for the snoke. That's all it was: snoke, burbling out of
nowher e, occasional flashes of orange light down at the bottom I|ike heat lightning in tal

clouds. This is not that kind of fire. It is the kind of fire that just barely puts out enough
snoke to detonate the snoke alarns. And he is losing time for this shit.

The Deliverator holds the horn button down. The Abkhazi an manager comes to the window. He is
supposed to use the intercomto talk to drivers, he could say anything he wanted and it would be
pi ped straight into the Deiverator's car, but no, he has

SNOW CRASH

to talk face to face, like the Deiverator is sone kind of fucking ox cart driver. He is red-faced,
sweating, his eyes roll as he tries to think of the English words.

4dA fire, a little one," he says.

The Deliverator says nothing. Because he knows that all of this is going onto videotape. The tape
is being pipelined, as it happens, to CosaNostra Pizza University, where it will be arialyzed in a
pi zza nmanagenent science | aboratory. It will be shown to Pizza University students, perhaps to the

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (5 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:19 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

very students who will replace this man when he gets fired, as a textbook exanple of how to screw
up your life.

"New enpl oyee-put his dinner in the mcrowave-had foil in it-boom" the manager says

Abkhazi a had been part of the Soviet fucking Union. A newinmigrant from Abkhazia trying to
operate a nicrowave was |i ke a deep-sea tube worm doing brain surgery. Were did they get these
guys? Weren't there any Americans who coul d bake a fucking pizza?

"Just give nme one pie," the Deiverator says.

Tal | dng about pies snaps the guy into the current century. He gets a grip. He slams the w ndow
shut, strangling the relentless keening of the snoke al arm

A N pponese robot arm shoves the pizza out and into the top slot. The hatch folds shut to protect
it.

As the Deiverator is pulling out of the chute, building up speed, checking the address that is
flashed across his wi ndshield, deciding whether to turn right or left, it happens. His stereo cuts
out agai n-on conmand of the onboard system The cockpit lights gored. Red~ A repetitive buzzer
begins to sound. The LED readout on his w ndshield, which echoes the one on the pizza box, flashes
up: 20: 00.

They have just given the Deliverator a twenty-minute-old pizza. He checks the address; it is
twelve nmiles away.

2
The Deliverator lets out an involuntary roar and puts the hamer down. His enotions tell himto go
back and kill that manager, get his swords out of the trunk, dive in through the little sliding

wi ndow like a ninja, track himdown through the noiling chaos of the m crowaved franchise and
confront himin a clinmactic thick-crust apocal ypse. But he thinks the sane thing when soneone cuts
himoff on the freeway, and he's never done it-yet.

He can handle this. This is doable. He cranks up the orange warning lights to maxi mum brilliance,
puts his headlights on autoflash. He overrides the warning buzzer, jams the stereo over to

Taxi scan, which cruises all the taxi-driver frequencies listening for interesting traffic. Can't
understand a flicking word. You could buy tapes, |earn-while-you-drive, and |l earn to speak
Taxilinga. It was essential, to get a job in that business. They said it was based on English but
not one word in a hundred was recogni zable. Still, you could get an idea. If there was trouble on
this road, they'd be babbling about it in Taxilinga, give himsome warning, let himtake an
alternate route so he woul dn't get

he grips the whee

stuck in tTdffi C

his eyes get big, he can feel the pressure driving them back into his skul

or caught behind a mobil e hone

his bl adder is very full and deliver the pizza

Ch, Cod oh, God

| ate

22: 06 hangs on the w ndshield, all he can see, all he can think about is 30:01

The taxi drivers are buzzing about sonething. Taxilinga is nellifluous babble with a few harsh
foreign sounds, like butter spiced with broken glass. He keeps hearing "fare." They are al ways

i abbering about their fucking fares. Big deal. Wat hap-pens if you deliver your fare

SNOW CRASH
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| ate

you don't get as much of a tip? Big deal

Bi g sl omdown at the intersection of CSV-5 and OCahu Road, per usual, only way to avoid it is to cut
through The Mews at W ndsor Hei ghts.

TMAWFlI s al |l have the sane | ayout. Wen creating a new Burbclave, TMAWH Devel opnent Corporation

wi Il chop down any mountain ranges and divert the course of any mighty rivers that threaten to
interrupt this street plan-ergononically designed to encourage driving safety. A Deliverator can
go into a Mews at W ndsor Heights anywhere from Fairbanks to Yaroslavl to the Shenzhen speci al
econom ¢ zone and find his way around.

But once you've delivered a pie to every single house in a TMAWH a few tinmes, you get to know its
little secrets. The Deiverator is such a man. He knows that in a standard TMAWH there is only one
yard-one yard-that prevents you fromdriving straight in one entrance, across the Burbclave, and
out the other. If you are squeanmi sh about driving on grass, it nmight take you ten mnutes to
meander through TMAWH. But if you have the bails to lay tracks across that one yard, you have a
straight shot through the center
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The Deliverator knows that yard. He has delivered pizzas there. He has |ooked at it, scoped it

out, menorized the | ocation of the shed and the picnic table, can find themeven in the dark-knows
that if it ever cane to this, a twenty-three-mnute pizza, mles to go, and a sl owdown at CSV-5
and Gahu-he could enter The Mews at Wndsor Heights (his electronic delivery-man's visa woul d
raise the gate automatically), scream down Heritage Boul evard, rip the turn onto Strawbridge Pl ace
(ignoring the DEAD END sign and the speed linmt and the CH LDREN PLAYI NG i deograns that are strung
so liberally throughout TMAWH), thrash the speed bunps with his nmighty radials, blast up the
driveway of Nunmber 15 Strawbridge G rcle, cut a hard left around the backyard shed, careen into
the backyard of Nunber 84 Mayapple Place, avoid its picnic table (tricky), get into their driveway
and out onto Mayapple, which takes himto Bell ewoode Vall ey Road, which runs straight to the exit
of the Burbclave. TMAWH security police mght be waiting for himat the exit, but
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their STDs, Severe Tire Damage devices, only point one way- they can keep people out, but not keep
themin.

This car can go so fucking fast that if a cop took a bite of a doughnut as the Deiverator was
entering Heritage Boul evard, he probably woul dn't be able to swallow it until about the tine the
Del i verator was shrieking out onto Gahu.

Thunk. And nore red |ights come up on the windshield: the perineter security of the Deliverator's
vehi cl e has been breached.

No. It can't be.

Soneone is shadowing him Right off his left flank. A person on a skateboard, rolling down the

hi ghway right behind him just as he is laying in his approach vectors to Heritage Boul evard.

The Deliverator, in his distracted state, has allowed hinself to get pooned. As in harpooned. It
is a big round padded el ectronagnet on the end of an arachnofiber cable. It has just thunked onto
the back of the Deliverator's car, and stuck. Ten feet behind him the owner of this cursed device
is surfing, taking himfor a ride, skateboarding along |like a water skier behind a boat.

In the rearview, flashes of orange and blue. The parasite is not just a punk out having a good
tinme. It is a businessman naki ng noney. The orange and blue coverall, bulging all over wth
sintered arnorgel padding, is the uniformof a Kourier. A Kourier from Radi KS, Radi kal Kouri er
Systens. Like a bicycle nessenger, but a hundred tines nore irritating because they don't peda
under their own power-They just latch on and sl ow you down.

Natural ly. The Deliverator was in a hurry, flashing his-lights, squealing his contact patches. The
fastest thing on the road. Naturally, the Kourier would choose himto |atch onto.

No need to get rattled. Wth the shortcut through TMAWH he will have plenty of tine. He passes a
slower car in the middle |lane, then cuts right in front of him The Kourier will have to unpoon or
el se be sl amed sideways into the slower vehicle.

Done. The Kourier isn't ten feet behind himanynore-he is right there, peering in the rear w ndow.
Antici pating the naneuver, the Kourier reeled in his cord, which is attached to a handle with a
power reel init, and is nowright on top of the pizza
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mobi l e, the front wheel of his skateboard actually underneath the Deliverator's rear bunper.

An or ange- and- bl ue- gl oved hand reaches forward, a transparent sheet of plastic draped over it, and
slaps his driver's side window The Deliverator has just been stickered. The sticker is a foot
across and reads, in big orange block letters, printed backward so that he can read it fromthe

i nsi de.

THAT WAS STALE

He al nost misses the turnoff for The Mews at Wndsor Heights. He has to jamthe brakes, |et
traffic clear, cut across the curb lane to enter the Burbclave. The border post is well lighted,
the custons agents ready to frisk all comers-cavity-search themif they are the wong kind of
peopl e-but the gate flies open as if by magic as the security system senses that this isa
CosaNostra Pizza vehicle, just nmaking a delivery, sir. And as he goes through, the Kourier-that
tick on his as9-waves to the border policel What a prick! Like he cones in here all the tine!

He probably does cone in here all the tinme. Picking up inmportant shit for inportant TMAWH peopl e,
delivering it to other FOQNEs, Franchi se-Organized Quasi-National Entities, getting it through
custonms. That's what Kouriers do. Still

He's going too slow, lost all his monentum his tinmng is off. Wiere's the Kourier? Ah, reeled out
sonme line, is follow ng behind again. The Deliverator knows that this jerk is in for a big
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surprise. Can he stay on his fucking skateboard while he's being haul ed over the flattened remains
of some kid's plastic tricycle at a hundred kil oneters? W're going to find out.

The Kourier |eans back-.the Deiverator can't help watching in the rearvjewleans back |ike a water
ski er, pushes off against his board, and swi ngs around beside him now traveling abreast with him
up Heritage Boul evard and sl ap another sticker goes up, this one on the windshield! It says

SMOOTH MOVE, EX- LAX

The Dei verator has heard of these stickers. It takes hours to get themoff. Have to take the car
into a detailing place, pay
NEAL STEPHENSON

trillions of dollars. The Deiverator has two things on his agenda now. He is going to shake this
street scum whatever it takes, and deliver the fucking pizza all in the space of
24: 23

the next five mnutes and thirty-seven seconds.

This is it-got to pay nore attention to the road-he swings into the side street, no warning,
hopi ng maybe to whi psaw the Kourier into the street sign on the corner. Doesn't work. The smart
ones watch your front tires, they see when you' re turning, can't surprise them Down Strawbridge
Pl ace! It seens so |long, |onger than he renenbered-natural when you're in a hurry. Sees the glint
of cars up ahead, cars parked sideways to the road-these nust be parked in the circle. And there's
t he house. Light blue vinyl clapboard two-story with one-story garage to the side. He nakes that
driveway the center of his universe, puts the Kourier out of his nind, tries not to think about
Uncl e Enzo, what he's doing right nowin the bath, maybe, or taking a crap, or making love to sone
actress, or teaching Sicilian songs to one of his twenty-six granddaughters.

The sl ope of the driveway slans his front suspension hal fway up into the engi ne conmpartnent, but
that's what suspensions are for. He evades the car in the driveway-rnust have visitors tonight,
didn't renenber that these people drove a Lexus-cuts through the hedge, into the side yard, |ooks
for that shed, that shed he absolutely nust not run into

it's not there, they took it down

next problem the picnic table in the next yard

hang on, there's a fence, when did they put up a fence?

This is no tine to put on the brakes. Got to build up sone speed, knock it down without bl ow ng
all this monmentum It's just a four-foot wooden thing,

The fence goes down easy, he | oses maybe ten percent of his speed. But strangely, it |ooked I|ike
an old fence, maybe he nmade a wong turn sonewhere-he realizes, as he catapults into an enpty
backyard swi mmi ng poolL

i 6
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______ If it had been full of water, that wouldn't have been so bad, nmaybe the car would have
been saved, he woul dn't owe CosaNostra Pizza a new car. But no, he does a Stuka into the far wal

of the pool, it sounds nore like an explosion than a crash. The airbag inflates, comes back down a
second later like a curtain revealing the structure of his newlife: he is stuck in a dead car in
an enpty pool in a TMAWH, the sirens of the Burbclave's security police are approaching, and
there's a pizza behind his head, resting there like the blade of a guillotine, with 25:17 on it.
"Where's it goi ng?" sonmeone says. A wonan.

He | ooks up through the distorted frame of the wi ndow, now rinmed with a fractal pattern of
crystallized safety glass. It is the Kourier talking to him The Kourier is not a man, it is a
young worman. A fucking teenaged girL She is pristine, unhurt. She has skated right down into the
pool, she's now oscillating back and forth fromone side of the pool to the other, skating up one
bank, alnost to the lip, turning around, skating down and across and up the opposite side. She is
hol di ng her poon in her right hand, the el ectronagnet reeled up against the handle so it | ooks
Iike sone kind of a strange w de-angle intergalactic death ray. Her chest glitters like a
general's with a hundred little ribbons and nmedal s, except each rectangle is not a ribbon, it is a
bar code. A bar code with an ID nunber that gets her into a different business, highway, or FOQNE
1' Yor she says. "Were's the pizza goi ng?"

He's going to die and she's ganboling.

"White Colums. 5 QOglethorpe Circle," he says.

"I can do that. Qpen the hatch."

Hi s heart expands to twice its normal size. Tears cone to his eyes. He may live. He presses a

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (8 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:19 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

button and the hatch opens.

On her next orbit across the bottom of the pool, the Kouner yanks the pizza out of its slot. The
Del i verator wi nces, imagining the garlicky topping accordioning into the back wall of the box.
Then she puts it sideways under her arm It's nore than a Deliverator can stand to watch

But she'll get it there. Uncle Enzo doesn't have to apol ogize for ugly, ruined, cold pizzas, just
| at e ones.

"Hey," he says, "take this."

The Deliverator sticks his black-clad armout the shattered
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wi ndow. A white rectangle glows in the dimbackyard |light a business card. The Kourier snatches it
fromhimon her next orbit, reads it. It says

Hiro Protagoni st

Last of the Freel ance Hackers

G eatest swordfighter in the world

Stringer, Central Intelligence Corporation

Specialising in Software related Intel

(Music, Movies & Mcrocode.)

On the back is gibberish explaining how he nay be reached: a tel ephone nunber. A universal voice
phone | ocator code. A P.O box. Hi s address on haifa dozen el ectronic conmmunications nets. And an
address in the Metaverse.

"Stupid nane," she says, shoving the card into one of a hundred little pockets on her coverall.
"But you'll never forget it," Hro says.

"I'f you're a hacker. ."

"How cone |'mdelivering pizzas?"

"Ri ght . n
"Because |'m a freel ance hacker. Look, whatever your nane is-l owe you one."
"Nanme's Y. T.," she says, shoving at the pool a fewtimes with one foot, building up nore energy.

She flies out of the pool as if catapulted, and she's gone. The snmartwheel s of her skateboard,
many, many spokes extending and retracting to fit the shape of the ground, take her. across the
lawn |i ke a pat of butter slgdding across hot Teflon

Hiro, who as of thirty seconds ago is no longer the Deliverator, gets out of the car and pulls his
swords out of the trunk, straps them around his body, prepares for a breathtaking nighttine escape
run across TMAWH territory. The border with OGakwood Estates is only m nutes away, he has the

| ayout nenorized (sort of), and he knows how these Burbclave cops operate, because he used to be
one. So he has a good chance of naking it. But it's going to be interesting.

Above him in the house that owns the pool, a light has cone

i 8
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on, and children are | ooking down at himthrough their bedroom wi ndows, all warm and fuzzy in
their Li'l Crips and Ninja Raft Warrior pajamas, which can either be flameproof or noncarci nogenic
but not both at the same tine. Dad is emerging fromthe back door, pulling on a jacket. It is a
nice famly, a safe famly in a house full of light, like the famly he was a part of until thirty

seconds ago.

Hiro Protagoni st and Vitaly Chernobyl, roonmmates, are chilling out in their hone, a spacious 20-by-
30ina UStor-It in Inglewod, California. The roomhas a concrete slab floor, corrugated stee
wal | s separating it fromthe neighboring units, and-this is a mark of distinction and |uxury-a
roll-up steel door that faces northwest, giving thema fewred rays at tines like this, when the
sun is setting overLAX. Fromtine to time, a 777 ora Sukhoi/ Kawasaki Hypersonic Transport wil|

taxi in front of the sun and bl ock the sunset with its rudder, or just mangle the red light with
its jet exhaust, braiding the parallel rays into a dappled pattern on the wall.

But there are worse places to live. There are nmuch worse places right here in this U-Stor-It. Only
the big units like this one have their own doors. Mst of them are accessed via a conmunal | oadi ng
dock that leads to a nmaze of wi de corrugated-steel hallways and freight elevators. These are slum
housi ng, 5-by.l1 Gs and 10-by-1Os where Yanoanm tri bespersons cook beans and parboil flstfuls of
coca | eaves over heaps of burning lottery tickets.

It is whispered that in the old days, when the U-Stor~It was actually used for its intended
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purpose (namely, providing cheap extra storage space to Californians with too nmany materi al

goods), certain entrepreneurs cane to the front office, rented out 10 by-1Gs using fake |Ds,
filled themup with steel drums full of toxic chem cal waste, and then abandoned them | eaving the
problem for the U-Stor-It Corporation to handle. According to these runors, U Stor.It just

padl ocked those units and wote themoff. Now, the immgrants claim certain units remain haunted
by this chem cal specter. It is a story they tell their children, to keep themfromtrying to
break into padl ocked units.

NEAL STEPHENSON
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No one has ever tried to break into Hro and Vitaly's unit because there's nothing in there to
steal, and at this point in their lives, neither one of themis inportant enough to kill, Kkidnap,

or interrogate. Hro owns a couple of nice N pponese swords, but he always wears them and the
whol e idea of stealing fantastically dangerous weapons presents the woul d-be perp wth inherent
dangers and contradictions: Wien you are westling for possession of a sword, the man with the
handl e al ways wins. Hiro also has a pretty nice conputer that he usually takes wi th himwhen he
goes anywhere. Vitaly owns half a carton of Lucky Strikes, an electric guitar, and a hangover.

At the monent, Vitaly Chernobyl is stretched out on a futon, quiescent, and Hiro Protagonist is
sitting crosslegged at a | ow table, N pponese style, consisting of a cargo pallet set on
crder bi ocks.

As the sun sets, its red light is supplanted by the light of nany neon | ogos enanating fromthe
franchi se ghetto that constitutes this U-Stor-1t's natural habitat. This light, known as | ogl o,
fills in the shadowy corners of the unit with seedy, oversaturated col ors.

H m has cappucci no skin and spi ky, truncated dreadl ocks. Hi s hair does not cover as much of his
head as it used to, but he is a young nman, by no neans bald or balding, and the slight retreat of
his hairline only makes nore of his high cheekbones. He is wearing shiny goggles that wap hal fway
around his head the bows of the goggles have little earphones that are plugged into his outer
ears.

The ear phones have sone built-in noise cancellation features. This sort of thing works best on
steady noi se. When junbo jets make their takeoff runs on the runway across the street, the sound
is reduced to a | ow doodling hum But when Vitaly Chernobyl thrashes out an experinmental guitar
solo, it still hurts Hiro's ears.

The goggles throw a |ight, snoky haze across his eyes and reflect a distorted w de-angle view of a
brilliantly lit boulevard that stretches off into an infinite blackness. This boul evard does not
really exist, it is a conputer-rendered view of an inaginary pl ace.

Beneath this inmage, it is possible to see Hro' s eyes, which | ook Asian. They are from his nother,
who i s Korean by way of N ppon. The rest of himlooks nore like his father, who was African
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by way of Texas by way of the Arny-back in the days before it got split up into a nunmber of
conpeti ng organi zati ons such as General Jims Defense System and Admiral Bob's National Security.
Four things are on the cargo pallet: a bottle of expensive beer fromthe Puget Sound area, which
Hiro cannot really afford; a long sword known in N ppon as a katana and a short sword known as a
waki zashi-H ro's father | ooted these from Japan after World War Il went atonic-and a conputer

The conputer is a featureless black wedge. It does not have a power cord, but there is a narrow
translucent plastic tube energ. ing froma hatch on the rear, spiraling across the cargo pall et
and the floor, and plugged into a crudely installed fiber-optics socket above the head of the

sl eeping Vitaly Chernobyl. In the center of the plastic tube is a hair-thin fiber.optic cable. The
cable is carrying a lot of information back and forth between Hiro's conputer and the rest of the
world. In order to transnit the sane anount of information on paper, they would have to arrange
for a 747 cargo freighter packed with tel ephone books and encycl opedi as to power.dive into their
unit every couple of mnutes, forever

Hiro can't really afford the conputer either, but he has to have one. It is a tool of his trade.
In the worldwi de community of hackers, Hiro is a talented drifter. This is the kind of lifestyle
that sounded romantic to himas recently as five years ago. But in the bleak Iight of ful

adul thood, which is to one's early twenties as Sunday norning is to Saturday night, he can clearly
see what it really anmpbunts to: He's broke and unenpl oyed. And a few short weeks ago, his tenure as
a pizza deliverer-the only pointless dead-end job he really enjoys-cane to an end. Since then

he's been putting a |l ot nore enphasis on his auxiliary emergency backup job: freelance stringer
for the CIC, the Central Intelligence Corporation of Langley, Virginia.

The business is a sinple one. Hiro gets information. It nmay be gossip, videotape, audiotape, a
fragnent of a conputer disk, a xerox of a docunent. It can even be a joke based on the |atest
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hi ghly publicized disaster

He uploads it to the Cl C database-the Library, formerly the Library of Congress, but no one calls
it that anynore. Most peopie are not entirely clear on what the word "congress” means.
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And even the word "library" is getting hazy. It used to be a place full of books, nostly old ones.
Then they began to include videotapes, records, and nmagazi nes. Then all of the information got
converted into nmachi ne-readable form which is to say, ones and zeroes. And as the nunber of nedia
grew, the material becane nore up to date, and the nethods for searching the Library becane nore
and nore sophisticated, it approached the point where there was no substantive difference between
the Library of Congress and the Central Intelligence Agency. Fortuitously, this happened just as
the governnment was falling apart anyway. So they nerged and kicked out a big fat stock offering.
MI1lions of other CIC stringers are uploading nfflions of other fragnents at the sane tine. CIC s
clients, nostly large corporations and Sovereigns, rifle through the Library | ooking for usefu
information, and if they find a use for sonmething that Hmput into it, Hro gets paid.

A year ago, he uploaded an entire first-draft filmscript that he stole froman igent's

wast ebasket in Burbank. Half a dozen studios wanted to see it. He ate and vacationed of f of that
one for six nonths.

Since then, tinmes have been | eaner. He has been learning the hard way that 99 percent of the
information in the Library never gets used at all

Case in point: After a certain Kourier tipped himoff to the existence of Vitaly Chernobyl, he put
a few intensive weeks into researching a new nusical phenonenon-the rise of Ukrainian nuclear fuzz-
grunge collectives in L. A He has planted exhaustive notes on this trend iii the Library,

i ncludi ng video and audi o. Not one single record | abel, agent, or rock critic has bothered to
access it.

The top surface of the conputer is snooth except for a fisheye lens, a polished glass dome with a
purplish optical coating. Wieneve- Hro is using the nmachine, this |l ens energes and clicks into

pl ace, its base flush with the surface of the conputer. The nei ghborhood loglo is curved and
foreshortened on its surface.

1-liro finds it erotic. This is partly because he hasn't been prop. erly laid in several weeks.
But there's nore to it. Hiro's father, who was stationed in Japan for many years, was obsessed
with cameras. He kept bringing themback fromhis stints in the Far
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East, encased in nmany protective |ayers, so that when he took themout to show Hm it was |ike
wat chi ng an exquisite striptease as they energed fromall that black | eather and nylon, zippers
and straps. And once the lens was finally exposed, pure geonetric equation made real, so powerfu
and vul nerable at once, Hiro could only think it was |like nuzzling through skirts and lingerie and
outer labia and inner labia. . . . It made himfeel naked and weak and brave.

The | ens can see half of the universe-the half that is above the computer, which includes nost of
Hro. In this way, it can generally keep track of where Hro is and what direction he's |ooking
in.

Down inside the conputer are three |lasers-a red one, a green one, and a blue one. They are

power ful enough to nmake a bright Iight but not powerful enough to burn through the back of your
eyebal | and broil your brain, fry your frontals, |ase your |obes. As everyone learned in

el enentary school, these three colors of Iight can be conmbined, with different intensities, to
produce any color that Hiro's eye is capable of seeing.

In this way, a narrow beam of any color can be shot out of the innards of the conputer, up through
that fisheye lens, in any direction. Through the use of electronic nmirrors inside the conputer,
this beamis nmade to sweep back and forth across the | enses of Hiro's goggles, in rmuch the same
way as the electron beamin a television paints the inner surface of the eponynous Tube. The
resulting i mage hangs in space in front of Hro' s view of Reality.

By drawing a slightly different inage in front of each eye, the imge can be nade three-

di mensi onal. By changi ng the i nage seventy-two tinmes a second, it can be nade to nove. By draw ng
the nmovi ng three-di nensional image at a resolution of 2K pixels on a side, it can be as sharp as
the eye can perceive, and by punping stereo digital sound through the little earphones, the noving
3-D pictures can have a perfectly realistic soundtrack.

So Hro' s not actually here at all. He's in a conputer-generated universe that his conputer is
drawi ng onto his goggles and punping into his earphones. In the lingo, this inmaginary place is
known as the Metaverse. Hiro spends a lot of time in the Metavase. It beats the shit out of the U
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Stor-1t.
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- Hro is approaching the Street It is the Broadway, the Chanps El ys6es of the Metaverse
It is the brilliantly lit boulevard that can be seen, miniaturized and backward, reflected in the
| enses of his goggles. It does not really exist. But right now, nmillions of people are wal king up
and down it.
The di nensions of the Street are fixed by a protocol, hanmered out by the computer-graphics ninja
overlords of the Association for Conputing Machinery's @ obal Miltinedia Protocol G oup. The
Street seens to be a grand boul evard going all the way around the equator of a black sphere with a
radius of a bit nore than ten thousand kiloneters. That nakes it 65,536 kil ometers around, which
i s considerably bigger than Earth.
The nunber 65,536 is an awkward figure to everyone except a hacker, who recognizes it nore readily
than his own nother's date of birth: It happens to be a power of 2_216 power to be exact-and even
the exponent 16 is equal to 2~, and 4 is equal to 22. Along with 256; 32,768; and 2, 147, 483, 648;
65,536 is one of the foundati on stones of the hacker universe, in which 2 is the only really
i mportant nunber because that's how many digits a conputer can recogni ze. One of those digits is
0, and the other is 1. Any nunber that can be created by fetishistically multiplying 2s by each
ot her, and subtracting the occasional 1, will be instantly recogni zable to a hacker
Li ke any place in Reality, the Street is subject to devel opment. Devel opers can build their own
smal|l streets feeding off of the main one. They can build buildings, parks, signs, as well as
things that do not exist in Reality, such as vast hovering overhead |ight shows, special
nei ghbor hoods where the rules of three-di nensional spacetinme are ignored, and free-conbat zones
where people can go to hunt and kill each other.
The only difference is that since the Street does not really exist-it's just a conputer-graphics
protocol witten down on a piece of paper sonewhere-none of these things is being physically
built. They are, rather, pieces of software, nmade available to the public over the worl dw de fi ber-
optics network. When Hiro goes into the Metaverse and | ooks down the Street and sees buil di ngs and
electric signs stretching off into the darkness, disappearing over the curve of the globe, he is
actually staring at the
SNOW CRASH
graphi c representations-the user interfaces-of a myriad different pieces of software that have
been engi neered by major corporations. In order to place these things on the Street, they have had
to get approval fromthe A obal Miltinmedia Protocol G oup, have had to buy frontage on the Street,
get zoning approval, obtain permts, bribe inspectors, the whole bit. The noney these corporations
pay to build things on the Street all goes into a trust fund owned and operated by the GWG which
pays for devel opi ng and expandi ng the nachi nery that enables the Street to exist.
Hiro has a house in a neighborhood just off the busiest part of the Street. it is a very old
nei ghbor hood by Street standards. About ten years ago, when the Street protocol was first witten,
Hiro and sonme of his buddies pooled their noney and bought one of the first devel oprment |icenses,
created a little nei ghborhood of hackers. At the tine, it was just a little patchwork of |ight
ami d a vast blackness. Back then, the Street was just a necklace of streetlights around a bl ack
ball in space
Since then, the nei ghborhood hasn't changed much, but the Street has. By getting in on it early,
H ro's buddies got a head start on the whol e business. Sonme of them even got very rich off of it.
That's why Hiro has a nice big house in the Metaverse but has to share a 20-by-30 in Reality. Rea
estate acunen does not al ways extend across universes.
The sky and the ground are black, |ike a conputer screen that hasn't had anything drawn into it
yet; it is always nighttine in the Metaverse, and the Street is always garish and brilliant, Iike
Las Vegas freed fromconstraints of physics and finance. But people in Hiro' s nei ghborhood are
very good programers, so it's tasteful. The houses | ook like real houses, There are a coupl e of
Frank Ll oyd Wight reproductions and sonme fancy Victoriana.
So it's always a shock to step out onto the Street, where everything seens to be a mle high. This
i s Downtown, the nost heavily devel oped area. If you gaa couple of hundred kiloneters in either
direction, the devel opnment will taper down to alnbst nothing, just a thin chain of streetlights
casting white pools on the black velvet ground. But Downtown is a dozen Manhattans, enbroidered
with neon and stacked on top of each other.
In the real world-planet Earth, Realjty +j~ere are sorme-
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where between six and ten billion people. At any given time, nost of themare naking nmud bricks or
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field~stripping their AK-47s. Perhaps a billion of them have enough noney to own a conputer; these
peopl e have nore nmoney than all of the others put together. O these billion potential conputer
owners, maybe a quarter of themactually bother to own conputers, and a quarter of these have
machi nes that are powerful enough to handle the Street protocol. That makes for about sixty
mllion people who can be on the Street at any given tinme. Add in another sixty mllion or so who
can't really afford it but go there anyway, by using public machi nes, or nachi nes owned by their
school or their enployer, and at any given tine the Street is occupied by twi ce the popul ati on of
New York City.

That's why the damn place is so overdevel oped. Put in a sign or a building on the Street and the
hundred mllion richest, hippest, best-connected people on earth will see it every day of their
lives.

It is a hundred nmeters wide, with a narrow nonorail track running down the niddle. The nonorail is
a free piece of public utility software that enabl es users to change their location on the Street
rapidly and snoothly. A lot of people just ride back and forth on it, |ooking at the sights. \Wen
Hro first saw this place, ten years ago, the nonorail hadn't been witten yet; he and his buddies
had to wite car and notorcycle software in order to get around. They would take their software
out and race it in the black desert of the el ectronic night.

Y. T. has been privileged to watch many a young Cint plant his sweet face in an enpty Burbcl ave
pooi during an unauthorized night run, but always on a skateboard, never ever in a car. The

| andscape of the suburban night has nuch weird beauty if you just | ook

Back on the paddle again. It rolls across the yard on a set of Radi KS Mark |V Smartwheel s. She
upgraded to said nmagi cal sprockets after the follow ng ad appeared in Thrasher nagazi ne:

SNOW CRASH

CH SELED SPAM

is what you will see in the mrror if you surf on a weak plank w th dumb, fixed wheels and
interface with a nmuffler, retread, snow turd, oad kill, driveshaft, railroad tie, or unconscious
pedestri an.

If you think this is unlikely, you' ve been surfing too nmany ghost malls. Al of these obstacles
and nore were recently observed on a one-nile stretch of the New Jersey Turnpi ke. Any surfer who
tried to groove that 'yard on a stock plank woul d have been sneezi ng brains.

Don't listen to so-called purists who claimany obstacle can be junped. Professional Kouriers
know. If you have pooned a vehicle noving fast enough for fun and profit, your reaction tinme is
cut to tenths of a second-even less if you are way spool ed.

Buy a set of Radi KS Mark Il Smartwheel s-it's cheaper than a total face retread and a | ot nore fun
Smart wheel s use sonar, |aser rangefinding, and mllineter-wave radar to identify nufflers and
other debris before you even get honed about them

Don't get M dasized-upgrade today~

These were words of wi sdom Y.T. bought the wheels. Each one consists of a hub with many stout
spokes. Each spoke tel escopes in five sections. On the end is a squat foot, rubber tread on the
bottom swiveling on a ball joint. As the wheels roll, the feet plant thenselves one at a tineg,

al rost gl onmming into one continuous tire. If you surf over a bunp, the spokes retract to pass over
it. If you surf over a chuckhole, the robo-prongs plunb its asphalty depths. Either way, the shock
i s thereby absorbed, no thuds, smacks, vibrations, or clunks will make their way into the plank or
the Converse high-tops with which you tread it. The ad was right-you cannot be a professional road
surfer w thout srnartwheels.

Pronpt delivery of the pizza will be a trivial natter. She glides fromthe dewy turf over the lip
of the driveway w thout a bunp, picks up speed on the 'crete, surfs down its slope into the
street. Atwitch of the butt reorients the plank, now she is cruising down Homedal e Mews | ooking
fora victim A black car, alive with nasty lights, whines past her the other way, closing in on

t he hapl ess

NEAL STEPHENSON

Hi ro Protagoni st. Her Radi KS Kni ght Vision goggles darken strategically to cut the noxious glaring
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of same, her pupils feel safe to remain wi de open, scanning the road for signs of novenent. The
swi mm ng pooi was at the crest of this Burbclave, it's downhill from here, but not downhil

enough.

Hal f a bl ock away, on a side street, a binbo box, a mnivan, grinds its four pathetic cylinders
into action. She sees it cater-corner fromher present coordi nates. The white backup lights flash
instantly as the driver shifts into Dby way of Rand N. Y.T. ains herself at the curb, hits it at
a fast running velocity, the spokes of the smartwheels see it coming and retract in the right way
so that she glides fromstreet to lawn without a hitch. Across the lawn, the feet leave a trail of
hexagonal padmarks. A stray dog turd, red with neaty undigestible food coloring, is enbossed with
the Radi KS | ogo, a mirror image of which is printed on the tread of each spoke.

The binbo box is pulling away fromthe curb, across the street. Squirrelly scrubbi ng noises squirm
fromits sidewalls as they grind against the curb; we are in the Burbs, where it is better to take
a thousand clicks off the |ifespan of your Coodyears by invariably grinding themup against curbs
than to risk social ostraci smand outbreaks of nass hysteria by parking several inches away, out
in the mddle of the street (That's okay, Mom ican walk to the curb fromhere), a nmenace to
traffic, a deadly obstacle to uncertain young bicyclists. Y. T. has pressed the rel ease button on
her poon's reel/handle unit, allowing a meter of cord to unwi nd. She whips it up and around her
head |i ke a bob on the austral range. She is about to |lanmbada this trite conveyance. The head of

t he poon, sal ad-bow size, whistles as it orbits around; this is unnecessary but sounds cool
Pooni ng a bi nbo box takes nore skill than a ped would ever inmagine, because of their very road-
unwort hi ness, their congenital |ack of steel or other ferrous matter for the MagnaPoon to bite
down on. Now t hey have superconducting poons that stick to al um num bodywork by induci ng eddy
currents in the actual flesh of the car, turning it into an unwilling el ectromagnet, but Y.T. does
not have one of these. They are the trademark of the hardcore Burbclave surfer, which, despite

this evening' s enter~ tainnment, she is not. Her poon will only stick to steel, iron, or
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(slightly) to nickel. The only steel in a binbo box of this nake is in the frane.

She makes a | ow sl ung approach. Her poon's orbital plane is nearly vertical, it alnobst grinds on

the tw nkly suburban macadam on the forward linmb of each orbit. Wen she pounds the rel ease
button, it takes off froman altitude of about one centinmeter, angling slightly upward, across the
street, under the floor of the binbo box, and sucks steel. It's a solid hit, as solid as you can
get on this nebula of air, upholstery, paint, and marketing known as the famly minivan

The reaction is instantaneous, quick-witted by Burb standards. This person wants Y.T. gone. The
van takes off |ike a hornone-punped bull who has just been nailed in the ass by the barbed probe
of a picador. It's not Momat the wheel. It's young Studl ey, the teenaged boy, who |ike every
other boy in this Burbclave has been taking intravenous shots of horse testosterone every after
noon in the high school |ocker roomsince he was fourteen years old. Now he's bul ky, stupid,

t horoughl y predictable.

He steers erratically, artificially punped rmuscles not fully under his control. The nol ded,

| eat her - grai ned, maroon-col ored steering wheel snells like his nother's hand lotion; this drives
himinto a rage. The bi nbo box surges and sl ows, surges and sl ows, because he is punping the gas
pedal , because holding it to the floor doesn't seemto have any effect. He wants this car to be
like his nmuscles: nore power than he knows what to do with. Instead, it hanpers him As a
conprom se, he hits the but. ton that says POAER. Another button that says ECONOW pops out and
goes dead, rem nding him |ike an educational denonstration, that the two are nutual ly excl usive.
The van's tiny engi ne downshifts, which nakes it feel nore powerful. He holds his foot steady on
the gas and, meking the run down Cottage Hei ghts Road, the ninivan's speed approaches one hun
dred kil oneters.

Approaching the term nus of Cottage Hei ghts Road, where it tees into Bell ewoode Vall ey Road, he
espies a fire hydrant. TMAWH fire hydrants are nunmerous, for safety, and hi ghly designed, for
property val ues, not the squat iron things inmprinted with the nane of some godforsaken Industriab
Revol ution foundry and furry froma hundred variously flaked | ayers of

NEAL STEPHENSON

cheap city paint. They are brass, robot-polished every Thursday nmorning, dignified pipes rising
straight up fromthe perfect, chemcally induced turf of the Burbclave |lawns, flaring out to
present potential firefighters with a nenu of three possible hose connections. They were desi gned
on a conputer screen by the sane aesthetes who designed the DynaVi ctonan houses and the tastefu
mai | boxes and the i nmense marble street signs that sit at each intersection |ike headstones.

Desi gned on a conputer screen, but with an eye toward the el egance of things past and forgotten
about. Fire hydrants that tasteful people are proud to have on their front lawns. Fire hydrants
that the real estate people don't feel the need to airbrush out of pictures.
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This fucking Kourier is about to die, knotted around one of those fire hydrants. Studley the
Testosterone Boy will see to it. It is a maneuver he has w tnessed on tel evision-which tells no
lies-a trick he has practiced many times in his head. Building up maxi mum speed on Cottage

Hei ghts, he will yank the hand brake while swi nging the wheel. The ass end of the mnivan wll
snap around. The pesky Kourier will be cracked like a whip at the end of her unbreakabl e cable.
Into the fire hydrant she will go. Studley the Teenager will be victorious, free to cruise in
triunph down Bel |l ewoode Valley and out into the greater world of adult nmen in cool cars, free to
go return his overdue videotape, Raft Warriors N. The Final Battle.

Y. T. does not know any of this for a fact, but she suspects it. None of this is real. It is her
reconstruction of the psychol ogi cal environnent inside of that binbo box. She sees the hydrant
comng a mle away, sees Studley reaching dowmn to rest one hand on the parking brake. It is all so
obvi ous. She feels sorry for Studley and his ilk. She reels out, gives herself lots of slack. He
whi ps the wheel, jerks the brake. The ninivan goes sideways, overshooting its mark, and doesn't
quite snap her around the way he wanted; she has to help it. As its ass is rotating around, she
reels in hard, converting that gift of angular monentuminto forward velocity, and ends up
shooting right past the van going well over a mle a minute. She is headed for a nmarble gravestone
that says BELLEWOODE VALLEY ROAD. She |eans away fromit, leans into a vicious turn, her spokes
grip the pavenent and push her away fromthat gravestone, she can touch the
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paverment with one hand she is heel ed over so hard, the spokes push her onto the desired street.
Meanwhi | e, she has clicked off the el ectromagnetic force that held her pooned to the van. The poon
head cones | oose, caronms off the pavement behind her as it is automatically reeled in to reunite
with the handle. She is headed straight for the exit of the Burbclave at fantastic speed.

Behi nd her, an explosive crash sounds, resonating in her gut, as the mnivan slides sideways into
t he gravestone.

She ducks under the security gate and plunges into traffic on Oahu. She cuts between two veering,
bl ari ng, and screeching BMé. BMWdrivers take evasive action at the drop of a hat, enulating the
drivers in the BMVadvertisenments-this is how they convince thenselves they didn't get ripped off.
She drops into a fetal position to pass underneath a sem, headed for the Jersey barrier in the
medi an strip like she's going to die, but Jersey barriers are easy for the snmartwheels. That | ower
linb of the barrier has such a nice bank to it, like they designed it for road surfers. She rides
hal fway up the barrier, angles gently back down to the |lane for a snooth | anding, and she's in
traffic. There's a car right there and she doesn't even have to throw the poon, just reaches out
and plants it right on the lid of the trunk.

This driver's resigned to his fate, doesn't care, doesn't hassle her. He takes her as far as the
entrance to the next Burbclave, which is a Wite Colums. Very southern, traditional, one of the
Apart hei d Burbcl aves. Big ornate sign above the main gate:

VWHI TE PECPLE ONLY. NON- CAUCASI ANS MUST BE PROCESSED

She's got a Wiite Colums visa. Y.T. has a visa to everywhere. It's right there on her chest, a
little barcode. A laser scans it as she careens toward the entrance and the inmigration gate

swi ngs open for her. It's an ornate ironwork nunber, but harried Wite Colums residents don't
have tinme to sit idling at the Burbclave entrance watching the gate slowy roll aside in Ad South
maj estic turpitude, so it's mounted on sone kind of electromagnetic rail gun

She is gliding down the antebellumtree-lined | anes of Wite Colums, one mcroplantation after
anot her, still coasting on the residual kinetic energy boost that originated in the fuel in
Studl ey the Teenager's gas tank

NEAL STEPHENSON

The world is full of power and energy and a person can go far by just skimming off a tiny bit of
it.

The LEDs on the pizza box say: 29:32, and the guy who ordered it-M. Pudgely and his nei ghbors,
the Pinkhearts and the Roundass clan-are all gathered on the front |awn of their mcroplantation
prematurely cel ebrating. Like they had just bought the winning lottery ticket Fromtheir front
door they have a clear view all the way down to Oahu Road, and they can see that nothing is on its
way that |ooks Iike a CosaNostra delivery car. Oh, there is curiosity-sniffing interest-at this
Kouner with the big square thing under her armmaybe a portfolio, a new ad | ayout for sone
Caucasi an supremaci st marketing honcho in the next plat over, but- The Pudgel ys and the Pinkhearts
and the Roundasses are all

staring at her, slackjawed. She has just enough residual energy to swing into their driveway. Her
monentum carries her to the top. She stops next to M. Pudgely's Acura and Ms. Pudgely's binbo
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box and steps off her plank. The spokes, noting her departure, even thenselves out, plant
thensel ves on the top of the driveway, refuse to roll backward.

A blinding light fromthe heavens shines down upon them Her Knight Visions keep her from being

bl i nded, but the customers bend their knees and hunch their shoul ders as though the |ight were
heavy. The men hold their hairy forearns up against their brows, swivel their great tubular bodies

to and fro, trying to find the source of the illum nation, muttering clipped notations to each
other, brief theories about its source, fully in control of the unknown phenonenon. The wonen coo
and flutter. Because of the magical influence of the Knight Visions, Y.T. can still see the LEDs:

29:54, and that's what it says when she drops the pizza on M. Pudgely's wing tips.
The nystery |ight goes off.

______ The others are still blinded, but Y.T. sees into the night with her Knight Visions,
sees all the way into near infrared, and she sees the source of it, a double.bladed stealth
helicopter thirty feet above the neighbor's house. It is tastefully black and unadorned, not a
news crewthough another helicopter, an ol d-
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fashi oned audi bl e one, brightly festooned with up-to.the-m nute |ogos, is thunping and whacki ng
its way across White Columms airspace at this very nonent, goosing the plantations with its own
spotlight, hoping to be the first to obtain this nmajor scoop

a pizza was delivered late tonight, filmat eleven. Later, our per. sonality journalist specul ates
on where Uncle Enzo will stay when he makes his conmpul sory trip to our Standard Metropolitan
Statistical Area. But the black chopper is running dark, would be nearly invisible if not for the
infrared trail coming out of its twin turbo jets.

It is a Mafia chopper, and all they wanted to do was to record the event on videotape so that M.
Pudgel y woul d not have a leg to hop around on in court, should he decide to take his case down to
Judge Bob's Judicial Systemand argue for a free pizza.

One nore thing. There's a lot of shit in the air tonight, a few negatons of topsoil blow ng down
from Fresno, and so when the | aser beamcones on it is startlingly visible, a tiny geonetric |ine,
a mllion blazing red grains strung on a fiber-optic thread, snapping into life instantly between
the chopper and Y.T.'s chest. It appears to widen into a narrow fan, an acute triangle of red

i ght whose base enconpasses all of Y.T.'s torso.

It takes half a second. They are scanning the many bar codes nounted on her chest. They are
finding out who she is. The Mafia now knows everything about Y.T.-where she lives, what she does,
her eye color, credit record, ancestry, and bl ood type.

That done, the chopper tilts and vanishes into the night |like a hockey puck sliding into a bow of
India ink. M. Pudgely is saying sonething, naking a joke about how cl ose they came, the others
eke out a laugh, but Y.T. cannot hear them because they are buried under the thunderwhack of the
news chopper, then flash-frozen and crystalized under its spotlight. The night air is full of
bugs, and now Y.T. can see all of them swirling in nysterious formations, hitching rides on
people and on currents of air. There is one on her wist, but she doesn't slap at it.

The spotlight lingers for a mnute. The broad square of the pizza box, bearing the CosaNostra

|l ogo, is mute testinony. They hover, shoot a little tape just in case.

Y.T. is bored. She gets on her plank. The wheels bl ossom and becone circular. She guides a tight
wobbl y course around the
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cars, coasts down into the street. The spotlight follows her for a nonent, naybe picking up sone
stock footage. Videotape is cheap. You never know when sonething will be useful, so you might a-~
wel |, videotape it.

Peopl e make their living that way-people in the intel business. People like Hro Protagonist. They
just know stuff, or they just go around and vi deotape stuff. They put it in the Library. When
peopl e want to know the particular things that they know or watch their videotapes, they pay them
money and check it out of the Library, or just buy it outright. This is a weird racket, but Y.T.
likes the idea of it. Usually, the CIC won't pay any attention to a Kourier. But apparently Hiro
has a deal with them Mybe she can make a deal with Hiro. Because Y.T. knows a lot of interesting
little things.

One little thing she knows is that the Mafia owes her a favor.
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As Hiro approaches the Street, he sees two young couples, probably using their parents' conputers
for a double date in the Metaverse, clinbing down out of Port Zero, which is the local port of
entry and nonorail stop

He is not seeing real people, of course. This is all a part of the noving illustration drawn by
his conputer according to specifications comng down the fiber-optic cable. The people are pieces
of software called avatars. They are the audi ovi sual bodies that people use to conmunicate with
each other in the Metaverse. Hiro's avatar is now on the Street, too, and if the couples comni ng
of f the nmonorail |ook over in his direction, they can see him just as he's seeing them They
could strike up a conversation: Hro in the U-Stor-It in L.A and the four teenagers probably on a
couch in a suburb of Chicago, each with their own |laptop. But they probably won't talk to each
other, any nore than they would in Reality. These are nice kids, and they don't want to talk to a
solitary crossbreed with a slick customavatar who's packing a couple of swords.

Your avatar can | ook any way you want it to, up to the limtations of your equipnent. If you're
ugly, you can nmaeke your avatar
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beautiful. If you've just gotten out of bed, your avatar can still be wearing beautiful clothes
and professionally applied makeup. You can look like a gorilla or a dragon or a giant talking
penis in the Metaverse. Spend five mnutes wal king down the Street and you will see all of these
Hiro's avatar just |looks like Hiro, with the difference that no matter what Hiro is wearing in
Reality, his avatar always wears a bl ack | eather kinmono. Mst hacker types don't go in for garish
avatars, because they know that it takes a | ot nore sophistication to render a realistic hunan
face than a tal king penis. Kind of the way people who really know clothing can appreciate the fne
details that separate a cheap gray wool suit from an expensive hand-tail ored gray wool suit.

You can't just nmaterialize anywhere in the Metaverse, |ike Captain Kirk beani ng down from on high
This woul d be confusing and irritating to the people around you. It would break the metaphor

Mat eri al i zi ng out of nowhere (or vanishing back into Reality) is considered to be a private
function best done in the confines of your own House. Mst avatars nowadays are anatomcally
correct, and naked as a babe when they are first created, so in any case, you have to nake
yoursel f decent before you energe onto the Street. Unless you're sonething intrinsically indecent
and you don't care.

If you are sonme peon who does not own a House, for exanple, a person who is conming in froma
public termnal, then you materialize in a Port. There are 256 Express Ports on the street, evenly
spaced around its circunference at intervals of 256 kilometers. Each of these intervals is further
subdi vi ded 256 tinmes with Local Ports, spaced exactly one kil oneter apart (astute students of
hacker semiotics will note the obsessive repetition of the nunber 256, which is 2~ power-and even
that 8 | ooks pretty juicy, dripping with 22 additional 2s). The Ports serve a function anal ogous
to airports: This is where you drop into the Metaverse from sonewhere el se. Once you have
materialized in a Port, you can wal k down the Street or hop on the nmonorail or whatever.

The couples com ng off the nonorail can't afford to have custom avatars nmade and don't know how to
wite their own. They have to buy off-the-shelf avatars. One of the girls has a pretty nice one.
It woul d be considered quite the fashion state-
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ment anmong the K-Tel set. Looks |ike she has bought the Avatar Construction Set" and put together
her own, custom zed nodel out of mscellaneous parts. It m ght even | ook sonething like its owner
Her date doesn't | ook half bad hinself.

The other girl is a Brandy. Her date is a dint. Brandy and dint are both popular, off-the-shelf
nmodel s. When white.trash high school girls are going on a date in the Metaverse, they invariably
run down to the conputer-ganes section of the |ocal Wal-Mart and buy a copy of Brandy. The user
can select three breast sizes: inprobable, inmpossible, and |udicrous. Brandy has a linited
repertoire of facial expressions: cute and pouty; cute and sultry; perky and interested; smling
and receptive; cute and spacy. Her eyel ashes are half an inch long, and the software i sso cheap
that they are rendered as solid ebony chips. Wien a Brandy flutters her eyel ashes, you can al nost
feel the breeze.

dint is just the male counterpart of Brandy. He is craggy and handsonme and has an extrenely
limted range of facial expressions.

H ro wonders, idly, how these two couples got together. They are clearly from di sparate socia

cl asses. Perhaps ol der and younger siblings. But then they cone down the escal ator and di sappear
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nto the crowd and becone part of the Street, where there are enough dints and Brandys to found a
new et hni ¢ group

_______ The Street is fairly busy. Mst of the people here are Anericans and Asians-it's
early nmorning in Europe right now Because of the preponderance of Americans, the crowd has a
garish and surreal | ook about it. For the Asians, it's the mddle of the day, and they are in
their dark blue suits. For the Anericans, it's party time, and they are | ooking like just about
anyt hi ng a conmputer can render.

The nonent Hiro steps across the |line separating his nei ghborhood fromthe Street, col ored shapes
begin to swoop down on himfromall directions, |like buzzards on fresh road kill. Aninerdais are
not allowed in Hiro's neighborhood. But al nost anything is allowed in the Street.

A passing fighter plane bursts into flanes, falls out of its trajec.
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tory, and zoons directly toward himat twice the speed of sound. It plows into the Street fifty
feet in front of him disintegrates, and explodes, blooming into a tangled cloud of weckage and
flanme that skids across the pavenent toward him growing to envelop himso that all he can see is
turbulent flame, perfectly simulated and rendered.

Then the display freezes, and a man materializes in front of Hiro. He is a classic bearded, pale,
ski nny hacker, trying to beef hinmself up by wearing a bul ky silk w ndbreaker blazoned with the

| ogo of one of the big Metaverse amusenent parks. H m knows the guy; they used to run into each
other at trade conventions all the tine. He's been trying to hire Hro for the last two nonths.
"Hiro, | can't understand why you're holding out on ne. W' re naking bucks here-Kongbucks and yen-
and we can be flexible on pay and bennies. W're putting together a swords-and-sorcery thing, and
we can use a hacker with your skills. Conme on down and talk to nme, okay?"

Hi m wal ks strai ght through the display, and it vani shes. Amusenent parks in the Metaverse can be
fantastic, offering a wide selection of interactive three.dinensional novies. But in the end,
they're still nothing nore than video ganmes. Hro's not so poor, yet, that he would go and wite
vi deo ganmes for this conpany. It's owned by the Ni pponese, which is no big dealL But it's also
managed by the Ni pponese, which neans that all the programers have to wear white shirts and show
up at eight in the norning and sit in cubicles and go to neetings.

When Hiro | earned how to do this, way back fifteen years ago, a hacker could sit down and wite an
entire piece of software by hinself. Now, that's no | onger possible. Software comes out of
factories, and hackers are, to a greater or |esser extent, assenbly-line workers. Wrse yet, they
may becone managers who never get to wite any code thensel ves.

The prospect of becomi ng an assenbly-line worker gives Hiro sone incentive to go out and find sone
really good intel tonight.

~ etnes to get hinself psyched up, tries to break out of the : argy of the long.te~

under enpl oyed This intel thing can be

rae et, onde you get yourself jacked into the grid. And Wui iilS connections it sh 1.1

ufl oe any problem He just has to
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get serious about it. Cet serious. Get serious. But it's so hard to get serious about anything.
He owes the Mafia the cost of a new car. That's a good reason to get serious.

He cuts straight across the Street and under the nmonorail |ine, headed for a |arge, |owslung
black building. It is extraordinarily sonber for the Street, like a parcel that soneone forgot to
develop. It's a squat black pyramid with the top cut off. It has one single door-since this is al
i magi nary, there are no regulations dictating the nunber of energency exits. There are no guards,
no signs, nothing to bar people fromgoing in, yet thousands of avatars mfi around, peering

i nside, looking for a glinpse of sonething. These people can't pass through the door because they
haven't been invited.

Above the door is a matte bl ack heni sphere about a meter in diameter, set into the front wall of
the building. It is the closest thing the place has to decoration. Underneath it, in letters
carved into the wall's black substance, is the name of the place: THE

BLACK SUN

So it's not an architectural masterpi ece. Wien Da5id and H m and the other hackers wote The Bl ack
Sun, they didn't have enough noney to hire architects or designers, so they just went in for
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simpl e geonetric shapes. The avatars nmilling around the entrance don't seemto care.

If these avatars were real people in a real street, Hiro wouldn't be able to reach the entrance.
It's way too crowded. But the conputer systemthat operates the Street has better things to do
than to nmonitor every.single one of the mllions of people there, trying to prevent them from
running into each other. It doesn't bother trying to solve this incredibly difficult problem On
the Street, avatars just wal k right through each other

So when Hro cuts through the crowd, headed for the entrance, he really is cutting through the
crowmd. When things get this jamed together, the conputer sinplifies things by drawing all of the
avatars ghostly and translucent so you can see where you're going. Hiro appears solid to hinself,
but everyone el se | ooks |ike a ghost. He wal ks through the crowd as if it's a fogbank, clearly
seeing The Black Sun in front of him
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He steps over the property line, and he's in the doorway. And in that instant he becomes solid and
visible to all the avatars nmilling outside. As one, they all begin screami ng. Not that they have
any idea who the hell he is-Hiro is just a starving CIC stringer who lives in a UStor-It by the
airport. But in the entire world there are only a couple of thousand people who can step over the
line into The Bl ack Sun.

He turns and | ooks back at ten thousand shrieking groupies. Now that he's all by hinself in the
entryway, no longer inmersed in a flood of avatars, he can see all of the people in the front row
of the crowd with perfect clarity. They are all done up in their w | dest and fanci est avatars,
hopi ng that Dabi d- The Bl ack Sun's owner and hacker-in-chief----wifl invite theminside. They
flicker and nerge together into a hysterical wall. Stunningly beautiful wormen, conputer-airbrushed
and retouched at seventy-two franes a second, |ike Playboy pinups turned three-di nensional -these
are woul d-be actresses hoping to be discovered. WId-1ooking abstracts, tornadoes of gyrating
I'ight-hackers who are hoping that Da5id will notice their talent, invite theminside, give thema
job. A liberal sprinkling of black-and-white peopl e-persons who are accessing the Mtaverse
through cheap public term nals, and who are rendered in jerky, grainy black and white. A lot of
these are run.of .the-m || psycho fans, devoted to the fantasy of stabbing sonme particular actress
to death; they can't even get close in Reality, so they goggle into the Metaverse to stalk their
prey. Thereare woul d-be rock stars done up in laser light, as though they just stepped off the
concert stage, and the avatars of N pponese busi nessmen, exquisitely rendered by their fancy

equi prent, but utterly reserved and boring in their suits.

There's one bl ack-and-white who stands out because he's taller than the rest. The Street protocol
states that your avatar can't be any taller than you are. This is to prevent people from wal ki ng
around a mile high. Besides, if this guy's using a pay term nal-which he nust be, to judge from
the image quality-it can't jazz up his avatar. It just shows himthe way he is, except not as
well. Talking to a black-and-white on the Street is like talking to a person who has his face
stuck in a xerox machine, repeatedly pounding the copy button, while you stand by the
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output tray pulling the sheets out one at a time and | ooking at them

He has long hair, parted in the mddle |like a curtain to reveal a tattoo ~n his forehead. G ven
the shifty resolution, there's no way to see the tattoo clearly, but it appears to consist of
words. He has a wi spy Fu Manchu must ache.

H mrealizes that the guy has noticed himand is staring back, |ooking himup and down, paying
particular attention to the swords.

A grin spreads across the black-and-white guy's face. It is a satisfied grin. A grin of
recognition. The grin of a nman who knows sonething Hi m doesn't. The bl ack-and-white guy has been
standing with his arns fol ded across his chest, like a man who is bored, who's been waiting for
sonet hing, and now his arnms drop to his sides, swing |loosely at the shoulders, like an athlete
limbering up. He steps as close as he can and | eans forward; he's so tall that the only thing
behind himis enpty black sky, torn with the glow ng vapor trails of passing aninercials.

"Hey, Hiro," the black-and-white guy says, "you want to try sone Snow Crash?"

_____ Al ot of people hang around in front of The Black Sun saying weird things. You ignore
them But this gets Hro's attention

Qddity the first: The guy knows Hiro's name. But people have ways of getting that infornmation
It's probably nothing.

The second: This sounds |ike an offer froma drug pusher. VWich would be normal in front of a
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Reality bar. But this is the Metaverse. And you can't sell drugs in the Metaverse, because you
can't get high by |ooking at somnething.

The third: The nanme of the drug. Hiro's never heard of a drug called Snow Crash before. That's not
unusual -a thousand new drugs get invented each year, and each of themsells under half a dozen
brand nanes.

But adsnow crash" is conputer lingo. It nmeans a systemcrash- a bug-at such a fundanental |eve
that it frags the part of the computer that controls the electron beamin the nonitor, making it
spray wildly across the screen, turning the perfect gridwork of
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pixels into a gyrating blizzard. Hro has seen it happen a million tinmes. But it's a very peculiar
name for a drug.

The thing that really gets Hiro's attention is his confidence. He has an utterly calm stolid
presence. It's like talking to an asteroid. Wich would be okay if he were doi ng something that
made the tiniest little bit of sense. Hiro's trying to read sonme clues in the guy's face, but the
cl oser he | ooks, the nore his shifty bl ack-and-white avatar seens to break up into jittering, hard-
edged pixels. It's like putting his nose against the glass of a busted TV. It makes his teeth
hurt.

"Excuse nme," Hro says. "What did you say?"

"You want to try some Snow Crash?"

He has a crisp accent that Hiro can't quite place. His audio is as bad as his video. Hiro can hear
cars going past the guy in the background. He nust be goggled in froma public term nal al ongside
sonme freeway.

"I don't get this," Hro says. "Wat is Snow Crash?"

"I't's a drug, asshole," the guy saYs. "What do you think?"

"WAit a minute. This is a new one on ne," Hiro says. "You honestly think I'mgoing to give you
some nmoney here? And then what do | do, wait for you to mail nme the stuff?"

"l said try, not buy," the guy says. "You don't have to give ne any noney. Free sanple. And you
don't.have to wait for no mail. You can have it now "

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a hypercard.

It Iooks like a business card. The hypercard is an avatar of sorts. It is used in the Metaverse to
represent a chunk of data. It night be text, audio, video, a still image, or any other information
that can be represented digitally.

Think of a baseball card, which carries a picture, sonme text, and sone nunerical data. A baseball
hypercard could contain a highlight filmof the player in action, shown in perfect high-def

tel evision; a conplete biography, read by the player hinmself, in stereo digital sound; and a

conpl ete statistical database along with specialized software to help you | ook up the nunbers you
want .

A hypercard can carry a virtually infinite amount of information. For all Hiro knows, this
hypercard m ght contain all the books in the Library of Congress, or every episode of Hawaii
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Five-O that was ever filmed, or the conplete recordings of Jimi Hendrix, or the 1950 Census.
O-rnore likely-a wide variety of nasty conputer viruses. If Hiro reaches .out and takes the
hypercard, then the data it represents will be transferred fromthis guy's systeminto Hro's
conputer. Hiro, naturally, wouldn't touch it under any circum- stances, any nore than you woul d
take a free syringe froma stranger in Times Square and jab it into your neck

And it doesn't nake sense anyway. "That's a hypercard. | thought you said Snow Crash was a drug,"
H ro says, now totally nonpl ussed.

"It is," the guy says. "Try it."

"Does it fuck up your brain?" Hro says. "Or your conputer?”

"Both. Neither. What's the difference?"

Hro finally realizes that he has just wasted sixty seconds of his |ife having a neaningl ess
conversation with a paranoid schizophrenic. He turns around and goes into The Bl ack Sun

At the exit of Wiite Colums sits a black car, curled up like a panther, a burnished steel |ens
reflecting the loglo of Cahu Road. It is a Unit. It is a Mbile Unit of MetaCops Unlinmited. A
silvery badge is enbossed on its door, a chrone-plated cop badge the size of a dinner plate,
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bearing the name of said private peace organi zati on and enbl azoned

DI AL 1-800- THE COPS
Al Major Credit Cards

Met aCops Unlimited is the official peacekeeping force of Wiite Columms, and al so of The Mews at

W ndsor Hei ghts, The Heights at Bear Run, C nnanon Grove, and The Farms of O overdelle. They al so
enforce traffic regulations on all highways and byways operated by Fairlanes, Inc. A few different
FOONEs al so use them Caynans Plus and The Al ps, for exanple. But franchise nations prefer to have
their own security force. You can bet that Metazania and New South Africa handle their own
security; that's the only reason peopl e become citizens, so they
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can get drafted. Obviously, Nova Siciia has its own security, too. Narcol onbia doesn't need
security because people are scared just to drive past the franchise at |l ess than a hundred niles
an hour (Y.T. always snags a nifty power boost in neighborhoods thick with Narcol onbia

consul ates), and M. Lee's G eater Hong Kong, the grandaddy of all FOQNEs, handles it in a
typically Hong Kong way, w th robots.

Met aCops' mmin conpetitor, WrldBeat Security, handles all roads bel onging to Crui seways, plus has
wor | dwi de contracts with Dixie Traditionals, Pickett's Plantation, Rainbow Heights (check it out-
two apartheid Burbclaves and one for black suits), Meadowal e on the [insert nane of river] and
Brickyard Station. WirldBeat is snaller than MetaCops, handl es nore upscal e contracts, supposedly
has a bi gger espionage armthough if that's what people want, they just talk to an account rep at
the Central Intelligence Corporation

And then there's The Enforcers-but they cost a lot and don't take well to supervision. It is
runored that, under their uniforms, they wear T-shirts bearing the unofficial Enforcer coat of
arns: a fist holding a nightstick, enblazoned with the words SUE

ME.

So Y. T. is coasting down a gradual slope toward the heavy iron gate of Wite Colums, waiting for
it toroll aside, waiting, waiting-but the gate does not seemto be opening. No | aser pul se has
shot out of the guard shack to find out who Y.T. is. The system has been overridden. If Y. T. was a
stupid ped she would go up to the MetaCop and ask hi mwhy. The MetaCop woul d say, "The security of
the city-state," and nothing nore. These Burbcl avesf These city-statesl So small, so insecure,
that just about everything, |ike not nmowi ng your |lawn, or playing your stereo too |oud, becones a
nati onal security issue.

No way to skate around the fence; Wite Columms has eight. foot iron, robo-wought, all the way
around. She rolls up to the gate, grabs the bars, rattles it, but it's too big and solid to
rattle.

Met aCops aren't allowed to | ean against their Unit-nmakes them | ook | azy and weak. They can al nost

| ean, look like they're |eaning, they can even brandish a big | eaning-against-the-car 'tisde |ike
this particular individual, but they can't |ean. Besides, with the conplete, glinting najesty of
their Personal Portable
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Equi pnent Suite hangi ng on their Personal Mdul ar Equi pnent Harness, they would scratch the finish
of the Unit.

"Jack this barrier to commerce, man, | got deliveries to nmake," Y.T. announces to the MetaCop.

A wet, smacking burst, not |oud enough to be an expl osion, sounds fromthe back of the Mbile
Unit. It is the soft thup of a thick westler's |oogie being propelled through a rolled-up tongue.
It is the distant, nuffled splurt of a baby having a big one. Y.T.'s hand, still gripping the bars
of the gate, stings for a nb~ nent, then feels cold and hot at the sanme tinme. She can barely nove
it. She smells vinyl.

The MetaCop's partner clinbs out of the back seat of the Mbile Unit. The w ndow of the back door
is open, but everything on the Mbile Unit is so black and shiny you can't tell that until the
door noves. Both MetaCops, under their glossy black hel nets and ni ght-vision goggles, are
grinning. The one getting out of the Mobile Unit is carrying a Short-Range Chem cal Restraint
Projector-a loogie gun. Their little plan has worked. Y.T. didn't think to aimher Knight Visions
into the back seat to check for a goo-firing sniper

The | oogi e, when expanded into the air like this, is about the size of a football. Mles and mlcs
of eensy but strong fibers, like spaghetti. The sauce on the spaghetti is sticky, goopy stuff that
Stays fluid for an instant, when the loogie gun is fired, then sets quickly.
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Met aCops have to tote this kind of gear because when each franchulate is so snall, you can't be
chasi ng peopl e around. The perp-al nost always an innocent thrasher-is always a three-second

skat eboard ride away fromasylumin the neighboring franchulate. Al so, the incredible bulk of the
Per sonal Modul ar Equi pnent Harness-the chandelier o' gear-and all that is clipped onto it slows

t hem down so bad that whenever they try to run, people just start |aughing at them So instead of

| osi ng some pounds, they just clip nore stuff onto their harnesses, |like the |oogie gun

The snotty, fibrous drop of stuff has wapped all the way around her hand and forearm and | ashed
themonto the bar of the gate. Excess goo has sagged and run down the bar a short ways, but is
setting now, turning into rubber. A few |oose strands
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have al so whi pped forward and gai ned footholds on her shoul der, chest, and | ower face. She backs
away and the adhesive separates fromthe fibers, stretching out into long, infinitely thin
strands, like hot nozzarella. These set instantly, beconme solid, and then break, curling away like
snoke. it is not quite so grotendous, now that the loogie is off her face, but her hand is stil
perfectly immobilized.

"You are hereby warned that any novenent on your part not explicitly endorsed by verba

aut hori zation on ny part may pose a direct physical risk to you, as well as consequentia
psychol ogi cal and possi bly, depending on your personal belief system spiritual risks ensuing from
your personal reaction to said physical risk. Any novenment on your part constitutes an inplicit
and irrevocabl e acceptance of such risk," the first MetaCop says. There is a little speaker on his
belt, simultaneously translating all of this into Spani sh and Japanese.

"Or as we used to say," the other MetaCop says, "freeze, suckerl"

The untransl atable word resonates fromthe little speaker, pronounced "esucker" and "saka"
respectively.

"We are authorized Deputies of MetaCops Unlimited. Under Section 24.5.2 of the Wite Col ums Code,
we are authorized to carry out the actions of a police force on this territory."

"Such as hassling innocent thrashers," Y. T. says.

The MetaCop turns off the translator. "By speaking English you inplicitly and irrevocably agree
for all our future conversation to take place in the English | anguage," he says.

"You can't even rez what Y.T. says," Y.T. says.

"You have been identified as an Investigatory Focus of a Registered Crimnal Event that is alleged
to have taken place on another territory, namely, The Mews at W ndsor Heights."

"That's anot her country, man. This is Wiite Columsl"”

"Under provisions of the The Mews at Wndsor Heights Code, we are authorized to enforce |aw,

nati onal security concerns, and societal harnony on said territory also. A treaty between The Mews
at Wndsor Heights and Wiite Col utms authorizes us to place you in tenporary custody until your
status as an lnvestigatory Focus has been resolved."

"Your ass is busted,” the second MetaCop says.
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"AS your deneanor has been nonaggressive and you carry no visible weapons, we are not authorized
to enpl oy heroic neasures to ensure your cooperation," the first MetaCop says.

"You stay ~ool and we'll stay cool," the second MetaCop says.

"However, we are equi pped with devices, including but not linmted to projectile weapons, which, if
used, may pose an extrene and i nrediate threat to your health and well -being."

"Make one funny nove and we'll blow your head off," the second MetaCop says.

"Just unglomny fuckin' hand," Y.T. says. She has heard all this a mllion tinmes before.

_____ White Columms, |ike nbst Burbclaves, has no jail, no police station. So unsightly.
Property values. Think of the liability exposure. MetaCops has a franchise just down the road that
serves as headquarters. As for a jail, some place to habeas the occasional stray corpus, any half-

decent franchise strip has one.

They are cruising in the Mbile Unit. YT.'s hands are cuffed together in front of her. One hand is
still half-encased in rubbery goo, snelling so intensely of vinyl funes that both MetaCops have
rolled down their wi ndows. Six feet of |oose fibers trail into her lap, across the floor of the
Unit, out the door, and drag on the pavenent The MetaCops are taking it easy, cruising down the

m ddl e | ane, not above issuing a speeding ticket here and there as long as they're in their
jurisdiction. Mdtorists around themdrive slowy and sanely, appalled by the thought of having to
pull over and listen to half an hour of disclainers, advisenents, and tangled justifications from
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the likes of these. The occasi onal CosaNostra delivery boy whips past themin the left |ane,
orange lights aflane, and they pretend not to notice.

"What's it gonna be, the Hoosegow or The Cink?" the first MetaCop says. Fromthe way he is

tal king, he nust be talking to the other MetaCop

"The Hoosegow, please,"” Y.T. says.

"The dinki" the other MetaCop says, turning around, sneering at her through the antiballistic
gl ass, wallowi ng in power.

The whole interior of the car lights up as they drive past a Buy 'n' Fly. Loiter in the parking
lot of a Buy 'n" Fly and you'd get a
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suntan. Then Worl dBeat Security woul d come and arrest you. All that security-inducing |ight makes
the Visa and MasterCard stickers on the driver's-side w ndow gl ow for a nonent.

"Y.T. is card-carrying," Y.T. says. "Wat does it cost to get off?"

"How cone you keep calling yourself Whitey?" the second MetaCop says. Like many peopl e of col or
he has m sconstrued her nane.

"Not whitey. Y.T.," The first MetaCop says.

"That's what Y. T. is called," Y.T. says.

"That's what | said," the second MetaCop says. "Witey."

"Y.T.," the first one says, accenting the T so brutally that he throws a glittering burst of
sal iva against the windshield. "Let me. guess-Yol anda Truman?"

"Yvonne Thomas?"

"Whatsit stand for?"

" Not hi ng?"

Actual ly, it stands for Yours Truly, but if they can't figure that out, fuck 'em
"You can't afford it," the first MetaCop says. "You' re going up agai nst TMAWH here."

"I don't have to officially get off. I could just escape."

"This is a class Unit. W don't support escapes,” the first MetaCop says.

"Tell you what," the second one says. "You pay us a trillion bucks and we'll take you to a
Hoosegow. Then you can bargain with them"

"Half a trillion," Y.T. says.

"Seven hundred and fifty billion," the MetaCop says. "Final. Shit, you' re wearing cuffs, you can't
be bargaining with us."

Y. T. unzips a pocket on the thigh of her coverall, pulls out the card with her clean hand, runs it

through a slot on the back of the front seat, puts it back in her pocket.

_______ The Hoosegow | ooks |like a nice new one. Y.T. has seen hotels that were worse pl aces
to sleep. Its logo sign, a
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saguaro cactus with a black cowboy hat resting on top of it at a jaunty angle, is brand-new and
cl ean.

THE HOGOSEGOW
Prem umincarceration and restraint services
We wel come busl oads

There are a couple of other MetaCop cars in the Iot, and an Enforcer paddybus parked across the
back, taking up ten consecutive spaces. This draws rmuch attention fromthe MetaCops. The Enforcers
are to the MetaCops what the Delta Force is to the Peace Corps.

"One to check in," says the second MetaCop. They are standing in the reception area. The walls are
lined with illum nated signs, each one bearing the i nage of sonme O d West desperado. Annie QCakl ey
stares down blankly at Y.T., providing a role nodel. The check-in counter is faux rustic; the

enpl oyees all wear cowboy hats and five-pointed stars with their nanes enbossed on them In back
is a door nmade of hokey, ol d-fashioned iron bars. Once you got through there, it would | ook like
an operating room A whole line of little cells, curvy and white |ike prefab shower stalls-in
fact, they double as shower stalls, you bathe in the mddle of the room Bright lights that turn
thensel ves of f at el even o' clock. Coin-operated TV. Private phone line. Y.T. can hardly wait.

The cowboy behind the desk ainms a scanner at Y.T., zaps her bar code. Hundreds of pages about
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Y.T.'s personal life zoomup on a graphics screen

"Huh," he says. "Female."

The two MetaCops | ook at each other |ike, what a genius-this guy could never be a MetaCop
"Sorry, boys, we're full up. No space for fenmles tonight."

"Aw, c'non."

"See that bus in back? There was a riot at Snooze 'n' Cruise. Sone Narcol onbians were selling a
bad batch of Vertigo. Place went nuts. Enforcers sent in a half dozen squads, brought in about
thirty. So we're full up. Try The Cink, down the street."

Y. T. does not like the | ooks of this.

They put her back in the car, turn on the noise cancellation in
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the back seat, so she can't hear anything except squirts and gurgles conming fromher own enpty
tumy, and the glistening crackl e whenever she noves her gl ormed. up hand. She was really | ooking

forward to a Hoosegow neal -Canpfire Chili or Bandit Burgers.
In the front seat, the two MetaCops are talking to each other, They pull out into traffic. Up in
front of themis a square illum. nated | ogo, a giant Universal Product Code in black-on-white

with BUY ' N FLY underneath it.

Stuck onto the same signpost, beneath the Buy
generic lettering: THE CLI NK

They are taking her to The dink. The bastards. She pounds on the glass wi th cuffed.together
hands, |eaving sticky hand-prints. Let these bastards try to wash the stuff off. They turn around
and | ook right through her, the guilty scum |ike they heard sonething but they can't inagine
what .

They enter the Buy 'n' Fly's ninbus of radioactive blue security light. Second MetaCop goes in
talks to the guy behind the counter. There's a fat white boy purchasing a nonster trucks nagazine,
wearing a New South Africa baseball cap with a Confederate flag, and overhearing them he peers out
the wi ndow, wanting to lay his eyes on a real perp. A second man conmes out from back, sane
ethnicity as the guy behind the counter, another dark nan with burning eyes and a bony neck. This
one is carrying a three-ring binder with the Buy 'n" Fly logo. To find the manager of a franchi se,
don't strain to read his title off the nanme tag, just ook for the one with the binder

The manager talks to the MetaCop, nods his head, pulls a keychain out of a drawer.

Second MetaCop comes out, saunters to the car, suddenly whips open the back door

"Shut up," he says, "or next tinme | fire the | oogie gun into your nouth.”

"Good thing you like The dink," Y.T. says, "cause that is where you will be tonorrow night,

| oogi e-nan. "

"' Zat right?"

"Yeah. For credit card fraud."

"Me cop, you thrasher. How you gonna nake a case at Judge Bob's Judicial Systenf"
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"I work for Radi KS. W protect our own."

"Not tonight you don't. Tonight you took a pizza fromthe scene of a car weck. Left the scene of
an accident. Radi KS tell you to deliverS that pizza?"

Y. T. does not return fire. The MetaCop is right; Radi KS did not tell her to deliver that pizza.
She was doing it on a whim

"So Radi KS ain't gonna help you. So shut up."

He jerks her arm and the rest of her follows. The three-ringer gives her a quick |ook, just |ong
enough to make sure she is really a person, not a sack of flour or an engine block or a tree
stunp. He leads themaround to the fetid runp of the Buy 'n" Fly, dark realmof wetched refuse in
teem ng dunpsters. He unl ocks the back door, a boring steel number with jimy nmarks around the
edges like steel-clawed beasts have been trying to get in.

Y.T. is taken downstairs into the basenment. First MetaCop follows, carrying her plank, banging it
heedl essl y agai nst doorways and stained pol ycarbonate bottle racks.

"Better take her uniformall that gear," the second MetaCop suggests, not unlewdly.

The manager |ooks at Y.T., trying not to let his gaze travel sinfully up and down her body. For

t housands of years his people have survived on alertness: waiting for Mongols to conme gall oping
over the horizon, waiting for repeat offenders to swi ng sawed-off shotguns across their check-out
counters. His alertness right nowis pal pable and painful; he's |like a goblet of hot
nitroglycerin. The added question of sexual m sconduct nmakes it even worse. To himit's no joke.
Y. T. shrugs, trying to think of sonething unnerving rqd wacky. At this point, she is supposed to

n' Fly sign, is a smaller one, a narrow strip in
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squeal and shrink, wiggle and whine, swoon and beg. They are threatening to take her clothes. How
awful . But she does not get upset because she knows that they are expecting her to.

A Kourier has to establish space on the pavenent. Predictable | aw abiding behavior lulls drivers.
They nmentally assign you to a little box in the lane, assune you will stay there, can't handle it
when you | eave that little box.

Y.T. is not fond of boxes. Y.T. establishes her space on the pavenent by zagging mghtily from

|l ane to | ane, establishing a precedent of scary randommess. Keeps people on their toes,
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makes themreact to her,~ instead of the other way round. Now these nen are trying to put her in a
box, make her follow rules.

She unzi ps her coverall all the way down bel ow her navel. Underneath is naught but billow ng pale
flesh.

The Met aCops raise their eyebrows.

The manager junps back, raises both hands up to forma visual shield, protecting hinmself fromthe
damagi ng input. "No, no, nor' he says.

Y. T. shrugs, zips herself back up

She's not afraid; she's wearing a dentata.

The manager handcuffs her to a col d-water pipe. Second MetaCop renoves his newer, nore cybernetic
brand of handcuffs, snaps them back onto his harness. First MetaCop | eans her plank against the
wal |, just out of her reach. Manager kicks a rusty coffee can across the floor, caromng it
expertly off her skin, so she can go to the bathroom

"Where you fronP" Y.T. asks.

"Tadzhi ki stan," he says.

A jeek. She shoul d have known.

"Wl |, shitcan soccer nust be your national pastine."

The manager doesn't get it. The MetaCops enmt rote, shallow | aughter

Papers are signed. Everyone el se goes upstairs. On his way out the door, the manager turns off the
lights; in Tadzhikistan, electricity is quite the big deal

YT. is in The dink.

The Black Sun is as big as a couple of football fields laid side by side. The decor consists of

bl ack, square tabletops hovering in the air (it would be pointless to draw in |legs), evenly spaced
across the floor in a grid. Like pixels. The only exception is in the m ddle, where the bar's four
quadrants cone together (4 - 22). This part is occupied by a circular bar sixteen nmeters across.
Everything is matte black, which makes it a | ot easier for the conputer systemto draw things in

on top of it-no worries about filling in a
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conpl i cated background. And that way all attention can be focused on the avatars, which is the way
people like it.

It doesn't pay to have a nice avatar on the Street, where it's so crowded and all the avatars
merge and flow into one another. But The Black Sun is a much cl assier piece of software. In The

Bl ack Sun, avatars are not allowed to collide. Only so nany people can be here at once, and they
can't wal k through each other. Everything is solid and opaque and realistic. And the clientele has
al ot nore class-no tal king penises in here. The avatars | ook |ike real people. For the nost
part,.so do the daenpbns.

"Daermon" is an old piece of jargon fromthe UNI X operating system where it referred to a piece of
lowlevel utility software, a fundanental part of the operating system In The Black Sun, a daenon
is like an avatar, but it does not representahuman being. It's a robot that lives in the

Met averse. A piece of software, a kind of spirit that inhabits the machine, usually with sone
particular role to carry out. The Black Sun has a nunber of daenons that serve inmaginary drinks to
the patrons and run little errands for people.

It even has bouncer daenons that get rid of undesirables- grab their avatars and throw t hem out
the door, applying certain basic principles of avatar physics. Dab5id has even enhanced the physics
of The Black Sun to make it a little cartoonish, so that particularly obnoxi ous people can be hit
over the head with giant nmallets or crushed under plumeting safes before they are ejected. This
happens to peopl e who are being disruptive, to anyone who is pestering or taping a celebrity, and
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to anyone who seens contagious. That is, if your personal conputer is infected with viruses, and
attenpts to spread themvia The Bl ack Sun, you had better keep one eye on the ceiling.

Hiro munmbl es the word "Bigboard.” This is the nane of a piece of software he wote, a power too
for a CIC stringer. It digs into The Black Sun's operating system rifles it for information, and
then throws up a flat square map in front of his face, giving hima quick overview of who's here
and whomthey're talking to. It's all unauthorized data that Hiro is not supposed to have. But
Hiro is not sonme binbo actor coming here to network. He is a hacker. If he wants sone infornation
he steals it right out of the guts of the system gossip cx machina.
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Bi gboard shows himthat Dab5id is ensconced in h~s usual place, a table in the Hacker Quadrant near
the bar. The Movie Star Quadrant has the usual scattering of Sovereigns and wannabes. The Rock
Star Quadrant is very busy tonight; Hiro can see that a N pponese rap star naned Sushi K has
stopped in for a visit. And there are a lot of record-industry types hanging around in the

Ni pponese Quadrant-which |ooks |ike the other quadrants except that it's quieter, the tables are
closer to the floor, and it's full of bowing and fluttering gei sha daenons. Many of these people
probably belong to Sushi K's retinue of managers, flacks, and | awers.

Hiro cuts across the Hacker Quadrant, headed for Dabid's table. He recognizes many of the people
in here, but as usual, he's surprised and disturbed by the nunber he doesn't recognize-all those
sharp, perceptive twenty-one-year-old faces. Software devel oprment, |ike professional sports, has a
way of making thirty-year-old nmen feel decrepit.

Looking up the aisle toward Da5id' s table, he sees Da5id talking to a bl ack-and-white person
Despite her lack of color and shitty resolution, Hiro recognizes her by the way she folds her arns
when she's tal king, the way she tosses her hair when she's listening to Dabid. Hiro's avatar stops
novi ng and stares at her, adopting just the sane facial expression with which he used to stare at
this woman years ago. In Reality, he reaches out with one hand, picks up his beer, takes a pull on
the bottle, and lets it roll around in his nmouth, a bundle of waves clashing inside a small space.

______ Her nane is Juanita Marquez. Hiro has known her ever since they were freshnmen together
at Berkeley, and they were in the sane |lab section in a freshman physics class. The first tine he
saw her, he forned an inpression that did not change for many years: She was a dour, bookish
geeky type who dressed |like she was interviewing for a job as an accountant at a funeral parlor

At the sane tine, she had a flanethrower tongue that she would turn on people at the oddest tines,
usual Iy in sone grandi ose, earth-scorching retaliation for a slight or breach of etiquette that
none of the other freshnen had even perceived.
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It wasn't until a nunber of years later, when they both wound up working at Black Sun Systens,
Inc., that he put the other half of the equation together. At the time, both of them were working
on avatars. He was working on bodies, she was working on faces. She was the face departnent,
because nobody thought that faces were all that inportant-they were just flesh-toned busts on top
of the avatars. She was just in the process of proving themall desperately wong. But at this
phase, the all-male society of bit-heads that nade up the power structure of Black Sun Systens
said that the face problemwas trivial and superficial. It was, of course, nothing nore than
sexism the especially virulent type espoused by male techies who sincerely believe that they are
too smart to be sexists.

That first inpression, back at the age of seventeen, was nothing nore than that-the gut reaction
of a post-adol escent Arny brat who had been on his own for about three weeks. H's m nd was good,
but he only understood one or two things in the whol e worl d-sanmurai novies and the Mci ntosh-and
he understood themfar, far too well. It was a worldview with no roomfor soneone |ike Juanita.
There is a certain kind of small town that grows like a boil on the ass of every Arny base in the
world. In a long series of such places, H m Protagoni st was speed-raised |like a nutant hothouse
orchid flourishing under the glow of a thousand Buy 'n' Fly security spotlights. Hms father had
joined the arny in 1944, at the age of sixteen, and spent a year in the Pacific, nost of it as a
pri soner of war. Hro was born when his father was in his late nmddle age. By that tine, Dad could
| ong since have quit and taken his pension, but he wouldn't have known what to do with hinself
outside of the service, and so he stayed in until they finally kicked himout in the late
eighties. By the time Hmnade it out to Berkeley, he had lived in Wightstown, New Jersey;
Tacoma, Washington; Fayetteville, North Carolina; H nesville, Georgia; Killeen, Texas; G afenwehr,
Germany; Seoul, Korea; (Ogden, Kansas; and Watertown, New York. All of these places were basically
the sane, with the same franchi se ghettos, the same strip joints, and even the same peopl e- he kept
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runni ng i nto school chunms he'd known years before, other Arny brats who happened to wind up at the
same base at the same tine.
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Their skins were different colors but they all belonged to the sane ethnic group: Mlitary. Black
kids didn't talk Iike black kids. Asian kids didn't bust their asses to excel in school. Wite
kids, by and large, didn't have any problemgetting along with the black and Asian kids. And girls
knew t heir place. They all had the same nons with the same generous buttocks in stretchy sl acks
and the sanme frosted-and-curling-ironed hairdos, and they were all basically sweet and endearing
and conformng and, if they happened to be smart, they went out of their way to hide it.

So the first time Hiro saw Juanita, or any other girl like her, his perspectives were bent all out
of shape. She had | ong, glossy black hair that had never been subjected to any chem cal process
other than regul ar shanpooi ng. She didn't wear blue stuff on her eyelids. Her clothing was dark
tailored, restrained. And she didn't take shit from anyone, not even her professors, which seened
shrewi sh and threatening to himat the tine.

When he saw her again after an absence of several years-a period spent nostly in Japan, worKking
anong real grown-ups from a higher social class than he was used to, people of substance who wore
real clothes and did real things with their lives- he was startled to realize that Juanita was an
el egant, stylish knockout. He thought at first that she had undergone sone kind of radical changes
since their first year in college.

But then he went back to visit his father in one of those Arny towns and ran into the high school
prom queen. She had grown up shockingly fast into an overwei ght danme with | oud hair and | oud

cl ot hes who speed-read the tabl oids at the check-out line in the conm ssary because she didn't
have t he spare noney to buy them who popped her gum and had two kids that she didn't have the
energy or the foresight to discipline.

Seeing this woman at the conmissary, he finally went through a belated, dimw tted epi phany, not a
brilliant |light shining down from heaven, nore |ike the brown glinmer of a half-dead flashlight
fromthe top of a stepladder: Juanita hadn't really changed nuch at all since those days, just
grown into herself. It was he who had changed. Radically.

He cane into her office once, strictly on a business matter. Until this point, they had seen each
ot her around the office a |lot
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but acted |like they had never net before. But when he canme into her office that day, she told him
to close the door behind him and she bl acked out the screen on her conputer and started twi ddling
a pencil between her hands and eyed himlike a plate of day-old sushi. Behind heron the wall was
an anmateurish painting of an old lady, set in an ornate antique frane. It was the only decoration
in Juanita's offlce. Al the other hackers had col or photographs of the space shuttle lifting off,
or posters of the starship Enterprise.

"It's nmy late grandnmot her, may God have nercy on her soul,
painting. "My role nodel."

"Why? Was she a progranmmer?"

She just | ooked at himover the rotating pencil |ike, how slow can a mammal be and still have
respiratory functions? But instead of |owering the boomon him she just gave a sinple answer~
"No." Then she gave a nore conplicated answer. "Wien | was fifteen years old, 1 missed a period.

she said, watching himl ook at the

My boyfriend and | were using a diaphragm but | knew it was fallible. | was good at math, | had
the failure rate nmenorized, burnt into my subconscious. Or maybe it was ny conscious, | can never
keep them straight. Anyway, | was terrified. Qur famly dog started treating ne differently-

supposedly, they can snell a pregnant wonan. Or a pregnant bitch, for that matter."

By this point, Hro's face was frozen in a wary, astonished position that Juanita | ater made
extensive use of in her work. Because, as she was talking to him she was watching his face,

anal yzing the way the little nuscles in his forehead pulled his brows up and nmade his eyes change
shape.

"My nother was cluel ess. My boyfriend was worse than clue-less-in fact, | ditched himon the spot,
because it nmade ne realize what an alien the guy was-1i ke many nenbers of your species." By this,
she was referring to mal es.

"Anyway, ny grandnother cane to visit,'

she continued, glancing back over her shoul der at the

painting. "l avoided her until we all sat down for dinner. And then she figured out the whole
situation in, maybe, ten mnutes, just by watching nmy face across the dinner table. | didn't say
nore than ten words-'Pass the tortillas.' | don't know how ny face conveyed that infornation, or
what kind of internal wiring in my grandnother's nind
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enabl ed her to acconmplish this incredible feat. To condense fact fromthe vapor of nuance."
Condense fact fromthe vapor of nuance. Hiro has never forgotten the sound of her speaking those
words, the feeling that came over himas he realized for the first tinme how smart Juanita was.

She continued. "I didn't even really appreciate all of this until about ten years later, as a grad
student, trying to build a user interface that would convey a lot of data very quickly, for one of
these baby-killer grants.” This was her termfor anything related to the Defense Departnent. "I
was comng up with all kinds of elaborate technical fixes like trying to inplant el ectrodes
directly into the brain. Then | renmenbered ny grandnother and reali~ed, ny Cod, the human m nd can
absorb and process an incredi ble anount of information-if it conmes in the right format. The right
interface. If you put the right face on it. Want sone coffee?"

Then he had an al armi ng thought: Wat had he been Iike back in college? How nuch of an asshol e had
he been? Had he left Juanita with a bad inpression?

Anot her young man woul d have worried about it in silence, but Hiro has never been restrai ned by

t hi nki ng about things too hard, and so he asked her out for dinner and, after having a couple of
drinks (she drank club sodas), just popped the question

Do you think I'm an asshol e?

She | aughed. He sniled, believing that he had come up with a good, endearing, flirtatious bit of
patter.

He did not realize until a couple of years later that this question was, in effect, the
cornerstone of their relationship. Did Juanita think that Hiro was an asshol e? He al ways had sone
reason to think that the answer was yes, but nine tinmes out often she insisted the answer was no
It nade for sone great argunents and sone great sex, sone dramatic failings out and sonme

passi onate reconciliations, but in the end the wildness was just too much for themthey were
exhaust ed by work-and they backed away from each other. He was enotionally worn out from wondering
what she really thought of him and confused by the fact that he cared so deeply about her

opi nion. And she, nmaybe, was begin. fling to think that if H mwas so convinced in his own mnd
that he was unworthy of her, maybe he knew somet hing she didn't.
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H ro woul d have chalked it all up to class differences, except that her parents lived in a house
in Mexicali with a dirt floor, and his father nade nore noney than many col | ege professors. But
the class idea still held sway in his mind, because class is nore than incone-it has to do with
knowi ng where you stand in a web of social relationships. Juanita and her fol ks knew where they
stood with a certitude that bordered on denentia. Hi mnever knew. H's father was a sergeant nmmjor,
his mother was a Korean worman whose peopl e had been nine slaves in N ppon, and Hiro didn't know
whet her he was black or Asian or just plain Arnmy, whether he was rich or poor, educated or
ignorant, talented or lucky. He didn't even have a part of the country to call home until he noved
to California, which is about as specific as saying that you live in the Northern Henmi sphere. In
the end, it was probably his general disorientation that did themin.

After the breakup, Hiro went out with a | ong succession of essentially binbos who (unlike Juanita)
were inpressed that he worked for a high-tech Silicon Valley firm Mre recently, he has had to go
searching for wonen who are even easier to inpress

Juanita went celibate for a while and then started going out with Da5id and eventually got married
to him Da5id had no doubts what soever about his standing in the world. Hs fol ks were Russi an
Jews from Brooklyn and had lived in the sane brownstone for seventy years after com ng froma
village in Latvia where they had lived for five hundred years; with a Torah on his lap, he could
trace his bloodlines all the way back to Adam and Eve. He was an only child who had al ways been
first in his class in everything, and when he got his naster's in conmputer science from Stanford,
he went out and started his own conmpany with about as nuch fuss as Hiro's dad used to exhibit in
renting out a new P. OO box when they noved. Then he got rich, and now he runs The Bl ack Sun. Da5id
has al ways been certain of everything.

Even when he's totally wong. Wich is why Hiro quit his job at Black Sun Systens, despite the
promi se of future riches, and why Juanita divorced Da5id two years after she narried him

Hro did not attend Juanita and Da5id's weddi n& he was | anguishing in jail, into which he had been
thrown a few hours before the rehearsal. He had been found in CGol den Gate Park,
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| ovesi ck, wearing nothing but a thong, taking long pulls froma junbo bottle of Courvoisier and
practicing kendo attacks with a genui ne sanmurai sword, floating across the grass on powerfully
muscl ed thighs to slice other picnickers' hurtling Frisbees and baseballs in twain. Catching a
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long fly ball with the edge of your blade, neatly halving it Iike a grapefruit, is not an
insignificant feat. The only drawback is that the owners of the baseball may nisinterpret your
intentions and sunmon the police.

He got out of it by paying for all the baseballs and Frisbees, but since that episode, he has
never even bothered to ask Juanita whether or not she thinks he's an asshole. Even Hiro knows the
answer now.

Since then, they've gone very different ways. In the early years of The Bl ack Suri~project, the
only way the hackers ever got paid was by issuing stock to thenselves. Hiro tended to sell his off
al nost as quickly as he got it. Juanita didn't. Now she's rich, and he isn't. It would be easy to
say that Hiro is a stupid investor and Juanita a smart one, but the facts are a little nore
conplicated than that: Juanita put her eggs in one basket, keeping all her noney in Black Sun
stock, as it turns out, she made a | ot of noney that way, but she could have gone broke, too. And
H mdidn't have a lot of choice in some ways. Wen his father got sick, the Arny and the V. A took
care of nmost of his nedical bills, but they ran into a | ot of expenses anyway, and Hi m s nother-
who coul d barely speak English-wasn't equi pped to nmake or handl e noney on her own. Wien Hiro's
father died, he cashed in all of his Black Sun stock to put Momin a nice conmunity in Korea. She
|l oves it there. Goes golfing every day. He could have kept his noney in The Black Sun and nade ten
nmllion dollars about a year later when it went public, but his nother would have been a street
person. So when his nother visits himin the Metaverse, |ooking tan and happy in her gol fing duds,
Hro views that as his personal fortune. It won't pay the rent, but that's okay-when you live in a
shithole, there's always the Metaverse, and in the Metaverse, Hiro Protagonist is a warrior
prince.

His tongue is stinging; he realizes that, back in Reality, he has forgotten to swallow his beer
It's ironic that Juanita has conme into this place in a |owtech, black-and-white avatar. She was
the one who figured out a way to make avatars show sonething close to real enotion. That is a fact
H ro has never forgotten, because she did nost of her work when they were together, and whenever
an avatar |ooks surprised or angry or passionate in the Metaverse, he sees an echo of hinself or
Juani ta-the Adam and Eve of the Metaverse. Makes it hard to forget.

Shortly after Juanita and Dabid got divorced, The Black Sun really took off. And once they got
done counting their noney, marketing the spinoffs, soaking up the adulation of others in the
hacker comunity, they all cane to the realization that what nmade this place a success was not the
col l'i si on-avoi dance al gorithms or the bouncer daenmons or any of that other stuff. It was Juanita's
faces.

Just ask the businessnmen in the N pponese Quadrant. They come here to talk turkey with suits from
around the world, and they consider it just as good as a face-to-face. They nore or |ess ignore
what is being said-a lot gets lost in translation, after all. They pay attention to the facia
expressions and body | anguage of the people they are talking to. And that's how they know what's
going on inside a person's head-by condensing fact fromthe vapor of nuance.

Juanita refused to anal yze this process, insisted that it was sonething ineffable, sonething you
couldn't explain with words. A radical, rosary-toting Catholic, she has no problemw th that kind
of thing. But the bitheads didn't like it. Said it was irrational nmysticism So she quit and took
a job with some N pponese conpany. They don't have any problemw th irrational mysticismas |ong
as it nakes mnoney.

But Juanita never conmes to The Bl ack Sun anynore. Partly, she's pissed at Da5id and the ot her
hackers who never appreci
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ated her work. But she has al so decided that the whole thing is bogus. That no nmatter how good it
is, the Metaverse is distorting the way people talk to each other, and she wants no such
distortion in her relationships.

Da5id notices Hiro, indicates with a flick of his eyes that this is not a good time. Normally,
such subtle gestures are lost in the system s noise, but Da5id has a very good personal conputer
and Juanita hel ped design his avatar-so the nmessage conmes through like a shot fired into the
ceiling.

Hro turns away, saunters around the big circular bar in a slow orbit. Mst of the sixty-four bar
stools are filled with |l ower-level Industry people, getting together in twds and threes, doing
what they do best: gossip and intrigue.

"So | get together with the director for a story conference. He's got this beach house-"

"I ncredi bl e?"

"Don't get ne started."

"I heard. Debi was there for a party when Frank and Mtzi owned it."

"Anyway, there's this scene, early, where the main character wakes up in a dunpster. The idea is
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to show how, you know, despondent he is-"

"That crazy energy-"

"Exactly."

" Fabul ous. "

"I like it. Well, he wants to replace it with a scene where the guy is out in the desert with a
bazooka, blowing up old cars in an abandoned junkyard."

"You're kidding!"

"So we're sitting there on his fucking patio over the beach and he's going, |ike, whoom whoon
imtating this goddamm bazooka. He's thrilled by the idea. | nean, this is a man who wants to put
a bazooka in a novie. So | think | talked himout of it."

"Ni ce scene. But you're right. A bazooka doesn't do the sane thing as a dunpster.”

Hiro pauses |ong enough to get this down, then keeps wal king. He nunbl es "Bi gboard" again, recalls
the magi ¢ map, pinpoints his own |ocation, and then reads off the name of this nearby
screenwiter. Later on, he can do a search of industry publica
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tions to find out what script this guy is working on, hence the nane of this nystery director with
a fetish for bazookas. Since this whole conversation has cone to himvia his conputer, he's just
taken an audio tape of the whole thing. Later, he can process it to disguise the voices, then
upload it to the Library, cross-referenced under the director's nanme. A hundred struggling
screenwiters will call this conversation up, listen to it over and over until they've got it
menori zed, paying Hiro for the privilege, and within a few weeks, bazooka scripts will flood the
director's office. Woom

The Rock Star Quadrant is alnpbst too bright to ook at. Rock star avatars have the hairdos that
rock stars can only wear in their dreans. Hiro scans it briefly to see if any of his friends are
in there, but it's npbstly parasites and has-beens. Mst of the people Hiro knows are will-bes or
wannabes.

The Movie Star Quadrant is easier to look at. Actors love to conme here because in The Bl ack Sun
they always | ook as good as they do in the novies. And unlike a bar or club in Reality, they can
get into this place without physically having to | eave their mansion, hotel suite, ski | odge,
private airline cabin, or whatever. They can strut their stuff and visit with their friends

wi t hout any exposure to ki dnappers, paparazzi, scnpt-flingers, assassins, cxspouses, autograph

br okers, process servers, psycho fans, marriage proposals, or gossip columists.

He gets up off the bar stool and resunes his slow orbit, scanning the Ni pponese Quadrant. It's a
|l ot of guys in suits, as usual. Sonme of themare talking to gringos fromthe Industry. And a | arge
part of the quadrant, in the back corner, has been screened off by a tenporary partition

Bi gboard again. Hro figures out which tables are behind the partition, starts reading off the
names. The only one he recognizes imediately is an Anerican: L. Bob Rife, the cabletel evision
nmonopolist. A very big name to the Industry, though he's rarely seen. He seens to be neeting with
a whole raft of big N pponese honchos. Hiro has his conputer nenorize their names so that, later
he can check them agai nst the Cl C database and find out who they are. It has the |look of a big and
i mportant mneeting.

"Secret Agent Hiro! How are you doi ng?"

SNOW CRASH

H mturns around. Juanita is right behind him standing out in her black4nd-white avatar, | ooking
good anyway. "How are you?" she asks.

"Fine. How are you?"

"Great. | hope you don't nmind talking to nme in this ugly fax.oflife avatar."

"Juanita, | would rather look at a fax of you than nobst other wonen in the flesh."

"Thanks, you sly bastard. It's been a long time since we've tal ked!" she observes, as though
there's somet hing renmarkabl e about this.

Sonet hi ng' s goi ng on

"I hope you're not going to nmess around with Snow Crash," she says. "Da5id won't listen to ne."
"What am |, a nodel of self-restraint? |'mexactly the kind of guy who would ness around with it."
"I know you better than that. You're inpulsive. But you're very clever. You have those sword-
fighting refl exes."

"What does that have to do with drug abuse?

"It means you can see bad things conmng and deflect them It's an instinct, not a |earned thing.
As soon as you turned around and saw ne, that | ook cane over your face, |ike, what's going on?
What the hell is Juanita up to?"

"I didn't think you talked to people in the Metaverse."
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"I doif | want to get through to soneone in a hurry," she says. "And I'Il always talk to you."
"Wy me?"

"You know. Because of us. Renenber? Because of our relationship-when | was witing this thing-you
and | are the only two peopl e who can ever have an honest conversation in the Metaverse."”
"You're just the sanme nystical crank you always were," he says, snmling so as to nmake this a
charnming statenent.

"You can't imagi ne how nystical and cranky |amnow, H m"

"How mystical and cranky are you?"

She eyes himwarily. Exactly the sane way she did when he canme into her office years ago

It cones into his mnd to wonder why she is always so alert in his presence. In college, he used
to think that she was afraid of

63

NEAL STEPHENSON

his intellect, but he's known for years that this is the last of her worries. At Black Sun
Systens, he figured that it was just typical fenale guardedness-Juanita was afraid he was trying
to get her into the sack. But this, too, is pretty much out of the question

At this late date in his romantic career, he is j-~st canny enough to cone up with a new theory:
She' s being careful because she likes him She likes himin spite of herself. He is exactly the
kind of tenpting but utterly wong romantic choice that a smart girl Iike Juanita nust learn to
avoi d.

That's definitely it. There's something to be said for getting ol der

By way of answering his question, she says, "l have an associate |I'd like you to neet. A gentleman

and a schol ar naned Lagos. He's a fascinating guy to talk to."

"I's he your boyfriend?"

She thinks this one over rather than |ashing out instantaneously. "My behavior at The Black Sun to
the contrary, | don't fuck every male | work with. And even if | did, Lagos is out of the
question.”

"Not your type?"

"Not by a long shot."

"What is your type, anyway?"

"dd, rich, uninmaginative blonds with steady careers."

This one alnost slips by him Then he catches it. "Well, | could dye ny hair. And I'Il get old
eventual ly."

She actually laughs. It's a tension-releasing kind of outburst. "Believe ne, Hm |I'mthe |ast
person you want to be involved with at this point."

"I's this part of your church thing?" he asks. Juanita has been using her excess noney to start her
own branch of the Catholic church-she considers herself a missionary to the intelligent atheists
of the world.

"Don't be condescendi ng,"” she says. "That's exactly the attitude I"'mfighting. Religion is not for
si npl etons. "

"Sorry. This is unfair, you knowyou can read every expression on ny face, and |I'm | ooking at you
t hrough a fucking blizzard."

"It's definitely related to religion," she says. "But this is so

BABEL
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SNOW CRASH

conpl ex, and your background in that area isso deficient, | don't know where to begin."
"Hey, | went to church every week in high school. | sang in the choir."

"l know. That's exactly the problem N nety-nine percent of everything that goes on in nost
Christian churches has nothing whatsoever to do with the actual religion. Intelligent people al
notice this sooner or later, and they conclude that the entire one hundred percent is bullshit,
which is why atheismis connected with being intelligent in people's minds."

"So none of that stuff | learned in church has anything to do with what you're tal ki ng about ?"
Juanita thinks for a while, eyeing him Then she pulls a hypercard out of her pocket. "Here. Take
this."

As Hiro pulls it fromher hand, the hypercard changes froma jittery two-di nmensional fignent into
a realistic, creamcolored, finely textured piece of stationery. Printed across its face in gl ossy
black ink is a pair of words

9

The worl d freezes and grows dimfor a second. The Black Sun loses its snooth ani mati on and begi ns
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to move in fuzzy stop-action. Cearly, his conputer has just taken a major hit; all of its
circuits are busy processing a huge bolus of data-the contents of the hypercard-and don't have
time to redraw the image of The Black Sun in its full, breathtaking fidelity.

"Holy shiti" he says, when The Bl ack Sun pops back into full animation again. "Wat the hell is in
this card? You nust have half of the Library in here!"

"And a librarian to boot," Juanita says, "to help you sort
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through it. And lots of videotapes of L. Bob Ri fe-which accounts for npost of the bytes.”

"Well, I'lIl try to have a look at it," he says dubiously. "Do. Unlike Da5id, you're just snart
enough to benefit fromthis. And in the neantinme, stay away from Raven. And stay away from Snow
Crash. Ckay?"

"Who's Raven?" he asks. But Juanita is already on her way out the door. The fancy avatars all turn
around to watch her as she goes past theny the novie stars give her drop-dead | ooks, and the
hackers purse their lips and stare reverently.

______ H morbits back around to the Hacker Quadrant. Da5id's shuffling hypercards around on
his tabl e-business stats on The Black Sun, filmand video clips, hunks of software, scraw ed

t el ephone nunbers.

"There's a little blip in the operating systemthat hits ne right in the gut every tinme you cone

in the door," Dabid says. "I always have this prenonition that The Bl ack Sun is headed for a
crash."
"Must be Bigboard,” Hiro says. "It has one routine that patches sonme of the traps in | ow nenory,

for a nmoment."

"Ah, that's it. Please, please throw that thing away," Da5id says

"What, Bi gboard?"

"Yeah. It was totally rad at one point, but nowit's like trying to work on a fusion reactor with
a stone ax."

"Thanks. "
"I''"ll give you all the headers you need if you want to update it to sonething a little |ess
dangerous," Dabid says. "I wasn't inpugning your abilities. |I'mjust saying you need to keep up

with the times."

"I't's fucking hard,” Hro says. "There's no place for a freel ance hacker anynore. You have to have
a big corporation behind you."

"I maware of that. And |'m aware that you can't stand to work for a big corporation. That's why

I"msaying, I'll give you the stuff you need. You're always a part of The Black Sun to ne, Hiro,
even since we parted ways."
SNOW CRASH

It is classic Dabid. He's talking with his heart again, bypassing his head. If Da5id weren't a
hacker, Hiro woul d despair of his ever having enough brains to do anyt hing.

"Let's tal k about sonmething else,” Hro says. 'Was | just hallucinating, or are you and Juanita on
speaki ng terns agai n?"

Da5i d gives himan indul gent smle. He has been very kind to Hiro ever since The Conversation
several years back. It was a conversation that started out as a friendly chat over beer and
oysters between a couple of longtine conmades-in-arns. It was not until three.quarters of the way
t hrough The Conversation that it dawned on Hiro that he was, in fact, being fired, at this very
monent. Since The Conversation, Da5id has been known to feed Hiro useful bits of intel and gossip
fromtime to tine.

"Fi shing for sonething useful ?" Da5id asks knowi ngly. Like nmany bitheads, Da5id is utterly
guileless, but at tines like this, he thinks he's the reincarnation of Machiavelli

"I got news for you, nman," Hro says. "Mst of the stuff you give nme, | never put into the
Li brary."
"Way not? Hell, | give you all ny best gossip. | thought you were maki ng noney off that stuff."”

"l just can't stand it," Hiro says, "taking parts of ny private conversations and whoring them
out. Wiy do you think |I'm broke?"

There's another thing he doesn't mention, which is that he's always considered himself to be
Da5id's equal, and he can't stand the idea of feeding off Da5id's little crunbs and tidbits, like
a dog curled up under his table.

"I was glad to see Juanita cone in here-even as a black-and. white," Da5id says. "For her not to
use The Black Sun-it's |ike Al exander Graham Bell refusing to use the tel ephone.”
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"Wy did she cone in tonight?"

" Somet hi ng' s buggi ng her," Da5id says. "She wanted to know if I'd seen certain people on the
Street."

"Anyone in particular?"

"She's worried about a really large guy with long black hair," Da5id says. "Peddling sonething
cal l ed-get this-Sriow Crash."

"Has she tried the Library?”"

"Yeah. | assune so, anyway."

SNOW CRASH

tear this card in half to release your free sanple
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"Have you seen this guy?"

"Ch, yeah. It's not hard to find him" Da5id says. "He's right outside the door. | got this from
him"

Da5i d scans the table, picks up one of the hypercards, and shows it to H m

"Daid," Hro says, "I can't believe you took a hypercard froma bl ack-and-white person."

Da5id | aughs. "This is not the old days, ny friend. I've. got so nmuch antiviral nedicine in ny
systemthat nothing could get through. | get so nuch contaminated shit fromall the hackers who
conme through here, it's like working in a plague ward. So |'mnot afraid of whatever's in this
hypercard. "

"Well, in that case, |I'mcurious,” H m says.

"Yeah. Me, too." Dabid | aughs.
"I't's probably sonething very di sappointing."

"Probably ananinercial," Dabid agrees. "Think | should do it?"

"Yeah. Co for it. It's not every day you get to try out a new drug," Hiro says.

"Well, you can try one every day if you want to," Dab5id says, "but it's not every day you find one
that can't hurt you." He picks up the hypercard and tears it in half.

For a second, nothing happens. "lI'mwaiting," Dabid says. An avatar materializes on the table in
front of Dabid, starting out ghostly and transparent, gradually becom ng solid and three-
dinensional. It's areally trite effect, Himand Da5id are al ready | aughing,

The avatar is a stark naked Brandy. It doesn't even look like the standard Brandy; this |ooks |ike
one of the cheap Tai wanese Brandy knockoffs. Cearly, it's just a daenon. She is holding a pair of
tubes in her hands, about the size of paper.towel rolls.
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Da5id is | eaning back in his chair, enjoying this. There is sone. thing hilariously tawdry about
the entire scene.

The Brandy | eans forward, beckoning Da5id toward her. Da5id |leans into her face, grinning broadly.
She puts her crude, ruby-red |lips up by his ear and nmunbl es sonething that Hro can't hear

When she | eans back away from Da5id, his face has changed. He | ooks dazed and expressionl ess.
Maybe Dab5id really | ooks that way; maybe Snow Crash has nessed up his avatar sonehow so that it's
no | onger tracking Da5id' s true facial expressions. But he's staring strai ght ahead, eyes frozen
in their sockets.

The Brandy holds the pair of tubes up in front of Da5id' s immobilized face and spreads them apart.
It's actually a scroll. She's unrolling it right in front of Dabid' s face, spreading it apart |ike
a flat two-dimensional screen in front of his eyes. Da5id's paral yzed face has taken on a bl uish
tinge as it reflects Iight com ng out of the scroll

Hiro wal ks around the table to | ook. He gets a brief glinpse of the scroll before the Brandy snaps
it shut again. It is aliving wall of light, like a flexible, flat-screened television set, and
it's not showing anything at all. Just static. Wite noise. Snow

Then she's gone, leaving no trace behind. Desultory, sarcastic applause sounds froma few tables
in the Hacker Quadrant.

Da5id's back to nornal, wearing a grin that's part snide and part enbarrassed.

"What was it?" Hro says. "I just glinpsed sone snow at the very end."

"You saw the whole thing," Daid says. "A fixed pattern of black-and-white pixels, fairly high-
resol ution. Just a few hundred thousand ones and zeroes for ne to look at."

"So in other words, someone just exposed your optic nerve to what, naybe a hundred t housand bytes
of information," Hiro says.

"Noise, is nore like it."

"Well, all information |ooks Iike noise until you break the code," Hiro says.
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"Way woul d anyone show ne information in binary code? I'mnot a conmputer. | cant read a bitmp."
"Rel ax, Da5id, I'"'mjust shifting you," Hiro says.
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"You know what it was? You know how hackers are always trying to show ne sanples of their work?"

"Sone hacker cane up with this schene to show nme his stuff. And everything worked fine until the
nmonent the Brandy opened the scroll-but his code was buggy, and it snow crashed at the wong
nmonent, so instead of seeing his output, all | saw was snow. "

"Then why did he call the thing Show Crash?"

"CGall ows hunor. He knew it was buggy."

"What did the Brandy whisper in your ear?"

"Sone | anguage | didn't recognize," Da5id says. "Just a bunch of babble."

Babbl e. Babel .

"Afterward, you | ooked sort of stunned."

Da5id | ooks resentful. "I wasn't stunned. | just found the whol e experience so weird, | guess |
just was taken aback for a second."

Hro is giving himan extrenely dubious |ook. Dabid notices it and stands up. "Want to go see what
your competitors in Ni ppon are up to?"

"What conpetitors?”

"You used to design avatars for rock stars, right?"

"Still do."

"Well, Sushi K is here tonight."

"Ch, yeah. The hairdo the size of a gal axy."

"You can see the rays fromhere," Dabid says, waving toward the next quadrant, "but | want to see
the whol e getup.”

It does | ook as though the sun is rising somewhere in the mddle of the Rock Star Quadrant. Above
the heads of the mlling avatars, Hiro can see a fan of orange beans radiating outward from sone
point in the mddle of the crowd. It keeps noving, turning around, shaking fromside to side, and
t he whol e universe seens to nove with it. On the Street, the full radiance of Sushi K's Rising Sun
hai rdo is suppressed by the height and width regulations. But Da5id allows free expression inside
The Bl ack Sun, so the orange rays extend all the way to the property lines.

"I wonder if anyone's told himyet that Americans won't buy
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rap music froma Japanese person,"” Hro says as they stroll over there.

"Maybe you should tell him" Dabid suggests, "charge himfor the service. He's in L. A right now,
you know. "

"Probably staying in a hotel full of bootlickers telling himwhat a big star he's going to be. He
needs to be exposed to sone actual bionass."

They inject thenselves into a streamof traffic, winding a narrow channel through a rift in the
crowd.

"Bi onmass?" Dabid says.

"A body of living stuff. It's an ecology term If you take an acre of rain forest or a cubic nmle
of ocean or a square block of Conpton and strain out all the nonliving stuff-dirt and water-you
get the bionass."

Da5i d, ever the bithead, says, "I do not understand." Hi s voice sounds funny; there's a |ot of
white noise creeping into his audio.

"Industry expression,"” Hro says. "The Industry feeds off the human bi omass of America. Like a
whal e straining krill fromthe sea."

H m wedges hi nsel f between a coupl e of Ni pponese busi nessmen. One is wearing uni formblue, but the
other is a neotraditional, wearing a dark kinmono. And, like Hro, he's wearing two swords-the |ong
katana on his left hip and the one-handed waki zashi stuck diagonally in his waistband. He and Hro
gl ance cursorily at each other's armanents. Then Hiro | ooks away and pretends not to notice, while
the neo-traditional is freezing solid, except for the corners of his mouth, which are curling
downward. Hi m has seen this kind of thing before. He knows he's about to get into a fight.

Peopl e are noving out of the way; sonething big and inexDrable is plunging through the crowd,
shoving avatars this way rnd that. Only one thing has the ability to shove people around |ike that
i nside The Bl ack Sun, and that's a bouncer daenon.

As they get closer, Hro sees that it's a whole flying wedge of Lhem gorillas in tuxedos. Rea
gorillas. And they seemto be headed toward Hiro.
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He tries to back away, but he quickly runs into sonething. Looks |ike Bigboard finally got himin
trouble; he's on his way out ,f the bar.
NEAL STEPHENSON

"Dabid," H msays. "Call themoff, man, I'll stop using it"
Al'l of the people in his vicinity are staring over H nls shoulder, their faces illum nated by a
stew of brilliant colored Ilights.

Hro turns around to | ook at Da5id. But Da5id' s not there anynore.

Instead of Dab5id, there is just a jittering cloud of bad digital karma. It's so bright and fast
and nmeaningless that it hurts to ook at. It flashes back and forth fromcolor to black and white,
and when it's in color, it rolls wildly around the col or wheel as though being strafed w th high-
powered disco lights. And it's not staying within its own body space; hair-thin pixel |ines keep
shooting off to one side, passing all the way across The Bl ack Sun and out through the wall. It is
not so nuch an organi zed body as it is a centrifugal cloud of lines and pol ygons whose center
cannot hold, throwi ng bright bits of body shrapnel all over the room interfering with people's
avatars, flickering and di sappeari ng.

The gorillas don't mnd. They shove their long furry fingers into the mdst of the disintegrating
cloud and latch onto it sonehow and carry it past Hiro, toward the exit. Hiro | ooks down as it
goes past him and sees what | ooks very much like Da5id' s face as viewed through a pile of
shattered glass. It's just a nonentary glinpse. Then the avatar is gone, expertly drop-kicked out
the front door, soaring out over the Street in a long flat arc that takes it over the horizon

H ro | ooks up the aisle to see Dabid' s table, enpty, surrounded by stunned hackers. Sone of them
are shocked, sone are trying to stifle grins.

Da5i d Meier, suprene hacker overlord, founding father of the Metaverse protocol, creator and
proprietor of the world-fanmous Bl ack Sun, has just suffered a systemcrash. He's been thrown out
of his own bar by his own daenons.

About the second or third thing they | earned how to do when studying to becone Kouriers was how to
shiv open a pair of handcuffs. Handcuffs are not intended as long-termrestraint devices, nillions
of dink franchisees to the contrary. And the |ongtine

SNOW CRASH

status of skateboarders as an oppressed ethnic group means that by now all of them are escape
artists of some degree.

First things first. Y.T. has many a thing hanging off her uniform The uniformhas a hundred
pockets, big flat pockets for deliveries and eensy narrow pockets for gear, pockets sewn into

sl eeves, thighs, shins. The equi pnment stuck into these nultifarious pockets tends to be small,
tricky, lightweight pens, markers, penlights, penknives, |ock picks, bar-code scanners, flares,
screwdri vers, Liquid Knuckles, bundy stunners, and lightsticks. A cal. culator is stuck upside-
down to her right thigh, doubling as a taxi meter and a stopwatch.

On the other thigh is a personal phone. As the manager is |ocking the door upstairs, it begins to
ring. Y.T. offhooks it with her free hand. It is her nother.

"H, Mom Fine, how are you? I'mat Tracy's house. Yeah, we went to the Metaverse. W& were just

fooling around at this arcade on the Street. Pretty bunmpin'. Yes, | used a nice avatar. Nab
Tracy's nmom said she'd give ne a ride home later. But we might stop off at the Joyride on Victory
for a while, okay? Okay, well, sleep tight, Mom | will. | love you, too. See you later."

She punches the flash button, killing the chat with Mom and giving her a fresh dial tone in the
space of about half a second. "Roadkill," she says.

The tel ephone renmenbers and dials Roadkill's nunber.

Roaring sounds. This is the sound of air peeling over the m crophone of Roadkill's personal phone

at some terrifying velocity. Also the conpeting whooshes of many vehicles' tires on pavenent,
br oken by chuckhol e percussion; sounds like the crunbling Ventura.

"Yo, Y.T.," Roadkill says, " 'sup?"

"'Sup with you?"

"Surfing the Tura. 'Sup with you?"

"Maxi ng The dink."

"Whoa! Who popped you?"

"Met aCops. Affixed me to the gate of White Colums with a | oogie gun.”

"Whoa, how very! Wen you | eavi ng?"

"Soon. Can you sw ng by and give nme a hand?"
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"What do you nean?"
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Men. "You know, give me a hand. You're ny boyfriend," she says, speaking very sinply and plainly.
"I1f | get popped, you' re supposed to cone around and help bust ne out." Isn't everyone supposed to
know this stuff? Don't parents teach their kids anythi ng anynore?

"Wl |, uh, where are you?"

"Buy 'n' Fly nunber 501, 762."

"I'mon nmy way to Bernie with a super-ultra."

As in San Bernardino. Asin super-ultra-high-priority delivery. As in, you' re out of I|uck.

"Ckay, thanks for nothing."

"Surfing safety," Y.T. says, in the traditional sarcastic sign off.

"Keep breathing," Roadkill says. The roaring noi se snaps off.

What a jerk. Next date, he's really going to have to groveL But in the meantine, there's one other
person who owes her one. The only problemis that he might be a spaz. But it's worth a try.
"Hel | 0?" he says into his personal phone. He's breathing hard and a couple of sirens are dueling
in the background.

"Hi m Protagonist?"

"Yeah, who's this?"

"Y.T. \Where are you?"

"I'n the parking lot of a Safeway on Cahu," he says. And he's telling the truth; in the background
she can hear the shopping carts perform ng their clashy, anal copul ations.

"I'"'m ki nd of busy now, Whitey-but what can | do for you?"

"I't's YT., " she says, "and you can hel p bust ne out of The Cink." She gives himthe details.

' SHow | ong ago did he put you there?"

"Ten m nutes."

"Ckay, the three-ring binder for Cink franchises states that the manager is supposed to check on
the detainee half an hour after adm ssion."”

"How do you know this stuff?" she says accusingly.

"Use your inmagination. As soon as the manager pulls his hal fhour check, wait for another five

nm nutes, and then make your nove. 1'll try to give you a hand. Ckay?"
"cot it."
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_____ At half an hour on the dot, she hears the back door being unl ocked The |ights cone on.
Her Kni ght Visions save her from w acki ng eyebal|l pains. The nanager thunks down a couple of
steps, glares at her, glares at her for rather a long time. The nanager, clearly, is tenpted. That
monentary glinpse of flesh has been ricocheting around in his brain for half an hour. He is
wracking his mnd with vast cosnol ogical dilemuas. Y.T, hopes that he does not try anyt hing,
because the dentata's effects can be unpredictable.

"Make up your fucking mnd," she says.

It works. This fresh burst of culture shock rattles the jeek out of his ethical conundrum He
gives Y. T. a disapproving glower- she, after all, forced himto be attracted to her, forced himto
get horny, made his head swi mshe didn't have to get arrested, did she?-and so on top of
everything else he's angry with her. As if he has a right to be.

This is the gender that invented the polio vaccine?

He turns, goes back up the steps, kills the light, |ocks the door

She notes the tine, sets her alarmwatch for five mnutes fromnowthe only North American who
actually knows how to set the alarmon her digital wistwatch-pulls her shiv kit fromone of the
narr ow pockets on her sleeve. She also hauls out a light-stick and snaps it so she can see 'sup
She finds one piece of narrow, flat spring steel, slides it up into the manacle's innards,
depresses the spring-loaded paw. The cuff, fornmerly a one-way ratchet that could only get
tighter, springs |oose fromthe col d-water pipe

She could take it off her wist, but she has decided she Ilikes the look of it. She cuffs the | oose
manacl e onto her wrist, right next to the other one, fornming a double bracelet. The kind of thing
her mom used to do, back when she was a punk

The steel door is |locked, but Buy 'n' Fly safety regs mandate an energency exit fromthe basenent
in case of fire. Here, it's a basement wi ndow with nondo bars and a big red multilingual lire
alarmbolted onto it. The red | ooks black in the green glow of the |igbtstick. She reads the
instructions that are in English, runs through it once or twice in her nmind, then waits for the
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t he ot her | anguages, wondenng which is which. It all looks Iike Taxilinga to Y. T.

The window is al nost too grungy to see through, but she sees sonething black wal king past it.
Hiro.

About ten seconds |ater, her wistwatch goes off. She punches the energency exit. The bell rings.
The bars are trickier than she thought-good thing it's not a real fire-but eventually she gets
them open. She throws her plank outside onto the parking |ot, drags her body through just as she
bears the rear door being unlocked. By the time the three-ringer has found that all-inportant
light switch, she is banking a sharp turn into the front lot- which has turned into a jeek
festival

Every jeek in Southern Cal is here, it seems, driving their giant, wecked taxicabs with alien
livestock in the back seat, reeking of incense and sl oshing neon-hued Airw cksi They have set up a
gi ant ei ght-tubed hookah on the trunk of one of the cabs and are slurping up great nountain-man

I ungfuls of choking snoke.

And they're all staring at Hiro Protagonist, who is just staring back at them Everyone in the
parking | ot | ooks conpletely astounded.

He nust havemade his approach fromthe rear-didn't realize that the front lot was full of jeeks.
What ever he was planning isn't going to work. The plan is screwed.

The manager cones running around fromthe back of the Buy 'n' Fly, sounding a bl oodcurdling
Taxilinga tocsin. He's got missile lock on Y. T.'s ass.

But the jeeks around the hookah don't care about Y.T. They've got nissile |lock on Hro. They
carefully hang the ornate silver nozzles on a rack built into the neck of the nega-bong. Then they
start nmoving toward him reaching into the folds of their robes, the inner pockets of their

wi ndbr eakers.

Y.T. is distracted by a sharp hissing noise. Her eyes glance back at Hiro, and she sees that he
has withdrawn a three-foot, curved sword froma scabbard, which she did not notice before. He has
dropped into a squat. The bl ade of the sword glitters painfully under the killer security lights

of the Buy 'n'" Fly.

How sweet !

It woul d be an understatenent to say that the hookah boys are
76
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taken aback. But they are not scared so much as they are confused. Al nobst undoubtedly, nost of
them have guns. So why is this guy trying to bother themw th a sword?

She renmenbers that one of the nultiple professions on Hms business card is Geatest sword
fighter in the world. Can he really take out a whole clan of arned jeeks?

The manager's hand cl enches her upper armlike this is really going to stop her. She reaches
across her body with the other hand and lets himhave it with a brief squirt of Liquid Knuckles.
He nakes a nmuffled, distant grunt, his head snaps back, he lets go of her armand staggers back
wildly until he sprawl s agai nst another taxi, jamming the heels of both hands into his eye
socket s.

Wait a Sec. There's nobody in that particular taxi. But she can see a two-foot-long nacrane
keychai n dangling fromthe ignition.

She tosses her plank through the wi ndow of the taxi, dives in after it (she's snmall, opening the
door is optional), clinbs in behind the driver's seat, sinking into a deep nest of wooden beads
and air fresheners, grinds the notor, and takes off. Backward. Headed for the rear parking |lot.
The car was pointed outward, in taxicab style, ready for a quick getaway, which would be fine if
she were by herself-but there is Hro to think of. The radio is screanming, alive with hollered
bursts of Taxilinga. She backs all the way around behind the Buy 'n' Fly. The back lot is
strangely quiet and enpty.

She shifts into drive and bl asts back the way she cane. The jeeks haven't quite had tinme to react,
were expecting her to cone out the other way. She screans it to a halt right next to Hiro, who has
al ready had the presence of mind to put his sword back in its scabbard. He dives in the passenger-
si de wi ndow. Then she stops paying attention to him She's got other stuff to | ook at, such as
whet her she's going to get broadsided as she pulls out onto the road.

She doesn't get broadsi ded, though a car has to squeal around her. She guns it out onto the

hi ghway. It responds as only an ancient taxicab wll.

The only problem being that half a dozen ot her ancient taxicabs are now fol |l owi ng them
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Sonething is pressing against Y.T.'s left thigh. She | ooks down. It is a remarkably huge revol ver
in a net bag hangi ng on the door panelL

She has to find soneplace to pull into. If she could fnd a Nova Siciia franchulate, that would do
it-the Mafia owes her one. O a New South Africa, which she hates. But the New South Africans hate
j eeks even nore.

Scratch that, Hiro is black, or at least part black. Can't take himinto New South Africa. And
because Y.T. is a Cauc, they can't go to Metazania.

"M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong," H msays. "Half mle ahead on the right”

"Ni ce thinking-but they won't let you in with your swords, will they?"

"Yes," he says, "because |'ma Citizen."

Then she sees it. The sign stands out because it is a rare one. Don't see many of these. It is a
green-and- bl ue sign, soothing and calmin a glare-torn franchise ghetto. It says:

MR LEE S GREATER HONG KONG

Expl osi ve noise fromin back. Her head smacks into the whiplash arrestor. Another taxi rear-ended
t hem

And she screans into the parking lot of M. Lee's doing seventy-five. The security system doesn't
even have tine to rez her visa and drop the STD, so it's Severe Tire Damage all the way, those
bald radials are |l eft behind on the spikes. Sparking along on four naked rins, she shrieks to a
stop on the lawngrid, which doubles as carbon dioxide-eating turf and inpervious parking |ot.

She and Hmclinmb out of the car

Hrois grinning wildly, pinioned in the crossfire of a dozen red | aser beans scanning himfrom
every direction at once. The Hong Kong robot security systemis checking himout. Her, too; she

| ooks down to see the | asers scribbling across her chest.
‘"Wl come to M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong, M. Protagonist,"
speaker. "And wel cone to your guest, M. Y.T."

The other taxis have stopped in formation along the curb.
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Several of them overshot the Hong Kong franchise and had to back up a block or so. A barrage of
doors thunking shut. Sone of themdon't bother, just |eave the engines running and the doors w de
open. Three jeeks linger on the sidewal k, eyeing the tire shreds inpaled on spikes: |ong streaks
of neoprene sprouting steel and fiberglass hairs, like ruined toupees. One of them has a revol ver
in his hand, pointed straight down at the sidewal k.

Four nore jeeks run up to join them Y.T. counts two nore revolvers and a punp shotgun. Any nore
of these guys and they' |l be able to forma governnent.

They step carefully over the spikes and onto the Iush Hong Kong | awngrid. As they do, the |asers
appear once nore. The jeeks turn all red and grainy for a second.

Then somet hi ng di fferent happens. Lights come on. The security systemwants better illumination on
t hese peopl e.

Hong Kong franchul ates are fanous for their |awngrids-who. ever heard of a | awn you could park on?-
and for their antennas. They all look |ike NASA research facilities with their antennas. Sone of
themare satellite uplinks, pointed at the sky. But sone of them tiny little antennas, are

poi nted at the ground, at the | awngnd.

Y. T. does not really get this, but these small antennas are nillineter-wave radar transceivers.

Li ke any other radar, they are good at picking up netaffic objects. Unlike the radar in an air
traffic control center, they can rez fine details. The rez of a systemis only as fine as its

wavel ength; since the wavel ength of this radar is about a millineter, it can see the fillings in
your teeth, the gromets in your Converse high-tops, the rivets in your Levi's. It can calculate
the val ue of your pocket change.

the security system says through a PA

Seeing guns is not a problem This thing can even tell if the guns are | oaded, and with what sort
of anmunition. That is an inportant function, because guns are illegal in M. Lee's Geater Hong
Kong.

L

It doesn't seempolite to hang around and gawk over the fact that Dabid's conputer crashed. A | ot
of the younger hackers are doing just that, as a way of showing all the other hackers how

know edgeabl e they are. Hro shrugs it off and turns back in the direction of the Rock Star
Quadrant. He stifi wants to see Sushi K s hairdo.

But his path is being blocked by the N pponese man-the neo-traditional. The guy with the swords.
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He's facing of f against Hiro, about two sword-lengths apart, and it doesn't |ook |ike he intends

to nove.

Hiro does the polite thing. He bows at the waist, straightens up-

The busi nessnman does the nuch less polite thing. He looks Hiro rather carefully up and down, then
returns the bow Sort of.

"These-" the businessman says. "Very nice."

"Thank you, sir. Please feel free to converse in N pponese if you prefer."
"This is what your avatar wears. You do not carry such weapons in Reality,'

t he busi nessman says.

I'n English.

"I"'msorry to be difficult, but in fact, | do carry such weapons in Reality," Hiro says.
"Exactly |ike these?"

"Exactly."

"These are anci ent weapons, then," the businessman says.

"Yes, | believe they are.”

"How did you cone to be in possession of such inportant famly heirl oonms from N ppon?" the

busi nessman says.

Hiro knows the subtext here: What do you use those swords foir, boy, slicing waternelon?

"They are now ny family heirloons," Hiro says. "My father Wn them"

"Won t hen? Ganbling?"

"Single conbat. It was a struggle between ny father and a N pponese officer. The story is quite
conplicated.”

SNOW CRASH

"Pl ease excuse ne if | have misinterpreted your story," the businessman says, "but | was under the
i mpression that nen of your race were not allowed to fight during that war."

"Your inpression is correct," Hro says. "My father was a truck driver."

"Then how did he come to be in hand-to-hand conbat with a N pponese officer?"

"The incident took place outside a prisoner-of-war canp,” Hiro says. "My father and anot her
prisoner tried to escape. They were pursued by a nunber of N pponese soldiers and the officer who
owned these swords."

"Your story is very difficult to believe," the businessnan says, "because your father could not
have survived such an escape | ong enough to pass the swords on to his son. N ppon is an island
nati on. There is nowhere he could have escaped to."

"Thi s happened very late in the war," Hro says, "and this canp was just outside of Nagasaki."
The busi nessman chokes, reddens, nearly loses it. Hs |left hand reaches up to grip the scabbard of
his sword. Hiro | ooks around; suddenly they are in the center of an open circle of people sone ten
yards across.

"Do you think that the manner in which you cane to possess these swords was honorabl e?" the

busi nessnman says.

“I'f I did not, I would long since have returned them" H ro says.

"Then you will not object to losing themin the sane fashion," the businessnan says.

"Nor will you object to |losing yours," Hiro says.

The busi nessnan reaches across his body with his right hand, grips the handle of his sword just
bel ow the guard, draws it out, snaps it forward so it's pointing at Hro, then places his |eft
hand on the grip just below the right.

H ro does the sane.

Both of them bend their knees, dropping into a | ow squat while keeping the torso bolt upright,
then stand up again and shuffle their feet into the proper stance-feet parallel, both pointed
strai ght ahead, right foot in front of the left foot.

The busi nessman turns out to have a | ot of zanshin. Transl at
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ing this concept into English is like translating "fuckface" into Ni ppotiese, but it night
translate into "enotional intensity"

in football lingo. He charges directly at Hiro, hollering at the top of his lungs. The novenent
actually consists of a very rapid shuffling notion of the feet, so that he stays bal anced at al
times. At the last nmonment, he draws the sword up over his bead and snaps it down toward Hiro. Hro
brings his own sword up, rotating it around sideways so that the handle is up high, above and to
the left of his face, and the bl ade slopes down and to the right, providing a roof above him The
busi nessman' s bl ow bounces off this roof like rain, and then H m sidesteps to |l et himgo by and
snaps the sword down toward his unprotected shoul der. But the businessman is noving too fast, and
Hro' s timng is off. The blade cuts behind and to the side of the businessnan.

Bot h nen wheel to face each other, back up, get back into the
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st ance.

"Enmotional intensity" doesn't convey the half of it, of course.

it is the kind of coarse and di sappointing translation that rmakes the di snenbered bodi es of
samurai warriors spin in their graves. The word "zanshin" is larded down with a | ot of other

fol derol that you have to be N pponese to understand.

And Hiro thinks, frankly, that nost of it is pseudonystical crap, on the sane level as his old
hi gh school football coach exhorting his men to play at 110 percent.

The busi nessman nmakes another attack. This one is pretty sttaighiforward: a quick shuffling
approach and then a snapping cut in the direction of Hro's ribcage. Hro panics it.

Now Hi ro knows sonething about this businessman, nanely, that |ike npbst Ni pponese sword fighters,
all he knows is kendo.

Kendo is to real sanurai sword fighting what fencing is to real swashbuckling: an attenpt to take
a highly disorganized, chaotic, violent, and brutal conflict and turn it into a cute gane. As in
fencing, you're only supposed to attack certain parts of the body-_the parts that are protected by
armor. As in fencing, you're not allowed to kick your opponent in the kneecaps or break a chair
over his head. And the judging is totally subjective. In kendo, you can get a good solid hit on
your opponent and still

SNOW CRASH
not get credit for it, because the judges feel you didn't possess the right anpunt of zanshin.
H ro doesn't have any zanshin at all. He just wants this over with. The next time the businessnan

sets up his ear-splitting screech and shuffles toward H ro, cutting and snapping his blade, H m
parries the attack, turns around, and cuts both of his |legs off just above the knees.

The busi nessnman col | apses to the floor.

It takes a |ot of practice to nake your avatar nove through the Metaverse like a real person. Wen
your avatar has just lost its legs, all that skill goes out the w ndow.

"Well, land sakes!" Hiro says. "Lookee here!" He whips his bl ade sideways, cutting off both of the
busi nessman's forearns, causing the sword to clatter onto the floor

"Better fire up the ol' barbecue, Jemimal" H ro continues, whipping the sword around si deways,
cutting the businessman's body in half just above the navel. Then he | eans down so he's | ooking
right into the businessman's face. "Didn't anyone tell you," he says, losing the dialect, "that |
was a hacker?"

Then he hacks the guy's head off. It falls to the floor, does a half-roll, and cones to rest
staring straight up at the ceiling. So Hiro steps back a couple of paces and nmunbl es, "Safe."

A |l argi sh safe, about a neter on a side, materializes just below the ceiling, plumets, and | ands
directly on the businessman's head. The inpact drives both the safe and the head strai ght down
through the floor of The Black Sun, |eaving a square hole in the floor, exposing the tunnel system
underneat h. The rest of the dismenbered body is still strewn around the floor

At this nonent, a N pponese businessman somewhere, in a nice hotel in London or an office in Tokyo
or even in the first-class | ounge of the LATH, the Los Angel es/ Tokyo Hypersonic, is sitting in
front of his conmputer, red-faced and sweating, |ooking at The Black Sun Hall of Fane. He has been
cut off fromcontact with The Black Sun itself, disconnected as it were fromthe Metaverse, and is
just seeing a two-dinmensional display. The top ten swordsnen of all tinme are shown along with
their photographs. Beneath is a scrolling list of nunbers and nanes, starting with #11. He can
scroll down the list if he wants to find his own ranking. The screen helpfully infornms himthat he
is currently
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ranked nunber 863 out of 890 people who have ever participated in a sword fight in The Black Sun.
Number One, the nanme and t he photograph on the top of the list, belongs to Hiroalci Protagonist.

12

Ng Security Industries Sem - Autononmous Guard Unit #A-367 lives in a pleasant black-and-white

Met aver se where porterhouse steaks grow on trees, dangling at head | evel fromlow branches, and
bl ood-drenched Frisbees fly through the crisp, cool air for no reason at all, until you catch

t hem

He has a little yard all to hinself. It has a fence around it. He knows he can't junp over the
fence. He's never actually tried to junp it, because he knows he can't. He doesn't go into the
yard unl ess he has to. It's hot out there.

He has an inportant job: Protect the yard. Sometinmes people cone in and out of the yard. Mst of
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the tine, they are good people, and he doesn't bother them He doesn't know why they are good
people. He just knows it. Sonetines they are bad people, and he has to do bad things to themto
meke them go away. This is fitting and proper

Qut in the world beyond his yard, there are other yards with other doggies just |like him These
aren't nasty dogs. They are all his friends.

The cl osest nei ghbor doggie is far away, farther than he can see. But he can hear this doggi e bark
soneti mes, when a bad person approaches his yard. He can hear other nei ghbor doggies, too, a whole
pack of them stretching off into the distance, in all directions. He belongs to a big pack of nice
doggi es.

He and the other nice doggi es bark whenever a stranger conmes into their yard, or even near it. The
stranger doesn't hear him but all the other doggies in the pack do. If they |live nearby, they get
excited. They wake up and get ready to do bad things to that stranger if he should try to cone
into their yard

When a nei ghbor doggi e barks at a stranger, pictures and sounds and snells come into his nind
along with the bark. He suddenly knows what that stranger |ooks like. What he snells
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i ke. How he sounds. Then, if that stranger should cone anywhere near his yard, he will recognize
him He will help spread the bark along to other nice doggies so that the entire pack can all be
prepared to fight the stranger

Toni ght, Sem - Aut ononpbus Guard Unit #A-367 is barking. He is not just passing sone other doggie's
bark to the pack. He is barking because he feels very excited about things that are happening in
his yard.

First, two people canme in. This made himexcited because they canme in very fast. Their hearts are
beating quickly and they are sweating and they snell scared. He | ooked at these two peopie to see
if they were carrying bad things.

The little one is carrying things that are a little naughty, but not really bad. The big one is
carrying sone pretty bad things. But he knows, sonehow, that the big one is okay. He belongs in
this yard. He is not a stranger; he lives here. And the little one is his guest.

Still, he senses there is sonething exciting happening. He starts to bark. The people in the yard
don't hear himbarking. But all the other nice doggies in the pack, far away, hear him and when
they do, they see these two scared, nice people, snell them and hear them

Then nore people come into his yard. They are al so excited; he can hear their hearts beating.
Saliva floods his mouth as he snells the hot salty bl ood punping through their arteries. These
peopl e are excited and angry and just a little bit scared. They don't live here; they are
strangers. He doesn't |ike strangers very nuch.

He | ooks at them and sees that they are carrying three revolvers, a .38 and two .357 nagnuns; that
the .38 is | oaded with holl ow points, one of the .357s is loaded with Teflon bullets and has al so
been cocked; and that the punp shotgun is |oaded with buckshot and al ready has a shell chanbered,
plus four nore shells in its nagazine.

The things that the strangers are carrying are bad. Scary things. He gets excited. He gets angry.
He gets a little bit scared, but he likes being scared, to himit is the same thing as being
excited. Really, he has only two enotions: sleeping and adrenaline overdrive.
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The bad stranger with the shotgun is raising his weapon!

It is an utterly terrible thing. A lot of bad, excited strangers are invading his yard with evi
things, cone to hurt the nice visitors.

He barely has tine to bark out a warning to the other nice doggi es before he | aunches hinsel f from
hi s doghouse, propelled on a white-hot jet of pure, feral enotion.

______ In Y. T.'s peripheral vision she sees a brief flash, hears a clunking noise. She | ooks
over in that direction to see that the source of the light is a sort of doggie door built into the
side of the Hong Kong franchi se. The doggi e door has in the very recent past been sl amred open by
sonmet hing comng fromthe inside, headed for the lawngrid with the speed and determ nation of a
howi t zer shel .

As all of this registers on Y.T.'s nmind, she begins to hear the shouting of the jeeks. This
shouting is not angry and not scared either. No one has had time to get scared yet. It is the
shouti ng of someone who has just had a bucket of ice water dunped over his head.

This shouting is still getting underway, she is still turning her head to | ook at the jeeks, when
the doggi e door emts another burst of light. Her eyes flick that-a-way; she thinks that she saw
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sonet hing, a long round shadow cross-sectioned in the light for a blurry instant as the door was
bei ng sl ammed i nward. But when her eyes focus on it, she sees nothing except the oscillating door,

same as before. These are the only inpressions left on her mnd, except for one nore detail: a
train of sparks that danced across the lawngrid fromthe doggi e door to the jeeks and back again
during this one-second event, |ike a skyrocket glancing across the |ot.

Peopl e say that the Rat Thing runs on four |egs. Perhaps the claws on its robot |egs nade those
sparks as they were digging into the lawngrid for traction

The jeeks are all in motion. Sone of them have just been body-slamred into the lawngrid and are
still bouncing and rolling. Ohers are still in md-collapse. They are unarned. They are reaching
to grip their gun hands with the opposite hands, still hollering, though now their voices are
tinged with a certain
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anount of fear. One of them has had his trousers torn fromthe waistband all the way down to the
ankle, and a strip of fabric is trailing out across the lot, as though he had his pocket picked by
sonething that was in too nuch of a hurry to let go of the actual pocket before it left. Maybe
this guy had a knife in his pocket.

There is no bl ood anywhere. The Rat Thing is precise. Still they hold their hands and holl er

Maybe it's true what they say, that the Rat Thing gives you an electrical shock when it wants you
to let go of sonething.

"Look out," she hears herself saying, "they got guns."

Hro turns and grins at her. His teeth are very white and straight; he has a sharp grin, a
carnivore's grin. "No, they don't. GQuns are illegal in Hong Kong, renenber?"

"They had guns just a second ago," YT. says, bul ging her eyes and shaki ng her head.

"The Rat Thing has them now, " Hiro says.

The jeeks all decide they better |eave. They run out and get into their taxis and take off, tires
asqueal

Y. T. backs the taxi on its rins out over the STD and into the street, where she grindingly
paral l el parks it. She goes back into the Hong Kong franchi se, a nebula of aromatic freshness
trailing behind her like the tail of a conmet. She is thinking, oddly enough, about what it would
be like to clinmb into the back of the car with Hro Protagonist for a while. Pretty nice,

probably. But she'd have to take out the dentata, and this isn't the place. Besides, anyone decent
enough to cone hel p her escape from The dink probably has sonme kind of scruples about boffing
fifteen-year-old girls.
"That was nice of you,'
too?"

"No. Are you?"

"I'm havi ng some cash flow problens."

She stands there in the mddle of the Hong Kong | awngrid. They | ook each other up and down,
careful ly.

"I called ny boyfriend. But he flaked out on ne," she says.

" Anot her thrasher?"

"The sane."

"You made the sane nistake | nmade once,
NEAL STEPHENSON

"V/hat's that?"

"M xing business with pleasure. Going out with a colleague. It gets very confusing."

"Yeah. | see what you nean." She's not exactly sure what a coll eague is.

"I was thinking that we should be partners," she says.

She's expecting himto laugh at her. But instead he grins and nods his head slightly. "The sane
thing occurred to me. But |1'd have to think about how it would work."

She i s astounded that he would actually be thinking this. Then she gets the sap factor under
control and realizes: He's waffling. Wiich neans he's probably Iying. This is probably going to
end with himtrying to get her into bed.

"I gotta go," she says. "Cotta get hone."

Now we' || see how fast he loses interest in the partnership concept. She turns her back on him
Suddenly, they are inpaled on Hong Kong robot spotlights one nore tine.

Y.T. feels a sharp bruising pain in her ribs, as though someone punched her. But it wasn't Hiro.
He is an unpredictable freak who carries swords, but she can snell chick-punchers a mle off.

"OM" she says, twisting away fromthe inpact. She |ooks down to see a snmall heavy object bouncing
on the ground at their feet. Qut in the street, an ancient taxi squeals its tires, getting the

he says, nodding at the parked taxi. "Are you going to pay for his tires,

he says.
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hell out of there. A peek is hanging out the rear wi ndow, shaldng his fist at them He nust have
thrown a rock at her.

Except it's not a rock. The heavy thing at her feet, the thing

that just bounced off of Y.T.'s ribcage, is a hand grenade. She stares for a second, recognizing
it, a well-known cartoon icon nade real

Then her feet get knocked out fromunder her, too fast really to hurt. And just when she's getting
reoriented to that, there is a painfully |oud bang from anot her part of the parking |ot.

And then everything finally stops | ong enough to be seen and under st ood.

The Rat Thing has stopped. Wi ch they never do. It's part of their mystery that you never get to
see them they nove so fast. No one knows what they | ook I|ike.

SNOW CRASH

No one except for Y.T. and Hiro, now.

It's bigger than she inagined. The body is Rottweiler-sized, segnented into overl appi ng hard
plates |like those of a rhinoceros. The legs are long, curled way up to deliver power, like a
cheetah's. It nust be the tail that makes people refer to it as a Rat Thing, because that's the
only ratlike part-incredibly long and flexible. But it looks like arat's tail with the flesh
eaten away by acid, because it just consists of segnents, hundreds of them neatly plugged
together, like vertebrae.

"Jesus H Christ!" Hro says. And she knows, fromthat, that he's never seen one either

Ri ght now, the tail is coiled and piled around on top of the Rat Thing's body |ike ~a rope that
has fallen out of a tree. Parts of it are trying to nove, other parts of it |ook dead and inert.
The | egs are novi ng one by one, spasnodically, not acting in concert. The whole thing just |ooks
terribly wong, like footage of an airplane that has had its tail blown off, trying to maneuver
for a | anding. Even soneone who is not an engi neer can see that it has gone all perverse and

twi sted.

The tail withes and | ashes |like a snake, uncoils itself, rises up off the Rat Thing' s body, gets
out of the way of its legs. But still the |legs have problens; it can't get itself up

"Y.T.," Hro is saying, "don't."

She does. One footstep at a tine, she approaches the Rat Thing.

"I't's dangerous, in case you hadn't noticed," Hro says, followi ng her a few paces behind. "They
say it has biol ogical conmponents."”

"Bi ol ogi cal conponent s?"

"Animal parts. So it might be unpredictable.”

She |likes ani mals. She keeps wal ki ng.

She's seeing it better now It's not all arnor and nmuscle. Alot of it actually Iooks kind of
flimsy. It has short stubby wi nglike things projecting fromits body: A big one fromeach shoul der
and a row of smaller ones down the length of its spine, |like on a stegosaurus. Her Knight Visions
tell her that these things are hot enough to bake pizzas on. As she approaches, they seemto
unfol d and grow.

They are blooming like flowers in an educational film spread-
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ing and unfolding to reveal a fine conplicated internal structure that has been all coll apsed
toget her inside. Each stubby wing splits off into little miniature copies of itself, and each of
those in turn splits off into nore smaller copies and so on forever. The snallest ones are just
tiny bits of foil, so small that, froma distance, the edges | ook fuzzy.

It is continuing to get hotter. The little wings are alnost red hot now Y.T. slides her goggles
up onto her forehead and cups her hands around her face to block out the surrounding |lights, and
sure enough sh~ can see them beginning to make a dull brownish glow, |ike an electric stove

el ement that has just been turned on. The grass underneath the Rat Thing is beginning to snoke.
"Careful. Supposedly they have really nasty isotopes inside," Hro says behind her. He has come up
alittle closer now, but he's still hanging way back.

"What's an i sotope?"

"A radi oactive substance that nakes heat. That's its energy source."

"How do you turn it off?"

"You don't. It keeps naking heat until it nmelts."

Y.T. is only a few feet away fromthe Rat Thing now, and she can feel the heat on her cheeks. The
wi ngs have unfol ded as far as they can go. At their roots they are a bright yell ow orange, fading
out through red and brown to their delicate edges, which are still dark. The acrid snoke of the
burni ng grass obscures sone of the details.

She thinks: The edges of the wings |ook |ike something |I've seen before. They look |ike the thin
metal vanes that run up the outside of a window air conditioner, the ones that you can wite your
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name in by mashing them down with your finger

O like the radiator on a car. The fan blows air over the radiator to cool off the engine.

"It's got radiators,"” she says. "The Rat Thing has got radiators to cool off." She's gathering
intel right at this very nonent.

But it's not cooling off. It's just getting hotter

Y. T, surfs through traffic jans for a living. That's her economic niche: beating the traffic. And
she knows that a car doesn't boil over when it is speeding down an open freeway. It boils over
SNOW CRASH
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when it is stopped in traffic. Because when it sits still, not enough air is being blown over the
radi at or .

That's what's happening to the Rat Thing right now It has to keep noving, keep forcing air over
its radiators, or else it overheats and nelts down.

"Cool ," she says. "I wonder if it's going to bl ow up or what."

The body converges to a sharp nose. In the front it bends down sharply, and there isa black gl ass
canopy, raked sharply like the windshield of a fighter plane. If the Rat Thing has eyes, this is
where it | ooks out.

Under that, where the jaw should be are the remains of sone kind of mechanical stuff that has been
mostly bl own off by the explosion of the grenade.

The bl ack gl ass wi ndshi el d-or facenask, or whatever you call it-has a hole blown through it. Big
enough that Y.T. could put her hand through. On the other side of that hole, it's dark and she
can't see nmuch, especially so close to the bright orange glare comng fromthe radi ators. But she
can see that red stuff is coming out frominside. And it ain't no Dexron Il. The Rat Thing is hurt
and it's bl eeding.

"This thing is real," she says. "It's got blood in its veins? She's thinking This is intel. This
is intel. |I can nake noney off this with ny pardnei ~-.ny pod-Hiro.

Then she thinks: The poor thing is burning itself alive.

"Don't do it. Don't touch it, Y.T.," Hro says.

She steps right up to it, flips her goggles down to protect her face fromthe heat The Rat Thing's
| egs stop their spasnodic novenents, as though waiting for her

She bends down and grabs its front |egs. They react, tightening their pushrod nuscles agai nst the
pul | of her hands. It's exactly |like grabbing a dog by the front legs and asking it to dance. This
thing is alive. It reacts to her. She knows.

She | ooks up at Hiro, just to make sure he's taking this all in. He is.

"Jerk!" she says. "l stick nmy neck out and say | want to be your partner, and you say you want to
think about it? What's your problem |'mnot good enough to work with you?"

She | eans back and begi ns dragging the Rat Thing backward across the Lawngrid. It's incredibly
light. No wonder it can run so
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fast. She could pick it up, if she felt like burning herself alive. As she drags it backward
toward the doggi e door, it brands a

bl ackened, snoking trail into the lawngrid. She can see steamrising up out of her coverall, old
sweat and stuff boiling out of the fabric. She's small enough to fit through the doggi e door-

anot her thing she can do and Hro can't. Usually these things are | ocked, she's tried to ness with
them But this one is opened.

Inside, the franchise is bright, white, robot-polished floors. A few feet fromthe doggie door is
what | ooks |ike a black washing nmachine. This is the Rat Thing's hutch, where it lurks in darkness
and privacy, waiting for a job to do. It is wired into the franchise by a thick cable comi ng out
of the wall. Right now, the hutch's door is hanging open, which is another thing she's never seen
before. And steamis rolling out frominside of it.

Not steam Cold stuff. Like when you open your freezer door on a hum d day.

She pushes the Rat Thing into its hutch. Sone kind of cold liquid sprays out of all the walls and
bursts into steambefore it even reaches the Rat Thing's body, and the steam cones bl asting out
the front of the hutch so powerfully that it knocks heron her ass.

The long tail is strung out the front of the hutch, across the floor, and out through the doggie
door. She picks up part of it, the sharp machine-tool ed edges of its vertebrae pinching her

gl oves.

Suddenly it tenses, comes alive, vibrates for a second. She jerks her hands back. The tail shoots
back inside the hutch |ike a rubber band snapping. She can't even see it nove. Then the hutch door
slanms shut. A janitor robot, a Hoover with a brain, hunms out of another doorway to clean the |ong
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streaks of blood off the floor

Above her, hanging on the foyer wall facing the main entrance, is a framed poster with a garl and
of well-browned jasm ne bl ossonms hung around it. It consists of a photo of the wildly grinning M.
Lee, with the usual statenent underneath:

VEL COVE

It is ny pleasure to welcone all quality folks to visiting of Hong Kong. Wether seriously in
busi ness or on a fun-1oving
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hijirik, make yourself totally homely in this neager environnent. If any aspect is not utterly
har moni ous, gratefully bring it to ny notice and | shall strive to earn your satisfaction

We of Greater Hong Kong take many prides in our tiny nation's extravagant growth. The ones who saw
our isle as a norsel of Red China's pleasure have struck their faces in keen astonishnent to see
many great so.called powers of the ol den guard reel in dismay before our |eaping strides and
charged-up hustling, freewheeling idiomof high-tech personal acconplishnment and betternent of al
peopl es. The potentials of all ethnic races and anthropol ogi es to nmerge under a banner of the
Three Principles to foll ow

1. Information, information, information
2. Totally fair marketeering
3. Strict ecol ogy!

have been peerless in the history of economic strife.

Who woul d di sdain to subscnl,e under this flow ng banner? If you have not attained your Hong Kong
citizenship, apply for a passport now In this nonth, the usual fee of HK$100 will be kindly

negl ected. Fill out a coupon (below) now |If coupons are |acking, dial 1-800-HONG KONG i nstantly
to apply fromthe hel p of our w zened operators.

M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong is a private, wholly extraterritorial, sovereign, quasi.nationa

entity not recognized by any other nationalities and in no way affiliated with the forner Crown
Col ony of Hong Kong, which is part of the People's Republic of China. The People's Republic of
China admts or accepts no responsibility for M. Lee, the Governnent of G eater Hong Kong, or any
of the citizens thereof, or for any violations of local |law, personal injury, or property damage
occurring in territories, buildings, nunicipalities, institutions, or real estate owned, occupied,
or clained by M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong.

Join us instantly!

Your enterprising partner,

M. Lee
NEAL STEPHENSON
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Back in his cool little house, Seni Autononous Guard Unit #A-367 is how ing.

Qutside in the yard, it was very hot and he felt bad. \Wenever he is out in the yard, he gets hot
unl ess he keeps running. When he got hurt and had to lie down for a long time, he felt hotter than
he had ever been before.

Now he doesn't feel hot anynore. But he is still hurt. He is howing his injured how. He is
telling all the neighbor doggi es that he needs help. They feel sad and upset and repeat his how
and pass it along to all the rest of the doggies.

Soon he hears the vet's car approaching. The nice vet wll

conme and make him feel better

He starts barking again. He is telling all the other doggi es about how the bad strangers cane and
hurt him And how hot it was out in the yard when he had to lie down. And how the nice girl hel ped
hi m and took himback to his cool house.

Right in front of the Hong Kong franchise, Y.T. notices a black Town Car that has been sitting
there for a while. She doesn't have to see the plates to knowit's Mafia. Only the Mafia drives
cars like that. The wi ndows are bl ackened, but she knows soneone's in there keeping an eye on her
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How do they do it? You see these Town Cars everywhere, but you never see them nobve, never see them
get anypl ace. She's not even sure they have engines in them

"Ckay. Sorry," Hro says. "I keep nmy own thing going, but
we have a partnership for any intel you can dig up. Fifty-fifty split."
"Deal ," she says, clinbing onto her plank

"Call ne anytime. You have ny card."

"Hey, that reminds nme. Your card said you're into the three Ms of software.”

"Yeah. Music, novies, and m crocode."

"You heard of Vitaly Chenobyl and the Meltdowns?"

"No. |Is that a band?"

"Yeah. It's the greatest band. You should check it out, home. boy, it's going to be the next big
t hing. "

She coasts out onto the road and poons an Audi w th Bl oom
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ing Greens license plates. It ought to take her home. Momis probably in bed, pretending to sleep
bei ng worri ed.

Hal f a block fromthe entrance to Bl oom ng Greens, she unpoons the Audi and coasts into a

McDonal d's. She goes into the ladies'. It has a hung ceiling. She stands on the seat of the third
toilet, pushes up one of the ceiling tiles, noves it aside. A cotton sleeve tunbles out, bearing a
delicate floral print. She pulls on it and haul s down the whol e ensenbl e, the bl ouse, the pleated
skirt, underwear from Vicky's, the | eather shoes, the necklace and earrings, even a fucking purse.
She takes of f her Radi KS coverall, wads it up, sticks it into the ceiling, replaces the |oose
tile. Then she puts on the ensenble.

Now she | ooks just |ike she did when she had breakfast with Mom this norning.

She carries her plank down the street to Blooming Greens, where it's legal to carry them but not
to put themon the 'crete. She flashes her passport at the border post, walks a quarter of a mle
down crisp new sidewal ks, and up to the house where the porch light is on

Moms sitting in the den, in front of her conputer, as usual. Momworks for the Feds. Feds don't
make nuch noney, but they have to work hard, to show their loyalty.

Y. T. goes in and | ooks at her nother, who has slunped down in her chair, put her hands around her
face al nost |ike she's vogueing, put bare stockinged feet up. She wears these awful cheap Fed
stockings that are like scouring cloth, and when she wal ks, her thighs rub together underneath her
skirt and make a rasping noise. There is a heavy-duty Ziploc bag on the table, full of water that
used to be ice a couple of hours ago. Y.T. looks at Momis left arm She has rolled up her sleeve
to expose the fresh bruise, just above her el bow, where they put the blood-pressure cuff. Wekly
Fed pol ygraph test.

"I's that you?" Mdm shouts, not realizing that Y.T.'s in the room

Y.T. retreats into the kitchen so she won't surprise her nother. "Yeah, Mom" she shouts back
"How was your day?"

"I"'mtired,"” Momsays. It's what she al ways says.

t
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Y. T. pinches a beer fromthe fridge and starts running a hot bath. It rmakes a roaring sound that
rel axes her, like the white-noise generator on M s nightstand.

The N pponese businessman lies cut in segnents on The Black Sun's floor. Surprisingly(he | ooks so
real when he's in one piece), no flesh, blood, or organs are visible through the new cross-
sections that Hiro's sword nade through his body. He is nothing nore than a thin shell of
epiderm s, an incredibly conplex inflatable doll. But the air does not rush out of him he fails
to coll apse, and you can look into the aperture of a sword cut and see, instead of bones and neat,
the back of the skin on the other side.

It breaks the nmetaphor. The avatar is not acting like a real body. It renminds all The Black Sun's
patrons that they are living in a fantasy world. People hate to be rem nded of this.

When Hmwote The Black Sun's sword-fighting al gorithns

-code that was | ater picked up and adopted by the entire Mets. verse-he discovered that there was
no good way to handle the aftermath. Avatars are not supposed to die. Not supposed to fall apart.
The creators of the Metaverse had not been norbid enough to foresee a denmand for this kind of
thing. But the whole point of a sword fight is to cut someone up and kill them So Hiro had to
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kl udge somnet hing together, in order that the Metaverse would not, over time, beconme littered with
inert, disnenbered avatars that raever decayed.

So the first thing that happens, when sonmeone | oses a sword fight, is that his conputer gets

di sconnected fromthe global network that is the Metaverse. He gets chucked right out of the
system It is the closest simulation of death that the Metaverse can offer, but all it really does
is cause the user a | ot of annoyance.

Furt hernore, the user finds that he can't get back into the Metaverse for a few mnutes. He can't

| og back on. This is because his avatar, disnmenbered, is still in the Metaverse, and it's
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a rule that your avatar can't exist in tw places at once. So the user can't get back in until his
avat ar has been di sposed of.

Di sposal of hacked-up avatars is taken care of by Graveyard Daenons, a new Metaverse feature that
Hro had to invent. They are snall lithe persons swathed in black, |ike nin~as, not even their
eyes showi ng. They are quiet and efficient. Even as Hiro is stepping back fromthe hacked-up body
of his former opponent, they are emerging frominvisible trapdoors in The Black Sun's fl oor
clinmbing up out of the netherworid, converging on the fallen businessman. Wthin seconds, they
have stashed the body parts into black bags. Then they clinb back down through their secret
trapdoors and vani sh into hidden tunnels beneath The Bl ack Sun's floor. A couple of curious
patrons try to followthem try to pry open the trapdoors, but their avatars' fingers find nothing
but snpboth matte bl ack. The tunnel systemis accessible only to the G aveyard Daenons.

And, incidentally, to Hm But he rarely uses it

The Graveyard Daenons will take the avatar to the Pyre, an eternal, underground bonfire beneath
the center of The Black Sun, and burn it As soon as the flames consume the avatar, it will vanish
fromthe Metaverse, and then its owner will be able to sign on as usual, creating a new avatar to
run around in. But, hopefully, he will be nore cautious and polite the next tinme around.

_____ H mlooks up into the circle of applauding, whistling, and cheering avatars and notes
that they are fading out The entire Black Sun now | ooks like it is being projected on gauze. On
the other side of that gauze, bright lights shine through, overwhel mng the imge. Then it

di sappears entirely.

He peels off his goggles and finds hinself standing in the parking lot of the U Stor-I1t, holding a
naked kat ana.

The sun has just gone down. A couple of dozen people are standing around himat a great distance,
shi el di ng t hensel ves behi nd parked cars, awaiting his next nove. Mdst of themare pretty scared,
but a few of themare just plain excited.

Vitaly Chernobyl is standing in the open door of their 20-by. 30. His hairdo is backlighted. It
has been petrified by nmeans of egg whites and other proteins. These substances refract the |ight
97
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and throw off tiny little spectral fragments, a cluster-bonbed rainbow. R ght now, a miniature

i mge of The Black Sun is being projected onto Vitaly's ass by Hro's computer. He is rocking
unsteadiiY fromfoot to foot, as though standing on both of themat the sane tine is too
conplicated to deal with this early in the day, and he hasn't decided which one to use.

"You're blocking nme," Hiro says.

"I't's time to go," Vitaly says.

"You're telling me it's tine to go? |'ve been waiting for you to wake up for an hour."

As Hiro approaches, Vitaly watches his sword uncertainly. Vitaly's eyes are dry and red, and on
his lower lip he is sporting a chancre the size of a tangerine.

"Did you win your sword fight?"

"OfF course | won the fucking sword fight,'
world."

"And you wote the software."

"Yeah, That, too," Hro says.

Fliro says. "I'mthe greatest sword fighter in the

__  After Vitaly Chenpbyl and the Meltdowns arrived in Long Beach on one of those hijacked ex-
Sovi et refugee freighters, they fanned out across southern California |ooking for expanses of
reinforced concrete that were as vast and barren as the ones they had | eft behind in Kiev. They
weren't honesick. They needed such environments in order to practice their art.

The L.A. River was a natural site. And there were plenty of nice overpasses. Al they had to do
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was foll ow skateboarders to the secret places they had | ong since discovered. Thrashers and

nucl ear fuzz-grunge collectives thrive in the same environment. That's where Vitaly and Hiro are
goi ng right now

Vitaly has a really old VWVanagon, the kind with a pop-top that turns it into a nakeshift canper.
}~le used to live init, staying on the street or in various Snooze 'n' Cruise franchises, unti

he met up with Hiro Protagonist. Now, the ownership of the Vanagon is subject to dispute, because
Vitaly owes Hiro nore noney than it is technically worth. So they share it.

They drive the Vanagon around to the other side of the U-Stor-1t, honking the horn and fl ashing
the lights in order to shoo
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a hundred little kids away fromthe | oading dock. It's not a playground, Kkids.

They pick their way down a broad corridor, excusing thenmselves every inch of the way as they step
over little Mayan encanpnents and Buddhi st shrines and white trash stoned on Vertigo, Apple Pie,
Fuzzy Buzzy, Narthex, Mistard, and the Iike. The fl oor needs sweeping: used syringes, crack vials,
charred spoons, pipe stenms. There are also nany little tubes, about thunb sized, transparent
plastic with a red cap on one end. They mi ght be crack vials, but the caps are still on them and
pi peheads woul dn't be so fastidious as to replace the lid on an enpty vial. It nust be sonething
new Hiro hasn't heard of before, the MDonal d s styrofoam burger box of drug containers.

They push through a fire door into another section of the U-Stor.It, which | ooks the same as the

| ast one (everything | ooks the sane in Arerica, there are no transitions now). Vitaly owns the
third | ocker on the right, a puny 5-by-1Othat he is actually using for its intended purpose:

st or age.

Vitaly steps up to the door and conmences trying to remem ber the conbination to the padl ock

whi ch involves a certain anmount of random guessing. Finally, the | ock snaps and pops open. Vitaly
shoots the bolt and swi ngs the door open, sweeping a clean half-circle through the drug

par aphernalia. Mdst of the 5..by.10 is occupied by a couple of large four-wheeled flatbed
handcarts piled high with speakers and anps.

Hro and Vitaly wheel the carts down to the |oading dock, put the stuff into the Vanagon, and then
return the enpty carts to the 5-by-iD. Technically, the carts are conmunity property, but no one
bel i eves that.

The drive to the scene of the concert is long, made |longer by the fact that Vitaly, rejecting the
technocentric L. A view of the universe in which Speed is Cod, likes to stay on the surface and
drive at about thirty-five mles per hour. Traffic is not great, either. So Hro jacks his
conputer into the cigarette lighter and goggles into the Mtaverse.

He is no | onger connected to the network by a fiber-optic cable, and so all his communication with
the outside world has to take place via radi o waves, which are nuch slower and | ess rel
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able. Going into The Bl ack Sun woul d not be practical-it would | ook and sound terrible, and the
ot her patrons would look at himas if he were sonme kind of black-and-white person. But there's no
problemw th going into his office, because that's generated within the guts of his conputer
which is sitting on his | ap; he doesn't need any conmmunication with the outside world for that

He materializes in his office, in his nice little house in the old hacker nei ghborhood just off
the Street. It is all quite N pponese:

tatam mats cover the floor. His desk is a great, ruddy slab of rough-sawn nahogany. Silvery cl oud-
light filters through rice-paper walls. A panel in front of himslides open to reveal a garden
conpl ete with babbling brook and steel head trout junping out fromtine to tine to grab flies.
Techni cal | y speaking, the pond should be full of carp, but Hiro is Anmerican enough to think of
carp as inedible dinosaurs that sit on the bottom and eat sewage.

There is something new. A gl obe about the size of a grapefruit, a perfectly detailed rendition of
Pl anet Earth, hanging in space at armis length in front of his eyes. Hiro has heard about this but
never seen it It is a piece of CIC software called, sinply, Earth. It is the user interface that
ClC uses to keep track of every bit of spatial information that it owns-all the maps, weather
data, architectural plans, and satellite surveillance stuff.

Hiro has been thinking that in a few years, if he does really well in the intel biz, maybe he wll
make enough noney to subscribe to Earth and get this thing in his office. Now it is suddenly here,
free of charge. The only explanation he can come up with is that Juanita nmust have given it to
hi m

But first things first. The Babel /I nfocal ypse card is still in his avatar's pocket. He takes it
out .

One of the rice-paper panels that nmake up the walls of his office slides open. On the other side
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of it, Hro can see a large, dimy lit roomthat wasn't there before; apparently Juanita canme in
and nade a nmajor addition to his house as well. A man wal ks into the office.

The Librarian daenon | ooks like a pleasant, fiftyish, silverhaired, bearded man with bright blue
eyes, wearing a V-neck sweater over a work shirt, with a coarsely woven, tweedy-Iooking wool tie.
The tie is | oosened, the sleeves pushed up. Even though

100
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he's just a piece of software, he has reason to be cheerful; he can nove through the nearly
infinite stacks of information in the Library with the agility of a spider dancing across a vast
web of cross-references. The Librarian is the only piece of CIC software that costs even nore than
Earth; the only thing he can't do is think.

"Yes, sir," the Librarian says. He is eager w thout being obnoxiously chipper, he clasps his hands
behi nd his back, rocks forward slightly on the balls of his feet, raises his eyebrows expectantly
over his half-gl asses.

"Babel's a city in Babylon, right?"

"It was a legendary city," the Librarian says. "Babel is a Biblical termfor Babylon. The word is
Senmitic; Bab neans gate and El neans Cod, so Babel neans 'Gate of Cod.' But it is probably also
somewhat ononat opoeic, imtating someone who speaks in an inconprehensible tongue. The Bible is
full of puns.”

"They built a tower to Heaven and God knocked it down."

"This is an anthol ogy of common ni sconceptions. God did not do anything to the Tower itself. 'And
the LORD said, "Behold, they are one people, and they have all one |anguage; and this is only the
begi nning of what they will do; and nothing that they propose to do will now be inpossible for
them Cone, let us go down, and there confuse their |anguage, that they nmay not understand one
anot her's speech." So the Loiw scattered them abroad fromthere over the face of all the earth,
and they left off building the city. Therefore its name was call ed Babel, because there the LORD
confused the | anguage of all the earth.' Genesis 11:6-9, Revised Standard Version."

"So the tower wasn't knocked down. It just went on hiatus.”

"Correct. It was not knocked down."

"But that's bogus?

" Bogus?"

"Provably fal se. Juanita believes that nothing is provably true or provably false in the Bible.
Because if it's provably false, then the Bible is alie, and if it's provably true, then the

exi stence of Cod is proven and there's no roomfor faith. The Babel story is provably false,
because if they built a tower to Heaven and God didn't knock it down, then it would still be
around sonmewhere, or at least a visible remmant of it."

NEAL STEPHENSON

"In assuming that it was very tall, you are relying on an obsol ete reading. The tower is
described, literally, as 'its top with the heavens.' For nmany centuries, this was interpreted to
mean that its top was so high that it was in the heavens. But in the |ast century or so, as actua
Babyl oni an zi ggurats have been excavated, astrol ogical diagrans-pictures of the heavens-have been
found inscribed into their tops."

"Ch. kay, so the real story is that a tower was built with heavenly diagrans carved into its top
Which is far nore plausible than a tower that reaches to the heavens."

"More than plausible,” the Librarian remnds him "Such structures have actually been found."
"Anyway, you're saying that when Cod got angry and cane down on them the tower itself wasn't
affected. But they had to stop building the tower because of an informational disaster- they
couldn't talk to each other."

"'*Disaster' is an astrological termneaning 'bad star,"'

the Librarian points out. "Sorry-but due

to nmy internal structure, |'ma sucker for non sequiturs."

"That's okay, really,"” H msays. "You're a pretty decent piece of ware. Wo wote you, anyway?"
"For the nbost part | wite nyself,"” the Librarian says. "That is, | have the innate ability to
|l earn fromexperience. But this ability was originally coded into nme by ny creator."

"Who wote you? Maybe | know him" Hiro says. "I know a | ot of hackers."

"I was not coded by a professional hacker, per se, but by a researcher at the Library of Congress
who taught hinself how to code," the Librarian says. "He devoted hinself to the comon probl em of
sifting through vast anounts of irrelevant detail in order to find significant gens of
information. H's nane was Dr. Enanuel Lagos."

"I've heard the nane," Hiro says. "So he was kind of a netalibrarian. That's funny, | guessed he
was one of those old Cl A spooks who hangs around in the CIC "

"He never worked with the CIA "
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"Ckay. Let's get some work done. Look up every piece of free information in the Library that
contains L. Bob R fe and
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arrange it in chronol ogical order. The enphasis here is on free."

"Tel evi si on and newspapers, yes, sir. One nmonent, sir," the

Li brari an says. He turns around and exits on crepe soles. Hiro turns his attention to Earth.

The I evel of detail is fantastic. The resolution, the clarity, just the look of it, tells Hm or
anyone el se who knows conputers, that this piece of software is sonme heavy shit.

It's not just continents and oceans. It |ooks exactly like the earth would ook froma point in
geosynchronous orbit directly above L. A . conplete with weather systens--vast spinning gal axi es of
cl ouds, hovering just above the surface of the globe, casting gray shadows on the oceans-and pol ar
i ce caps, fading and fragnmenting into the sea. Half of the globe is illum nated by sunlight, and
hal f is dark. The term nator-the |Iine between night and day-has just swept across L.A and is now
creeping across the Pacific, off to the west

Everything is going in slow notion. Hiro can see the clouds change shape if he watches them | ong
enough. Looks like a clear night on the East Coast.

Sonet hi ng catches his attention, nmoving rapidly over the surface of the globe. He thinks it nust
be a gnat. But there are no gnats in the Metaverse. He tries to focus on it. The conputer,
bounci ng | ow powered | asers off his cornea, senses this change in enphasis, and then H ro gasps as
he seenms to plunge downward toward the gl obe, |ike a space-wal king astronaut who has just fallen
out of his orbital groove. Wen he finally gets it under control, he's just a few hundred mles
above the earth, |ooking down at a solid bank of clouds, and he can see the gnat gliding al ong
below him It's a lowflying CIC satellite, swinging north to south in a polar orbit

"Your information, sir," the Librarian says.

Hro startles and gl ances up. Earth swi ngs down and out of his field of view and there is the

Li brarian, standing in front of the desk, holding out a hypercard. Like any librarian in Reality,
this daenmon can nove around wi thout audible footfalls.

"Can you nake a little nore noi se when you walk? I'measily startled," Hro says.

"It is done, sir. My apol ogies."

H ro reaches out for the hypercard. The Librarian takes halfa

L
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step forward and |l eans toward him This tinme, his foot nakes a soft noise on the tatanmi mat, and
H ro can hear the white noise of his trousers sliding over his |eg.

H ro takes the hypercard and | ooks at it. The front is |abeled

He flips the card over. The back is divided into several dozen fingernail-sized icons. Sone of
themare little snapshots of the front pages of newspapers. Many of themare colorful, glow ng
rectangles: miniature television screens showing |ive video.

"That's inpossible,” Hro says. "I'msitting in a VWvan, okay? |'mjacked in over a cellular
link. You couldn't have noved that much video into ny systemthat fast."

"It was not necessary to nove anything," the Librarian says.

"All existing video on L. Bob Rife was collected by Dr. Lagos and placed in the Babel /Il nfocal ypse
stack, which you have in your system"™

Hiro stares at the miniature TV in the upper left corner of the card. It zoons toward hi munti
it's about the size of a twelve-inch | owdef television set at armls |l ength. Then the video inage
begins to play. It's very poor eight-mllimeter filmfootage of a high school footbhall gane in the
si xties. No soundtrack

"What is this ganme?"

The Librarian says, "Odessa, Texas, |%. L. Bob Rife is a fullback, number eight in the dark

uni form™"

"This is nore detail than | need. Can you summarize sone of these things?"

"No. But | can list the contents briefly. The stack contains
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el even hi gh school football games. Rife was on the second-string Texas all-state teamin his
seni or year. Then he proceeded to Rice on an acadeni c schol arship and wal ked onto the foot bal
team so there are also fourteen tapes of college ganmes. Rife mgjored in conmunications.”

"Logi cal ly enough, considering what he becane.”

"He becane a television sports reporter in the Houston nmarket, so there are fifty hours of footage
fromthis period-nostly outtakes, of course. After two years in this line of work, Rife went into
busi ness with his great-uncle, a financier with roots in the oil business. The stack contains a
few newspaper stories to that effect, which, as | note fromreading them are all textually

rel ated-inplying that they cane fromthe sane source."

"A press rel ease.™

"Then there are no stories for five years."

"He was up to sonething."

"Then we begin to see nore stories, nostly fromthe Religion sections of Houston newspapers,
detailing Rife's contributions to various organi zations."

"That sounded like summary to me. | thought you couldn't summarize."

"I can't really. | was quoting a sumrary that Dr. Lagos nade to Juanita Marquez recently, in mny
presence, when they were review ng the sane data."”

IIG) On' n

"Rife contributed $500 to the Hi ghlands Church of the Baptismby Fire, Reverend Wayne Bedford,
head m nister; $2,500 to the Pentecostal Youth League of Baysi de, Reverend \Wayne Bedford,
president; $150,000 to the Pentecostal Church of the New Trinity, Reverend Wayne Bedford, founder
and patriarch; $2.3 mllion to Rife Bible College, Reverend Wayne Bedford, President and chairman
of the theology departnment; $20 nmillion to the archaeol ogy departnment of Rife Bible College, plus
$45 mllion to the astronony departnment and $100 million to the conputer science departnent.”
"Did these donations take place before hyperinflation?"

"Yes, sir. They were, as the expression goes, real nopney."

"That Wayne Bedford guy-is this the same Reverend Wayne who runs the Reverend Wayne's Pearly

Gat es?"

I
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"The sane."

"Are you telling me that Rife owns the Reverend Wayne?"

"He owns a majority share in Pearigate Associates, which is the nultinational that runs the
Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates chain."

"Ckay, let's keep sifting through this,"™ Hro says.

Hiro peeps out over his goggles to confirmthat Vitaly is still nowhere near the concert. Then he
di ves back in and continues to go over the video and the news stories that Lagos has conpil ed.
During the sane years that Rife makes his contributions to the Reverend Wayne, he's show ng up
with increasing frequency in the business section, first in the |ocal papers and later in The \Wall
Street Journal and The New York Times. There is a big flurry of publicity-obvious PR plants-after
the Nipponese tried to use their ol d-boy network to shut himout of the tel econmunicati ons market
there, and he took it to the American public, spending $10 mllion of his own noney on a canpai gn
to convince Anericans that the N pponese were duplicitous schemers. A triunphal cover on The
Economi st after the N pponese finally knuckled under and let himcorner the fiber-optics narket in
that country and, by extension, nost of East Asia.

Finally, then, the lifestyle pieces start coming in. L. Bob Rife has let his publicist know that
he wants to show a nore human side. There is a personality journalismprogramthat does a puff
piece on Rife after he buys a new yacht, surplus, fromthe U S. Governnent.

L. Bob Rife, last of the nineteenth-century nonopolists, is shown consulting with his decorator in
the captain's quarters. It looks nice as it is, considering that R fe bought this ship fromthe
Navy, but it's not Texan enough for him He wants it gutted and rebuilt. Then, shots of Rife
maneuvering his steerlike body through the narrow passages and steep staircase of the ship's
interior_typical boring gray steel Navy scape, which, he assures the interviewer, he is going to
have spruced up considerably.

"Y' know, there's a story that when Rockefeller bought hinself a yacht, he bought a pretty smal

one, like a seventy-footer or sonething. Small by the standards of the day. And when soneone asked
hi m why he went and bought hinself such a dinky little
SNOW CRASH

yacht, he just |ooked at the guy and said, 'Wat do you think |am a Vanderbilt? Haw Well,
anyway, wel cone aboard ny yacht."
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L. Bob Rife says this while standing on a huge open-air platformelevator along with the
interviewer and the whole canera crew. The elevator is going up. In the background is the Pacific
Ccean. As Rife is speaking the last part of the line, suddenly the elevator rises up to the top
and the canera turns around, and we are |ooking out across the deck of the aircraft carrier
Enterprise, fornmerly of the U S. Navy, now the personal yacht of L. Bob Rife, who beat out both
General Jims Defense Systemand Adm ral Bob's d obal Security in a furious bidding war. L. Bob
Rife proceeds to admre the vast, flat open spaces of the carrier's flight deck, likening it to
certain parts of Texas. He suggests that it would be anusing to cover part of it with dirt and
raise cattle there.

Anot her profile, this one shot for a business network, apparently made somewhat |ater: Back on the
Enterprise, where the captain's office has been massively reworked. L. Bob Rife, Lord of

Bandwi dth, is sitting behind his desk, having his nustache waxed. Not in the sense that wonen have
their | egs waxed. He's having the curl snpothed out and restored. The waxer is a very short Asian
wonman who does itso delicately that it doesn't even interfere with his talking, nostly about his
efforts to extend his cable TV network throughout Korea and into China and link it up with his big
fiber-optic trunk line that runs across Siberia and over the (Jrals.

"Yeah, you know, a monopolist's work is never done. No such thing as a perfect nonopoly. Seens

li ke you can never get that |ast one-tenth of one percent.”

"I'sn't the government still strong in Korea? You nust have nore trouble with regul ations there."

L. Bob Rife laughs. "Y know, watching governnent regulators trying to keep up with the world is ny
favorite sport. Renenmber when they busted up Ma Bell ?"

"Just barely." The reporter is a woman in her twenties.

"You know what it was, right?"

"Voi ce conmmuni cati ons nonopol y. "

"Right. They were in the same business as nme. The infornmation business. Myving phone conversations
around on little tiny
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copper wires, one at a time. Government busted them up-at the sane time when | was starting cable
TV franchises in thirty states. Haw Can you believe that? It's |like if they figured out a way to
regul ate horses at the sane tine the Mbdel T and the airplane were being introduced."”

"But a cable TV systemisn't the same as a phone system"”

"At that stage it wasn't, cause it was just a local system But once you get |ocal systens al

over the world, all you got to do is hook '"emtogether and it's a global network. Just as big as

t he phone system Except this one carries information ten thousand tinmes faster. It carries

i mges, sound, data, you nane it."

_____ A naked PR plant, a half-hour television commercial with no purpose whatsoever other
than to let L. Bob Rife tell his side of a particular issue. It seens that a nunber of Rife's
programmers, the people who made his systens run, got together and formed a union-unheard of, for
hackers-and filed a suit against Rife, claimng that he had placed audio and video bugs in their
hones, in fact placed all of them under twenty-four-hour surveillance, and harassed and threatened
some programers who were naking what he called "unacceptable lifestyle choices."” For exanple,
when one of his programrers and her husband engaged in oral sex in their own bedroom one night,
the next norning she was called into Rife's office, where he called her a slut and a sodonite and
told her to clean out her desk. The bad publicity fromthis so annoyed Rife that he felt the need
to blow a fewnillion on sone nore PR

"I deal in information," he says to the snarny, toadying pseudojournalist who "interviews" him
He's sitting in his office in Houston, |ooking slicker than normal. "All television going out to
Consuners throughout the world goes through nme. Most of the information transmtted to and from
the ClI C dat abase passes through nmy networks. The Metaverse-the entire Street-exists by virtue of a
network that | own and controL

"But that neans, if you'll just follow nmy reasoning for a bit, that when | have a progranmer
wor ki ng under ne who is working with that information, he is w elding enormous power. |nformation
is going into his brain. And it's staying there. It travels
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with hi mwhen he goes hone at night. It gets all tangled up into his dreans, for Christ's sake. He
talks to his wife about it. And, goddamm it, he doesn't have any right to that information. If |
was running a car factory, | wouldn't let workers drive the cars hone or borrow tools. But that's
what | do at five o'clock each day, all over the world, when ny hackers go honme from work.
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"When they used to hang rustlers in the old days, the last thing they would do is piss their
pants. That was the ultinmate sign, you see, that they had | ost control over their own bodies, that
they were about to die. See, it's the first function of any organization to control its own
sphincters. W're not even doing that. So we're working on refining our nanagenment techni ques so
that we can control that information no matter where it is-on our hard disks or even inside the
programers' heads. Now, | can't say nore because | got conpetition to worry about. But itis ny
fervent hope that in five or ten years, this kind of thing won't even be an issue."

______ A hal f-hour episode of a science news program this one on the controversial new

subj ect of infoastronony, the search for radio signals conmng fromother solar systens. L. Bob

Ri fe has taken a personal interest in the subject; as various national governnents auction off
their possessions, he has purchased a string of radi o observatories and hooked them t oget her

using his fabled fiber-optic net, to turn theminto a single giant antenna as big as the whole
earth. He is scanning the skies twenty.four hours a day, |ooking for radi o waves that nean
sonet hi ng-radi o waves carrying information fromother civilizations. And why, asks the interviewer-
a celebrity professor fromM T-why would a sinple oilman be interested in such a high. flown,
abstract pursuit?

"I just about got this planet all sewn up."

Rife delivers this line with an incredibly sardonic and contenptuous twang, the exaggerated accent
of a cowboy who suspects that sone Yankee pencil neck is | ooking down his nose at him

______ Anot her news piece, this one apparently done a few years later. Again we are on the
Enterprise, but this time the
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atnosphere is different again. The top deck has been turned into an open-air refugee canp. It is
swarm ng with Bangl adeshis that L. Bob Rife plucked out of the Bay of Bengal after their country
washed into the ocean in a series of massive floods, caused by ieforestation farther upstreamin

I ndi a- hydr ol ogi cal warfare. The camera pans to | ook out over the edge of the flight deck, and | own
bel ow, we see the first beginnings of the Raft: a relatively small collection of a few hundred
boats that have gl onmed onto the Enterprise, hoping for a free ride across to Anerica.

Ri fe's wal ki ng anong the peopl e, handing out Bible comcs and kisses to little kids. They cluster
around with broad snmiles, pressing their palns together and bowi ng. Rife bows back, very

awkwar dly, but there's no gaiety on his face. He's deadly serious.

"M. Rfe, what's your opinion of the people who say you're just doing this as a self-aggrandi zi ng
publicity stunt?" This interviewer is trying to be nore of a Bad Cop

"Shit, if! took tine out to have an opi nion about everything, | wouldn't get any work done,"” L
Bob Rife says. "You should ask these people what they think."

"You're telling nme that this refugee assistance programhas nothing to do with your public inage?"
"Nope. L-"

There's an edit and they cut away to the journalist, pontificating into the canera. Rife was on
the verge of delivering a sermon, Hiro senses, but they cut himoff.

But one of the true glories of the Library is that it has so many outtakes. Just because a piece
of videotape never got edited into a broadcast programdoesn't nmean it's devoid of intel value.
CIC long ago stuck its fingers into the networks' videotape libraries. Al of those outtakes-
nmllions of hours of footage-have not actually been uploaded to the Library in digital formyet.
But you can send in a request, and CIC will go and pull that videotape off the shelf for you and
play it back.

Lagos has already done it. The tape is right there.

"Nope. Look. The Raft is a nedia event. But in a nmuch nore profound, general sense than you can
possi bly inmagine."

"c~h, P

"It's created by the nedia in that without the nedia, people wouldn't know it was here, Refus

woul dn't come out and gl om

110
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onto it the way they do. And it sustains the nedia. It creates a lot of information flow novies,
news reports-you know. "

"So you're creating your own news event to nake noney off the information flow that it creates?"
says the journalist, desperately trying to follow Hi s tone of voice says that this is all a waste
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of videotape. His weary attitude suggests that this is not the first time Rife has flown off on a
bi zarre tangent

"Partly. But that's only a very crude explanation. It really goes a | ot deeper than that. You' ve
probably heard the expression that the Industry feeds off of biomass, |like a whale straining kril
fromthe ocean."”

"I''"ve heard the expression, yes."

"That's my expression. | nmade it up. An expression like that is just like a virus, you knowit's a
pi ece of information-data-- that spreads from one person to the next Well, the function of the
Raft is to bring nore biomass. To renew America. Mst countries are static, all they need to do is
keep having babies. But Anerica's like this big old clanking, snoking machine that just |unbers
across the | andscape scooping up and eating everything in sight. Leaves behind a trail of garbage
a mle wide. Always needs nore fueL Ever read the story about the |abyrinth and the m notaur?"
"Sure. That was on Crete, right?" The journalist only answers out of sarcasm he can't believe
he's here listening to this, he wants to fly back to L. A yesterday.

"Yeah. Every year, the Geeks had to pony up a few virgins and send themto Crete as tribute. Then
the king put theminto the labyrinth, and the mnotaur ate themup. | used to read that story when
I was a kid and wonder who the hell these guys were, on Crete, that everyone el se was so scared of
themthat they would just nmeekly give up their children to be eaten, every year. They nust have
been sone nmean sons of bitches.

"Now | have a different perspective on it. America nust |ook, to those poor little buggers down
there, about the same as Crete | ooked to those poor G eek suckers. Except that there's no coerdon
i nvol ved. Those peopl e down there give up their children willingly. Send theminto the | abyrinth
by the millions to be eaten up. The Industry feeds on them and spits back inmages,
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sends out novies and TV progranms, over my networks, images of wealth and exotic things beyond
their wildest dreams, back to those people, and it gives them sonething to dream about, sonething
to aspire to. And that is the function of the Raft. It's just a big old krill carrier.”

Finally the journalist gives up on being a journalist, just starts to slag L. Bob Rife openly.
He's had it with this guy. "That's disgusting. | can't believe you can think about people that

way. "
"Shit, boy, get down off your high horse. Nobody really gets eaten. It's just a figure of speech.
They come here, they get decent jobs, find Christ, buy a Weber grill, and live happily ever aftet

VWhat's wong with that?"

Rife is pissed. He's yelling. Behind him the Bangl adeshis are picking up on his enotional vibes
and becom ng upset thensel ves. Suddenly, one of them an incredibly gaunt man with a | ong drooping
mustache, runs in front of the canera and begins to shout: "a ma |la ge zen ba damgal nun ka aria

Su su na an da. . . "The sounds spread fromhimto his neighbors, spreading across the flight deck
i ke a wave.

"Cut," the journalist says, turning into the canera. "Just cut. The Babble Brigade has started up
again."

The soundtrack now consists of a thousand peopl e speaking in tongues under the high-pitched, shit-
eating chuckles of L. Bob Rife~

"This is the nmiracle of tongues," Rife shouts above the tunult. "I can understand every word these
peopl e are sayi ng. Can you, brother?"

______ "Yol Snap out of it, podi"

Hiro looks up fromthe card. No one is in his office except for the Librarian

The i mage | oses focus and veers upward and out of his field of view Hro is |ooking out the
wi ndshi el d of the Vanagon. Someone has just yanked his goggles off his face-not Vitaly.
"I''"'mout here, gogajeheadi"

H m | ooks out the window. It's Y. T., hanging onto the side of the van with one hand, holding his
goggles in the other.
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"You spend too nuch tinme goggled in," she says. "Try a little Reality, man."

"Where we are going," Hro says, "we're going to get nore Reality than | can handle."

As Hiro and Vitaly approach the vast freeway overpass where tonight's concert is to
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take place, the solid ferrous quality of the Vanagon attracts Magri aPoons |ike a Tw nkie draws
cockroaches. If they knew that Vitaly Chernobyl hinmself was in the van, they'd go crazy, they'd

stall the van's engine. But right now, they'll poon anything that m ght be headed toward the
concert.
When they get closer to the overpass, it becones a | ost cause trying to drive at all, the

thrashers are so thick and numerous. It's like putting on cranpons and trying to wal k through a
room full of puppies. They have to nose their way along, tapping the horn, flashing the lights.
Finally, they get to the flatbed sem that constitutes the stage for tonight's concert. Next to it
is another sem, full of anps and other sound gear. The drivers of the trucks, an oppressed
mnority of two, have retreated into the cab of the sound truck to snoke cigarettes and glare

bal efully at the swarm of thrashers, their sworn enenies in the food chain of the hi ghways. They
will not voluntarily cone out until five in the norning, when the way has been nade pl ain.

A coupl e of the other Meltdowns are standi ng around snoking cigarettes, holding them between two
fingers in the Slavic style, like darts. They stonp the cigarettes out on the concrete with their
cheap vinyl shoes, run up to the Vanagon, and begin to haul out the sound equipnent. Vitaly puts
on goggl es, hooks hinself into a conputer on the sound truck, and begins tuning the sys. tem
There's a 3-D nodel of the overpass already in nenory. He has to figure out how to sync the del ays
on all the different speaker clusters to nmaxi m ze the nunber of nasty, clashing echoes.

15

The war mup band, Blunt Force Trauma, gets rolling at about 9:00 P.M On the first power chord, a
whol e stack of cheap preowned speakers shorts out; its wires throw sparks into the air, sending an
arc of chaos through the nassed skat eboarders. The sound truck's electronics isolate the bad
circuit and shut it off before anything or anyone gets hurt. Blunt Force Trauma play a kind of
speed reggae heavily influenced by the antitechnol ogi cal ideas of the Meltdowns.

These guys wifi probably play for an hour, then there will be a couple of hours of Vitaly
Chernobyl and the Meltdowns to | ook forward to. And if Sushi K shows up, he's welcome to nmake a
guest appearance at the ni ke

Just in case that actually happens, Hro pulls back fromthe delirious center of the crowd and
begins to orbit back and forth along its fringes. Y.T.'s in there sonewhere, but no point in
trying to track her down. She woul d be enbarrassed, anyway, to be seen with an oldster like Hiro.
Now that the concert is up and running, it will take care of itself. There's not much nore for H m
to do. Besides, interesting things happen al ong borders-~-transitions--not in the middl e where
everything is the same. There may be sonething happen. ing along the border of the crowd, back
where the lights fade into the shade of the overpass.

The fringe crowd | ooks pretty typical for the wong side of an L. A overpass in the niddle of the
night. There's a good-sized shantytown of hardcore Third Wirld unenpl oyables, plus a scattering of
schi zophrenic first wonders who have | ong ago burned their brains to ash in the radi ant heat of
their own imaginings. Alot of themhave enmerged fromtheir overturned dunpsters and refrigerator
boxes to stand on tiptoe at the edge of the crowd and peer into the noise and light. Sone of them
| ook sl eepy and awed, and sone-stocky Latino nen-look anused by the whol e thing, passing
cigarettes back and forth and shaking their heads in disbelief.
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This is Crips turf. The Crips wanted to provide security, but Hro, a student of Al tamont, decided
to take the risk of snubbing them He hired The Enforcers to do it instead.

So every few dozen feet there's a large man with erect posture wearing an add green w ndbreaker

wi th ENFORCER spel |l ed out across the back. Very conspicuous, which is howthey like it. But it's
all done with electropignment, so if there's trouble, these guys can turn thensel ves bl ack by
flipping a lapel switch. And they can neke thensel ves bul |l et proof just by zipping the wi ndbreakers
up the front. Right now, it's a warm night, and nost of themare |eaving their uniforns open to
the cool breezes. Sone of them are just coasting, but nost of themare attentive, keeping their
eyes on the crowd, not the band.

Seeing all of those soldiers, Hro | ooks for the general and soon finds him a small, stout black
guy, a pint-sized weightiifter type. He's wearing the sane wi ndbreaker as the others, but there's
an additional |ayer of bulletproof vest underneath, and clipped onto that he's got a nice
assortnment of conmuni cations gear and small, clever devices for hurting people. He's doing a | ot
of jogging back and forth, swiveling his head fromside to side, nunbling quick bursts into his
headset |ike a football coach on the sidelines.

H mnotices a tall man in his late thirties, distinguished goatee, wearing a very nice charcoa
gray suit. Hiro can see the dianonds in his tie pin flashing froma hundred feet away. He knows
that if he gets up closer he will be able to see the word "Crips" spelled out in blue sapphires,
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nestl ed anmong those dianonds. He's got his own security detail of half a dozen other guys in
suits. Even though they aren't doing security, they couldn't help sending along a token del egation
to show the col ors.

_______ This is a non sequitur that has been nibbling on the edges of Hiro's mnd for the

| ast ten mnutes: Laser |light has a particular kind of gritty intensity, a nolecular purity
reflecting its origins. Your eye notices this, somehow knows that it's unnatural. It stands out
anywhere, but especially under a dirty overpass in the nmiddle of the night. Hro keeps getting
flashes of it in his
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peri pheral vision, keeps glancing over to track down its source. It's obvious to him but no one
el se seens to notice

Soneone in this overpass, sonmewhere, is bouncing a |aser beamoff Hro's face.

It's annoying. Wthout being too obvious about it, he changes his course slightly, wanders over to
a point downwi nd of a trash fire that's burning in a steel drum Now he's standing in the mddle
of a plume of diluted snoke that he can snell but can't quite see.

But the next tinme the |aser darts into his face, it scatters off a mllion tiny, ashy particul ates
and reveals itself as a pure geonetric line in space, pointing straight back to its source.

It's a gargoyle, standing in the dimess next to a shanty. Just in case he's not already

conspi cuous enough, he's wearing a suit Hmstarts wal king toward him

Gargoyl es represent the enmbarrassing side of the Central Intelligence Corporation. |nstead of
using | aptops, they wear their conmputers on their bodies, broken up into separate nodul es that
hang on the wai st, on the back, on the headset They serve as hunman surveillance devices, recording
everything that happens around them Nothing | ooks stupider, these getups are the nodern-day

equi val ent of the slide-rule scabbard or the cal cul ator pouch on the belt, marking the user as
belonging to a class that is at once above and far bel ow human society. They are a boon to Hiro
because they enbody the worst stereotype of the CIC stringer. They draw all of the attention. The
payof f for this self-inposed ostracismis that you can be in the Metaverse all the tine, and
gather intelligence all the tine.

The CIC brass can't stand these guys because they upl oad staggering quantities of usel ess
infornation to the database, on the off chance that sone of it will eventually be useful. It's
like witing down the |icense nunber of every car you see on your way to work each norning, just
in case one of themw |l be involved in a hit-and-run accident. Even the Cl C database can only
hol d so nmuch garbage. So, usually, these habitual gargoyles get kicked out of CIC before too |ong.
This guy hasn't been kicked out yet. And to judge fromthe
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quality of his equipnent-which is very expensive-he's been at it for a while. So he nust be pretty
good.

If so, what's he doing hangi ng around this place?

"Hiro Protagonist," the gargoyle says as Hiro finally tracks himdown in the darkness beside a
shanty. "dC stringer for eleven nonths. Specializing in the Industry. Former hacker, security
guard, pizza deliverer, concert pronoter." He sort of nunbles it, not wanting Hiro to waste his
time reciting a bunch of known facts.

The | aser that kept jabbing Hro in the eye was shot out of this guy's conmputer, froma periphera
device that sits above his goggles in the mddle of his forehead. A Iong-range retinal scanner. If
you turn toward himw th your eyes open, the | aser shoots out, penetrates your ins, tenderest of
sphincters, and scans your retina. The results are shot back to dC, which has a database of
several tens of millions of scanned retinas. Wthin a few seconds, if you're in the database

al ready, the owner fnds out who you are. If you're not already in the database, well, you are now.
O course, the user has to have access privileges. And once he gets your identity, he has to have
nmore access privileges to find out personal information about you. This guy, apparently, has a |ot
of access privileges. Alot nore than Hiro.

"Nane's Lagos," the gargoyl e says.

So this is the guy. Hiro considers asking himwhat the hell he's doing here. He'd |love to take him
out for a drink, talk to himabout how the Librarian was coded. But he's pissed off. Lagos is
being rude to him (gargoyles are rude by definition).

"You here on the Raven thing? O just that fuzz-grunge tip you' ve been working on for the |ast,
uh, thirty-six days approxi matel y?" Lagos says.

Gargoyles are no fun to talk to. They never finish a sentence. They are adrift in a |aser-drawn
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worl d, scanning retinas in all directions, doing background checks on everyone within a thousand
yards, seeing everything in visual light, infrared, mllimeter. wave radar, and ultrasound all at
once. You think they're talking to you, but they' re actually poring over the credit record of sone
stranger on the other side of the room or identifying the nmake and nodel of airplanes flying
overhead. For all he knows, Lagos
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is standing there neasuring the length of Hims cock through his trousers while they pretend to
make conversation

"You're the guy who's working with Juanita, right?" H m says.

"Or she's working with ne. O sonmething like that"

"She said she wanted ne to neet you."

For several seconds Lagos is frozen. He's ransacking nore data. Hiro wants to throw a bucket of
water on him

"Makes sense," he says. "You're as fanmiliar with the Metaverse as anyone. Freel ance hacker-that's
exactly right"

"Exactly right for what? No one wants freel ance hackers anynore."

"The corporate assenbly-line hackers are suckers for infection. They're going to go down by the

t housands, just |ike Sennacherib's arny before the walls of Jerusalem" Lagos says.

"I nfection? Sennacheri b?"

"And you can defend yourself in Reality, too-that'll be good if you ever go up agai nst Raven
Renenber, his knives are as sharp as a nolecule. They' Il go through a bulletproof jacket |ike
lingerie."

"Raven?"

"You'll probably see himtonight. Don't ness with him™"

"Ckay," Hiro says. "I'Il look out for him"

"That's not what | said," Lagos says. "I said, don't ness with him"

"Why not ?"

"I't's a dangerous world," Lagos says. "Cetting nore dangerous all the tine. So we don't want to
upset the bal ance of terror. Just think about the Cold War."

"Yup." Al Hiro wants to do now is wal k away and never see this guy again, but he won't w nd up

t he conversati on.

"You're a hacker. That neans you have deep structures to worry about, too."

"Deep structures?"

"Neurolinguistic pathways in your brain. Renenber the first tine you | earned binary code?"

"Sure."

"You were form ng pathways in your brain. Deep structures. Your nerves grow new connections as you
use themthe axons split and push their way between the dividing glial cells-your
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bi oware sel fnodi fi es-the software becones part of the hardware. So now you're vul nerabl e-al
hackers are vulnerable---to a namshub. W have to | ook out for each other."

"What's a nam shub? Whay am | vulnerable to it?"

"Just don't stare into any bitmaps. Anyone try to show you a raw bitmap |ately? Like, in the

Met aver se?"

Interesting. "Not to nme personally, but now that you nmention it, this Brandy came up to ny friend-

"A cult prostitute of Asherah. Trying to spread the di sease. Wich is synonynous with evil. Sound
mel odramatic? Not really. You know, to the Mesopotam ans, there was no i ndependent concept of
evil. Just disease and ill health. Evil was a synonym for disease. So what does that tell you?"

H ro wal ks away, the same way he wal ks away from psychotic street people who follow himdown the
street

"It tells you that evil is a virus!" Lagos calls after him "Don't |let the namshub into your
operating system-"

Juanita's working with this alien?

_______ Bl unt Force Trauma play for a solid hour, segueing fromone song into the next with
no chink or crevice in the wall of noise. All a part of the aesthetic. Wen the music stops, their
set is over. For the first tine, Hro can hear the exaltation of the cromd. It's a blast of

hi gh. pi tched noi se that he feels in his head, ringing his ears.
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But there's a | ow thuddi ng sound, too, |ike someone pumeling a bass drum and for a mnute he
thinks maybe it's a truck rolling by on the overpass above them But it's too steady for that, it
doesn't die away.

It's behind him Oher people have noticed it, turned to | ook toward the sound, are scurrying out
of the way. Hiro sidesteps, turning to see what it is.

Big and bl ack, to begin with. It does not seem as though such a | arge man could perch on a

not orcycle, even a big chortling Harley like this one.

Correction. It's a Harley with some kind of a sidecar added a sleek black projectile hanging off
to the right, supported on its own wheel. But no one is sitting in the sidecar
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It does, not seemas though a man could be this bul ky without being fat. But he's not fat at all
he's wearing tight stretchy clothes-like |eather, but not quite-that show bones and nuscles, but
not hi ng el se.

He is riding the Harley so slowy that he would certainly fall over if not for the sidecar
Cccasionally he gooses it forward with a ifick of the fingers on his clutch hand.

Maybe one reason he | ooks so big-other than the fact that he really is big-is the fact that he
appears totally neckless. H's head starts out w de and just keeps getting wider until it nerges
with his shoulders. At first Hro thinks it must be some kind of avant-garde hel met. But when the
man rolls past him this great shroud noves and flutters and Hiro sees that it is just his hair, a
thi ck mane of black hair tossed back over his shoulders, trailing down his back alnmpst to his
wai st .

As he is narveling at this, he realizes that the man has turned his head to | ook back at him O
to look in his general direction, anyway. It's inpossible to tell exactly what he's |ooking at
because of his goggles, a snooth convex shell over the eyes, interrupted by a narrow horizonta
slit.

He is looking at Hro. He gives himthe sanme fuck.you smle that he sported earlier tonight, when
Hro was standing in the entryway to The Black Sun, and he was in a public terninal sonewhere.
This is the guy. Raven. This is the guy that Juanita is looking for. The guy Lagos told himnot to
mess with. And Hiro has seen himbefore, outside the entrance to The Black Sun. This is the guy
who gave the Snow Crash card to Da5id

The tattoo on his forehead consists of three words, witten in block letters: POOR | MPULSE
CONTROL.

Hiro startles and actually junps into the air as Vitaly Chernobyl and the Ml tdowns |aunch into
their opening nunber, "Radiation Burn." It is a tornado of nostly high-pitched noise and
distortion, like being flung bodily through a wall of fishhooks.

These days, nost states are franchul ates or Burbclaves, nuch too snall to have anything like a

jail, or even a judicial system So when soneone does somnething bad, they try to find quick and
dirty punishnents, |ike flogging, confiscation of property, public humliation, or, in the case of
peopl e who have a high potentia
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of going onto hurt others, a warning tattoo on a promni nent body part POOR | MPULSE CONTROL
Apparently, this guy went to such a place and | ost his tenmper real bad.

For an instant, a glowing red gridwork is plotted against the side of Raven's face. It rapidly
shnnks, all sides converging inward toward the right pupil. Raven shakes his head, turns to | ook
for the source of the laser light, but it's already gone. Lagos has already got his retinal scan
That's why Lagos is here. He's not interested in Hmor Vitaly Chenpbyl. He's interested in Raven
And sonehow, Lagos knew that he was going to be here. And Lagos is somewhere nearby, right now,

vi deot api ng the guy, probing the contents of his pockets with radar, recording his pul se and
respiration.

Hi m pi cks up his personal phone. "Y.T.," he says, and it dials Y.T.'s nunber.

It rings for a long tine before she picks it up. It's alnpbst inpossible to hear anything over the
sound of the concert.

"What the flick do you want?"

"Y.T., I"'msorry about this. But something's going on. Sonething big time. |'m keeping one eye on
a big biker nanmed Raven."

"The problemw th you hackers is you never stop working."

"That's what a hacker is," Hro says.

"I''"ll keep an eye on this Raven guy, too," she says, "sonetinme when am wor ki ng.

up.

Then she hangs
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Raven nmakes a couple of broad, |azy sweeps along the perinmeter of the crowd, going very slowy,

|l ooking in all directions. He is annoyingly cal mand unhurri ed.

Then he cuts farther out into the darkness, away fromthe crowd. He does a little nore | ooking
around, checking out the perineter of the shantytown. And finally, he swings the big Harley around
in atrajectory that brings himback to the big inportant Crip. The guy with the sapphire tie clip
and the personal security detail.

Hi ro begi ns weaving through the crowd in that direction, try.
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ing not to be too obvious about it. This |looks Iike it's going to be ~nterestny.

As Raven approaches, the bodyguards converge on the head Crip, forma | oose protective ring around
him As he cones nearer, all of them back away a step or two, as though the man i s surrounded by
an invisible force field. He finally comes to a stop, deigns to put his feet on the ground. He
flicks a few switches on the handl ebars before he steps away fromhis Harley. Then, anticipating
what's next, he stands with his feet apart and his arns up.

One Crip approaches fromeach side. They don't |ook real happy about this particular duty, they
keep casting sidelong glances at the notorcycle. The head Crip keeps goading themforward with his
voi ce, shooing themtoward Raven with his hands. Each one of them has a hand-held netal -detecting
wand. They swirl the wands around his body and find nothing at all, not even the tiniest speck of
metal , not even coins in his pocket. The nan is 100 percent organic. So if nothing else, Lagos's
war ni ng about Raven's knife has turned out to be bulishit.

These two Crips walk rapidly back to the main group. Raven begins to follow them But the head
Crip takes a step back, holds both of his hands up in a "stop" notion. Raven stops, stands there,
the grin returning to his face.

The head Crip turns away and gestures back toward his black BMN The rear door of the BMW opens up
and a man gets out, a younger, snaller black man in round wire-rins, wearing jeans and big white
athletic shoes and typical studentish gear.

The student wal ks slowy toward Raven, pulling sonething fromhis pocket. It's a hand-held device,
but much too bulky to be a calculator. It's~ got a keypad on the top and a sort of w ndow on one
end, which the student keeps ainmng toward Raven. There's an LED readout above the keypad and a
red flashing |ight underneath that. The student is wearing a pair of headphones that are jacked
into a socket on the butt of the device.

For starters, the student ainms the wi ndow at the ground, then at the sky, then at Raven, keeping
his eye on the flashing red light and the LED readout. It has the feel of some kind of religious
rite, accepting digital input fromthe sky spirit and then the ground spirit and then fromthe

bl ack bi ker angelL
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Then he begins to walk slowy toward Raven, one step at a tine. Hmcan see the red |ight flashing
intermttently, not follow ng any particular pattern or rhythm

The student gets to within a yard of Raven and then orbits hima couple of times, always keeping
the device ainmed i nward. When he's finished, he steps back briskly, turns, and ains it toward the
nmot orcycl e. When the device is ainmed at the motorcycle, the red light flashes nmuch nore quickly.
The student wal ks up to the head Crip, pulling off his headphones, and has a short conversation
with him The Crip listens to the student but keeps his eyes fixed on Raven, nods his head a few
times, finally pats the student on his shoul der and sends hi m back to the BMN

It was a Ceiger counter.

_____ Raven strolls up to the big Crip. They shake hands, a standard plain ol d Euro-shake, no
fancy variations. It's not a real friendly get-together. The Crip has his eyes a little too w de
open, Himcan see the furrows in his brow, everything about his posture and his face scream ng out
Get nme away fromthis Martian.

Raven goes back to his radi oactive hog, rel eases a few bungee cords, and picks up a netal
briefcase. He hands it to the head Crip, and they shake hands again. Then he turns away, wal ks
slowy and calmy back to the notorcycle, gets on, and putt-putts away.

Hro wiuld love to stick around and watch sone nore, but he has the feeling that Lagos has this
particul ar event covered. And besi des, he has other business. Two |inousines are fighting their
way through the crowd, headed for the stage.
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The |inopusines stop, and N pponese people start to clinb out. Dark-clad, unfunky, they stand
around awkwardly in the mddle of the party/riot, like a handful of broken nails suspended in a
colorful jello nold. Finally, Hro makes bold enough to go up and | ook into one of the wi ndows to
find out if this is who he thinks it ii.
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Can't see through the snoked gl ass. He bends down, puts his face right near the window, trying to
make it real obvious.

Still no response. Finally, he knocks on the w ndow.

Silence. He | ooks up at the entourage. They are all watching him But when he | ooks up they gl ance
away, suddenly remenber to drag on their cigarettes or rub their eyebrows.

There is only one source of light inside the linmousine that's bright enough to be visible through
the snmoked glass, and that is the distinctive inflated rectangle of a tel evision screen.

What the hell. This is Arerica, Hmis half Anerican, and there's no reason to take this
politeness thing to an unhealthy extrene. He hauls the door open and | ooks into the back of the

| i nousi ne.

Sushi Kis sitting there, wedged in between a couple of other young N pponese nen, progranmers on
his imageering team H's hairdo is turned off, so it just |ooks like an orange Afro. He is wearing
a partly assenbl ed stage costune, apparently expecting to be perform ng tonight. Looks |ike he's
taking Hmup on his offer.

He's watching a well-known tel evision programcalled Eye Spy. it is produced by Cl C and syndi cated
t hrough one of the major studios. It is reality television: CIC picks out one of their agents who
is involved in a wet operation-doing sone actual cloak-and-dagger work-gnd has himput on a
gargoyle rig so that everything he sees and hears is transmtted back to the honme base in Langl ey.
This material is then edited into a weekly hour-long program

Hiro never watches it. Now that he works for dC, he finds it kind of annoying. But he hears a | ot
of gossip about the show, and he knows that' tonight they are showi ng the second-to-|ast episode
inafive-part arc. CIC has snuggled a guy onto the Raft, where he is trying to infiltrate one of
its many colorful and sadistic pirate bands: the Bruce Lee organization

Hiro enters the linpusine and gets a look at the "IV just in time to see Bruce Lee hinself, as
seen fromthe point of view of the hapl ess gargoyl e spy, approachi ng down sone dank corridor on a
Raft ghost ship. Condensation is dripping fromthe blade of Bruce Lee's sanmurai sword.

"Bruce Lee's nmen have trapped the spy in an old Korean
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factory ship in the Core,"” one of Sushi K s henchnmen says, a rapid hissing explanation. "They are
| ooki ng for him now. "

Suddenly, Bruce Lee is pinioned under a brilliant spotlight that nmakes his trademark di anond grin
flash Iike the armof a galaxy. In the middle of the screen, a pair of cross hairs swing into

pl ace, centered on Bruce Lee's forehead. Apparently, the spy has decided he nmust fight his way out
of this mess and is bringing sonme powerful Cl C weapons systemto bear on Bruce Lee's skull. But
then a blur cones in fromthe side, a nysterious dark shape bl ocki ng our view of Bruce Lee. The
cross hairs are now centered on-what, exactly?

We'll have to wait until next week to find out.

Hro sits down across from Sushi K and the programmers, next to the television set, so that he can
get a TV s-eye view of the nman

"I'"'mH ro Protagonist. You got nmy nessage, | take it."

"Fabul " Sushi K cries, using the N pponese abbreviation of the all-purpose Holl ywood adjective
"fabul ous. ™

He continues, "Hiro-san, | amdeeply indebted to you for this once-in-a-lifetinme chance to perform
nmy small works before such an audience." He says the whole thing in N pponese except for "once-in-
a-lifetime chance."

"I must hunbly apol ogi ze for arranging the whole thing so hastily and haphazardly," H ro says.

"It pains ne deeply that you should feel the need to apol ogi ze when you have given ne an
opportunity that any N pponese rapper would give anything for-to performmny hunbl e works before
actual honeboys fromthe ghettos of L. A"

"I am profoundly enbarrassed to reveal that these fans are not exactly ghetto honeboys, as | nust
have carelessly led you to believe. They are thrashers. Skateboarders who |ike both rap nusic and
heavy netalL"
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"Ah. This is fine, then," Sushi K says. But his tone of voice suggests that it's not really fine
at all.

"But there are representatives of the Crips here," Hro says, thinking very, very fast even by his
standards, "and if your performance is well received, as |'mquite certainit will be, they wll
spread the word throughout their community."

Sushi K rolls down the wi ndow. The decibel |evel quintuples
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in an instant. He stares at the crowd, five thousand potential market shares, young people with
funki ness on their mnds. They've never heard any nusic before that wasn't perfect. It's either
studio-perfect digital sound fromtheir CD players or performance-perfect fuzz-grunge fromthe
best people in the business, the groups that have cone to L. A to nake a nane for thensel ves and
have actually survived the gladiatorial conbat environment of the clubs. Sushi K's face lights up
with a conbination of joy and terror. Now he actually has to go up there and do it. In front of
the seething bionass.

Hiro goes out and paves the way for him That's easy enough. Then he bails. He's done his bit. No
point in wasting tine on this puny Sushi K thing when Raven is out there, representing a nuch

| arger source of incone. So he wanders back out toward the periphery.

"Yol Dude with the swords," someone says.

H ro turns around, sees a green-jacketed Enforcer notioning to him It's the short, powerful guy
with the headset, the guy in charge of the security detail

"Squeaky, " he says, extending his hand.

"Hiro," Hro says, shaking it, and handi ng over his business card. No particular reason to be coy
with these guys. 'Wat can | do for you, Squeaky?"

Squeaky reads the card. He has a kind of exaggerated politeness that is kind of like a mlitary
man. He's calm mature, rol enodel esque, |ike a high school football coach. "You in charge of this
t hi ng?"

"To the extent anyone is."

"M. Protagonist, we got a call a fewmnutes ago froma friend of yours naned Y. T."

"What's wong? Is she okay?"

"Ch, yes, sir, she's just fine. But you know that bug you were talking to earlier?"

H ro's never heard the term"bug" used this way, but he reckons that Squeaky is referring to the
gar goyl e, Lagos.

"Yeah."

"Well, there's a situation involving that gentlerman that Y.T. sort of tipped us off to. W thought
you m ght want to have a | ook."

iio
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"What' s goi ng on?"

"Uh, why don't you cone with ne. You know, sone things are easier to show than to explain

verbal ly."

As Squeaky turns, Sushi K's first rap song begins. His voice sounds tight and tense.

Fm Sushi K and |I'm here to say
| like torap in a different way

Look out Nunber One in every city
Sushi K rap has all nost pretty

My special tal king of remarkabl e words
I's not the stereotyped bucktooth nerd

My hair is big as a gal axy
Cause | attain greater technol ogy

H mfoll ows Squeaky away fromthe crowd, into the dimMy |it area on the edge of the shantytown. Up
above them on the overpass enmbanknent, he can dimy nake out phosphorescent shapes-green-jacketed
Enforcers orbiting some strange attractor

"WAat ch your step," Squeaky says as they begin to clinb up the enbanknment. "It's slippery in

pl aces. "

I like to rap about sweetened romance
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My fond anbition is of your pants

So here is of special reinarkable way
O this fellow raps nanmed Sushi IC

The Ni pponese tal ki ng phenonenon
Li ke samurai sword his sharpened tongue

Who raps the East Asia and the Pacific
Prosperity Sphere, to be specific

It's a typical |oose slope of dirt and stones that |ooks like it would wash away in the first
rainfall. Sage and cactus and tunbl e-weeds here and there, all |ooking scraggly and hal f.dead from
air pollution.

It's hard to see anything clearly, because Sushi K is junping
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around down bel ow them on the stage, the brilliant orange rays of his sunburst hairdo are sweeping
back and forth across the enbanknent at a speed that seens to be supersonic, washing grainy,

gritty light over the weeds and the rocks and throwi ng everything into weird, discolored, high-
contrast freeze franes.

Sarari man on subway listen
For Sushi K |ike nuclear fission

Fire-breathing lizard Cojiro
He ny always big-tine hero

H s nmutant rap burn down whol e bl ock
Start investing now Sushi |C stock

It on Nikkei stock exchange
Waxes; other rappers wane

Best investnent, make ny day
Corporation Sushi K

Squeaky is wal king straight uphill, paralleling a fresh notorcycle track that has cut deeply into
the | oose yellow soil. It consists of a deep, wide track with a narrower one that runs parallel, a
couple of feet to the right.

The track gets deeper the farther up they go. Deeper and darker. It |ooks less and less like a
motorcycle rut in loose dirt and nore |ike a drainage ditch for sone sinister black effluent.

Coming to Anerica now
Rappers trying to start a row

Say "Stay in Japan, please, listen!
We can't handl e competition!”

U. S. rdppers booing and hissin'
Ask for rap protectionism

They afraid of Sushi IC
Cause their audi ence go away

He got chill financial backin'
G ve those U S. rappers a snackin'
SNOW CRASH

Sushi K concert nmachi ne Fast efficient super clean

Run li ke clockwork in a watch
Kick old rappers in the crotch
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One of The Enforcers up the hill is carrying a flashlight. As he noves, it sweeps across the
ground at a flat angle, briefly illumnating the ground |like a searchlight. For an instant, the
light shines into the motorcycle rut, and Hiro perceives that it has beconme a river of bright red,
oxygenat ed bl ood.

He I earn English total imersion
Engl i sh/ Japanese be nergin

I nto super conbination
So can have fans in every nation

Hong Kong they speak English, too
Yearn of rappers just like you

Angl ophones who |ive down under
Sooner |ater start to wonder

When they get they own rap star
Tired of rappers from af ar

Lagos is lying on the ground, spraw ed across the tire track. He has been slit open |like a sal non,
with a single snooth-edged cut that begins at his anus and runs up his belly, through the mddle
of his sternum all the way up to the point of his jaw It's not just a superficial slash. It
appears to go all the way to his spine in some places. The black nylon straps that hold his
conmputer systemto his body have been neatly cut where they cross the mdline, and half of the
stuff has fallen off into the dust.

So |l will get big radio traffic
When you | ook at denographic

Sushi K research statistic
Make big future look ballistic

Speed of Sushi K growth stock

Put U. S. rappers into shock

17

Jason Brecknridge wears a terracofta blazer. It is the color of Sicily. Jason Breckinridge has
never been to Sicily. He may get to go there someday, as a premium In order to get the free
cruise to Sicily, Jason has to accunul ate 10, 000 Coonbata Points.

He begitis this quest in a favorable position. By opening up his own Nova Siciia franchise, he
started out with an automatic 3,333 points in the Coonbata Point bank. Add to that a one-tinme-only
Citizenshi p Bonus of 500 points and the balance is starting to | ook pretty good. The numnber is
stored in the big conputer in Brooklyn.

Jason grew up in the western suburbs of Chicago, one of the nost highly franchised regions in the
country. He attended the University of Illinois business school, racking up a CPA of 2.9567, and
did a senior thesis called "The Interaction of the Ethnographic, Financial, and Paramlitary

Di nmensions of Corn. petition in Certain Markets." This was a case study of turf struggle between
Nova Siciia and Narcol ombia franchises in his old neighborhood in Aurora.

Enrique Cortazar ran the failing Narcol onbia franchi se upon which Jason had hi nged his argunent.
Jason interviewed himseveral times over the phone, briefly, but never saw M. Cortazar face to
face.

M. Cortazar cel ebrated Jason's graduation by firebonbing the Breckinridges' Omi Horizon van in a
parking lot and then firing eleven clips of automatic rifle ammunition through the front wall of
their house.

Fortunately, M. Caruso, who ran the local string of Nova Sicilia franchulates that was in the
process of beating the pants off of Enrique Cortazar, got wind of these attacks before they
happened, probably by intercepting signal intelligence fromM. Cortazar's fleet of poorly secured
cel lul ar phones and CB radios. He was able to warn Jason's fanmly in time, so that when all of
those bullets flew through their house in the mddle of the night, they were enjoying
conplimentary chanmpagne in an AQd Sicilia Inn five niles down H ghway 96.

SNOW CRASH
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Natural Iy, when the B-school held its end.of-the-year job fair, Jason made a point of sw nging by
the Nova Sicilia booth to thank M. Caruso for saving everyone in his famly fromcertain death.
"Hey, y'know, it was just, |ike a neighbor kinds thing, y'know, Jasie boy?" M. Caruso said,
whacki ng Jason across the shoul der bl ades and squeezing his deltoids, which were the size of
cant al oupes. Jason did not hit the steroids as hard as he had when he was fifteen, but he was
still in great shape.

M. Caruso was from New York. He had one of the nost popular booths at the job fair. It was being
held in a big exhibition space in the Union. The hall had been done up with an imagi nary street
pattern. Two "hi ghways" divided it up into quadrants, and all the franchi se conpani es and
nationalities had their booths along the highways. Burbcl aves and ot her conpani es had boot hs

hi dden anong the suburban "streets" within the quadrants. M. Caruso's Nova Sicilia booth was
right at the intersection of the two highways. Dozens of scrubby B-school grads were |ined up
there waiting to interview, but M. Caruso noticed Jason standing in line and went right up and
pl ucked himout of Iine and grabbed his deltoids. Al the other B-school grads stared at Jason
enviously. That made Jason feel good, really special. That was the feeling he got about Nova
Sicilia: personalized attention

"Well, | was going to interview here, of course, and at M. Lee's G eater Hong Kong, because |I'm
real interested in high tech," Jason said, in response to M. Caruso's fatherly questioning.

M. Caruso gave him an especially hard squeeze. His voice said that he was painfully surprised,
but that he didn't necessarily think any [ess of Jason for it, not yet anyway. "Hong Kong? Wat
would a smart white kid like you want with a fuckin' N p operation?”
"Well, technically they're not N ps-which is short for N p. ponese,”
predoni nantly Cantonese-"

"They're all Nips," M. Caruso said, "and y' know why | say that? Not because |I'ma fuckin' racist,
because |'mnot. Because to themto those people, y' know, the Nips-we're all foreign
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devils. That's what they call us. Foreign devils. How d'ya |ike that?"

Jason just |aughed appreciatively.

"After all the good things we did for them But here in Anerica, Jasie boy, we're all foreign
devils, ain't we? W all came from sonepl ace-'cept for the fuckin' Indians. You ain't gonna
interview over at the Lakota Nation, are ya?"

"No, sir, M. Caruso," Jason said.

"Good thinkin'. | agree with that. I'mgettin' away frommny main point, which is that since we all
have our own uni que ethnic and cultural identities, we have to get a job with an organi zati on that
uni quely respects and seeks to preserve those distinctive identities-forging themtogether into a
functionin' whole, y'know?"

"Yes, | see your point, M. Caruso," Jason said.

By this point, M. Caruso had | ed himsone distance away and was strolling with himdown one of
the netaphorical H ghways o' Qpportunity. "Now, can you think of some business organi zations that
fill that fuckin' bill, Jasie boy?"

"Well. "

"Not fuckin' Hong Kong. That's for white people who want to be Japs but can't, didja know that?
You don't wants be a Jap, do ya?"

"Ha ha. No, sir, M. Caruso."

"Y' know what | heard?" M. Caruso |let go of Jason, turned, and stood close to him chest to chest,
his cigar zinging past Jason's ear like a flamng arrow as he gesticulated. This was a
confidential portion of the chat, a little anecdote between the two nen. "In Japan, if you screw
up? You gotta cut off one a your fingers. Chop. Just like that. Honest to Cod. You don't believe
ne?"

"I believe you. But that's not all of Japan, sir, Just in the Yakuza. The Japanese Mafia."

M. Caruso threw back his head and | aughed, put his arm around Jason's shoul ders again. "Y' know, |
like you, Jason, | really do," he said. "The Japanese Mafia. Tell ne sonething, Jason, you ever
hear anyone describe our thing as 'The Sicilian Yakuza'? Huh?"

Jason | aughed. "No, sir."
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"Yl nrow why that is? Y know?" M. Caruso had come to the serious, neaningful part of his speech
"Way is that, sir?"

M. Caruso wheel ed Jason around so that both of themwere staring down the | ength of the hi ghway
to the tall effigy of Uncle Enzo, standing above the intersection |like the Statue of Liberty.

Jason said. "Hong Kong is a
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"Cause there's only one, son. Only one. And you could be a part of it,"

"But it's so conpetitive-"

"What? Listen to this! You got a three-point grade average! You' re gonna kick butt, son!"

M. Caruso, like any other franchisee, had access to Turfnet, the nultiple listing service that
Nova Siciia used to keep track of what it called "opportunity zones." He took Jason back to the
boot h-ri ght past all of those poor dorks waiting in line, Jason really liked that-and signed onto
the network, Al Jason had to do was pick out a region

"I have an uncle who owns a car dealership in southern California," Jason said, "and | know that's
a rapidly expandi ng area, and-"

"Plenty of opportunity zones!"™ M. Caruso said, pounding away on the keyboard with a flourish. He
wheel ed the nonitor around to show Jason a map of the L. A area blazing with red spl otches that
represented unclainmed turf sectors, "Take your pick, Jasie boy!"

______ Now Jason Breckinridge is the manager of Nova Sicilia #5328 in the Valley. He puts on
his smart terracotta blazer every norning and drives to work in his Odsnmobile. Lots of young
entrepreneurs would be driving BMAé or Acuras, but the organization of which Jason is now a part
puts a premiumon tradition and famly val ues and does not go in for flashy foreign inports. "If
an Anerican car is good enough for Uncle Enzo..."

Jason's bl azer has the Mafia | ogo enbroi dered on the breast pocket. Aletter "C' is worked into
the | ogo, signifying Ganbino, which is the division that handl es accounts for the L.A Basin. Hs
name is witten underneath: "Jason (The Iron Punper) Breckinridge." That is the nicknane that he
and M. Caruso
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came up with a year ago at the job fair in illinois. Everyone gets to have a nicknane, it is a
tradition and a mark of pride, and they like you to pick sonething that says sonmethi ng about you
As manager of a local office, Jason's job is to portion work out to local contractors. Every
nmor ni ng, he parks his O dsnobile out front and goes into the office, ducking quickly into the
arnored doorway to foil possible Narcol onbian snipers. This does not prevent them fromtaking
occasi onal potshots at the big Uncle Enzo that rises up above the franchise, but those signs can
take an anmazi ng anpbunt of abuse before they start |ooking seedy,

Safely inside, Jason signs onto Turfnet. Ajob list scrolls auto. matically onto the screen. Al
Jason has to do is find contractors to handle all of those jobs before he goes home that night, or
el se he has to take care of themhinmself. One way or another, they have to get done. The great
mejority of the jobs are sinple deliveries, which he portions out to Kouners. Then there are

col l ections fromdelinquent borrowers and fromfranchi sees who depend on Nova Siciia for their

pl ant security. If it's a first notice, Jason likes to drop by in person, just to show the flag,
to enphasi ze that his organi zati on takes a personal, one-to-one, hands-on, nicronmanaged approach
to debt.related issues. If it's a second or third notice, he usually wites a contract w th Dead-
beaters International, a high-inpact collection agency with whose work he has al ways been very
happy. Then there is the occasional Code H Jason hates to deal with Code Hs, views them as
synptons of a breakdown in the systemof nutual trust that nakes society work. But usually these
are handled directly fromthe regional level, and all Jason has to do is aftermath manage. nent
and spin control

Thi s norning, Jason is |ooking especially crisp, his Adsnobile freshly waxed and polished. Before
he goes inside, he plucks a couple of burger wappers off the parking lot, snipers be damed. He
has heard that Uncle Enzo is in the area, and you never knew when he might pull his fleet of

| i mousi nes and war wagons i nto a nei ghborhood franchi se and pop in to shake hands with the rank
and file. Yes, Jason is going to be working late tonight, burning the oil until he receives word
that Uncle Enzo's plane is safely out of the area.

He signs onto Turfnet. Alist of jobs scrolls up as usual, not a
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very long list, Interfranchise activity is way down today, as all the |local nanagers gird, polish
and inspect for the possible arrival of Uncle Enzo. But one of the jobs scrolls up in red letters,
a priority job.

Priority jobs are a little unusual. A synptom of bad noral e and general slipshoddity. Every job
should be a priority job. But every so often, there is sonething that absolutely can't be del ayed
or screwed up, A local nmanager |ike Jason can't order up a priority job; it has to come froma

hi gher echel on.
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Usually, a priority job is a Code H But Jason notes with relief that this one is a sinple
delivery. Certain docunments are to be hand carried fromhis office to Nova Sicilia #4649, which is
south of downt own.

Way south. Conpton. A war zone, |longtine stronghold of Narcol onbi ans and Rastafarian gunslingers.
Conpton. Wiy the hell would an office in Conpton need a personally signed copy of his financial
records? They shoul d be spending all of their tinme doing Code Hs on the conpetition, out there.
As a matter of fact, there is a very active Young Mafia group on a certain block in Conpton that
has just succeeded in driving away all of the Narcol onbi ans and turning the whole area into a
Maf i a Wat ch nei ghborhood. A d |adies are wal king the streets again. Children are waiting for
school buses and pl ayi ng hopscotch on sidewal ks that recently were stained with blood. It's a fine
exanple; if it can be done on this block, it can be done anywhere.

As a matter of fact, Uncle Enzo is conming to congratulate themin person

Thi s afternoon.

And #4649 is going to be his tenporary headquarters.

The inplications are stunning.

Jason has been given a priority job to deliver his records to the very franchi se where Uncle Enzo
will be taking his espresso this afternoon

Uncle Enzo is interested in him

M. Caruso claimed he had connections higher up, but could they really go this high?

Jason sits back in his color.coordjnated earth-tone sw vel chair
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to consider the very real possibility that in a few days, he's going to be nanagi ng a whol e regi on-
or even better.

One thing's for sure-this is not a delivery to be entrusted to any Kourier, any punk on a

skat eboard. Jason is going to trundle his Odsnobile into Conpton personally to drop this stuff
of f.

18

He's there an hour ahead of schedul e, He was shooting for half an hour early, but once he gets a

| oad of Conpton-he's heard stories about the place, of course, but nmy Cod-he starts driving like a
mani ac. Cheap, nasty franchises all tend to adopt logos with a ot of bright, hideous yellow in
them and so Al ameda Street is clearly nmarked out before him a gout of radioactive urine ejected
south fromthe dead center of LA. Jason aims hinself right down the niddle, ignoring |ane nmarkings
and red lights, and puts the hamer down.

Most of the franchises are yell ow | ogoed, wong-side-of-the-tracks operations |ike Uptown,

Nar col onbi a, Caymans Pl us, Metazania, and The dink. But standing out |like rocky islands in this
swanp are the Nova Siciia franchul at es-beachheads for the Mafia's effort to outduel the
overwhel mi ngly strong Narcol onbi a.

Shitty lots that even The dink wouldn't buy always tend to get picked up by econony-ninded three-
ringers who have just shelled out a mllion yen for a Narcol onbia |icense and who need sone rea
estate, any real estate, that they can throw a fence around and extraterritorialize. These |oca
franchul ates send nost of their gross to Medellin in franchising fees and keep barely enough to
pay over head.

Sone of themtry to scam to sneak a few bills into their pocket when they think the security
canera isn't watching, and run down the street to the nearest Caymans Plus or The Al ps

franchul ate, which hover in these areas like flies on road kill. But these people rapidly find out
that in Narcol onbia, just about everything is a capital offense, and there is no judicial system
to speak of, just flying justice squads that have the right to blow into
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your franchulate any tine of day or night and fax your records back to the notoriously picky
computer in Medellin. Nothing sucks nore than being hauled in front of a firing squad agai nst the
back wall of the business that you built with your own two hands.

Uncl e Enzo reckons that with the Mafia's enphasis on loyalty and traditional famly val ues, they
can sign up a lot of these entrepreneurs before they becone Narcol onbian citizens.

And that explains the billboards that Jason sees with growi ng frequency as he drives into Conpton
The smiling face of Uncle Enzo seens to beam down from every corner. Typically, he's got his arm
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around t he shoul ders of a young whol esonme-1| ooki ng bl ack kid, and there's a catch phrase above: THE
MAFI A- YOU VE COT A FRIEND IN THE FAM LY! and RELAx-you ARE ENTERI NG A MAFI A WATCH NEI GHBORHOOD!
and UNCLE ENzo FORGAES AND FORCGETS.

This last one usually acconpanies a picture of Uncle Enzo with his arm around sone teenager's
shoul ders, giving hima stern avuncular talking-to. It is an allusion to the fact that the

Col onbi ans and Jamai cans kill just about everyone.

No WAY, JGsE! Uncle Enzo hol ding up one hand to stop an Uzi-toting Hi spanic scunbag; behind him
stands a pan-ethni c phal anx of kids and grannies, resolutely gripping baseball bats and frying
pans.

Oh, sure, the Narcol onbians still have a | ock on coca | eaves, but now that N ppon Pharmaceutical s
has its big cocaine-synthesis facility in Mexicali nearly conplete, that will cease to be a
factor. The Mafia is betting that any snmart youngster going into the business these days will take
note of these billboards and think twi ce. Wiy end up suffocating on your own entrails out in back
of some Buy 'n' Fly when you can put on a crisp terracotta bl azer instead and become part of a
jovial famia? Especially now that they have bl ack, Hi spanic, and Asian capos who will| respect
your cultural identity? In the long term Jason is bullish on the Mb.

His black Odsnobile is a fucking bullseye in a place like this. It's the worst thing he has ever
seen, Conpton. Lepers roasting dogs on spits over tubs of flam ng kerosene. Street people pushing
wheel barrows piled high with dripping clots of nmillion- and
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bfflion-dollar bills that they have raked up out of storm sewers. Road kills-enornous road Kkill s-
road kills so big that they could only be human bei ngs, sneared out into chunky swaths a bl ock

I ong. Burning roadbl ocks across major avenues. No franchi ses anywhere. The O dsnobil e keeps

poppi ng. Jason can't think of what it is until he realizes that people are shooting at him Good
thing he let his uncle talk himinto springing for full arnor! Wen he figures that one out, he
actually gets psyched. This is the real thing, man! He's driving around in his Ads and the
bastards are shooting at him and it just don't matter

Every street for three blocks around the franchise is blocked off by Mafia war wagons. Men |urk on
top of burned tenenments carrying six-foot-long rifles and wearing bl ack wi ndbreakers with MAFI A
across the back in five-inch fluorescent letters,

This is it, man, this is the real shit.

Pulling up to the checkpoint, he notes that his AOds is now straddling a portable claynore nine
If he's the wong guy, it'll turn the car into a steel doughnut. But he's not the wong guy. He's
the right guy. He's got a priority job, a heap of docunents on the seat next to him wapped up
tight and pretty.

He rolls the wi ndow down and a top-echelon Mafia guardsman nails himwi th the retinal scanner
None of this ID card nonsense. They know who he is in a microsecond. He sits back against his
whi pl ash arrestor, turns the rearview mrror to face hinmself, checks his hairstyle. It's not half
bad.

"Bud," the guard says, "you ain't on the list."

"Yes, | am" Jason says. "This is a priority delivery. Cot the papers right here."

He hands a hard copy of the Turfnet job order to the guard, who looks at it, grunts, and goes into
his war wagon, which is richly festooned w th antennas.

There is a very, very long wait.

A man is approaching on foot, wal king across the enpti ness between the Mafia franchi se and the
perinmeter. The vacant lot is a wilderness of charred bricks and twi sted electrical conduit, but
this gentleman is wal king across it like Christ on the Sea of Galilee. His suit is perfectly
black. So is his hair. He doesn't have any guards with him The perineter security is that good.
Jason notices that all the guards at this checkpoint are standing
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alittle straighter, adjusting their ties, shooting their cuffs. Jason wants to clinb out of his
bul | et - pocked O dsnobile to show proper respect to whoever this guy is, but he can't get the door
open because a big guard is standing right there, using the roof as a mrror

Al'l too quickly, he's there.

"I's this hinP" he says to a guard.

The guard | ooks at Jason for a couple of seconds, as though he can't quite believe it, then | ooks
at the inportant man in the black suit and nods.

The man in the black suit nods back, tugs on his cuffs a little bit, squints around himfor a few
monents, | ooking at the snipers up on the roofs, -1ooking everywhere but at Jason. Then he steps
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forward one pace. One of his eyes is nmade of glass and doesn't point in the sane direction as the
ot her one. Jason thinks he's |ooking el sewhere. But he's |ooking at Jason with his good eye. O
maybe he isn't. Jason can't tell which eye is the real one. He shudders and stiffens |ike a puppy
in a deep freeze.

"Jason Breckinridge," the nman says.

"The lron Punper," Jason reni nds him

"Shut up. For the rest of this conversation, you don't say anything. Wen | tell you what you did
wong, you don't say you're sorry, because | already know you're sorry. And when you drive outta
here alive, you don't thank nme for being alive. And you don't even say good-bye to ne,"

Jason nods,

"I don't even want you to nod, that's how much you annoy ne, Just freeze and shut up. Okay, here
we go. W gave you a priority job this norning. It was real easy. Al you had to do was read the
fucking job sheet. But you didn't read it. You just took it upon yourself to make the fuckin'
delivery on your own. Which the job sheet explicitly tells you not to do."

Jason's eyes flick in the direction of the bundl e of documents on the seat.

"That's crap,"” the man says. "W don't want your fucking docunents. We don't care about you and
your fucking franchise out in the mddle a nowhere. All we wanted was the Kourier. The job sheet
said that this delivery was supposed to be nade by one particul ar Kourier who works your area,
nane of Y.T. Uncle
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Enzo happens to like Y. T. He wants to neet her. Now, because you screwed up, Uncle Enzo don't get
his wish. Ch, what a terrible outcone. Wiat an enbarrassnment. What an incredi ble fuckup, is what
it is. It's too late to save your franchise, Jason The Iron Punper, but it might not be too late
to keep the sewer rats fromeating your nipples for dinner."

"This wasn't done with a sword,"” Hro says. He is beyond astoni shment as he stands and stares at
Lagos's corpse. Al the enptions will probably conme piling in on himlater, when he goes hone and
tries to sleep. For now, the thinking part of his brain seens cut |oose fromhis body, as if he
has just ingested a great deal of drugs, and he's just as cool as Squeaky.

"Ch, yeah? How can you tell?" Squeaky says.

"Swords make quick cuts, all the way through. Like, you cut off a head or an arm A person who's
been killed with a sword doesn't | ook like this.”

"Real | y? Have you killed a | ot of people with swords, M. Protagonist?"

"Yes. In the Metaverse."

They stand for a while longer, looking at it.

"This doesn't look |like a speed nove. This |ooks Iike a strength nove,
"Raven | ooks strong enough. "

"That he does."

"But | don't think he was carrying a weapon. The Crips frisked himearlier, and he was clean."
"Wl |, then he nust have borrowed one," Squeaky says. "This bug was all over the place, you know.
We were keeping an eye on him because we were afraid he was going to piss Raven off. He kept
goi ng around | ooking for a vantage point."

"He's |l oaded with surveillance gear," Hro says. "The higher he gets, the better it works."

"So he ended up here on this enmbanknment And apparently the perpetrator knew where he was."
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"The dust," Hiro says. "Watch the | asers."

Down bel ow, Sushi K pirouettes spastically as a beer bottle carons off his forehead. A bundle of

| asers sweeps across the embanknment, clearly visible in the fine dust being drawn out of it by the
wi nd.

"This guy-this bug-was using |asers. As soon as he came up here-"

"They betrayed his position," Squeaky says.

"And then Raven cane after him"

"Wll, we're not saying it's him" Squeaky says. "But! need to know if this character"-he nods at
the corpse--"ni ght have done anything that woul d have made Raven feel threatened."

"What is this, group therapy? Wio cares if Raven felt threatened?”

"I do," Squeaky says with great finality.

Squeaky says.
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"Lagos was just a gargoyle. A big hoover for intel. | don't think he did wet operations-and if he
did, he wouldn't do it in that get-up."

"So why do you think Raven was feeling so junmpy?"

"l guess he doesn't |ike being under surveillance," Hro says.

"Yeah." Squeaky says. "You should renenber that."

Then Squeaky puts one hand over his ear, the better to hear voices on his headset radio.

"Did Y. T. see this happen?" Hiro says.

"No, " Squeaky munbles, a few seconds later. "But she saw himleaving the scene. She's follow ng
him"

"Way woul d she want to do that!?"

"l guess you told her to, or sonething."

"I didn't think she'd take off after him"

"Wl |, she doesn't know that he killed the guy," Squedy says. "She just phoned in a sighting-he's
riding his Harley into Chinatown." And he begins running up the enbankment. A couple of Enforcers
cars are parked on the shoul der of the highway up there, waiting.

Hro tags along. His legs are in incredible shape fr~n sword fighting, and he manages to catch up
to Squeaky by the tine he reaches his car. Wen the driver undoes the electric door locks, Hiro
scoots into the back seat as Squeaky is going into the front Squeaky turns around and gives hima
tired | ook.
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“I''"ll behave," H ro says.

"Just one thing-"

"I know. Don't fuck around with Raven."

"That's right."

Squeaky holds his glare for another second and then turns around, notions the driver to drive. He
inmpatiently rips ten feet of hard copy out of the dashboard printer and begins sifting through it.
On this long strip of paper, Hiro glinpses multiple renditions of the inportant Crip, the guy with
t he goatee whom Raven was dealing with earlier. On the printout, he is |abeled as "T-Bone Muirphy."
There's also a picture of Raven. It's an action shot, not a nug shot, It is terrible output. It
has been caught through sonme kind of light-anplifying optics that wash out the col or and nake
everything incredibly grainy and |ow contrast. It |ooks |ike sone image processing has been done
to make it sharper; this also makes it grainier. The license plate is just an oblate blur

overwhel med by the glow of the taillight. It is heeled over sharply, the sidecar wheel severa

i nches off the ground. But the rider doesn't have any visible neck; his head, or rather the dark
splotch that is there, just keeps getting wider until it nmerges into his shoulders. Defimely
Raven.

"How cone you have pictures of T-Bone Murphy in there?" H m says.

"He's chasing him" Squeaky says.

"Who' s chasi ng whon?"

"Well, your friend Y.T. ain't no Edward R Mirrow. But as far as we can tell from her reports,
they' ve been sighted in the sane area, trying to kill each other,"” Squeaky says. He's speaking
with the slow, distant tones of soneone who is getting |live updates over his headphones.

"They were doing sone kind of a deal earlier," Hro says.

"Then | ain't hardly surprised they're trying to kill each other now.,'

______ Once they get to a certain part of town, followi ng the T-Bone and Raven show becones a
matter of connect-the-
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anb~nces. Every couple of blocks there is a cluster of cops and nedica, |lights sparkling, radios
coughing. Al they have to do is go fromone to the next.

At the first one, there is a dead Crip lying on the pavenent. A six-foot.w de bl ood slick runs
from his body, diagonally down the Street to a stormdrain. The anmbul ance peopl e are standing
around, snoking and drinking coffee fromgo cups, waiting for The Enforcers to get finished
measuri ng and phot ographing so that they can haul the corpse to the norgue. There are no IV lines
set up, no bits of nedical trash strewn around the area, no Open doc boxes; they didn't even try.
They proceed around a couple of corners to the next constellation of flashing |ights. Here, the
ambul ance drivers are inflating a cast around the | eg of a MetaCop

"Run over by the motorcycle," Squeaky says, shaking his head with the traditional Enforcer's
disdain for their pathetic junior relations,- the MetaCops.
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Finally, he patches the radio feed into the dashboard so they can all hear it.

The motorcyclist's trail is now cold, and it sounds like nmobst of the local cops are dealing with
aftermath problenms. But a citizen has just called in to conplain that a man on a notorcycle, and
several other persons, are trashing a field of hops on her bl ock

"Three bl ocks from here," Squeaky says to the driver

"Hops?" Hiro says.

"I know the place. Local nicrobrewery,
to some urban gardeners. Chi nese peasants who do the grunt work for

Squeaky says. "They grow their own hops. Contract it out

em -

When they arrive, the first authority figures on the scene, it is obvious why Raven decided to |et
hi msel f get chased Lnto a hop field: It is great cover. The hops are heavy, flowering vines that
grow on trellises |ashed toge,ther out of |ong

thing. PO es. The trellises are eight feet high; you can't see a

They all get out of the car

' T. Bo~e? Squeaky hollers.
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They hear soneone yelling in English fromthe nmiddle of the field. "Over here!" But he isn't
respondi ng to Squeaky.

They walk into the hop field. Carefully. There is an envel oping snell, a resiny odor not unlike
marijuana, the sharp snmell that conmes off an expensive beer. Squeaky notions for Hmto stay
behi nd him

In other circunstances, Hiro would do so. He is half Japanese, and under certain circunstances,
totally respectful of authority.

This is not one of those circunmstances. |If Raven comes anywhere near Hiro, Hro is going to be
talking to himwith his katana. And if it cones to that, H ro doesn't want Squeaky anywhere near
him because he could lose a linb on the backswi ng.

"Yo, T-Bone!" Squeaky yells. "It's The Enforcers, and we're pissed! Get the fuck out of there,
man. Let's go hone!"

T.Bone, or Hiro assunes it is T-Bone, responds only by firing a short burst from a nachi ne pistol
The muzzle flash lights up the hop vines like a strobe light. H mainms one shoul der at the ground,
buries hinself in soft earth and foliage for a few seconds.

"Fucki" T.Bone says. It is a disappointed fuck, but a fuck with a heavy undertone of overwhel m ng
frustration and not a little fear

H mgets up into a conservative squat, |ooks around. Squeaky and the other Enforcer are nowhere to
be seen.

Hro forces his way through one of the trellises and into a rowthat is closer to the action

The other Enforcer-the driver-is in the sane row, about ten neters away, his back turned to Hiro.
He gl ances over his shoulder in Hims direction, then looks in the other direction and sees
soneone el se-Hiro can't quite see who, because The Enforcer is in the way.

"What the fuck," The Enforcer says.

Then he junps a little, as though startled, and sonethi ng happens to the back of his jacket.

"Who is it?" Hiro says.

The Enforcer doesn't say anything. He is trying to turn back around, but sonething prevents it.
Sonet hing is shaking the vines around him

The Enforcer shudders, careens sideways fromfoot to foot. "Cot to get |oose,
loudly to no one in particu
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lar. He breaks into a trot, running away fromH ro. The other person who was in the row is gone
now. The Enforcer is running in a strange stiff upright gait with his arnms down to his sides. His
bright green wi ndbreaker isn't hanging correctly.

Hro runs after him The Enforcer is trotting toward the end of the row, where the lights of the
street are visible.

The Enforcer exits the field a couple of seconds ahead of him and, when Hiro gets to the curb, is

he says, speaking

inthe mddle of the road, illumnated nostly by flashing blue Iight froma giant overhead video
screen. He is turning around and around with strange little stonping footsteps, not keeping his
bal ance very well. He is saying, "Aaah, aaah" in a low, cal mvoice that gurgles as though he badly

needs to clear his throat.
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As The Enforcer revolves, Hiro perceives that he has been inpaled on an eight-foot-1|ong banmboo
spear. Half sticks out the front, half out the back. The back half is dark with blood and bl ack
fecal clunps, the front half is greenish-yellow and clean. The Enforcer can only see the front

hal f and his hands are playing up and down it, trying to verify what his eyes are seeing. Then the
back hal f whacks into a parked car, spraying a narrow fan of head cheese across the waxed and
polished trunk lid. The car's alarmgoes off. The Enforcer hears the sound and turns around to see
what it is.

When Hiro last sees him he is running down the center of the pulsating neon street toward the
center of Chinatown, wailing a terrible, random song that clashes with the bleating of the car
alarm Hiro feels even at this nmonent that sonething has been torn open in the world and that he

i s dangling above the gap, staring into a place where he does not want to be. Lost in the bionass.
Hiro draws his katana.

"Squeaky!" Hiro hollers. "He's throwing spears! He's pretty good at it! Your driver is hit!"

"Got it!" Sqgueaky hollers.

Hiro goes back into the closest row. He hears a sound off to the right and uses the katana to cut
his way through into that row. This is not a nice place to be at the nonent, but it is safer than
standing in the street under the plutonic |light of the video screen
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Down the rowis a man. Hiro recogni zes himby the strange shape of his head, which just gets wi der
until it reaches his shoulders. He is holding a freshly cut bamboo pole in one hand, torn fromthe
trellis.

Raven strokes one end of it with his other hand, and a chunk falls off. Sonething flickers in that
hand, the bl ade of a knife apparently. He has just cut off the end of the pole at an acute angle
to make it into a spear.

He throws it fluidly. The notion is cal mand beautiful. The

spear disappears because it is comng straight at Hiro.

Hiro does not have tinme to adopt the proper stance, but this is fine since he has already adopted
it. Whenever he has a katana in his hands he adopts it automatically, otherw se he fears that he
may | ose his balance and carelessly |op off one of his extrenmties. Feet parallel and pointed
strai ght ahead, right foot in front of the left foot, katana held down at groin level like an
extension of the phallus. Hro raises the tip and slaps at the spear with the side of the bl ade,
diverting it just enough; it goes into a slow sideways spin, the point mssing Hro just barely
and entangling itself in a vine on Hro's right. The butt end swings around and gets hung up on
the left, tearing out a nunber of vines as it cones to a stop. It is heavy, and traveling very
fast.

Raven i s gone.

Mental note: Whether or not Raven intended to take on a

bunch of Crips and Enforcers singl ehandedly tonight, he didn't even bother to pack a gun

Anot her burst of gunfire sounds from several rows over

Hiro has been standing here for rather a long tine, thinking about what just happened. He cuts

t hrough the next row of vines and heads in the direction of the muzzle flash, running his nouth:

"Don't shoot this way, T-Bone, |'mon your side, man."
" Mot herfucker threw a stick into ny chest, man!" T. Bone
conpl ai ns.

When you're wearing arnor, getting hit by a spear just isn't

such a big deal anynore

"Maybe you should just forget it," Hro says. He is having to

cut his way through a lot of rows to reach T-Bone, but as long as T Bone keeps talking, Hro can
find him
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"I'ma Crip. We don't forget nothing," T-Bone says. "lIs that you?"
"No," Himsays. "I'mnot there yet."

A very brief burst of gunfire, rapidly cut off. Suddenly, no one is talking. Hmcuts his way into
the next row and al nost steps on T-Bone's hand, which has been anputated at the wist. Its finger
is stifi tangled in the trigger guard of a MAG-Ii.

The remai nder of T.Bone is two rows away. H m stops and watches through the vines.

Raven is one of the |largest nmen Hiro has seen outside of a professional sporting event. T.Bone is
backi ng away from himdown the row. Raven, noving with | ong confident strides, catches up with T-
Bone and swings one hand up into T.Bone's body; Hiro doesn't have to see the knife to knowit is

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (71 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:20 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

t here.

It | ooks as though T.Bone is going to get out of this with nothing worse than a sewn-on hand and
sonme rehab work, be-cause you can't stab a person to death that way, not if he is wearing arnor.
T. Bone screans.

He is bouncing up and down on Raven's hand. The knife has gone all the way through the bull et proof
fabric and now Raven is trying to gut T-Bone the same way he did Lagos. But his knife- whatever
the hell it ia-won't cut through the fabric that way. It is sharp enough to penetrate-which should
be i npossi bl e-but not sharp enough to slash

Raven pulls it out, drops to one knee, and swings his knife hand around in a long ellipse between
T-Bone's thighs. Then he junps over T.Bone's coll apsing body and runs.

H ro gets the sense that T-Bone is a dead nman, so he follows Raven. His intention is not to hunt
the man down, but rather to maintain a very clear picture of where he is.

He has to cut through a nunber of rows. He rapidly | oses Raven. He considers running as fast as-
he can in the opposite direction

Then he hears the deep, lung.stretching runble of a notorcycle engine. Hiro runs for the nearest
street exit, just hoping to catch a glinpse.

He does, though it is a quick one, not a hell of a lot better than the graphic in the cop car
Raven turns to look at Hro, just as he
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is blowing out of there. He's right under a streetlight, so HHmgets a clear ook at his face for
the first tine. He is Asian. He has a wi spy nustache that trails down past his chin

Another Crip comes running out into the street haifa second after Hiro, as Raven is pulling away.
He slows for a nonent to take stock of the situation, then charges the motorcycle like a

i nebacker. He is crying out as he does so, a war cry.

Squeaky emnerges about the same tinme as the Crip, starts chasing both of them down the street.
Raven seenms to be unaware of the Crip running behind him but in hindsight it seens apparent that
he has been watching his approach in the rearview mrror of the notorcycle. As the Crip conmes in
range, Raven's hand lets go of the throttle for a nonent, snaps back as if he is throwing away a
piece of litter. Hs fist strikes the niddle of the Crip's face |like a frozen ham shot out of a
cannon. The Crip's head snaps back, his feet are lifted off the ground, he does nost of a backfiip
and strikes the pavenent, hitting first with the nape of his neck, both arms slanmm ng out straight
onto the road as he does so. It looks a lot like a controlled fall, though if so, it has to be
nore refl ex than anythi ng.

Squeaky decel erates, turns, and kneels down next to the fallen Crip, ignoring Raven. -

H m wat ches the |arge, radioactive, spear.throwing killer drug lord ride his notorcycle into

Chi natown. Which is the sanme as riding it into China, as far as chasing himdown is concerned.

He runs up to the Crip, who is lying crucified in the center of the street. The |ower half of the
Crip's face is pretty hard to nake out. His eyes are half open, and he | ooks quite rel axed. He
speaks quietly. "He's a flicking Indian or sonething."

Interesting idea. But Hiro still thinks he's Asian.

"What the fuck did you think you were doing, asshol e?" Squeaky says. He sounds so pissed that H m
steps away from him

"That fucker ripped us off-the suitcase burned," the Crip nmunbles through a nashed jaw

"So why didn't you just wite it off? Are you crazy, flicking with Raven |ike that?"

"He ripped us off. Nobody does that and lives."
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"Wl |, Raven just did," Squeaky says. Finally, he's calmng down a little. He rocks back on his
heel s, |1 ooks up at Hiro.

"T-Bone and your driver are not likely to be alive," Hiro says. "This guy better not nove-he could
have a neck fracture.”

"He's lucky | don't fracture his fucking neck," Squeaky says. The anbul ance people get there fast
enough to slap an inflatable cervical collar around the Crip's neck before he gets anbitious
enough to stand up. They haul himaway within a few m nutes.

Hi ro goes back into the hops and finds T-Bone. T-Bone is :lead, slunped in a kneeling position
against a trellis. The stab wound through his bull etproof vest probably would have been |l atal, but
Raven wasn't satisfied with that. He went down |ow and ;| ashed up and down the insides of T-Bone's
thi ghs, which are now laid open all the way to the bone. In doing so, he put great Lengthw se
rents into both of T-Bone's fenoral arteries, and his entire blood supply dropped out of him Like
slicing the bottomoff a styrofoam cup
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The Enforcers turn the entire block into a nobile cop headquarters with cars and paddy wagons and
satellite links on fl~t&ed trucks. Dudes with white coats are wal ki ng up and down through the hop
field with Geiger counters. Sgueaky is wandering around with his headset, staring into space,
carrying on conversations with people who aren't there. A tow truck shows up, tow ng T-Bone's

bl ack BMN behind it.

"Yo, pod." Hiro turns around and looks. It's Y.T. She's just conme out of a Hunan pl ace across the
street. She hands Hro a little white box and a pair of chopsticks. "Spicy chicken with black bean
sauce, no MSG You know how to use chopsticks?"

Hiro shrugs off this insult.

"l got a double order," Y.T. continues, "cause | figure we got sone good intel tonight."

"Are you aware of what happened here?"

"No. | nean, sone people obviously got hurt."
NEAL STEPHENSON
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"But you weren't an eyew tness."

"No, | couldn't keep up with them"

"That's good," Hiro says.

"What did happen?"

Hiro just shakes his head. The spicy chicken is glistening darkly under the lights; he has never
been less hungry in his life. "If | had known, | wouldn't have gotten you involved. | just thought
it was a surveillance job."

"What happened?”

"I don't want to get into it. Look. Stay away from Raven, okay?"

"Sure," she says. She says it in the chirpy tone of voice that she uses when she's |lying and she
wants to nmake sure you know

Squeaky haul s open the back door of the BMNVand | ooks into the back seat. Hiro steps a little
closer, gets a nasty whiff of cold snoke. It is the snell of burnt plastic.

The al um num bri ef case that Raven earlier gave to T-Bone is sitting in the niddle of the seat. It

| ooks like it has been thrown into a fire; it has black snoke stains splaying out around the

Il ocks, and its plastic handle is partially nelted. The buttery |eather that covers the BMNs seats
has burn marks on it. No wonder T-Bone was pissed.

Squeaky pulls on a pair of latex gloves. He hauls the briefcase out, sets it on the trunk lid, and
rips the latches open with a small prybar

Whatever it is, it is conplicated and highly designed. The top half of the case has several rows
of the small red-capped tubes that Hro saw at the U-Stor-It. There are five rows with maybe
twenty tubes in each row

The bottom half of the case appears to be sone kind of mniaturized, ol d-fashioned computer
termnal. Most of it is occupied by a keyboard. There is a snmall |iquid-crystal display screen
that can probably handl e about five lines of text at a tine. There is a penlike object attached to
the case by a cable, nmaybe three feet long uncoiled. It looks like it might be a light pen or a
bar-code scanner. Above the keyboard is a lens, set at an angle so that it is aimed at whoever is
typing on the keyboard. There are other features whose purpose is not so obvious: a slot, which

m ght be
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a place to insert a credit or IDcard, and a cylindrical socket that is about the size of one of
those little tubes.

This is Hiro's reconstruction of how the thing | ooked at one time. Wien Hmsees it, it is nelted
together. Judging fromthe pattern of snoke narks on the outside of the case-which appear to be
jetting outward fromthe crack between the top and bottomthe source of the flane was inside, not
out si de.

Squeaky reaches down and unsnaps one of the tubes fromthe bracket, holds it up in front of the
bright lights of Chinatown. It had been transparent but was now snirched by heat and snoke. From a
di stance, it looks like a sinple vial, but stepping up to look at it nore closely Hro can see at

| east haifa dozen tiny individual conpartnents inside the thing, all connected to each other by
capillary tubes. It has a red plastic cap on one end of it. The cap has a black rectangul ar
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wi ndow, and as Squeaky rotates it, Hiro can see the dark red glint of an inactive LED display

inside, like looking at the display on a turned-off calculator. Underneath this is a snall
perforation. It isn't just a sinple drilled hole. It is wide at the surface, rapidly narrowing to
a nearly invisible pinpoint opening, like the bell of a trunpet.

The conpartments inside the vial are all partially filled with Iiquids. Sone of them are
transparent and sonme are bl acki sh brown. The brown ones have to be organics of sone kind, now
reduced by the heat into chicken soup. The transparent ones could be anything.

"He got out to go into a bar and have a drink," Squeaky munbl es. "Wat an asshole."

"Who di d?"

"T-Bone. See, T-Bone was, like, the registered owner of this unit. The suitcase. And as soon as he
got nore than about ten feet away fromit-foosh--it self-destructed."”

" \My?"

Squeaky | ooks at 1-liro like he's stupid. "Well, it's not like I work for Central Intelligence or
anything. But | would guess that whoever nakes this drug-they call it Countdown, or Redcap, or

Snow Crasb-has a real thing about trade secrets. So if the pusher abandons the suitcase, or |oses
it, or tries to transfer ownership to someone el se-foosh ."
"You think the Crips are going to catch up with Raven?"
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"Not in Chinatown. Shit," Squeaky says, getting pissed again in retrospect, "l can't believe that
guy. | could have killed him"

"Raven?"

"No. That Crip. Chasing Raven. He's lucky Raven got to himfirst, not ne.
"You were chasing the Crip?"

"Yeah, | was chasing the Crip. Wiat, did you think Iwas trying to catch Raven?"

"Sort of, yeah. | nean, he's the bad guy, right?"

"Definitely. So |I'd be chasing Raven if | was a cop and it was ny job to catch bad guys. But |I'm
an Enforcer, and it's ny job to enforce order. So |I'm doing everything | can-and so is every other
Enforcer in town-to protect Raven. And if you have any ideas about trying to go and find Raven
yoursel f and get revenge for that colleague of yours that he offed, you can forget it."

"Offed? What col |l eague?" Y. T. breaks in. She didn't see what happened with Lagos.

Hmis nortified by this idea. "Is that why everyone was telling nme not to fuck with Raven? They
were afraid | was going to attdck hinP"

Squeaky eyes the swords. "You got the neans."

"Why shoul d anyone protect Raven?"

Squeaky sm | es, as though we have just crossed the border into the real mof kidding around. "He's
a Sovereign."

"So declare war on him"

"I't's not a good idea to declare war on a nucl ear power."

"Huh?"
"Christ," Sgueaky says, shaking his head, "if | had any idea how little you knew about this shit,
I never would have let you into ny car. | thought you were sonme kind of a serious ClC wet-

operations guy. Are you telling ne you really didn't know about Raven?"

"Yes, that's what I"'mtelling you."

"Ckay. I"'mgonna tell you this so you don't go out and cause any nore trouble. Raven's packing a
torpedo warhead that he boosted froman old Soviet nuke sub. It was a torpedo that was designed to
take out a carrier battle group with one shot. A nuclear torpedo. You know that funny-Iooking

si decar that Raven has on his Harley? Wll, it's a hydrogen bonb, man.
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Armed and ready. The trigger's hooked up to EEC trodes enbedded in his skulL If Raven dies, the
bomb goes off. So when Raven comes into town, we do everything in our power to nmake the man fee
wel come. "

Hiro's just gaping. YT. has to step in on his behalf. "Ckay," she says. "Speaking for my partner
and nyself, we'll stay away fromhim'

21
Y. T. reckons she is going to spend all afternoon being a ranp turd. The surf is always up on the
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Har bor Freeway, which gets her from Downtown into Conpton, but the off-ranps into that

nei ghborhood are so rarely used that three-foot tunbleweeds grow in their potholes. And she's
definitely not going to travel into Conpton under her own power. She wants to poon sonething big
and fast.

She can't use the standard trick of ordering a pizza to her destination and then pooning the
delivery boy as he roars past, because none of the pizza chains deliver to this neighborhood. So
she'll have to stop at the off.ranp and wait hours and hours for a ride. A ranp turd.

She does not want to do this delivery at all. But the franchisee wants her to do it bad. Really
bad. The ampunt of nobney he has offered her is so high, it's stupid. The package nust be full of
sonme ki nd of intense new drug.

But that's not as weird as what happens next. She is cruising down the Harbor Freeway, approaching
the desired of f-ranp, having pooned a sout hbound seni. A quarter-mile fromthe off-ramp, a bullet-
pocked bl ack O dsnmobile cruises past her, right-turn signal flashing. He's going to exit. It's too
good to be true. She poons the O dsmobil e.

As she cruises down the ranp behind this flatul ent sedan, she checks out the driver in his
rearview mrror. It is the franchisee hinself, the one who is paying her a totally stupid anount
of nmoney to do this job.

By this point, she's nore afraid of himthan she is of Conpton
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He nust be a psycho. He nmust be in love with her. This is all a tw sted psycho | ove plot.

But it's alittle late now She stays with him |ooking for a way out of this burning and rotting
nei ghbor hood.

They are approaching a big, nasty-looking Mfia roadbl ock. He guns the gas pedal, headed strai ght
for death. She can see the destination franchise ahead. At the | ast second, he whips the car
around and squeal s sideways to a halt.

He coul dn't have been nore hel pful. She unpoons as he's giving her this last little kick of energy
and sails through the checkpoint at a safe and sane speed. The guards keep their guns pointed at
the sky, swivel their heads to | ook at her butt as she rolls past them

______ The Conpton Nova Siciia franchise is a grisly scene. It is a janboree of Young Mafla
These youths are even duller than the ones fromthe all-Mrnon Deseret Burbclave The boys are
wearing tedious black suits. The girls are encrusted with pointless femninity. Grls can't even
be in the Young Mafla they have to be in the Grls' Auxiliary and serve macaroons on silver
plates. "Grls" is too fine a word for these organisnms, too high up the evolutionary scale. They
aren't even chicks.

She's going way too fast, so she kicks the board around sideways, plants pads, leans into it,
skids to a halt, roiling up a wave of dust and grit that dulls the glossy shoes of several Young
Mafia who are nilling out front, nibbling dinky Italo-treats and playing grow-up. It condenses on
the white | ace stockings of the Young Mafia proto-chicks. She falls off the board, appearing to
catch her balance at the last nmonment. She stonps on the edge of the plank with one foot, and it
bounces four feet into the air, spinning rapidly around its long axis, up into her arnpit, where
she clanps it tight under one arm The spokes of the snartwheels all retract so that the wheels
are barely larger than their hubs. She slaps the MagnaPoon into a handy socket on the bottom of

the plank so that her gear is all in one handy package.

"YT.," she says. "Young, fast, and fenale. Were the flick's Enzo?"
The boys decide to get all "mature"” on Y.T. Males of this age
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are preoccupi ed with snapping each other's underwear and drinking until they are in a conma. But
around a fenale, they do the "mature"” thing. It is hilarious. One of themsteps forward slightly,
i nterposing hinmself between Y.T. and the nearest protochick. "Wl come to Nova Sicilia," he says.
"Can | assist you in sone way?"

YT. sighs deeply. She is a fully independent busi nessperson, and these people are trying to do a
peer thing on her.

"Delivery for one Enzo? Y' know, | can't wait to get out of this neighborhood."

"I't's a good nei ghborhood, now, " the YoMa says. "You should stick around for a few ninutes. Maybe
you coul d | earn some manners."

"You should try surfing the Ventura at rush hour. Maybe you could learn your linitations?

The YoMa | aughs |ike, okay, if that's how you want it. He gestures toward the door. "The man you
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want to talk to is in there. Wiether he wants to talk to you or not, |I'mnot sure."

"He fucking asked for nme," Y.T. says.

"He came across the country to be with us," the guy says, "and he seens pretty happy with us."

Al'l the other YoMas nmunbl e and nod supportively.

"Then why are you standing outside?" Y.T. asks, going inside. Inside the franchise, things are
startlingly relaxed. Uncle Enzo is in there, looking just like he does in the pictures, except

bi gger than Y. T. expected. He is sitting at a desk playing cards with some other guys in funera
gaib. He is snmoking a cigar and nursing an espresso. Can't get too nuch stinulation, apparently.
There's a whole Uncle Enzo portabl e support systemin here. A traveling espresso machi ne has been
set up on another desk. A cabinet sits next to it, doors open to reveal a big foil bag of Italian
Roast Water-Process Decaf and a box of Havana cigars. There's also a gargoyle in one corner
patched into a bigger-than-normal |aptop, nunbling to hinself.

Y.T. lifts her arm allows the plank to fall into her hand. She slaps it down on top of an enpty
desk and approaches Uncl e Enzo, unslinging the delivery from her shoul der.
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"G no, please," Uncle Enzo says, nodding at the delivery. G no steps forward to take it from her.
"Need your signature on that," Y.T. says. For sone reason she does not refer to himas "pal" or
"hub. "

She's nmonentarily distracted by G no. Suddenly, Uncle Enzo has cone rather close to her, caught
her right hand in his left hand. Her Kourier gloves have an opening on the back of the hand just
bi g enough for his lips. He plants a kiss on Y.T.'s hatid. It's warmand wet. Not sl obbery and
gross, not antiseptic and dry either. Interesting. The guy has confidence going for him Christ,
he's slick. Nice lips. Sort of firmmuscular |ips, not gelatinous and bl ubbery |ike fifteen-year-
old lips can be. Uncle Enzo has a very faint citrus-and-aged-tobacco snell to him Fully snelling
it would involve standing pretty close to him He is towering over her, standing at a respectable
di stance now, glinting at her through crinkly ol d-guy eyes.

Seens pretty nice

"I can't tell you how nuch |'ve been | ooking forward to neeting you, Y.T.," he says.

"Hi," ihe says. Her voice sounds chirpier than she likes it to be. So she adds, "Wuat's in that
bag that's so fucki ng val uabl e, anyway?"

"Absol utely nothing," Uncle Enao says. His smile is not exactly snug. Mre enbarrassed, |ike what
an awkward way to neet soneone. "It all has to do with inageering," be says, spreading one hand

dism ssively. "There are not nany ways for a man like me to neet with a young girl that do not
generate incorrect images in the nedia. It's stupid. But we pay attention to these things."

"So, what did you want to neet with ne about? Cot a delivery for ne to nake?"

Al the guys in the room | augh.

The sound startles Y.T. alittle, rem nds her that she is performing in front of a crowd. Her eyes
flick away from Uncle Enzo for a nonent.

Uncl e Enzo notices this. His smle gets infinitesinmally narrower, and he hesitates for a nonent.
In that nonment, all the other guys in the roomstand up and head for the exit.
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"You may not believe me,
few weeks ago."

"Why shouldn't | believe you?" she asks. She is amazed to hear nice, sweet things com ng out of
her rmout h.

So is Uncle Enzo. "lI'msure you of all people can cone up with a reason."”

"So," she says, "you having a nice day with all the Young Mafia?"

Uncl e Enzo gives her a | ook that says, watch it, child. A second after she gets scared, she starts
| aughi ng, because it's a put-on, he's just giving her a hard tine. He snmiles, indicating that it's
okay for her to |augh.

Y. T. can't renenber when she's been so involved in a conversation. Wiy can't all people be Iike
Uncl e Enzo?

"Let nme see," Uncle Enzo says, |ooking at the ceiling, scanning his nenory banks. "I know a few

t hi ngs about you. That you are fifteen years old, you live in a Burbclave in the Valley with your
nmot her . "

"I know a few things about you, too," Y.T. hazards. Uncle Enzo |laughs. "Not nearly as nmuch as you
think, | promse. Tell me, what does your nother think of your career?”

Nice of himto use the word "career." "She's not totally aware of it-or doesn't want to know "
"You' re probably wong," Uncle Enzo says. He says it cheerfully enough, not trying to cut her down
or anything. "You nmight be shocked at how well-informed she is. This is ny experience, anyway.

he says, "but | sinply wanted to thank you for delivering that pizza a
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What does your nother do for a l|iving?"

"She works for the Feds."

Uncl e Enzo finds that richly anusing. "And her daughter is delivering pizzas for Nova Siciia. Wat
does she do for the Feds?"

"Some kind of thing where she can't really tell ne in case | blab it. She has to take a | ot of
pol ygraph tests."

Uncl e Enzo seens to understand this very well. "Yes, a lot of Fed jobs are that way."

There is an opportune silence.

"It kind of freaks nme out," Y.T. says.

"The fact that she works for the Feds?"

NEAL STEPHENSON

157

"The pol ygraph tests. They put a thing around her armto nmeasure the bl ood pressure.”

"A sphygnmomanoneter,” Uncle Enzo says crisply.

"It | eaves a bruise around her arm For some reason, that kind of bothers ne."

"I't should bother you."

"And the house is bugged. So when |I'm hone-no matter what |'m doi ng-soneone el se is probably

listening."

"Well, | can certainly relate to that," Uncle Enzo says. They both | augh
"I"'mgoing to ask you a question that |'ve always wanted to ask

a Kourier," Uncle Enzo says. "l always watch you peopl e through

the wi ndows of ny linousine. In fact, when a Kouricr poons ne,

| always tell Peter, my driver, not to give thema hard tine. My

question is, you are covered fromhead to toe in protective padding. So why don't you wear a

hel met ?"

"The suit's got a cervical airbag that blows up when you fall off the board, so you can bounce on
your head. Besides, helnets feel weird. They say it doesn't affect your hearing, but it does."
"You use your hearing quite a bit in your line of work?"

"Definitely, yeah."

Uncl e Enzo is nodding. "That's what | suspected. We felt the same way, the boys in ny unit in

Vi et nam "

"l heard you went to Vietnam but-'

She stops, sensing dan-

"“You thought it was hype. No, | went there. Could have stayed out, if |'d wanted. But |
vol unteered. "

"You volunteered to go to VietnanP"

Uncl e Enzo | aughs. "Yes, | did. The only boy in nmy fanily to do so."

"\ 2"
"I thought it would be safer than Brooklyn."

Y. T. laughs.

"A bad joke," he says. "I volunteered because ny father didn't want ne to. And | wanted to piss
himoff."

"Real | y?"

"Definitely. | spent years and years finding ways to piss himoff. Dated black girls. Gew ny hair
| ong. Snoked marijuana. But
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the capstone, ny ultinmate achi evenment-even better than having ny ear pierced-was volunteering for
service in Vietnham But | had to take extrene neasures even then."

Y.T.'s eyes dart back and forth between Uncle Enzo's creased and | eathery earlobes. In the left
one she just barely sees a tiny dianond stud.

"What do you nean, extrene neasures?"

"Everyone knew who | was. Wbrd gets around, you know. If | had volunteered for the regular Arny, |

woul d have ended up stateside, filling out fornms-maybe even at Fort Hamilton, right there in
Bensonhurst. To prevent that, | volunteered for Special Forces, did everything | could to get into
a front-line unit." He laughs. "And it worked. Anyway, |I'mranbling like an old man. | was trying
to make a point about helnets.”

"Ch, yeah."

"Qur job was to go through the jungle making trouble for sone slippery gentlenen carrying guns
bi gger than they were. Stealthy guys. And we depended on our hearing, too-just |ike you do. And
you know what ? W& never wore helnets.”
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"Same reason?"

"Exactly. Even though they didn't cover the ears, really, they did something to your sense of
hearing. | still think | owe ny life to going bareheaded."”

"That's really cool. That's really interesting."

"You'd think they would have sol ved the probl em by now. "

"Yeah," Y.T. volunteers, "sonme things never change, | guess."

Uncl e Enzo throws back his head and belly laughs. Usually, Y.T. finds this kind of thing pretty
annoyi ng, but Uncle Enzo just seens |like he's having a good tine, not putting her down.

Y. T. wants to ask himhow he went fromthe ultinate rebellion to running the fanm |y beeswax. She
doesn't. But Uncle Enzo senses that it is the next, natural subject of the conversation
"Sometines | wonder who'll cone after ne," he says. "Ch, we have plenty of excellent people in the
next generation. But after that-well, | don't know | guess all old people feel Iike the world is
comng to an end."

"You got mllions of those Young Mafia types," Y.T. says.

"All destined to wear blazers and shuffle papers in suburbia. You don't respect those people very
much, Y.T., because you're
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young and arrogant. But | don't respect them nuch either, because |I'mold and wi se."

This is a fairly shocking thing for Uncle Enzo to be saying, but Y.T. doesn't feel shocked. It
just seens |ike a reasonable statenment conming fromher reasonable pal, Uncle Enzo.

"None of them would ever volunteer to go get his legs shot off in the jungle, just to piss off his
old man. They lack a certain fiber. They are lifel ess and beaten down."

"That's sad," Y.T. says. It feels better to say this than to trash them which was her first

i nclination.

"Wl l," says Uncle Enzo. It is the "well" that begins the end of a conversation. "I was going to
send you sone roses, but you wouldn't really be interested in that, would you?"
"Ch, | wouldn't mnd," she says, sounding pathetically weak to herself.

"Here's sonething better, since we are conrades in arnms," he says. He | oosens his tie and collar
reaches down into his shirt, pulls out an amazingly cheap steel chain with a couple of stanped
silver tags dangling fromit. "These are ny old dog tags," he says. "Been carrying them around for
years, just for the hell of it. I would be amused if you would wear them™"

Trying to keep her knees steady, she puts the dog tags on. They dangl e down onto her coverall
"Better put theminside," Uncle Enzo says.

She drops them down into the secret place between her breasts. They are still warm from Uncl e
Enzo.

"Thanks. "

"I't's just for fun," he says, "but if you ever get into trouble, and you show those dog tags to
whoever it is that's giving you a bad tinme, then things will probably change very quickly."
"Thanks, Uncle Enzo."

"Take care of yourself. Be good to your nother. She |oves

you?'

22

As she steps out of the Nova Sidiia franchulate, a guy is waiting for her. He smiles, not wthout
irony, and makes just a hint of a bow, sort of to get her attention. It's pretty ridicul ous, but
after being with Uncle Enzo for a while, she's definitely into it. So she doesn't laugh in his
face or anything, just |ooks the other way and bl ows him off.

"Y.T. Got a job for ya," he says.

"I''m busy," she says, "got other deliveries to nake."

"You lie like a mattress, " he says appreciatively. "Y know that gargoyle in there? He's patched in
to the Radi KS conmputer even as we speak. So we all know for a fact you don't got no jobs to do."
"Well, | can't take jobs froma custoner,” Y.T. says. "W're centrally dispatched. You have to go
t hrough the 1-800 nunber."

"Jeez, what kind of a fucking dickhead do you think | an?" the guy says.

Y. T. stops walking, turns, finally |looks at the guy. He's tall, lean. Black suit, black hair. And
he's got a gnarly-1ooking glass eye.

"What happened to your eye?" she says.

"lce pick, Bayonne, 1985," he says. "Any other questions?"

"Sorry, man, | was just asking."
"Now back to business. Because | don't have nmy head totally up ny asshole, like you seemto
assune, | amaware that all Kouriers are centrally dispatched through the 1-800 nunber. Now, we
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don't like 1.800 numbers and central dispatching. It's just a thing with us. W like to go person-
t o- person, the ol d-fashioned way. Like, on my nomma's birthday, | don't pick up the phone and dia
1-800- CALL-MOM | go there in person and give her a kiss on the cheek, okay? Now in this case, we
want you in particular."

"How cone?"

"Because we just love to deal with difficult little chicks who ask too many fucki ng questions. So
our gargoyl e has al ready

i Oi
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patched hinself in to the conputer that Radi KS uses to dispatch Kouriers."

The man with the gl ass eye turns, rotating his head way, way around |ike an ow, and nods in the
direction of the gargoyle. A second later, Y.T.'s personal phone rings.

"Fucking pick it up," he says.

"What ?" she says into the phone.

A conputer voice tells her that she is supposed to make a pickup in Giffith Park and deliver it
to a Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates franchise in Van Nuys.

"I'f you want sonething delivered frompoint Ato point B, why don't you just drive it down there
yoursel ves?" Y. T. asks. "Put it in one of those black Lincoln Town Cars and just get it done."
"Because in this case, the sonething doesn't exactly belong to us, and the people at point A and

point B, well, we aren't necessarily on the best of terms, nmutually speaking."
"You want ne to steal sonmething," Y.T. says.
The man with the gl ass eye is pained, wounded. "No, no, no. Kid, listen. W' re the fucking Mfia

We want to steal sonething, we already know how to do that, okay? W don't need a fifteen. year-
old girl's help to get sonething stolen. What we are doing here is nore of a covert operation."
"A spy thing." Intel

"Yeah. A spy thing," the man says, his tone of voice suggesting that he is trying to hunor
someone. "And the only way to get this operation to work is if we have a Kourier who can cooperate
with us alittle bit."

"So all that stuff with Uncle Enzo was fake," Y.T. says. "You're just trying to get all friendly
with a Kourier."

"Ch, ho, listen to this," says the man with the glass eye, genuinely anused. "Yeah, |ike we have
to go all the way to the top to inpress a fifteen-year-old. Look, kid, there's a nmillion Kouriers
out there we could bribe to do this. W' re going with you, again, because you have a persona
relationship with our ouffit.”

"Well, what do you want nme to do?"

"Exactly what you would normally do at this juncture," the nman says. "Go to Giffith Park and make
t he pickup. "

"That's it?"
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"Yeah. Then nmake the delivery. But do us a favor and take 1-5, okay?"
"That's not the best way to do it-" "Do it anyway."

"Ckay. "

"Now cone on, we'll give you an escort out of this hellhole."

Sonmetinmes, if the wind is going the right way, and you get into the pocket of air behind a
speedi ng ei ght een-wheel er, you don't even have to poon it. The vacuum |ike a mghty hoover, sucks
you in. You can stay there all day. But if you screw up, you suddenly find yourself alone and
powerless in the left |lane of a highway with a convoy of sem s right behind you. Just as bad, if
you give in to its power, it wifi suck you right into its inudflaps, you will becone axle
dressing, and no one wifi ever know. This is called the Magic Hoover Poon. It reminds Y.T. of the
way her life has been since the fateful night of the H ro Protagoni st pizza adventure.

Her poon cannot miss as she slingshots her way up the San Di ego Freeway. She can get a solid yank
off even the lightest, trashiest plastic-and-al um num Chi nese econobox. People don't flick with
her. She has established her space on the pavenent.

She is going to get so nmuch business now. She will have to sub a lot of work out to Roadkill. And
sonetinmes, just to nmake inportant business arrangenents, they will have to check into a notel
somewher e-which i s exactly what real business people do. Lately, Y.T. has been trying to teach
Roadki Il how to give her a massage. But Roadkill can never get past her shoul der bl ades before he
loses it and starts being M. Macho. Which anyway is kind of sweet. And anyway, you take what you
can get.
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This is not the nost direct route to Giffith Park by a |ongshot, but this is what the Mafia wants
her to do: Take 405 all the way up into the Valley, and then approach fromthat direction, which
is the direction she'd nornmally come from They' re so paranoid. So professional

LAX goes by on her left. On her right, she gets a glinpse of the U-Stor-1t where that dweeb, her
partner, is probably goggled into his conputer. She weaves through complex traffic flows around
163
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Hughes Airport, which is now a private outpost of M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong. Continues past the
Santa Monica Airport, which just got bought out by Admiral Bob's d obal Security. Cuts through the
m ddl e of Fedl and, where her nother goes to work every day.

Fedl and used to be the VA Hospital and a bunch of other Federal buil dings; now it has condensed
into a kidney-shaped | ozenge that waps around 405. It has a barrier around it, a perineter fence
put up by stringing chain link fabric, concertina wire, heaps of rubble, and Jersey barriers from
one building to the next. Al of the buildings in Fedl and are big and ugly. Human beings mll
around their plinths, wearing wool clothing the color of danp granite. They are scrawny and dark
underneath the white nmajest~y of the buil dings.

On the far side of the Fedland barrier, off to the right, she can see UCLA, which is now being
jointly run by the Japanese and M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong and a few big American corporations.
Peopl e say that over there to the left, in Pacific Palisades, is a big building above the ocean
where the Central Intelligence Corporation has its Wst Coast headquarters. Soon-like maybe
tonmorrowshe'll go up there, find that building, maybe just cruise past it and wave. She has great
stuff totell Hiro now Geat intel on Uncle Enzo. People would pay mllions for it.

But in her heart, she's already feeling the pangs of conscience. She knows that she cannot Kkiss
and tell on the Mafia. Not because she's afraid of them Because they trust her. They were nice to
her. And who knows, it might turn into sonething. A better career than she could get with dC

Not many cars are taking the off-ranmp into Fedl and. Her nother does it every norning, as do a
bunch of other Feds. But all Feds go to work early and stay late. It's a loyalty thing with them
The Feds have a fetish for loyalty-since they don't nake a | ot of nbney or get a | ot of respect,
you have to prove you're personally commtted and that you don't care about those trappings.

Case in point: Y.T. has been pooned onto the sanme cab all the way from LAX. It's got an Arab in
the back seat. His bunous flutters in the wind fromthe open wi ndow, the air conditioning

SNOW CRASH

doesn't work, an L.A. cabbie doesn't nake enough noney to buy Chill-Freon--on the underground
market. This is typical: only the Feds would nake a visitor take a dirty, un-air conditioned cab
Sure enough, the cab pulls onto the ranp narked UNrru STATES. Y.T. disengages and sl aps her poon
onto a Vall ey-bound delivery truck

On top of the huge Federal Building, a bunch of Feds with wal ki e-tal ki es and dark gl asses and FEDS
wi ndbreakers lurk, ainmng long | enses into the w ndshields of the vehicles conming up Wlshire

Boul evard If this were nighttine, she'd probably see a | aser scanner playing over the bar-code
license plate of the taxi as it veers onto the U S. exit.

Y.T.'s nomhas told her all about these guys. They are the Executive Branch General Operationa
Command, EBGOC. The FBI, Federal Marshalls, Secret Service, and Special Forces all claimsone
separate identity still, like the Arnmy, Navy, and Air Force used to, but they're all under the
command of EBGOC, they all do the same things, and they are nore or |ess interchangeable. Qutside
of Fedl and, everyone just knows them as the Feds. EBGOC clainms the right to go anywhere, anytime,
within the original borders of the United States of Anmerica, w thout a warrant or even a good
excuse. But they only really feel at hone here, in Fedland, staring down the barrel of a tel ephoto
| ens, shotgun microphone, or sniper rifle. The longer the better

Down bel ow them the taxicab with the Arab in the back sl ows down to sublight speed and winds its
way down a twi sting slalomcourse of Jersey barriers with .50-caliber nmachi ne gun nests
strategically placed here and there. It cones to a stop in front of an STD device, straddling an
open pit where EBGOC boys stand with dogs and hi gh- powered spotlights to ook up its skirt for
bonbs or NBClI (nucl ear-biological-chemcal-informational) agents in the undercarriage. Meanwhil e,
the driver gets out and pops the hood and trUnk so that nore Feds can inspect then another Fed

| eans agai nst the wi ndow next to the Arab and grills himthrough the w ndow

They say that in D.C., all the nuseuns and the nonunments have been concessioned out and turned
into a tourist park that now generates about 10 percent of the Government's revenue.

NEAL STEPHENSON

The Feds could run the concession thensel ves and probably keep nore of the gross, but that's not
the point. It's a philosophical thing. A back-to-basics thing. Governnent should govern. It's not
in the entertai nnent industry, is it? Leave entertaining to Industry weirdos-people who najored in
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tap dancing. Feds aren't l|like that Feds are serious people. Poll sci majors. Student counci

presi dents Debate club chairpersons The kinds of people who have the grit to wear a dark wool suit
and a tightly buttoned collar even when the tenperature has greenhoused up to a hundred and ten
degrees and the hunmidity is thick enough to stall a junbo jet. The kinds of people who feel nost
at honme on the dark side of a one-way mrror.

. 23

Sonetimes, to prove their manhood, boys of about Y.T.'s age will drive to the eastern end of the
Hol lywood Hills, into Giffith Park, pick the road of their choosing, and sinply drive through it.
Making it through there unscathed is a lot like counting coup on a High Plains battlefield; sinply
havi ng cone that close to danger nmakes you nore of a nman.

By definition, all they ever see are the through streets. If you are driving into Giffith Park
for sone highjinks and you see a NO OQUTLET sign, you know that it is tine to shift your dad's
Accord into reverse and drive it backward all the way back hone, revving the engi ne way past the
end of the tachoneter

Naturally, as soon as Y.T. enters the park, following the road she was told to follow, she sees a
NO QUTLET si gn.

Y.T."s not the first Kourier to take a job Iike this, and so she has heard about the place she is
going. It is a narrow canyon, accessed only by this one road, and down in the bottom of the canyon
a new gang lives. Everyone calls themthe Fal abal as, because that's how they talk to each other
They have their own | anguage and it sounds |ike babble.

Ri ght now, the inportant thing is not to think about how stupid this is. Making the right decision
is, priority-wise, down there along with getting enough niacin and witing a thank-you
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letter to grandma for the nice pearl earrings. The only inportant thing is not to back down.

A row of machi ne-gun nests marks the border of Falabala territory. It seenms like overkill to Y. T.
But then she's never been in a conflict with the Mafia, either. She plays it cool, idles toward
the barrier at maybe ten miles an hour. This is where she'll freak out and get scared if she's
going to. She is holding aloft a col or-faxed Radi KS docunent, featuring the cybernetic radish

| ogo, proclaimng that she really is here to pick up an inportant delivery, honest. It'll never

work with these guys.

But it does. A big gnarled-up coil of razor ribbon is pulled out of her way, just like that, and
she glides through w thout slow ng down. And that's when she knows that it's going to be fine.
These people are just doing business here, just |ike anyone el se.

She doesn't have to skate far into the canyon. Thank God. She goes atound a few turns, into kind
of an open flat area surrounded by trees, and finds herself in what |ooks |like an open-air insane

asyl um
O a Moonie festival or sonething.
A coupl e of dozen people are here. None of them have been taking care of thenselves at all. They

are all wearing the ragged renmai ns of what used to be pretty decent clothing. Half a dozen of them
are kneeling on the pavenent with their hands clenched tightly together, nunbling to unseen
entities.

On the trunk Iid of a dead car, they' ve set up an old junked conputer term nal, just a dark
nmonitor screen with a big spider-web crack in it, |ike someone bounced a coffee mug of f the gl ass.
A fat man with red suspenders dangling around his knees is sliding his hands up and down the
keyboard, whacking the keys randomy, talking out |Ioud in a meani ngl ess babble. A couple of the
others stand behind him peeking over his shoul der and around his body, and sonetinmes they try to
horn in on it, but he shoves them out of the way.

There's also a crowd of people clapping their hands, swaying their bodies, and singing "The Happy
Wanderer." They're really into it, too. Y.T. hasn't seen such childlike glee on anyone's face
since the first tine she let Roadkill take her clothes off. But this is a different kind of
childlike glee that does not ook right on a bunch of thirty-sonething people with dirty hair.
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And finally, there is a guy that Y.T. dubs the High Priest. He's wearing a formerly white | ab

coat, bearing the |ogo of some conmpany in the Bay Area. He's sacked out in the back of a dead
station wagon, but when Y.T. enters the area he junps up and runs toward her in a way that she
can't help but find a little threatening. But conpared to these others, he seens alnost like a
regul ar, healthy, fit, demented bush-dwelling psychotic.
"You're here to pick up a suitcase, right?"

"I"'mhere to pick up sonething. I don't know what it is,

she says.

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (81 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:20 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

He goes over to one of the dead cars, unlocks the hood, pulls out an alum num briefcase. It |ooks
exactly like the one that Squeaky took out of the BMANIlast night. "Here's your delivery," he says,
striding toward her. She backs away fromhiminstinCtively.

"I understand, | understand," he says. "I'ma scary creep."

He puts it on the ground, puts his foot on it, gives it a shove. It slides across the pavenent to
Y. T., bouncing off the occasiona

"There's no big hurry on this delivery,"
got I(ool-Aid."

“I"d love to," Y.T. says, "but ny diabetes is acting up real bad."

"Wl l, then you can just stay and be a guest of our comunity. We have a | ot of wonderful things
to tell you about. Things that could really change your life."

"Do you have anything in witing? Sonmething | could take with ne?"

"Cee, I'"'mafraid we don't. Wiy don't you stay. You seemlike a really nice person.”

"Sorry, Jack, but you nust be confusing ne with a binbo," Y.T. says. "Thanks for the suitcase. |I'm
out of here."

,Y.T. starts digging at the pavement with one foot, building up speed as fast as she can. On her
way out, she passes by a young woman with a shaved head, dressed in the dirty and haggard remains
of a Chanel knockoff. As Y.T. goes by her, she snmiles vacantly, sticks out her hand, and waves.

he says. 'Wuld you like to stay and have a drink? W' ve

"Hi ," she says. "ba ma zu na la anu pa go lu ne ne a ba du."
"Yo," Y.T. says.

i 68

SNOW CRASH

_______ A couple of minutes later, she's pooning her way up 1-5, headed up into Valley-Iand
She's a little freaked-out, her timng is off, she's taking it easy. A tune keeps running through
her head: "The Happy Wanderer."” It's driving her crazy.

A large black blur keeps pulling alongside her. It would be a tenpting target, so |arge and
ferrous, if it were going a little faster. But she can make better time than this barge, even when
she's taking it slow

The driver's side window of the black car rolls down. It's the guy. Jason. He's sticking his whole
head out the wi ndow to | ook back at her, driving blind. The wind at fifty nmiles per hour does not
ruffle his firmy gelled razor cut.

He smiles. He has an inploring | ook about him the sane | ook that Roadkill gets. He points
suggestively at his rear quarter-panel

What the hell. The last time she pooned this guy, he took her exactly where she was going. Y.T.
detaches fromthe Acura she's been hitched to for the last half mle, swings it over to Jason's
fat A ds. And Jason takes her off the freeway and onto Victory Boul evard, headed for Van Nuys,
which is exactly right.

But after a couple of mles, he swings the wheel sharply right and screeches into the parking | ot
of a ghost mall, which is wong. R ght now, nothing's parked in the | ot but an eighteen-wheeler
nmot or runni ng, SALDUCCI BRCS. MWVI NG & STORAGE painted on the sides.

"Come on," Jason says, getting out of his Odsnobile. "You don't want to waste any tine."

"Screw you, asshole," she says, reeling in her poon, |ooking back toward the boul evard for sone
prom si ng westbound traffic. Watever this guy has in mnd, it is probably unprofessional

"Young | ady," says another voice, an older and nore arresting sort of voice, "it's fine if you
don't like Jason. But your pal, Uncle Enzo, needs your help."

A door on the back of the semi has opened up. A man in a black suit is standing there. Behind him
the interior of the sem is brightly Iit up. Halogen light glares off the man's slick hairdo.

NEAL STEPHENSON

Even with ths backlighting, she can tell it is the man with the gl ass eye.

"What do you want ?" she says.

"What | want," he says, |ooking her up and down, "and what | need are different things. R ght now
I''mworking, see, which neans that what | want is not inportant. What | need is for you to get
into this truck along with your skateboard and that suitcase."

Then he adds, "Am 1 getting through to you?" He asks the question alnost rhetorically, |ike he
presunes the answer is no.

"He's for real,"” Jason says, as though Y.T. nust be hanging on his opinion

"Well, there you have it," the man with the glass eye says. Y.T. is supposed to be on her way to a
Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates franchise. |If she screws up this delivery, that neans she's doubl e-
crossing God, who nay or may not exist, and in any case who is capable of forgiveness. The Mafia
definitely exists and hews to a higher standard of obedi ence.
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She hands her stuff-the plank and the al umi num case-up to the man with the gl ass eye, then vaults
up into the back of the sem, ignoring his proffered hand. He recoils, holds up his hand, |ooks at
it to see if there's sonething wong with it. By the tine her feet |eave the ground, the truck is
already noving. By the tinme the door is pulled shut behind her, they have already pulled onto the
boul evard.

"Just gotta run a few tests on this delivery of yours,
"Ever think of introducing yourself?" Y.T. says.
"Nah, " he says, "people always forget nanes. You can just think of me as that one guy, y'know?"
Y.T. is not really listening. She is checking out the inside of the truck

The trailer of this rig consists of a single long skinny room Y.T. has just cone in through its
only entrance. At this end of the room a couple of Mafia guys are |ounging around, the way they
al ways do.

Most of the roomis taken up by electronics. Big el ectronics.

"Going to just do some conputer stuff, y'know, " he says, handing the briefcase over to a computer
guy. Y. T. knows he's a
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conmput er guy because he has long hair in a ponytail and he's wearing jeans and he seens gentle.
"Hey, if anything happens to that, my ass is grass," Y.T. says. She's trying to sound tough and
brave, but it's a hollow act in these circunmstances.

The man with the glass eye is, |ike, shocked. 'What do you think I am some kind of incredibly
stupid di ckhead?" he says. "Shit, that's just what | need, trying to explain to Uncle Enzo how
managed to get his little bunny rabbit shot in the kneecaps."

"I't's a noninvasive procedure,"” the conputer guy says in a placid, liquid voice.

The conputer guy rotates the case around in his hand a few Lines, just to get a feel for it. Then
he slides it into a | arge Dpen-ended cylinder that is resting on the top of a table. The walls of
the cylinder are a couple of inches thick. Frost appears to be growing on this thing. Mstery
gases continuously~slide off of it, |like teaspoons of mlk dropped into turbulent water. The gases
pl unge out across the table and drop to the floor, where they nake a little carpet of fog that
flows and bl oons around their shoes. Wen the conputer guy has it in place, he yanks his hand back
fromthe cold.

Then he puts on a pair of conputer goggles.

That's all there is to it. He just sits there for a fewnmnutes. Y.T. is not a conputer person

but she knows that sonewhere behind the cabinets and doors in the back of this truck there is a
big conputer doing a lot of things right now.

"I't's like a CAT scanner," the man with the gl ass eye says, using the sanme hushed tone of voice as
a sportscaster in a golfing tournament. "But it reads everything, you know," he says, rotating his
hands inpatiently in all-enconpassing circles.

"How much does it cost?"

"I don't know. "

"What's it called?"

"Doesn't really have a nanme yet."

"Vell, who nakes it?"

the man with the gl ass eye says.

"W made the goddamm thing," the nman with the glass eye says. "Just, like in the last couple
weeks. "

"What for?"

NEAL STEPHENSON

"You' re asking too many questions. Look. You're a cute kid. | nean, you're a hell of a chick

You're a knockout. But don't go thinking you're too inmportant at this stage."
At this stage. Hmm

24

Hmis in his 20-by-30 at the U-Stor-1t. He is spending a little time in Reality, as per the
suggestion of his partner. The door is open so that ocean breezes and jet exhaust can bl ow
through. Al the furniture-the futons, the cargo pallet, the experinental cinderblock furniture-
has been pushed up against the walls. He is holding a one-nmeter-1long piece of heavy rebar with
tape wapped around one end to make a handl e. The rebar approxinmates a kataria, but it is very
much heavier. He calls it the redneck katana.

He is in the kendo stance, barefoot. He should be wearing vol unm nous ankl e-length culottes and a
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heavy indigo tunic, which is the traditional uniform but instead he is wearing jockey shorts.
Sweat is running down his snoothly nuscled cappucci no back and exploring his cleavage. Blisters
the size of green grapes are formng on the ball of his |eft foot. Hiro's heart and |ungs are well
devel oped, and he has been bl essed with unusually quick reflexes, but he is not intrinsically
strong, the way his father was. Even if he were intrinsically strong, working with the redneck

kat ana woul d be very difficult.

He is full of adrenaline, his nerves are shot, and his mind is cluttered up with free-floating
anxi ety-floating around on an ocean of generalized terror.

He is shuffling back and forth down the thirty.foot axis of the room Fromtinme to tinme he wfi

accel erate, raise the redneck katana up over his head until it is pointed backward, then bring it
swiftly down, snapping his wists at the |last nonent so that it cones to a stop in mdair. Then he
says, "Next!"

Theoretically. In fact, the redneck katana is difficult to stop once it gets nmoving. But it's good
exercise. His forearms | ook like bundles of steel cables. Alnbst. Well, they will soon, anyway.
SNOW CRASH

The Ni ppOflese don't go in for this nonsense about foll owthrough. If you strike a man on the top
of his head with a katana and do not nake 2flY effort to stop the blade, it will divide his ;kull
and probably get hung up in his collarbone or his pelvis, and then you will be out there in the
m ddl e of the medieval battlefield with a foot on your |ate opponent's face, trying to work the
bl ade | oose as his best friend comes running up to you with a certain vengeful gleamin his eye.
So the plan is to snap the blade to a full stop just after the inpact, naybe crease his brain-pan
an inch or two, then whip it out and | ook for another sarurai, hence: "Next!"

He has been thinking about what happened earlier tonight with Raven, which pretty much rul es out
sleep, and this is why he is practicing with the redneck katana at three in the norning.

He knows he was totally unprepared. The spear just canme at him He slapped at it with the bl ade.
He happened to slap it at the right tinme, and it mssed him But he did this al nost
absent m ndedl y.

Maybe that's how great warriors do it. Carelessly, not wacking their mnds with the consequences.
Maybe he's flattering hinself.

______ The sound of a helicopter has been getting | ouder for sone nminutes now. Even though
Hro lives right next to the airport, this is unusualL They're not supposed to fly right near LAX,
it raises evident safety questions.

It doesn't stop getting louder until it is very loud, and at that point, the helicopter is
hovering a few feet above the parking lot, right out in front of Hro and Vitaly's 20-by-30. It's
a nice one, a corporate jet chopper, dark green, with subdued markings. Hiro suspects that in
brighter light, he would be able to nmake out the |ogo of a defense contractor, nost |ikely Genera
Jim s Defense System

A pal e-faced white man with a very high forehead-cum bal d Spot JUrpS out of the chopper, |ooking a
ot more athletic than his face and general deneanor would | ead you to expect, and jogs across the
Parking lot directly toward Hro. This is the kind of guy
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H ro remenbers fromwhen his dad was in the Arnmy-not the gristly veterans of |egends and novi es,
just sort of regular thirty-five-year-old guys rattling around in bulky uniforms. He's a major.

H s nanme, sewn onto his BDUs, is C em

"Hiro Protagonist?"

"The sane."

"Juanita Sent me to pick you up. She said you'd recognize the nane."

"I recognize the nanme. But | don't really work for Juanita."

"She says you do now. "

"Well, that's nice," Hiro says. "So | guess it's kind of urgent?"

"I think that would be a fair assunption,” Mijor Cemsays. "Can | spare a few nmi nutes? Because
I"ve been working out, and | need to run next door."

Maj or Cl em | ooks next door. The next |ogo down the strip is

ThE REST STOP.

"The situation is fairly static. You could spare five ninutes," Mjor Cem says.

H ro has an account with The Rest Stop. To live at the U-Storlt, you sort of have to have an
account. So he gets to bypass the front office where the attendant waits by the cash register. He
shoves his nenbership card into a slot, and a conputer screen lights up with three choices:
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M
F
NURSERY ( UNI SEX)

Hro slaps the "M button. Then the screen changes to a nenu of four choices:

OUR SPECI AL LI M TED FACI LI TI ES- THRI FTY BUT SANI TARY

STANDARD FACI LI TI ES- JUST LI KE HOVE- MAYBE JUST A LI TTLE BETTER

PRI ME FACI LI TI ES- A GRACI QUS PLACE FOR ThE DI SCRI M NATI NG PATRON

ThE LAVATORY GRANDE ROYALE

174
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He has to override a well-worn reflex to stop hinself from automatically punching SPECI AL LI M TED
FACILITIES, which is what he and all the other U-Stor-It residents always use. Al npst inpossible
to go in there and not come in contact with soneone else's bodily fluids. Not a pretty sight. Not
at all gracious. Instead-what the flick, Juanita's going to hire him right?-he slanms the button
for LAVATORY CGRANDE ROYALE.

Never been here before. It's like something on the top floor of a luxury high-rise casino in
Atlantic City, where they put sem -retarded adults from South Philly after they've blundered into
the nmega-jackpot. It's got everything that a dimdtted pathol ogi cal ganbler would identify with
luxury: gold-plated fixtures, lots of injection-nolded pseudonmarbie, velvet drapes, and a butler.
None of the U-Stor-It residents ever use The Lavatory Grande Royale. The only reason it's here is
that this place happens to be across the street from LAX Singaporean CECs who want to have a
shower and take a nice, leisurely crap, with all the sound effects, w thout having to hear and
snel|l other travelers doing the sane, can conme here and put it all on their corporate travel card.
The butler is a thirty-year-old Centroanerican whose eyes look a little funny, |like they' ve been
closed for the | ast several hours. He is just throwi ng sonme inprobably thick towels over his arm
as Hiro bursts in.

"Cotta get in and out in five mnutes," Hro says.

"You want shave?" the butler says. He paws at his own cheeks suggestively, unable to peg Hiro's
et hni ¢ group.

"Love to. No tine."

He peels off his jockey shorts, tosses his swords onto the crushed-vel vet sofa, and steps into the
mar bl ei zed anphitheatre of the shower stall. Hot water hits himfromall directions at once.
There's a knob on the wall so you can choose your favorite ternperature.

Afterward, he'd like to take a dunp, read sonme of those gl ossy phone book-sized magazi nes next to
the high-tech shifter, but he's got to get going. He dries hinself off with a fresh towel the size
of a circus tent, yanks on sone | oose drawstring slacks and a

L
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T-shirt, throws sonme Kongbucks at the butler, and runs out, girding hinself with the swords.

_____ It's a short flight, nostly because the nmilitary pilot is happy to eschew confort in
favor of speed. The chopper takes off at a shallow angle, keeping low so it won't get sucked into
any jumbo jets, and as soon as the pilot gets roomto nmaneuver, he whips the tail around, drops
the nose, and lets the rotor yank them onward and upward across the basin, toward the sparsely Ilit
mass of the Hollywood Hills.

But they stop short of the Hills, and end up on the roof of a hospital. Part of the Mercy chain
whi ch technically nakes this Vatican airspace. So far, this has Juanita witten all over it
"Neurol ogy ward," Mjor C emsays, delivering this string of nouns like an order. "Fifth floor
east w ng, room 564."

______ The man in the hospital bed is Dabid.

Extrenely thick, wi de |eather straps have been stretched across the head and foot of the bed.
Leat her cuffs, lined with fluffy sheepskin, are attached to the straps. These cuffs have been
fastened around Da5id's wists and ankles. He's wearing a hospital gown that has nostly fallen
of f.

The worst thing is that his eyes don't always point in the sane direction. He's hooked up to an

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (85 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:20 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

EKG that's charting his heartbeat, and even though Hiro's not a doctor, he can see it's not a
regul ar pattern. It beats too fast, then it doesn't beat at all, then an alarm sounds, then it
starts beating again.

He has gone conpletely blank. H s eyes are not seeing anything. At first, Hiro thinks that his
body is Iinp and rel axed. Getting closer, he sees that Da5id is taut and shivering, slick with
perspiration.

"W put in a tenporary pacenmaker," a wonman says.

Hro turns. It's a nun who al so appears to be a surgeon

"How | ong has he been in convul sions?"

"Hs ex-wife called us in, said she was worried."

"Juanita."

"Yes. \Wen the paranmedics arrived, he had fallen out of his
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chair at home and was convul sing on the floor. You can see a bruise, here, where we think his
conmputer fell off the table and hit himin the ribs. So to protect himfromfurther damage, we put
himin four-points. But for the last half hour he's been like this-like his whole body is in

fibrillation. If he stays this way, we'll take the restraints off."

"Was he wearing goggl es?"

"I don't know. | can check for you."

"But you think this happened while he was goggled into his computer?"

"l really don't know, sir. Al | knowis, he's got such bad cardiac arrhythma that we had to

i npl ant a tenporary pacemeker right there on his office floor. W gave hi msone seizure

medi cation, which didn't work. Put himon sone downers to calmhim which worked slightly. Put his
head i nto various pieces of imaging machinery to fnd out what the problemwas. The jury is stil

out on that."

"Well, I"mgoing to go | ook at his house,’
The doctor shrugs.

"Let ne know when he cones out of it," Hro says.

The doctor doesn't say anything to this. For the first tinme, Hro realizes that Da5id' s condition
may not be tenporary.

As Hiro is stepping out into the hallway, Da5id speaks, "e ne

enmmar i i agi agi ni numanmadaneneemanmanki gaagia gi.."

H ro turns around and | ooks. Da5id has gone linp in the restraints, seens relaxed, half asleep. He
is looking at Hiro through half-closed eyes. "e ne emdamgal nun na a gi agi e ne emu mu
unabzukaagi aagi . .."

Dabid's voice is deep and placid, with no trace of stress. The syllables roll off his tongue |like
drool. As Hiro wal ks down the hallway he can hear Dabid tal king all the way.

"i geeni ge en nu ge en nu ge en us sa tur ralura ze emnmen..."

Hi ro says.

______ H ro gets back into the chopper. They cruise up the mddl e of Beachwood Canyon, headed
straight for the Hollywod sign
NEAL STEPHENSON

177
Da5i d's house has been transfigured by light. It's at the end of its owmn little road, at the
sunmit of a hill. The road has been bl ocked of f by a squat froglike Jeep-thing from General Jinms

saturated red and blue |ight sweeping and pul sing out of it. Another helicopter is above the
house, supported on a swirling colum of radiance. Soldiers creep up and down the property,
carryi ng hand-held searchlights.

"W took the precaution of securing the area," Mjor Qem says.

At the fringes of all this light, Hro can see the dead organic colors of the hillside. The
soldiers are trying to push it back with their searchlights, trying to bumit away. He is about to
bury hinself in it, becone a single muddy pixel in sonme airline passenger's wi ndow. Plunging into
t he bi omass.

Da5id's laptop is on the floor next to the table where he liked to work. It is surrounded by

medi cal debris. In the mddle of this, Hro finds Da5id s goggles, which either fell off when he
hit the floor, or were stripped off by the paranedics.

H m pi cks up the goggles. As he brings themup toward his eyes, he sees the inmage: a wall of black-
and-white static. Da5id' s computer has snow- crashed

He cl oses his eyes and drops the goggles. You can't get hurt by l|ooking at a bitmap. Or can you?
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_______ The house is sort of a nobdernist castle with a high turret on one end. Da5id and Hro
and the rest of the hackers used to go up there with a case of beer and a hi bachi and just spend a
whol e night, eating junmbo shrinp and crab | egs and oysters and washi ng them down with beer. Now

it's deserted, of course, just the hibachi, which is rusted and al nbost buried in gray ash, like an
archaeol ogical relic. Hiro has pinched one of Dabid' s beers fromthe fridge, and he sits up here
for a while, in what used to be his favorite place, drinking his beer slowy, |ike he used to,

reading stories in the lights.

The ol d central nei ghborhoods are packed in tight below an eternal, organic haze. In other cities,
you breathe industrial contaminants, but in L.A, you breathe anmino acids. The hazy sprawl is
ringed and netted with glowing lines, like hot wires in a toaster

SNOW CRASH

At the outlet of the canyon, it cones close enough that the |ight sharpens and breaks up into
stars, arches, glowing letters. Streans of red and white corpuscles throb down hi ghways to the
fuzzy logic of intelligent traffic lights. Farther away, spreading across the basin, a mllion
sprightly logos smear into solid arcs, |like geonetric points merging into curves. To either side
of the franchise ghettos, the I oglo dwi ndles across a few shallow | ayers of devel opnment and into a
surroundi ng di mMess that is burst here and there by the blaze of a security spotlight in someone's
back. yard

The franchise and the virus work on the sane principle: what thrives in one place will thrive in
anot her. You just have to find a sufficiently virulent business plan, condense it into a three-
ring binder-its DNA-xerox it, and enbed it in the fertile Iining of a well-travel ed hi ghway,
preferably one with a left-turn |ane. Then the growmh will expand until it runs up against its
property lines.

In olden tines, you' d wander down to Monmis Cafe for a bite to eat and a cup of joe, and you woul d
feel right at hone. It worked just fine if you never left your hometown. But if you went to the
next town over, everyone would | ook up and stare at you when you canme in the door, and the Bl ue

Pl ate Special would be something you didn't recognize. If you did enough traveling, you'd never
feel at hone anywhere.

But when a businessman from New Jersey goes to Dubuque, he knows he can walk into a McDonal d's and
no one will stare at him He can order w thout having to | ook at the nenu, and the food wll

al ways taste the sane. McDonald's is Hone, condensed into a three-ring binder and xeroxed. "No
surprises" is the notto of the franchise ghetto, its Good Housekeepi ng seal, sublimnally blazoned
on every sign and |ogo that make up the curves and grids of light that outline the Basin.

The people of America, who live in the world's nost surprising and terrible country, take confort
in thatnotto. Follow the |1 ogJo outward, to where the growmh is enfolded into the valleys and the
canyons, and you find the |l and of the refugees. They have fled fromthe true America, the Anmerica
of atom c bonbs, scal pings, hip-hop, chaos theory, cenent overshoes, snake han-
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diers, spree killers, space wal ks, buffalo junps, drive-bys, cruise nissiles, Shernan's March
gridlock, motorcycle gangs, and bun-gee junping. They have parallel-parked their binmbo boxes in

i dentical conputer-designed Burbclave street patterns and secreted thenselves in symetrica
sheetrock shitholes with vinyl floors and ifi-fitting woodwork and no sidewal ks, vast house farns
out in the loglo wilderness, a culture nmediumfor a nedium cul ture.

The only ones left in the city are street people, feeding off debris; inmmgrants, thrown out |ike
shrapnel fromthe destruction of the Asian powers; young bohos; and the technonedia priesthood of
M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong. Young smart people |ike Da5id and Hiro, who take the risk of living
in the city because they like stinmulation and they know they can handle it.

25

Y.T. can't really tell where they are. It's clear that they're stuck in traffic. It's not |ike
this is predictable or anything.

"Y.T. must get under way now," she announces.

No reaction fora sec. Then the hacker guy sits back in his chair, stares out through his goggles,
ignoring the 3-D conpu-display, taking in a nice view of the wall. "Ckay," he says.

Qui ck as a nongoose, the man with the glass eye darts in, yanks the alum num case out of the
cryogenic cylinder, tosses it to Y.T. Meantime, one of the |ounging-around Mafia guys i s opening
the back door of the truck, giving themall a nice viewof a traffic jamon the boul evard.
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"One other thing," the man with the gl ass eye says, and shoves an envel ope into one of Y. T.'s

mul titudi nous pockets.

"What's that?" Y. T. says.

He hol ds up his hands self-protectively. "Don't worry, it's just a little something. Now get

goi ng. "

He notions at the guy who's hol ding her plank. The guy turns out to be fairly hip, because he just
throws the plank. It lands at an odd angle on the fl oor between them But the spokes have |ong ago
seen the floor coming, calculated all the angles, extended and fl exed thenselves |like the [ egs and
feet of a basket bal

SNOW CRASH

pl ayer coming back to earth froma nonster dunk. The plank lands on its feet, banks this way, then
that, as it regains its balance, then steers itself right up to Y.T. and stops besi de her

She stands on it, kicks a fewtinmes, flies out the back door of the sem, and onto the hood of a
Pontiac that was foll owing them much too closely. Its w ndshield makes a nice surface to bank off
of, and she gets her direction neatly reversed by the time she hits the pavenent. The owner of the
Pontiac is honking self. righteously, but there's no way he can chase her down because traffic is
totally stopped, Y.T. is the only thing for mles around that is actually capable of novenent.

Whi ch is the whole point of Kouriers in the first place.

_______ The Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates #1106 is a pretty big one~ Its |ow serial nunber
inmplies great age. It was built |Iong ago, when | and was cheap and | ots were big. The parking | ot
is half full. Usually, all you see at a Reverend Wayne's are ol d beaters with wacky Spanish
expressions nail-polished on the rear bunpers-the rides of CentroAnmerican evangelicals who have
come up north to get decent jobs and escape the relentlessly Catholic style of their honel ands.
This lot also has a lot of just plain old regular bimbo boxes with Iicense plates fromall the
Bur bcl aves.

Traffic is moving a little better on this stretch of the boulevard, and so Y.T. cones into the |ot
at a pretty good clip, takes one or two orbits around the franchise to work off her speed. A
snooth parking ot is hard to resist when you are going fast, and to ook at it froma slightly
| ess juvenile point of view, it's a good idea to scope things out, to be fanmliar with your
environnent. Y.T. learns that this parking lot is linked with that of a Chop Shop franchi se next
door ("W turn any vehicle into CASH in nminutes!"), which in turn flows into the lot of a

nei ghboring strip mall. A dedicated thrasher could probably navigate fromL.A to New York by
coasting fromone parking lot into the next.

This parking | ot makes popping and skittering noises in sone areas. Looking down, she sees that
behi nd the franchi se, near the dunpster, the asphalt is strewn with small glass vials, |like the
one

i 8i
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that Squeaky was | ooking at |ast night. They are scattered about |ike cigarette butts behind a
bar. Wen the footpads of her wheels pass over these vials, they tiddlywi nk out from underneath
and skitter across the pavenent.

Peopl e are lined up out the door, waiting to get in. Y.T. junps the line and goes inside.

______ The front room of the Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates is, of course, like all the
others. A row of padded vinyl chairs where worshippers can wait for their nunber to be called,
with a potted plant at each end and a table strewn with prinmeval magazines. A toy corner where
kids can kill tinme, reenacting imginary, cosmic battles in injection-nolded plastic. A counter
done up in fake wood so it | ooks |ike something froman old church. Behind the counter, a pudgy
hi gh school babe, dishwater blond hair that has been worked over pretty good with a curling iron
bl ue netal -fl ake eyeshadow, an even coat of red makeup covering her broad, gel atinous cheeks, a
flimy sort of choir robe thrown over her T-shirt.

When Y. T. conmes in, she is right in the niddle of a transaction. She sees Y. T. right away, but no
three.ring binder anywhere in the world allows you to flag or fail in the mddle of a transaction
Styinied, Y.T. sighs and crosses her arns to convey inpatience. In any other business
establ i shnent, she'd already be raising hell and marching around behind the counter as if she
owned the place. But this is a church, dam it.

There's a little rack along the front of the counter bearing religious tracts, free for the

taki ng. donation requested. Several slots on the rack are occupi ed by the Reverend Wayne's fanous
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bestsell er, How Anerica Was Saved from Comuni sm ELVIS SHOT JFK

She pulls out the envel ope that the man with the gl ass eye stuck into her pocket. It is not thick
and soft enough to contain a |ot of cash, unfortunately.

It contains half a dozen snapshots. Al of themfeature Uncle Enzo. He is on the broad, fiat
horseshoe driveway of a |arge house, |arger than any house Y.T. has ever seen with her own two
SNOW CRASH

eyes. He is standing on a skateboard. O falling off of a skateboard. O coasting, slowy, arns
splayed wildly out to the sidcs, chased by nervous security personnel

A pi ece of paper is wapped around the pictures. It says:

"Y.T.-Thanks for your help. As you can see fromthese pictures, | tried to train for this
assignment, but it's going to take sone practice. Your friend, Uncle Enzo."

Y.T. waps the pictures up just the way they were, puts them back in her pocket, stifles a snile,
returns to business matters.

The girl in the robe is still perform ng her transaction behind the counter. The transactee isa
st ocky Spani sh-speaki ng wom-an in an orange dress.

The girl types sone stuff into the conputer. The custonrier snaps her Visa card down on the fake
wood altar top; it sounds like a rifle shot. The girl pries the card up using her inch-lonig
fingernails, a dicey and conplicated operation that makes Y.'.T. think of insects clinbing out of
their egg sacs. Then she perforns the sacrament, swi ping the card through its el ectromagnetic
silot with a carefully nodul ated sweep of the ann, as though teariing back a veil, handing over
the slip, munbling that she needls a signature and dayti ne phone nunber. She m ght as well have
been speaking Latin, but that's okay, since this customer is farniliar with the liturgy and signs
and nunbers it before the words are fully spoken.

Then it just remains for the Word from On H gh. But conputers and comunications are awfully good
these days, and it uisually doesn't take |longer than a couple of seconds to performa charge-card
verification. The little machi ne beeps out its approval code, heavenly tunes sing out fromtinny
speakers, anal a wide pair of pearlescent doors in the back of the room swi ng najestically open
"Thank you for your donation," the girl says, slurring 'the words together into a single syllable.
The custoner stonps toward the double doors, drawn irs by ~iypnotic organ strains. The interior of

the chapel is weirdly cot)red, illunminated partly by fluorescent fixtures wedged into the ~eiling
and partly by large colored |ight boxes that simuilate tanmed-glass windows. The | argest of these,
shaped like a fat:ened Gothic arch, is bolted to the back wall, above the altar, ~and
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features a blazing trinity: Jesus, Elvis, and the Reverend Wayne. Jesus gets top billing. The

wor shi pper is not half a dozen steps into the place before she thuds down on her knees in the

m ddl e of the aisle and begins to speak in tongues: "ar fa an ar isa ye na
amriaisa,venaanmriaasaria..."

The doors swi ng shut again.

"7ust a see," the girl says, looking at Y.T. a little nervously. She goes around the corner and
stands in the mddle of the toy area, inadvertently getting the hem of her robe caught up in a
Ninja Raft Warriors battle nodul e, and knocks on the door to the potty.

"Busy!" says a nman's voice fromthe other side of the door

"The Kourier's here," the girt says.

ddl fl1d be right out," the man says, nore quietly.

And he really is right out. Y. T. does not perceive any waiting tune, no zipping up of the fly or
washi ng of the hands. He is wearing a black suit with a clerical collar, pulling a |Iightweight

bl ack robe on over that as he energes into the toy area, crushing little action figures and
fighter aircraft beneath his black shoes. Hs hair is black and well greased, with individua
strands of gray, and he wears wire-rinmed bifocals with a subtle brownish tint. He has very large
por es.

And by the time he gets close enough that Y.T. can see all of these details, she can al so snel
him She snmells AOd Spice, plus a strong whiff of vomit on his breath. But it's not boozy vonit.
"G me that," he says, and yanks the al um num briefcase from her hand.

Y.T. riever |lets people do that.

"You have to sign for it,'~ she says. But she knows it's too late. If you don't get themto sign
first, you're screwed. You have no power, no leverage. You're just a brat on a skateboard.

VWhich is why Y. T. never lets people yank deliveries out of her hand. But this guy is a mnister
for God's sake. She just didn't reckon on it. He yanked it out of her hand-and now he runs with it
back to his office.

"I can sign for it," the girl says. She |ooks scared. More than that, she | ooks sick.

"I't has to be himpersonally," Y.T. says. "Reverend Dale T. Thorpe."
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Now she's done bei ng shocked and starting to be pissed. So she just follows himright into his

of fice.

"You can't go in there," the girl says, but she says it dream |y, sadly, like this whole thing is
already half forgotten. Y.T. opens the door

The Reverend Dale T. Thorpe sits at his desk. The alum numbriefcase is open in front of him It
is filled with the sane conplicated bit of business that she saw the other night, after the Raven
thing. The Reverend Dale T. Thorpe seens to be | eashed by the neck to this device.

No, actually he is wearing sonmething on a string around his neck. He was keeping it under his
clothes, the way Y.T. keeps Uncle Enzo's dog tags. He has pulled it out now and shoved it into a
slot inside the alum numcase. It appears to be a laninated ID card with a bar code on it.

Now he pulls the card out and lets it dangle down his front. Y.T. cannot tell whether he has
noticed her. He is typing on the keyboard, punching away with two fingers, nmissing letters, doing
it again.

Then notors and servos inside the al um num case whir and shudder. The Reverend Dale T. Thorpe has
unsnapped one of the little vials fromits place in the lid and inserted it into a socket next to
the keyboard. It is slowy drawn down inside the nachine.

The vial pops back out again. The red plastic cap is emtting grainy red light. It has little LEDs
built into it, and they are spelling out nunbers, counting down seconds: 5,4,3,2,1

The Reverend Dale T. Thorpe holds the vial up to his left nostril. Wen the LED counter gets down
to zero, it hisses, like air comng out of atire valve. At the sane time, he inhales deeply,
sucking it all into his lungs. Then he shoots the vial expertly into his wastebasket.

"Reverend?" the girl says. Y.T. spins around to see her drifting toward the office. "Wuld you do
nm ne now, please?"

The Reverend Dale T. Thorpe does not answer. He has slunped back in his | eather swi vel chair and
is staring at a neonframed blowp of Elvis, in his Arny days, holding a rifle.

26

When he wakes up, it's the mddle of the day and he is all dried out fromthe sun, and birds are
circling overhead, trying to decide whether he's dead or alive. Hiro clinbs down fromthe roof of
the turret and, throwing caution to the wind, drinks three glasses of L.A tap water. He gets sone
bacon out of Dab5id's fridge and throws it in the mcrowave. Mst of Ceneral Jinms people have
left, and there is only a token guard of soldiers down on the road. Hmlocks all the doors that

| ook out on the hifiside, because he can't stop thinking about Raven. Then he sits at the kitchen
tabl e and goggl es in.

The Black Sun is nostly full of Asians, including a |lot of people fromthe Bonbay filmindustry,
glaring at each other, stroking their black nustaches, trying to figure out what kind of
hypervi ol ent action filmw Il play in Persepolis next year. It is nighttine there. Hro is one of
the few Arericans in the joint.

Al ong the back wall of the bar is a row of private rooms, ranging fromlittle téte-a-tétes to big
conference roonms where a bunch of avatars can gather and have a neeting. Juanita is waiting for
Hmin one of the snmaller ones. Her avatar just |ooks like Juanita. It is an honest
representation, with no effort nade to hide the early suggestions of crow s-feet at the corners of
her big black eyes. Her glossy hair is so well resolved that Hiro can see individual strands
refracting the light into tiny rainbows.

"I"mat Da5id's house. Were are you?" Hiro says.

"In an airplane-so | nmay break up,” Juanita says

"You on your way here?"

"To Oregon, actually."

"Portland?"

"Astoria."

on earth would you go to Astoria, Oregon, at a time |like

Juanita takes a deep breath, lets it out shakily. "If | told you, we'd get into an argunent."
"What's the | atest word on Da5i d?" Hiro says.

"The sane."

SNOW CRASH

"Any di agnosi s?"

Juani ta sighs, |ooks tired. "There won't be any di agnosi s,
har dwar e, problem"

" Huh?"

"They're roundi ng up the usual suspects. CAT scans, NMWR scans, PET scans, EEGs. Everything's fine.

she says. "It's a software, not a
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There's nothing wong with his brain-his hardware."”

"I't just happens to be running the wong progranP”

"His software got poisoned. Da5id had a snow crash | ast night, inside his head."
"Are you trying to say it's a psychol ogi cal probl enf"
"I't kind of goes beyond those established categories,
phenonenon. A very old one, actually."

"Does this thing just happen spontaneously, or what?"
"You tell nme," she says. "You were there last night. Did any. thing happen after | left?"

"He had a Snow Crash hypercard that he got.~from Raven outside The Bl ack Sun.™

"Shit. That bastard."

"Who's the bastard? Raven or Dabi d?"

"Dabid. | tried to warn him"

"He used it." Hiro goes on to explain the Brandy with the nmagic scroll. "Then |later he had
comput er trouble and got bounced."

"l heard about that part," she says. "That's why | called the paranedics."

"I don't see the connection between Da5id's conputer having a crash, and you calling an

ambul ance. "

"The Brandy's scroll wasn't just showing randomstatic. It was flashing up a | arge anount of
digital information, in binary form That digital information was going straight into Dabid's
optic nerve. Wiich is part of the brain, incidentally-if you stare into a person's pupil, you can
see the terminal of the brain.”

"Da5id's not a conputer. He can't read binary code.™

"He's a hacker. He nesses with binary code for a living. That ability is firmwired into the deep
structures of his brain. So he's susceptible to that formof informati on. And so are you, hone.
boy. "

"What kind of information are we tal king about ?"
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"Bad news. A netavirus,"” Juanita says. "lIt's the atom c bonb of informational warfare-a virus that
causes any systemto infect itself with new viruses."

"And that's what nmade Dab5id sick?"

"Yes."

"Way didn't | get sick?"

"Too far away. Your eyes couldn't resolve the bitmap. It has to be right up in your face."

"1"I'l think about that one," Hro says. "But | have another question. Raven al so distributes

anot her drug-in Reality- called, anong other things, Snow Crash. Wuat is it?"

"I't's not a drug," Juanita says. "They make it look like a drug and feel |ike a drug so that
people will want to take it. It's laced with cocaine and sone ot her stuff."

"I'f it's not a drug, what is it?"

"It's chem cally processed bl ood serumtaken from people who are infected with the metavirus,"
Juanita says. "That is, it's just another way of spreading the infection."”

"Who's spreading it?"

"L. Bob Rife's private church. Al of those people are infected."

Hro puts his head in his hands. He's not exactly thinking about this; he's letting it ricochet
around in his skull, waiting for it to come to rest. "Wait a minute, Juanita. Make up your m nd.
This Snow Crash thing-is it a virus, a drug, or a religion?"

Juanita shrugs. "Wat's the difference?"

Juanita says, "because it's a new

_______ That Juanita is talking this way does not nmake it any easier for Hro to get back on
his feet in this conversation. "How can you say that? You're a religious person yourself."
"Don't lunp all religion together."

"Sorry. "
"Al'l people have religions. It's |like we have religion receptors built into our brain cells, or
sonmet hing, and we'll latch onto anything that'll fill that niche for us. Now, religion used to be

essentially viral-a piece of information that replicated inside the human mnd, junping from one
person to the next. That's the way it used to be, and unfortunately, that's the way it's headed

i 88
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right now. But there have been several efforts to deliver us fromthe hands of prinitive,
irrational religion. The first was nade by sonmeone naned Enki about four thousand years ago. The
second was nade by Hebrew scholars in the eighth century B.C., driven out of their honeland by the
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i nvasion of Sargon Il, but eventually it just devolved into enpty legalism Another attenpt was
made by Jesus-that one was hijacked by viral influences within fifty days of his death. The virus
was suppressed by the Catholic Church, but we're in the mddle of a big epidenmic that started in
Kansas in 1900 and has been gatheri ng nomentum ever since."

"Do you believe in God or not?" Hro says. First things first. "Definitely."

"Do you believe in Jesus?"

"Yes. But not in the physical, bodily resurrection of Jesus."

"How can you be a Christian without believing in that?"

"1 would say," Juanita says, "how can you be a Christian with it? Anyone who takes the trouble to
study the gospels can see that the bodily resurrection is a nmyth that was tacked onto the rea
story several years after the real histories were witten. It's so National Enquirer-esque, don't
you t hi nk?"

Beyond that, Juanita doesn't have much to say. She doesn't want to get into it now, she says. She
doesn't want to prejudice Hro's thinking "at this point."

"Does that inply that there's going to be some other point? Is this a continuing relationship?”
Hiro says.

"Do you want to find the people who infected Da5i d?"

"Yes. Hell, Juanita, even if it weren't for the fact that he is ny friend, I'd want to find them
before they infect ne."

"Look at the Babel stack, Hiro, and then visit me if | get back from Astoria."

"If you get back? What are you doing there?"

"Research. ™

She's been putting on a businesslike front through this whole talk, spitting out information
telling Hiro the way it is. But she's tired and anxious, and Hro gets the idea that she's deeply
af rai d.

"CGood | uck," he says. He was all ready to do some flirting with

189
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her during this neeting, picking up where they left off last night. But sonething has changed in
Juanita's m nd between then and now. flirting is the last thing on her m nd

Juanita's going to do sonething dangerous in Oregon. She doesn't want Hiro to know about it so
that he won't worry.

"There's sonme good stuff in the Babel stack about someone named | nanna," she says.

"Who' s | nanna?"

"A Sunerian goddess. |I'msort of in love with her. Anyway, you can't understand what |'m about to
do until you understand nanna."

"Well, good luck," H msays. "Say hi to nmanna for ne."

"Thanks."

"When you get back, | want to spend some tinme with you."

"The feeling is mutual," she says. "But we have to get out of this first."

"Ch. | didn't realize | was in sonething."

"Don't be a sap. W're all init."

H m | eaves, exiting into The Bl ack Sun

There is one guy wandering around the Hacker Quadrant who really stands out. Hi s avatar doesn't

| ook so hot. And he's having trouble controlling it. He looks like a guy who's just goggled into
the Metaverse for the first time and doesn't know how to nmove around. He keeps bunping into

tabl es, and when he wants to turn around, he spins around several tines, not knowi ng how to stop
hi msel f.

H ro wal ks toward him because his face seens a little famliar. Wen the guy finally stops noving
I ong enough for Hiro to resolve himclearly, he recognizes the avatar. It's a Cint. Mst often
seen in the conpany of a Brandy.

The dint recognizes Hro, and his surprised face comes on for a second, is then replaced by his
usual stern, stiff-1lipped, craggy appearance. He holds up his hands together in front of him and
H ro sees that he is holding a scroll, just |ike Brandy's.

Hiro reaches for his katana, but the scroll is already up in his face, spreading open to revea
the blue glare of the bitmap inside. He sidesteps, gets over to one side of the dint, raising the
kat ana overhead, snaps the katana straight down and cuts the dint's arns off.
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As the scroll falls, it spreads open even wider. Hiro doesn't dare ook at it now The dint has
turned around and is awkwardly trying to escape from The Bl ack Sun, bouncing fromtable to table
like a pinball.

if Hro could kill the guy-cut his head off-then his avatar would stay in The Bl ack Sun, be
carried away by the G aveyard Daenons. Hiro could do sone hacking and naybe figure out who he is,
where he's conming in from

But a few dozen hackers are |ounging around the bar, watching all of this, and if they conme over
and | ook at the scroll, they'Il all end up |ike Dab5id.

Hiro squats down, |ooking away fromthe scroll, and pulls up one of the hidden trapdoors that |ead
down into the tunnel system He's the one who coded those tunnels into The Black Sun to begin
with; he's the only person in the whole bar who can use them He sweeps the scroll into the tunne

with one hand, then closes the door.

H ro can see the dint, way over near the exit, trying to get his avatar ainmed out through the
door. Hmruns after him If the guy reaches the Street, he's gone-he'll turn into a translucent
ghost. Wth a fifty-foot head start in a crowd of a million other translucent ghosts, there's just
no way. As usual, there's a crowmd of wannabes gathered on the Street out front. Hro can see the
usual assortnent, including a few bl ack-and-white peopl e.

One of those black-and-whites is Y.T. She's loitering out there waiting for Hiro to cone out.
"Y.T!" he shouts. "Chase that guy with no arrnsl”

H ro gets out the door just a few seconds after the dint does. Both the dint and Y.T. are

al ready gone.

He turns back into The Black Sun, pulls up a trapdoor, and drops down into the tunnel system the
real m of the Graveyard Daenpns. One of them has already picked up the scroll and is trudging in
toward the center to throwit on the fire.

"Hey, bud," Hro says, "take a right turn at the next tunnel and |eave that thing in nmy office,
okay? But done a favor and roll it up first."

He follows the Graveyard Daenon down the tunnel, under the Street, until they're under the

nei ghbor hood where Hiro and
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t he ot her hackers have their houses. Hiro has the G aveyard Daenon deposit the rolled-up scroll in
hi s workshop, down in the basenent-the room where H m does his backing. Then H m conti nues
upstairs to his office.

27

Hi s voice phone is ringing. HHmpicks it up

"Pod," Y.T. says, "l was beginning to think you' d never come out of there."
"Where are you?" Hi m says.

"In Reality or the Metaverse?"

"I'n the Metaverse, |I'mon a plusbound nonorail train. Just passed by Port 35."
"Already? It must be an express."
"Good thinking. That Cint you cut the arnms off of is two cars ahead of nme. | don't think he knows

I"'mfollowing him™"

"Wiere are you in Reality?"

"Public terminal across the street froma Reverend Wayne's," she saxs.

"Ch, yeah? How interesting."

"Just made a delivery there."

"What kind of delivery?”

"An al um num sui t case. "

He gets the whole story out of her, or what he thinks is the whole story-there's no real way to
tell

"You're sure that the babbling that the people did in the park was the sane as the babbling that
the wonman did at the Reverend Wayne' s?"

"Sure," she says. "I know a bunch of people who go there. O their parents go there and drag them
al ong, you know. "

"To the Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates?"

"Yeah. And they all do that speaking in tongues. So |'ve heard it before."

“I''"ll talk to you later, pod," H msays. "I've got sone serious research to do."

"Later."
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The Babel /I nfocal ypse card is resting in the mddle of his desk. Hiro picks it up. The Librarian
cones in.

Hro is about to ask the Librarian whether he knows that Lagos is dead. But it's a pointless
guestion. The Librarian knows it, but he doesn't. If he wanted to check the Library, he could find
out in a few nonents. But he wouldn't really retain the information. He doesn't have an

i ndependent menory. The Library is his nmenory, and he only uses snmall parts of it at once.

"What can you tell ne about speaking in tongues?" Hiro says.

"The technical termis 'glossolalia,'" the Librarian says.

"Techni cal ternf? Wiy bother to have a technical termfor a religious ritual?"

The Librarian raises his eyebrows. "Ch, there's a great deal of technical literature on the
subject. It is a neurol ogical phenonmenon that is nmerely exploited in religious rituals."

"It's a Christian thing, right?"

"Pentecostal Christians think so, but they are deluding thensel ves. Pagan G eeks did it-Plato
called it theornania. The Oriental cults of the Roman Enpire did it. Hudson Bay Eski nos, Chukch
shamans, Lapps, Yakuts, Senang pygm es, the North Borneo cults, the Trhi.speaking priests of
Ghana. The Zulu Amandi ki cult and the Chinese religious sect of Shang-ti-hui. Spirit medi uns of
Tonga and the Brazilian Unbanda cult The Tungus tribesmen of Siberia say that when the shaman goes
into his trance and raves incoherent syllables, he learns the entire | anguage of Nature."

"The | anguage of Nature."

"Yes, sir. The Sukunma people of Africa say that the |anguage is kinatuns, the tongue of the
ancestors of all magicians, who are thought to have descended fromone particular tribe."

"What causes it?"

"I'f mystical explanations are ruled out, then it seens that gl ossolalia comes fromstructures
buried deep within the brain, comon to all people.”

"What does it look |ike? How do these people act?"

"C. W Shumnay observed the Los Angel es revival of 1906 and noted six basic synptonms: conplete

| oss of rational control; domi nance of enotion that |eads to hysteria; absence of thought or wll;
automatic functioning of the speech organs; ammesia; and
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occasi onal sporadi c physical nmanifestations such as jerking or tw tching. Eusebius observed
simlar phenonena around the year 300, saying that the fal se prophet begins by a deliberate
suppressi on of conscious thought, and ends in a deliriumover which he has no control."

"What's the Christian justification for this? Is there anything in the Bible that backs this up?"
"Pentecost . "

"You mentioned that word earlier-what is it?"

"Fromthe G eek pentekostos, neaning fiftieth. It refers to the fiftieth day after the

Cruci fixion."

"Juanita just told nme that Christianity was hijacked by viral influences when it was only fifty
days ol d. She nust have been tal king about this. Wat is it?"

"And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit
gave themutterance. Now there were dwelling in Jerusal em Jews, devout nen from every nation under
heaven. And at this sound the nultitude canme together, and they were bew | dered, because each one
heard them speaking in his own | anguage. And they were amazed and wondered, saying, "Are not al
these who are speaking Galileans? And howis it that we hear, each of us in his own native

| anguage? Parthi ans and~ Medes and El anites and residents of Mesopotam a, Judea and Cappadoci a
Pont us and Asia, Phrygia and Panphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and
visitors from Ronme, both Jews and prosel ytes, Cretans and Arabi ans, we hear themtelling in our
own tongues the mghty works of God." And all were amazed and perpl exed, saying to one anot her
"What does this nmean?"' Acts 2:4-12."

"Damed if | know," Hiro says. "Sounds |ike Babel in reverse."

"Yes, sir. Many Pentecostal Christians believe that the gift of tongues was given to them so that
they could spread their religion to other peoples without having to actually learn their |anguage.
The word for that is 'xenogl ossy?"

"That's what Rife was claimng in that piece of videotape, on top of the Enterprise. He said he
coul d understand what those Bangl adeshis were saying."

"Yes, sir."
194
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"Does that really work?"

"In the sixteenth century, Saint Louis Bertrand allegedly used the gift of tongues to convert
somewhere between thirty thousand and three hundred thousand South American Indians to
Christianity," the Librarian says.

"Ww. Spread through that popul ation even faster than snall pox."

- "What did the Jews think of this Pentecost thing?" H msays. "They were still running
the country, right?"

"The Romans were running the country,” the Librarian says, "but there were a nunber of Jew sh
religious authorities. At this time, there were three groups of Jews: the Pharisees, the
Sadducees, and the Essenes.”

"I remenber the Pharisees fromJesus Christ, Superstar. They were the ones with the deep voices
who were al ways hassling Christ."

"They were hassling him" the Librarian says, "because they were religiously very strict. They
adhered to a strong legalistic version of the religion; to them the Law was everything. dearly,
Jesus was a threat to them because he was proposing, in effect, to do anay with the Law. "

"He wanted a contract renegotiation with God."

"This sounds |ike an anal ogy, which | amnot very good at- but even if it is taken literally, it
is true."”

"Who were the other two groups?"

"The Sadducees were materialists."”

"Meani ng what ? They drove BMA?"

"No. Materialists in the philosophical sense. Al phil osophies are either nonist or dualist.

Moni sts believe that the naterial world is the only world-hence, nmaterialists. Dualists believe in
a binary universe, that there is a spiritual world in addition to the material world."

"Well, as a conputer geek, | have to believe in the binary universe."

The Librarian raises his eyebrows. "How does that follow?"

"Sorry. It's a joke. A bad pun. See, conputers use binary code

A
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to represent information. So | was joking that | have to believe in the binary universe, that |
have to be a dualist."

"How droll," the Librarian says, not sounding very amused. "Your joke may not be without genuine
merit, however."

"How s that? | was just kidding, really."

"Conmputers rely on the one and the zero to represent all things. This distinction between
somet hi ng and nothing-this pivotal separation between being and nonbeing-is quite fundanental and
underlies many Creation nyths."

H mfeels his face getting slightly warm feels hinself getting annoyed. He suspects that the

Li brarian nmay be pulling his leg, playing himfor a fool. But he knows that the Librarian, however
convincingly rendered he may be, is just a piece of software and cannot actually do such things.
"Even the wos~1 'science' conmes from an |ndo- European root neaning 'to cut' or 'to separate.' The
sane root led to the word 'shit,' which of course nmeans toseparatelivingflesh fromnonliving waste.
The sane root gave us 'scythe' and 'scissors' and 'schism' which have obvi ous connections to the
concept of separation."”

"How about 'sword' ?"

"Froma root with several neanings. One of those neanings is '"to cut or pierce.' One of themis
"post' or 'rod.' And the other is, sinply, 'to speak."'"

"Let's stay on track," H m says.

"Fine. | can return to this potential conversation fork at a later time, if you desire."

"I don't want to get all forked up at this point. Tell me about the third group-the Essenes.”
"They lived comunal |y and believed that physical and spiritual deanliness were intimtely
connected. They were constantly bathing thensel ves, |ying naked under the sun, purging thenselves
with enemas, and going to extrene |engths to nake sure that their food was pure and
uncont am nated. They even had their own version of the Gospels in which Jesus heal ed possessed
people, not with miracles, but by driving parasites, such as tapeworm out of their body. These
parasites are considered to be synonymous with denons."
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"They sound kind of |ike hippies."

t
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"The connection has been nade before, but it is faulty in many ways. The Essenes were strictly
religious and woul d never have taken drugs."

"So to themthere was no difference between infection with a parasite, |ike tapeworm and denonic
possessi on. "

"Correct."

"Interesting. | wonder what they woul d have thought about conputer viruses?"

"Speculation is not in ny anbit."

" Speaki ng of which-Lagos was babbling to nme about viruses and infection and sonething called a nam
shub. \What does that nean?"

"Nam shub is a word from Sunerian."

"Sureri an?"

"Yes, sir. Used in Mesopotami a until roughly 2000 B.C. The ol dest of all witten | anguages.™

"Ch. So all the other |anguages are descended fromit?" For a nonent, the Librarian's eyes gl ance
upward, as if he's thinking about something. This is a visual cue to informH ro that he's nmaking
a nomentary raid on the Library.

"Actually, no," the Librarian says. "No | anguages whatsoever are descended from Sumerian. It is an
aggl utinative tongue, nmeaning that it is a collection of norphemes or syllables that are grouped
into words-very unusual . "

"You are saying," Hro says, renenbering Da5id in the hospital, "that if |I could hear soneone
speaki ng Sunerian, it would sound like a |ong stream of short syllables strung together."

"Yes, sir."

"Wuld it sound anything |ike gl ossolalia?"

"Judgment call. Ask someone real," the Librarian says.

"Does it sound |i ke any nodem t ongue?”

"There is no provabl e genetic relationship between Sunerian and any tongue that cane afterward.”
"That's odd. My Mesopotanian history is rusty," Hiro says. 'Wat happened to the Sunerians?
Genoci de?"

"No, sir. They were conquered, but there's no evidence of genocide per se.”

"Everyone gets conquered sooner or later," Hro says. "But their |anguages don't die out. Wy did
Surneri an di sappear ?"
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"Since | amjust a piece of code, | would be on very thin ice to speculate,” the Librarian says.

"Ckay. Does anyone understand Sunerian?"

"Yes, at any given tine, it appears that there are roughly ten people in the world who can read
it"

"Wiere do they work?"

"One in IsraelL One at the British Muiseum One in Irag. One at the University of Chicago. One at
the University of Pennsylvania. And five at Rife Bible College in Houston, Texas."

"Nice distribution. And have any of these people figured out what the word ' nam shub' means in
Suneri an?"

"Yes. A namshub is a speech with magical force. The cl osest English equival ent woul d be
"incantation,' but this has a nunber of incorrect connotations."

"Did the Sunerians believe in magic?"

The Li brarian shakes his head minutely. "This is the kind of seenmingly precise question that is in
fact very profound, and that pieces of software, such as nyself, are notoriously clunmsy at. Allow
me to quote from Kraner, Sanuel Noah, and Maier, John R Mths of Enki, the Crafty GocL New York
Oxf ord:

Oxford University Press, 1989: 'Religion, magic, and nmedicine are so conpletely intertwined in

Mesopotami a that separating themis frustrating and perhaps futile work. .. [Sunerian

i ncant ati ons] denonstrate an intinmate connection between the religious, the magical, and the
esthetic so conplete that any attenpt to pull one away fromthe other will distort the whole.'
There is nore material in here that mght help explain the subject.”

"I'n where?"
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"I'n the next room" the Librarian says, gesturing at the wall. He wal ks over and slides the rice-
paper partition out of the way.

A speech with nmagi cal force. Nowadays, people don't believe in these kinds of things. Except in
the Metaverse, that is, where magic is possible. The Metaverse is a fictional structure nade out
of code. And code is just a formof speech-the formthat conputers understand. The Metaverse in
its entirety could be considered a single vast nam shub, enacting itself on L. Bob Rife's fiber-
optic network.

The voi ce phone rings. "Just a second," Hiro says.
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"Take your time," the Librarian says, not adding the obvious rem nder that he can wait for a
mllion years if need be.

"Me~gain," Y.T. says. "I'mstill on the train. Stunps got off at Exprels Port 127."

"Hmm That's the anti pode of Downtown. | nean, it's as far away from Downtown as you can get."
"It is?"

"Yeah. One-two-seven is two to the seventh power ninus one-"

"Spare ne, | take your word for it. It's definitely out in the mddle of fucking nowhere," she
says.

"You didn't get off and follow hinP"

"Are you kidding? All the way out there? It's ten thousand mles fromthe nearest building, Hro."
She has a point. The Metaverse was built with plenty of roomto expand. Al nost all of the

devel opnent is within two or three Express Ports-five hundred kil oneters or so-of Downtown. Port
1.7 is twenty thousand niles away.

"What is there?"

"A bl ack cube exactly twenty niles on a side."

"Total ly bl ack?"

"Yeah."

"How can you neasure a black cube that big?"

"I"'mriding along |ooking at the stars, okay? Suddenly, | can't see them anynore on the right side
of the train. | start counting local ports. | count sixteen of them W get to Express Port 127,
and Stunpy clinmbs off and goes toward the black thing. | count sixteen nmore local ports and then

the stars cone out Then | take thirty-two kilometers and multiply it by point six and | get twenty
m | es-you asshole.”

"That's good," Hiro says. "That's good intel."

"Who do you think owns a black cube twenty niles across?"

"Just going on pure, irrational bias, I'mguessing L. Bob R fe. Supposedly, he has a big hunk of
real estate out in the middle of nowhere where he keeps all the guts of the Metaverse. Sonme of us
used to smash into it occasionally when we were out racing notorcycles."

"Well, gotta go, pod."

28

H m hangs up and wal ks into the new room The Librarian follows.

It is about fifty feet on a side. The center of the space is occupied by three large artifacts, or
rather three-dimensional renderings of artifacts. In the center is a thick slab of baked cl ay,
hangi ng i n space, about the size of a coffee table, and about a foot thick. Hiro suspects that it
is a mgnified rendering of a smaller object. The broad surfaces of the slab are entirely covered
with angular witing that H ro recogni zes as cuneiform Around the edges are rounded, parall el
depressions that appear to have been nmade by fingers as they shaped the sl ab.

To the right of the slab is a wooden pole with branches on top, sort of a stylized tree. To the
left of the slab is an eight-foot-high obelisk, also covered with cuneiform with a bas-relief
figure chiseled into the top.

The roomis filled with a three-di nensional constellation of hypercards, hanging weightlessly in
the air. It looks |ike a highspeed photograph of a blizzard in progress. In sone places, the
hypercards are placed in precise geonetric patterns, like atons in a crystal. In other places,
whol e stacks of themare clunped together. Drifts of them have accunulated in the corners, as

t hough Lagos tossed them away when he was finished. Hiro finds that his avatar can wal k right

t hrough the hypercards without disturbing the arrangenent. It is, in fact, the three-di nensiona
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counterpart of a messy desktop, all the trash still renaining wherever Lagos left it. The cloud of
hypercards extends to every corner of the 50-by-50-foot space, and fromfloor level all the way up
to about eight feet, which is about as high as Lagos's avatar could reach
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"How many hypercards in here?"

"Ten thousand, four hundred and sixty-three," the Librarian says.

"l don't really have tine to go through them" Hiro says. "Can you give nme sone idea of what Lagos
was wor ki ng on here?"

"Well, | can read back the nanes of all the cards if you'd |ike. Lagos grouped theminto four
broad categories: Biblical studies, Sunerian studies, neurolinguistic studies, and intel gathered
on L. Bob Rife."

"Wthout going into that kind of detail-what did Lagos have on his mnd? What was he getting at?"

"What do | | ook like, a psychologist?" the Librarian says. "I can't answer those kinds of
questions. "

"Let me try it again. How does this stuff connect, if at all, to the subject of viruses?"

"The connections are el aborate. Summari zing themwould require both creativity and discretion. As
a nechanical entity, | have neither.”

"How old is this stuff?" Hiro says, gesturing to the three artifacts.

"The clay envelope is Sunerian. It is fromthe third millenniumB.C It was dug up fromthe city
of Eridu in southern Iragq. The black stele or obelisk is the Code of Hammurabi, which dates from
about 1750 B.C. The treelike structure is a Yahwistjc cult totemfrom Palestine. It's called an
asherah. It's from about 900

B.C."

"Did you call that slab an envel ope?"

"Yes. It has a smaller clay slab wapped up inside of it. This was how the Sunerians made tanper-
proof documents.™

"Al'l these things are in a nuseum sonmewhere, | take it?"

"The asherah and the Code of Hanmurabi are in nuseuns. The clay envelope is in the persona
collection of L. Bob Rife."

"L. Bob Rife is obviously interested in this stuff."
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"Rife Bible College, which he founded, has the richest archaeol ogy departnent in the world. They
have been conducting a dig in Eridu, which was the cult center of a Sunerian god named EnkL"

"How are these things related to each ot her?"

The Librarian raises his eyebrowL "I'm sorry?"

"Well, let's try process of elimnation. Do you know why Lagos found Sunerian witings interesting
as opposed to, say, Geek or Egyptian?”

"Egypt was a civilization of stone. They nmde their art and architecture of stone, so it lasts
forever. But you can't write on stone. So they invented papyrus and wote on that. But papyrus is
peri shabl e. So even though their art and architecture have survived, their witten records-their
dat a- have | argely di sappeared.”

"What about all those hieroglyphic inscriptions?”

"Bunper stickers, Lagos called them Corrupt political speech. They had an unfortunate tendency to
wite inscriptions praising their owm mlitary victories before the battles had actually taken

pl ace?'

"And Suner is different?"

"Sumer was a civilization of clay. They nade their buildings of it and wote on it, too. Their
statues were of gypsum which dissolves in water. So the buil dings and statues have since fallen
apart under the elenents. But the clay tablets were either baked or else buried in jars. So al

the data of the Sumerians have survived. Egypt left a |l egacy of art and architecture; Suner's

| egacy is its negabytes."

"How many negabyt es?"

"As many as archaeol ogists bother to dig up. The Sunerians wote on everything. Wen they built a
buil ding, they would wite in cuneiformon every brick. Wen the buildings fell down, these bricks
woul d remain, scattered across the desert. In the Koran, the angels who are sent to destroy Sodom
and Gonorrah say, W are sent forth to a wicked nation, so that we may bring down on them a shower
of clay-stones nmarked by your Lord for the destruction of the sinful.' Lagos found this
interesting-this prom scuous dispersal of information, witten on a nediumthat
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|l asts forever. He spoke of pollen blowing in the wind-1 gather that this was sone kind of

anal ogy. "

"I't was. Tell nme-has the inscription on this clay envel ope been transl ated?"

"Yes. It is a warning. It says, 'This envel ope contains the nanshub of Enki"
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"l know what a namshub is. Wat is the nam shub of Enki ?" The Librarian stares off into the
di stance and clears his throat dramatically.

"Once upon a tine, there was no snake, there was no scorpion
There was no hyena, there was no lion

There was no wild dog, no wol f,

There was no fear, no terror

Man had no rival.

In those days, the | and Shubur-Hamazi

Har nony-t ongued Sumer, the great |and of the me of princeshinp,
Un, the land having all that is appropriate,

The land Martu, resting in security,

The whol e uni verse, the people well cared for

To Enlil in one tongue gave speech

Then the lord defiant, the prince defiant, the king defiant,
Enki, the lord of abundance, whose commands are trustworthy,
The I ord of wisdom who scans the | and,

The | eader of the gods,

The lord of Eridu, endowed with wi sdom

Changed the speech in their nouths, put contention into it,
Into the speech of man that had been one.

That is Kranmer's translation."”

"That's a story," H msays. "I thought a nam shub was an incantation."

"The nam shub of Enki is both a story and an incantation,” the Librarian says. "A self-fulfilling
fiction. Lagos believed that in its original form which this translation only hints at, it
actually did what it describes.”

"You mean, changed the speech in nmen's nouths."

"Yes," the Librarian says.

"This is a Babel story, isn't it?" Hro says. "Everyone was
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speaki ng the sane | anguage, and then Enki changed their speech so that they could no | onger

under stand each other. This nust be the basis for the Tower of Babel stuff in the Bible."

"This room contains a nunber of cards tracing that connection,” the Librarian says.

"You mentioned before that at one point, everyone spoke

Suneri an. Then, nobody did. It just vani shed, |ike the dinosaurs.

And there's no genocide to explain how that happened. Wich is

consistent with the Tower of Babel story, and the nam shub of

Enki. Did Lagos think that Babel really happened?"

"He was sure of it. He was quite concerned about the vast number of hunman | anguages. He felt there
were simply too many of them™

"How many?"

"Tens of thousands. In many parts of the world, you will find people of the sane ethnic group
living a fewniles apart in sinlar valleys under sinilar conditions, speaking | anguages that have
absolutely nothing in conmon with each other. This sort of thing is not an oddity-it is

ubi qui tous. Many linguists have tried to understand Babel, the question of why human | anguage
tends to fragnment, rather than converging on a common tongue?

"Has anyone cone up with an answer yet?"

"The question is difficult and profound," the Librarian says. "Lagos had a theory."

"Yes?"

"He believed that Babel was an actual historical event. That it happened in a particular time and
pl ace, coinciding with the di sappearance of the Sumerian | anguage. That prior to Babel

I nf ocal ypse, | anguages tended to converge. And that afterward, |anguages have always had an innate
tendency to diverge and becone mutual ly inconprehensible-that this tendency is, as he put it,
coiled like a serpent around the human brai nstem"”

"The only thing that could explain that is-"

H ro stops, not wanting to say it.

"Yes?" the Librarian says.
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"I'f there was some phenonenon that noved through the popul ation, altering their minds in such a
way that they couldn't
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process the Sunerian | anguage anynore. Kind of in the same way that a virus noves from one
conmputer to another, danagi ng each conputer in the sane way. Coiling around the brainstem"
"Lagos devoted nuch tinme and effort to this idea,"” the Librarian says. "He felt that the nam shub
of Enki was a neurolinguistic virus."

"And that this Enki character was a real personage?"

"Possibly."
"And that Enki invented this virus and spread it throughout Suner, using tablets |like this one?"
d4l ~j ~~ A tabl et has been di scovered containing a letter to Enki, in which the witer conplains
about it."

"Aletter to a god?"
"Yes. It is from Sin-sanuh, the Scribe. He begins by praising Enki and enphasi zing his devotion to
him Then he conpl ai ns:

"Like a young . . . (line broken)
| am paral yzed at the wrist.

Li ke a wagon on the road when its yoke has split, | stand i nmobile on the road.

| lay on a bed called "01 and O No!"
I let out a wail.

My graceful figure is stretched neck to gro~snd, | am paral yzed of foot.
My . . . has been carried off into the earth. My frane has changed
At night | cannot sleep, ny strength has been struck down, ny life is ebbing away.

The bright day is made a dark day for ne.
I have slipped into ny own grave.

I, awiter who knows nany things, amnade a f ool

My hand has stopped witing

There is no talk in ny nmouth.'
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"After nore description of his woes, the scribe ends wth,

"My god, it is you |l fear.

| have witten you a letter
Take pity on ne.

The heart of nmy god: have it given back to me.

29
Y.T. is maxing at a Momis Truck Stop on 405, waiting for her ride. Not that she would ever be
caught dead at a Momis Truck Stop. If, like, a sem ran her over with all eighteen of its wheels

in front of a Momis Truck Stop, she would drag herself down the shoul der of the hi ghway using her
eyelid nuscles until she reached a Snooze 'n' Cruise full of horny derelicts rather than go into a
Mom s Truck Stop. But sonetinmes when you're a professional, they give you a job that you don't

l'i ke, and you just have to be very cool and put up with it.

For purposes of this evening's job, the man with the gl ass eye has already supplied her with a
"driver and security person," as he put it. Atotally unknown quantity. Y.T. isn't sure she |ikes
putting up with sone nystery guy. She has this image in her nind that he's going to be like the
wrestling coach at the high school. That woul d be so grotendous. Anyway, this is where she's
supposed to neet him

Y. T. orders a coffee and a slice of cherry pie a la node. She carries themover to the public
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Street termnal back in the corner. It is sort of a waparound stainless steel booth stuck between
a phone booth, which has a honesick truck driver poured into it, and a pinball nachine, which
features a chick with big boobs that |ight up when you shoot the ball up the magic Fall opi ans.
She's not that good at the Metaverse, but she knows her way around, and she's got an address. And
finding an address in the Metaverse shouldn't be any nore difficult than doing it in Real. ity, at
least if you're not a totally retarded ped.

As soon as she steps out into the Street, people start giving her these | ooks. The sane kind of

| ooks that people give her when
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she wal ks t hrough t he worsted-wool desol ation of the Wstlake Corporate Park in her dynanic bl ue-
and- orange Kourier gear. She knows that the people in the Street are giving her dirty |ooks
because she's just coming in froma shifty public ternminal. She's a trashy bl ack-and-white person
The built.up part of the Street, around Port Zero, forms a | um nescent thunderhead off to her
right. She puts her back to it and clinbs onto the nonorail. She'd like to go into town, but
that's an expensive part of the Street to visit, and she'd be dunping noney into the coin slot
about every one-tenth of a mllisecond.

The guy's name is Ng. In Reality, he is somewhere in Southern California. Y.T. isn't sure exactly
what he is driving sonme kind of a van full of what the man with the gl ass eye described as "stuff,
really incredible stuff that you don't need to know about." In the Metaverse, he lives outside of
town, around Port 2, where things really start to spread out

Ng's Metaverse honme is a French colonial villa in the prewar village of My Tho in the Mekong
Delta. Visiting himis like going to Vietnamin about 1955, except that you don't have to get all
sweaty. In order to make roomfor this creation, he has laid claimto a patch of Metaverse space a
couple of nmiles off the Street. There's no nonorail service in this | owrent devel opnent, so
Y.T.'s avatar has to walk the entire way.

He has a large office with French doors and a bal cony | ooking out over endless rice paddi es where
little Vietnanese people work. Clearly, this guy is a fairly hardcore techie, because Y.T. counts
hundreds of people out in his rice paddies, plus dozens nore running around the village, all of
themfairly well rendered and all of them doing different things. She's not a bithead, but she
knows that this guy is throwing a | ot of donputer tine into the task of creating a realistic view
out his office window And the fact that it's Vietnammakes it twi sted and spooky. Y.T. can't wait

to tell Roadkill about this place. She wonders if it has bombings and strafings and napal m drops.
That woul d be the best.
Ng hinself, or at least, Ng's avatar, is a snall, very dapper Vietnanmese nan in his fifties, hair

pl astered to his head, wearing
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mlitary-style khakis. At the tine Y.T. conmes into his office, he is leaning forward in his chair,
getting his shoul ders rubbed by a gei sha.

A gei sha in Vietnan?

Y. T.'s grandpa, who was there for a while, told | ~er that the Ni pponese took over Vietnam during
the war and treated it with the cruelty that was their trademark before we nuked them and they

di scovered that they were pacifists. The Vietnamese, |ike npost other Asians, hate the Japanese.
And apparently this Ng character gets a kick out of the idea of having a Japanese gei sha around to
rub his back.

But it is a very strange thing to do, for one reason: The geisha is just a picture on Ng's
goggles, and on Y.T.'s. And you can't get a nassage froma picture. So why bother?

When Y. T. cones in, Ng stands up and bows. This is how hardcore Street wackos greet each other
They don't like to shake hands because you can't actually feel the contact and it remi nds you that
you're not even really there.

"Yeah, hi," Y.T. says.

Ng sits back down and the geisha goes right back to it. Ng's desk is a nice French antique with a
row of small television nonitors along the back edge, facing toward him He spends npbst of his
time watching the nonitors, even when he is talking

"They told nme a little bit about you," Ng says.

"Shouldn't listen to nasty runors," Y.T. says.

Ng picks up a glass fromhis desk and takes a drink fromit. It |ooks like a mint julep. G obes of
condensation formon its surface, break |loose, and trickle down the side. The rendering is so
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perfect that Y.T. can see a miniaturized reflection of the office windows in each drop of
condensation. It's just totally ostentatious. Wat a bithead.

He is looking at her with a totally enotionless face, but Y.T. inagines that it is a face of hate
and di sgust. To spend all this noney on the cool est house in the Metaverse and then have sone
skater cone in done up in grainy black-and-white. It nmust be a real kick in the netaphorical nuts.
Sonewhere in this house a radio is going, playing a nix of Vietnanese |oungy type stuff and Yank
wheel chair rock.
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"Are YOU a Nova Sicilia citizen?" Ng says

"No. | just chill sonetimes with Uncle Enzo and the other Mafia dudes.”

"Ah. Very unusual ."

Ng is not a man in a hurry. He has soaked up the languid pace of the Mekong Delta and is content
to sit there and watch his TV sets and fire off a sentence every few m nutes.

Anot her thing: He apparently has Tourette's syndrone or sone other brain woes because fromtine to
tinme, for no apparent reason, he makes strange noises with his nouth. They have the twangy sound
that you al ways hear from Vi et nanese when they are in the back roons of stores and restaurants
carrying on famly disputes in the nother tongue, but as far as Y.T. can tell, they aren't rea
words, just sound effects.

"Do you work a lot for these guys?" Y.T. asks.

"Qccasional small security jobs. Unlike nost |arge corporations, the Mafia has a strong tradition
of handling its own secu~ rity arrangenents. But when sonmething especially technical is called for-
He pauses in the nmiddle of this sentence to nake an incredible zooning sound in his nose.

"I's that your thing? Security?"

Ng scans all of his TV sets. He snaps his fingers and the geisha scurries out of the room He
folds his hands together on his desk and |l eans forward. He stares at Y.T. "Yes," he says.

Y. T. looks back at himfor a bit, waiting for himto continue. After a few seconds his attention
drifts back to the monitors.

"I do nobst of my work under a large contract with M. Lee," he blurts.

Y.T. is waiting for the continuation of this sentence: Not "M. Lee," but "M. Lee's Geater Hong
Kong. "

Ch, well. If she can drop Uncle Enzo's nanme, he can drop M. Lee's.

"The social structure of any nation-state is ultinmately determned by its security arrangenents,”
Ng says, "and M. Lee understands this."

Oh, wow, we're going to be profound now. Ng is suddenly talking just like the old white nmen on the
TV pundit powwows, which Y. T.'s nother watches obsessively.
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"Instead of hiring a | arge human security force-which inpacts the social environnment-you know,

| ots of m ni mumwage earners standing around carrying machi ne guns-M. Lee prefers to use nonhuman
systens. "

Nonhuman systens. Y.T. is about to ask him what do you know about the Rat Thing. But it is
pointless; he won't say. It would get their relationship off on the wong foot, Y.T. asking Ng for
intel, Intel that he would never give her, and that would make this whol e scene even weirder than
it is now, which YT. can't even inagine.

Ng bursts foiih with a long string of twangy noi ses, pops, and glottal stops.

"Fucki ng bitch," he munbl es.

"E, ccuse nme?"

"Not hi ng, " he says, "a binbo box cut ne off. None of these people understand that with this

vehicle, | could crush themlike a potbellied pig under an arnored personnel carrier."
"A bi nbo box-you're driving?"
"Yes. I'mcomng to pick you up-renenber?"

"Do you m nd?"

"No," he sighs, as if he really does.

Y. T. gets up and wal ks around behind his desk to | ook

Each of the little TV nonitors is showing a different view out his van: wi ndshield, |eft w ndow,

ri ght wi ndow, rearview. Another one has an el ectronic map showi ng his position: inbound on the San
Ber nardi no, not far away.

"The van is under voice command," he explains. "I renpoved the steering-wheel -and-pedal interface
because | found verbal commands nore convenient. This is why | will sonmetines nake unfanmiliar
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sounds with ny voice-1 amcontrolling the vehicle's systens."

Y. T. signs off fromthe Metaverse for a while, to clear her head and take a | eak. Wen she takes
of f the goggl es she discovers that she has built up quite an audi ence of truckers and nmechanics,
who are standing around the ternminal booth in a semicircle listening to her jabber at Ng. Wen she
stands up, attention sh'fts to her butt, naturally.

Y.T. hits the bathroom finishes her pie, and wanders out into the ultraviolet glare of the
setting sun to wait for Ng.
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Recogni zing his van is easy enough. It is enornmous. It is eight feet high and wider than it is

hi gh, which would have nade it a wide load in the old days when they had | aws. The construction is
boxy and angul ar~ it has been wel ded toget her out of the type of flat, dinpled steel plate usually

used to nake manhole lids and stair treads. The tires are huge, like tractor tires with a nore
subtle tread, and there are six of them two axles in back and one in front. The engine is so big
that, like an evil spaceship in a novie, Y.T. feels its runbling in her ribs before she can see

it; it is kicking out diesel exhaust through a pair of squat vertical red snokestacks that project
fromthe roof, toward the rear. The windshield is a perfectly flat rectangle of glass about three
by eight feet, snoked so black that Y.T. can't make out an outline of anything inside. The snout
of the van is festooned with every type of high-powered |ight known to science, like this guy hit
a New South Africa franchise on a Saturday night and stole every light off every roll bar, and a
grille has been constructed across the front, welded together out of rails torn out of an
abandoned railroad sonewhere. The grille al one probably weighs nore than a small car.

The passenger door swi ngs open. Y.T. wal ks over and clinbs into the front seat. "H," she is
saying. "You need to take a whiz or anything?"

Ng isn't there

O maybe he is.

Where the driver's seat ought to be, there is a sort of neoprene pouch about the size of a garbage
can suspended fromthe ceiling by a web of straps, shock cords, tubes, wires, fiber-optic cables,
and hydraulic lines. It is swathed in so nuch stuff that it is hard to make out its actua
outlines.

At the top of this pouch, Y.T. can see a patch of skin with sone black hair around it-the top of a
bal di ng man's head. Everything else, fromthe tenples dowward, is encased in an enornous

goggl e/ mask/ headphone/ f eedi ng-tube unit, held on. to his head by smart straps that are constantly
ti ghteni ng and | ooseni ng thensel ves to keep the device confortable and prop. erly positioned.

Bel ow this, on either side, where you' d sort of expect to see arns, huge bundles of wires, fiber
optics, and tubes run up out of
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the floor and are seemingly plugged into Ng's shoul der sockets. There is a simlar arrangenent
where his | egs are supposed to be attached, and nore stuff going into his groin and hooked up to
various locations on his torso. The entire thing is swathed in a one-piece coverall, a pouch

| arger than his torso ought to be, that is constantly bul ging and t hrobbi ng as though alive.
"Thank you, all my needs are taken care of," Ng says.

The door slans shut behind her. Ng makes a yappi ng sound, and the van pulls out onto the frontage
road, headed back toward

' 105.

"Pl ease excuse ny appearance," he says, after a couple of awkward minutes. "My helicopter caught
fire during the evacuation of Saigon in 1974-a stray tracer fromground forces."

"Whoa. What a drag."

"I was able to reach an American aircraft carrier off the coast, but you know, the fuel was
spraying around quite a bit during the fire."

"Yeah, 1 can imgi ne, uh huh."

"I tried prostheses for a while-sone of themare very good. But nothing is as good as a notorized
wheel chair. And then | got to thinking, why do notorized wheel chairs always have to be tiny
pathetic things that strain to go up a little teeny ranp? So | bought this-it is an airport
firetruck from Germany-and converted it into ny new notorized wheel chair."

"It's very nice."

"America is wonderful because you can get anything on a drive-through basis. Gl change, |iquor
banki ng, car wash, funerals, anything you want-drive throughi So this vehicle is much better than
a tiny pathetic wheelchair. It is an extension of ny body."

"When t he gei sha rubs your back?"
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Ng nunbl es sonething and his pouch begins to throb and undul ate around his body. "She is a daenon,
of course. As for the massage, ny body is suspended in an el ectrocontractive gel that nassages ne
when | need it. | also have a Swedish girl and an African wonan, but those daenbns are not as well
rendered. "

"And the mnt julep?"

"Through a feeding tube. Nonal coholic, ha ha."

"So," Y.T. says at some point, when they are way past LAX
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and she figures it's too late to chicken out, "what's the plan? Do we have a pl an?"

"W go to Long Beach. To the Ternminal Island Sacrifice Zone. And we buy sonme drugs,"” Ng says. "O
you do, actually, since | amindi sposed?

"That's my job? To buy sonme drugs?"

"Buy them and throw themup in the air."

"In a Sacrifice Zone?"

"Yes. And we'll take care of the rest."”

"Who' s we, dude?"

"There are several nore, uh, entities that will help us."

"What, is the back of the van full of nore-people like you?"

"Sort of," Ng says. "You are close to the truth.”

"Wul d these be, |ike, nonhuman systens?"

"That is a sufficiently all-inclusive term | think."

Y. T. figures that for a big yes.

"You tired? Want nme to drive or anything?"

Ng | aughs sharply, like distant ack-ack, and the van al nost swerves off the road. Y.T. doesn't get
the sense that he is laughing at the joke; he is laughing at what a jerk Y. T. is.

"Ckay, last time we were tal king about the clay envel ope. But what about this thing? The thing
that |l ooks like a tree?" Hiro says, gesturing to one of the artifacts.

"A totem of the goddess Asherah," the Librarian says crisply. "Now we're getting somewhere," Hro
says. "Lagos said that the Brandy in The Black Sun was a cult prostitute of Asherah. So who is
Asher ah?"

"She was the consort of El, who is also known as Yahweh," the Librarian says. "She al so was known
by ot her names: Elat, her nost common epithet. The G eeks knew her as Dione or Rhea. The

Canaani tes knew her as Tannit or Hawwa, which is the same thing as Eve."

"Eve?"

"The etynology of 'Tannit' proposed by Cross is: femnine of '"tannin,' which would nean 'the one
of the serpent.' Further-
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nmore, Asherah carried a second epithet in the Bronze Age, 'dat batni,' also 'the one of the
serpent? The Sunerians knew her as Ninth or N nhursag. Her synbol is a serpent coiling about a
tree or staff~ the caduceus."

"Who wor shi pped Asherah? A |l ot of people, | gather."”

"Everyone who |ived between India and Spain, fromthe second nillenniumB.C. up into the Christian
era. Wth the exception of the Hebrews, who only worshi pped her until the religious reforns of
Hezeki ah and, later, Josiah."

"1 thought the Hebrews were nonotheists. How could they

wor shi p Asherah?"

"Monol atrists. They did not deny the existence of other gods.

But they were only supposed to worship Yahweh. Asherah was venerated as the consort of Yahweh."
"I don't renenber anything about God having a wife in the

Bi bl e. "

"The Bible didn't exist at that point. Judaismwas just a | oose collection of Yahwistic cults,
each with different shrines and practices. The stories about the Exodus hadn't been fornalized
into scripture yet. And the later parts of the Bible had not yet happened."

"Who deci ded to purge Asherah from Judai sn?"

"The deut eronom ¢ school -defi ned, by convention, as the
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peopl e who wote the book of Deuteronony as well as Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings."
"And what kind of people were they?"
"Nationalists. Mnarchists. Centralists. The forerunners of the Pharisees. At this time, the

Assyrian king Sargon Il had recently conquered Samana-northern Israel-forcing a mgration of
Hebrews sout hward into Jerusal em Jerusal em expanded greatly and the Hebrews began to conquer
territory to the west, east, and south. It was a time of intense national. ismand patriotic

fervor. The deuterononic school enbodied those attitudes in scripture by rewiting and

reorgani zing the old tales."

"Rewriting them how?"

"Mbses and others believed that the River Jordan was the

border of Israel, but the deuteronom sts believed that Israel included Trans jordan, which
justified aggression to the east. There
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are many ot her exanples: the predeuterononic | aw said nothing about a nonarch. The Law as laid
down by the deuteronoinic school reflected a nonarchist system The predeuteronomc | aw was

| argely concerned with sacred natters, while the deuteronomc law s nmain concern is the education
of the king and his people-secular matters in other words. The deuteronom sts insisted on
centralizing the religion in the Tenple in Jenisalem destroying the outlying cult centers. And
there is another feature that Lagos found significant”

"And that is?"

"Deuteronony is the only book of the Pentateuch that refers to a witten Torah as conprising the
divine will: '"And when he sits on the throne of his kingdom he shall wite for hinself in a book
a copy of this law, fromthat which is in charge of the Levitical priests; and it shall be with
him and he shall read in it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LoRD his GCod,
by keeping all the words of this | aw and these statutes, and doing them that his heart may not be
lifted up above his brethren, and that he may not turn aside fromthe commandnent, either to the
right hand or to the left; so that he may continue long in his kingdom he and his children, in

I srael .' Deuteronony 17:18- 20."

"So the deuteronomists codified the religion. Made it into an organi zed, self-propagating entity,"
Hro says. "I don't want to say virus. But according to what you just quoted ne, the Torah is |ike
a virus. It uses the human brain as a host. The host-the human-makes copies of it. And nore humans
come to synagogue and read it."

"1 cannot process an anal ogy. But what you say is correct insofar as this: After the

deut eronomi sts had reformed Judai sm instead of naking sacrifices, the Jews went to synagogue and
read the Book. If not for the deuterononists, the world s nonotheists would still be sacrificing
ani mal s and propagating their beliefs through the oral tradition."

"Sharing needles," Hro says. "Wen you were going over this stuff with Lagos, did he ever say
anyt hi ng about the Bible being a virus?"

"He said it had certain things in common with a virus, but that it was different. He considered it
a benign virus. Like that used
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for vaccinations. He considered the Asherah virus to be nore nalignant, capable of being spread

t hrough exchange of bodily fluids."

"So the strict, book-based religion of the deuteronom sts inocul ated the Hebrews agai nst the
Asherah virus."

"I'n combination with strict nmonogany and ot her kosher practices, yes," the Librarian says. "The
previous religions, fromSuner up to Deuteronony, are known as prerational. Judaismwas the first
of the rational religions. As such, in Lagos's view, it was much | ess susceptible to vira

i nfection because it was based on fixed, witten records. This was the reason for the veneration
of the Torah and the exacting care used when nmaki ng new copies of it-informational hygiene."

"What are we living in nowadays? The postrational erar

"Juanita made conments to that effect"

"I'"ll bet she did. She's starting to nake nore sense to ne, Juanita is."

" oh. "
"She never really nmade nuch sense before."

"l see."

"I think that if | can just spend enough tine with you to figure out what's on Juanita's m nd-
wel | , wonderful things could happen.”

"I will try to be of assistance."
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"Back to work-this is no time for a bard-on. It seens that Asherah was a carrier of a vira

i nfection. The deuteronom sts sonehow realized this and exterm nated her by blocking all the
vectors by which she infected new victins."

"Wth reference to viral infections," the Librarian says, "if | may nake a fairly blunt?

spont aneous cross-reference--sonething |amcoded to do at opportune nonents-you may wish to

exam ne herpes sinplex, a virus that takes up residence in the nervous system and never |eaves. It
i s capable of carrying new genes into existing neurons and genetically reengi neering them Mdern
gene therapists use it for this purpose. Lagos thought that herpes sinplex mght be a nodem
beni gn descendant of Asherah.”

"Not al ways benign," Hiro says, renenbering a friend of his

who died of AIDS-related conplications; in the |ast days, he had

iio
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herpes lesions fromhis lips all the way down his throat. "It's only beni gn because we have
imunities.”

"Yes, sir."

"So did Lagos think that the Asherah virus actually altered the DNA of brain cells?"

"Yes. This was the backbone of his hypothesis that the virus was able to transnute itself froma
biologically transmtted string of DNA into a set of behaviors."

"What behavi ors? What was Asherah worship like? Did they do sacrifices?"

"No. But there is evidence of cult prostitutes, both male and female."

"Does that nean what | think it does? Religious figures who would hang around the tenple and fuck
peopl e?"

"More or less."

"Bingo. Geat way to spread a virus. Now, | want to junp back to an earlier fork in the
conversation. "

"As you wish. | can handle nested forkings to a virtually infinite depth."

"You nmade a connection between Asherah and Eve."

"Eve-whose Biblical nane is Hawwa-is clearly the Hebrew interpretation of an older nmyth. Hawa is
an ophi di an not her goddess."

" Ophi di an?"

"Associ ated with serpents. Asherah is also an ophidian not her goddess. And both are associ ated
with trees as well."

"Eve, as | recall, is considered responsible for getting Adamto eat the forbidden fruit, fromthe
tree of know edge of good and evil. Wiich is to say, it's not just fruit-it's data."

"I'f you say so, sir."

"I wonder if viruses have al ways been with us, or not There's sort of an inplicit assunption that
t hey have been around forever. But maybe that's not true. Maybe there was a period of history when
they were nonexistent or at |east unusual. And at a certain point, when the netavirus showed up,
the nunber of different viruses expl oded, and people started getting sick a whole |ot. That would
explain the fact that all cultures seemto have a nyth about Paradise, and the Fall from

Par adi se. "
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" Per haps. "

"You told nme that the Essenes thought that tapeworns were denons. |If they'd known what a virus
was, they probably woul d have thought the same thing. And Lagos told ne the other night that,
according to the Sunerians, there was no concept of good and evil per se."

"Correct. According to Kraner and Maier, there are good denons and bad denons. ' Good ones bring
physi cal and enotional health. Evil ones bring disorientation and a variety of physical and
enotional ills. - .. But these denons can hardly be distingui shed fromthe diseases they personify
- - - and many of the diseases sound, to nodern ears, as though they nust be psychosonatic.'"
"That's what the doctors said about Dab5id, that his disease

nmust be psychosonatic."

"I don't know anythi ng about Da5id, except for some rather

banal statistics."”

"It's as though 'good' and 'evil' were invented by the witer of the Adam and Eve |l egend to
expl ai n why peopl e get sick-why they have physical and nental viruses. So when Eve-or Asherah
-got Adamto eat the fruit of the tree of know edge of good and evil, she was introducing the
concept of good and evil into the world-introducing the netavirus, which creates viruses."

"Coul d be."
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"So ny next question is: Wio wote the Adam and Eve | eg.

end?"

"This is a source of nmuch scholarly argunent.”

"What did Lagos think? More to the point, what did Juanita

t hi nk?"

"Ni colas Watt's radical interpretation of the Adam and Eve

story supposes that it was, in fact, witten as a political allegory by the deuterononists."”

"I thought they wote the | ater books, not Genesis."

"True. But they were involved in conpiling and editing the earlier books as well. For many years,
it was assunmed that Genesis was witten sonetine around 900 B.C. or even earlier-long before the
advent of the deuteronom sts. But nore recent analysis of the vocabulary and content suggests that
a great deal of edito
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rial work-possibly even authorial work-took place around the tine of the Exile, when the

deut eronom sts held sway."

"So they may have rewitten an earlier Adam and Eve nyth."

"They appear to have had anple opportunity. According to the interpretation of Hvidberg and,
later, Watt, Adamin his garden is a parable for the king in his sanctuary, specifically King
Hosea, who rul ed the northern kingdomuntil it was conquered by Sargon Il in 722 B.C."

"That's the conquest you nentioned earlier-the one that drove the deuteronom sts southward toward
Jerusal en®’

"Exactly. Now ' Eden,' which can be understood sinply as the Hebrew word for 'delight,' stands for
the happy state in which the king existed prior to the conquest. The expul sion from Eden to the
bitter lands to the east is a parable for the nassive deportation of Israelites to Assyria
following Sargon il's victory. According to this interpretation, the king was enticed away from
the path of righteousness by the cult of El, with its associated worship of Asherah-who is
comonl y associated with serpents, and whose synbol is a tree.”

"And his association with Asherah sonehow caused hi mto be conquered-so when the deuteronom sts
reached Jerusal em they recast the Adam and Eve story as a warning to the | eaders of the southern

ki ngdom "

"Yes."

"And perhaps, because no one was listening to them perhaps they invented the concept of good and
evil in the process, as a hook."

" Hook?"

"Industry term Then what happened? Did Sargon Il try to conquer the southern kingdom al so?"

"Hi s successor, Sennacherib, did. King Hezekiah, who ruled the southern kingdom prepared for the
attack feverishly, making great inprovenments in the fortifications of Jerusalem inproving its
supply of drinking water. He was al so responsible for a farreaching series of religious refornmns,
whi ch he undertook under the direction of the deuteronomsts.”

"How did it work out?"

"The forces of Sennachenb surrounded Jerusalem 'And that night the angel of the LoRr went forth,
and sl ew a hundred and
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eighty-five thousand in the canp of the Assyrians; and when nmen arose early in the norning,
behol d, these were all dead bodi es. Then Sennacherib king of Assyria departed .. '2 Kings 19: 35-
36."

"I''l'l bet he did. So let me get this straight: the deuteronom sts, through Hezeki ah, inpose a
policy of informational hygi ene on Jerusal em and do sone civil-engineering work-you said they

wor ked on the water supply?"

"They stopped all the springs and the brook that flowed through the |and, saying, "Wy should the
ki ngs of Assyria cone and find nmuch water?" 2 Chronicles 32:4. Then the Hebrews carved a tunne
sevent een hundred feet through solid rock to carry that water inside city walls."

"And then as soon as Sennacherib's soldiers came on the scene, they all dropped dead of what can
only be understood as an extremely virulent disease, to which the people of Jerusal emwere
apparently immune. Hmm interesting-l wonder what got into their water?"
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Y. T. doesn't get down to Long Beach very much, but when she does, she will do just about anything
to avoid the Sacrifice Zone. It's an abandoned shipyard the size of a small town. It sticks out
into San Pedro Bay, where the ol der, nastier Burbclaves of the Basin-unpl anned Burbcl aves of tiny
asbest os-shi ngl ed houses patrolled by beetl e-browed Kanpuchean nmen with punp shot guns-fade off
into the foamki ssed beaches. Most of it's on the appropriately named Term nal |sland, and since
her plank doesn't run on the water, that neans she can only get in or out by one access road.

Li ke all Sacrifice Zones, this one has a fence around it, with

yellow nmetal signs wired to it every few yards.

SACRI FI CE ZONE

WARNI NG. The National Parks Service has declared this area to
be a National Sacrifice Zone. The Sacrifice Zone Program was
220
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devel oped to manage parcels of |and whose cl ean-up cost exceeds
their total future econonic val ue.

And like all Sacrifice Zone fences, this one has holes init and is partially torn down in places.
Young nen bl asted out of theirm nds on natural and artificial male hornones nust have sone pl ace
to do their idiotic com ng-of-age rituals. They cone in from Burbclaves all over the area in their
four-wheel -drive trucks and tear across the open ground, slicinglong curling gashes into the
claycap that was placed on the really bad parts to prevent w ndbl own asbestos from blizzardi ng
down over Di sneyl and.

Y.T. is oddly satisfied to know that these boys have never even dreamed of an all-terrain vehicle
like Ng's notorized wheelchair. It veers off the paved road with no loss in speed-ride gets a
little bunmpy-and hits the chain-link fence as if it were a fog bank, plow ng a hundred-f oot
section into the ground.

It isa clear night, and so the Sacrifice Zone glitters, an i Mmense carpet of broken gl assand
shreddedasbest os. Ahundred feet away, sonme seagulls are tearing at the belly of a dead German
shepherd lying on its back. There is a constant undul ati on of the ground that nakes the shattered
glass flash and twinkle; this is caused by vast, sparse migrations of rats. The deep, conputer-
designed inprints of suburban boys' fat knobby tires paint giant runes on the clay, |ike the
nystery figures in Peru that Y.T.'s nom | earned about at the NeoAquarian Tenple. Through the

wi ndows, Y.T. can hear occasional bursts of either firecrackers or gunfire.

She can al so hear Ng naki ng new, even stranger sounds with his nouth.

There is a built-in speaker systemin this van-a stereo, though far be it fromNg to actually
listen to any tunes Y.T. can feel it turning on, can sense a nearly inaudi ble hiss coning fromthe
speakers.

The van begins to creep forward across the Zone.

The inaudible hiss gathers itself up into a low electronic hum It's not steady, it wavers up and
down, staying pretty low, |like Roadkill fooling around with his electric bass. Ng keeps changi ng
the direction of the van, as though he's searching for sonething, and Y.T. gets the sense that the
pitch of the humis rising.

It's definitely rising, building up in the direction of a squeal
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Ng snarls a conmand and the volune is reduced. He's driving very slowy now.

"It is possible that you might not have to buy any Snow Crash

at all," he nunbles. "W may have found an unprotected stash.”

"What is this totally irritating noise?"

"Bi oel ectronic sensor. Human cell nenbranes. G own in vitro, which neans in glass-in a test tube.
One side is exposed to outside air, the other side is clean. Wen a foreign substance penetrates
the cell nenbrane to the clean side, it's detected. The nore foreign nol ecul es penetrate, the

hi gher the pitch of the sound.™

"Li ke a Ceiger counter?"

"Very much like a Geiger counter for cell-penetrating conpounds,” Ng says.

Li ke what? Y. T. wants to ask. But she doesn't.

Ng stops the van. He turns on some lights-very dimlights.

That's how anal this guy is-he has gone to the trouble to install special dimlights in addition
to all the bright ones.
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They are looking into a sort of bow, right at the foot of a najor drum heap, that is strewn with
litter. Most of the litter is enpty beer cans. In the middle is a fire pit. Many tire tracks
converge here.

"Ah, this is good," Ng says. "A place where the young nen

gather to take drugs."

Y.T. rolls her eyes at this display of tubularity. This nust be

the guy who wites all those antidrug panphlets they get at schoolL

Li ke he's not getting a million gallons of drugs every second

through all of those gross tubes.

"I don't see any signs of booby traps,” Ng says. "Wy don't

you go out and see what kind of drug paraphernalia is out there." She |ooks at himlike, what did
you say?

"There's a toxics mask hangi ng on the back of your seat," he

says.

"What's out there, toxic-w se?"

"Di scarded asbestos fromthe sriipbuilding industry. Marine

antifouling paints that are full of heavy netals. They used PCBs for a | ot of things, too.
"Geat."
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"l sense your reluctance. But if we can get a sanple of Snow Crash fromthis drug-taking site, it
will obviate the rest of our mssion.”

"Wll, since you put it that way," Y.T. says, and grabs the nask. It's a big rubber-and-canvas
nunber that covers her whol e head and neck. Feels heavy and awkward at first, but whoever designed
it had the right idea, all the weight rests in the right places. There's also a pair of heavy

gl oves that she hauls on. They are way too big. Like the people at the glove factory never dreaned
that an actual fenale could wear gl oves.

She trudges out onto the gl ass-and-asbestos soil of the Zone, hoping that Ng isn't going to slam
the door shut and drive away and | eave her there.

Actual Iy, she wishes he would. It would be a cool adventure.

Anyway, she goes up to the niddle of the "drug-taking site." Is not too surprised to see a little
nest of discarded hypodernic needles. And some tiny little enpty vials. She picks up a couple of
the vials, reads their |abels.

"What did you find?" Ng says when she gets back into the van, peels off the mask

"Needl es. Mostly Hyponarxes. But there's also a couple of Utra Larninars and sone Msquito twenty-
fives."

"What does all this nean?"

"Hyponarx you can get at any Buy 'n' Fly, people call themrusty nails, they are cheap and dull
Supposedl y the needl es of poor black diabetics and junkies. Utra Lam nars and Mosquitos are hip,
you get them around fancy Burbclaves, they don't hurt as much when you stick themin, and they
have better design. You know, ergonom c plungers, hip color schenes."

"What drug were they injecting?"

"Checkitout," Y.T. says, and holds up one of the vials toward Ng.

Then it occurs to her that he can't exactly turn his head to | ook

"Where do | hold it so you can see it?" she says.

Ng sings a little song. A robot armunfolds itself fromthe ceiling of the van, crisply yanks the
vial from her hand, swings it
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around, and holds it in front of a video camera set into the dashboard.

The typewitten | abel stuck onto the vial says, just "Testosterone."

"Ha ha, a false alarm" Ng says. The van suddenly rips forward,

starts heading right into the mddle of the Sacrifice Zone.

"Want to tell me what's going on?" Y.T. says, "since | have to

actually do the work in this outfit?"

"Cell walls,” Ng says. "The detector finds any chemical that penetrates cell walls. So we honed in
naturally on a source of testosterone. A red herring. How amusi ng. You see, our biochenists |ead
sheltered lives, did not anticipate that sone people would be so nentally warped as to use
hornones |ike they were sone kind of drug. How bizarre."

Y.T. smiles to herself. She really likes the idea of living in a

worl d where soneone |ike Ng can get off calling soneone el se bizarre. "Wat are you | ooking for?"
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"Snow Crash," Ng says. "lInstead, we found the Ring of Seventeen."
"Snow Crash is the drug that cones in the little tubes,"” Y. T
says. "l know that. What's the Ri ng of Seventeen? One of those crazy new rock groups that Kkids

listen to nowadays?"

"Snow Crash penetrates the walls of brain cells and goes to the nucl eus where the DNA is stored
So for purposes of this mssion, we devel oped a detector that would enable us to find cell wall -
penetrating conmpounds in the air. But we didn't count on heaps of enpty testosterone vials being
scattered all over the place. Al steroids-artificial hornobnes-share the same basic structure, a
ring of seventeen atons that acts like a nagic key that allows themto pass through cell walls.
That's why steroids are such powerful substances when they are unl eashed in the human body. They
can go deep inside the cell, into the nucleus, and actually change the way the cell functions.
"To summuarize: the detector is useless. A stealthy approach

will not work. So we go back to the original plan. You buy sone Snow Crash and throw it up in the
air."

Y. T. doesn't quite understand that |ast part yet. But she shuts

224

SNOW CRASH

up for a while, because in her opinion, Ng needs to pay nore attention to his driving.

Once they get out of that really creepy part, nost of the Sacrifice Zone turns out to consist of a
wi | derness of dry brown weeds and | arge abandoned hunks of netalL There are big heaps of shit
rising up fromplace to place-coal or slag or coke or snelt or sonething.

Every tine they cone around a corner, they encounter a little plantation of vegetables, tended by
Asi ans or South Anericans. Y.T. gets the inpression that Ng wants to just run them over, but he
al ways changes his nmind at the last instant and swerves around them

Sone Spani sh- speaki ng bl acks are pl ayi ng baseball on a broad flat area, using the round Iids of
fifty-five-gallon drums as bases. They have parked half a dozen old beaters around the edges of
the field and turned on their headlights to provide illum nation. Nearby iS a bar built into a
crappy nobile home, marked with a graffiti sign: THE SACRI FI CE ZONE. Lines of boxcars are stranded
in a yard of rusted-over railway spurs, nopal growi ng between the ties. One of the boxcars has
been turned into a Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates franchise, and evangelical CentroAmencans are
lined up to do their penance and speak in tongues below the neon Elvis. There are no NeoAquari an
Tenpl e franchises in the Sacrifice Zone.

"The warehouse area is not as dirty as the first place we went," Ng says reassuringly, "so the
fact that you can't use the toxics mask won't be so bad. You may snell sonme Chill funes.”

Y. T. does a double take at this new phenonmenon: Ng using the street nane for a controlled
substance. "You nean Freon?" she says.

"Yes. The man who is the object of our inquiry is horizontally diversified. That is, he deals in a
nunmber of different substances. But he got his start in Freon. He is the biggest Chill whol esal er!
retailer on the Wst Coast."

Finally, Y.T. gets it. Ng's van is air-conditioned. Not with one of those shitty ozone-safe air
conditioners, but with the real thing, a heavy netal, high-capacity, bone-chilling Frigidaire
blizzard blaster. It nust use an incredible amunt of Freon
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For all practical purposes, that air conditioner is a part of Ng's

body. Y.T.'s driving around with the world's only Freon junkie.

"You buy your supply of Chill fromthis guy?"

"Until now, yes. But for the future, | have an arrangenent

with someone el se.”

Sonmeone el se. The Mafi a.

They are approaching the waterfront. Dozens of |ong, skinny, single-story warehouses run parall el
down toward the water. They all share the sane access road at this end. Snaller roads run between
them down toward where the piers used to be. Abandoned tractor-trailers are scattered around from
pl ace to pl ace.

Ng pulls his van off the access road, into a little nook that is partly conceal ed between an old
red-brick power station and a stack of rusted-out shipping containers. He gets it turned around so
it's pointed out of here, kind of like he is expecting to | eave rapidly.

"There's noney in the storage conpartnent in front of you,"
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Ng says.
Y. T. opens the gl ove conpartnment, as anyone el se would cal
it, and finds a thick bundle of worn-out, dirty, trillion-dollar bills. Ed Meeses.

"Jeez, couldn't you get any G ppers? This is kind of bulky."
"This is nore the kind of thing that a Kouner woul d pay

with. "

"Because we're all pond scum right?" "No coment."
"What is this, a quadrillion dollars?"
"One-and-a-half quadrillion. Inflation, you know. "

"What do | do?"
"Fourth warehouse on the left,"

Ng says. "When you get the tube, throwit up in the air,"

"Then what ?"

"Everything else will be taken care of."

Y. T. has her doubts about that. But if she gets in trouble, well, she can always whip out those
dog tags.

While Y. T. clinbs down out of the van with her skateboard,
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Ng mekes new sounds with his mouth. She hears a gliding and clunking noi se resonating through the
frame of the van, nmachinery conming to life. Turning back to | ook, she sees that a steel cocoon on
the roof of the van has opened up. There is a miniature helicopter underneath it, all folded up
Its rotor blades spread thensel ves apart, like a butterfly unfolding. Its name is painted on its
si de: WH RLW ND REAPER

32

It's pretty obvi ous which warehouse we are | ooking for here. Fourth one on the left, the road that
runs down toward the waterfront is bl ocked off by several shipping containers-the big steel boxes
you see on the backs of eighteen-wheelers. They are arranged in a herringbone pattern, so that in
order to get past themyou have to slalomback and forth half a dozen tines, passing through a
narrow nmazel i ke channel between high walls of steel. Guys with guns are perched on top, |ooking
down at Y. T. as she guides her plank through the obstacle course. By the tinme she makes it out
into the clear, she's been heavily checked out.

There is the occasional |ight-bulb-on-a-wire strung around, and even a couple of strings of
Christmas-tree lights. These are switched on, just to make her feel a little nore wel come. She
can't see anything, just lights naking colored halos anid a generalized cloud of dust and fog. In
front of her, access to the waterfront is bl ocked off by another maze of shipping containers. One
of themhas a graffiti sign: THE UKOD SEZ: TRY SOVE COUNTDOMN TODAYJ

"What's the UKOD~" she says, just to break the ice a little.

"Undi sputed King of the Ozone Destroyers," says a man's voice. He is just in the act of junping
down fromthe | oading dock of the warehouse to her left. Back inside the warehouse, Y.T. can see
electric lights and glowing cigarettes. "That's what we call Eniio."

"Ch, right," Y.T. says. "The Freon guy. |'mnot here for Chill."

"Well," says the guy, a tall rangy dude in his forties, nmuch too skinny to be forty years old. He
yanks the butt of a cigarette from
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his mouth and throws it away like a dart. "What'll it be, then?"

"What does Snhow Crash cost?"

"One point seven five G ppers,"” the guy says.

"I thought it was one point five," Y.T. says.

The guy shakes his head. "Inflation, you know. Still, it's a bargain. Hell, that plank you're on
is probably worth a hundred G ppers.”

"You can't even buy these for dollars,"” Y.T. says, getting her

back up. "Look, all |'ve got is one-and-a-half quadrillion dollars."

She pulls the bundl e out of her pocket.

The guy | aughs, shakes his head, hollers back to his coll eagues

i nsi de the warehouse. "You guys, we got a chick here who wants to pay in Meeses."

"Better get rid of 'emfast, honey," says a sharper, nastier

voi ce, "or get yourself a wheel barrow. "

It's an even older guy with a bald head, curly hair on the sides,
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and a paunch. He's standing up on the |oading dock

"If you're not going to take it, just say so," Y.T. says. Al of this

chatter has nothing to do with business.

"W don't get chicks back here very often,"” the fat bald old

guy says. YT. knows that this nust be the UKOD hinself. "So we'll give you a discount for being
spunky. Turn around."

"Fuck you," Y.T. says. She's not going to turn around for this

guy.

Everyone within earshot |aughs. "Ckay, do it," the UKOD

says.

The tall skinny guy goes back over to the |oading dock and haul s an al um num bri ef case down, sets
it ontop of a steel drumin the mddle of the road so that it's at about wai st height. "Pay
first," he says.

She hands himthe Meeses. He exam nes the bundle, sneers,

throws it back into the warehouse with a sudden backhand notion. Al the guys inside |augh some
nore.

He opens up the briefcase, revealing the little conputer keyboard. He shoves his ID card into the
slot, types on it for a couple

of seconds.

He unsnaps a tube fromthe top of the"briefcase, places it into

the socket in the bottom part. The machine draws it inside, does

sonmet hing, spits it back out.
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He hands the tube to Y.T. The red nunbers on top are counting down fromten

"When it gets down to one, hold it up to your nose and start inhaling," the guy says.

She' s al ready backing away from him

"You got a problem little girl?" he says.

"Not yet," she says. Then she throws the tube up in the air as hard as she can

The chop of the rotor blades cones out of nowhere. The Wirlw nd Reaper blurs over their heads;
everyone crouches for an instant as surprise buckles their knees. The tube does not cone back to
earth.

"You fucking bitch,"” the skinny guy says.

"That was a really cool plan,"” the UKOD says, "but the part | can't figure out is, why would a
nice, smart girl like you participate in a suicide mssion?"

The sun cones out. About half a dozen suns, actually, all around themup in the air, so that there
are no shadows. The faces of the skinny nan and the UKOD | ook flat and featurel ess under this
blinding ifiunmination. YT. is the only person who can see worth a danm because her Knight Visions
have conpensated for it; the nen wince and sag beneath the |ight.

Y.T. turns to |l ook behind herself. One of the mniature suns is hangi ng above the maze of shi pping
containers, casting light into all its crannies, blinding the gunnen who stand guard there. The
scene flashes too |ight and too dark as her goggles' electronics try to nmake up their mind. But in
the midst of this whole visual tangle she gets one image printed indelibly on her retina: the
gunnen going down like a treeline in a hurricane, and for just an instant, a |ine of dark angul ar
things sil houetted above the maze as they crest it like a cybernetic tsunanmi . Rat Things.

They have evaded the whol e maze by | eaping over it in long, flat parabolas. Al ong the way, sone of
them have sl amed right through the bodies of nmen holding guns, like NFL fijil backs plow ng ful
speed t hrough nerdy sideline photographers. Then, as they land on the road in front of the maze,
there is an instant burst of dust with frantic white sparks dancing around at the bottom and
while all this is happening, Y.T. doesn't hear, she feels one of the Rat Things inpacting on the
body of the tal
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ski nny guy, hears his ribs crackling like a ball of cellophane. Hell is already breaking | oose

i nsi de the warehouse, but her eyes are trying to follow the action, watching the sparks-and-dust
contrails of nore Rat Things drawi ng thensel ves down the I ength of the road in an instant and then
going airborne to the top of the next barrier

Three seconds have passed since she threw the tube into the air. She is turning back to | ook

i nsi de the warehouse. But soneone's on top of the warehouse, catching her eye for a second. It's
anot her gunnman, a sniper, stepping out frombehind an air-conditioning unit, just getting used to
the light, raising his weapon to his shoulder. Y.T. winces as a red |laser beamfromhis rifle
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sweeps across her eyes once, twice as he zeroes his sights on her forehead. Behind him she sees

the Whirlwi nd Reaper, its rotors making a di sk under the brilliant light, a disk that is
foreshortened into a narrow ellipse and then into a steady silver line. Then it flies right past
t he sni per.

The chopper pulls up into a hard turn, searching for additional prey, and sonething falls beneath
it in a powerless trajectory, she thinks that it has dropped a bonb. But it's the head of the
sni per, spinning rapidly, throwing out a fine pink helix under the light. The little chopper's
rotor bl ade nust have caught himin the nape of the neck. One part of her is dispassionately

wat chi ng the head bounce and spin in the dust, and the other part of her is scream ng her |ungs
out .

She hears a crack, the first |loud noise so far. She turns to follow the sound, |ooking in the
direction of a water tower that |oons above this area, providing a fine vantage point for a

sni per.

But then her attention is drawn by the pencil-thin blue-white exhaust of a tiny rocket that |ances
up into the sky fromNg's van. It doesn't do anything; it just goes up to a certain height and
hovers, sitting on its exhaust. She doesn't care, she's kicking her way down the road now on her
pl ank, trying to get sonething between her and that water tower.

There is a second cracking noise. Before this sound even reaches her ears, the rocket darts

hori zontally Iike a minnow, nmakes one or two minor cuts to correct its course, zeroes in on that
sniper's perch, up in the water tower's access |adder. There is a great nasty explosion w thout
any flanme or light, like the |oud
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poi ntl ess boons that you get sonetines at fireworks shows. For a nonment, she can hear the clanor
of shrapnel ringing through the ironwork of the water tower.

Just before she kicks her way back into the maze, a dustline whips past her, snapping rocks and
fragments of broken glass into her face. It shoots into the maze. She hears it Ping-Pong all the
way through, kicking off the steel walls in order to change direction. It's a Rat Thing clearing
the way for her.

How sweet !

_______ "Smoot h nove, Ex-Lax," she says, clinbing back into Ng's van. Her throat feels thick
and swollen. Maybe it's from scream ng, naybe it's the toxic waste, naybe she's getting ready to
gag. "Didn't you know about the snipers?" she says. |If she can keep tal ki ng about the details of
the job, maybe she can keep her m nd of f of what the Wirlw nd Reaper did.

"I didn't know about the one on the water tower," Ng says. "But as soon as he fired a couple of
rounds, we plotted the bullets' trajectories on mllineter-wave and back-traced them" He talks to
his van and it pulls out of its hiding place, headed for

1- 405.

"Seens |ike kind of an obvious place to | ook for a sniper."

"He was in an unfortified position, exposed fromall sides," Ng says. "He chose to work froma
sui cidal position. Wich is not a typical behavior for drug dealers. Typically, they are nore
pragmati c. Now, do you have any other criticisns of ny perfornmance?"

"Well, did it work?"

"Yes. The tube was inserted into a seal ed chanber inside the helicopter before it discharged its
contents. It was then flash-frozen in liquid heliumbefore it could chenically self-destruct. W
now have a sanple of Snow Crash, sonething that no one el se has been able to get. It is the kind
of success on which reputations such as mne are constructed.”

"How about the Rat Thi ngs?"

"How about thenP"

"Are they back in the van now? Back there?" Y.T. jerks her head aft.
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Ng pauses for a nonent Y.T. rem nds herself that he is sitting in his office in Viethamin 1955
wat ching all of this on TV.

"Three of them are back," Ng says. "Three are on their way back. And three of them | left behind
to carry out additional pacification nmeasures."

"You' re | eaving them behi nd?"

"They'l|l catch up,” Ng says. "On a straightaway, they can run at seven hundred nil es per hour."
"Is it true they have nuke stuff inside of thenP"
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"Radi ot her mal i sotopes.”

"What happens if one gets busted open? Everyone gets all nutated?"

"If you ever find yourself in the presence of a destructive force powerful enough to decapsul ate
those isotopes,” Ng says, "radiation sickness will be the | east of your worries."

"Wfi they be able to find their way back to us?"

"Didn't you ever watch Lassie Come Hone when you were a child?" he asks. "O rather, nore of a
child than you are now?"

So. She was right. The Rat Things are nade from dog parts.

"That's cruel," she says.

"This brand of sentinmentalismis very predictable,"” Ng says.

"To take a dog out of his body-keep himin a hutch all the tine."

"When the Rat Thing, as you call it, is in his hutch, do you know what he's doi ng?"

"Licking his electric nuts?"

"Chasi ng Frisbees through the surf. Forever. Eating steaks that grow on trees. Lying beside the
fire in a hunting lodge. | haven't installed any testicle-licking sinulations yet, but now that
you have brought it up, | shall consider it."

"What about when he's out of the hutch, running around doing errands for you?"

"Can't you inmagine how liberating it is for a pit builterrier to be capable of running seven
hundred m |l es an hour?"

Y. T. doesn't answer. She is too busy trying to get her mind around this concept.

"Your mstake," Ng says, "is that you think that all mechanically assisted organi sns-4i ke ne-are
pathetic cripples. In fact, we are better than we were before.”
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"Where do you get the pit bulls fron"

"An incredible number of them are abandoned every day, in cities all over the place.”

"You cut up pound puppies?"

"W save abandoned dogs fromcertain extinction and send themto what anounts to dog heaven."

"My friend Roadkill and | had a pit bull. Fido. W found it in an alley. Sone asshole had shot it
inthe leg. W had a vet fix it up. We kept it in this enpty apartment in Roadkill's building for
a few nmonths, played with it every day, brought it food. And then one day we cane to play with
Fi do, and he was gone. Sonmeone broke in and took hi maway. Probably sold himto a research lab."
"Probably," Ng says, "but that's no way to keep a dog."

"It's better than the way he was |iving before."

There's a break in the conversation as Ng occupies hinself with talking to his van, nmaneuvering
onto the Long Beach Freeway, headed back into town.

"Do they renmenber stuff?" Y.T. says.

"To the extent dogs can renenber anything," Ng says. "W don't have any way of erasing nenories.
"So maybe Fido is a Rat Thing sonewhere, right now "

"1 would hope so, for his sake," Ng says.

_______ In a M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong franchi se in Phoenix, Arizona, Ng Security

I ndustri es Semi - Aut ononous Guard Unit B-782 conmes awake.

The factory that put himtogether thinks of himas a robot naned Nunber B-782. But he thinks of
hinmself as a pit builterrier named Fido.

In the old days, Fido was a bad little doggie sometinmes. But now, Fido lives in a nice little
house in a nice little yard. Now he has beconme a nice little doggie. lie likes to lie in his house
and listen to the other nice doggies bark. Fido is part of a big pack.

Tonight there is a lot of barking froma place far away. Wen he listens to this barking, Fido
knows that a whol e pack of nice doggies is very excited about sonething. A lot of very bad nen are
trying to hurt a nice girl. This has nmade the doggi es very
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angry and excited. In order to protect the nice girl, they are hurting sone of the bad nen.

Wiich is as it should be.

Fi do does not cone out of his house. Wien he first heard the barking, he becane excited. He likes
nice girls, and it nakes himespecially upset when bad nen try to hurt them Once there was a nice
girl who loved him That was before, when he lived in a scary place and he was al ways hungry and
many people were bad to him But the nice girl |oved himand was good to him Fido | oves the nice
girl very nuch.
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But he can tell fromthe barking of the other doggies that the nice girl is safe now So he goes
back to sl eep.

33
"' Scuse me, pod," Y.T. says, stepping into the Babel/Infocal ypse room "Jeezi This place |ooks
Iike one of those things full of snow that you shake up."

"H, Y.T."

"Cot sone nore intel for you, pod.”

" Shoot . "

"Snow Crash is a roid. O elseit's simlar to a roid. Yeah, that's it. It goes into your cel
walls, just like a roid. And then it does something to the nucleus of the cell."

"You were right," Hiro says to the Librarian, "just |ike herpes."

"This guy | was talking to said that it fucks with your actual DNA. | don't know what half of this
shit means, but that's what he said.”

"Who's this guy you were tal king to?"

"Ng, O Ng Security Industries. Don't bother talking to him he won't give you any intel," she
says dism ssively.

"Why are you hanging out with a guy |ike Ng?"

"Mob job. The Mafia has a sanple of the drug for the first time, thanks to me and ny pal Ng. Unti
now, it always selfdestructed before they could get to it. So | guess they're analyzing it or
sonet hing. Trying to nake an antidote, maybe."
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"Or trying to reproduce it."

"The Mafia wouldn't do that."

"Don't be a sap,"” Hiro says. "Of course they would."

Y.T. seens mffed at Hro.

"Look," he says, "lI'msorry for rem nding you of this, but if we still had |aws, the Mafia would
be a crimnal organization."

"But we don't have |aws," she says, "so it's just another chain."

"Fine, all I'msaying is, they may not be doing this for the benefit of humanity."

"And why are you inhere, holed up with this geeky daenon?" she says, gesturing at the Librarian
"For the benefit of humanity? O because you're chasing a piece of ass? Wiatever her nane is."
"Ckay, okay, let's not talk about the Mafia anynore,"” Hro says. "I have work to do."

"So do I." Y.T. zaps out again, leaving a hole in the Metaverse that is quickly filled in by

H ro's computer.

"I think she may have a crush on me," Hiro expl ains.

"She seemed quite affectionate,” the Librarian says.

"Ckay," Hro says, "back to work. \Were did Asherah cone fron®"

"Originally from Sunerian nythol ogy. Hence, she is also inportant in Babyl onian, Assyrian
Canaanite, Hebrew, and Ugaritic nyths, which are all descended fromthe Sunerian."

"Interesting. So the Sunerian |anguage died out, but the Sunerian nmyths were sonehow passed on in
t he new | anguages. "

"Correct. Sunerian was used as the | anguage of religion and scholarship by later civilizations,
much as Latin was used in Europe during the Mddle Ages. No one spoke it as their native | anguage,
but educated people could read it. In this way, Sunerian religion was passed on."

"And what did Asherah do in Sunerian nyths?"

"The accounts are fragnmentary. Few tabl ets have been discovered, and these are broken and
scattered. It is thought that L. Bob Rife has excavated many intact tablets, but he refuses to
rel ease them The surviving Sunerian nyths exist in fragments and have a bizarre quality. Lagos
conpared themto the imagin
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ings of a febrile two-year-old. Entire sections of themsinply cannot be translated-the characters
are | egible and well-known, but when put together they do not say anything that |eaves an inprint
on the nodem nind."

"Like instructions for progranmm ng a VCR "

"There is a great deal of npbnotonous repetition. There is also a fair amount of what Lagos
described as 'Rotary Club Boosterisni-scribes extolling the superior virtue of their city over
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sone Dther city."

"What makes one Sunerian city better than another one? A bigger ziggurat? A better football teanP"
"Better nme."

"What are nme?"

"Rul es or principles that control the operation of society, |like a code of |laws, but on a nore
fundanental |evel."

"I don't get it."

"That is the point. Sunerian nyths are not 'readable' or 'enjoyable' in the sane sense that G eek
and Hebrew nyths are. They reflect a fundanmentally different consciousness fromours."

"I suppose if our culture was based on Suner, we would find themnore interesting," H ro says.
"Akkadi an nyths cane after the Sunerian and are clearly based on Sunerian nmyths to a | arge extent.
It is clear that Akkadi an redactors went through the Sunerian nyths, edited out the (to us)

bi zarre and i nconprehensi ble parts, and strung themtogether into | onger works, such as the Epic
of Gl gamesh. The Akkadi ans were Senites-cousins of the Hebrews."

"What do t he Akkadi ans have to say about her?"

"She is a goddess of the erotic and of fertility. She also has a destructive, vindictive side. In
one nyth, Kirta, a human king, is nade grievously ill by Asherah. Only El, king of the gods, can
heal him El gives certain persons the privilege of nursing at Asherah's breasts. El and Asherah
of ten adopt human babi es and | et them nurse on Asherah-in one text, she is wet nurse to seventy
di vi ne sons."

"Spreading that virus," Hro says. "Mthers with AIDS can spread the disease to their babies by
breast-feeding them But this is the Akkaclian version, right?"
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"Yes, sir."

"I want to hear sone Sunerian stuff, even if it is untranslatable."

"Whul d you like to hear how Asherah rmade Enki sick?"

"Sure."

"How this story is translated depends on how it is interpreted.

Sone see it as a Fall from Paradi se story. Sone see it as a battle between nale and fenal e or
water and earth Some see it as a fertility allegory. This reading is based on the interpretation
of Bendt Aister."

"Duly noted.”

"To summari ze: Enki and N nhursag-who is Asherah, although in this story she al so bears ot her
epithets-live in a place called Dilmun. Dilinun is pure, clean and bright, there is no sickness,
peopl e do not grow old, predatory animals do not hunt.

"But there is no water. So N nhursag pleads with Enki,~who is a sort of water-god, to bring water
to Dilmun. He does so by masturbating anong the reeds of the ditches and letting flow his life-
giving senen-the 'water of the heart,' as it is called. At the sane tine, he pronounces a nam shub
forbi ddi ng anyone to enter this area-he does not want anyone to cone near his senen.”

"Way not ?"

"The nmyth does not say."

"Then," Hro says, "he nust have thought it was val uable, or dangerous, or both."

"Dilmun is now better than it was before. The fields produce abundant crops and so on."

"Excuse me, but how did Sunerian agriculture work? Did they use a lot of irrigation?"

"They were entirely dependent upon it."

"So Enki was responsible, according to this nmyth, for irrigating the fields with his 'water of the
heart.'"

"Enki was the water-god, yes."

"Ckay, go on."

"But N nhursag- Asherah----- viol ates his decree and takes Enki's senen and inpregnates herself.
After nine days of pregnancy she gives birth, painlessly, to a daughter, N nmu. N nmu wal ks on the
riverbank. Enki sees her, becones inflaned, goes across the river, and has sex with her."
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"Wth his own daughter.”

"Yes. She has anot her daughter nine days later, named Ninkurra, and the pattern is repeated.”
"Enki has sex with N nkurra, too?"

"Yes, and she has a daughter named Uttu. Now, by this tinme, N nhursag has apparently recogni zed a
pattern in Enki's behavior, and so she advises Utu to stay in her house, predicting that Enk
wi Il then approach her bearing gifts, and try to seduce her."
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"Does he?"

"Enki once again fills the ditches with the '"water of the heart,' which makes things grow. The
gardener rejoices and enbraces Enki."

"Who' s t he gardener?"

"Just sone character in the story," the Librarian says. "He provides Enki with grapes and other
gifts. Enki disguises hinself as the gardener and goes to Uttu and seduces her. But this tine,

Ni nhursag manages to obtain a sanmple of Enki's semen from Utu's thighs."

"My Cod. Tal k about your nother-in-law fromhell."

"Ni nhursag spreads the senen on the ground, and it causes eight plants to sprout up."

"Does Enki have sex with the plants, then?"

"No, he eats themin sone sense, he learns their secrets by doing so."

"So here we have our Adam and Eve notif."

"Ni nhursag curses Enki, saying 'Until thou art dead, | shall not |ook upon thee with the "eye of
life." 'Then she di sappears, and Enki becones very ill. Eight of his organs become sick, one for
each of the plants. Finally, N nhursag is persuaded to cone back. She gives birth to eight
deities, one for each part of Enki's body that is sick, and Enki is heal ed. These deities are the
pantheon of Dilmun; i.e., this act breaks the cycle of incest and creates a new race of nale and
fermal e gods that can reproduce nornally."

"I''"'m beginning to see what Lagos nmeant about the febrile two-year-old."

"Aister interprets the nyth as 'an exposition of a |ogical problem Supposing that originally
there was not hing but one creator, how could ordinary binary sexual relations come into being? "
"Ah, there's that word 'binary' again."
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"You may renenber an unexplored fork earlier in our conversation that woul d have brought us to
this same place by another route. This nyth can be conpared to the Sunerian creation nyth, in

whi ch heaven and earth are united to begin with, but the world is not really created until the two
are separated. Most Creation nyths begin with a 'paradoxical unity of everything, evaluated either
as chaos or as Paradise,’ and the world as we know it does not really cone into being until this
i s changed. | should point out here that Enki's original name was En-Kur, Lord of Kur. Kur was a
pri meval ocean-Chaos--that Enki conquered."

"Every hacker can identify with that."

"But Asherahhas sinmilar connotations. Her name in Ugaritic, "atiratu yamm' neans 'she who treads
on (the) sea (dragon)."”

"Ckay, so both Enki and Asherah were figures who had in sonme sense defeated chaos. And your point
is that this defeat of chaos, the separation of the static, unified world into a binary system is
identified with creation.”

"Correct."

"What el se can you tell me about Enki?"

"He was the en of the city of Eridu.”

"What's an en? Is that |ike a king?"

"A priest-king of sorts. The en was the custodian of the local tenple, where the ne-the rul es of
the society-were stored on clay tablets.”

"Ckay Where's Eridu?"

"Southern Iraq. It has only been excavated within the past few

years." -

"By Rife's people?"

"Yes. As Kramer has it, Enki is the god of wisdombut this is a bad translation. H s wisdomis not
the wi sdom of an old man, but rather a know edge of how to do things, especially occult things.
'He astoni shes even the other gods with shocking solutions to apparently inpossible problens.’ He
is a synpathetic god for the nost part, who assists humankind."

"Real |yl "

"Yes. The nost inportant Sumerian nyths center on him As | nmentioned, he is associated with
water. He fills the rivers, and the extensive Sunerian canal system with his |ife-giving senen.
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He is said to have created the Tigris in a single epochal act of masturbation. He describes
hinself as follows: 'I amlord. | amthe one whose word endures. | ameternal.' O hers describe
hi m

"a word from you-and heaps and piles stack high with grain.' 'You bring down the stars of heaven,

you have conputed their nunmber.' He pronounces the nane of everything created -.
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"' Pronounces the name of everything created? "

"I'n many Creation nyths, to name a thing is to create it. He is referred to, in various myths, as
"expert who instituted incantations,’ "word-rich,' 'Enki, master of all the right commands,' as
Kraner and Maier have it, '"His word can bring order where there had been only chaos and introduce
di sorder where there had been harnony.' He devotes a great deal of effort to inparting his

knowl edge to his son, the god Marduk, chief deity of the Babyl onians."

"So the Sunerians worshi pped Enki, and the Babyl oni ans, who cane after the Sunerians, worshipped
Mar duk, his son."

"Yes, sir. And whenever Marduk got stuck, he would ask his father Enki for help. There is a
representation of Marduk here on this stele-the Code of Hanmmurabi. According to Hami nurabi, the
Code was given to himpersonally by Marduk."

Hi ro wanders over to the Code of Hamurabi and has a gander. The cuneiform nmeans nothing to him
but the illustration on top is easy enough to understand. Especially the part in the middle:
"Why, exactly, is Marduk handi ng Hanmurabi a one and a zero in this picture?" Hiro asks.

"They were enbl ems of royal power," the Librarian says. "Their origin is obscure?
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"Enki must have been responsible for that one," H ro says.

"Enki's nmost inportant role is as the creator and guardi an of the me and the gis-hur, the 'key
words' and 'patterns' that rule the universe."

"Tell me nore about the ne."

"To quote Kraner and Maier again, '[They believed in] the existence fromtine prinordial of a
fundamental , unalterable, conprehensive assortnent of powers and duties, norns and standards,
rul es and regul ati ons, known as ne, relating to the cosnbs and its conponents, to gods and hunans,
to cities and countries, and to the varied aspects of civilized life.""

"Kind of like the Torah."

"Yes, but they have a kind of mystical or magical force. And they often deal wth banal subjects-
not just religion."

" Exanpl es?"

"I'n one nmyth, the goddess nmanna goes to Eridu and tricks Enki into giving her ninety-four me and
brings them back to her honme town of Uruk, where they are greeted with nuch comotion and
rejoicing.”

"manna is the person that Juanita's obsessed with."

"Yes, sir. She is hailed as a savior because 'she breught the perfect execution of the ne.'"
"Execution? Li ke executing a conputer progran®"

"Yes. Apparently, they are like algorithms for carrying out certain activities essential to the
society. Sone of them have to do with the workings of priesthood and ki ngship. Sone explain howto
carry out religious cerenpnies. Sone relate to the arts of war and dipl omacy. Many of them are
about the arts and crafts:

musi c, carpentry, smthing, tanning, building, farm ng, even such sinple tasks as lighting fires."
"The operating systemof society."

"I"msorry?"

"When you first turn on a conputer, it is an inert collection of circuits that can't really do
anything. To start up the machine, you have to infuse those circuits with a collection of rules
that tell it howto function. How to be a computer. It sounds as though these ne served as the
operating systemof the society, organizing an inert collection of people into a functioning
system"

"As you wi sh. In any case, Enki was the guardian of the ne."
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"So he was a good guy, really."

"He was the nost bel oved of the gods."

"He sounds like kind of a hacker. Wich nakes his nam shub very difficult to understand. If he was
such a nice guy, why did he do the Babel thing?"

"This is considered to be one of the nysteries of Enki. As you have noticed, his behavior was not
al ways consistent wi th nodem norns."

"I don't buy that. | don't think he actually fucked his sister, daughter, and so on. That story
has to be a nmetaphor for sonething else. |I think it is a netaphor for some kind of recursive

i nformational process. This whole nmyth stinks of it. To these people, water equals senen. Mkes
sense, because they probably had no concept of pure water-it was all brown and nuddy and full of
viruses anyway. But from a nodem standpoint, semen is just a carrier of information-both
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benevol ent sperm and nal evol ent viruses. Enki's water-his senen, his data, his me-flow t hroughout
the country of Suner and cause it to flourish."

"As you may be aware, Sumer existed on the floodplain between two major rivers, the Tigris and the
Euphrates. This is where all the clay cane fromthey took it directly fromthe riverbeds."

"So Enki even provided themwi th their mediumfor conveying information-clay. They wote on wet
clay and then they dried it out-got rid of the water. If water got to it later, the information
was destroyed. But if they baked it and drove out all the water, sterilized Enki's sermen with

heat, then the tablet |asted forever, immutable, |like the words of the Torah. Do .1 sound like a
mani ac?"

"I don't know," the Librarian says, "but you do sound a little |like Lagos."

"I"'mthrilled. Next thing you know, |I'Il turn nyself into a gargoyle."

Any ped can get into Giffith Park wi thout being noticed. And Y.T. figures that despite the
barriers across the road, the Falabala canp isn't too well protected, if you' ve got off-road
capability. For a skate ninja on a brand-new plank in a brand-new pair of Knight Visions (hey, you
have to spend noney to nake noney) there will be no problem Just find a high enbanknment that
ranps down into the canyon, skirt the edge until you see those canpfires down below. And then |ean

down that hill. Trust gravity.

She realizes hal fway down that her bl ue-and-orange coverall, fly as it nay be, is going to be a
real attention getter in the mddle of the night in the Fal abala zone, so she reaches up to her
collar, feels a hard disk sewn into the fabric, presses it between thunb and finger until it

clicks. Her coverall darkens, the colors shimer through the electropignment |ike an oil slick, and
then it's black~

On her first visit she didn't check this place out all that carefully because she hoped she'd
never cone back. So the enmbanknent turns out to be taller and steeper than Y. T. renenbered. Mybe
alittle nore of a cliff, drop-off, or abyss than she thought. Only thing that makes her think so
is that she seenms to be doing a lot of free-fall work here. Major plumreting. Big time ballistic
styling. That's cool, it's all part of the job, she tells herself. The smartwheels are good for
it. The tree trunks are bluish black, standing out not so well against a blackish blue background.
The only other thing she can see is the red laser |light of the digital speedoneter down on the
front of her plank, which is not showi ng any real information. The nunbers have vibrated
thenselves into a cloud of gritty red light as the radar speed sensor tries to | ock onto
sonet hi ng.

She turns the speedoneter off. Running totally black now Precipitating her way toward the sweet
‘crete of the creek bottomlike a black angel who has just had the shroud lines of her celestia

parachute severed by the Al nighty. And when the wheels flnall~" neet the pavenent, it just about
drives her knees up through her

34
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lawbone. She finishes the whole gravitational transaction with not much altitude and a nasty head
of dark velocity.

Mental note: Next time just junp off a flicking bridge. That lay there's na question of getting an
i nvisible cholla shoved up your nose.

She whi ps around a corner, heeled over so far she could lick the yellow |line, and her Knight
Visions reveal all in a blaze of nmultispectral radiation. On infrared, the Fal abal a encampnent is
a turbulating aurora of pink fog punctuated by the white-hot bursts of canpfires. Al of it rests
on di m bl ui sh pavenent, which neans, in the fal se-color scheme of things, that it's cold. Behind
everything is the jagged horizon line of that funky inprovised barrier technol ogy that the

Fal abal as are so good at. A barrier that has been conpletely spuned, snubbed, and confounded by

Y. T., who dropped out of the sky into the niddle of the canp like a Stealth fighter with an
inferiority conpl ex.

Once you're into the actual encanmprent, people don't really notice or care who you are. A couple
peopl e see her, watch her slide on by, don't get all hairy about it. They probably get a | ot of
Kouners coming through here. Al ot of dippy, gullible, Kool-Aid- drinking couriers. And these
people aren't hip enough to tell Y.T. apart fromthat breed. But that's okay, she'll pass for now,
as long as they don't check out the detailing on her new pl ank.

The canpfires provide enough plain old regular visible light to show this sorry affair for what it
is: a bunch of denented Boy Scouts, a janboree without nerit badges or hygiene. Wth the IR
supered on top of the visible, she can also see vague, spectral red faces out in the shadows where
her unassisted eyes would only see darkness. These new Kni ght Visions cost her a big wad of her
Mob drug-runni ng noney. Just the kind of thing Momhad in m nd when she insisted Y.T. get a part-
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time job.

Sone of the people who were here last tine are gone now, and there's a few new ones she doesn't

recogni ze. There's a couple of people actually wearing duct-tape straitjackets. That's a fashion
statenent reserved for the ones who are totally out of control, rolling and thrashi ng around on

the ground. And there's a few nore who are spazzing out, but not as bad, and one or two who are

just plain messed up, like plain old derelicts that you mght see at the Snooze 'n' Cruise.
244
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"Hey, lookl" soneone says. "It's our friend the Kourierl Wl cone, friend!"

She's got her Liquid Knuckles uncapped, avail abl e, and shaken well|l before usc. She's got high-

vol tage, high-fashion netallic cuffs around her wists in case soneone tries to grab her by sane.
And a bundy stunner up her sleeve. Only the nost tubul ar throwbacks carry guns. Guns take a |ong
time to work (you have to wait for the victimto bleed to death), but paradoxically they end up
kffling people pretty often. But nobody hassles you after you've hit themw th a bundy stunner. At
| east that's what the ads say.

So it's not like she exactly feels vul nerable or anything. But still, she'd like to pick her
target. So she mmintains escape velocity until she's found the wonman who seened friendly-the bald
chick in the tomup Chanel knockoff-and then zeroes in on her

"Let's get off into the woods, man," Y.T. says, "I want to talk to you about what's
going on with what's left of your brain."

The wonman smiles, struggles to her feet with the good-natured awkwardness of a retarded person in
a good nood. "I like to talk about that," she says. "Because | believe init."

Y. T. doesn't stop to do a lot of talking, just grabs the woman by the hand, starts |eading her
uphill, into the scrubby little trees, away fromthe road. She doesn't see any pink faces |urking
up here in the infrared, it ought to be safe. But there are a couple behind her, just anbling

al ong pleasantly, not looking directly at her, like they just decided it was tinme to go for a
stroll in the woods in the nmiddle of the night. One of themis the H gh Priest.

The woman's probably in her md-twenties, she's a tall gangly type, nice- but not good-I ooking,
probably was a spunky but |ow scoring forward on her high school basketball team Y.T. sits her
down on a rock out in the darkness.

"Do you have any idea where you are?" Y.T. says.

"I'n the park," the woman says, "with ny friends. W' re helping to spread the Wrd."

"How d you get here?"

"Fromthe Enterprise. That's where we go to learn things."
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"You nean, like, the Raft? The Enterprise Raft? Is that where you guys all cane fronP"

"I don't know where we came from" the woman says. "Sonetinmes it's hard to renmenber stuff. But
that's not inportant."”

"Where were you before? You didn't grow up on the Raft, did

"I was a systems programmer for 3verse Systens in Muntain View, California," the woman says,
suddenly whi pping off a ;tring of perfect, normal-sounding English

"Then how did you get to be on the Raft?"

"l don't know. My old life stopped. My new life started. Now I'm here."” Back to baby talKk.
"What's the last thing you renenber before your old |ife ~topped?"

"I was working late. My conputer was having problens."

"That's it? That's the last normal thing that happened to

"My systemcrashed,"” she said. "I saw static. And then | be~ane very sick. | went to the hospital
And there in the hospital, [net a nan who expl ained everything to ne. He explained that [bad been
washed in the blood. That | belonged to the Wrd now. And suddenly it all made sense. And then |
decided to go to the Raft."

"You deci ded, or someone decided for you?"

"l just wanted to. That's where we go."

"Who el se was on the Raft with you?"

"More people like nme."

"Li ke you how?"

"Al'l progranmers. Like me. Who had seen the Word."
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"Seen it on their conputers?”

"Yes. Or sonetines on TV."

"What did you do on the Raft?"

The wonan pushes up one sl eeve of her raggedy sweatshirt to expose a needl e- pocked arm

"You took drugs?"

"No. We gave bl ood."

"They sucked your bl ood out?"

"Yes. Sometines we would do a little coding. But only some of us."
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"How | ong have you been here?"

"I don't know. They nove us here when our veins don't work anynore. W just do things to help
spread the Wird-drag stuff around, nmake barricades. But we don't really spend nuch tine working.
Most of the tinme we sing songs, pray, and tell other people about the Wrd."

"You want to |l eave? | can get you out of here.”

"No," the woman says, "I|'ve never been so happy."

"How can you say that? You were a big-tine hacker. Now you're kind of a dip, if | may speak
frankly."

"That's okay, it doesn't hurt nmy feelings. | wasn't really happy when | was a hacker. | never

t hought about the inmportant things. Cod. Heaven. The things of the spirit. It's hard to think
about those things in Anerica. You just put them aside. But those are really the inportant things-
not programm ng conmputers or nmaking nmoney. Now, that's all | think about."”

Y. T. has been keeping an eye on the High Priest and his buddy. They keep noving cl oser, one step
at a tine. Now they're close enough that Y.T. can snell their dinner. The wonan puts her hand on
Y. T.'s shoul der pad.

"I want you to stay here with. me. Wn't you come down and have some refreshnents? You nust be
thirsty.”

"Cotta run," Y. T. says, standing up.

"I really have to object to that," the High Priest says, stepping forward. He doesn't say it
angrily. Now he's trying to be like Y.T.'s dad. "That's not really the right decision for you."
"What are you, a role nodel ?"

"That's okay. You don't have to agree. But let's go down and sit by the canpfire and tal k about
it."

"Let's just get the fuck away fromY. T. before she goes into a self-defense node,"” Y.T. says.

Al'l three Fal abal as step back away from her. Very cooperative. The High Priest is holding up his
hands, placating her. "I'msorry if we nade you feel threatened," he says.

"You guys just come on a little weird," Y.T. says, flipping her goggles back onto infrared.

In the infrared, she can see that the third Fal abala, the one
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who cane up here with the High Priest, is holding a snall thing in one hand that is unusually
war m

She nails himw th her penlight, spotlighting his upper body in a narrow yell ow beam Most of him
is dirty and dun colored and reflects little light. But there is a brilliant glossy red thing, a
shaft of ruby.

It's a hypodernic needle. It's full of red fluid. Under infrared, it shows up warm It's fresh
bl ood.

And she doesn't exactly get it-why these guys woul d be wal king around with a syringe full of fresh
bl ood. But she's seen enough

The Liquid Knuckl es shoots out of the can in a |ong narrow neon-green stream and when it nails
the needle man in the face, he jerks his head back like he's just been axed across the bridge of
the nose and falls back without maki ng a sound. Then she gives the Hi gh Priest a shot of it for
good neasure. The woman just stands there, totally, |ike, appalled.

______ Y. T. punps herself up out of the canyon so fast that when she flies out into traffic,
she's going about as fast as it is. As soon as she gets a solid poon on a nocturnal |ettuce
tanker, she gets on the phone to Mom

"Mom listen. No, Mom never nmind the roaring noise. Yes, | amriding ny skateboard in traffic.
But listen to nme for a second, Mom"

She has to hang up on the old bitch. It's inpossible to talk to her. Then she tries ~to nake a
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voice linkup with Hiro. That takes a couple of minutes to go through

"Hello! Hello! Hello!" she's shouting. Then she hears the honk of a car horn. Coming out of the
t el ephone.

"Hel | o?"

"It's Y. T."

"How are you doi ng?" This guy always seens a little too laid back in his personal dealings. She
doesn't really want to tal k about how she's doing. She hears anot her honking horn in the
background, behind Hiro's voice.

"Where the hell are you, Hiro?"

SNOW CRASH

"Wal king down a street in L. A"

"How can you be goggled in if you' re wal king down a street?" Then the terrible reality sinks in
"Ch, my Cbd, ~'ou didn't turn into a gargoyle, did you?"

"Well," Hiro says. He is hesitant, enbarrassed, like it hadn't occurred to himyet that this was

what he was doing. "It's not exactly |like being a gargoyle. Renenber when you gave me shit about

spending all ny noney on conputer stuff?"

"Yeah."

"I decided | wasn't spending enough. So | got a beltpack machine. Snallest ever made, |'m wal ki ng

down the street with this thing strapped to ny belly. It's really coolL"
"You're a gargoyle."

"Yeah, but it's not like having all this clunky shit strapped all over your body.~~~?
"You're a gargoyle. Listen, | talked to one of these whol esalers.™
"Yeah?"

"She says she used to be a hacker. She saw sonething strange on her conputer. Then she got sick
for a while and joined this cult and ended up on the Raft."

"The Raft. Do tell,"

"On the Enterprise. They take their blood, Hro. Suck it out of their bodies. They infect people
by injecting themw th the bl ood of sick hackers. And when their veins get all tracked out |ike a
junkie's, they cut them|oose and put themto work on the mainland running the whol esal e
operation."

"That's good," he says. "That's good stuf€

"She says she saw sone static on her conputer screen and it nmade her sick. You know anyt hi ng about
t hat ?"

"Yeah. It's true."

"It's true?”

"Yeah. But you don't have to worry about it. It only affects hackers."

For a minute she can't even speak, she's so pissed. "My nother is a progranmer for the Feds. You
asshole. Way didn't you warn ne?"

Hal f an hour later, she's there. Doesn't bother to change back
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into her WASP di sguise this tinme, just bursts into the house in basic, bad black. Drops her plank
on the floor on the way in. (~rabs one of Momis curios off the shelf-it's a heavy crystal award-
clear plastic, actually-that she got a couple years ago for sucking up to her Fed boss and passing
all her polygraph tests- and goes into the den.

Mom s there. As usual. Working on her conputer. But she's not |ooking at the screen right now,
she's got some notes on her lap that she's going through

Just as Momis looking up at her, Y.T. winds up and throws the crystal award. It goes right over
Mom s shoul der, glances off the computer table, flies right through the picture tube. Awesone
results. Y. T. always wanted to do that. She pauses to admire her work for a few seconds while Mom
just flames off all kinds of weird enotion. What are you doing in that uniforn? Didn't | tell you
not to ride your skateboard on a real street? You' re not supposed to throw things in the house.
That's my prized possession. Wiy did you break the conputer? Governnent property. Just what is
goi ng on here, anyway?

Y.T. can tell that this is going to continue for a couple of minutes, so she goes to the kitchen
spl ashes sone water on her face, gets a glass of juice, just letting Momfollow her around and
ventil ate over her shoul der pads.

Finally Mom w nds down, defeated by Y.T.'s strategy of silence.

"I just saved your fucking life, Mom" Y.T. says. "You could at |least offer ne an Oreo."

"What on earth are you tal ki ng about ?"

"It's like, if you-people of a certain age-would make sone effort to just stay in touch with sort
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o~basi c, nodern-day events, then your kids wouldn't have to take these drastic neasures."”

35

Earth materializes, rotating majestically in front of his face. H mreaches out and grabs it. He
twists it around so he's looking at Oregon. Tells it to get rid of the clouds, and it does, giving
hima crystalline view of the nountains and the seashore.

Ri ght out there, a couple of hundred miles off the Oregon coast, is a sort of granulated furuncle
growing on the face of the water. Festering is not too strong a word. It's a couple of hundred

m | es south of Astoria now, noving south. Wich explains why Juanita went to Astoria a couple of
days ago: she wanted to get close to the Raft. Wiy is anyone's guess.

H m | ooks up, focuses his gaze on Earth, zoons in for a | ook. As he gets closer, the imagery he's
| ooking at shifts fromthe |ong-range pictures conming in fromthe geosynchronous satellites to the
good stuff being spewed into the CIC conmputer froma whole fleet of lowflying spy birds. The view
he's looking at is a nosaic of images shot no nmore than a few hours ago.

It's several miles across. Its shape constantly changes, but at the tinme these pictures were shot,
it had kind of a fat kid. ney shape; that is, it is trying to be a V, pointed southward |Iike a
flock of geese, but there's so nuch noise in the system it's so anorphous and di sorgani zed, that
a kidney is the closest it can cone.

At the center is a pair of enornobus vessels: the Enterprise and an oil tanker, |ashed together
side by side. These two behenoths are walled in by several other mmjor vessels, an assortnent of
contai ner ships and other freight carriers. The Core.

Everything else is pretty tiny. There is the occasional hijacked yacht or decomm ssioned fishing
trawl er. But nost of the boats in the Raft are just that: boats. Small pleasure craft, sanpans,
junks, dhows, dinghys, life rafts, houseboats, makeshift structures built on air-filled oil druns
and sl abs of styrofoam A good fifty percent of it isn't real boat material at all, just a garble
of ropes, cables, planks, nets, and other debris tied together on top of whatever kind of flotsam
was handy.

And L. Bob Rife is sitting in the middle of it. Hiro doesn't quite
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know what he's doi ng, and he doesn't know how Juanita is connected. But it's tine to go there and
find out.

______ Scott Lagerquist is standing right on the edge of Mark Norman's 24/7 Mdtorcycle Mll
wai ting, when the man with the swords comes into view, striding down the sidewal k. A pedestrian is
a peculiar sight in L. A, considerably nore peculiar than a man with swords. But a wel come one.
Anyone who drives out to a notorcycle dealership already has a car, by definition, so it's hard to
give thema really hard sell. A pedestrian should be cake.

"Scott WIson Lagerquist!" the guy yells fromfifty feet away and cl osing. "How you doi ng?"

"Fabul ous!" Scott says. Alittle off guard, maybe. Can't renenber this guy's nane, which is a
probl em Were has he seen this guy before?

"It's great to see you!" Scott says, running forward and punping the guy's hand. "I haven't seen
you since, uh-"

"I's Pinicy here today?" the guy says.

" Pi nky?"

"Yeah. Mark. Mark Norman. Pinky was his nickname back in college. | guess he probably doesn't |ike
to be called that now that he's running, what, half a dozen deal erships, three MDonal dses, and a
Hol i day I nn, huhr

"I didn't know that M. Norman was into fast food al so?

"Yeah. He's got three franchi ses down around Long Beach. Oans themthrough a linited partnership
actually. Is he here today?"

"No, he's on vacation."

"Ch, yeah. In Corsica. The Ajaccio Hyatt. Room 543. That's right, | conpletely forgot about that."
"Well, were you just stopping by to say hi, oi-"

"Nah. | was going to buy a notorcycle."

"Ch. What kind of notorcycle were you | ooking for?"

"One of the new Yanahas? Wth the new generation smartwheel s?"

Scott grins manfully, trying to put the best face on the awful fact that he is about to reveal. "I
know exactly the one you nean.

252

SNOW CRASH

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (123 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:20 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

But I"'msorry to tell you that we don't actually have one in stock today."
"You don't?"

"W don't. It's a brand-new nodel. Nobody has them"™

"You sure? Because you ordered one."

"W di d?"

"Yeah. A nonth ago.

Suddenly the guy cranes his nedk, |ooks over Scott's shoul der down the

boul evard. "Well, speak of the devil. Here it cones."

A Yamaha sem is pulling into the truck entrance with a new shi pnent of notorcycles in the back
"It's on that truck," the guy says. "If you can give ne one of your cards, I'll jot down the
vehicle identification nunber on back so you can pull it off the truck for ne."

"This was a special order nade by M. Nornman?"

"He clainmed he was just ordering it as a display nodel, you know. But it sort of has ny name on
it."

"Yes, sir. | understand totally."

______ Sure enough, the bike cones off the truck, just as the guy described it, right down to
col or schenme (black) and vehicle ID nunber. It's a beautiful bike. It draws a crowd just sitting
on the parking lot-the other sal esnen actually put down their coffee cups and take their feet off
their desks to go outside and look at it. It looks like a black |Iand torpedo. Two-wheel drive,
natch. The wheel s are so advanced they're not even wheels.-. they look |ike giant, heavy-duty
versions of the smartwheels that high-speed skateboards use, independently tel escoping spokes with
fat traction pads on the ends. Dangling out over the front, in the nose cone of the motorcycle, is
the sensor package that nonitors road conditions, decides where to place each spoke as it rolls
forward, how nuch to extend it, and howto rotate the footpad for maxi numtraction. It's al
controlled by a bios--a Built-1n Qperating Systeman onboard conputer with a flat-panel screen
built into the top of the fuel tank.

They say that this baby will do a hundred and twenty niles per hour on rubble. The bios patches
itself into the CIC weather net so that it knows when it's about to run into precip. The
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aerodynamic cowming is totally flexible, calculates its own nost efficient shape for the current
speed and wi nd conditions, changes its curves accordingly, waps around you |ike a nynphonmani aca
gymast .

Scott figures this guy is going to waltz off with this thing for dealer invoice, being a friend
and confidant of M. Norman. And it's not an easy thing for any red-bl ooded salesnan to wite out
a contract to sell a sexy beast like this one at dealer invoice. He hesitates for a mnute.
Wonders what's going to happen to himif this is all sone kind of m stake.

The guy's watching himintently, seens to sense his nervousness, alnost as if he can hear Scott's
heart beating. So at the last minute he eases up, gets magnani nous-Scott |oves these big-spender
types-decides to throwin a few hundred Kongbucks over invoice, just so Scott can pull in a neager
comi ssion on the deal. A tip, basically.

Then-icing on the cake-the guy goes nuts in the Cycle Shop. Totally berserk. Buys a conplete
outfit. Everything. Top )f the line. A full black coverall that swaddl es everything fromtoes to
neck in breathable, bulletproof fabric, with arnorgel pads n all the right places and airbags
around t he neck. Even safety Fanatics don't bother with a hel met when they're wearing one of these
babi es.

So once he's figured out how to attach his swords on the Dutside of his coverall, he's on his way.
"l gotta say this," Scott says as the guy is sitting on his new bike, getting his swords adjusted,
doi ng sonething incredi. bly unauthorized to the bios, "you | ook Iike one bad notherFucker."
"Thanks, | guess." He twists the throttle up once and Scott Feels, but does not hear, the power of
the engine. This baby is so efficient it doesn't waste power by naking noise. "Say hi to your
brand-new ni ece," the guy says, and then lets go the clutch. The spokes flex and gather thensel ves
and the bi ke springs forward out of the lot, seeming to junp off its electric paws. He cuts right
across the parking | ot of the neighboring NeoAquarian Tenple Franchi se and pulls out onto the
road. About half a second later, the guy with the swords is a dot on the horizon. Then he's gone
Nor t hbound.

36

Until a man is twenty-five, he still thinks, every so often, that under the right circunstances he
could be the baddest notherfucker in the world. if | noved to a martial-arts nonastery in China
and studied real hard for ten years. if ny.famly was w ped out by Col onbi an drug deal ers and
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swore nyself to revenge. If | got a fatal disease, had one year to live, devoted it to w ping out
street crinme. If | just dropped out and devoted ny life to being bad.

H mused to feel that way, too, but then he ran into Raven. In a way, this is |liberating. He no

| onger has to worry about trying to be the baddest notherfucker in the world. The position is
taken. The crowning touch, the one thing that really puts true world-class badnot herfuckerdom
totally out of reach, of course, is the hydrogen bonb. If it wasn't for the hydrogen bonb, a man
could still aspire. Maybe find Raven's Achilles' heel Sneak up, get a drop, slip a mickey, pull a
fast one. But Raven's nucl ear unbrella kind of puts the world title out of reach.

Which is okay. Sometimes it's all right just to be alittle bad. To know your limtations. Make do
wi th what you' ve got.

Once he maneuvers his way onto the freeway, ained up into the nountains, he goggles into his

office. Earth is still there, zooned in tight on the Raft. Hro contenplates it, superinposed in
ghostly hues on his view of the highway, as he rides toward Oregon at a hundred and forty niles
per hour.

From a distance, it | ooks bigger than it really is. Getting closer, he can see that this illusion

i s caused by an envel oping, self-made slick/cloud of sewage and air pollution, fading out into the
ocean and the atnosphere.

It orbits the Pacific clockwi se. Wien they fire up the boilers on the Enterprise, it can contro
its direction a little bit, but real navigation is a practical inpossibility with all the other
shit lashed onto it. It nmostly has to go where the wind and the Coriolis effect take it. A couple
of years ago, it was going by the Philippines, Vietnam China, Sil,eria, picking up Refus. Then it
swung up the Aleutian chain, down the Al aska panhandle, and nowit's
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gliding past the small town of Port Sherman, Oregon, near the California border

As the Raft noves through the Pacific, riding nostly on ocean currents, it occasionally sheds
great hunks of itself Eventually, these fragments wash up in some place |like Santa Barbara, still
| ashed together, carrying a payl oad of skel etons and gnawed bones.

When it gets to California, it will enter a new phase of its life cycle. It will shed nuch of its
spraw i ng i nprovised bulk as a few hundred thousand Refus cut themselves | oose and paddle to
shore. The only Refus who nake it that far are, by definition, the ones who were agile enough to
make it out to the Raft in the first place, resourceful enough to survive the agonizingly slow
passage through the arctic waters, and tough enough not to get killed by any of the other Refus.
Ni ce guys, all of them Just the kind of people you d |ike to have showing up on your private
beach in groups of a few thousand.

Stripped down to a few major ships, a little nore nmaneuverable, the Enterprise then will sw ng
across the South Pacific, heading for Indonesia, where it will turn north again and start the next
cycle of migration

Army ants cross mighty rivers by clinbing on top of each other and clustering together into a
little ball that floats. Many of themfall off and sink, and naturally the ants on the bottom of
the ball drown. The ones who are qui ck and vi gorous enough to keep clawing their way to the top
survive. Alot of themnake it across, and that's why you can't stop arny ants by dynaniting the
bridges. That's how Refus conme across the Pacific, even though they are too poor to 'book passage
on a real ship or buy a seaworthy boat. A new wave washes up onto the West Coast every five years
or so, when the ocean currents bring the Enterprise back.

For the | ast ~ouple of nonths, owners of beachfront property in California have been hiring
security people, putting up spotlights and anti personnel fences along the tide |ine, nounting
machi ne guns on their yachts. They have all subscribed to CIC s twenty-four-hour Raft Report,
getting the latest news flash, straight fromthe satellite, on when the Latest contingent of
twenty-five thousand starving Eurasians has cut itself |oose from
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the Enterprise and started dipping its nyriad oars into the Pacific, like ant |egs.

_______ "Time to do nore digging," he tells the Librarian. "But this is going to have to be
totally verbal, because |'m headed up 1-5 at sone incredible speed right now, and | have to watch
out for slow noving bagos and stuff.”

"I'"l'l keep that in mind," the voice of the Librarian says into his earphones. "Look out for the
jackkni fed truck south of Santa Clarita. And there is a |large chuckhole in the left |ane near the
Tul are exit."
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"Thanks. Who were these gods anyway? Did Lagos have an opinion on that?"

"Lagos believed that they m ght have been magi ci ans-that is, normal human beings with speci al
power s-or they m ght have been aliens.”

"Whoa, whoa, hold on. Let's take these one at a tine. Wat did Lagos nmean when he tal ked about
"normal human beings with special powers'?"

"Assunme that the nam shub of Enki really functioned as a virus. Assune that someone nanmed Enk
invented it. Then Enki rust have had some kind of |inguistic power that goes beyond our concept of
nor mal . "

"And how would this power work? What's the nmechani sn"

"I can only give you forward references drawn by Lagos."

"Ckay. Gve ne sone."

"The belief in the nmagi cal power of |anguage is not unusual, both in nystical and acadenic
literature. The Kabbalists- Jew sh nystics of Spain and Pal estine-believed that super. norna

i nsi ght and power could be derived fromproperly combining the letters of the D vine Name. For
exanpl e, Abu Aharon, an early Kabbalist who em grated from Baghdad to Italy, was said to perform
m racles through the power of the Sacred Nanes."

"What kind of power are we tal ki ng about here?"

"Most Kabbalists were theorists who were interested only in pure neditation. But there were so-
called 'practical Kabbalists' who tried to apply the power of the Kabbalah in everyday life."
NEAL STEPHENSON
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"In other words, sorcerers.”

"Yes. These practical kabbalists used a so-called 'archangelic al phabet,' derived fromfirst-
century Greek and Aranmi c theurgic al phabets, which resenbled cuneiform The Kabbalists referred
to this al phabet as 'eye witing,' because the letters were conposed of lines and small circles,
whi ch resenbl ed eyes."

"Ones and zeroes."

"Sone Kabbalists divided up the letters of the al phabet according to where they were produced

i nside the nouth."

"Ckay. So as we would think of it, they were drawi ng a connection between the printed letter on

t he page and the neural connections that had to be invoked in order to pronounce it."

"Yes. By analyzing the spelling of various words, they were able to draw what they thought were
pr of ound concl usi ons about their true, inner meaning and significance."

"Ckay. If you say so."

"In the academc realm the literature is naturally not as fancifulL But a great deal of effort has
been devoted to expl aining Babel. Not the Babel event-which nbst people consider to be a nyth-but
the fact that |anguages tend to diverge. A nunber of |inguistic theories have been devel oped in an
effort to tie all |anguages together."

"Theories Lagos tried to apply to his virus hypothesis."

"Yes. There are two schools: relativists and universalists. As George Steiner summarizes it,
relativists tend to believe that | anguage is not the vehicle of thought but its deternining
medium It is the franework of cognition. Qur perceptions of everything are organized by the fl ux
of sensations passing over that framework. Hence, the study of the evolution of |anguage is the
study of the evolution of the human nmind itself."

"Ckay, | can see the significance of that. Wat about the universalists?"

"In contrast with the relativists, who believe that |anguages need not have anything in comobn
with each other, the universalists believe that if you can anal yze | anguages enough, you can find
that all of them have certain traits in common. So they anal yze | anguages, |ooking for such
traits."

"Have they found any?"

"No. There seens to be an exception to every rule.”
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"Which bl ows universalismout of the water."

"Not necessarily. They explain this problemby saying that the shared traits are too deeply buried
to be anal yzable."

"Which is a cop out."

"Their point is that at sonme |evel, |anguage has to happen inside the human brain. Since all human
brains are nore or |less the sane-"

"The hardware's the same. Not the software.”

"You are using sonme kind of metaphor that | cannot understand."
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H m whi ps past a big Airstreamthat is rocking fromside to side in a dangerous wi nd coni ng down
the vall ey.

"Well, a French-speaker's brain starts out the sane as an English-speaker's brain. As they grow
up, they get progranmmed with different software-they |learn different |anguages."”

"Yes. Therefore, according to the universalists, French and English-or any other | anguages- must
share certain traits that have their roots in the 'deep structures' of the human brain. According
to Chonskyan theory, the deep structures are innate conponents of the brain that enable it to
carry out certain formal kinds of operations on strings of symbols. O, as Steiner paraphrases
Emon Bach: These deep structures eventually lead to the actual patterning of the cortex with its
imensely ram fled yet, at the same tine, 'programmed’ network of el ectrochenical and

neur ophysi ol ogi cal channel s. "

"But these deep structures are so deep we can't even see

t henP" \

"The universalists place the active nodes of linguistic life-the deep structures-so deep as to
defy observation and description. Or to use Steiner's analogy: Try to draw up the creature from
the depths of the sea, and it will disintegrate or change form grotesquely."

"There's that serpent again. So which theory did Lagos believe in? The relativist or the

uni versal i st ?"

"He did not seemto think there was much of a difference. In the end, they are both somewhat
mystical . Lagos believed that both schools of thought had essentially arrived at the same place by
different lines of reasoning.”

"But it seens to ne there is a key difference,
NEAL STEPHENSON
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universalists think that we are determ ned by the prepatterned structure of our brains-the

pat hways in the cortex. The relativists don't believe that we have any limts."

"Lagos nodified the strict Chomskyan theory by supposing that |earning a | anguage is |ike blow ng
code into PROVs-an analogy that | cannot interpret.”

"The anal ogy is clear. PROVs are Programuabl e Read-Only Menory chips," Hro says. 'Wen they cone
fromthe factory, they have no content. Once and only once, you can place inforrnation into those
chips and then freeze it-the information, the software, becones frozen into the chip-it transmutes
into hardware. After you have blown the code into the PROVs, you can read it out, but you can't
wite to them anynore. So Lagos was trying to say that the newborn human brain has no structure-as
the relativists would have it-and that as the child | earns a | anguage, the devel oping brain
structures itself accordingly, the | anguage gets 'blown into' the 'hardware and becones a

per manent part of the brain's deep structure-as the universalists would have it."

"Yes. This was his interpretation.”

"Ckay. So when he tal ked about Enki being a real person with magical powers, what he neant was
that Enki sonmehow understood the connection between | anguage and the brain, knew how to nanipul ate
it. The same way that a hacker, knowi ng the secrets of a conputer system can wite code to
control it-digital nam shubs?

"Lagos said that Enki had the ability to ascend into the universe of |anguage and see it before
his eyes. Miuch as humans go into the Metaverse. That gave himpower to create nam shubs. And nam
shubs had the power to alter the functioning of the brain and of the body."

"Way isn't anyone doing this kind of thing nowadays? Why aren't there any nam shubs in English?"
"Not all |anguages are the sane, as Steiner points out. Sonme |anguages are better at netaphor than
others. Hebrew, Arammic, Geek, and Chinese |lend thenselves to word play and have achi eved a
lasting grip on reality: 'Palestine had Qryat Sefer, the "Gty of the Letter," and Syria had

Bybl os, the "Town of the

Book." By contrast other civilizations seem "speechl ess" or at
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| east, as may have been the case in Egypt, not entirely cognizant of the creative and
transformati onal powers of |anguage.' Lagos believed that Sunerian was an extraordi narily powerful
| anguage-at least it was in Suner five thousand years ago."

"A language that lent itself to Enki's neurolinguistic hacking."

"Barly linguists, as well as the Kabbalists, believed in a fictional |anguage called the tongue of
Eden, the | anguage of Adam It enabled all men to understand each other, to conmuni cate without

m sunder standing. It was the | anguage of the Logos, the nmoment when God created the world by
speaking a word. In the tongue of Eden, naming a thing was the sane as creating it. To quote

Stei ner again, 'Qur speech interposes itself between apprehension and truth |ike a dusty pane or
warped mrror. The tongue of Eden was like a flaw ess glass; a light of total understanding

Hiro says. "The
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streamed through it. Thus Babel was a second Fall.' And Isaac the Blind, an early Kabbalist, said
that, to quote Gershom Scholem s translation, 'The speech of nen is connected with divine speech
and all |anguage whet her heavenly or human derives from one source: the Divine Nane.' The

practical kabbalists, the sorcerers, bore the title Ba'al Shem neaning 'master of the divine
name. ' "

"The machi ne | anguage of the world," H ro says.

"I's this another anal ogy?"

"Comput ers speak machi ne | anguage,"” Hiro says. "It's witten in ones and zeroes-binary code. At
the lowest level, all conputers are programred with strings of ones and zeroes. \Wen you program
i n machi ne | anguage, you are controlling the conputer at its brainstern, the root of its

exi stence. It's the tongue of Eden. But it's very difficult to work in machi ne | anguage because
you go crazy after a while, working at such a minute level. So a whol e Babel of conputer |anguages
has been created for programmers:

FORTRAN, BASIC, COBOL, LISP, Pascal, C, PROLOG FORTH. You talk to the conputer in one of these

| anguages, and a piece of software called a conpiler converts it into machi ne | anguage. But you
never can tell exactly what the conpiler is doing. It doesn't always cone out the way you want.

Li ke a dusty pane or warped mrror. A really advanced hacker cones to understand the true inner
wor ki ngs of the machi ne-he sees through

L
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the | anguage he's working in and glinpses the secret functioning of the binary code-becones a
Ba' al Shem of sorts."

"Lagos believed that the | egends about the tongue of Eden were exaggerated versions of true
events," the Librarian says. "These | egends reflected nostalgia for a tinme when peopl e spoke
Sunerian, a tongue that was superior to anything that canme afterward."

"I's Sumerian really that good?"

"Not as far as nodern-day linguists can tell," the Librarian says. "As | nentioned, it is largely
i mpossible for us to grasp. Lagos suspected that words worked differently in those days. If one's
native tongue influences the physical structure of the developing brain, then it is fair to say
that the Sunerians-who spoke a | anguage radically different fromanything in existence today-had
fundamental ly different brains fromyours. Lagos believed that for this reason, Sumerian was a

| anguage ideally suited to the creation and propagation of viruses. That a virus, once rel eased
into Suner, would spread rapidly and virulently, until it had infected everyone."

"Maybe Enki knew that also," Hro says. "Maybe the nanshub of Enki wasn't such a bad thing. Maybe
Babel was the best thing that ever happened to us."

37

Y.T.'s nomworks in Fedl and. She has parked her little car in her own little nunbered slot, for
whi ch the Feds require her to pay about ten percent of her salary (if she doesn't like it she can
take a taxi or wal k) and wal ked up several levels of a blindingly lit reinforced-concrete helix in
whi ch nost of the spaces-the good spaces closer to the surface-are reserved for peopl e other than
her, but enpty. She always wal ks up the center of the ranmp, between the rows of parked cars, so
that the EBGOC boys won't think she's lurking, loitering, skulking, malingering, or snoking.
Reachi ng the subterranean entrance of her building, she has taken all netal objects from her
pockets and renoved what little jewelry she's wearing and dunped theminto a dirty plastic bow
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and wal ked through the detector. Flashed her badge. Signed her nane and noted down the digita
time. Submitted to a frisking froman EBGOC girl. Annoying, but it sure beats a cavity search

They have a right to do a cavity search if they want. She got cavity-searched every day for a
month once, right after she had spoken up at a nmeeting and suggested that her supervisor mght be
on the wong track with a najor progranmng project It was punitive and vicious, she knew it was,
but she always wanted to give sonething back to her country, and whenever you work for the Feds
you just accept the fact that there's going to be sonme politicking. And that as a | ow | evel person
you're going to bear the brunt. And later on, you dinb the GS | adder, don't have to put up with as
much shit. Far be it fromher to quarrel with her supervisor. Her supervisor, Marietta, doesn't
have an especially stellar CS | evel, but she does have access. She has connections. Marietta knows
peopl e who know people. Marietta has attended cocktail parties that were also attended by sone
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peopl e who, well, your eyes would bug out.
She has passed the frisking with flying collars. Put the netal stuff back into her pockets.
dinbed up half a dozen flights of stairs to her floor. The el evators here still work, but sone

very highly placed people in Fedland have let it be known-nothing official, but they have ways of
letting this stuff out-that it is a duty to conserve energy. And the Feds are real serious about
dut~. Duty, loyalty, responsibility. The collagen that binds us into the United States of Anerica.
So the stairwells are filled with sweaty wool and clacking |eather. If you took the el evator, no
one woul d actually say anything, but it would be noticed~ Noticed and witten down and taken into
account. People would | ook at you, glance you up and down, |ike, what happened, sprain your ankle?
Taking the stairs is no problem

Feds don't snoke. Feds generally don't overeat. The health plan is very specific, contains najor

i ncentives, get too heavy or wheezy and, no one says anything about it-which would be rude-but you
feel a definite pressure, a sense of not fitting in, as you wal k across the sea of desks, eyes

gl ance up to foll ow you, estimating the nass of your saddl ebags, eyes darting back and forth

bet ween desks as, by consensus, your co.workers say to
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t hemsel ves, | wonder how nuch he or she Is driving up our health plan preniunms?

So Y.T.'s nomhas clacked up the stairs in her black punps and gone into her office, actually a

| arge roomwi th conputer workstations placed across it in a grid. Used to be divided up by
partitions, but the EBGOC boys didn't like it, said what would happen if there had to be an
evacuation? Al those partitions would inpede the free flow of unhinged panic. So no nore
partitions. Just workstations and chairs. Not even any desktops. Desktops encourage the use of
paper, which is archaic and reflects inadequate teamspirit. What is so special about your work
that you have to wite it down on a piece of paper that only you get to see? That you have to | ock
it away inside a desk? When you' re working for the Feds, everything you do is the property of the
United States of America. You do your work on the conputer. The conputer keeps a copy of
everything, so that if you get sick or sonething, it's all there where your co-workers and
supervi sors can get access to it. If you want to wite little notes or nmake phone doodl es, you're
perfectly free to do that at honme, in your spare tine.

And there's the question of interchangeability. Fed workers, like mlitary people, are intended to
be i nterchangeabl e parts. What happens if your workstation should break down? You're going to sit
there and twi ddle your thunbs until it gets fixed? No siree, you're going to nove to a spare

wor kstation and get to work on that. And you don't have that flexibility if you' ve got haifa ton
of personal stuff cached inside of a desk, strewn around a desktop

So there is no paper in a Fed office. All the workstations are the sanme. You cone in in the
nmor ni ng, pick one at random sit down, and get to work. You could try to favor a particul ar
station, try to sit there every day, but it would be noticed. Generally you pick the unoccupied
workstation that's closest to the door. That way, whoever canme in earliest sits closest, whoever
came in latest is way in the back, for the rest of the day it's obvious at a glance who's on the
ball in this office and who is-as they whisper to each other in the bathroons-havi ng probl ens.
Not that it's any big secret, who cones in first. Wen you sign on to a workstation in the
morning, it's not |like the central corn-
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puter doesn't notice that fact. The central computer notices just about everything. Keeps track of
every key you hit on the keyboard, all day long, what time you hit it, down to the microsecond,
whether it was the right key or the wong key, how nmany m stakes you make and when you nake them
You're only required to be at your workstation fromeight to five, with a half-hour |unch break
and two ten-mnute coffee breaks, but if you stuck to that schedule it would definitely be
noticed, which is why Y. T."s nomis sliding into the first unoccupi ed workstati on and si gni ng on
to her machine at quarter to seven. Half a dozen other people are already here, signed on to

wor kst ations closer to the entrance, but this isn't bad. She can | ook forward to a reasonably
stable career if she can keep up this sort of performance. The Feds still operate in Flatland.
None of this three-dinmen;ional stuff, no goggles, no stereo sound. The conputers are all basic
flat-screen two-di nmensi onal nunmbers. W ndows appear on the desktop, with little text docunents
inside. All part of the austerity program Soon to reap major benefits.

She signs on and checks her mail. No personal mail, just a ~ouple of mass-distributed
pronouncenents from Mari etta.

NEW TP POOL REGULATI ONS
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I've been asked to distribute the new regul ati ons regardi ng of fi ce pool displays. The encl osed
meno i s a new subchapter of the EBGOC Procedure Manual, replacing the old subchapter entitled
PHYSI CAL PLANT/ CALI FORNI Al LOS ANGELES/ BUI LDI NGS/ OFFI CE AREAS/ PHYSI CAL LAYOUT REGULATI ONS/ EMPLOYEE
I NPUT! GROUP ACTI VI TI ES

The ol d subchapter was a flat prohibition on the use of office space or tine for "pool" activities
of any kind, whether permanent (e.g., coffee pool) or one-tinme (e.g., birthday parties).

This prohibition still applies, but a single, one-time exception has now been made for any office
that wi shes to pursue a joint bathroomtissue strategy.

By way of introduction, let ne just nake a few general coments on this subject. The probl em of

di stributing bathroomtissue to workers presents inherent chall enges for any
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of fi ce nanagenent system due to the inherent unpredictability of usage-not every facility usage
transacti on necessitates the use of bathroomtissue, and when it is used, the ambunt needed
(nunber of squares) may vary quite widely fromperson to person and, for a given person, from one
transaction to the next. This does not even take into account the occasional use of bathroom
tissue for unpredictabl e/creative purposes such as applying/renoving cosnetics, beverage-spil
managenent, etc For this reason, rather than trying to package bathroomtissue in small one-
transacti on packets (as is done with prenpistened towel ettes, for exanple), which can be wastefu
in sone cases and linmiting in other cases, it has been traditional to package this product in bulk
distribution units whose size exceeds the maxi num anobunt of squares that an individual could
conceivably use in a single transaction (barring force najeure). This reduces to a mninumthe
nunber of transactions in which the distribution unit is depleted (the roll runs out) during the
transaction, a situation that can lead to enotional stress for the affected enpl oyee. However, it
does present the manager with sone challenges in that the distribution unit is rather bul ky and
must be repeatedly used by a nunmber of different individuals if it is not to be wasted.

Since the inplenmentation of Phase XVII of the Austerity Program enployees have been allowed to
bring their own bathroomtissue fromhone. This approach is somewhat bul ky and redundant, as every
wor ker usually brings their own roll

Sone offices have attenpted to neet this challenge by instituting bathroomtissue poois.

Wt hout overgeneralizing, it may be stated that an inherent and irreducible feature of any

bat hroomti ssue pool inple. mented at the office level, in an environnent (i.e., building) in

whi ch confort stations are distributed on a per-floor basis (i.e., in which several offices share
a single facility) is that provision nust be nade within the confines of the individual office for
tenporary stationing of bathroomtissue distribution units (i.e., rolls). This follows fromthe
fact that if the BTDUs (rolls) are stationed, while inactive, outside of the purview of the
controlling office (i.e., the office that has collectively purchased the BTDU)-that is, if the
BTDUS are stored, for exanple, in a |obby area or within the facility in which they are
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actually utilized, they will be subject to pilferage and "shrink. age" as unauthorized persons
consune them either as partof a conscious effort to pilfer or out of an honest m sunderstanding,
i.e., a belief that the BTDUs are being provided free of charge by the operating agency (in this
case the United States Governnent), or as the result of necessity, as in the case of a beverage
spill that is encroaching on sensitive electronic equi prment and whose nanagenent will thus brook
no delay. This fact has led certain offices (which shall go unnanmed-you know who you are, guys) to
establ i sh makeshift BTDU depots that al so serve as pool-contribution collection points. Usually,

t hese depots take the formof a table, near the door closest to the facility, on which the BTDUs
are stacked or otherw se deployed, with a bow or sone other receptacle in which participants may
pl ace their contributions, and typically with a sign or other attention-getting device (such as a
stuffed animal or cartoon) requesting donations. A quick glance at the current regul ations wll
show t hat placenent of such a display/depot violates the procedure nmanual. However, in the
interests of enployee hygi ene, norale, and group spirit-building, ny higher-ups have agreed to
make a one-tine exception in the regulations for this purpose.

As with any part of the procedure manual, new or old, it is your responsibility to be thoroughly
famliar with this material. Estimated reading tine for this docunment is 15.62 minutes (and don't
think we won't check). Please make note of the major points made in this docurment, as foll ows:

1) BTDU depot/ di spl ays are now al l owed, on a trial basis, with the new policy to be revi ewed
in six nonths.
2) These nust be operated on a voluntary, pool-type basis, as described in the subchapter on

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (130 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:20 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

enpl oyee pools. (Note: This means keepi ng books and tallying all financial transactions.)

3) BTDUS must be brought in by the enpl oyees (not shipped through the mailroon) and are
subject to all the usual search-and-seizure regul ations.

4) Scented BTDUs are prohibited as they may cause allergic reactions, wheezing, etc. in sone
persons.

5) Cash pool donations, as with all monetary transactions within the U S. Governnent, mnust

use official U S. currency-no yen or Kongbucks
NEAL STEPHENSON

Naturally, this will lead to a bulk problemif people try to use the donation bucket as a dunping
ground for bundles of old billion. and trillion.dollar bills. The Buildings and Grounds people are
worri ed about waste-di sposal problens and the po. tential fire hazard that nay ensue if |arge
piles of billions and trillions begin to nount up. Therefore, a key feature of the new regul ation

is that the donation bucket mnmust be enptied every day-nore often if an excessive build-up
situation is seen to devel op

In this vein, the B & C people would also Iike ne to point out that many of you who have excess
U.S. currency to get rid of have been trying to kill two birds with one stone by using old
billions as bathroomtissue. Wile creative, this approach has two drawbacks:

1) It clogs the plunmbing, and
2) It constitutes defacement of U.S. currency, which is a federal crine.

DON T DO IT.
Join your office bathroomtissue pool instead. It's easy, it's
hygienic, and it's |egal

Happy pooli ngl
Marietta.

Y. T?s mom pulls up the new nmeno, checks the tine, and starts reading it. The estimted readi ng
tinme is 15.62 mnutes. Later, when Marietta does her end-of-day statistical roundup, sitting in
her private office at 9:00 P.M, she will see the nane of each enployee and next to it, the anopunt
of time spent reading this menp, and her reaction, based on the time spent, will go something Iike
this:

Less than 10 nm Time for an enpl oyee confer
ence and possible attitude coun
sel i ng.
10- 14 nmin. Keep an eye on this enpl oyee;
may be devel opi ng slipshod atti.
ttide.
268
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14-15. 61 mm Enpl oyee is an efficient worker, may sonetimes mss inportant
details.
Exactly 15.62 nm Smart ass. Needs attitude counseling.
15.63-16 mm Asswi pe. Not to be trusted.
16- 18 nm Enpl oyee is a nethodi cal worker, nmay sonetinmes get hung up
on mnor details.
More than 18 mm Check the security videotape, see just what this enpl oyee was up to (e.g.

possi bl e unaut hori zed restroom break).

Y. T.'s nom deci des to spend between fourteen and fifteen mnutes reading the meno. It's better for
younger workers to spend too long, to show that they' re careful, not cocky. It's better for ol der
workers to go a little fast, to show good nanagenent potential. She's pushing forty. She scans
through the neno, hitting the Page Down button at reasonably regular intervals, occasionally
pagi ng ba~k up to pretend to reread sone earlier section. The conputet is going to notice al

this. It approves of rereading. It's a small thing, but over a decade or so this stuff really
shows up on your work-habits summary.

Havi ng got that out of the way, she dives into work. She is an applications programer for the
Feds. In the old days, she would have witten conputer prograns for a living. Nowadays, she wites
fragments of conputer prograns. These prograns are designed by Marietta and Marietta's superiors
in massi ve week-l1ong neetings on the top floor. Once they get the design down, they start breaking
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up the probleminto tinier and tinier segments, assigning themto group nanagers, who break them
down even nore and feed little bits of work to the individual progranmers. In order to keep the
wor k done by the individual coders fromcolliding, it all has to be done according to a set of
rul es and regul ati ons even bigger and nore fluid than the Governnent procedure nmanual

So the first thing that YT.'s nother does, having read the new

NEAL STEPHENSON

subchapt er on bat hroomtissue pools, is to sign onto a subsystem of the main computer systemthat
handl es the particul ar programri ng project she's working on. She doesn't know what the project is-
that's classified-or what it's called. It's just her project. She shares it with a few hundred
other programers, she's not sure exactly who. And every day when she signs on to it, there's a
stack of nenos waiting for her, containing new regul ati ons and changes to the rules that they al
have to foll ow when witing code for the project. These regul ati ons nmake the business with the

bat hroom ti ssue seem as sinple and el egant as the Ten Comandnents.

So she spends until about eleven A M reading, rereading, and understandi ng the new changes in the
Project. There are many of these, because this is a Monday norning and Marietta and her higher-ups
spent the whol e weekend cl oseted on the top floor, having a catfight about this Project, changing
everyt hi ng.

Then she starts going back over all the code she has previously witten for the Project and naki ng
alist of all the stuff that will have to be rewitten in order to nake it conmpatible with the new
specifications. Basically, she's going to have to rewite all of her material fromthe ground up
For the third tine in as many nonths.

But hey, it's a job.

About el even-thirty, she |ooks up, startled, to see that half a dozen people are standi ng around
her workstation. There's Marietta. And a proctor. And sone nul e Feds. And Leon the pol ygraph man
"I just had mne on Thursday," she says.

"Time for another one," Marietta says. "Come on, let's get this show on the road."

"Hands out where | can see them" the proctor says.

Y. T."s nom stands up, hands to her sides, and starts wal ki ng. She wal ks strai ght out of the

of fice. None of the other people | ook up. Not supposed to. Insensitive to co-workers' needs. Makes
the testee feel awkward and singled out, when in fact the polygraph is just part of the whole Fed
way of life. She can hear the snapping footsteps of the proctor behind her, wal king two paces

behi nd, watching, keeping her eyes on those hands so they can't be doing anything, |ike popping a
Valium or sonething el se that mght throw off the test.

She stops in front of the bathroom door. The proctor wal ks in front of her, holds it open, and she
wal ks in, followed by the proctor.

The last stall on the left is oversized, big enough for two people. Y~T.'s nomgoes in, followed
by the proctor, who closes and | ocks the door. Y.T.'s norn pulls down her panty hose, pulls up her
skirt, squats over a pan, pees. The proctor watches every drop go into the pan, picks it up
enpties it into a test tube that is already |abeled with her name and today's date.

Then it's back out to the | obby, followed again by the proctor. You're allowed to use the

el evators on your way to the pol ygraph room so you won't be out of breath and sweaty when you get
t here.

It used to be just a plain office with a chair and sone instru-ments on a table. Then they got the
new, fancy polygraph systern. Nowit's Iike going in for some kind of high-tech nedical scan. The
roomis conpletely rebuilt, no vestige of its original function, the wi ndow covered over,
everything snmooth and beige and snelling Iike a hospital. There's only one chair, in the niddle.
Y.T.'s nomgoes and sits down in it, puts her arns on the arns of the chair, nestles her
fingertips and palns into the little depressions that await. The neoprene fist of the bl ood-
pressure cuff gropes blindly, finds her arm and seizes it. Meanwhile, the roomlights are

di nming, the door is closing, she's all alone. The crown of thorns closes over her head, she feels
the pricks of the electrodes through her scalp, senses the cool air flow ng down over

38
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her shoul ders fromthe superconducting quantuminterference devices that serve as radar into her
brain. Somewhere on the other side of the wall, she knows, haifa dozen personnel techs are sitting

in a control room |ooking at a big-screen bl owup of her pupils.

Then she feels a burning prick in her forearmand knows she's been injected with something. Wich
means it's not a nornmal pol ygraph exam Today she's in for something special. The burning spreads
t hr oughout her body, her heart thunps, eyes water. She's been shot up with caffeine to nmake her
hyper, make her tal kative.
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So much for getting any work done today. Sonetinmes these things go for twelve hours.

"What is your name?" a voice says. It's an unnaturally calmand liquid voice. Conputer generated
That way, everything it says to her is inpartial, stripped of enptional content, she has no way to
pi ck up any cues as to how the interrogation is going.

The caffeine, and the other things that they inject her with, screw up her sense of tine also.

She hates these things, but it happens to everyone fromtinme to time, and when you go to work for
the Feds, you sign on the dotted |line and give pernmission for it. In a way, it's a mark of pride
and honor. Everyone who works for the Feds has their heart in it. Because if they didn't, it would
come out plain as day when it is their turn to sit in this chair.

The questions go on and on. Mstly nonsense questions. "Have you ever been to Scotland? Is white
bread nore expensive than wheat bread?" This is just to get her settled down, get all systens
runni ng smoothly. They throw out all the stuff they get fromthe first hour of the interrogation
because it's lost in the noise.

She can feel herself relaxing into it. They say that after a few pol ygraphs, you learn to rel ax,
the whol e thing goes quicker. The chair holds her in place, the caffeine keeps her fromagetting
drowsy, the sensory deprivation clears out her mnd.

"What is your daughter's nicknanme?"

"How do you refer to your daughter?"

"1 call her by her nicknanme. Y.T. She kind of insists onit."
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"Does Y.T. have a job?"

"Yes. She works as Kourier She works for Radi KS."

"How much noney does Y. T. nake as a Kourier?" "I don't know. A few bucks here and there."

"How often does she purchase new equi pnent for her job?"

"I"'mnot aware. | don't really keep track of that."

"Has Y. T. done anything unusual |ately?"

"That depends on what you nean." She knows she's equivocating. "She's always doing things that
sonme people mght |abel as unusual." That doesn't sound too good, sounds |ike an endorsenent of
nonconformty. "l guess what |'msaying is, she's always doing unusual things."

"Has Y. T. broken anything in the house recently?”

"Yes." She gives up. The Feds al ready know this, her house is bugged and tapped, it's a wonder it
doesn't short out the electrical grid, all the extra stuff wired into it. "She broke ny conputer.”
"Did she give an explanation for why she broke the computer?"

"Yes. Sort of. |I mean, if nonsense counts as an expl anation."

"What was her expl anation?"

"She was afraid--this is so ridiculous-she was afraid | was going to catch a virus fromit."
"Was Y. T. also afraid of catching this virus?"

"No. She said that only progranmmers could catch it."

Why are they asking her all of these questions? They have all of this stuff on tape.

"Did you believe Y.T.'s explanation of why she broke the conputer?"

That's it.

That's what they're after

They want to know the only thing they can't directly tap- what's going on in her mnd. They want
to know whet her she believes Y.T.'s virus story.

And she knows she's naking a mstake just thinking these thoughts. Because those supercool ed
SQUI Ds around her head are picking it up. They can't tell what she's thinking. But they can tell
that something's going on in her brain, that she's using
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parts of her brain right now that she didn't use when they were aski ng the nonsense questi ons.
In other words, they can tell that she is analyzing the situation, trying to figure themout. And
she woul dn't be doing that unless she wanted to hi de sonething.

"What is it you want to know?" she says. "Why don't you just come out and ask ne directly? Let's
talk about this face to face. Just sit down together in a roomlike adults and tal k about it."
She feels another sharp prick in her arm feels nunbness and col dness spreadi ng all across her
body over an interval of a couple of seconds as the drug m xes with her bloodstream It's getting
harder to follow the conversation

"What is your nanme?" the voice says.
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The Al can-the Al aska H ghway-is the world' s |ongest franchi se ghetto, a one-dinensional city two
thousand miles long and a hundred feet wi de, and growing at the rate of a hundred nmles a year, or
as quickly as people can drive up to the edge of the w lderness and park their bagos in the next
available slot. It is the only way out for people who want to | eave Anerica but don't have access
to an airplane or a ship.

It's all two-lane, paved but not well paved, and choked with nobile hones, fanily vans, pickup
trucks with canper backs. It starts somewhere in the nmiddle of British Colunbia, at the crossroads
of Prince George, where a number of tributaries feed in together to nmake a single northbound

hi ghway. South of there, the tributaries split into a delta of feeder roads that crosses the
Canadi an/ Aneri can border at a dozen or nore places spread out over five hundred niles fromthe
fjords of British Colunbia to the vast striped wheatlands of central Montana. Then it ties into
the Anerican road system which serves as the headwaters of the migration. This five-hundred-nile
swath of territory is filled with woul d-be arctic explorers in great wheel ed houses,
optimstically northbound, and nore than a few rejects who have abandoned their bagos in the north
country and hitched a ride back down
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south. The lunbering bagos and top-heavy four-wheelers forma noving slalomcourse for Hmon his
bl ack notorcycle.

Al'l these beefy Caucasians with gunsi Get enough of themtogether,|ooking forthe America they

al ways believed they'd grow up in, and they gl omtogether |ike overcooked rice, formintegral
starchy little units. Wth their power tools, portable generators, weapons, four-wheel-drive
vehi cl es, and personal conputers, they are |ike beavers hyped up on crystal neth, manic engi neers
wi t hout a blueprint, chewing through the wilderness, building things and abandoning them altering
the flow of mighty rivers and then noving on because the place ain't what it used to be.

The byproduct of the lifestyle is polluted rivers, greenhouse effect, spouse abuse,

tel evangelists, and serial killers. But as |Iong as you have that four-wheel-drive vehicle and can
keep driving north, you can sustain it, keep noving just quickly enough to stay one step ahead of
your own waste stream In twenty years, ten million white people will converge on the north pole
and park their bagos there. The | ow grade waste heat of their thernodynamically intense lifestyle
will turn the crystalline icescape pliable and treacherous. It will nmelt a hole through the polar

i cecap, and all that netal will sink to the bottom sucking the biomass down with it.

For a fee, you can drive into a Snooze 'n' Cruise franchise and unbilical your bago. The magic
words are "We Have Pull Thrus," which nmeans you can enter the franchise, hook up, sleep, unhook

and drive out wi thout ever having to shift your |and zeppelin into reverse.

They used to claimit was a canpground, tried to design the franchise with a rustic nmotif, but the
customers kept choppi ng up those | og-and-pl ank signs and wooden picnic tables and using them for
cooking fires. Nowadays, the signs are electric polycarbonate bubbles, the corporate identity is
all round and polished and snooth, in the same way that a urinal is, to prevent stuff from
building up in the cracks. Because it's not really canpi ng when you don't have a house to go back
to.

Si xteen hours out of California, Hiro pulls into a Snooze 'n'" Cruise on the eastern slope of the
Cascades in northern Oregon. He's several hundred miles north of where the Raft is, and on the
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wrong side of the nountains. But there's a guy here he wants to interview

There are three parking lots. One out of sight down a pitted dirt road marked with falling-down
signs. One a little bit closer, with scary hairys hanging around its edges, silvery disks flashing
and poppi ng under the full moon as they aimthe bottonms of their beer cans at the sky. And one
right in front of the Towne Hall, with gun-toting attendants. You have to pay to park in that |ot.
Hi ro decides to pay. He | eaves his bike pointing outward, puts the bios into warm shutdown so he
can hot-boot it later if he has to, throws sone Kongbucks at an attendant. Then he turns his head
back and forth like a hunting dog, sniffing the still air, trying to find the d ade

There's an area a hundred feet away, under the noonlight, where a few people have been advent urous
enough to pitch a tent, usually, these are the ones with the nost guns, or the least to lose. Hro
goes in that direction, and pretty soon he can see the spreadi ng canopy over the d ade.

Everyone else calls it the Body Lot. It is, sinply, an open patch of ground, fornerly grass
covered, now covered with successive truckloads of sand that have beconme mngled with litter
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broken gl ass, and human waste. A canopy is stretched over it to keep out the rain, and big
mushr oom shaped hoods stick out of the ground every few feet, exhaling warmair on cold nights. It
is pretty cheap to sleep in the ade. It is an innovation that was created by sone of the

franchi ses farther south and has been spreading northward along with its clientele.

About half a dozen of themare scattered around under the warmair vents, bandaged agai nst the
chill in their arnmy blankets. A couple of themhave a snmall fire going, are playing cards by its
light. Hiro ignores them starts wandering around through the renai nder

"Chuck Wightson," he says. "M. President, are you here?" The second time he says it, a pile of
wool off to his left begins to withe and thrash around. A head cones out of it. Hro turns toward
him holds up his hands to prove he's unarned.

"Who is that?" he says. He is abjectly terrified. "Raven?"

"Not Raven," Hiro says. "Don't worry. Are you Chuck Wi ght.
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son? Former President of the Tenporary Republic of Kenai and Kodi ak?"

"Yeah. What do you want? | don't have any noney."

"Just to talk. | work for CIC, and ny job is to gather intelligence."

"I need a fucking drink," Chuck Whghtson says.

The Towne Hall is a big inflatable building in the nmiddle of the Snooze 'n' Cruise. It is Derelict
Las Vegas: conveni ence store, video arcade, |aundromat, bar, liquor store, flea market,

whor ehouse. It always seens to be ruled by that small percentage of the human popul ation that is
capabl e of partying until five in the norning every single night, and that has no other function
Most Towne Halls have a few franchi ses-wi thin-franchises. Hro sees a Kelley's Tap, which is about
the nicest trough you are likely to find at a Snooze 'n' Cruise, and | eads Chuck Wightson into
it. Chuck is wearing nmany | ayers of dothing that used to be different colors. Now they are the
same color as his skin, which is khaki

Al'l the businesses in a Towne Hall, including this bar, ook |ike sonmething you'd see on a prison
shi p-everything nailed down, brightly lit up twenty-four hours a day, all of the personnel seal ed
up behind thick glass barriers that have gone all yellow and nmurky. Security at this Towne Hall is

provided by The Enforcers, so there are a |ot of steroid addicts in black arnorgel outfits,
cruising up and down the arcade in twos and threes, enthusiastically violating people's hunan
rights.

Hiro and Chuck grab the closest thing they can find to a corner table. Hiro buttonholes a waiter
and surreptitiously orders a pitcher of Pub Special, mxed half and half w th nonal coholic beer
This way, Chuck ought to renmain awake a little |longer than he woul d ot herw se.

It doesn't take nuch to make himopen up. He's |ike one of these old guys froma disgraced
presidential admnistration, forced out by scandal, who devotes the rest of his life to finding
people who will listen to him

"Yeah, | was president of TROKK for two years. And | still consider nyself the president of the
government in exile."

Hro tries to keep hinmself fromrolling his eyes. Chuck seens to notice.
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"Ckay, okay, so that's not nmuch. But TROKK was a thriving country, for a while. There's a |l ot of
people who'd like to see sonething like that rise again. | mean, the only thing that forced us out-

the only way those mani acs were able to seize power-was just totally, you know" He doesn't seem
to have words for it. "How could you have expected sonething |ike that?"

"How were you forced out? Was there a civil war?"

"There were sonme uprisings, early on. And there were renote parts of Kodi ak where we never had a
firmgrip on power. But there was never a civil war per Se. See, the Anericans |iked our
government. The Americans had all the weapons, the equipnent, the infrastructure. The Orthos were
just a bunch of hairy guys running around in the woods."

"Ort hos?"

"Russi an Orthodox. At first they were a tiny mnority. Mistly Indians-you know, Tlingits and

Al euts who'd been converted by the Russians hundreds of years ago. But when things got crazy in
Russia, they started to pour across the Dateline in all kinds of different boats."

"And they didn't want a constitutional denocracy."

"No. No way."

"What did they want? A tsar?"

"No. Those tsar guys-the traditionalists-stayed in Russia. The Othos who cane to TROKK were total
rejects. They had been forced out by the nainline Russian Othodox church."
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"Yeretic. That's how Russians say 'heretic.' The Othos who cane to TROKK were a new sect - al
Pentecostals. They were tied in sonehow with the Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates. W had

m ssionaries from Texas coming up all the goddamm tine to nmeet with them They were al ways
speaki ng in tongues. The nminline Russian Orthodox church thought it was the work of the devil."
"So how many of these Pentecostal Russian Orthodox people Cane over to TROKK?"

"Jeez, a hell of alot of them At least fifty thousand."

"How many Americans were in TROKK?"

"Close to a hundred thousand."
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"Then how exactly did the Orthos nmanage to take the place over?"

"Vell, one norning we woke up and there was an Airstream parked in the niddl e of Governnent Square

in New Washington, right in the mddle of all the bagos where we had set up the governnment. The
Orthos had towed it there during the night, then took the wheels off so it couldn't be noved. W
figured it was a protest action. W told themto nove it out of there. They refused and issued a
procl amation, in Russian. When we got this dam thing translated, it turned out to be an order for
us to pack up and | eave and turn over power to the Othos.

"Well, this was ridiculous. So we went up to this Airstrearn to nove it out of there, and Gurov's
waiting for us with this nasty | grin on his face."
" Qur ov?"

"Yeah. One of the Refus who canme over the Dateline fromthe Soviet Union. Forner KGB genera
turned religious fanatic. He was kind of like the Mnister of Defense for the governnent that the
Orthos setup. So Gurov opens the side door of the Airstreamand lets us get a |load of what's

i nside."

"What was inside?"

"Well, nostly it was a bunch of equi pnent, you know, a portable generator, electrical wiring, a
control panel, and so forth. But in the mddle of the trailer, there's this big black cone sitting
on the floor. About the shape of an ice creamcone, except it's about five feet long and it's
smoot h and bl ack. And | asked what the hell is that thing. And Gurov says, that thing is a ten-
megat on hydrogen bonb we scavenged froma ballistic nmissile. Acity. buster. Any nore questions?"
"So you capitul ated. "

"Coul dn't do much else.”

"Do you know how the Orthos came to be in possession of a hydrogen bonb?”

Chuck Wightson clearly knows. He sucks in his deepest breath of the evening, lets it out, shakes
his head, staring off over Hro's shoulder. He takes a couple of nice long swigs fromhis glass of
beer.

"There was a Sovi et nucl ear-m ssile submari ne. The comander was naned Ovchi nni kov. He was
religiously faithful, but he
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wasn't a fanatic like the Orthos. | nean, if he had been a fanatic they wouldn't have given him
conmmand of a nucl ear-missile subnarine, right?"

" Supposedl y. "

"You had to be psychologically stable. Whatever that means. Anyway, after things fell apart in
Russia, he found hinmself in possession of this very dangerous weapon. He made up his mnd that he
was going to offload all of the crew and then scuttle it in the Marianas Trench. Bury all those
weapons forever.

"But, sonmehow, he was persuaded to use this submarine to help a bunch of the Orthos escape to

Al aska. They, and a | ot of other Refus, had started flocking to the Bering coast. And the
conditions in some of these Refu canps were pretty desperate. It's not like a lot of food can be
grown in that area, you know. These people were dying by the thousands. They just stood on the
beaches, starving to death, waiting for a ship to cone.

"So Ovchinni kov | et hinself be persuaded to use his submarine-which is very large and very fast-to
evacuate sone of these poor Refus to TROKK

"But, naturally, he was paranoi d about the idea of letting a whole bunch of unknown quantities
onto his ship. These nukesub commanders are real security freaks, for obvious reasons. So they set
up a very strict system Al the Refus who were going to get on the ship had to pass through neta
detectors, had to be inspected. Then they were under arned guard all the way across to Al aska.
"Well, the Stern Orthos have this guy naned Raven-"

"I'mfamliar with him"
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"Wel |, Raven got onto that nucl ear submarine.”

"Ch, ny God."

"He got over to the Siberian coast sonehow probably surfed across in his fucking kayak."

" Surfed?"

"That's how the Al euts get between islands."

"Raven's an Al eut ?"

"Yeah. An Al eut whale killer. You know what an Al eut is?"

"Yeah. My Dad knew one in Japan,"” Hiro says. A bunch of Dad's old prison-canp tales are begi nning
to stir in Hro's nenory, working their way up out of deep, deep storage.
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"The Al euts just paddle out in their kayaks and catch a wave. They can outrun a steanship, you
know. "

"Didn't know that."

"Anyway, Raven went to one of these Refu canps and passed hinself off as a Siberian tribesman. You
can't tell some of those Sibenans apart fromour Indians. The Orthos apparently had sone
confederates in these canps who bunped Raven up to the head of the line, so he got to be on the
submari ne. "

"But you said there was a netal detector."

"Didn't help. He uses glass knives. Chips themout of plate glass. It's the sharpest blade in the
uni verse, you know. "

"Didn't know that either."

"Yeah. The edge is only a single nolecule wide. Doctors use themfor eye surgery-they can cut your
cornea and not |eave a scar. There's Indians who make a l|iving doing that, you know. Chipping out
eye scal pel s. "

"Well, you learn something new every day. That kind of a knife would be sharp enough to go through
bul | et proof fabric, | guess,"” Hro says.

Chuck Wightson shrugs. "I lost track of the nunber of people Raven snuffed who were wearing

bul | et proof fabric."

H ro says, "I thought he nust be carrying sone kind of high-tech laser knife or sonething."

"Thi nk again. dass knife. He had one on board the subnarine. Either snuggled it on board with
him or else found a chunk of glass on the subnmarine and chipped it out hinself."
" And?"
Chuck gets his thousand-yard stare again, takes another slug of beer. "On a sub, you know, there's
no place for things to drain to. The survivors clained that the bl ood was knee-deep all through
the submari ne. Raven just killed everyone. Everyone except the Orthos, a skeleton crew, and sone
ot her Refus who were able to barricade thenselves in little conpartnents around the ship. The
survivors say," Chuck says, taking another swig, "that it was quite a night."
"And he forced themto steer the submarine into the hands of the Orthos."
"To their anchorage off Kodiak," Chuck says. "The Orthos were all ready. They had put together a
crew of ex-Navy nen,
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guys who had worked on nuke subs in the past-X rays, they call themand they canme and took the sub
over. As for us, we had no idea that any of this had happened. Until one of the warheads showed up
in our goddam front yard."

Chuck gl ances up above Hiro's head, noticing someone. Hiro feels a light tap on his shoul der
"Excuse nme, sir?" a man is saying. "Pardon ne for just a second?"

40

Hro turns around. It's a big porky white man with wavy, slicked-back red hair and a beard. He's
got a baseball cap perched on top of his head, tilted way back to expose the follow ng words,
tattooed in block letters across his forehead:

MOOD SW NGS
RACI ALLY | NSENSI TVE

Hiro is looking up at all of this over the curving horizon of the man's flannel-clad belly.
"What is it?" Hiro says.
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"Well, sir, I'msorry to disturb you in the niddle of your conversation with this gentleman here
But me and ny friends were just wondering. Are you a lazy shiftless watermel on-eating black. ass
nigger, or a sneaky little v.d.-infected gook?"

The man reaches up, pulls the brimof his baseball cap down. ward. Now Hiro can see the
Confederate flag printed on the front, the enbroi dered words "New South Africa Franchul ate

#153. 7'

Hiro pushes hinself up over the table, spins around, and slides backward on his ass toward Chuck
trying to get the table between himand the New South African. Chuck has conveniently vani shed, so
Hiro ends up standing with his back confortably to the wall, |ocking out over the bar

At the sane tine, a dozen or so other nmen are standing up fromtheir tables, form ng up behind the
first one in a grinning, Sunburned phal anx of Confederate flags and si deburns.

"Let's see," Hmsays, "is that some kind of a trick question?"

J
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There are a lot of Towne Halls in a | ot of Snooze 'n
your weapons at the entrance. This is not one of them

Hroisn't sure if that is bad or good. Wthout weapons, the New South Africans would just beat
the crap out of him Wth weapons, H mcan fight back, but the stakes are higher. Hro is

bul | et proof up to his neck, but that just nmeans the New South Africans will all be going for a
head shot. And they pride thensel ves on marksmanship. It is a fetish with them

"lIsn't there an NSA franchi se down the road?" Hire says.

"Yeah," says the point man, who has a | ong, spreading body and short stunpy legs. "lIt's heaven. It
really is. Ain't no place on earth |ike a New South Africa."

"Wll, then if you don't mind ny asking," Hro says, "if it's so damm nice, why don't y'all go
back to your egg sac and hang out there?"
"There is one problemw th New South Africa,
it's true.”

"And what is that problen?" H m says
"There's no niggers, gooks, or kikes there to beat the shit out of."

"Ah. That is a problem" Hre says. "Thank you."

"For what ?"

"For announci ng your intentions-giving me the right to do this."

Then Hire cuts his head off.

What el se can he do? There are at |east twelve of them They have made a point of blocking the
only exit. They have just announced their intentions. And presunably they are all carrying heat.
Besi des, this kind of thing is going to happen to hi mabout every ten seconds when he's on the
Raft.

The New South African has no idea what's coming, but he starts to react as Hro is swinging the
katana at his neck, so he is flying backward when the decapitation occurs. That is good, because
about half his bl ood supply cones lofting out the top of his neck. Twin jets, one from each
carotid. Hiro doesn't get a drop on hinself.

In the Metaverse, the blade just passes right through, if you
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swing it quickly enough. Here in Reality, Hire's expecting a pow erful shock when his blade hits
the New South African's neck, |like when you hit a baseball the wong way, but he hardly feels a
thing. It just goes right through and al nost swings around and buries itself in the wall. He nust
have gotten lucky and hit a gap between vertebrae. Hire's training comes back to him oddly. He
forgot to squeeze it off, forgot to stop the blade hinself, and that's bad form

Even though he's expecting it, he's startled for a minute. This sort of thing doesn't happen with
avatars. They just fall down. For an astonishingly long time, he just stands there and | ooks at
the guy's body. Meanwhile, the airborne cloud of blood is seeking its level, dripping fromthe
hung ceiling, spattering down from shelves behind the bar. A wino sitting there nursing a double

Crui se franchi ses where you have to check

the guy says. "Don't mean to sound unpatriotic, but

shot of vodka shakes and shivers, staring into his glass at the galactic swirl of a trillion red
cells dying in the ethanoL
H re swaps a few long glances with the New South Africans, |ike everyone in the bar is trying to

come to a consensus as to what will happen next. Should they |augh? Take a picture? Run away? Cal
an anbul ance?

He nakes his way around toward the exit by running across people's tables. It is rude, but other
patrons scoot back, some of them are qui ck enough to snatch their beers out of his way, and no one
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gi ves him any hassles. The sight of the bare katana inspires everyone to a practically N pponese
| evel of politeness. There are a couple nore New South Africans blocking Hire's way out, but not
because they want to stop anyone. It's just where they happen to be standing when they go into
shock. Hire decides, reflexively, not to kill them

And Hire is off into the lurid nain avenue of the Towne Hall, a tunnel of flickering and pul sating
| ogl o through which black creatures sprint |ike benighted spermup the old fallopians, sharp
angul ar things clenched in their hands. They are The Enforcers. They make the average Mt aCop | ook
i ke Ranger Rick

Gargoyle tine. Hre switches everything on: infrared, mllineter-wave radar, anbient-sound
processing. The infrared doesn't do nuch in these circunstances, but the radar picks out all the
Weapons, highlights themin The Enforcers' hands, identifies
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them by make, nodel, and ammunition type. They're all fully autonatic.

But The Enforcers and the New South Africans don't need radar to see Hro's katana wi th bl ood and
spinal fluid running down the bl ade.

The music of Vitaly Chernobyl and the Meltdowns is blasting through bad speakers all around him
It is their first single to hit the Billboard charts, entitled "My Heart |Is a Smoking Hole in the
Ground." The ambi ent sound processing cuts it to a nore reasonable |evel, evens out the nasty
distortion fromthe speakers so that he can hear his roommate singing nore clearly. VWhich nakes it
all particularly surreal. It just goes to show that he's out of his elenent. Doesn't bel ong here
Lost in the biomass. If there was any justice, he could junp into those speakers and trace up the
wires like a digital sylph, followthe grid back to L. A, where he belongs, there on top of the
worl d, where everything comes from buy Vitaly a drink, craw into his futon

He stunbl es forward hel pl essly as something terrible happens to his back. It feels Iike being
massaged with a hundred bail peen hamrers. At the sanme tinme, a yellow sputtering |ight overrides
the loglo. A screamng red display flashes up on the goggles informng himthat the nmillineter-
wave radar has noticed a streamof bullets headed in his direction and would you like to know
where they cane from sir?

Hiro has just been shot in the back with a burst of nachine-gun fire. Al of the bullets have

sl apped into his vest and dropped to the floor, but in doing so they have cracked about half of
the ribs on that side of his body and bruised a few internal organs. He turns around, which hurts.
The Enforcer has given up on bullets and whi pped out anot her weapon. It says so right on Hire's
goggl es: PACI FI C ENFORCEMENT HARDWARE, | NC. MODEL SX-29 RE. STRAI NT PRQIECTI ON DEVI CE (LOOG E
GUN). Wiich is what he should have used in the first place.

You can't just carry a sword around as an enpty threat. You shouldn't drawit, or keep it drawn,
unl ess you intend to kill someone. Hiro runs toward The Enforcer, raising the katana to strike.
The Enforcer does the proper thing, nanely, gets the hell out of his way. The silver ribbon of the
kat ana shi nes up above

285

NEAL STEPHENSON

the crowd. It attracts Enforcers and repels everyone else, so as Hre runs down the center of the
Towne Hall, he has no one in front of himand many shiny dark creatures behind him

He turns off all of the techno-shit in his goggles. All it does is confuse him he stands there
readi ng statistics about his own death even as it's happening to him Very post-nodern. Tine to
get inrersed in Reality, like all the people around him

Not even Enforcers wifi fire their big guns in a crowd, unless it's point-blank range, or they're
in areally bad nobod. A few bogies shoot past Hro, already so spread out as to be nothing nore
than an annoyance, and splat into bystanders, wapping themin sticky gossaner veils.

Somewher e between the 3-D vi deo-gane arcade and the display wi ndow full of ternminally bored
prostitutes, Hro's eyes clear up and he sees a miracle: the exit of the inflatable dome, where
the doors exhal e a breeze of synthetic beer breath and atom zed body fluids into the cool night
air.

Bad things and good things are happening in quick succession. The next bad thing happens when a
steel grate falls down to bl ock the doors.

What the hell, it's an inflatable building. Hiro turns on the radar just for a noment and the
walls seemto drop away and become invisible; he's seeing through themnow, into the forest of
steel outside. It doesn't take long to |l ocate the parking |ot where he I eft his bike, supposedly
under the protection of sonme arned attendants.

Hro fakes toward the whorehouse, then cuts directly toward an exposed section of wall. The fabric
of the building is tough, but his katana slices a six-foot rent through it with a single gliding
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notion, and then he's outside, spat out of the hole on a jet of fetid air.

After that-after Hro gets onto his notorcycle, and the New South Africans get into their all-
terrain pickups, and The Enforcers get into their slick black Enforcer nobiles, and they all go
scream ng out onto the highway-after that it's just a chase Scene.

41

Y. T. has been to sonme unusual places in her career. She has the visas of sone three dozen
countries |laninated onto her chest. And on top of the real countries she has picked up and/or
delivered to such charnming little vacation spots as the Term nal Island Sacrifice Zone and the
encanmprent in Giffith Park. But the weirdest job of all is this new one: sonmeone wants her to
deliver sonme stuff to the United States of Anerica. Says so right there on the job order

It's not much of a delivery, just a |egal-size envel ope.

"You sure you don't just want to mail this?" she asks the guy when she picks it up. It's one of
these creepy office parks out in the Burbs. Like a Burbclave for worthl ess businesses that have
of fices and phones and stuff but don't actually seemto do any. thin&

it's a sarcastic question, of course. The mail doesn't work, except in Fedland. Al the mail boxes
have been unbolted and used to decorate the apartnents of nostalgia freaks. But it's also kind of
a joke, because the destination is, in fact, a building in the niddle of Fedland. So the joke is:
If you want to deal with the Feds, why not use their fucked-up mail systenf? Aren't you afraid that
by dealing with anything as incredibly cool as a Kourier you will be tainted in their eyes?
"Wll, uh, the mail doesn't cone out here, does it?" the guy says.

No point in describing the office. No point in even allowing the office to even register on her
eyebal |l s and take up val uable nmenory space in her brain. Fluorescent lights and partitions with
carpet glued to them | prefer ny carpet on the floor, thank you. A color schene. Ergononic shit.
Chicks with lipstick. Xerox snell. Everything's pretty new, she figures.

The | egal envelope is resting on the guy's desk. Not nuch point in describing him either. Traces
of a southern or Texan accent. The bottom edge of the envelope is parallel to the edge of the
desk, one-quarter inch away fromit, perfectly centered between the left and right sides. Like he
had a doctor cone in
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here and put it on the desk with tweezers. It is addressed to:

ROOM 968A, MAI L STOP Ms-1569835, BUI LDI NG LA-6

UNI TED STATES OF AMERI CA.

"You want a return address on this?" she says.

"That's not necessary."

"If I can't deliver it, there's no way | can get it back to you, because these places all |ook the
same to ne."

"I't's not inportant,
"Two hours max."
"Why so | ong?"
"Custonms, man. The Feds haven't nodernized their systemlike everyone else." Wich is why nost
Kouners will do anything to avoid delivering to Fedland. But it's a slow day today, Y.T. hasn't
been called in to do any secret mssions for the Mafia yet, and maybe she can catch Mom on her

| unch break.

"And your nane is?"

"We don't give out our nanes."

"I need to know who's delivering this."

"Why? You said it wasn't inportant."

The guy gets really flustered. "Okay," he says. "Forget it. Just deliver it, please."

kay, be that way, she nentally says. She nmentally says a nunber of other things, too. The man is
an obvious pervert. It's so plain, so open: "And your nane is?" Gve nme a break, nan.

Nanes are uninportant. Everyone knows Kouriers are interchangeable parts. It's just that sone
happen to be a |l ot faster and better.

So she skates out of the office. It's all very anonynous. No Corporate | ogos anywhere. So as she's
wai ting for the elevator, she calls Radi K5, tries to fnd out who initiated this call.

The answer comes back a few minutes later, as she's riding out of the office park, pooned onto a
nice Mercedes: Rife Advanced Research Enterprises. RARE. One of these high-tech outfits. Probably
trying to get a governnent contract. Probably trying to iell sphygnomanoneters to the Feds or
sonet hing |ike that.

Oh well, she just delivers 'em She gets the inpression that this ~lercedes is sandbaggi ng-driving
real slow so she'll poon sonmething el se-so she poons sonething el se, an outgoing delivery

he says. "Wen do you think you'll get it there?"
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truck. Judging fromthe way it's riding high on its springs, it nust be enpty, so it'll probably

nove al ong pretty fast.

Ten seconds | ater, predictably, the Mercedes blasts by in the left |ane, so she poons that and
rides it nice and hard for a couple of niles.

Cetting into Fedland is a drag. Mdst Fedsters drive tiny, plastic. and-alum numcars that are hard
to poon. But eventually she nails one, alittle jellybean with glued-on wi ndows and a three-
cylinder engine, and that takes her up to the United States border

The smaller this country gets, the nore paranoid they becone. Nowadays, the custons people are
just inpossible. She has to sign a ten-page docunent-and they actually nake her read it. They say
it should take at | east half an hour for her just to read the thing.

"But | read it two weeks ago."

"I't m ght have changed," the guard says, "so you have to read it again."

Basically, it just certifies that Y.T. is not a terrorist, Comunist (whatever that is),
honbsexual , national -synbol desecrator, pornography nerchant, welfare parasite, racially
insensitive, carrier of any infectious disease, or advocate of any ideology tending to inpugn
traditional famly values. Mdst of it is just definitions of all the words used on the first page.
So Y.T. sitsinthe little roomfor half an hour, doing housekeepi ng work-going over her stuff,
changi ng batteries in all her little devices, cleaning her nails, having her skateboard run its
sel f-mai nt enance procedures. Then she signs the fucki ng docunment and hands it over to the guy. And
then she's in Fedl and.

It's not hard finding the place. Typical Fed building-a mllion steps. Like it's built on top of a
nmount ai n of steps. Columms. A 1~t nore guys in this one than usual. Chunky guys with slippery
hair. Must be sone kind of cop building. The guard at the front door is a cop all the way, wants
to give her a big hassle about carrying her skateboard into the place. Like they' ve got a safe

pl ace out front to keep skateboards.

The cop guy is conpletely hard to deal with. But that's okay, so is Y.T.

"Here's the envel ope," she says. "You can take it up to the
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ninth floor yourself on your coffee break. Too bad you have to take the stairs."

"Look," he says, totally exasperated, "this is EBGOC. This is, |like, the headquarters. EBGOC
central . You got that? Everything that happens within a mle is being videotaped. People don't
spit on the pavenent within sight of this building. They don't even say bad words. Nobody's going
to steal your skateboard."

"That's even worse. They'll steal it. Then they' |l say they didn't steal it, they confiscated it.
I know you Feds, you're always confiscating shit."

The guy sighs. Then his eyes go out of focus and he shuts up for a minute. Y.T. can tell he's
getting a nessage over the little earphone that's plugged into his ear, the mark of the true Fed
"Go on in," he says. "But you gotta sign."

"Naturally," Y.T. says.

The cop hands her the sign-in sheet, which is actually a notebook conputer with an el ectronic pen
She wites "Y.T." on the screen, it's converted to a digital bitmap, automatically tine stanped,
and sent off to the big conputer at Fed Central. She knows she's not going to make it through the
met al detector without stripping naked, so she just vaults the cop's table- what's he going to do,
shoot her?-and heads on into the building, skateboard under her arm

"Hey!" he says, weakly.

"What, you got lots of EBGOC agents in here being nugged and raped by fermal e Kouriers?" she says,
stonpi ng the el evator button ferociously.

El evator takes forever. She | oses her patience and just clinbs the stairs like all the other Feds.
The guy is right, it's definitely Cop Central here on the ninth floor. Every creepy guy in

sungl asses and slippery hair you' ve ever seen, they're all here, all with little fleshtone helices
of wire trailing dowmn fromtheir ears. There's even sone fenmal e Feds. They | ook even scarier than
the guys. The things that a woman can do to her hair to nake herself | ook professional-Jeeezus
Why not just wear a notorcycle helnet? At |east then you can take it off.

Except none of the Feds, male or fenale, is wearing sun-
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gl asses. They | ook naked without them Mght as well be wal king around with no pants on. Seeing
these Feds without their mrror specs is like blundering into the boys' |ocker room

She finds Room 968A easily enough. Mst of the floor is just a big pool of desks. Al the actual
nunbered roonms are around the edges, with frosted gl ass doors. Each of the creepy guys seens to

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (141 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:21 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

have a desk of his own, sonme of themloiter near their desks, the rest of themare doing a | ot of
hal | -j oggi ng and i npronptu conferencing at other creepy guys' desks. Their white shirts are

pai nfully clean. Not as many shoul der hol sters as she woul d expect; all the gun-carrying Feds are
probably out in what used to be Al abama or Chicago trying to confiscate back bits of United States
territory fromwhat is nowa Buy 'n' Fly or a toxic-waste dunp.

She goes on into Room 968A. It's an office. Four Fed guys are in here, the same as the others
except nost of themare a tad older, in their forties and fifties.

"Cot a delivery for this room" Y.T. says.

"You're Y.T.?" says the head Fed, who's sitting behind the desk

"You' re not supposed to know ny nane," Y.T. says. "How did you know ny nane?"

"I recogni zed you," the head Fed says. "I know your nother." Y.T. does not believe him But these
Feds have all kinds of ways of finding out stuff.

"Do you have any relatives in Afghani stan?" she says.

The guys all | ook back and forth at each other, like, did you understand the chick? But it's not a
sentence that is intended to be understood. Actually, Y.T. has all kinds of voice recognition ware
in her coverall and in her plank. Wen she says, "Do you have any rel atives in Afghanistan?"
that's like a code phrase, it tells all of her spook gear to get ready, shake itself down, check
itself out, prick up its electronic ears.

"You want this envel ope or not?" she says.

"Il take it," the head Fed says, standing up and hol di ng ,ut one hand.

Y.T. walks into the mddle of the roomand hands hi mthe envel ope. But instead of taking it, he

I unges out at the last mnute and grabs her forearm
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She sees an open handcuff in his other hand. He brings it out and snaps it down on her wist so it
tightens and | ocks shut over the cuff of her coverall

"I"'msorry to do this, Y.T., but | have to place you under arrest,"” he's saying.

"What the fuck are you doing?" Y.T. is saying. She's holding her free armback away fromthe desk
so he can't cuff her wists together, but one of the other Feds grabs her by the free wist, so
now she's stretched out |ike a tightrope between the two bi g Feds.

"You guys are dead," she says.

Al'l the guys snmile, like they enjoy a chick with sone spunk.

"You guys are dead," she says a second tine.

This is the key phrase that all of her ware is waiting to hear. Wen she says it the second tineg,
all the self-defense stuff cones on, which neans that anong other things, a few thousand volts of
radi o-frequency el ectrical power suddenly flood through the outsides of her cuffs.

The head Fed behind the desk blurts out a grunt fromway down in his stomach. He flies back away
fromher, his entire right side jerking spastically, trips over his own chair, and spraw s back
into the wall, smacking his head on the marble windowsill. The jerk who's yanking on her other arm
stretches out like he's on an invisible rack, accidentally slapping one of the other guys in the
face, giving that guy a nice dose of juice to the head. Both of themhit the floor |ike a sack of
rabid cats. There's only one of these guys left, and he's reaching under his jacket for sonething.
She takes one step toward him swi ngs her armaround, and the end of the | oose manacle strokes him
in the neck. Just a caress, but it might as well be a two-handed bl ow from Satan's el ectric ax
handl e. That funky juice runs all up and down his spine, and suddenly, he's sprawl ed across a
couple of shitty old wooden chairs and his pistol is rotating on the floor Iike the spinner in a
children's gane.

She flexes her wist in a particular way, and the bundy stunner drops down her sleeve and into her
hand. The manacl e swinging fromthe other hand will have a simlar effect on that side. She also
pull s out the can of Liquid Knuckles, pops the lid, sets the Spray nozzle on w de angle.
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One of the Fed creeps is nice enough to open the office door for her. He cones into the roomwth
his gun already drawn, backed up by half a dozen other guys who've flocked here fromthe office
pool, and she just lets themhave it with the Liquid Knuckles. Wioosh, it's |like bug spray. The
sound of bodies hitting the floor is like a bass drumroll. She finds that her skateboard has no
problemrolling across their prone bodies, and then she's out into the office pool. These guys are
converging fromall sides, there's an incredible nunber of them she just keeps hol ding that
button down, pointed strai ght ahead, digging at the floor with her foot, building up speed. The

Li qui d Knuckl es acts like a chem cal flying wedge, she's skating out of there on a carpet of

bodi es. Sone of the Feds are agile enough to dart in frombehind and try to get her that way, but
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she's ready with the bundy stunner, which turns their nervous systens into coils of hot barbed
wire for a few mnutes but isn't supposed to have any other effects.

She's made it about three-quarters of the way across the office when the Liquid Knuckles runs out.
But it still works fora second or two because people are afraid of it, keep diving out of the way
even though there's nothing comng out. Then a couple of themfigure it out, nake the m stake of
trying to grab her by the wists. She gets one of themw th the bundy stunner and the other with
the electric manacle. Then boom t hrough the door and she's out into the stairwell, |eaving four
dozen casualties in her wake. Serves themright, they didn't even try to arrest her in a

gentl emanly way.

To a man on foot, stairs are a hindrance. But to the smartwheels, they just look Iike a forty-five-
degree angle ranp. It's a little choppy, especially when she's down to about the second floor and
is going way too fast, but it's definitely doable.

A lucky thing: One of the first-floor cops is just opening the stairwell door, no doubt alerted by
the synphony of alarmbells and buzzers that has begun to merge into a solid wall of hysterica
sound. She blows by the guy; he puts one armout in an attenpt to stop her, sort of belts her
across the waist in the prOCeSS, throws her bal ance off, but this is a very forgiving skateboard,
it's smart enough to slow down for her a little bit when her center of
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mass gets into the wong place. Pretty soon it's back under her, she's banking radically through
the el evator |obby, aimng dead center for the arch of the nmetal detector, through which the

bri ght outdoor |ight of freedomis shining.

Her ol d buddy the cop is up on his feet, and he reacts fast enough to spread-eagle hinself across
the nmetal detector. Y.T. acts like she's heading right for him then kicks the board sideways at
the I ast minute, punches one of the toe switches, coils her |egs underneath her, and junps into
the air. She flies right over his little table while the plank is rolling underneath it, and a
second | ater she lands on it, wobbles once, gets her bal ance back. She's in the | obby, headed for
t he doors.

It's an old building. Mbst of the doors are netal. But there's a

coupl e of revolving doors, too, just big sheets of glass.

Early thrashers used to inadvertently skate into walls of glass fromtinme to time, which was a
problem It turned into a bigger problem when the whole Kourier thing got started and thrashers
started spending a lot nore time trying to go fast through office. type environnments where gl ass
wal | s are considered quite the concept. Wich is why on an expensive skateboard, like this one
definitely is, you can get, as an extra added safety feature, the Radi KS Narrow Cone Tuned Shock
Wave Projector. It works on real short notice, which is good, but you can only use it once (it
draws its power from an expl osive charge), and then you have to take your plank into the shop to
have it repl aced.

It's an emergency thing. Strictly a panic button. But that's

cool. Y.T. nakes sure she's ainmed directly at the glass revolving doors, then hits the appropriate
toe switch.

It's-ny Cod-like you stretched a tarp across a stadiumto turn it into a giant tomtom and then
crashed a 747 into it. She can feel her internal organs nove several inches. Her heart trades

pl aces with her liver. The bottons of her feet feel nunb and tingly. And she's not even standing
in the path of the shock wave.

The safety glass in the revol ving doors doesn't just crack and fall to the floor, |ike she
imagined it would. It is blown out of its noorings. It gushes out of the building and down the
front steps. She follows, an instant |ater.

The ridicul ous cascade of white marble steps on the front of
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the building just gives her nore ranp tine. By the tine she reaches the sidewal k, she's easily got
enough speed to coast all the way to Mexico.

As she's sw nging out across the broad avenue, aining her crosshairs at the custons post a quarter
m | e away, which she is going to have to junp over, sonething tells her to | ook up

Because after all, the building she just escaped fromis towering above her, many stories full of
Fed creeps, and all the alarns are going off. Mst of the wi ndows can't be opened, all they can do
is look out. But there are people on the roof. Mstly the roof is a forest of antennas. If it's a
forest, these guys are the creepy little gnomes who live in the trees. They are ready for action
they have their sunglasses on, they have weapons, they're all |ooking at her

But only one guy's taking aim And the thing he's ainming at her is huge. The barrel is the size of
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a basebal | bat. She can see the nmuzzle flash poke out of it, weathed in a sudden doughnut of
white imoke. It's not pointed right at her; it's aimed in front of her

The stun bunny | ands on the street, dead ahead, bounces up in the air, and detonates at an
altitude of twenty feet.

The next quarter of a second: There's no bright flash to blind her, and so she can actually see
the shock wave spreading outward in a perfect sphere, hard and pal pable as a ball of ice. Were
the sphere contacts the street, it nmakes a circular wave front, making pebbles bounce, flipping
old McDonal d's containers that have |ong been smashed flat, and coaxing fine, flourlike dust out
of all the tiny crevices in the pavenent, so that it sweeps across the road toward her |like a

m croscopic blizzard. Above it, the shock wave hangs in the air, rushing toward her at the speed
of sound, a lens of air that flattens and refracts everything on the other side. She's passing
through it.

- 42

As Hiro crests the pass on his notorcycle at five in the nmorning, the town of Port Sherman
Oregon, is suddenly laid out before him a flash of yellow | oglo wapped into a vast U shaped
val |l ey that was ground out of the rock, a long tine ago, by a big tongue of ice in an epocha
peri od of geological cunnilingus. There is just a light dusting of gold around the edges where it
fades into the rain forest, thickening and intensifying as it approaches the har. bor-a | ong
narrow fjordlike notch cut into the straight coastline of Oregon, a deep cold trench of black
wat er headi ng strai ght out to Japan.

H m s back on the Rimagain. Feels good after that night ride through the sticks. Too many
rednecks, too many nounti es.

Even fromten niles away and a mle above, it's not a pretty sight. Farther away fromthe central
harbor district, H mcan nake out a few speckles of red, which is a little better than the yell ow
He wi shes he could see sonething in green or blue or purple, but there don't seemto be any

nei ghbor hoods done up in those gournet col ors.

But then this isn't exactly a gourmet job.

He rides half a mle off the road, sits down on a flat rock in an open space-anbush-proof, nore or
| ess-and goggles into the Metaverse.

"Li brarian?"

"Yes, sir?"

"l nanna."

"A figure from Surmerian mythol ogy. Later cultures knew her as Ishtar, or Esther."

" Good goddess o~ bad goddess?"

"Good. A bel oved goddess."

"Did she have any dealings with Enki or Asherah?"

"Mostly with Enki. She and Enki were on good and bad terns at different times. nanna was known as
the queen of all the great ne."

"I thought the ne bel onged to Enki."

"They di d~ But nmanna went to the Abzu-the watery fortress
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in the city of Eridu where Enki stored up the nme-and got Enki to give her all the ne. This is how
the me were released into civilization."

"Watery fortress, huh?" "Yes, sir."

"How di d Enki feel about this?"

"He gave themto her willingly, apparently because he was drunk, and besotted with manna's

physi cal charnms. Wen he sobered up, he tried to chase her down and get them back, but she
outsmarted him"

"Let's get semiotic,"” Hiro munbles. "The Raft is L. Bob Rife's watery fortress. That's where he
stores up all of his stuff. Al of his me. Juanita went to Astoria, which was as cl ose as you
could get to the Raft a couple of days ago. | think she's trying to pull an manna.”

"I'n anot her popul ar Sunerian nyth," the Librarian says, "lnanna descends into the nether world."
"Co on," Hiro says.

"She gat hers together all of her nme and enters the land of no return.”

"Geat."

"She passes through the nether world and reaches the tenple that is ruled over by Ereshkigal
goddess of Death. She is traveling under false pretenses, which are easily penetrated by the all-
seei ng Ereshkigal. But Ereshkigal allows her to enter the tenple. As manna enters, her robes and
jewels and me are stripped fromher and she is brought, stark naked, before Ereshkigal and the
seven judges of the underworld. The judges 'fastened their eyes upon her, the eyes of death; at
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their word, the word which tortures the spirit, Inanna was turned into a corpse, a piece of

rotting neat, and was hung froma hook on the wall.' Kramer."

"Wonderful. Why the hell would she do sonething |ike that?"

"As Diane Wbl kstein puts it, 'manna gave up - -. all she had acconplished in life until she was
stripped naked, with nothing remaining but her will to be reborn.. - because of her journey to the

underworl d, she took on the powers and nysteries of death and rebirth.""

"Ch. So | guess there's nore to the story?"
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"manna' s nessenger waits for three days, and when she fails to return fromthe nether world, goes
to the gods asking for their help. None of the gods is willing to help except for Enki."

"So our buddy, Enki, the hacker god, has to bail her ass out of Hell."

"Enki creates two people and sends theminto the netherworid to rescue manna. Through their magic,
Inanna is brought back to life. She returns fromthe netherworld, followed by a host of the dead."
"Juanita went to the Raft three days ago," Hro says. "It's time to get hacking."

______ Earth is still where he left it, zooned in to show a magnified view of the Raft. In
the Iight of last night's chat with Chuck Wightson, it's not hard to find the hunk of raft that
was staked out by the Orthos when the Enterprise swng by TROKK a few weeks back. There's a couple
of big.assed Soviet freighters tied together, a swarm of small boats around them Myst of the Raft
is dead brown and organic, but this section is all white fiberglass: pleasure craft |ooted from
the confortable retirees of TROKK. Thousands of them

Now the Raft is off Port Sherman, so, Hiro figures, that's where the high priests of Asherah are
hanging out. In a few days, they'll be in Eureka, then San Francisco, then L.A .-a floating | and
link, tying the Orthos' operations on the Raft to the closest avail able point on the mainland.

He turns away fromthe Raft, skims across the ocean to Port Sherman to do a bit of reconnoitering
t here.

Down al ong the waterfront, there's a nice crescent of cheap notels with yellow logos. Hro rifles
through them | ooking for Russian nanes.

That's easy. There's a Spectrum 2000 right in the nmddle of the waterfront. As the nane inplies,
each one has a whol e range of roons, fromhuman coin |ockers in the Iobby all the way to |uxury
suites on the top. And a whol e range of roons has been rented out by a bunch of people with nanes
ending in -off and

-ovski and other dead Sl avic gi veaways. Thefoot soldiers sleep in the |obby, laid out straight and
narrow in coin | ockers next to
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their AK-47s, and the priests and generals live in nice roons higher up. H m pauses to wonder what
a Pentecostal Russian Othodox priest does with a Magi c Fingers.

The suite on the very top is being rented out by a gentleman by the nane of Gurov. M. KGB

hi msel f. Too nmuch of a winp to hang out on the actual Raft, apparently.

How d he get fromthe Raft to Port Shernman? If it involves crossing a couple of hundred miles of
North Pacific, it nust be a decent-sized vessel

There are half a dozen nmarinas in Port Sherman. At the nmonment, nost of themare clogged with snall
brown boats. It [ooks |ike a post-typhoon situation, where a few hundred square niles of ocean
have been swept clean of sanpans that have piled up against the nearest hard place. Except this is
slightly nore organi zed than that

The Refus are com ng ashore already. If they're smart, and aggressive, they probably know that
they can walk to California from here.

That explains why the piers are clogged with trashy little boats. But one of themstill |ooks |ike
a private marina. It's got a dozen or so clean white vessels, lined up neatly in their slips, no
riffraff. And the resolution of this inage is good enough that H ro can see the pier speckled with
little doughnuts: probably rings of sandbags. That'd be the only way to keep your pnvatenporage
private when the Raft was hovering offshore.

The nunbers, flags, and other identifying goodies are harder to nake out. The satellite has a hard
time picking that stuff out.

Hiro checks to see whether CIC has a stringer in Port Sherman. They have to, because the Raft is
here, and Cl C hopes to make a big business out of selling Raft intelligence to all the anxious

wat erfronters between Skagway and Tierra del Fuego.

I ndeed. There are a few people hanging out in this town, uploading the |latest Port Sherman intel
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And one of themis just a punter with a video canera who goes around shooting pictures of
everyt hi ng.

Hro reviews this stuff in fast-forward. Alot of it is shot fromthe stringer's hotel w ndow
hours and hours of coverage of the streamof shitty little brown boats |aboring their way up the
NEAL STEPHENSON
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harbor, tying up to the edge of the mni-Raft that's forming in front of Port Shernan.

But it's sem -organized, in that some apparently self-appointed water cops are buzzing around in a
speedboat, aining guns at people, shouting through a negaphone. And that explains why, no matter
how tangl ed the ness in the harbor becones, there's always a clear |ane down the mddle of the
fjord, headed out to sea. And the term nus of that clear lane is the nice pier with the big boats.
There are two big vessels there. One is a large fishing boat flying a flag bearing the enbl em of
the Orthos, which is just a cross and a flanme. It is obvious TROKK [ oot; the name on the stern is
KODI AK QUEEN, and the Orthos haven't bothered to change it yet. The other large boat is a snall
crui se vessel, nade to carry rich people confortably to nice places. It has a green flag and
appears to be connected with M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong

Hro does a little nore poking around in the streets of Port Sherman and finds out that there is a
pretty good-sized M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong franchul ate here. In typical Hong Kong style, it is
nore of a spray of small buildings and roons all over town. But it's a dense spray. Dense enough
that Hong Kong has several full-tine enpl oyees here, including a proconsul. Hro pulls up the

guy's picture so he'll recognize him a crusty-1|ooking Chinese-American gent in his fifties. So
it's not an automated, unmanned franchul ate |ike you normally see in the Lower 48.

-~ 43

Wien she first woke up, she was still in her Radi KS coverall, nunmified in gaffer's tape, lying on

the floor of a shifty old Ford van blasting across the mddl e of nowhere. This did not put her
into a very favorable mood. The stun bunny left her with a persistent nosebl eed and an eterna

t hr obbi ng headache, and every time the van hit a chuckhol e, her head bounced on the Corrugated
steel floor.

First she was just pissed. Then she started having brief nonents of fear-_wanting to go hone.
After eight hours in the back
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of the van, there was no doubt in her mind that she wanted to go hone. The only thing that kept
her fromgiving up was curiosity. As far as she could tell fromthis admttedly poor vantage
point, this didn't ook |ike a Fed operation

The van pulled off the highway, onto a frontage road, and into a parking lot. The rear doors of
t he van opened up, and a couple of wonen clinmbed in. Through the open doors, Y.T. could see the
Gothic arch logo of a Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates.

"Ch, you poor baby," one of the wonen said. The other woman just gasped in horror at her
condition. One of themjust cradled her head and stroked her hair, letting her sip sweet Kool Aid
froma Dixie cup, while the other tenderly, slowy took the gaffer's tape off.

Her shoes had al ready been renoved when sh~e woke up in the back of the van, and no one offered
her anoth{T pair. And everything had been renmoved from her coverall. Al the good stuff was gone
But they hadn't gone underneath the coverall. She still had the dog tags. And one other thing, a
thing between her legs called a dentata. There's no way they could have found that.

She has al ways known that the dog tags were probably a fake thing anyway. Uncle Enzo doesn't just
go around giving his war souvenirs to fifteen-year-old chicks. But they still mght have an effect
on soneone

The two wonen are named Maria and Bonnie. They are with her all the tine. Not only with her, but
touching her. Lots of hugs, squeezes, hand-holding, and tousled hair. The first time she goes to
t he bat hroom Bonnie goes with her, opening the stall door and actually standing in there with
her. Y.T. thinks that Bonnie is worried that she's going to pass out on the toilet or sonething.
But the next tinme she has to pee, Maria goes with her. She gets no privacy at all

The only problemis she can't deny that she likes it, in a way. The ride in the van hurt. It
really hurt bad. She never felt so lonely in her life. And now she's barefoot and defenseless in
an unfam liar place and they're giving her what she needs.

After she had a few minutes to freshen up-whatever that neans-inside the Reverend Wayne's Pearly
Gates, she and Marla and Bonnie clinbed into a big stretch van with no wi ndows. The floor was
carpeted but there were no seats inside,
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everyone sat on the floor. The van was jamed when they opened the rear doors. Twenty people were
packed into it, all energetic, beam ng youths. It |ooked inpossible; YT. shrank away fromit,
backing right into Marla and Bonnie. But a cheerful roar came up fromthe van people, white teeth
flashing in the di mess, and people began to scrunch out a tiny space for them

She spent nost of the next two days packed into the van between Bonnie and Maria, hol di ng hands
with them constantly, so she couldn't even pick her nose w thout permni ssion. They sang happy songs
until her brain turned to tapioca. They played wacky gamnes.

A coupl e of tines every hour, soneone in the van would start to babble, just like the Fal abal as.
Just like the Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates people. The babbling woul d spread throughout the van
i ke a contagious disease, and soon everyone woul d be doing

it.

Everyone except forY.T. She couldn't seemto get the hang of it. It just seenmed enbarrassingly
stupid to her. So she just faked it.

Three tines a day, they had a chance to eat and elimnate. It always happened in Burbclaves. Y. T.
could feel thempulling off the interstate, finding their way down tw sty devel opnent | anes,
courts, ways, and circles. A garage door would rise electrically, the van would pull in, the door
woul d shut behind them They would go into a suburban house, except stripped of furniture and
other famly touches, and sit on the floor in enpty bedroons- one for boys, one for girls-and eat
cake and cookies. This always happened in a totally enpty roomin a house, but there was al ways
different decor: in one place, flowery countryish wall paper and a lingering snmell of rancid d ade.
I n anot her, bluish wall paper featuring hockey players, football players, basketball players. In
another, just plain white walls with old crayon marks on them Sitting in these enpty roons, VY.T.
woul d study the old furniture scrapes on the floors, the dents in the sheetrock, and nuse over
them like an archaeol ogi st, wondering about the | ongdeparted famlies who had once |lived here. But
toward the end of the ride, she wasn't paying attention anynore.

In the van, she could hear nothing but singing and chanting, See nothing but the janmed-together
faces of her conpani ons. Wien they stopped for gas, they did it in giant truck stops out in
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the mddl e of nowhere, pulling up to the nost distant punp island so that no one was near them
And t hey never stopped driving. They just got relayed fromone driver to the next.

Finally, they got to a coast. Y.T. could snell it. They spent a few minutes waiting, engine
idling, and then the van bunped over sone kind of a threshold, clinbed a few ranps, stopped, set
its parking brake. The driver got out and left themall alone in the van for the first tine. Y.T.
felt glad that the trip was over

Then everything started to runble, |ike an engine noise but a lot bigger. She didn't feel any
nmovenent until a few minutes l|ater, when she realized that everything was rocking gently. The van
was parked on a ship, and the ship was headed out to sea.

_____ It's a real ocean-going ship. An ok~ shifty, rusty one that probably cost about five
bucks at the ship junkyard. But it carries cars, and it goes through the water, and it doesn't

si nk.

The ship is just |like the van, except bigger, with nore people. But they eat the sane stuff, sing
the sane songs, and sleep just as rarely as ever. By now, Y.T. finds it perversely conforting. She
knows that she's with a ot of other people like her, and that she's safe. She knows the routine
She knows where she bel ongs.

And so finally they cone to the Raft No one has told YT. this is where they're going, but by now
it's obvious. She ought to be scared. But they wouldn't be going to the Raft if it was as bad as
everyone says.

When it starts coming into view, she half expects themto converge on her with gaffer's tape
again. But then she figures out it's not necessary. She hasn't been causing trouble. She's been
accepted here, they trust her. It gives her a feeling of pride, in a way.

And she won't cause trouble on the Raft because all she can do is escape fromtheir part of it
onto the Raft per se. As such. The real Raft. The Raft of a hundred Hong Kong B-novi es and bl ood-
soaked Ni pponese comic books. It doesn't take nuch inmagination to think of what happens to | one
fifteen-year-old blond Anmerican girls on the Raft, and these people knowit.

Soneti mes, she worries about her nother, then she hardens her heart and thinks maybe the whol e
thing will be good for her

NEAL STEPHENSON
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Shake her up a little. Wiich is what she needs. After Dad | eft, she just folded up into herself
like an origami bird throwmn into a fire

There is kind of an outer cloud of small boats surrounding the Raft for a distance of a few mles
Al nost all of themare fishing boats. Some of themcarry nmen with guns, but they don't fuck around
with this ferry The ferry swings through this outer zone, naking a broad turn, finally zeroing in
on a white nei ghborhood on one flank of the Raft. Literally white. All the boats here are clean
and new. There's a couple of big rusty boats with Russian lettering on the side, and the ferry
pul I s up al ongsi de one of them ropes are thrown across, then augnented with nets, gang-pl anks,
webs of old discarded tires.

This Raft thing does not |ook |ike good skating territory at all.. She wonders if any of the other
peopl e on board this ferry are skaters. Doesn't seemlikely. Really, they are not her kind of
people at all. She has always been a dirty scum dog of the highways, not one of these happy

si ngal ong types. Maybe the Raft is just the place for her

They take her down into one of the Russian ships and give her the grossest job of all tine:
cutting up fish. She does not want a job, has not asked for one. But that's what she gets. Still,
no one really talks to her, no one bothers to explain anything, and that nakes her reluctant to
ask. She has just run into a nassive cultural shock wave, because nost of the people on this ship
are old and fat and Russian and don't speak English

For a couple of days, she spends a lot of tine sleeping on the job, being prodded awake by the
hefty Russian danes who work in this place. She al so does sone eating. Sonme of the fish that cones
through this place |ooks pretty rank, but there's a fair anpbunt of salnon. The only way she knows
this is fromhaving sushi at the mall-salnmon is the orange.red stuff. So she makes some sushi of
her own, munches down on sone fresh salnon neat, and it's good. It clears her head a little.

Once she gets over the shock of it and settles into a routine, she starts |ooking around her

wat ching the other fish-cutting danes, and realizes that this is just like life nust be for about
99 Percent of the people in the world. You're in this place. There's other people all around you,
but they don't understand you and You don't understand them but people do a Iot of pointless
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babbl i ng anyway. In order to stay alive, you have to spend all day every day doing stupid
meani ngl ess work. And the only way to get out of it is to quit, cut |oose, take a flyer, and go
off into the wicked world, where you will be swall owed up and never heard from agai n.

She's not especially good at cutting up fish. The big stout Russian chicks-stonping, slab-faced
babushkas- keep giving her a hassle. They keep hovering, watching her cut with this |look on their
face like they can't believe what a dork she is. Then they try to show her howto do it the right
way, but still she's riot so good at it. It's hard, and her hands are cold and stiff all the tinme.
After a couple of frustrating days, they give her a new job, farther down the production I|ine:
they turn her into a cafeteria danme. Like one of the slop-singers in the high school |unchroom
She works in the galley of one of the big Russian ships, hauling vats of cooked fish stew out to
the buffet line, ladling it out into bows, shoving it across the counter at an unending |ine
consisting of religious fanatics, religious fanatics, and nore religious fanatics. Except this
time around, there seemto be a ot nore Asians and hardly any Americans at all

They have a new species here too: people with antennas comnming out of their heads. The antennas

| ook I'ike the ones on cop wal ki etal kies: short, blunt, black rubber whips. They rise up from
behind the ear. The first time she sees one of these people, she figures it nust be some kind of
new WAl kman, and she wants to ask the guy where he got it, what he's listening to. But he's a
strange guy, stranger than all of the others, with a permanent thousand-yard stare and a bad case
of the nunbles, and he ends up giving her the creeps so bad that she just shoves an extra-I|arge
dose of stew in his face and hurries himon down the |ine.

Fromtime to time, she actually recognizes one of the people who were in her van. But they don't
seemto recognize her; they just |ook right through her. d assy-eyed. Like they've been

br ai nwashed.

Li ke Y. T. was brai nwashed.

She can't believe it has taken her this long to figure out what they were doing to her. And that
just makes her nore pissed.

44

In Reality, Port Sherman is a surprisingly tiny little burg, really just a few square bl ocks.
Until the Raft came along, it had a full-time population of a couple of thousand people. Now the
popul ati on nust be pushing fifty thousand. Hiro has to slow down a little bit here because the
Refus are all sleeping on the street for the tine being, an inpedinent to traffic.

That's okay, it saves his life. Because shortly after he gets into Port Sherman, the wheels on his
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nmot orcycl e | ock up-the spokes becone rigid-and the ride gets very bunpy. A couple of seconds after
that, the entire bi ke goes dead, becones an inert chunk of netal. Not even the engi ne works. He

| ooks down into the flat screen on top of the fuel tank, wanting to get a status report, but it's
just showing snow. The bios has crashed. Asherah's possessed his bike.

So he abandons it in the mddle of the street, starts walking toward the waterfront. Behind him
he can hear the Refus waking up, struggling out of their blankets and sl eeping bags, converging
over the fallen bike, trying to be the first to claimit.

He can hear a deep thunping in his chest, and for a mnute he renmenbers Raven's notorcycle in
L.A, how he felt it first and heard it later. But there are no notorcycles around here. The sound
is coning fromabove. It's a chopper. The kind that flies.

H ro can snell the seaweed rotting on the beach, he's so close.

He cones around a corner and finds hinmself on the waterfront street, |ooking straight into the
facade of the Spectrum 2000. On the other side is water

The chopper's conming up the fjord, following it inland fromthe open sea, headed straight for the
Spectrum 2000. It's a small one, an agile nunmber with a Iot of glass. Hiro can see the crosses
painted all over it where the red stars used to be. It is brilliant and dazzling in the cool blue
light of early norning because it's shedding a trail of stars, blue-white nagnesiumflares
tunbling out of it every few seconds, landing in the water bel ow, where they Continue to burn

| eavi ng an astral pathway marked out down the
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Il ength of the harbor. They aren't there to | ook cool. They are there to confuse heat-seeking

m ssil es.

From where he's standing, he can't see the roof of the hotel, because he's |ooking straight up at
it. But he has the feeling that Gurov nust be waiting there, on top of the tallest building in
Port Sherman, waiting for a dawn evacuation to carry himaway into the porcelain sky, carry him
away to the Raft.

Question: Wiy is he being evacuated? And why are they worned about heat.seeking mssiles? Hiro
realizes, belatedly, that sone heavy shit is going on

If he still had the bike, he could ride it right up the fire stairs and find out what's happeni ng.
But he doesn't have the bike.

A deep thump sounds fromthe roof of a building on his right. It's an old building, one of the
original pioneer structures froma hundred years ago. Hro's knees buckle, his mouth conmes open
shoul ders hunch involuntarily, he |ooks toward the sound. And sonething catches his eye, sonething
smal | and dark, darting away fromthe building and up into the air like a sparrow. But when it's a
hundred yards out over the water, the sparrow catches fire, coughs out a great cloud of sticky

yel |l ow smoke, turns into a white fireball, and springs forward. It keeps getting faster and
faster, tearing down the center of the harbor, until it passes all the way through the little
chopper, in through the wi ndshield and out the back. The chopper turns into a cloud of flane
sheddi ng dark bits of scrap nmetal, |ike a phoenix breaking out of its shell.

Apparently, Hiro's not the only guy in town who hates Gurov. Now Gurov has to cone downstairs and
get on a boat.

The | obby of the Spectrum 2000 is an armed canp, full of beards with guns. They're still putting
their defense together; nore soldiers are draggi ng thensel ves out of their coin |lockers, pulling
on their jackets, grabbing their guns. A swarthy guy, probably a Tatar sergeant |left over fromthe
Red Arny, is running around the | obby in a nodified Soviet Marines uniform scream ng at people,
shoving themthis way and that.

GQurov may be a holy man, but he can't walk on water. He'll have to conme out to the waterfront
street, make his way two bl ocks down to the gate that admits himto the secured pier, and get on
board the Kodi ak Queen, which is waiting for him black
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snoke starting to cough out of its stacks, lights starting to cone on. Just down the pier fromthe
Kodi ak Queen is the Kowl oon, which is the big M. Lee's G eater Hong Kong boat.

H ro turns his back on the Spectrum 2000 and starts running up and down the waterfront streets,
scanning the logos until he sees the one he wants: M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong.

They don't want to let himin. He flashes his passport; the doors open. The guard is Chi nese but
speaks a bit of English. This is a neasure of how weird things are in Port Shernan: they have a
guard on the door. Usually, M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong is an open country, always |ooking for new
citizens, even if they are the poorest Refus.

"Sorry," the guard says in a reedy, insincere voice, "I did not know" He points to Hro's
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passport.
The franchulate is literally a breath of fresh air. It doesn't have that Third Wrld anbi ence,
doesn't snell like urine at all. Wich neans it nust be the | ocal headquarters, or close to it,

because nost of Hong Kong's Port Sherman real estate probably consists of nothing nore than a
gunman hoggi ng a pay phone in a |obby. But this place is spacious, clean, and nice. A few hundred
Refus stare at himthrough the wi ndows, held at bay not by the nere plate glass but by the

el oquent prom se of the three Rat Thing hutches |ined up against one wall. Fromthe | ooks of it,
two of those have just been noved in recently. Pays to beef up your security when the Raft is

com ng through.

Hiro proceeds to the counter. A man is tal king on the phone in Cantonese, which neans that he is,
in fact, shouting. Hiro recogni zes himas the Port Sherman proconsul. He is deeply involved in
this little chat, but he has definitely noticed Hms swords, is watching himcarefully.

"We are very busy," the man says, hanging up

"Now you are a lot busier,"” Hro says. '~I would like to charter your boat, the Kow oon."

"lIt's very expensive," the nan says.

"I just threw away a brand-new top-of-the-line notorcycle in the nidclje of the street because
didn't feel like pushing it half a block to the garage," Hro says. "I amon an expense account
that woul d bl ow your nind."

"I't's broken."
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"1 appreciate your politeness in not wanting to cone out and just say no," Hro says, "but I
happen to know that it is, in fact, not broken, and so | nust consider your refusal equivalent to
a no.,

"I't's not available," the nan says. "Sonmeone else is using it."

"I't has not yet left the pier," Hro says, "so you can cancel that engagenent, using one of the
excuses you have just given me, and then | will pay you nore noney."

"We cannot do this," the nman says.

"Then | wifi go out into the street and informthe Refus that the Kowoon is leaving for L.A in
exactly one hour, and that they have enough roomto take twenty Refus along with them first cone,
first served," Hro says

"No," the man says.

"I will tell themto contact you personally."”

"Where do you want to go on the Kow oon?" the man says.

"The Raft."

"Ch, well, why didn't you say so," the man says. "That's where our other passenger is going."
"You' ve got soneone el se who wants to go to the Raft?"

"That's what | said. Your passport, please."

H ro hands it over. Theman shoves it into a slot. Hinmls nane, personal data, and nmug shots are
digitally transferred into the franchulate's bios, and with a little bit of key.pounding, the man
persuades it to spit out a | am nated photo ID card.

"You get onto the pier with this," he says. "It's good for six hours. You nmake your own deal with
the other passenger. After that, | never want to see you again."

"What if | need nore consul ar services?"

"I can always go out and tell people,” the nman says, "that a nigger with sworth is out raping

Chi nese refugees.”

"Hhrrn. This isn't exactly the best service |I've everhad at a M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong."

"This is not a nornal situation," the nman says. "Look out the w ndow, asshole."

Not much has apparently changed down at the waterfront.

The Orthos have organi zed their defense in the | obby of the

Spectrum 2000: furniture has been overturned, barricades set up

Inside the hotel itself, Hiro presunmes furious activity is going on
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It's still not clear whomthe Orthos are defending thensel ves against. Mking his way through the
waterfront area, Hro doesn't see nmuch: just nore Chinese Refus in baggy clothes. It's just that
some of themlook a lot nore alert than others. They have a whole different affect. Mst of the
Chi nese have their eyes on the nud in front of their feet, and their m nds on some. thing el se.
But sonme of themare just strolling up and down the street, |looking all around, alertly, and nost
of these people hap. pen to be young nen wearing bul ky jackets. And haircuts that are froma whol e
other stylistic universe than what the others are sporting. There is evidence of styling gel
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The entrance to the rich people's pier is sandbagged, barb-w red, and guarded. H ro approaches
slowy, his hands in plain sight, and shows his pass to the head guard, who is the only white
person Hro has seen in Port Shernman.

And that gets himonto the pier. Just like that. Like the Hong Kong franchulate, it's enpty,

qui et, and doesn't stink. It bobs up and down gently on the tide, in a way that Hiro finds
relaxing. It's really just a train of rafts, plank platfornms built over floating hunks of
styrofoam and if it weren't guarded it would probably end up getting dragged out and | ashed onto
the Raft.

Unlike a normal nmarina, it's not quiet and isolated. Usually, people nmoor their boats, |ock them
up, and | eave. Here, at |east one person is hangi ng out on each boat, drinking coffee, keeping
their weapons in plain sight, watching Hro very intently as be strolls up the pier. Every few
seconds, the pier thunders with footsteps, and one or two Russians run past Hiro, making for the
Kodi ak Queen. They are all young nen, all sailor/soldier types, and they' re diving onto the Kodi ak
Queen as if it's the last boat out of Hell, being shouted at by officers, running to their
stations, frantically attending to their sailor chores.

Things are a lot calner on the Kowoon. It's guarded too, but nobst of the people appear to be

wai ters and stewards, wearing Snhappy uniforns with brass buttons and white gl oves. Uniforns that
are intended to be used indoors, in pleasant, climate. Controlled dining roons. A few crew nenbers
are visible fromPlace to place, their black hair slicked back, clad in dark wind. breakers to
protect themfromthe cold and spray. Hiro can only see One nan on the Kow oon who appears to be a
passengec a tal
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sl ender Caucasian in a dark suit, strolling around chatting into a portable tel ephone. Probably
sonme I ndustry jerk who wants to go out for a day cruise, ook at the Refus on the Raft while he's
sitting in a dining roomhaving a gournet dinner.

H m s about hal fway down the pier when all hell breaks | oose on shore, in front of the Spectrum
2000. It starts with a long series of heavy machi ne-gun bursts that don't appear to do nuch
damage, but do dear the street pretty fast. N nety-nine percent of the Refus just evaporate. The
others, the young nen Hiro noticed, pull interesting high-tech weapons out of their jackets and

di sappear into doorways and buildings. Hiro picks up the pace a little, starts wal ki ng backward
down the pier, trying to get sone of the larger vessels in between himand the action so he
doesn't get hit by a stray burst.

A fresh breeze cones off the water and down the pier. Passing by the Kowoon, it picks up the
snel | of bacon frying and coffee brewing, and Hro can't help but neditate on the fact that his

| ast meal was half of a cheap beer in a Kelley's Tap in a Snooze 'n
Cr ui se.

The scene in front of the Spectrum 2000 has devolved into a generalized roar of unbelievably |oud
white noise as all the people inside and outside of the hotel fire their weapons back and forth
across the street.

Sonet hi ng touches his shoulder. Hro turns to brush it away, sees that he's | ooking dowmn at a
short Chinese waitress who has cone down the pier fromthe Kow oon. Having gotten his attention
she puts her hands back where they were originally, to wit, plastered over her ears.

"You Hiro Protagonist?' she nouths, basically inaudible over the ridicul ous noise of the
firefight.

Hiro nods. She nods back, steps away fromhim jerks her head toward the Kow oon. Wth her hands
pl astered over her ears this way, it |looks |ike sone kind of a fol k. dance nove.

Hiro foll ows her down the pier. Maybe they're going to let himcharter the Kow oon after all. She
ushers himonto the al unm num gangpl ank

As he's wal king across it, he looks up to one of the higher decks, where a couple of the crew
menbers are hanging out in their dark wi ndbreakers. One of themis |eaning against a railing,
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wat ching the firefight through binoculars. Another on; an ol der one, approaches hini, |eans over
to exam ne his back, slaps hima couple of tines between the shoul der bl ades.

The guy drops his binoculars to see who's poundi ng hi mon the back. H's eyes are not Chinese. The
ol der guy says something to him gestures at his throat. He's not Chinese, either

The bi nocul ar guy nods, reaches up with one hand and presses a |lapel switch. The next tinme he
turns around, a word is witten across his back in neon green el ectropignent: NAFIA.

The ol der guy turns away; his wi ndbreaker says the sane thin&

Hro turns around in the niddle of the gangpl ank There are

twenty crew nmenbers in plain sight all around him Suddenly, their black w ndbreakers all say,

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (151 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:21 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

MAFI A. Suddenly, they are all armned.

45

"I was planning to get in touch with M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong and file a conplaint about their
proconsul here in Port Sherman," Hiro jokes. "He was very uncooperative this norning when I
insisted on renting this boat out from under you."

Hmis sitting in the first-class dining roomof the Kow oon. On the other side of the white linen
tablecloth is the man H m had previously pegged as the Industry creep on vacation. He's inpeccably
dressed in a black suit, and he has a glass eye. He has not bothered to introduce hinself, as

t hough he's expecting Hiro to know who he is already.

The man does not seem anused by Hnms story. He seens, rather, nonpiussed. "So?"

"Don't see any reason to file a conplaint now," Hiro says.

"Wy not ?"

"Wl |, because now | understand his reluctance not to displace you guys."”
"How cone? You got npbney, don't you?"

"Yeah, but-"

"Chi" the man with the glass eye says, and allows hinmself sort of a forced snmile. "Because we're
the Mafia, you' re saying.
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"Yeah," Hiro says, feeling his face get hot. Nothing |like making a total dickhead out of yoursellL
Nothing in the world like it, nosireebob

Qutside, the gun battle is just a dimroar. This dining roomis insulated fromnoise, water, w nd,
and hot flying | ead by a double I ayer of remarkably thick glass, and the space between the panes
is full of sonething cool and gel ati nous. The roar does not seemas steady as it used to be.
"Fucki ng machi ne guns,"” the man says. "I hate 'em Maybe one out of a thousand rounds actually
hits sonething worth hitting. And they kill ny ears. You want sone coffee or sonething?"

"That'd be great."

"W got a big buffet coming up soon. Bacon, eggs, fresh fruit you wouldn't believe."

The guy that Hiro saw earlier, up on the deck, pounding Bi nocul ar Man on the back, sticks his head
into the room

"Excuse nme, boss, but we're noving into, like, the third phase of our plan. Just thought you'd
wanna know. "

"Thank you, Livio. Let ne know when the Ivans nmake it to the pier." The guy sips his coffee,
notices Hiro | ooking confused. "See, we got a plan, and the plan is divided up into different
phases. "

"Yeah, | got that."

"The first phase was i mobilization. Taking out their chopper. Then we had Phase Two, which was

maki ng themthink we were trying to kill themin the hotel. |I think that this phase succeeded
wonder ful | y?
"Me, too."

"Thank you. Another inportant part of this phase was getting your ass in here, which is al so
done. "

"I"mpart of this plan?”

The man with the glass eye smles crisply. "If you were not part of this plan, you would be dead."”
"So you knew | was comng to Port Shernman?"

"You know that chick Y.T.? The Ol ~ you have been using to spy on us?"

"Yeah." No point in denying it.

"Wl l, we have been using her to spy on you."
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"Way? Wiy the hell do you care about ne?"

"That woul d be a tangent fromour main conversation, which is about all the phases of the plan."
"Ckay. W just finished Phase Two."

"Now, in Phase Three, which is ongoing, we allow themto think that they are naking an incredible,
heroi ¢ escape, running down the street toward the pier."

"Phase Four!" shouts Livio, the lieutenant.

"Scusi," the man with the gl ass eye says, scooting his chair back, folding his napkin back onto
the table. He gets up and wal ks out of the dining room H ro follows himabove deck
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A coupl e of dozen Russians are all trying to force their way through the gate onto the pier. Only
a few of them can get through at once, and so they end up strung out over a couple of hundred
feet, all running toward the safety of the Kodi ak Queen

But a dozen or so nmanage to stay together in a clunp: a group of soldiers, formng a hunman shield
around a smaller cluster of nen in the center.

"Bigwigs," the man with the gl ass eye says, shaking his head phil osophically.

They all run crablike down the pier, bent down as far as they can go, firing the occasiona
covering burst of nmachine-gun fire back into Port Shernan.

The man with the glass eye is squinting agai nst a cool, sudden breeze. He turns to Hiro with a
hint of a grin. "Check this out," he says, and presses a button on a little black box in his hand.
The explosion is like a single drunbeat, com ng fromeverywhere at once. Hiro can feel it comng
up out of the water, shaking his feet. There's no big flane or cloud of snoke, but there is a sort
of twin geyser effect that shoots out fromunder. neath the Kodi ak Queen, sending jets of white,
steany water upward |ike unfolding wings. The wings collapse in a sudden downpour, and then the
Kodi ak Queen seens shockingly lowin the water. Low and getting | ower.

Al'l the men who are running down the pier suddenly stop in their tracks.

"Now, " Bi nocul ar Man nunbles into his |apel

There are sone snaller explosions down on the pier. The entire pier buckles and withes like a
snake in the water. One
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segnent in particular, the segment with the bigwigs on it, is rocking and seesawing violently,
snoke rising fromboth ends. It has been blown | oose fromthe rest of the pier

Al'l of its occupants fall down in the same direction as it jerks sideways and begins to nove,
yanked out of its place. Hhmcan see the tow cable rising up out of the water as it is stretched
tight, running a couple of hundred feet to a small open boat with a big notor on it, which is now
pul ling out of the harbor.

There's still a dozen bodyguards on the segment. One of them sizes up the situation, ainms his AK-
47 across the water at the boat that's towing them and |oses his brains. There's a sniper on the
top deck of the Kow oon.

Al'l the other bodyguards throw their guns into the water.

"Time for Phase Five," the man with the gl ass eye says. "A big fucking breakfast."

By the time he and H ro have sat back down in the dining room the Kowl oon has pulled away from
the pier and is headed down theflord, following a course parallel to the snaller boat that is

towi ng the segnent. As they eat, they can | ook out the wi ndow, across a few hundred yards of open
wat er, and see the segnent keeping pace with them Al the bigw gs and the bodyguards are on their
asses now, keeping their centers of gravity |Iow as the segnment bucks nastily.

"When we get farther away fromland, the waves get bigger,"

the man with the gl ass eye says. "I hate that shit. Al | want is to hang on to the breakfast |ong
enough to tanp it down with sonme |unch.™

"Amen, " says Livio, heaping sone scranbled eggs onto his plate.

"Are you going to pick those guys up?" H msays. "O just let themstay out there for a while?"
"Fuck 'em Let 'emfreeze their asses off. Then when we bring themonto this boat, they' Il be
ready for it. Wn't put up too much of a fight. Hey, maybe they'|ll even talk to us."

Everyone seenms pretty hungry. For a while, they just dig into breakfast. After a while, the man
with the gl ass eye breaks the ice by announcing how great the food is, and everyone agrees. Hro
figures it's okay to tal k now.

"I was wondering why you guys were interested in ne.
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figures that this is always a good thing to know in the case of the Mfia.

"W're all in the same happy gang~" the man with the gl ass eye says.

"Whi ch gang is that?"

"Lagos's gang."

" Huh?"

"Vell, it's not really his gang. But he's the guy who put it together. The nucl eus around which it
forned. "

"How and why and what are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Ckay." He shoves his plate away fromhim folds up his napkin, puts it on the table. "Lagos had
all these ideas. |deas about all kinds of stuff"

"So | noticed."

H m
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"He had stacks all over the place, on all different topics. Stacks where he would pull together
know edge fromall over the fucking map and tie it all together. He had these things stashed here
and there around the Metaverse, waiting for the infornmation to becone useful.™

"More than one of then?" Hiro says.

"Supposedly. Well, a few years ago, Lagos approached L. Bob Rife."

"He did?"

"Yeah. See, Rife has a mllion programers working for him He was paranoid that they were
stealing his data."

"1 know that he was bugging their houses and so on."

"The reason you know that is because you found it in Lagos's stack And the reason Lagos bot hered
to look it up is because he was doi ng nmarket research. Looking for soneone who might pay himhard
cash for the stuff he dug up in the Babel/Infocal ypse stack"

"He thought," Hiro says, "that L. Bob Rife m ght have a use for some viruses."

"Right. See, | don't understand all this shit. But | guess he found an old virus or sonething that
was ained at the elite thinkers."

"The technol ogical priesthood,”" Hro says. "The infocrats. It w ped out the whole infocracy of
Suner . "

"What ever . "
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"That's crazy," Hro says. "That's like if you find out your enployees are stealing ball point
pens, you take themout and kill them He wouldn't be able to use it without destroying all his
programers' mnds."

"Inits original form" the man with the gl ass eye says. "But the whole point is, Lagos wanted to
do research on it."

"Informati onal warfare research.”

"Bingo. He wanted to isolate this thing and nodify it so it

could be used to control the progranmmers without blowi ng their brains sky high."

"And did it work?"

"Who knows? Rife stole Lagos's idea. Just took it and ran with

it. And after that, Lagos had no idea what Rife did with it. But a couple of years |later, he
started getting worried about a lot of stuff he was seeing.”

"Li ke the explosive growh in Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates."

"And t hese Russkies who speak in tongues. And the fact that Rife was digging up this old city-"
"Eridu."

"Yeah. And the radio astronony thing. Lagos had al ot of stuff he was worried about. So he began to
approach people. He ap. proached us. He approached that girl you used to go out with-"

"Juanita."

"Yeah. Nice girl. And he approached M. Lee. So you might say that a few different people have
been working on this little project.”

46

"Were'd they go?" Hiro says.

Everyone's already | ooking for the float, as though they all noticed at once that it was mn ssing
Finally they see it, a quarter mle behind them dead in the water. The bigwi gs and t he bodyguards
are standing up now, all looking in the sane direction.

The speedboat is circling around to retrieve it.

They must have figured out a way to detach the tow cable,”

H ro says.
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"Not likely," the man with the glass eye says. "It was attached to the bottom under the water.

And it's a steel cable, so there's no way they could cut it."

Hiro sees another small craft bobbing on the water, about kialfway between the Russians and the

speedboat that was towing them I1t's not obvious, because it's tiny, close to the water, done up
in dull natural colors. It's a one-nman kayak. Carrying a | onghaired nan.

"Shit," Livio says. "Were the hell did he cone fronf"

The kayaker | ooks behind hinself for a few nonents, reading the waves, then suddenly turns back
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around and begins to paddl e hard, accel erating, glancing back every few strokes. A big wave is
comng, and just as it swells up underneath the kayak, he's matching its speed. The kayak stays on
top of the wave and shoots forward like a mssile, riding the swell, suddenly going tw ce as fast
as anything el se on the water.

Digging at the wave with one end of his paddle, the kayaker nakes a few crude changes in his
direction. Then he parks the paddle athwart the kayak, reaches down inside, and hauls out a snall
dark object, a tube about four feet |long, which he hoists up to one shoul der

He and the speedboat shoot past each other going in opposite directions, separated by a gap of
only about twenty feet. Then the speedboat blows up

The Kowl oon has overshot the site of all this action by a few thousand yards. It's pulling around
into as tight a turn as a vessel of this size can handle, trying to throw a one-eighty so it can
go back and deal with the Russians and, sonewhat nore problematically, with Raven

Raven i s paddling back toward his buddies.

"He's such an asshole,"” Livio says. "Wat's he going to do, tow themout to the Raft behind his
fucki ng kayak?"

"This gives nme the creeps," the man with the gl ass eye says. "Make sure we got sone guys up there
with Stingers. They nust have a chopper com ng or sonething."

"No other ships on the radar," says one of the other soldiers, coning in fromthe bridge. "Just us
and them And no choppers either."

"You know Raven carries a nuke, right?" Hro says
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"So | heard. But that kayak's not big enough. It's tiny. | can't believe you' d go out to sea in
sonething like that."

A nountain is growing out of the sea. A bubble of black water that keeps rising and broadeni ng.
Wel |l behind the bobbing raft, a black tower has appeared, jutting vertically out of the water, a
pair of wings sprouting fromits top. The tower keeps getting taller, the wi ngs getting higher out
of the water, as before and aft, the nountain rises and shapes itself. Red stars and a few
nunbers. But no one has to read the nunbers to know it's a submarine. A nuclear-nissile submarine.
Then it stops. So close to the Russians on their little raft that Gurov and friends can
practically junp onto it. Raven paddles toward them cutting through the waves |ike a glass knife.
"Fuck me," the nan with the glass eye says. He is utterly astounded. "Fuck me, fuck ne, flick ne.
Uncl e Enzo's gonna be pissed."

"You couldn't of known," Livio says. "Should we shoot at

Cenp”

Before the nman with the glass eye can nake a policy decision, the deck gun on the top of the

nul cesub opens up. The flrst shell msses themby just a few yards.

"Ckay, we got a rapidly evolving situation. Hiro, you cone with ne."

The crew of the Kow oon has already sized up the situation and placed their bets on the nuclear
submarine. They are running up and down the rails, dropping large, fiberglass capsules into the
wat er. The capsul es break open to reveal bright orange folds, which blossominto life rafts.

Once the deck gunners on the nukesub figure out howto hit the Kowl oon, the situation begins to
evol ve even nore rapidly.

The Kowl oon can't deci de whether to sink, burn, or sinply disin.

tegrate, so it does all three at once. By that tine, nost of the people who were on it have nade
their way onto a life raft. They all bob on the water, zip thenselves into orange survival suits,
and watch the nukesub.

Raven is the |last person to go bel owdecks on the submarine. He spends a nminute or two renoving
sone gear from his kayak:

a fewitens in bags, and one eight-foot spear with a translucent, |eaf-shaped head. Before he

di sappears into the hatch, he turns
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toward the weckage of the Kowl oon and hol ds the harpoon up over his head, a gesture of triunph
and a promise all at once. Then he's gone. A couple of minutes later, the subnmarine is gone, too.
"That guy gives nme the creeps,"” the man with the gl ass eye says.

47
Once it starts coming clear to her, again, that these people are all twi sted freaks, she starts to
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notice other things about them For exanple, the whole time, no one ever |ooks her in the eye.
Especially the men. No sex at all in these guys, they've got it pushed so far down inside of them
She can understand why they don't | ook at the fat babushkas. But she's a fifteen-year-old Anerican
chick, and she is used to getting the occasional |ook. Not here.

Until she looks up fromher big vat of fish one day and finds that she is |ooking into sone guy's
chest. And when she follows his chest upward to his neck, and his neck all the way up to his face,
she sees dark eyes staring right back at her, right over the top of the counter

He's got sonething witten on his forehead: POOR | MPULSE CONTROL. Wich is kind of scary. Sexy,
too. It gives hima certain neasure of romance that none of these other people have. She was
expecting the Raft to be dark and dangerous, and instead it's just |ike working where her nother
works. This guy is the first person she's seen around this place who really | ooks |ike he bel ongs
on the Raft.

And he's got the | ook down, too. Incredibly rank style. Although he has a |long w spy nustache that
doesn't do rmuch for his face. Doesn't bring out his features well at all.

"Do you take the nasty stuff? One fish head or two?" she says, dangling the |adle picturesquely.
She always tal ks trash to peopl e because none of them can understand what she's sayi ng.

"Il take whatever you're offering," the guy says. In English. Sort of a crisp accent.
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"I'"'mnot offering anything," she says, "but if you want to stand there and browse, that's cool."
He stands there and browses for a while. Long enough that people farther back in Iine stand up on
tiptoe to see what the problemis. But when they see that the problemis this particul ar

i ndi vi dual, they get down off their toes real fast, hunch down, sort of blend in to the mass of
fishy-snelling wool.

"What's for dessert today?" the guy asks. "Cot anything sweet for ne?"

"W don't believe in dessert," Y.T. says. "It's a fucking sin, renember?"

"Depends on your cultural orientation."”

"Ch, yeah? What culture are you oriented to?"

"I aman Aleut."

"Ch. |'ve never heard of that."

"That's because we've been fucked over," the big scary Al eut says, "worse than any other people in
history."

"Sorry to hear that," Y.T. says. "So, uh, do you want ne to serve up sone fish, or are you gonna
stay hungry?”

The big Aleut stares at her for a while. Then he jerks his head sideways and says, "Cone on. Let's
get the fuck out of here."

"What, and skip out on this cool job?"

He grins ridiculously. "I can find you a better job."

“In this job, do | get to | eave ny clothes on?"

"Conme on. We're.going now," he says, those eyes burning into her. She tries to ignore a sudden
warm tense feeling dowmn between her | egs.

She starts followi ng himdown the cafeteria |line, heading for a gap where she can exit into the
dining area. The head babushka bitch conmes stonmping out fromin back, hollers at her in sone

i nconpr ehensi bl e | anguage.

Y.T. turns to | ook back. She feels a pair of big hands sliding up her sides, coning up into her
arnmpits, and she pulls her arns to her sides, trying to stop it. But it's no good, the hands cone
all the way up and keep lifting, keep rising into the air, bringing her with them The big guy

hoi sts her right up over the counter like she's a three-year.old and sets her down next to him
Y. T. turns back around to see the head babushka bitch, but
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she is frozen in a mxture of surprise, fear, and sexual outrage. But in the end, fear w ns out,
she averts her eyes, turns away, and goes to replace Y.T. at vat position nunber nine.

"Thanks for the lift," Y.T. says, her voice wowing and fluttering ridiculously. "Unh, didn't you
want to eat sonething?"

"I was thinking of going out anyway," he says.

"Goi ng out? Where do you go out on the Raft?"

"Come on, 1'll show you."

_____ He | eads her down passageways and up steep steel stairways and out onto the deck. It's
getting close to twilight, the control tower of the Enterprise |oons hard and bl ack agai nst a deep
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gray sky that's getting dark and gloony so fast that it seens darker, now, than it will at

m dni ght. But for now, none of the lights are on and that's all there is, black steel and slate
sky.

She follows himdown the deck of the ship to the stem Fromhere it's a thirty-foot drop to the
wat er, they are |ooking out across the prosperous, clean white nei ghborhood of the Russian peopl e,
separated fromthe squalid dark tangle of the Raft per se by a wide canal patrolled by gun-toting
bl ackrobes. There's no stairway or rope |adder here, but there is a thick rope hanging fromthe
railing. The big Al eut guy hauls up a chunk of rope and drapes it under one arm and over one |eg
in a quick notion. Then he throws one armaround Y. T.'s wai st, gathering her in the crook of his
arm |eans back, and falls off the ship.

She absolutely refuses to scream She feels the rope stop his body, feels his arm squeeze her so
tight she chokes fora nmonment, and then she's hanging there, hanging in the crook of his arm

She's got her arns down to her side, defiant. But just for the hell of it, she leans into him
wraps her arnms around his neck, puts her head on his shoul der, and hangs on tight. He rappels them
down the rope, and soon they are standing on the sanitized, prosperous Russian version of the
Raft.

"What's your nane anyway?" she says.

"Dmitri Ravinoff," he says. "Better known as Raven."

Ch, shit.
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- The connections between boats are tangled and unpredictable. To get frompoint Ato point
B, you have to wander all over the place. But Raven knows where he's going. Qccasionally, he
reaches out, grabs her hand, but he doesn't yank her around even though she's going al ot slower
than he is. Every so often, he | ooks back at her with a grin, like, | could hurt you, but | won't.
They come to a place where the Russian nei ghborhood is joined to the rest of the Raft by a wide

pl ank bridge guarded by Uzi dudes. Raven ignores them takes Y.T.'s hand again, and wal ks right
across the bridge with her. Y. T. hardly has tinme to think through the inplications of this before
it hits her, she | ooks around, sees all these gaunt Asians, staring back at her like she's a five-
course neal, and realizes: I'mon the Raft. Actually on the Raft.

"These are Hong Kong Vi et nanmese," Raven says. "Started out in Vietnam cane to Hong Kong as boat
peopl e after the war there-so they' ve been living on sanpans for a couple of generations now.
Don't be scared, this isn't dangerous for you."

"l don't think I can find ny way back here," Y.T. says.

"Rel ax," he says. "l've never lost a girlfriend."

"Have you ever had a girlfriend?"

Raven throws back his head and laughs. "Alot, in the old days. Not as many in the past few
years."

"Ch, yeah? The old days? |Is that when you got your tattoo?"

"Yeah. Fman alcoholic. Used to get in a lot of trouble. Been sober for eight years.”

"Then how cone everyone's scared of you?"

Raven turns to her, smles broadly, shrugs. "Oh, because |'man incredibly ruthless, efficient,
col d- bl ooded killer, you know "

Y. T. laughs. So does Raven

"What's your job?" Y.T. asks.

"1I"'ma harpooricer," he says.

"Like in Moby Dick?" Y.T. likes this idea. She read that book in school. Mst of the people in her
cl ass, even the power tools, thought that the book was totally entrenched. But she liked all the
stuff about harpooni ng.

::Nah. Conmpared to ne, those Mby Dicksters were faggots."

What kind of stuff do you harpoon?"
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"You nane it."

Fromthere on out, she just looks at him O at inanimte

obj ects. Because ot herwi se she woul dn't see anything except thousands of dark eyes staring back at
her. In that way, it's a big change from being a slop-slinger for the repressed.

Part of it is just because she's so different. But part of it is that

there's no privacy on the Raft, you nmake your way around by hopping fromone boat to the next. But
each boat is hone to about three dozen people, so it's like you are constantly wal ki ng through
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people's living roons. And bat hroonms. And bedrooms. Naturally, they | ook

They tronmp across a nakeshift platformbuilt on oil drums. A couple of Vietnanese dudes are there
argung or haggling over sonmethin& |ooks like a slab of fish. The one who's turned toward t hem sees
them comng. Hs eyes flicker across Y.T. without pausing, fix on Raven, and go wi de. He steps
back. The guy he's talking to, who has his back to them turns around and literally junps into the
air, letting out a suppressed grunt. Both of them back well out of Raven's path.

And then she figures out sonething inportant: These people aren't |ooking at her. They're not even
giving her a second glance. They're all looking at Raven. And it's not just a case of celebrity
wat chi ng or sonething like that. Al of these Raft dudes, these tough scary honeboys of the sea,
are scared shitless of this guy.

And she's on a date with him

And it's just started.

Suddenly, wal ki ng through another Vietnanese living room Y.T. has a flashback to the nost
excruci ati ng conversation she ever had, which was a year ago when her nother tried to give her

advice on what to do if a boy got fresh with her. Yeah, Mom right. I'lIl keep that in m nd. Yeah
I"lIl be sure to renmenber that. Y.T. knew that advice was worthless, and this goes to show she was
right.

48

There are four nmen in the life raft: Hiro Protagonist, seWenployed stringer for the Centra
Intelligence Corporation, whose practice used to be linmted to so-called "dry" operations, neaning
that he sat around and soaked up information and then later spat it back into the Library, the CIC
dat abase, without ever actually doing anything. Now his practice has becone formi dably wet. Hiro
is arned with two swords and a nine-m|llineter sem automatic pistol, known colloquially as a nine,
with two anmmunition clips, each carrying el even rounds.

Vic, unspecified last nanme. If there was still such a thing as incone tax, then every year when
Vic filled out his 1040 form he would put down, as his occupation, "sniper." In classic sniper
style, Vie is reticent, unobtrusive. He is armed with a long, large-caliber rifle with a bul ky
mechani sm mounted on its top, where a telescopic sight mght be found if Vie were not at the

| eadi ng edge of his profession. The exact nature of this device is not obvious, but Hiro presunes
that it is an exquisitely preci se sensor package with fine crosshairs superinposed on the niddle.
Vie may safely be presuned to be carrying additional small conceal ed weapons.

Eliot Chung. Eliot used to be the skipper of a boat called the Kow oon. At the nmoment, he is
between jobs. Eliot grew up in Watts, and when he speaks English, he sounds |ike a black guy.
CGenetically speaking, he is entirely Chinese. He is fluent in both black and white English as well
as Cantonese, Taxilinga, and sone Vietnanese, Spanish, and Mandarin. Eliot is arnmed with a .44

Magnum r evol ver, which he carried on board the Kow oon "just for the halibut," i.e., he used it to
execute halibut before passengers haul ed them on board. Halibut grow very large and can thrash so
violently that they can easily kill the people who hook them hence it is prudent to fire a nunber

of shells through their heads before taking themon board. This is the only reason Eliot carries a
weapon; the other defensive needs of the Kow oon were seen to by crew nenbers who were specialists
in that kind of thing.
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"Fisheye." This is the man with the glass eye. He will only identify hinmself by his nicknane. He
is arned with a large, fat black suitcase.

The suitcase is nassively constructed, with built-in wheels, and wei ghs sonewhere between three
hundred pounds and a netric ton, as Hro discovers when he tries to nove it. Its weight turns the
normal ly flat bottomof the life raft into a puckered cone. The suitcase has a noteworthy
attachnent: a flexible threeinch.thick cable or hose or sonething, a couple of meters |ong, that
energes fromone corner, runs up the sloping floor of the life raft, over the edge, and trails in
the water. At the end of this nmysterious tentacle is a hunk of netal about the size of a

wast ebasket, but so finely sculpted into so nany narrow fins and vanes that it appears to have a
surface area the size of Delaware. Hiro only saw this thing out of the water for a few chaotic
monents, when it was being transferred into the life raft. At that tinme it was glowing red hot.
Since then, it has lurked bel ow the surface, light gray, inpossible to see clearly because the
water around it is forever churning in a full, rolling boil. Fist-sized bubbles of steam coal esce
amd its fractal tracery of hot vanes and pummel the rurface of the ocean, ceaselessly, all day
and all night. The powerless life raft, sloshing around the North Pacific, emts a vast, spreading
pl ume of steamlike that of an Iron Horse chugging full blast over the Continental D vide. Neither
H ro nor Eliot ever nmentions, or even notices, the by.now obvious fact that Fisheye is traveling
with a small, self.contained nucl ear power source-al nost certainly radiothermal isotopes |ike the
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ones that power the Rat Thing. As |long as Fisheye refuses to notice this fact, it would be rude
for themto bring it up

Al of the participants are clad in bright orange padded suits that cover their entire bodies.
They are the North Pacific version of life vests. They are bul ky and awkward, but Eliot Chung
likes to say that in northern waters, the only thing a life vest does is nake your corpse float.
The lifeboat is an inflatable raft about ten feet |long that does not conme equi pped with a notor.
It has a tentlike, waterproof canopy that they can zip up all the way around, turning it into a
seal ed capsule so that the water stays out even in the nost violent weather
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For a couple of days, a powerful chill w nd com ng down out off the nmountains drives them out of
Oregon, out toward the open water. Eliot explains, cheerfully, that this |ifeboat was in. vented
back in the old days, when they had navies and coast guards that would cone and rescue stranded
travelers. Al you had to do was float and be orange. Fisheye has a walkie-tallde, but it is a
short-range device. And Himis conputer is capable of jacking into the net, but in this regard it
functions nmuch like a cellular telephone. It doesn't work out in the mddl e of nowhere.

When the weat her is extrenely rainy, they sit under the canopy. Wen it's less rainy, they sit
above it. They all have ways of passing the tine.

H mclicks around with his conputer, naturally. Being stranded on a life raft in the Pacific is a
perfect venue for a hacker.

Vie reads and rereads a soaked paperback novel that he had in the pocket of his MAFI A wi ndbreaker
when the Kow oon got blown out from under them These days of waiting are nuch easier for him As
a professional sniper, he knows how to kill tinme.

Eliot | ooks at things with his binoculars, even though there is very little to |ook at. He spends
a lot of time nmessing around with the raft, fretting about it in the way that boat captains do.
And he does a lot of fishing. They have plenty of stored food on the raft, but the occasiona
fresh halibut and salnmon are nice to eat.

Fi sheye has taken what appears to be an instruction nmanual fromthe heavy black suitcase. It is a
mniature three-ring binder with pages of laser-printed text. The binder is just a cheap unmarked
one bought froma stationery store. In these respects, it is perfectly famliar to Hm it bears
the earmarks of a high-tech product that is still under devel opment. Al technical devices require
docunentation of a sort, but this stuff can only be witten by the techies who are doing the
actual product devel opment, and they absolutely hate it, always put the dox question off to the
very last mnute. Then they type up sone material on a word processor, run it off on the |aser
printer, send the departnental secretary out for a cheap binder, and that's that.

But this only occupies Fisheye for a little while. He spends the rest of the tine just staring off
at the horizon, as though he's expecting Sicily to heave into view It doesn't. He is despondent
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over the failure of his mssion, and spends a lot of tine rmunbling under his breath, trying to
find a way to salvage it

"I'f you don't mind nmy asking," H msays, "what was your m ssion anyway?"

Fi sheye tl~inks this one over for a while. '"Well it depends on how you look at it. Nominally, ny
objective is to get a fifteen-year-old girl back fromthese assholes. So ny tactic was to take a
bunch of their bigw gs hostage, then arrange a trade."

"Who's this fifteen-year-old girl?”

Fi sheye shrugs. "You know her. It's Y. T."

"I's that really your whol e objective?"

"The inmportant thing is, Hiro, that you have to understand the Mafia way. And the Mafia way is
that we pursue | arger goals under the guise of personal relationships. So, for exanple, when you
were a pizza guy you didn't deliver pizzas fast because you nmade nore noney that way, or because
it was sone kind of a fucking policy. You did it because you were carrying out a personal covenant
bet ween Uncl e Enzo and every custonmer. This is how we avoid the trap of self-perpetuating

i deol ogy. Ideology is a virus. So getting this chick back is nore than just getting a chick back
It's the concrete manifestation of an abstract policy goal. And we |ike concrete-right, Vie?"

Vic allows hinmself a judicious sneer and a deep grinding | augh.

"What's the abstract policy goal in this case?" H ro says.

"Not ny departnent,"” Fisheye says. "But | think Uncle Enzo is real pissed at L. Bob Rife."

Hro is nessing around in Flatland. He is doing this partly to conserie the conputer's
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batteries; rendering a three-dimensional office takes a |ot of processors working fujitimnme, while
a sinple two-di nensional desktop display requires mininal power.

But his real reason for being in Flatland is that Hro Protagonist, |ast of the freel ance hackers,
i s hacking. And when hackers are hacking, they don't ness around with the superficial world of

Met aver ses and avatars. They descend below this surface | ayer and into the netherworid of code and
tangl ed nam shubs that supports it, where everything that you see in the Metaverse, no
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matter how lifelike and beautiful and three-dinmensional, reduces to a sinple text file: a series
of letters on an electronic page. It is a throwback to the days when peopl e programred conputers
through primtive tel etypes and | BM punch cards.

Since then, pretty and user-friendly programr ng tools have been devel oped. It's possible to
program a conputer now by sitting at your desk in the Metaverse and manual ly connecting little
preprogramed units, |ike Tinkertoys. But a real hacker woul d never use such techniques, any nore
than a master auto mechanic would try to fix a car by sliding in behind the steering wheel and
wat ching the idiot lights on the dashboard.

Hi ro does not know what he is doing, what he is preparing for. That's okay, though. Most of
programming is a matter of |aying groundwork, building structures of words that seemto have no
particul ar connection to the task at hand.

He knows one thing: The Metaverse has now become a place where you can get killed. O at | east
have your brain reaned out to the point where you might as well be dead. This is a radical change
in the nature of the place. Guns have cone to Paradi se.

It serves themright, he realizes now They nade the place too vulnerable. They figured that the
worst thing that could happen was that a virus might get transferred into your conputer and force
you to ungoggl e and reboot your system Maybe destroy a little data if you were stupid enough not
to install any nedicine. Therefore, the Metaverse is w de open and undefended, |like airports in
the days before bonmbs and netal detectors, like elementary schools in the days before naniacs with
assault rifles. Anyone can go in and do anything that they want to. There are no cops. You can't
defend yoursel f, you can't chase the bad people. It's going to take a |ot of work to change that. -
a fui~da. nmental rebuilding of the whole Metaverse, carried out on a planetw de, corporate |evel
In the meantine, there may be a role for individuals who know their way around the place. A few
hacks can nmake a lot of difference in this situation. A freelance hacker could get a ot of shit
done, years before the giant software factories bestir thenselves to deal with the problem
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______ The virus that ate through Da5id's brain was a string of binary information, shone
into his face in the formof a bitmap-a series of white and bl ack pixels, where white repre. sents
zero and bl ack represents one. They put the bitmap onto scrolls and gave the scrolls to avatars
who went around the Metaverse | ooking for victins.

The dint who tried to infect Hro in The Black Sun got away, but he left his scroll behind-he
didn't reckon on having his arns | opped off-and Hiro dunped it into the tunnel system bel ow the
floor, the place where the G aveyard Daenons |ive. Later, H ro had a Daenpbn take the scroll back
to his workshop. And anything that is in Hiro's house is, by definition, stored inside his own
conmputer. He doesn't have to jack into the global network in order to access it.

It's not easy working with a piece of data that can kill you. But that's okay. In Reality, people
work with dangerous substances all the tinme-radi oactive isotopes and toxic chem cals. You just
have to have the right tools: renote mani pulator arnms, gloves, goggles, |eaded glass. And in

Fl at | and, when you need a tool, you just sit down and wite it. So Hro starts by witing a few
sinmpl e progranms that enable himto mani pulate the contents of the scroll wthout ever seeing it.
The scrall, like any other visible thing in the Metaverse, is a piece of software. It contains
sonme code that describes what it |ooks like, so that your computer wifi know howto drawit, and
some routines that govern the way it rolls and unrolls. And it contains, sonewhere inside of
itself, a resource, a hunk of data, the digital version of the Snow Crash virus

Once the virus has been extracted and isolated, it is easy enough for Hro to wite a new program
call ed SnowScan. SnhowScan is a piece of nedicine. That is, it is code that protects Hro's system
both his hardware and, as Lagos would put it, his bioware-fromthe digital Snow Crash virus. Once
Hro has installed it in his system it will constantly scan the information coming in from
outside, looking for data that natches the contents of the scroll. If it notices such infornmation
it will block it.

There's other work to do in Flatland. Hiro's good with avatars, so he wites hinself an invisible
avatar-just because, in the new
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and nore dangerous Metaverse, it mght cone in handy. This is easy to do poorly and surprisingly
tricky to do well. Al npbst anyone can wite an avatar that doesn't |ook |like anything, but it wll

lead to a | ot of problenms when it is used. Sonme Metaverse real estate-including The Bl ack Sun-
wants to know how big your avatar is so that it can figure out whether you are colliding with
anot her avatar or sone obstacle. If you give it an answer of zero-you make your avatar infinitely
smal | -you will either crash that piece of real estate or else nake it think that something is very
wrong. You will be invisible, but everywhere you go in the Metaverse you will |eave a swath of
destruction and confusion a mle wide. In other places, invisible avatars are illegal. If your
avatar is transparent and reflects no |ight whatsoever-the easiest kind to wite-it will be
recogni zed instantly as an illegal avatar and alarms will go off. It has to be witten in such a
way that other people can't see it, but the real estate software doesn't realize that it's

i nvi si bl e.

There are about a hundred little tricks like this that Hro wouldn't know about if he hadn't been
progranm ng avatars for people like Vitaly Chernobyl for the last couple of years. To wite a
really good invisible avatar fromscratch would take a long tinme, but he puts one together in
several hours by recycling bits and pieces of old projects left behind in his conputer. Wich is
how hackers usually do it.

Wil e he's doing that, he cones across a rather old folder with some transportation software in
it. This is left over fromthe very old days of the Metaverse, before the Mnorail existed, when
the only way to get around was to walk or to wite a piece of ware that sinulated a vehicle.

In the early days, when the Metaverse was a featureless black bali, this was a trivial job. Later
on, when the Street went up and people started building real estate, it becane nore conplicated.
On the Street, you can pass through other people's avatars. But you can't pass through walls. You
can't enter private property. And you can t pass through other vehicles, or through pernanent
Street fixtures such as the Ports and the stanchions that support the nonorail line. If you try to
collide with any of these things, you don't die or get kicked out of the Metaverse; you just
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come to a conplete stop, like a cartoon character running spang into a concrete wall.
In other words, once the Metaverse began to fill up with obstades that you could run into, the job

of traveling across it at high speed suddenly becane nore interesting. Maneuverability becane an

i ssue; Size becane an issue. Hro and Dab5id and the rest of them began to switch away fromthe
enornous, bizarre vehi. des they had favored at first-Victorian houses on tank treads, rolling
ocean liners, mle-wide crystalline spheres, flanmng chariots drawn by dragons-in favor of small
maneuver abl e vehicl es. Mtorcycles, basically.

A Metaverse vehicle can be as fast and ninble as a quark. There's no physics to worry about, no
constraints on acceleration, no air resistance. Tires never squeal and brakes never |ock up. The
one thing that can't be helped is the reaction tinme of the user. So when they were racing their

| atest notorcycle software, holding wild rallies through Downtown at Mach 1, they didn't worry
about engi ne capacity. They worried about the user interface, the controls that enabled the rider
to transfer his reactions into the machine, to steer, accelerate, or brake as quickly as he could
thi nk. Because when you're in a pack of bike racers going through a crowmded area at that speed,
and you run into something and suddenly slow down to a speed of exactly zero, you can forget about
catching up. One nistake and you' ve | ost.

H ro had a pretty good notorcycle. He probably could have had the best one on the Street, sinply
because his reflexes are unearthly. But he was nore preoccupied with sword fighting than

not or cycl e ridi ng.

He opens up the nost recent version of his notorcycle software, gets familiar with the controls
again. He ascends fromFlatland into the three-di mensi onal Metaverse and practices riding his bike
around his yard for a while. Beyond the boundaries of his yard is nothing but blackness, because
he's not jacked into the net. It is a lost, desolate sensation, kind of like floating on a life
raft in the Pacific Ccean.

49

Sonetimes they see boats in the distance. A couple of these even swing close by to check them out,
but none of themseens to be in that rescuing nood. There are few altruists in the vicinity of the
Raft, and it nust be evident that they don't have nmuch to steal

Fromtinme to tine, they see an old deep-water fishing boat, fifty to a hundred feet long, with
hal f a dozen or so small fast boats clustered around it.

When Eliot informs themthat these are pirate vessels, Vic and Fisheye prick up their ears. Vic
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unwaps his rifle fromthe collection of Hefty bags that he uses to protect it fromthe salt
spray, and detaches the bul ky sight so that they can use it as a spyglass. Hiro can't see any
reason to pull the sight off the rifle in order to do this, other than the fact that if you don't,
it looks like you're drawing a bead on whatever you're | ooking at.

Whenever a pirate vessel cones into view, they all take turns | ooking at it through the sight,
playing with all the different sensor nodes: visible, infrared, and so on. Eliot has spent enough
ti me knocking around the RRmthat he has becone fanmiliar with the colors of the different pirate
groups, so by exam ning themthrough the sight he can tell who they are: dint Eastwood and his
band parallel themfor a few m nutes one day, checking themout, and the Mgnificent Seven send
out one of their snall boats to zoom by them and | ook for potential booty. Hi ro's al nbost hoping
they get taken prisoner by the Seven, because they have the nicest-looking pirate ship: a forner

| uxury yacht with Exocet |aunch tubes kludged to the foredeck. But this reconnai ssance | eads
nowhere. The pirates, unschool ed in thernmdynam cs, do not grasp the inplications of the eterna
pl ume of steam coming from beneath the life raft.

One norning, a big old trawer naterializes very close to them congealing out of nothing as the
fog lifts. Hiro has been hearing its engines for a while, but didn't realize how close it was.

Who are they?" Fisheye says, choking on a cup of the freezedned cof fee he despises so nuch. He's
wrapped up in a space
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bl anket and partly snuggl ed underneath the boat's waterproof canopy, just his face and hands

vi si bl e.

Eli ot scopes themout with the sight. He is not a real denonstrative guy, but it's clear that he
is not very happy with what he sees. "That is Bruce Lee," he says.

"How is that significant?" Fisheye says

"Wel |, check out the colors," Eliot says.

The ship is close enough that everyone can see the flag pretty clearly. It's a red banner with a
silver fist in the mddle, a pair of nunchuks crossed beneath it, the initials B and L on either
si de.

"What about 'enP" Fisheye says.

"Well, the guy who calls hinself Bruce Lee, who's like the | eader? He got a vest with those colors
on the back."

" So?"

"So, it's not just enbroidered or painted, it's actually done in scal ps. Patchwork, like."

"Say what?" Hiro says.

"There's a runmor, just a rumor, man, that he went through the Refu ships |ooking for people with
red or silver hair so he could collect the scal ps he needed."”

Hro is still absorbing that when Fi sheye nmakes an unexpected decision. "I want to talk to this
Bruce Lee character," he says. "He interests ne."

"Way the hell do you want to talk to this fucking psycho?" Eliot says.

"Yeah," Hro says. "Didn't you see that series on Eye Spy? He's a mani ac."

Fi sheye throws up his hands as if to say the answer is, |like Catholic theol ogy, beyond norta

conprehension. "This is ny decision," he says.
"Who the fuck are you?" Eliot says.
"President of the fucking boat," Fisheye says. "I hereby nom nate nyself. |Is there a second?"

"Yup," Vic says, the first tine he has spoken in forty-eight hours.

"Al'l in favor say aye," Fisheye says.

"Aye," Vic says, bursting into florid el oquence.

"I win," Fisheye says. "So how do we get these Bruce Lee guys to cone over here and talk to us?"
334
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"Why shoul d they want to?" Eliot says. "W got nothing they want except for poontang."

"Are you saying these guys are honos?" Fisheye says, his face shriveling up

"Shit, man," Eliot says, "you didn't even blink when | told you about the scal ps.”

"l knew |l didn't like any of this boat shit," Fisheye says.

"If this nakes any difference to you, they're not gay in the sense that we usually think of it,"
Eli ot explains. "They're het, but they're pirates. They'll go after anything that's warm and
concave. "

Fi sheye nakes a snap deci sion. "Okay, you two guys, H mand Eliot, you're Chinese. Take off your
cl ot hes. "
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"What ?"

"Do it. I'mthe president, renenber? You want Vic to do it for you?"

Eliot and Hiro can't help | ooking over at Vic, who is just sitting there like a lunp. There is
sonet hi ng about his extrenely blasé attitude that inspires fear

"Do it or I'lIl flicking kill you," Fisheye says, finally driving the point hone.

Eliot and H m bobbing awkwardly on the unsteady floor of the raft, peel off their survival suits
and step out of them Then they pull off the rest of their clothes, exposing smoth bare skin to
the air for the first time in a few days

The trawl er cones right alongside of them no nore than twenty feet away, and cuts its engines.
They are nicely equi pped:

hai fa dozen Zodi acs with new outboards, an Exocet-type nissile, two radars, and a fifty-caliber
machi ne gun at each end of the boat, currently unnmanned. A couple of speedboats are being towed
behind the traw er |ike dinghys and each of these al so has a heavy machine gun. And there is also
a thirty-six-foot notor yacht, follow ng themunder its own power.

There are a couple of dozen guys in Bruce Lee's pirate band, and they are now |ined up al ong the
trawler's railing, grinning, whistling, howing Iike wlves, and waving unrolled trojans in the
air.

"Don't worry, man, |'mnot going to let 'emfuck you," Fisheye says, grinning.
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"What you gonna do," Eliot says, "hand them a papal encyclical ?"

"I" msure they'Il listen to reason,"” Fisheye says.

"These guys aren't scared of the Mafia, if that's what you have in mnd," Eliot says.

"That's just because they don't know us very well."

Finally, the | eader cones out, Bruce Lee hinself, a fortyish guy in a Kevlar vest, an amp vest
stretched over that, a diagonal bandolier, sanurai sword-Hiro would [ove to take hi mon- nunchuks,
and his colors, the patchwork of human scal ps.

He flashes thema nice grin, has a look at Hmand Eliot, gives thema highly suggestive,
thrusting thunbs-up geshire, and then struts up and down the | ength of the boat one tine, swapping
high fives with his nerry nmen. Every so often, he picks out one of the pirates at random and
gestures at the man's trojan. The pirate puts his condomto his lips and inflates it into a
slippery ribbed ball oon. Then Bruce Lee inspects it, making sure there are no | eaks. Obviously,
the man runs a tight ship.

Hro can't help staring at the scal ps on Bruce Lee's back. The pirates note his interest and rnug
for him pointing to the scal ps, nodding, |ooking back at himw th w de, nocking eyes The colors
| ook much too uniformno change in the red fromone to the next. Hro concludes that Bruce Lee,
contrary to his reputation, must have just gone out and gotten scal ps of any old col or, bleached
them and dyed them What a wi np.

Finally, Bruce Lee works his way back to m dship and flashes them another big grin. He has a
great, dazzling grin and he knows it nmaybe it's those one-karat dianonds Krazy G ued to his front
teeth.

"Jamnin' boat," he says. 'Maybe you, nme swap, huh? Hahaha."

Everyone on the life raft, except for Vic, just snmles a brittle snile.

"Where you goin'? Key West? Hahaha."

Bruce Lee examines Hiro and Eliot for a while, rotates his index finger to indicate that they
shoul d spin around and display their business ends. They do.

"Quant 0?" Bruce Lee says, and all the pirates get uproarious,
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nmost of all Bruce Lee. Hiro can feel his anal sphincter contracting to the size of a pore.

"He's asking how much we cost,"” Eliot says. "It's a joke, see, because they know they can cone
over and have our asses for free."

"Ch, hilarious!" Fisheye says. Wiile Hro and Eliot literally freeze their asses, he's stil
snuggl ed up under the canopy, that bastard.

"Poonmi ssile, like?" Bruce Lee says, pointing to one of the antiship mssiles on the deck. "Bugs?
Mot or ol as?"

"Poonmi ssile is a Harpoon antiship nissile, real expensive," Eliot says. "A bug is a nicrochip.
Mot orol a woul d be one brand, like Ford or Chevy. Bruce Lee deals in a |ot of electronics-you know,
typical Asian pirate dude.”

"He'd give us a Harpoon nissile for you guys?" Fisheye says.

"No! He's being sarcastic, shithead!" Eliot says. "Tell himwe want a boat with an outboard
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motor, " Fi sheye says.

"Want one zode, one kicker, fillerup," Eliot says.

Suddenly Bruce Lee gets real serious and actually considers it. "Scope clause, chonmsayen? Gauge
and gag."

"He'll consider it if they can cone and check out the nerchandise first," Eliot says. "They want
to check out how tight we are, and whether we are capabl e of suppressing our gag reflex. These are
all terns fromthe Raft brothel industry."

"Orbwas scope like twelves to nme, hahaha."

"Us honeboys | ook |ike we have twel ve-gauge assholes," Eliot says,
stretched out and worthl ess."

Fi sheye speaks up on his own. "No, no, four-tens, totally!"

The entire deck of the pirate ship titters with excitenent.

"No way," Bruce Lee says.

i.e., that we are all

"These onmbwas," Fisheye says, "still got cherries up in there!" The whol e deck erupts in rude,
screaning |laughter. One of the pirates scranbles up to balance on the railing, gyrates one fist in
the air, and hollers: "ba ka na zu na lay ga no nala aria ma na p0O no a ab zu ... " By that point

all the other pirates have stopped | aughing, gotten serious |ooks on their faces, and joined in
bell owing their own private streans of babble, rattling the air with a profound hoarse ulu]ation.
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Hro's feet go out fromunder himas the raft noves suddenly; he can see Eliot falling down next
to him

He | ooks up at Bruce Lee's ship and flinches involuntarily as he sees what |ooks |ike a dark wave

cresting over the rail, washing over the row of standing pirates, starting at the stern of the
traw er and working its way forward. But this is just some kind of optical illusion. It is not
really a wave at all. Suddenly, they are fifty feet anay fromthe trawer, not twenty feet. As the
| aughter on the railing dies away, Hro hears a new sound: a |low whirring noise fromthe direction
of Fisheye, and fromthe atnosphere around them a tearing, hissing noise, |ike the sound just
before a thunderbolt strikes, Iike the sound of sheets being ripped in half.

Looki ng back at Bruce Lee's trawl er, he sees that the dark waveli ke phenomenon was a wave of

bl ood, as though soneone hosed down the deck with a giant severed aorta. But it didn't cone from
outside. It erupted fromthe pirates' bodies, one at a tinme, nmoving fromthe stern to the bow The
deck of Bruce Lee's ship is now utterly quiet and notionless except for blood and gel atini zed
internal organs sliding dowmn the rusted steel and plopping softly into the wster.

Fi sheye is up on his knees now and has torn away the canopy and space bl anket that have covered
himuntil this point. In one hand he is holding a | ong device a couple of inches in dianeter,
which is the source of the whirring noise. It is a circular bundle of parallel tubes about pencil-
sized and a couple of feet long, like a miniaturized Gatling gun. It whirs around so quickly that
the individual tubes are difficult to make out; when it is operating, it is in fact ghostly and
transparent because of this rapid notion, a glittering, translucent cloud jutting out of Fisheye's
arm The device is attached to a wist-thick bundle of black tubes and cabl es that snake down into
the I arge suitcase, which Iies open on the bottomof the raft. The suitcase has a built-in color
nmonitor screen with graphics giving informati on about the status of this weapons system how much
ammo is left, the status of various subsystens. Hiro just gets a quick glinpse at it before all of
the amunition on board Bruce Lee's ship begins to expl ode.

"See, | told you they'd listen to Reason," Fisheye says, shutting down the whirling gun
338
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Now Hi ro sees a nanepl ate tacked onto the control panelL

"Fucki ng recoil pushed us hal fway to China," Fisheye says appreciatively.

"Did you do that? Wat just happened?" Eliot says.

"l didit. Wth Reason. See, it fires these teeny little netal splinters. They go real fast-nore
energy than a rifle bullet. Depleted uranium?"

The spinning barrels have now slowed alnbst to a stop. It looks |ike there are about two dozen of
t hem

"I thought you hated machi ne guns," Hiro says.

"I hate this fucking raft even nore. Let's go get ourselves sonething that goes, you know
Sonmething with a notor on it."

Because of the fires and snmall expl osions going off on Bruce Lee's pirate ship, it takes thema
mnute to realize that several people are still alive there, stifi shooting at them Wen Fisheye
beconmes aware of this, he pulls the trigger again, the barrels whirl thenselves up into a
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transparent cylinder, and the tearing, hissing noise begins again. As he waves the gun back and
forth, hosing the target down with a hypersonic shower of depleted uranium Bruce Lee's entire
ship seenms to sparkle and glitter, as though Tinkerbell was flying back and forth fromstemto
stern, sprinkling nuclear fairy dust over it.

Bruce Lee's snaller yacht nakes the nistake of coming around to see what's going on. Fisheye turns
toward it for a nmonent and its high, protruding bridge slides off into the water.

Maj or structural elenments of the trawer are losing their integrity. Enornous popping and

wr enchi ng noi ses are coning frominside as big pieces of Sw ss.cheesed netal give way, and
REASON

version 1.0B7
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the superstructure is slowy collapsing down into the hull |ike a botched soufflé. Wen Fisheye
notes this, he ceases fire.

"Cut it out, boss," Vic says.

"I" mnelting!" Fisheye crows.

"W coul d have used that traw er, asshole,” Eliot says, vindictively yanking his pants back on

"I didn't nmean to blowit all up. | guess the little bullets just go through everything."
"Sharp thinking, Fisheye," Hiro says
"Wll, I"'msorry | took alittle action to save our asses. Come on, let's go get one of them

little boats before they all burn."

They paddle in the direction of the decapitated yacht. By the tine they reach it, Bruce Lee's
trawmer is just a listing, enpty steel hull with flanmes and snoke pouring out of it, spiced by the
occasi onal expl osion

The remai ning portion of the yacht has many, many tiny little holes init, and glitters with

expl oded fragments of fiberglass: a mllion tiny little glass fibers about a mllinmeter |Iong. The
ski pper and a crew nmenber, or rather the stew that they turned into when the bridge was hit by
Reason, slid off into the water along with the rest of the debris, |eaving behind no evidence of
their having been there except for a pair of long parallel streaks trailing off into the water.

But there is a Filipino boy down in the galley, the galley so low, unhurt and only dimy aware of
what happened.

A nunber of electrical cables have been sawn in half. Eliot digs up a tool box from bel omdecks and
spends the next twelve hours patching things together to the point where the engine can be started
and the yacht can be steered. Hro, who has a rudi mentary know edge of electrical stuff, acts as
gofer and |inp-di cked

advi ser.

"Did you hear the way the pirates were tal king, before Fisheye opened up on then?" Hro asks Eli ot
whil e they are working.
"You nean in pidgin?"

"No. At the very end. The babbling."
"Yeah. That's a Raft thing."
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"It is?"

"Yeah. One guy will start in and the rest will follow | think it's just a fad."

"But it's comon on the Raft?"

"Yeah. They all speak different |anguages, you know, all those different ethnic groups. It's like
the fucking Tower of Babel. | think when they nmake that sound-when they babble at each other-
they're just imtating what all the other groups sound like."

The Filipino kid starts nmaking them sone food. Vic and Fisheye sit down in the main cabin

bel owdecks, eating, going through Chi nese nagazi nes, |ooking at pictures of Asian chicks, and
occasionally | ooking at nautical charts. \Wen Eliot gets the electrical system back up and
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running, Hiro plugs his personal conputer in, to recharge its batteries.

By the time the yacht is up and running again, it's dark. To the southwest, a fluctuating col um
of light is playing back and forth against the | ow overhangi ng cloud | ayer

"I's that the Raft over there?" Fisheye says, pointing to the light, as all hands converge on
Eliot's nakeshift control center

"It is," Eliot says. "They light it up at night so that the fishing boats can find their way back
toit."

"How far away do you think it is?" Fisheye says.

Eliot shrugs. "Twenty mles."

"And how far to | and?"

"I have no idea. Bruce Lee's skipper probably knew, but he's been pureed al ong with everyone

el se."

"You're right,’
‘chop.""

"The Raft usually stays at least a hundred niles offshore,” Hro says, "to reduce the danger of
snags. "

"How we doi ng on gas?"

"I dipped the tank," Eliot says, "and it |ooks like we're not doing so well, to tell you the
truth.”

"What does that mean, not doing so well?"

"lIt's not always easy to read the | evel when you're out to sea,"” Eliot says. "And | don't know how
efficient these engines are. But if we're really eighty or a hundred m | es offshore, we mght not
make it."
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"So we go to the Raft," Fisheye says. 'W go to the Raft and persuade sonmeone it's in his best
interests to give us sonme fueL Then, back to the nainland."

No one really believes it's going to happen this way, |east of all Fisheye. "And," he conti nues,
"while we're there-on the Raft- after we get the fuel and before we go hone-sone other stuff m ght
happen, too, you know. Life's unpredictable."

"I'f you have sonething in mnd, why don't you just spit it out?" Hro says.

"Ckay. Policy decision. The hostage tactic failed. So we go for an extraction."

"Extraction of what?"
"OF Y. T."

"I go along with that,"
we're extracting."
"Who?"

"Juanita. Cone on, you said yourself she was a nice girlL"

"If she's on the Raft, maybe she's not so nice," Fisheye says.

"l want to extract her anyway. We're all in this together, right? W re all part of Lagos's gang."
"Bruce Lee has sonme people there," Eliot says.

"Correction. Had."

"But what |'msaying is, they're going to be pissed."

"You think they're going to be pissed. | think they're going to be scared shitless," Fisheye says.
"Now drive the boat, Eliot. Come on, I'msick of all this fucking water."

Fi sheye says. "I should have set it on 'whip' or

H m says, "but | have another person | want to extract also, as long as

50

Raven ushers Y.T. onto a flat-assed boat with a canopy on top. It is sone kind of a riverboat that
has been turned into a Vi etnanese/ Anerican/ Thai/ Chi nese busi ness establishnent, kind of a

bar/rest aur ant/whor ehouse/ ganbling den. It has a few big roons, where lots of people are letting
it all hang out, and a lot of little tiny steel-walled roonms down bel ow where God knows what ki nd
of activity is taking place.

The main roomis packed with lowife revelry. The snoke ties her bronchial passages into granny
knots. The place is equi pped
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with a shattering Third Wrld sound system pure distortion echoing off painted steel walls at
three hundred decibels. A television set bolted onto one wall is showi ng foreign cartoons, done up

in a two.color schene of faded nmagenta and |linme green, in which a ghoulish wolf, kind of like Wle
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E. Coyote with rabies, gets repeatedly executed in ways nore violent than even Warner Bros. could
think up. It's a snuff cartoon. The soundtrack is either turned off conpletely or el se overwhel med
by the screeching nel ody com ng out of the speakers. A bunch of erotic dancers are perforning at
one end of the room

It's inpossibly crowded, they'll never get a place to sit. But shortly after Raven cones into the
room haifa dozen guys in the corner suddenly stand bolt upright and scatter froma table,
snatching up their cigarettes and drinks al nost as. an afterthought. Raven pushes Y.T. through the
room ahead of him I|ike she's a figurehead on his kayak, and everywhere they go, people are shoved
out of her way by Raven's al nost pal pabl e personal force field.

Raven bends down and | ooks under the table, picks a chair up off the floor and | ooks at the
under si de-you can never be too careful about those chair bonbs-sets it down, pushed all the way
back into the corner where two steel walls neet, and sits down. He gestures for Y.T. to do the
sane, and she does, her back to the action. Fromhere, she can see Raven's face, illuninated
nmostly by occasional stabs of light filtering through the cromd fromthe mrrored ball over the
erotic dancers, and by the generalized green. and- nagenta haze com ng out of the TV set, spiked by
the occasional flash when the cartoon wolf nmakes the m stake of swall owi ng anot her hydrogen bonb,
or has the misfortune to get hosed down again with a flanethrower.

A waiter's there imedi ately. Raven comrences hol |l ering across the table at her. She can't hear
him but maybe he's asking her what she wants.

"A cheeseburgerl " she screans back at him

Raven | aughs, shakes his head. "You see any cows around here?"

"Anything but fishi" she screans.

Raven talks to the waiter for a while in sone variant of Taxi-

I'i nga.
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"I ordered you sonme squid,” he hollers. "That's a nol |l usk."

Great. Raven, the last of the true gentl enen.

There is a shouted conversation |lasting the better part of an hour. Raven does nobst of the
shouting. Y.T just listens, sniles, and nods. Hopefully, he's not saying sonething like "I enjoy
really violent, abusive sex acts."

She doesn't think he's talking about that at all. He's talking politics. She hears a fragnmented
history of the Aleuts, a burst here and a burst here, when Raven isn't poking squid into his nouth
and the nmusic isn't too |oud:

"Russians flicked us over ... smallpox had a ninety-percent nortality rate ... worked as slaves in
their sealing industry..

Seward's folly .. Fucking N pponese took away ny father in

forty-two, put himin a PONcanp for the duration - . -

"Then the Americans fucking nulced us. Can you believe that shit?" Raven says. There's a lull in

the nusic; suddenly she can hear conplete sentences. "The N pponese say they're the only people
who were ever nuked. But every nuclear power has one aboriginal group whose territory they nuked
to test their weapons. In Anmerica, they nuked the Al eutians. Amchitka. My father," Raven says,
grinning proudly, "was nuked tw ce: once at Nagasaki, when he was blinded, and then again in 1972
when the Americans nuked our honel and."

Geat, Y.T. thinks. She's got a new boyfriend and he's a nutant. Explains one or two things.

"l was born a few nonths later,” Raven continues, by way of totally hamering that point hone.
"How di d you get hooked up with these Othos?"

"I got away fromour traditions and ended up living in Soldotna, working on oil rigs," Raven says,
like Y. T. is supposed to just know where Soldotna is. "That was when | did ny drinking and got
this," he says, pointing to his tattoo. "That's al so when | |earned how to nake [ove to a woman-
which is the only thing | do better than harpooning."

Y.T. can't help but think that fucking and harpooning are closely related activities in Raven's

m nd. But as crude as the man is, she can't get around the fact that he ~ naking her unconfortably
hor ny.

"I used to work fishing boats tOO to ~ke a little extra noney.
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We woul d come back froma forty-ei ght-hour halibut opening- this was back in the old days when
they had fishing regulations- and we'd put on our survival suits, stick beers into the pockets,
and junmp into the water and just float around drinking all night Iong. And one tine we were doing
this and | drank until | passed out. And when | woke up, it was the next day, or naybe a couple of
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days later, | don't know And | was floating in nmy survival suit out in the niddl e of the Cook
Inlet, all alone. The other guys on ny fishing boat had forgotten about ne."
Conveni ently enough, Y.T. thinh

"Anyway, | floated fora couple of days. Got real thirsty. Ended up washi ng ashore on Kodi ak
Island. By this tinme, | was real sick with the DIs and everything el se. But | washed up near a
Russi an Orthodox church and they found ne, took ne.in, and straightened nme out. And that was when
| saw that the Western, American lifestyle had come this close to killing ne."

Here comes the sernon.

"And | saw that we can only live through faith, living a sinple lifestyle. No booze. No

tel evision. None of that stuff."

"So what are we doing in this place?"

He shrugs. "This is an exanple of the bad places | used to hang out. But if you're going to get
decent food on the Raft, you have to cone to a place like this."

A wai ter approaches the table. H's eyes are big, his novenments tentative. He's not conming to take
an order; he's conming to deliver bad news.

"Sir, you are wanted on the radio. |I'msorry."

"Who is it?" Raven says

The waiter just |ooks around himlike he can't even speak the name in public. "It's very

i mportant," he says.

Raven heaves a big sigh, grabs one last piece of fish and pokes it into his nmouth. He stands up
and before Y.T. can react, gives her a kiss on the cheek. "Honey, | got a job to do, or sonething.
Just wait right here for me, okay?"

"Here?"

"Nobody will fuck with you," Raven says, as nmuch for the benefit of the waiter as for Y.T.

51

The Raft | ooks uncannily cheerful froma few niles away. A dozen searchlights, and at |east that
many | asers, are nmounted on the towering superstructure of the Enterprise, waving back and forth
agai nst the clouds like a Hollywood premere. Closer up, it doesn't look so bright and crisp. The
vast matted tangle of small boats radiates a nurky cloud of yellow light that spoils the contrast.
A coupl e of patches of the Raft are burning. Not a nice cheery

bonfire type of thing, but a high burbling flame with black smoke sliding out of it, |like you get
froma |large quantity of gasoline.

"Gang warfare, nmaybe," Eliot theorizes.

"Energy source,"” Hro guesses.

"Entertai nment," Fisheye says. "They don't have cable on the fucking Raft"

Before they really plunge into Hell, Eliot takes the Iid off the fuel tank and slides the dipstick
into there, checking the fuel supply. He doesn't say anything, but he doesn't | ook especially

happy.

"Turn off all the lights,"” Eliot says when it seens they are still mles away. "Renenber that we
have al ready been sighted by several hundred or even several thousand people who are arned and
hungry."

Vic is already going around the boat shutting off lights via the sinple expedient of a ball peen
hanmer. Fisheye just stands there and listens intently to Eliot, suddenly respectful. Eliot
continues. "Take off all the bright orange clothing, even if it nmeans we get cold. From now on, we
| ay down on the decks, expose ourselves as little as possible, and we don't talk to each other

unl eds necessary. Vic, you stay mdships with your rifle and wait for sonmeone to hit us with a
spotlight. Anyone hits us with a spotlight fromany direction, you shoot it out That includes
flashlights fromsmall boats. Hiro, your job is gunwale patrol. You just keep going around the
edges of this yacht, anywhere that a swi nmer could clinb up over the edge and slip on board, and
when that happens, cut his arnms off. Also, be on the | ookout
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for any kind of grappling-hook type stuff. Fisheye, if any other floating object cones within a
hundred feet of us, sink it.

"I'f you see Raft people with antennas conming out of their heads, try to kill themfirst, because
they can talk to each other."

"Ant ennas com ng out of their heads?" Hiro says.

"Yeah. Raft gargoyle types," Eliot says.

"Who are they?"

"How the flick should | know? |'ve just seen 'ema few times, froma distance. Anyway, |'m going
to take us straight in toward the center, and once we get close enough, I'll turn to starboard and
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swing around the Raft countercl ockwi se, |ooking for soneone who nmight be willing to sell us fuel
If worse cones to worst and we end up on the Raft itself, we stick together and we hire oursel ves
a guide, because if we try to nove across the Raft without the help of sonmeone who knows the web,
we'll get into a bad situation.”

"Li ke what kind of a bad situation?" Fisheye asks.

"Li ke hanging on a rotted-out sline.covered cargo net between two ships rocking different ways,
wi t h nothi ng underneath us except ice water full of plague rats, toxic waste, and killer whales.
Any questions?"

"Yeah," Fisheye says. "Can | go honme now?"

Good. If Fisheye is scared, so's Hire.

"Remenber what happened to the pirate naned Bruce Lee," Eliot says. "He was well -arnmed and
powerful. He pulled up alongside a life raft full of Refus one day, |ooking for sone poontang, and
he was dead before he knew it. Now there are a lot of people who want to do that to us."

"Don't they have some kind of cops or sonething?" Vic says. "I heard they did."

In other words, Vic has killed alot of time going to Raft novies in Tines Square.

"The people up on the Enterprise operate in kind of a wath-of Cod node," Eliot says. "They have
bi g guns nounted around the edge of the flight deck-big Catling guns |ike Reason except with

| arger bullets. They were originally put there to shoot down Exocet mssiles. They strike with the
force of a neteorite, If people act up out on the Raft, they will make the problem go away. But a
little nurder or riot isn't enough to get their atten
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tion. If it's a rocket duel between rival pirate organizations, that's different."

Suddenly, they've been nailed with a spotlight so big and powerful they can't | ook anywhere near
it

Then it's dark again, and a gunshot fromVie's rifle is seating and reverberating across the

wat er .

"Ni ce shooting, Vic," Fisheye says.

"It's, like, one of themdrug deal er boats," Vic says, |ooking through his magic sight. "Five guys
on it. Headed our way." He fires another round. "Correction. Four guys on it." Boom "Correction
they're not headed our way anynore." Boom A fireball erupts fromthe ocean two hundred feet away.
"Correction. No boat."

Fi sheye | aughs and actually slaps his thigh. "You recording all of this, Hiro?"

"No," Hi msays. 'Wuldn't cone out."

"Ch." Fisheye seens taken aback, |ike this changes everything.

"That's the first wave," Eliot says. "Rich pirates |ooking for easy pickings. But they' ve got a
lot to |l ose, so they scare easy."

"Anot her big yacht.type boat is out there," Vie says, "but they're turning away now. "

Above the deep chortling noise of their yacht's big diesel, they can hear the high whine of

out board notors.

"Second wave," Eliot says. "Pirate wannabes. These guys will cone in a |lot faster, so stay sharp.”
"This thing has nmillimeter wave on it," Fisheye says. Hiro looks at him his face is illum nated
from bel ow by the glow of Reason's built-in screen. "I can see these guys like it's fucking
daylight."

Vie fires several rounds, pops the clip out of his rifle, shoves in a new one.

A zodi ac zips past, skittering across the wavetops, strafing themw th weak flashlight beans.

Fi sheye fires a couple of short bursts from Reason, blastling clouds of warmsteaminto the cold
night air, but msses them

"Save your ammo," Eliot says. "Even with Uzis, they can't hit us until they slow down a little
bit. And even with radar, you can't hit them"
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A second zodi ac whi ps past themon the other side, closer than the | ast one. Vie and Fisheye both
hold their fire. They hear it orbiting them sw nging back around the way it cane.

"Those two boats are getting together out there," Vic says. "They got two nore of them A total of
four. They're talking."

"We've been reconned," Eliot says, "and they're planning their tactics. The next time is for
real . "

A second later, two fantastically loud blasts sound fromthe rear of the yacht, where Eliot is,
acconpani ed by brief flashes of light. Hiro turns around to see a body collapsing to the deck
It's not Eliot. Eliot is crouching there holding his oversized halibut shooter
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Hiro runs back, |ooks at the dead swimer in the dimlight scattering off the clouds, He's naked
except for a thick coating of black grease and a belt with a gun and a knife in it. He's stil

hol ding onto the rope that he used to' pull hinself onboard. The rope is attached to a grappling
hook that has caught in the jagged, broken fiberglass on one side of the yacht.

"Third wave is coming a little early," Eliot says, his voice high and shaky. He's trying so hard
to sound cool that it has the opposite effect. "Hiro, this gun's got three rounds left init, and
I'"msaving the last one for you if any nore of these notherfuckers get on board."

"Sorry," Hiro says. He draws the short waki z&shi. He would feel better if he could carry his nine
in the other hand, but he needs one hand free to steady hinself and keep fromfalling overboard. |-
ic makes a quick circuit of the yacht, |ooking for nore grappling hooks, and actually finds one on
the other side, hooked into one of the railing stanchions, a taut rope trailing out behind it into
t he sea.

Correction: It's a taut cable, H's sword won't cut it. And the tension on the rope is such that he
can't get it unhooked fromthe stanchion

As he's squatting there playing with the grappling hook, a greasy hand rises up out of the water
and grabs his wist. Another hand gropes for Hro's other hand and grabs the sword instead.

Hi ro yanks the weapon free, feeling it do danage, and ~hoyCSt h~ waki zashi point first into the

pl ace between those two hands | ust as sonmeone is sinking his teeth into Hro's crotch. But Hro s
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crotch is protected-the nmotorcycle outfit has a hard plastic cup-and so this human shark just gets
a rmout hful of bulletproof fabric. Then his grip |loosens, and he falls into the sea. Hiro rel eases
the grappling hook and drops it in with him

Vie fires three rounds in quick succession, and a fireball illuninates one whole side of the ship.
For a monent, they can see everything around themfor a distance of a hundred yards, and the
effect is Iike turning on your kitchen lights in the mddle of the night and finding your
countertops aswarmwith rats. At |east a dozen snmall boats are around them

"They got Ml otov cocktails,” Vie says.

The people in the boats can see them too. Tracers fly around them from several directions. Hro
can see nuzzle flashes in at |east three places. Fisheyc opens up once, twice with Reason, just
firing short bursts of a few dozen rounds each, and produces one fireball, this one farther away
fromthe yacht.

It's been at least five seconds since Hiro noved, so he checks this area for grappling hooks again
and resunmes his circuit around the edge of the yacht. This tinme it's clear. The two grease-balls
nmust have been worki ng toget her

A Mol otov cocktail arcs through the sky and inpacts on the starboard side of the yacht, where it's
not going to do nuch danmage. Inside would be a | ot worse. Fisheye uses Reason to hose down the
area fromwhich the Mdl otov was thrown, but now that the side of the boat is all it up fromthe
flanes, they draw nmore small-arns fire, in that light, Hiro can see trickles of blood run-fling
down fromthe area where Vie ensconced hinself.

On the port side, he sees sonething long and narrow and low in the water, with the torso of a man
rising out of it. The man has long hair that falls down around his shoul ders, and he's hol ding an
ei ght-foot pole in one hand. Just as Hiro sees him he's throwing it.

The harpoon darts across twenty feet of open water. The nillion chipped facets of its glass head
refract the light and make it ook like a nmeteor. It takes Fisheye in the back, slices easily
through the buUet proof fabric he's wearing under his siiit~, and comes all the way out the other
side of his body. The inpact |ifts Fisheye into the air and throws himoff the boat; he | ands
facefirst in the water, already dead.
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Mental note: Raven's weapons do not show up on radar.

Hiro I ooks back in the direction of Raven, but he's already gone. A couple nore greaseballs, side
by side, vault over the railing about ten feet forward of Hro, but for a nonent they're dazzl ed
by the flanes. Hiro pulls out his nine, ains it their way, and keeps pulling the trigger unti

both of them have fallen back into the water. He's not sure how nany rounds are left in the gun
now.

There's a coughi ng, hissing noise, and the flame light gets dimand finally goes out. Eliot nailed
it with a fire extinguisher.

The yacht jerks out fromunder Hro's feet, and he hits the deck with his face and shoul der
Getting up, he realizes that either they've just ramed, or beer,! ramred by, sonmething big. There
i s a thudding noise, feet running on the deck. Hiro hears sone of these feet near him drops his

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (170 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:21 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

waki zashi, pulls his katana, whirls at the sane tine, snapping the long blade into sonmeone's

m dsection. Meanwhile they're dragging a long knife down his back, but it doesn't penetrate the
fabric, just hurts a little. H s katana cones free easily, which is dunb | uck, because he forgot
to squeeze off the blow, could have gotten it wedged in there. He turns again, instinctively
parries a knife thrust from another greaseball, raises the katana and snaps it down into his

brai npan. This tine he does it right, kills himw thout sticking the blade. There are greaseballs
on two sides of himnow Hi mchooses a direction, swings it sideways, decapitates one of them
Then he turns around. Another greaseball is staggering toward himacross the pitching deck with a
spi ked club, but unlike Hiro he's not keeping his balance. H mshuffles up to nmeet him keeping
his center of gravity over his feet, and inpales himon the katana.

Anot her greaseball is watching all of this in astonishnment fromup near the bow H ro shoots him
and he col | apses to the deck.

Two nore greaseballs junp off the boat voluntarily.

The yacht is tangled up in a spider's web of shifty old ropes and cargo nets that were stretched
out across the surface of the water as a snare for poor suckers like them The yacht's engine is
still straining, but the prop isn't noving; sonething got wapped around the shaft.

There's no sign of Raven now. Maybe it was just a one-tine contract hit on Fisheye. Maybe he
didn't want to get tangled up

1.....
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in the spiderweb. Maybe he figured that, once Reason was taken out, the greaseballs would take
care of the rest

Eliot's no longer at the controls. He's no longer even on the yacht. Hro calls out his nanme, but
there's no response. Not even thrashing in the water. The last thing he did was | ean over the edge
with the fire extinguisher, putting out the Mlotov flame; when they were jerked to a halt he nust
have tunbl ed overboard.

They're a lot closer to the Enterprise than he had ever thought, They covered a | ot of water
during the fight, got closer in than they should have. In fact, Hiro's surrounded on all sides by
the Raft at this point. Meager, flickering illunination is provided by the burning remains of the
Mol ot ov cocktail -carrying Zodi acs, which have becone tangled in the net around them

Hiro does not think it would be wise to take the yacht back out toward open water. It's a little
too conpetitive there. He goes up forward. The suitcase that serves as Reason's power supply and
anmmo dunp is open on the deck next to him its color nonitor screen reading Sorry, a fatal system
error occurred. Please reboot and by again.

Then, as Hiro' slooking at it, it fritzes out conpletely and dies of a snow crash

Vic got hit by one of the machi ne-gun bursts and is also dead. Around them halfa dozen ot her
boats ride on the waves, caught in the spiderweb, nice-looking yachts all of them But they are
all empty hul ks, stripped of their engines and everything el se. Just |ike duck decoys in front of
a hunter's blind. A hand-painted sign rides on a buoy nearby, reading FUEL in English and ot her

| anguages.

Farther out to sea, a nunber of the ships that were chasing themearlier are lingering, steering
wel |l clear of the spiderweb.

They know they can't cone in here; this is the exclusive domain of the black grease swimers, the
spiders in the web, alnost all of whom are now dead.

If he goes onto the Raft itself, it can't be any worse. Can it?

The yacht has its own little dinghy, the snallest size of inflat. able zodiac, with a snal
outboard notor. Hmgets it into the water.

"I go with you," a voice says

H mwhirls, hauling out his gun, and finds hinmself ainming it
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into the face of the Filipino cabin boy. The boy blinks, |looks a little surprised, but not
especially scared. He has been hanging out with pirates, after all. For that matter, all the dead

guys on the yacht don't seemto faze himeither.
"I be your guide," the boy says. "ba la zin ka nu parata..."

52
Y.T. waits so long that she thinks the sun nust have cone up by now, but she knows it can't really
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be nore than a couple of hours. In a way, it doesn't even matter. Nothing ever changes:

the music plays, the cartoon videotape rewinds itself and starts

up again, men cone in and drink'and try not to get caught staring at her. She might as well be
shackl ed to the table anyway; there's no way she could ever find her way back honme fromhere. So
she waits.

Suddenly, Raven's standing -in front of her. He's wearing different clothes, wet slippery clothing
made out of animal skins or sonething. His face is red and wet from bei ng outsi de.

"You get your job all done?"

"Sort of," Raven says. "I did enough."

"What do you nean, enough?"

"I mean | don't like being called out of a date to do bullshit work," Raven says. "So | got things
in order out there and ny attitude is, let his gnonmes worry about the details."

"Well, 1've been having a great time here.”

"Sorry, baby. Let's get out of here," he says, speaking with the intense, strained tones of a man
with an erection.
"Let's go to the Core,
"'What's there?"
"Everything," he says. "The people who run this whole place. Mst of these people"-he waves his
hand out over the Raft- "can't go there. | can. Want to see it?"

"Sure, why not," she says, hating herself for sounding |like such a sap. But what else is she going
to say?

He starts | eading her down a long noonlit series of gangpl anks,
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in toward the big ships in the nmddle of the Raft. You could al nost skate here, but you'd have to
be really good.

"Why are you different fromthe other people?" Y.T. says. She kind of blurts it out w thout doing
a whole lot of thinking first. But it seens |like a good question.

He laughs. "I'man Aleut. I'mdifferent in a |lot of ways-"

"No. | nean your brain works in a different way," Y.T. says. "You' re not wacked out. You know what
I mean? You haven't nentioned the Wrd all night."
"W have a thing we do in kayaks. It's like surfing,
"Real ly? | surf, too-in traffic,” Y.T. says.

"We don't do this for fun,” Raven says. "It's part of how we live. W get fromisland to island by
surfing on waves."

"Same here," Y.T. says, "except we go fromone franchulate to the next by surfing on cars."

"See, the world is full of things nore powerful than us. But if you know how to catch a ride, you
can go places," Raven says.

"Right. I"'mtotally hip to what you're saying."

"That's what 1'mdoing with the Orthos. | agree with sonme of their religion. But not all of it.

But their novenent has a |lot of power. They have a | ot of people and nobney and ships."

"And you're surfing onit."

"Yeah."

"That's cool, | can relate. What are you trying to do? | mean, what's your real goal ?"

They're crossing a big broad platform Suddenly he's right behind her, his arms are around her
body, and he draws her back into him Her toes are just barely touching the ground. She can fee
his cool nose against her tenple and his hot breath comng into one ear. It sends a tingle

strai ght down to her toes.

"Short-termgoal or long-termgoal ?" Raven whi spers.

"Un-long term"

"I used to have this plan-1 was going to nuke America."

"Ch. Well, that'd be kind of harsh,"” she says.

"Maybe. Depends on what kind of a nbod I'min. Oher than that, no |ong-term goals.
whi spers sonet hi ng, another breath tickles her ear
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"How about medi umterm then?

"I'n a few hours, the Raft comes apart,"” Raven says. 'W're

headed for California. Looking for a decent place to |live. Some people mght try to stop us. It's
my job to help the people make it safe and sound up onto the shore. So you nmight say I'mgoing to
war . "

he says, once they get into the cool air above deck

Raven says.

Every tine he

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (172 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:21 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

"Ch, that's a shame," she nunbl es.

"So it's hard to think of anything besides the here and now. "
"Yeah, | know. "

"I rented a nice roomto spend ny |last night in," Raven says.
"I't's got clean sheets."

Not for |ong, she thinks.

______ She had thought that his lips would be cold and stiff, Iike a fish. But she's shocked
at how warmthey are. Every part of his body feels hot, like that's his only way of keeping warm
up in the Arctic.

About thirty seconds into the kiss, he bends down, waps his great thigh-sized forearns around her
wai st, cinches her up into the air, lifting her feet up off the deck

She was afraid he would take her to sone horrible place, but it turns out he rented a whole

shi ppi ng contai ner, stacked way up high on one of the containerships in the Core. The place is
like a luxury hotel for big Core wheels.

She's trying to decide what to do with her |egs, which are now dangling uselessly. She's not quite
ready to wap themaround him not this early in the date. Then she feels them spreadi ng apart-
way, way apart-Raven's thighs rmust be bigger around than his waist. He has lifted one leg up into
her crotch and put the foot up on a chair so she's straddling his thigh, and with his arms he's
hol di ng her body up agai nst him squeezing and rel axi ng, squeezing and rel axi ng, so that she's

hel pl essly rocki ng back and forth, all her weight on her crotch. Some huge nuscle, the upnost part
of his quadricep, angles up where it attaches to the bone in his pelvis, and as he rocks her in
closer and tighter she ends up straddling that, shoved against itso tight that she can feel the
seans in the crotch of her coverall, feel the coins in the key pocket of Raven's black jeans. Wen
he slides his hands down-
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ward, still pressing her inward, and squeezes her butt in both hands, so big it nust be like
squeezing an apricot, fingers so long they wap around and push up into her crack and she rocks
forward to get away fromit but there's nowhere to go except into his body, her face breaki ng away
fromthe kiss and sliding against the perspiration of his broad, snooth, whiskerless neck. She
can't help letting out a yelp that turns into a noan, and then she knows he's got her. Because she
never makes noi ses during sex, but this tine she can't help it.

And once she's decided that, she's inpatient to get on with it. She can nove her arns, she can
move her |egs, but the mddle part of her body is pinned in place, it's not going to nove unti
Raven noves it. And he's not going to nove it until she makes himwant to. So she goes to work on
his ear. That usually does it.

He tries to get away fromher. Raven, trying to run away from sonething. She |likes that idea. She
has arnms that are as strong as a man's, strong from hanging on to that poon on the freeway, so she
wraps them around his head like a vise and presses her forehead against the side of his head and
starts orbiting the tip of her tongue around the little folded-over rimof his outer ear

He stands paralyzed for a couple of mnutes, breathing shal. lowy, while she works her way
i nward, and when she finally shoves her tangue into his ear canal, he bucks and grunts like he's
j ust been harpooned, lifts her up off his leg, kicks the chair across the roomso hard it cracks

agai nst the steel wall of the shipping container. She feels herself falling backward toward the
futon, thinks for a nonent she's about to get crushed beneath him but he catches all the weight
on his el bows, except for his |ower body, which slans into hers all at once, sending another

el ectric shot of pleasure up her back and down her | egs. Her thighs and cal ves have turned solid
and tight, like they've been punped full of juice, she can't relax them He |eans up on one el bow,
separating their bodies for a nonent, plants his nmouth on hers to maintain the contact, fills her
mouth with his tongue, holds her there with it while he one-hands the fastener at the collar of
her coverall and yanks the zipper all the way down to the crotch. It's open now, exposing a broad
V of skin converging fromher shoulders. He rolls back onto her, grabs the top of the coveral

with both hands and pulls it down behind her, forcing her arns down and to her
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sides, stuffing the mass of fabric and pads down underneath the snmall of her back so she stays
arched up toward him Then he's in between her tight thighs, all those skating nmuscles strained to
the imt, and his hands conme back inside to squeeze her butt again, this time his hot skin
against hers, it's like sitting on a warm buttered griddle, rmakes the whol e body feel warner.
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There's somet hing she's supposed to renmenber at this point.

Sonet hi ng she has to take care of. Something inportant. One of those dreary duties that always
seens so | ogical when you think about it in the abstract and, at nonents like this, seens so
utterly beside the point that it never even occurs to you

It nust be sonething to do with birth control. O sonething like that. But Y.T. is helpless with
passi on, so she has an excuse. So she squirns and ki cks her knees until the coverall and her
panties have slid down to her anldes.

Raven gets conpletely naked in about three seconds. He pulls his shirt off over his head and
throws it sonewhere, bucks out of his pants and kicks themoff onto the floor. His skin is as
snooth as hers, like the skin of a manmal that swi ns through the sea, but he feels hot, not cold
and fish)'. She doesn't see his cock, but she doesn't want to, what's the point, right?

She does sonething she's never done before: cones as soon as he goes into her. It's like a bolt of
Iightning shoots out fromthe niddl e, down the backs of her tensed |legs, up her spine, into her

ni ppl es, she sucks in air until her whol e nbcage is poking out through the skin and then screans
it all out. She just rips one.

Raven's prQoably deaf now. Which is his fucking problem

She goes linp. So does he. He nust have cone at the sane tinme. Wiich is okay. It's early, and poor

Raven was horny as a goat from being out to sea. Later on, she'll expect nore endurance.
Ri ght now, she's content to |lie underneath himand suck the warnth out of his body. She's been
cold for days. Her feet are still cold, hanging out in the air, but that just makes the rest of

her feel much better
Raven seens content, too. Uncharacteristically so. Tal k about bliss. Mst guys would al ready be
flipping through channels on the TV. Not Raven. He's content to lie here all night, breathing
l'i
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softly into her neck. As a matter of fact, he's gone to sleep right on top of her. Like sonething
a woman woul d do.

She dozes, too. Lies there for a minute or two, all these thoughts going through her head.

This is a pretty nice place. Like a md-priced business hotel in the Valley. She never figured
anything like this existed on the Raft. But there's rich people and poor people here, too, just

i ke anywhere el se.

When they cane to a certain place on the wal kway, not far fromthe first of the big Core ships,
there was an arned guard bl ocking the way. He | et Raven go on through, and Raven took Y.T. with
him | eading her by the hand, and the guard gave her a | ook but he didn't say anything, he was
keepi ng nost of his attention on Raven

After that, the wal kway got a lot nicer. It was broad, like the boardwal k at the beach, and not
quite so crowded with old Chinese |adies carrying gigantic bundles on their backs. And it didn't
snell like shit quite so nuch.

When they got to the first Core ship, there was a stairway that took themfromsea level up to its
deck. Fromthere, they took a gangpl ank across to the innards of another ship, and Raven |ed her
through the place like he'd been through it a nfflion tinmes, and eventually they crossed anot her
gangpl ank into this containership. And it was just like afucking hotel in there: bellhops with
white gl oves carrying luggage for guys in suits, a registration desk, everything. It was still a
shi p-everything's nade out of steel that has been painted white a mllion tinmes over-but nothing
i ke what she expected. There's even a little helipad where the suits can cone and go. There's a
chopper parked next to it with a | ogo she's seen before: Rife Advanced Research Enterprises. RARE
The peopl e who gave her the envel ope to deliver to EBGOC headquarters. Al of this is fitting
toget her now. the Feds and L. Bob Rife and the Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates and the Raft are al
part of the same deal

"Who the hell are all these people?" she asked Raven when she first sawit. But he just shushed
her.

She asked himagain jater, as they were wandering around

| ooking for their room arid he told her: These guys all work for
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L. Bob Rife. Programmers and engi neers and conmuni cations people. Rife's an inportant man

Cot a nonopoly to run

"Rife's here?" she asked him Putting on an act, of course; she had it figured out by that point.
"Ssh," he said.

It's a nice piece of Intel. Hro should like it, if she can just get it to him And even that's
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going to be easy. She never thought there'd be Metaverse termnals here on the Raft, but on this
ship there's a whole row of them so that visiting suits can call back to civilization. Al she
has to do is get to one w thout waking up Raven. Wiich could be tricky. It's too bad she coul dn't
drug himwith sonething, like in the Raft novies.

That's when the realization comes. It swinms up out of her subconscious in the same way that a

ni ght mare does. Or when you | eave the house and renmenker half an hour later that you left a
teakettl e going on the stove. It's a cold clanmy reality that she can't do a damm thi ng about.
She has finally remenbered what that nagging thing was that bothered her for a moment, right
before the actual nmonment of fuckin&

It was not birth control. It was not a hygi ene thing.

It was her dentata. The last line of personal self-defense. Along with Uncle Enzo's dog tags, the
one piece of stuff that the Orthos didn't take. They didn't take it because they don't believe in
cavity searches

Whi ch neans that at the nonent Raven entered her, a very small hypodernic needl e slipped

i nperceptibly into the engorged frontal vein of his penis, automatically shooting a cocktail of
power ful narcotics and depressants into his bl oodstream

Raven's been harpooned in the place where he | east expected it. Now he's going to sleep for at

| east four hours.

And then, boy, is he ever going to be pissed.
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Hro remenbers Eliot's warning: Don't go onto the Raft itself w thout a | ocal guide. This kid nust
be a Refu that Bruce Lee recruited fromsome Filipino nei ghborhood on the Raft.

The kid's nane is Transubstanci acion. Tranny for short. He

clinbs into the zodiac before Hro tells himto

"Waita sec," H msays. "We have to do sone packing first."

Hro risks turning on a snmall flashlight, uses it to rummage around the yacht, picking up val uable
stuff: a few bottles of (presumably) drinkable water, sone food, extra amunition for his nine. He
takes one of the grappling hooks, too, coiling its rope neatly. Seens |ike the kind of thing that
m ght be useful on the Raft.

He has one other chore to take care of, not sonething he's

| ooki ng forward to.

Hro has lived in a |l ot of places where nmice and even rats were a problem He used to get rid of
themusing traps. But then he had a run of bad luck with the things. He would hear a trap snap
shut in the mddle of the night, and then instead of silence he would hear piliable squeaking and
t hrashi ng, whacki ng noi ses as the stricken rodent tried to drag itself back to safety with a trap
snapped over sone part of its anatony, usually its head. When you have gotten up at three in the
nmorning to find a |live nouse on your kitchen counter |leaving a contrail of brain tissue across the
formca, it is hard to get back to sleep, and so he prefers to set out poison now.

Somewhat in the sane vein, a severely wounded man-the

last man Hro shot-is thrashing around on the deck of the yacht, up near the bow, babbling.

More than anything he has ever wanted to do, Hro wants to get into the zodiac and get away from
this person. He knows that in order to go up and help him or put himout of his nmisery, he's
going to have to shine the flashlight on him and when he does that he's going to see sonething
he'll never be able to forget.

But he has to do it. He swallows a couple of tines because he's

al ready gagging and follows his flashlight beamup to the bow.
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It's nmuch worse than he had expected.

This man apparently took a bullet sonewhere around the bridge of his nose, ainmed upward.
Everyt hi ng above that point has been pretty nuch blown off. Hims looking into a cross-section of
his | ower brain.

Sonething is sticking up out of his head. Hiro figures it must be fragnments of skull or sonething.
But it's too snooth and regular for that.

Now that he's gotten over his initial nausea, he's finding this easier to look at. It helps to
know that the guy is out of his msery. Mire than half of his brain is gone. He's stifi talking-
his voi ce sounds whistly and gaseous, |ike a pipe organ gone bad, because of the changes in his
skull-but it's just a brainstemfunction, just a twitch in the vocal cords.

The thing sticking up out of his head is a whip antenna about a foot long. It is encased in black
rubber, like the antennas on cop waildetalkies, and it is strapped onto his head, above the left
ear. This is one of the antenna-heads that Eliot warned them about.
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Hiro grabs the antenna and pulls. He might as well take the headset with himit nust have
sonmething to do with the way L. Bob Rife controls the Raft.

It doesn't conme off. When Hiro pulls, what's left of the guy's head tw sts around, but the antenna
doesn't cone loose. And that's how Hiro figures out that this isn't a headset at all. The antenna
has been permanently grafted onto the base of the man's skull

Hiro switches his goggles into mllineter-wave radar and stares into the man's rui ned head.

The antenna is attached to the skull by neans of short screws that go into the bone, but do not
pierce all the way through. The base of the antenna contains a few mcrochips, whose purpose Hro
cannot divine by | ooking at them But nowadays you can put a superconputer on a single chip, so
anytime you see nore than one chip together in one place, you' re looking at significant ware.

A single hair-thin wire energes fromthe base of the antenna and penetrates the skull. It passes
straight through to the brainstem and then branches and rebranches into a network of invisi
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bly tiny wires enbedded in the brain tissue. Coiled around the base of the tree.

Whi ch expl ains why this guy continues to punp out a steady stream of Raft babble even when his
brain is mssing: It looks Iike L. Bob Rife has figured out a way to nmake el ectrical contact with
the part of the brain where Asherah |ives. These words aren't originating here. It's a pentecosta
radi o broadcast comi ng through on his antenna.

Reason is still up top, its nmonitor screen radiating blue static toward heaven. Hiro finds the
hard power switch and turns it off. Conputers this powerful are supposed to shut thenselves down,
after you've asked themto. Turning one off with the hard switch is like lulling soneone to sleep
by severing their spinal colum. But when the system has snow crashed, it |oses even the ability
to turn itself off, and prinmtive methods are required. Hro packs the Gatling gun assenbly back
into the case and latches it shut.

Maybe it's not as heavy as he thought, or maybe he's on adrenaline overdrive. Then he realizes why
it seems so nmuch lighter: nmost of its weight was amunition, and Fi sheye used up quite a bit. He
hal f-carries, half-drags it back to the stern, making sure the heat exchanger stays in the water
and sonersaults it into the zodi ac.

Hro clinbs in after it, joining Tranny, and starts attending to the notor

"No notor," Tranny says. "It snag bad."

Ri ght. The spi derweb woul d get w apped around the propeller. Tranny shows H ro how to snap the
zodi ac's oars into the oarl ocks.

Hmrows for a while and finds hinmself in along clear zone that zigzags its way through the Raft,
like a |l ead of clear water be. tween ice floes in the Arctic.

"Mt or okay," Tranny says

He drops the notor into the water. Tranny punps up the fuel line and starts it up. It starts on
the first pull; Bruce Lee ran a tight ship.

As H m begins to notor down the open space, he is afraid that it is just alittle cove in the
ghetto. But this is just a trick of the lights. He rounds a corner and finds it stretching out for
sone
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distance. It is a sort of beltway that runs all the way around the Raft. Small streets and even
smaller alleys lead fromthis beltway into the various ghettos. Through the scope, Hiro can see
that their entrances are guarded. Anyone's free to cruise around the beltway, but people are nore
protective of their nei ghborhoods.

The worst thing that can happen on the Raft is for your neighborhood to get cut |oose. That's why
the Raft is such a tangled ness. Each neighborhood is afraid that the nei ghboring 'hoods are going
to gang up on them cut themloose, leave themto starve in the niddle of the Pacific. So they are
constantly fnding new ways to tie thenselves into each other, running cables over, under, and
around their neighbors, tying into nore far-flung 'hoods, or preferably into one of the Core

shi ps.

The nei ghbor hood guards Pare arned, needl ess to say. Looks |ike the weapon of choice is a snall
Chi nese knockoff of the AK-47. Its netal frame junps out pretty clearly on radar. The Chinese
governent nust have stanped out an uni magi nabl e nunber of these things, back in the days when
they spent a |lot of

time thinking about the possibility of fighting a land war with the Soviets.

Most of themjust look like indolent Third World militia the world over. But at the entrance to
one nei ghborhood, Hiro sees that the guard in charge has a whip antenna sticking straight up in
the air, sprouting fromhis head.
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A few mnutes later, they get to a point where the beltway is intersected by a broad street that
runs straight into the mddle of the Raft, where the big ships are-the Core. The closest one is a
Ni ppon6se contai nership-a | ow, flat-decked nunber with a high bridge, stacked with steel shipping
containers. It's webbed over with rope | adders and nakeshift stairways that enable people to clinb
up into this container or that. Many of the containers have |ights burning in them

ddApal . ~ent building," Tranny jokes, noting Hro's interest. Then he shakes his head and rolls his
eyes and rubs his thunmb against his fingertips. Apparently, this is quite the swell nei ghborhood
The nice part of the cruise comes to an end when they notice several fast skifts emerging froma
dark and snoky nei ghbor hood.

"Vi et nam gang," Tranny says. He puts his hand on Hinmis and
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gently but firmly renmoves it fromthe outboard notor's throttle. H mchecks themout on radar. A
coupl e of these guys have the little AK-47s, but npost of themare arnmed with knives and pistols,
obvi ously | ooking forward to sone cl ose-up, face-to-face contact. These guys in the boats are, of
course, the peons. More inportant-|ooking gents stand al ong the edge of the nei ghborhood, snoking
and watching. A couple of them are wi reheads.

Tranny revs it up, turns into a sparse nei ghborhood of |oosely connected Arabian dhows, and
maneuvers through the darkness for a while, occasionally putting his hand on Hro's head and
gently pressing it down so he doesn't catch a rope with his neck

When they energe fromthe fleet of dhows, the Vietnanmese gang is no longer in evidence. If this
happened in daylight, the gangsters could track themby followi ng Reason's steam Tranny steers
them across a nediumsized street and into a cluster of fishing boats. In the niddle of this area
an old trawer sits, being cut up for scrap, cutting torches illuninating the black surface of the
wat er all around. But nost of the work is being done with hammers and col d chisels, which radiate
appal i ng noi se across the flat echoing water.

"Home, " Tranny says, smiling, and points to a couple of houseboats |ashed together. Lights are
still burning here, a couple of guys are out on the deck snoking fat, makeshift cigars, through
the wi ndows they can see a couple of wonen working in the kitchen

As they approach, the guys on the deck sit up, take notice, draw revolvers out of their

wai st bands. But then Tranny speaks up in a happy stream of Tagal og. And everythi ng changes.

Tranny gets the full Prodigal Son welcone: crying, hysterical fat |ladies, a swarmof little kids
piling out of their hamocks, sucking their thunbs and junping up and down. O der nen beam ng
showi ng great gaps and black splotches in their sniles, watching and nodding and diving in to give
hi m t he occasi onal hug.

And on the edge of the nob, way back in the darkness, is another w rehead.

"You cone in, too," says one of the wonen, a lady in her forties naned Eunice.

"That's okay," Hiro says. "I won't intrude."
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This statenent is translated and noves |ike a wave through the sonme ei ght hundred and ni nety-six
Fi i pi nos who have now converged on the area. It is greeted with the utmost shock. Intrude?

Unt hi nkabl e! Nonsense! How dare you so insult us?

One of the gap-toothed guys, a miniature old man and probable Wrld War ||l veteran, junps onto the
rocki ng zodiac, sticks to the floor Iike a gecko, waps his armaround Hiro's shoul ders, and pokes
a spliff into his nouth.

He looks like a solid guy. Hiro leans into him "Conpadre, who is the guy with the antenna? A
friend of yours?"

"Nah, " the guy whispers, "he's an asshole.
and shushes.

Then he puts his index finger dramatically to his lips

54

It's all in the eyes. Along with picking handcuffs, vaulting Jersey barriers, and fending off
perverts, it is one of the quintessential Kourier skills: walking around in a place where you
don't bel ong w thout attracting suspicion. And you do it by not |ooking at anyone. Keep those eyes
strai ght ahead no matter what, don't open themtoo wi de, don't | ook tense. That, and the fact that
she just cane in here with a guy that everyone is scared of, gets her back through the

contai nership to the reception area

"I need to use a Street termnal," she says to the reception guy. "Can you charge it to my roon®"
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"Yes, ma'am " the reception guy says. He doesn't have to ask which room She's in. He's all sniles,
all respect. Not the kind of thing you get very often when you're a Kourier.

She could really get to like this relationship with Raven, if it weren't for the fact that he's a
homi ci dal mut ant .

-55

Hi ro ducks out of Tranny's celebratory dinner rather early, drags Reason off the zodiac and onto
the front porch of the houseboat, opens it up, and jacks his personal conputer into its bios.
NEAL STEPHENSON
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Reason reboots with no problens. That's to be expected. It's also to be expected that |ater
probably when he nost needs Reason to work, it will crash again, the way it did for Fisheye. He
could keep turning it off and on every time it does this, but this is awkward in the heat of
battle, and not the type of solution that hackers admire. It would be rmuch nore sensible just to
debug it.

Whi ch he could do by hand, if he had tine. But there nay be a better way of going about it. It's
possi bl e that, by now, Ng Security Industries has fixed the bug-cone out with a new version of the
software. If so, he should be able to get a copy of it on the Street.

Hro materializes in his office. The Librarian pokes his head

out of the next room just in case Hiro has any questions for him

"What does ultinma ratio regum nean?"

'The Last Argument of Kings,'" the Librarian says. "King

Louis XIV had it stanmped onto the barrels of all of the cannons that were forged during his
reign."

H ro stands up and wal ks out into his garden. His notorcycle is waiting for himon the gravel path
that leads to the gate. Looking up over the fence, H mcan see the |lights of Downtown rising in
the distance again. H's conputer has succeeded in jackLng into L. Bob Rife's global networlq he
has access to the Street. This is as Hiro had expected. Rife nust have a whole suite of satellite
uplinks there on the Enterprise, patched into a cellular network covering the Raft. O herw se, he
woul dn't be able to reach the Metaverse fromhis very own watery fortress, which would never do
for a man like Rife.

Hiro clinbs on his bike, eases it through the nei ghborhood and onto the Street, and then gooses it
up to a few hundred mles an hour, slalom ng between the stanchions of the nonorail, practicing.
He runs intO a few of themand stops, but that's to be expected.

Ng Security Industries has a whole floor of a mnile-high neon skyscraper near Port One, right in
the middl e of Downtown. Like everything else in the Metaverse, it's open twenty-four hours,
because it's always busi ness hours somewhere in the world. H mleaves his bike on the Street,
takes the elevator up to the 397th
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floor, and comes face to face with a receptioni st daenon. For a nonent, he can't peg her racia
background; then he realizes that this daenon is hal f-black, half-Asian--just like him If a white
man had stepped off the el evator, she probably woul d have been a bl onde. A N pponese busi nessnan
woul d have cone face to face with a perky N pponese office girl.

"Yes, sir," she says. "Is this in regard to sales or custoner service?"

"Cust oner service."

"Whom are you with?"

"You nane it, I'mwith them"
"I"'msorry?" Like human receptionists, the daenon is especially bad at handling irony.
"At the monment, | think I'"mworking for the Central Intelligence Corporation, the Mafia, and M.

Lee's Geater Hong Kong."

"I see," says the receptionist, nmaking a note. Also |like a human receptionist, it is not possible
to inpress her. "And what product is this in regards to?"

"Reason. "

"Sir! Welcone to Ng Security Industries,” says another voice.

It is another daenpbn, an attractive bl ack/Asian woman in highly professional dress, who has
materialized fromthe depths of the office suite.

She ushers Hiro down a long, nicely panel ed hallway, down another |ong panel ed hal |l way, and then
down a | ong panel ed hall way. Every few steps, he passes by a reception area where avatars from al
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over the world sit in chairs, passing the time. But Hro doesn't have to wait. She ushers him
straight into a nice big paneled office where an Asian man sits behind a desk littered with nodels
of helicopters. It is M. Ng hinself. He stands up; they swap bows; the usher |ady checks out.
"You working with Fisheye?" Ng says, lighting up a cig. The snoke swirls in the air
ostentatiously. It takes as much conputing power realistically to nodel the snoke comi ng out of
Ng's nouth as it does to nodel the weather systemof the entire planet.
"He's dead," Hiro says. "Reason crashed at a critical juncture, and he ate a harpoon."
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Ng doesn't react. Instead, he just sits there notionless for a few seconds, absorbing this data,
as if his custoners get harpooned all the time. He's probably got a nental database of everyone
who has ever used one of his toys and what happened to them

"l told himit was a beta version," Ng says. "And he should have known not to use it for
inflghting. A two-dollar swtchblade woul d have served himbetter.™

"Agreed. But he was quite taken with it."

Ng bl ows out nore snoke, thinking. "As we | earned in Vietnam high-powered weapons are so
sensorily overwhelning that they are simlar to psychoactive drugs. Like LSD, which can convince
peopl e they can fly-causing themto junp out of w ndows-weapons can make peopl e overconfident.
Skewi ng their tactical judgnent. As in the case of Fisheye.”

"1"I'l be sure and renenber that," H ro says.

"What ki nd of conmbat environment do you want to use Reason in?" Ng says.

"I need to take over an aircraft carrier tonorrow norning."

"The Enterprise?"

"Yes. "

"You know, " Ng says, apparently in a conversational nmpod, "there's a guy who actually took over a
nucl ear. m ssile submarine armed with nothing nore than a pi ece of glass-"

"Yeah, that's the guy who killed Fisheye. |I might have to tangle with him too."

Ng laughs. "What is your ultinmate objective? As you know, we are all in this together, so you nay
share your thoughts with ne."

"I'd prefer alittle more discretion in this case..."

"Too late for that, Hiro," says another voice. Hiro turns around; it is Uncle Enzo, being ushered
through the door by the receptionist-a striking Italian wonman. Just a few paces behind himis a
smal | Asi an busi nessman and an Asi an receptioni st.

"I took the liberty of calling themin when you arrived," Ng says, "so that we could have a

powwow. "

"Pl easure," Uncle Enzo says, bowing slightly to Hro. Hro bows back. "I'mreally sorry about the
car, sir." "It's forgotten," Uncle E~0 says.
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The smal |l Asian man has now conme into the room Hiro finally recognizes him It is the photo that
is on the wall of every M. Lee's G eater Hong Kong in the world.

I ntroductions and bows all around. Suddenly, a nunber of extra chairs have materialized in the

of fice, so everyone pulls one up. Ng comes out from behind his desk, and they sit in a circle.
"Let us cut to the chase, since | assunme that your situation, Hiro, may be nore precarious than
ours," Uncle Enzo says.

"You got that right, sir."

"We would all like to know what the hell is going on," M. Lee says. His English is al nbost devoid
of a Chinese accent; clearly his cute, daffy public image is just a front.

"How much of this have you guys figured out so far?"

"Bits and pieces," Uncle Enzo says. "How nmuch have you figured out?"

"Alnmost all of it," Hro says. "Once | talk to Juanita, I'lIl have the rest."

"I'n that case, you are in possession of sone very valuable intel," Uncle Enzo says. He reaches
into his pocket and pulls out a hypercard and hands it toward Hiro. It says

TWENTY- FI VE
M LLI ON

~HONNG
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Hiro reaches out and takes the card.

Sonewhere on earth, two conputers swap bursts of el ectronic noise and the noney gets transferred
fromthe Mafia's account to Hims

"You'l | take care of the split with Y.T.,
H ro nods. You bet | wll.

"I"'mhere on the Raft |ooking for a piece of software-a piece of nedicine to be specific-that was
witten five thousand years ago by a Sumerian personage naned Enki, a neurolinguistic hacker."
"What does that nean?" M. Lee says.

"I't neans a person who was capabl e of progranm ng other people's ninds with verbal streans of

data, known as nanshubs."

Ng is totally expressionless. He takes another drag on his cigarette, spouts the snoke up above
his head in a geyser, watches it spread out against the ceiling. 'Wat is the mechani sn?"

"W've got two kinds of |anguage in our heads. The kind we're using now is acquired. It patterns
our brains as we're learning it. But there's also a tongue that's based in the deep structures of
the brain, that everyone shares. These structures consist of basic neural circuits that have to
exist in order to allow our brains to acquire higher |anguages."

"Linguistic infrastructure," Uncle Enzo says.

"Yeah. | guess 'deep structure' and 'infrastructure' nmean the sanme thing. Anyway, we can access
those parts of the brain under the right cOnditions. d ossolalia-speaking in tongues--is the
output side of it, where the deep linguistic structures hook into our tongues and speak, bypassing
all the higher, acquired | anguages. Everyone's known that for sone tine."

"You're saying there's an input side, too?" Ng says.

"Exactly. It works in reverse. Under the right conditions, your ears-or eyes-can tie into the deep
structures, bypassing the higher |anguage functions. Wiich is to say, someone who knows the right
words can speak words, or show you visual synbols, that go past all your defenses and sink right
into your brainstern. Like a cracker who breaks into a conputer system bypasses all the security
precautions, and plugs hinself into the core, enabling himto exert absolute control over the
machi ne. "
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"In that situation, the people who own the conputer are helpless,"” Ng says.

"Ri ght. Because they access the machine at a higher level, which has now been overridden. In the
sanme sense, once a neurolinguistic hacker plugs into the deep structures of our brain, we can't
get hi mout-because we can't even control our own brain at such a basic |level."

"What does this have to do with a clay tablet on the Enterprise?" M. Lee says.

"Bear with nme. This | anguage-the nother tongue-is a vestige of an earlier phase of human soci al
devel opnent. Primitive societies were controlled by verbal rules called nme. The nme were |ike
little prograns for humans. They were a necessary part of the transition from caverman society to
an organi zed, agricultural society. For exanple, there was a programfor plowing a furrowin the
ground and planting grain. There was a program for baking bread and anot her one for naking a
house. There were also nme for higher-level functions such as war, diplonmacy, and religious ritual
Al the skills required to operate a self-sustaining culture were contained in these me, which
were witten down on tablets or passed around in an oral tradition. In any case, the repository
for the ne was the local tenple, which was a database of nme, controlled by a priest/king called an
en. Wen soneone needed bread, they would go to the en or one of his underlings and downl oad the
bread-nmaking ne fromthe tenple. Then they would carry out the instructions-run the program and
when they were finished, they'd have a | oaf of bread.

"A central database was necessary, anong other reasons, because sonme of the ne had to be properly
timed. If people carried out the plow ng-and-planting me at the wong tinme of year, the harvest
woul d fail and everyone would starve. The only way to nake sure that the me were properly tined
was to build astrononical observatories to watch the skies for the changes of season. So the
Sunerians built towers '"with their tops with the heavens'-topped with astronom cal diagranms. The
en woul d watch the skies and di spense the agricultural nme at the proper tinmes of year to keep the
economny runni ng. "

"I think you have a chicken. anci.egg problem" Uncle Enzo says. "How did such a society first come
to be organi zed?"

NEAL STEPHENSON

Uncl e Enzo says.
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"There is an informational entity known as the metavirus, which causes infornmation systems to
i nfect thenselves with custonized viruses. This rmay be just a basic principle of nature, like

Darwi ni an sel ection, or it may be an actual piece of information that floats around the universe
on conets and radi o waves-1'mnot sure. In any case, what it cones down to is this: Any

i nfornmati on system of sufficient conplexity will inevitably becone infected with viruses-viruses
generated fromwi thin itself.

"At sone point in the distant past, the nmetavirus infected the human race and has been with us
ever since~ The first thing it did was to spawn a whol e Pandora's box of DNA viruses-small pox,

i nfluenza, and so on. Health and | ongevity became a thing of the past. A distant menmory of this
event is preserved in |legends of the Fall from Paradi se, in which mankind was ejected froma life
of ease into a world infested with di sease and pain.

"That plague eventually reached sone kind of a plateau. Wt still see new DNA viruses fromtine to
time, but it seens that our bodies have devel oped a resistance to DNA viruses in general."
"Perhaps," Ng says, "there are only so many viruses that will work in the hunman DNA, and the

nmet avi rus has created all of them"

"Coul d be. Anyway, Sunerian culture-the society based on ne-was another manifestation of the

met avi rus. Except that in this case, it was in a linguistic formrather than DNA. "

"Excuse ne," M. Lee says. "You are saying that civilization started out as an infection?"
"Civilization inits primtive form yes. Each ne was a sort of virus, kicked out by the netavirus
principle. Take the exanple of the bread-baking me. Once that nme got into society, it was a self-
sustai ning piece of information. It's a sinple question of natural selection: people who know how
to bake bread will live better and be nore apt to reproduce than people who don't know how.
Naturally, they will spread the ne, acting as hosts for this self-replicating piece of
infornmation. That makes ita virus. Sunei-ian culture-with its tenples full of ne-was just a

col l ection of successful viruses that had accunul ated over the nmillennia. It was a franchise
operation, except it had ziggurats instead of golden arches, and clay tablets instead of three-
ring binders.

"The Sunerian word for 'mind,' or '"wisdom' is identical to the
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word for 'ear.' That's all those people were: ears with bodies attached. Passive receivers of

i nformati on. But Enki was different. Enki was an en who just happened to be especially good at his
job. He had the unusual ability to wite new me-he was a hacker. He was, actually, the first
nmodern man, a fully consci ous human being, just like us.

"At some point, Enki realized that Sunmer was stuck in a rut. People were carrying out the sane old
me all the tine, not comng up with new ones, not thinking for thenselves. | suspect that he was

| onely, being one of the few perhaps the only-conscious human being in the world. He realized that
in order for the hunan race to advance, they had to be delivered fromthe grip of this vira
civilization.

"So he created the nam shub of Enki, a countervirus that spread along the sane routes as the ne
and the netavirus. It went into the deep structures of the brain and reprogranmed them

Henceforth, no one coul d understand the Sunerian | anguage, or any other deep structure-based

| anguage. Cut off from our comobn deep structures, we began to devel op new | anguages that had
nothing in comon with each other. The nme no | onger worked and it was not possible to wite new
me. Further transmi ssion of the netavirus was bl ocked."

"Why didn't everyone starve fromlack of bread, having | ost the bread-nmaking me?" Uncle Enzo says.
"Sone probably did. Everyone else had to use their higher brains and figure it out. So you m ght
say that the nam shub of Enki was the begi nnings of hunan consci ousness-when we first had to think
for ourselves. It was the beginning of rational religion, too, the first tine that people began to
t hi nk about abstract issues |ike God and Good and Evil. That's where the nane Babel comes from
Literally it neans 'Gate of Cod.' It was the gate that allowed God to reach the human race. Babel
is a gateway in our minds, a gateway that was opened by the nam shub of Enki that broke us free
fromthe nmetavirus and gave us the ability to think-noved us froma matcrialistic world to a
dualistic world- a binary world-with both a physical and a spiritual conponent.

"There was probably chaos and upheaval. Enki, or his son Marduk, tried to reinpose order on

soci ety by supplanting the old systemof nme with a code of | aws-The Code of Hamur abi
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It was partially successful. Asherah worship continued in many places, though. It was an
incredibly tenacious cult, a throwback to Sumer, that spread itself both verbally and through the
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exchange of bodily fluids-they had cult prostitutes, and they al so adopted orphans and spread the
virus to themvia breast mlk."

"Wait a minute," Ng says. "Now you are tal king about a biological virus again."

"Exactly. That's the whole point of Asherah. It's both. As an exanple, |ook at herpes sinplex.

Her pes heads straight for the nervous systemwhen it enters the body. Sonme strains stay in the
peri pheral nervous system but other strains head like a bullet for the central nervous system and
take up permanent residence in the cells of the brain-coiling around the brainstem!like a serpent
around a tree. The Asherah virus, which nay be related to herpes, or they may be one and the sane,
passes through the cell walls and goes to the nucleus and nmesses with the cell's DNA in the sanme
way that steroids do. But Asherah is a lot nore conplicated than a steroid."

"And when it alters that DNA, what is the result?"

"No one has studied it, except naybe for L. Bob Rife. | think it definitely brings the nother
tongue closer to the surface, makes people nore apt to speak in tongues and nore susceptible to
me. | would guess that it also tends to encourage irrational behavior, nmaybe lowers the victinms
defenses to viral ideas, makes them sexual |y proni scuous, perhaps all of the above."

"Does every viral idea have a biological virus counterpart?" Uncle Enzo says.

"No. Only Asherah does, as far as | know. That is why, of all the me and all the gods and
religious practices that predom nated in Suner, only Asherah is still going strong today. A viral
i dea can be stanped out-as happened with Nazism bell bottons, and Bart Sinpson T-shirts--but
Asherah, because it has a biol ogi cal aspect, can remain latent in the human body. After Babel
Asherah was still resident in the human brain, being passed on fromnmother to child and from| over
to | over.

"We are all susceptible to the pull of viral ideas. Like nmass hysteria O a tune that gets into
your head that you keep on humm ng all day until you spread it to soneone el se. Jokes. Urban

| egends. Crackpot religions. Marxism No matter how smart
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we get~ there is always this deep irrational part that makes us potential hosts for
selireplicating i nformati on. But being physically infected with a virulent strain of the Asherah
virus makes you a whole |lot nore susceptible. The only thing that keeps these things fromtaking
over the world is the Babel factor-the walls of nutual inconprehension that conpartnentalize the
hunman race and stop the spread of viruses.

"Babel led to an explosion in the nunber of |anguages. That was part of Enki's plan. Monocul tures,
like a field of corn, are susceptible to infections, but genetically diverse cultures, like a
prairie, are extrenely robust. After a few thousand years, one new | anguage devel oped- Hebrew - -
that possessed exceptional flexibility and power. The deuteronomni sts, a group of radica
nmonot hei sts in the sixth and seventh centuries B.C., were the first to take advantage of it. They
lived in a tine of extrene nationalismand xenophobia, which~ nmade it easier for themto reject
foreign ideas |ike Asherah worship. They fornalized their old storie~ into the Torah and inpl anted
within it a law that insured its propagation throughout history-a |aw that said, in effect, 'nake
an exact copy of me and read it every day.' And they encouraged a sort of informational hygiene, a
belief in copying things strictly and taking great care with informati on, which as they
understood, is potentially dangerous. They nade data a controll ed substance.

"They may have gone beyond that. There is evidence of carefully planned biological warfare agai nst
the arny of Sennacherib when he tried to conquer Jerusalem So the deuterononists may have had an
en of their very owmn. O maybe they just understood viruses well enough that they knew how to take
advant age of naturally occurring strains. The skills cultivated by these people were passed down
in secret fromone generation to the next and mani fested thensel ves two thousand years later, in
Eur ope, anong the kabbalistic sorcerers, ba al shens, nasters of the divine nane.

"I'n any case, this was the birth of rational religion. Al of the subsequent nonotheistic

religi ons-known by Muslims, appropriately, as religions of the Book-incorporated those ideas to
some extent. For exanple, the Koran states over and over again that it is a transcript, an exact
copy, of a book in Heaven. Nat~
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rally, anyone who believes that will not dare to alter the text in any wayl |deas such as these
were so effective in preventing the spread of Asherah that, eventually, every square inch of the
territory where the viral cult had once thrived-fromlIndia to Spai n-was under the sway of |slam
Christianity, or Judaism

"But because of its |latency-coiled about the brainstemof those it infects, passed from one
generation to the next-it always finds ways to resurface. In the case of Judaism it cane in the
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formof the Pharisees, who inposed a rigid |legalistic theocracy on the Hebrews. Wth its rigid
adherence to laws stored in a tenple, adninistered by priestly types vested with civil authority,
it resenbled the old Sunerian system and was just as stifling.

"The ministry of Jesus Christ was an effort to break Judaismout of this condition-sort of an echo
of what Enki did. Christ's gospel is a new namshub, an attenpt to take religion out of the
tenpl e, out of the hands of the priesthood, and bring the Kingdomof Cod to everyone. That is the
message explicitly spelled out by his sernons, and it is the nessage synbolically enbodied in the
enpty tomb. After the crucifixion, the apostles went to his tonb hoping to find his body and

i nstead found not hing. The nessage was cl ear enough; W are not to idolize Jesus, because his

i deas stand al one, his church is no |onger centralized in one person but dispersed anong all the
peopl e.

"Peopl e who were used to the rigid theocracy of the Pharisees couldn't handle the idea of a

popul ar, nonhi erarchical church. They wanted popes and bi shops and priests. And so the nyth of the
Resurrecti on was added onto the gospels. The nmessage was changed to a formof idolatry. In this
new version of the gospels, Jesus cane back to earth and organi zed a church, which | ater becane
the Church of the Eastern and Western Roman Em pire-another rigid, brutal, and irrationa

t heocr acy.

"At the sanme tine, the Pentecostal church was being founded. The early Christians spoke in
tongues. The Bible says, 'And all were amazed and perpl exed, saying to one another, "Wat does
this mean?" 'Well, | think | may be able to answer that question. It was a viral outbreak. Asherah
had been present, lurking in the popul ation, ever since the triunph of the deuterononists. The

i nformati onal hygi ene nmeasures practiced by the Jews kept it $Uppresse~ But in the early days of
Christianity, there must have
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been a | ot of chaos, a lot of radicals and free thinkers running around, flouting tradition

Thr owbacks to the days of prerational religion. Throwbacks to Suner. And sure enough, they al
started talking to each other in the tongue of Eden

"The mainline Christian church refused to accept glossolalia. They frowned on it for a few
centuries and officially purged it at the Council of Constantinople in 381. The glossolalic cult
remai ned on the fringes of the Christian world. The Church was willing to accept a little bit of
xenogl ossia if it hel ped convert heathens, as in the case of St. Louis Bertrand who converted
thousands of Indians in the sixteenth century, spreading glossolalia across the continent faster
than snal | pox. But as soon as they were converted, those |Indians were supposed to shut up and
speak Latin |like everyone el se.

"The Reformation opened the door a little wider. But Pentecostalismdidn't really take off unti
the year 1900, when a small group of Bible-college students in Kansas began to speak in tongues.
They spread the practice to Texas. There it becane known as the revival novenent. It spread |ike
wildfire, all across the United States, and then the world, reaching China and India in 1906. The
twentieth century's nass nedia, high literacy rates, and high-speed transportation all served as
superb vectors for the infection. In a packed revival hail or a Third Wrld refugee encanpnent,

gl ossol alia spread fromone person to the next as fast as panic. By the eighties, the nunber of
Pent ecostal s wor| dwi de nunbered in the tens of uullions.

"And then cane television, and the Reverend Wayne, backed up by thevast nedia power of L. Bob

Ri fe. The behavior that the Reverend Wayne promnul gates through his tel evision shows, panphlets,
and franchi ses can be traced in an unbroken line back to the Pentecostal cults of early
Christianity, and fromthere back to pagan glossolalia cults. The cult of Asherah lives. The
Reverend Wayne's Pearly Gates is the cult of Asherah.™”
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"Lagos figured all of this out. He was originally a researcher at the Library of Congress, |later
becane part of CIC when it absorbed the Library. He made a living by discovering interesting
things in the Library, facts no one el se had bothered to dig up. He would organi ze these facts and
sell themto people. Once he figured out all of this Enki/Asherah stuff, he went |ooking for
sonmeone who would pay for it and settled on L. Bob Rife, Lord of Bandw dth, owner of the fiber-
optics nonopoly, who at that tine enployed nore programrers than anyone el se on earth.

"Lagos, typically for a nonbusi nessman, had a fatal flaw he thought too snmall. He figured that
with a little venture capital, this neurolinguistic hacking could be devel oped as a new technol
ogy that would enable Rife to nmmintain possession of information that had passed into the brains
of his programers. Vich, noral considerations aside, wasn't a bad idea

"Rife likes to think big. He imedi ately saw that this idea could be rmuch nore powerful. He took
Lagos's idea and told Lagos hinself to buzz off. Then he started dunping a |lot of noney into
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Pent ecostal churches. He took a snmall church in Bayview, Texas, and built it up into a university.
He took a snall. tine preacher, the Reverend Wayne Bedford, and nade hi mnore inmportant than the
Pope. He constructed a string of self. supporting religious franchises all over the world, and
used his university, and its Metaverse canpus, to crank out tens of thousands of m ssionaries, who
fanned out all over the Third Wrld and began converting people by the hundreds of thousands, just
like St. Louis Bertrand. L. Bob Rife's glossolalia cult is the nbost successful religion since the
creation of Islam They do a lot of talking about Jesus, but like many sel f-described Christian
churches, it has nothing to do with Christianity except that they use his nane. It's a
postrational religion.

"He al so wanted to spread the biological virus as a pronoter or enhancer of the cult, but he
couldn't really get away with doing that through the use of cult prostitution because it is
flagrantly anti-Christian. But one of the nmajor functions of his Third World
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m ssionaries was to go out into the hinterlands and vacci nate peopl e-and there was nore than just
vacci ne in those needl es.

"Here in the First Wrld, everyone has al ready been vaccinated, and we don't let religious
fanatics come up and poke needles into us. But we do take a lot of drugs. So for us, he devised a
means for extracting the virus from hunman bl ood serum and packaged it as a drug known as Snow
Crash.

"I'n the nmeantinme, he got the Raftgoing as a way of transporting hundreds of thousands of his
cultists fromthe wetched parts of Asia into the United States. The nedia i nage of the Raft is
that it is a place of utter chaos, where thousands of different |anguages are spoken and there is
no central authority. But it's not like that at all. It's highly organized and tightly controll ed.
These people are all talking to each other in tongues. L. Bob Rife has taken xenogl ossia and
perfected it, turned it into a science.

"He can control these people by grafting radio receivers into their skulls, broadcasting
instructions-nme--directly into their brainstens. If one person in a hundred has a receiver, he can
act as the local en and distribute the me of L. Bob Rife to all the others. They will act out L.
Bob Rife's instructions as though they have been programred to. And right now, he has about a
mllion of these people poised off the California coast.

"He al so has a digital netavirus, in binary code, that can infect conputers, or hackers, via the
optic nerve."

"How did he translate it into binary forn?" Ng says.

"I don't think he did. I think he found it in space. Rife owns the biggest radi o astronomy network
in the world. He doesn't do real astronony with it-he just listens for signals fromother planets.
It stood to reason that sooner or later, one of his dishes would pick up the netavirus."

"How does that stand to reason?"

"The metavirus is everywhere. Anywhere life exists, the metavirus is there, too, propagating
through it. Oiginally, it was spread around on conmets. That's probably how life first came to the
Earth, and that's probably how the netavirus canme here al so. But conmets are slow, whereas radio
waves are fast. In binary form a virus can bounce around the universe at the speed of light. It
infects a civilized planet, gets into its computers, reproduces, and inevitably gets broadcast on
tel evision or radio or
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what ever. Those transmi ssions don't stop at the edge of the atnpbsphere-they radiate out into
space, forever. And if they hit a planet with another civilized culture, where people are
listening to the stars the way Rife was doing, then that planet gets infected, too. | think that
was Rife's plan, and | think it worked. Except that Rife was snmart-he caught it in a controlled
manner. He put it in a bottle. An informational warfare agent for himto use at his discretion
When it is placed into a conputer, it snow crashes the conputer by causing it to infect itself
with new viruses. But it is nuch nore devastating when it goes into the m nd of a hacker, a person
who has an understandi ng of binary code built into the deep structures of his brain. The binary
metavirus will destroy the mnd of a hacker."

"So Rife can control two kinds of people,” Ng says. "He can control Pentecostals by using ne
witten in the nother tongue. And he can control hackers in a nuch nore violent fashion by
damagi ng their brains with binary viruses."

"Exactly."

"What do you think R fe wants?" Ng says.

"He wants to be Ozynandi as, King of Kings. Look, it's sinple:
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Once he converts you to his religion, he can control you with ne. And he can convert nillions of
people to his religion because it spreads |like a fucking virus-people have no resistance to it be-
cause no one is used to thinking about religion, people aren't rational enough to argue about this
kind of thing. Basically, anyone who reads the National Enquirer or watches pro westling on TV is
easy to convert. And with Snow Crash as a pronoter, it's even easier to get converts

"Rife's key realization was that there's no difference between nodern culture and Sunerian. W
have-a huge workforce that is illiterate or aliterate and relies on TV-which is sort of an ora
tradition. And we have a small, extrenely literate power elite- the people who go into the

Met aver se, basical |l y-who understand that information is power, and who control society because
they have this semnystical ability to speak nagi ¢ conputer |anguages.

"That makes us a big stunbling block to Rife's plan. People like L. Bob Rife can't do anything

wi t hout us hackers. And even if he could convert us, he wouldn't be able to use us, because

SNOW CRASH

what we do is creative in nature and can't be duplicated by people running ne. But he can threaten
us with the blunt instrunment of Snow Crash. That, | think, is what happened to Dab5id. It may have
been an experinent, just to see if Snow Crash worked on a real hacker, and it may have been a
war ni ng shot intended to denonstrate Rife's power to the hacker comunity. The nessage: |f Asherah
gets broadcast into the technol ogical priesthood-"

"Napal mon wi |l dfl owers," Ng says.

"As far as | know, there's no way to stop the binary virus. But there's an antidote to Rife's
bogus religion. The nam shub of Enki still exists. He gave a copy to his son Marduk, who passed it
on to Hamrurabi. Now, Marduk nmay or may not have been a real person. The point is that Enki went
out of his way to | eave the inpression that he had passed on his namshub in sone form In other
words, he was planting a nessage that |ater generations of hackers were supposed to decode, if
Asherah shoul d rise again.

"I amfairly certain that the information we need is contained within a clay envel ope that was
excavated fromthe ancient Sunerian city of Eridu in southern Iraq ten years ago. Eridu was the
seat of Enki; in other words, Enki was the local en of Eridu, and the tenple of Eridu contained
his me, including the nanshub that we are |ooking for."

"Who excavated this clay envel ope?"

"The Eridu dig was sponsored entirely by a religious university in Bayview, Texas."

"L. Bob Rife's?"

"You got it. He created an archaeol ogy departnment whose sole function was to dig up the city of
Eridu, locate the tenple where Enki stored all of his ne, and take it all hone. L. Bob Rife wanted
to reverse-engi neer the skills that Enki possessed; by analyzing Enki's ne, he wanted to create
his very own neurolinguistic hackers, who could wite new nme that would beconme the ground rules,
the program for the new society that Rife wants to create."

"But anpng these me is a copy of the nam shub of Enki," Ng says, "which is dangerous to Rife's

pl an. ™

"Right. He wanted that tablet, too-not to analyze but to keep to hinself, so no one could use it
against him"
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"I'f you can obtain a copy of this namshub," Ng says, "what effect would it have?"

"I'f we could transmit the nam shub of Enki to all of the en on the Raft, they would relay it to
all of the Raft people. It would jamtheir nother-tongue neurons and prevent Rife from programm ng
themwi th new ne," Hi msays. "But we really need to get this done before the Raft breaks up-before
the Refus all cone ashore. Rife talks to his en through a central transmitter on the Enterprise,
which | take to be a fairly short-range, line-of-sight type of thing. Pretty soon he'll use this
systemto distribute a big me that will cause all the Refus to cone ashore as a unified arny with
coordi nated marching orders. In other words, the Raft will break up, and after that it won't be
possible to reach all of these people anynore with a single transm ssion. So we have to do it as
soon as possible."

"M. Rife will be nbst unhappy,” Ng predicts. "He will try to retaliate by unl eashing Snow Crash
agai nst the technol ogi cal priesthood."

"I know that," Hiro says, "but | can only worry about one thing at a tine. | could use a little
hel p here."

"Easier said than done," Ng says. "To reach the Core, one nust fly over the Raft or drive a snal
boat through its mdst. Rife has a mllion people there with rifles and missile |aunchers. Even

hi gh-tech weapons systens cannot defeat organized snall-arns fire on a nassive scale."

"CGet sone choppers out to this vicinity, then," Hro says. "Sonething. Anything. If | can get ny

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Snow%20Crash.txt (185 of 214) [1/19/03 7:00:21 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Snow%20Crash. txt

hands on the nam shub of Enki and infect everyone on the Raft with it, then you can approach
safely.™

"We'll see what we can cone up with," Uncle Enzo says.

"Fine," Hro says. "Now, what about Reason?"

Ng nunbl es sonething and a card appears in his hand. "Here's a new version of the system

software," he says. "It should be a little |Iess buggy."
"Alittle |l ess?"

"No piece of software is ever bug free," Ng says.

Uncl e Enzo says, "I guess there's a little bit of Asherah in all
of us."

58

H mfinds his owmn way out and takes the elevator all the way back down to the Street. \Wen he
exits the neon skyscraper, a black-and-white girl is sitting on his notorcycle, messing with the
control s.

"Where are you?" she says.

"I"'mon the Raft, too. Hey, we just nade twenty-five mllion dollars."

He is sure that just this one tinme, Y.T. is going to be inpressed by sonething that he says. But
she's not.

"That'll buy me a really happening funeral when they mail me home in a piece of Tupperware," she
says.

"Way woul d that happen?”

"I"'min trouble,” she admts--for the first time in her life. "I think nmy boyfriend is going to
kill me."

"Who' s your boyfriend?"

"Raven. "

If avatars could turn pale and woozy and have to sit down on the sidewal k, Hro' s would. "Now
know why he has POOR | MPULSE CONTRCL tattooed across his forehead. ™"

"This is great. | was hoping to get alittle cooperation or at |east maybe sone advice," she says.
"If you think he's going to kill you, you're wong, because if you were right, you'd be dead,"
Hi ro says.

"Depends on your assunptions," she says. She goes on to tell hima highly entertaining story about
a dent at a.

"I"'mgoing to try to help you,'
hang out with, either.”

"Did you hook up with your girlfriend yet?"

"No. But | have high hopes for that. Assunming | can stay alive."
"Hi gh hopes for what?"

"Qur relationship."

"Why?" she asks. "What's changed between then and now?"

This is one of these utterly sinple and obvi ous questi ons that

| 1liro says, "but |I'mnot necessarily the safest guy on the Raft to
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isirritating because Hims not sure of the answer. "Well, | think | figured out what she was

doi ng-why she cane here."

Anot her sinple and obvi ous question. "So, | feel like | understand her now "
"You do?"

"Yeah, well, sort of."

"And is that supposed to be a good thing?"

"Well, sure.”

"Hiro, you are such a geek. She's a woman, you're a dude. You're not supposed to understand her
That's not what she's after.”

"Wll, what is she after, do you suppose-keeping in nind that you' ve never actually net the woman,
and that you're going out with Raven?"

"She doesn't want you to understand her. She knows that's inpossible. She just wants you to
under stand yoursel f. Everything else is negotiable."

"You figure?”

"Yeah. Definitely."

"What nmakes you think | don't understand nysel f?"

"I't's just obvious. You're a really smart hacker and the greatest sword fighter in the world-and
you' re delivering pizzas and prompting concerts that you don't make any noney off of. How do you
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expect her to-"

The rest is drowned out by sound breaking in through his earphones, conming in fromReality: a
screeching, tearing noise riding in high and sharp above the runbling noise of heavy inpact. Then
there is just the screanming of terrified neighborhood children, the cries of nen in Tagal og, and
t he groaning and poppi ng sound of a steel fishing trawl er coll apsi ng under the pressure of the
sea.

"What was that?" Y.T. says.

"Meteorite," Hiro says.

" Huh?"

"Stay tuned," Hi msays, "I think | just got into a Catling gun duel."
"Are you going to sign off?"

384
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"Just shut up for a second.”

Thi s nei ghborhood is U shaped, built around a sort of cove in the Raft where half a dozen rusty
old fishing boats are tied up. A floating pier, pieced together from m smatched pontoons, runs
around t he edge.

The enpty traw er, the one they've been cutting up for scrap, has been hit by a burst fromthe big
gun on the deck of the Enterprise. It |ooks as though a big wave picked it up and tried to wap it
around a pillar: one whole side is collapsed in, the bow and the stern are actually bent toward
each other. Its back is broken. Its enpty holds are ingurgitating a vast, continuous rush of nurky
brown seawater, sucking in that variegated sewage |like a drowning man sucks air. It's heading for
the bottom fast.

Hi ro shoves Reason back into the zodiac, junmps in, and starts the notor. He doesn't have tine to
untie the boat fromthe pontoon, so he snaps through the line with his wakizashi and takes off.
The pontoons are already saggi ng i nmard and down, pulled together by the ruined ship's nooring
lines. The trawer is falling off the surface of the water, trying top~ in the entire nei ghborhood
i ke a black hole.

A couple of Filipino nen are already out with short knives, hacking at the stuff that webs the

nei ghbor hood together, trying to cut |oose the parts that can't be sal vaged. Hro buzzes over to a
pontoon that is already knee.deep under the water, finds the ropes that connect it to the next
pont oon, which is even nore deeply subnerged, and probes themw th his katana. The renai ni ng ropes
pop like rifle shots, and then the pontoon breaks | oose, shooting up to the surface so fast that
it al nost capsizes the zodiac.

A whol e section of the pontoon pier, along the side of the trawer, can't be sal vaged. Men with
fishing knives and wonmen with kitchen cleavers are down on their knees, the water already rising
up under their chins, cutting their neighborhood free. It breaks | oose one rope at a tineg,
haphazardly, tossing the Filipinos up into the air. A boy with a nachete cuts the one remaining
Iine, which pops up and | ashes him across the face. Finally, the raft is free and flexi ble once
agai n, bobbi ng and wavi ng back toward equilibrium and where the trawl er was, there's nothing but
a
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bubbl i ng whirl pool that occasionally vonmits up a | oose piece of floating debris.

Some ot hers have al ready cl anmbered up onto the fishing boat that was tied up next to the traw er.
It has suffered sone damage, too: several nen cluster around and | ean over the rail to exanine a
couple of large inpact craters on the side. Each hole is surrounded by a shiny dinner plate-sized
patch that has been blown free of all paint and rust. In the mddle is a hole the size of a golf
bal I .

Hiro decides it's tinme to | eave.

But before he does, he reaches into his coverall, pulls out a noney clip, and counts out a few

t housand Kongbucks. He puts them on the deck and wei ghs them down under the corner of a red stee
gasol i ne tank. Then he hits the road.

He has no trouble finding the canal that |eads to the next neighborhood. H's paranoia |evel is way
up, and so he gl ances back and forth as he pilots H s way out of there, |ooking up all the little
alleys. In one of those niches, he sees a w rehead, munbling sonething.

The next nei ghborhood is Ml aysian. Several dozen of them are gathered near the bridge, attracted
by the noise. As Hro is entering their nei ghborhood, he sees nmen runni ng down the undul ati ng

pont oon bridge that serves as the main street, carrying guns and knives. The | ocal constabul ary.
More nen of the sane description enmerge fromthe byways and skiffs and sam pans, joining them

A tremendous whacki ng and splintering and tearing noi se sounds tight beside him as though a
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| umber truck has just crashed into a brick wall. Water splashes his body, and an exhal ati on of
steam passes over his face. Then it's quiet again. He turns around, slowy and reluctantly. The
nearest pontoon isn't there anynore, just a bloody, turbulent soup of splinters and chaff.

He turns around and | ooks behind him The w rehead he saw a few seconds ago is out in the open
now, standing all by hinself at the edge of a raft. Everyone el se has cleared out of there. He can
see the bastard's |ips noving. Hiro whips the boat around and returns to him drawi ng his

waki zashi with his free hand, and cuts himdown on the spot.

SNOW CRASH
But there will be nore. Hro knows they're all out |ooking for himnow The gunners up there on
the Enterprise don't care how many of these Refus they have to kill in order to nail H m

From t he Mal aysi an nei ghbor hood, he passes into a Chi nese nei ghborhood. This one's a |lot nore
built up, it contains a nunber of steel ships and barges. It extends off into the distance, away
fromthe Core, for as far as Hiro can see fromhis worthless sea-level vantage point.

He's being watched by a man high up in the superstructure of one of those Chinese ships, another
wi rehead. Hiro can see the guy's jaw fl apping as he sends updates to Raft Central.

The big Catling gun on the deck of the Enterprise opens up again and fires another neteorite of
depl eted uranium slugs into the side of an unoccupi ed barge about twenty feet fromHiro. The
entire side of the barge chases itself inward, |ike the steel has becone liquid and is runnnmg down
a drain, and the metal turns bright as shock waves sinply turn that thick layer of rust into an
aerosol, blast it free fromthe steel borne on a wave of sound so powerful that it hurts Hiro down
i nside his chest and makes himfeel sick

The gun is radar controlled. It's very accurate when it's shooting at a piece of nmetal. It's a |ot
| ess accurate when it's trying to hit flesh and bl ood.

"Hiro? What the fuck's going on?" Y.T. is shouting into his earphones.

"Can't talk. Get me to ny office," Hro says. "Pull nme onto the back of the notorcycle and then
drive it there."

"I don't know how to drive a notorcycle," she says.

"It's only got one control. Twist the throttle and it goes."

And then he points his boat out toward the open water and drills it. Dinmly superinposed on
Reality, he can see the blackand-white figure of Y.T. sitting in front of himon the notorcycle;
she reaches out for the throttle and both of themjerk forward and slaminto the wall of a
skyscraper at Mach 1.

He turns off his view of the Metaverse entirely, making the goggles totally transparent. Then he
switches his systeminto full gargoyle nbde: enhanced visible light with fal se-color infrared,
plus nmllineter-wave radar
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Hi s view of the world goes into grainy black and white, nuch brighter than it was before. Here and
there, certain objects glow fuzzily in pink or red. This cones fromthe infrared, and it neans
that these things are warmor hot; people are pink, engines and fires are red.

The m|lineter-wave radar stuff is superinposed nuch nore cleanly and crisply in neon green
Anyt hi ng nade of netal shows up. Hiro is now navigating down a grainy, charcoal.gray avenue of
water lined with grainy, light gray pontoon bridges tied up to crisp neon-green barges and ships
that glow reddishly fromplace to place, wherever they are generating heat, It's not pretty. In
fact, it's so ugly that it probably explains why gargoyles are, in general, so socially retarded.
But it's a lot nore useful than the charcoal -on-ebony view he had before.

And it saves his life. As he's buzzing down a curving, narrow canal, a narrow green parabol a
appears hangi ng across the water in front of him suddenly rising out of the water and snappi ng
into a perfectly straight Iine at neck level. It's a piece of piano wire. Hro ducks under it,
waves to the young Chi nese nen who set the booby trap, and keeps going.

The radar picks out three fuzzy pink individuals hol ding Chinese AK4A7s standing by the side of the
channel. Hiro cuts into a side channel and avoids them But it's a narrower channel, and he's not
sure where it goes.

"Y.T.," he says, "where the hell are we?"

"Driving down the street toward your house. We overshot it about six times."

Up ahead, the channel dead-ends. Hiro does a one-eighty. Wth the big heat exchanger draggi ng
behind it, the boat is not nearly as maneuverable or as fast as Hiro wants it to be. He passes
back underneath the booby-trap wire and starts exploring another narrow channel that he passed
earlier.

"Ckay, we're hone. You're sitting at your desk," Y.T. says.

"Ckay," Hro says, "this is going to be tricky."
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He coasts down to a dead stop in the nmiddle of the channel, makes a scan for militia men and

wi reheads, and finds none. There is a five-foot-tall Chinese worman in the boat next to hi m hol ding
a square cleaver, chopping sonething. Hiro figures it's a
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risk he can handle, so he turns off Reality and returns to the Mtaverse.

He's sitting at his desk. Y.T. is standing next to him arms crossed, radiating Attitude.

"Li brarian?"

"Yes, sir," the Librarian says, padding in.

"I need blueprints of the aircraft carrier Enterprise. Fast. If you can get ne sonething in 3.D,
that'd be great."

"Yes, sir," the Librarian says.

Hiro reaches out and grabs Earth.

"YOU ARE HERE, " he says.

Earth spins around until he's staring straight down at the Raft. Then it plunges toward himat a
terrifying rate. It takes all of three seconds for himto get there.

If he were in sone nornmal, stable part of the world |like | ower Manhattan, this would actually work
in 3.D. Instead, he's got to put up with two-dinmensional satellite inmagery. He is |looking at a red
dot superinposed on a bl ack-and-white photograph of the Raft. The red dot is in the nmddle of a
narrow bl ack channel of watec YOU ARE HERE.

It's still an incredible naze. But it's a lot easier to solve a maze when you're | ooki ng down on
it. Wthin about sixty seconds, he's out in the open Pacific. It's a foggy gray dawn. The pl une of
steam comi ng out of Reason's heat exchanger just thickens it a little.

"Where the hell are you?" Y.T. says. "Leaving the Raft."

"Cee, thanks for all your help."

. “I"1l be back in a mnute. | just need a second to get myself organized."

"There's a lot of scary guys around here,"” Y.T. says. "They're watching ne."

"It's okay," Hro says. "I"'msure they'Il listen to Reason."

59

He flips open the big suitcase. The screen is still on, showing hima flat desktop display with a

menu bar at the top. He uses a trackball to pull down a nenw

HELP

Getting ready
Fi ri ng Reason
Tactical tips
Mai nt enance
Resuppl y

Tr oubl eshoot i ng
M scel | aneous

Under the "Cetting ready" heading is nore information than he could possibly want on that subject,
i ncluding half an hour of badly overexposed video starring a stocky, scar-faced Asian guy whose
face seens paralyzed into a pernanent | ook of disdain. He puts on his clothes. He linbers up with
speci al stretching exercises. He opens up Reason. He checks the barrels for damage or dirt. Hiro
fast-forwards through all of this.

Finally the stocky Asian man puts on the gun.

Fi sheye wasn't really using Reason the right way; it cones with its own nount that straps to your
body so that you can soak up the recoil with your pelvis, taking the force right in your body's
center of gravity. The nount has shock absorbers and miniature hydraulic goodies to conpensate for
the weight and the recoil. If you put all this stuff on the right way, the gun's a lot easier to
use accurately. And if you're goggled into a computer, it'll superinmpose a handy cross hairs over
what ever the gun's ainmed at.

"Your information, sir," the Librarian says.

"Are you smart enough to tie that information into YOU ARE HERE?" Hiro says

"I''"ll see what | can do, sir. The fornats appear to be reconcilable. Sir?"
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"Yes?"

"These blueprints are several years old. Since they were made, the Enterprise has been purchased
by a private owner-"
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"Who may have nmade sone changes. Cotcha."

Hms back in Reality.

He finds an open boul evard of water that leads inward to the Core. It has a sort of pedestrian
catwal k running al ong one side of it, pieced together haphazardly, a seem ngly endl ess procession
of gangpl anks, pontoons, |ogs, abandoned skiffs, alunm num canoes, oil druns. Anywhere else in the
world, it would be an obstacle course; here in the Fifth Wrld, it's a superhighway.

Hiro takes the boat straight down the middle, not very fast. If he runs into sonething, the boat
mght flip. Reason will sink. And Him s strapped onto Reason

Fli pping into gargoyl e node, he can clearly nake out a sparse picket |line of hem spherical domes
runni ng along the edge of the Enterprise's flight deck. The radar gear thoughtfully identifies

t hese, onscreen, as the radar antennas of Phal anx antim ssile guns. Underneath each done, a

mul ti barrel ed gun protrudes.

He slows to a near stop and waves the barrel of Reason back and forth for a while until a cross
hai rs whips across his field of vision. That's the aiming point. He gets it settled down in the
m ddl e, right on one of those Phal anx guns, and perks the trigger for half a second.

. The big dome turns into a 'fountain of jagged, flaky debris. Underneath it, the gun
barrels are still visible, speckled with a fewred marks; Hiro lowers the cross hairs a tad and
fires another fifty-round burst that cuts the gun |loose fromits mount. Then its amunition belt
starts to burst sporadically, and Hiro has to | ook away.

He | ooks at the next Phal anx gun and finds hinmself staring straight down its barrels. That's so
scary he jerks the trigger involuntarily and fires a long burst that appears to do nothing at all
Then his view is obscured by something close up; the recoil has pushed hi m back behind a decrepit
yacht tied up along the side of the channel

He knows what's going to happen next-the steam nakes himeasy to find-so he whips out of there. A
second |l ater, the yacht gets sinply forced under the water by a burst fromthe big gun
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Hiro runs for a few seconds, finds a pontoon where he can steady hinmself~ and opens up again with
a long burst; when he's finished, the edge of the Enterprise has a jagged senicircular bite taken
out of it where the Phal anx gun used to be.

He takes to the main channel again and follows it inward until it term nates beneath one of the
Core ships, a containership converted into a high-rise apartnent conplex. A cargo net serves as a
ranp fromone to the other. It probably serves as a drawbridge al so, when undesirables try to
clanber up out of the ghetto. Hhmis about as undesirable as anyone can be on the Raft, but they
| eave the cargo net there for him

That's quite all right. He's staying on the little boat for now He buzzes down the side of the
cont ai nership, nakes a U-turn around its prow.

The next vessel is a big oil tanker, nostly enpty and riding high in the water. Looking up the
sheer steel canyon separating the two ships, he sees no handy cargo nets stretched between them
They don't want thieves or terrorists to come up onto the tanker and drill for oil

The next ship is the Enterprise.

The two giant vessels, the tanker and the aircraft carrier, ride parallel, anywhere fromten to
fifty feet apart, joined by a nunber of gigantic cables and held apart by huge airbags, |ike they
squi shed a few blinps between themto keep them from rubbing. The heavy cables aren't just |ashed
fromone ship to another, they' ve done sonething clever with weights and pull eys, he suspects, to
all ow for some slack when rough seas pull the ships opposite ways.

Hro rides his own little airbag in between them This gray steel tunnel is quiet and isol ated
conpared to the Raft; except for him no one has any reason to be here. For a minute, he just
wants to sit there and rel ax.

Which is not too likely, when you think about it. "YOU ARE HERE," he says.

H s view of the Enterprise's hull-a gently curved expanse of gray steel-turns into a three-

di rensional wire frame drawi ng, showing himall the guts of the ship on the other side.

Down here along the waterline, the Enterprise has a belt of thick antitorpedo arnor. It's not too
prom sing. Farther up, the
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arnmor is thinner, and there's good stuff on the other side of it, actual roons instead of fue
tanks or ammunition hol ds.

Hi ro chooses a room mar ked WARDROOM and opens fire. The hull of the Enterprise is surprisingly
tough. Reason doesn't just blow a crater straight through; it takes a few nonents for the burst to
penetrate. And then all it does is make a hol e about six inches across. The recoil pushes Hiro
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back against the rusted hull of the oil tanker

He can't take the gun with himanyway. He holds the trigger down and just tries to keep it aimed
in a consistent direction until all the ammunition is gone. Then he unstraps it fromhis body and
dunps the whole thing overboard. It'lIl go to the bottomand mark its position with a colum of
steam later, M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong can dispatch one of its environnental direct-action
posses to pick it up. Then they can haul Hro before the Tribunal of Environnmental Crinmes, if they
want to. Right now he doesn't care.

It takes half a dozen tries to secure the grappling hook in the jagged hole, twenty feet above the
wat erl i ne.

As he's wiggling through the hole, his coverall nakes popping and hi ssing noi ses as the hot,
sharp nmetal nelts and tears through the synthetic material. He ends up | eaving scraps of it

behi nd, welded to the hull. He's got a few first. and second-degree burns on the parts of his skin
that are now exposed, but they don't really hurt yet. That's how wound up he is. Later, they'l
hurt. The soles of his shoes nelt and sizzle as he treads on gl owi ng hunks of shrapnel. The room
is rather snoky, but aircraft carriers are nothing if not fire conscious, and not too much in this
place is flamuable. Hro just wal ks through the snoke to the door, which has been carved into a
steel doily by Reason. He kicks it out of its frame and enters a place that, in the blueprints, is
si mply marked PASSAGEWAY. Then, because this seens as good a time as any, he draws his katana.

60

When her partner is off doing something in Reality, his avatar goes kind of slack. The body sits
there like an inflatable love doll, and the face continues to go through all kinds of stretching
exerci ses. She does not know what he's doing, but it looks like it nmust be exciting, because npst
of the tine he's either extrenely surprised or scared shitless.

Shortly after he gets done talking to the Librarian dude about the aircraft carrier, she begins to
hear deep runbling noises-Reality noises-fromoutside. Sounds |like a cross between a nachi ne gun
and a buzz saw. Whenever she hears that noise, Hnms face gets this astonished ook like: I'm
about to die.

Soneone i s tapping her on the shoul der. Some suit who has an early norning appointment in the

Met averse, figures that whatever this Kourier is doing can't be all that inportant. She ignores it
for a minute.

Then Hiro's office goes out of focus, junps up in the air like it is painted on a w ndow shade

and she's looking into the face of a guy. An Asian guy. A creep. A wirehead. One of the scary

ant enna dudes.

"Ckay, " she says, "what do you want?"

He grabs her by the arm and hauls her out of the booth. There's another one with him and he grabs
her other arm They all start wal king out of there.

"Let go nmy fucking arm" she says. "I'Il go with you. It's okay."

It's not the first time she's been thrown out of a building full of suits. This time it's a little
different, though. This tine, the bouncers are a couple of life-sized plastic action figures from
Toys R Us.

And it's not just that these guys probably don't speak English. They just don't act normal. She
actual |y manages to twi st one of her arms | oose and the guy doesn't smack her or anything, just
turns rigidly toward her and paws at her mechanically until he's got her by the armagain. No
change in his face. H s eyes stare |like busted headlights. H's nouth is open enough to let him
breathe through it, but the |ips never nove, never change expression
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They are in a conplex of ship cabins and sliced-open containers that acts as the | obby of the
hoteL The w reheads drag her out the door, over the blunt cross hairs of the helipad. Just in
time, too, because a chopper happens to be coming in for a | anding. The safety procedures in this
pl ace sucl ¢ they could have got their heads chopped off. It is the slick corporate chopper wth
the RARE | ogo that she saw earlier

The wireheads try to drag her over a gangplank thingy that |eads them across open water to the
next ship. She manages to get turned around backward, grabs the railings with both hands, hooks
her ankles into the stanchions, and hangs on. One of them grabs her around the wai st from behind
and tries to yank her body | oose while the other one stands in front of her and pries her fingers
| oose, one at a tine.

Several guys are piling out of the RARE chopper. They are wearing coveralls with gear stuck into
the pockets, and she sees at | east one stethoscope. They haul big fiberglass cases out of the
chopper, with red crosses painted on their sides, and run into the containership. Y.T. knows that
this is not being done for the benefit of sone fat businessman who stroked a | obe over his stewed
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prunes. They are going in there to reani mate her boyfriend. Raven punped full of speed: just what
the worl d needs right now.

They drag her across the deck of the next ship. Fromthere they take a stairway thingy up to the
next ship after that, which is very big. She thinks it's an oil tanker. She can | ook across its
broad deck, through a tangle of pipes, rust seeping through white paint, and See the Enterprise on
the other side. That's where they're going.

There's no direct connection. A crane on the deck of the Enterprise has swng itself over to
dangle a small wire cage over the tanker, just a few feet off the decl¢ it bobs up and down and
glides back and forth over a fairly large area as the two ships rock in different ways and it
swings like a pendulumat the end of its cable. It has a door on one side, which is hangi ng open
They sort of toss her into it head first, keeping her arns pinned to her sides so she can't push
it away fromher, and then they spend a few seconds folding her legs in behind her. It's obvious
by now that talking doesn't work, so she just fights silently. She
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manages to give one of thema good stonp to the bridge of the nose, and both feels and hears the
bone break, but the nman doesn't react in any way, other than snapping his head back on inpact.
She's so busy watching him waiting to see when he's going to figure out that his nose is broken
and that she's responsible for it, that she stops kicking and flailing | ong enough to get al
shoved into the cage. Then the door snaps shut.

An experienced raccoon could get the latch open. This cage isn't made to hold people. But by the
time she gets her body worked around to the point where she can reach it, she's twenty feet above
t he deck, | ooking down on a |ead of black water between the tanker and the Enterprise. Down bel ow,
she can see an abandoned zodi ac caroming back and forth between the steel walls.

Not everything is exactly right on the Enterprise. Sonething is burning somewhere. People are
firing guns. She's not entirely sure she wants to be there. As long as she is high up in the air
she reconnoiters the ship and confirnms that there is no way off, no handy gangpl anks or stairway
t hi ngi es.

She is being |owered toward the EnteTprise. The cage is careening back and forth, skinmng just
over the deck on its cable, and when it finally touches the deck, it skids for a few feet before
coming to a halt. She pops the latch and clinbs out of there. Now what?

There's a bull seye painted on the deck, a few helicopters parked around the edges and | ashed down.
And there is one helicopter, a mamoth tw n-engine jet nunber, kind of a flying bathtub festooned
with guns and missiles, sitting right in the mddle of the bullseye, all of its |ights on, engine
whi ning, rotors spinning desultorily. A small cluster of nmen is standing next to it.

Y.T. wal ks toward it. She hates this. She knows this is exactly what she's supposed to do. But
there really is no other choice. She wi shes, profoundly, that she had her plank with her. The deck
of this aircraft carrier is some of the best skating territory she has ever seen. She has seen, in
nmovi es, that carriers have big steamcatapults for throwing airplanes into the sky. Think of what
it would be like to ride a steam catapult on your plarik

As she is wal king toward the helicopter, one of the nmen standing by it detaches hinself fromthe
group and wal ks toward her
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He's big, with a body like a fifty-five-gallon drum and a mustache that turns up at the corners.
And as he cones toward her he is laughing in a satisfied way, which pisses her off.

"Well, don't you look like a forlorn il thangi" he says. "Shit, honey, you look |ike a drowned
rat that got dried out again."

"Thanks," she says. "You |l ook |ike chiseled Spam"

"Very funny," he says.

"Then how cone you're not |aughing? Afraid it's true?"

"Look," he says, "I don't have tine for this fucking adol escent banter. | grew up and got old
"pecifically to get away fromthis."

"I't's not that you don't have tine," she says. "It's that you're not very good at it."

"You know who | anP" he asks.

"Yeah, | know. You know who | an®"

"Y.T. Afifteen-year-old Kourier."

"And personal buddy of Uncle Enzo," she says, whipping off the string of dog tags and tossing
them He holds out one hand, startled, and the chain whips around his fingers. He holds them up
and reads them

"Well, well," he says, "this is quite a little menento." He throws them back at her. "I know
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you' re buddies with Uncle Enzo. Qtherwise | just woul da dunked you instead a bringing you here to
my spread. And | frankly don't give a shit," he says, "because by the tinme this day is through
either Uncle Enzo will be out of a job, or else I'lIl be, as you said, chiseled Spam But | figure

that the Big Wp will be a lot less likely to throw a Stinger through the turbine of ny chopper
there if he knows his little chiquita is on board."

"I't's not like that," Y.T. says. "It's not a relationship where fucking is part of it." But she is
chagrined to learn that the dog tags, after all this tinme, did not have any nagi cal effect on the
bad guys.

Rife turns around and starts wal king back to the chopper. After a few steps, he turns back and
| ooks at her, just standing there, trying not to cry. "You coning?" he says.

She | ooks at the chopper. A ticket off the Raft.

"Can | l|eave a note for Raven?"

"Far as Raven is concerned, | think you already nade your
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poirit-haw haw haw. Come on, girl, we're wasting jet fuel over there-that ain't good for the
goddamm environnent . "

She follows himto the chopper, clinbs on board. It's warmand |ight inside here, with nice seats.
Li ke coming in off a hard February day of thrashing the grittier highways and settling into a
padded easy chair.

"Had the interior redone," Rife says. "This is a big old Soy

gunship and it wasn't made for confort. But that's the price you

pay for all that arnor plating.”

There's two other guys in here. One is about fifty, sort of gaunt, big pores, wre-rimed
bifocals, carrying a | aptop. A techie. The other is a bulky African-Anmerican with a gun. "Y.T.,"
says the always polite L. Bob Rife, "neet Frank Frost, my tech director, and Tony M chaels, ny
security chief."

"Ma'am " says Tony.

"Howdy, " says Frank

"Suck ny toes," says VY.T.

"Don't step on that, please," Frank says.

Y. T. I ooks down. Cinbing into the enpty seat nearest the door, she has stepped on a package
resting on the floor. It's about the dinmensions of a phone book, but irregular, very heavy,
swaddl ed i n bubbl e pack and clear plastic. She can see glinpses of what's inside. Light reddish
brown in color. Covered with chicken scratches. Hard as a rock

"What's that?" Y.T. says. "Honemade bread from Mon®"

"It's an ancient artifact," Frank says, all pissed off. Rife chuckles, pleased and relieved that
Y.T. is nowinsulting soneone el se.

Anot her man duck-wal ks across the flight deck, in nortal fear of the whirling rotor blades, and
climbs in. He's about sixty, with a dirigible of white hair that was not ruffled in any way by the
downdr aft.

"Hel | o, everyone," he says cheerfully. "I don't think I've net

all of you. Just got here this norning and now |'mon ny way

back again!"

"Who are you?" Tony says.

The new guy | ooks crestfallen. "Geg Ritchie," he says.

Then, when no one seens to react, he jogs their nenory. "President of the United States.”
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"Ch! Sorry. Nice to neet you, M. President," Tony says, extending his hand. "Tony M chaels."
"Frank Frost," Frank says, extending his hand and | ooki ng bored

"Don't mind ne," Y.T. says, when Ritchie | ooks her way. "I'm a hostage."

"Torque this baby," Rife says to the pilot. "Let's go to L.A W got a Mssion to ControlL"

The pilot has an angul ar face that, after her experiences on the Raft, Y.T. recognizes as
typically Russian. He starts clicking with his controls. The engi nes whi ne | ouder and the

t hwacki ng of the chopper bl ades picks up. Y.T. feels, but does not hear, a couple of small
expl osi ons. Everyone else feels it, too, but only Tony reacts; he crouches down on the floor of
the chopper, pulls a gun out fromunder his jacket, and opens the door on his side. Meanwhile, the
engi nes sigh back down in pitch and the rotor coasts back down to an idle.

Y.T. can see himout the window. It's Hro. He's all covered with snoke and bl ood, and he's

hol ding a pistol in one hand. He's just fired a couple of shots in the air, to get their
attention, and now he backs behind one of the parked choppers, taking cover.
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"You're a dead nan," Rife shouts. "You're stuck on the Raft, asshole. | got a mllion Myrm dons
here. You gonna kill 'emall?"

"Swords don't run out of anmmp,"” Hiro shouts.

"Wl l, what do you want ?"

"I want the tablet. You give ne the tablet, then you can take off and let your nmillion wreheads
kill ne. You don't give ne the tablet, |I'mgonna enpty this clip into the w ndshield of your
chopper. "

"I't's bulletproofl Haw" Ri fe says.

"No it isn't,"” Hro says, "as the rebels in Afghani stan found out."

"He is right," the pilot says.

"Fucki ng Sovi et piece of shit! They put all that steel in its belly and then nade the wi ndshield
out of gliss?"

"Gve nme the tablet,” H msays, "or I'mtaking it."

"NO you ain't,' Rife says, 'cause | got Tinkerbell here."

At the last minute, Y.T. tries to duck down and hide, so he
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won't see her. She's ashaned. But Hi mlocks eyes with her for just a nmonent, and she can see the
defeat conme into his face.

She makes a dive for the door and gets hal fway out, under the downblast of the rotors. Tony grabs
her coverall's collar and hauls her back inside. He shoves her down on her belly and puts one knee
in the small of her back to hold her there. Meanwhile, the engine is powering up again, and out
t he open door she can see the steel horizon of the carrier's deck drop fromview.

After all this tine, she fucked up the plan. She owes Hro a refund.

O maybe not.

She puts the heel of one hand agai nst the edge of the clay tablet and shoves as hard as she can.
It slides across the floor, teeters on the threshold, and spins out of the chopper

Anot her delivery made, another satisfied custoner.

61

For a minute or so, the chopper hovers twenty feet overhead. All the people inside are staring
down at the tablet, which has burst out of its wappings in the mddle of the bullseye. The

pl astic has torn apart around the corners and fragments-large fragnents-of the tablet have sprayed
out for a few feet in either direction

Hro stares at it, too, still safe behind the cover of a parked chopper. He stares at it so hard
that he forgets to stare at anything el se. Then a coupl e of wi reheads | and on his back, smashing
his face into the flank of the chopper. He slides down and |lands on his belly. Hs gun armis
still free, but a couple nore wireheads sit on that. A couple on his legs, too. He can't nove at
all. He can't see anything but the broken tablet, twenty feet away on the flight deck- The sound
and wind of Rife's chopper dimnish into a distant puttering noise that takes a long tine to go
away conpletely.

He feels a tingling behind his ear, anticipating the scalpel and the drillL
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These wi reheads are operating under renote control from somewhere el se. Ng seened to think that
they had an organi zed Raft defense system Maybe there's a hacker-in-charge, an en, sitting in the
Enterprise's control tower, noving these guys around like an air traffic controller

In any case, they are not very big on spontaneity. They sit on himfor a few m nutes before they
deci de what to do next. Then, many hands reach down and clasp himaround the wists and ani des,
el bows and knees. They haul himacross the flight deck |ike pallbearers, face up. Hiro | ooks up
into the control tower and sees a couple of faces |ooking down at him One of themthe en-is

tal king into a microphone.

Eventual |y, they cone to a big flat elevator that sinks down into the guts of the ship, out of
view of the control tower. It cones to rest on one of the | ower decks, apparently a hangar deck
where they used to maintain airplanes.

H ro hears a wonan's voi ce, speaking words gently but clearly:

"me lu lu mu al nuurn me en ki me en ne lu lu mu ne al nu urn

meal nuunenenenul ueal nuunr neduggamunenul u eal nuunme. . "
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It's three feet strarght down to the deck, and he covers the distance in free fall, slanm ng down
on his back, bunping his head. Al his linbs bounce |oosely on the netal. Around him he sees and
hears the w reheads collapsing |ike wet towels falling off a rack

He cannot nove any part of his body. He has a little control over his eyes. A face cones into
view, and he has trouble resolving it, can't quite focus, but he recognizes sonething in her
posture, the way she tosses her hair back over her shoulder when it falls down. It's Juanita.
Juanita with an antenna rising out of the base of her skull

She kneel s down beside him bends down, cups one hand around his ear, and whispers. The hot air
tickles his ear, he tries to nove away fromit but can't. She's whispering another long string of
syl l abl es. Then she strai ghtens up and gooses himin the side. He jerks away from her

"Get up, lazybones," she says.

He gets up. He's fine now But all the wireheads |ay around him perfectly notionless.
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"Just a little namshub | whi pped up," she says. "They'll be fine."

"H ," he says.

"Hi. It's good to see you, Hro. I'mgoing to give you a hug nowwatch out for the antenna."

She does. He hugs her back. The antenna is upside his nose, but that's okay.

"Once we get this thing taken off, all the hair and stuff should grow back," she whisperL Finally,
she lets himgo. "That hug was really nore for me than for you. It's been a lonely time here.
Lonely and scary."

This is typically paradoxi cal behavior for Juanita-getting touchy-feely at a tinme |ike this.
"Don't get nme wong," Hro says, "but aren't you one of the bad guys now?"

"Ch, you nean this?"

"Yeah. Don't you work for then®"

"If so, I'mnot doing a very good job." She |laughs, gesturing at the ring of notionless w reheads.
"No. This doesn't work on ne. It sort of did, for a while, but there are ways to fight it."

"Why? Why doesn't it work on you?"

"I'"ve spent the | ast several years hanging around with Jesuits," she says. "Look. Your brain has
an i nmune system just |ike your body. The nore you use it-the nore viruses you get exposed to-the
better your inmune system becones. And |'ve got a hell of an imune system Renenber, | was an
atheist for a while, and then | cane back to religion the hard way."

"Why didn't they screw you up the way they did Da5id?"

"l cane here voluntarily.”

"Li ke Inanna."

"Yes."

"Way woul d anyone cone here voluntarily?"

"Hiro, don't you realize? This is it. This is the nerve center of a religion that is at once brand
new and very ancient. Being here is like follow ng Jesus or Mohammed around, getting to observe
the birth of a new faith."

"But it's terrible. Rife is the Antichrist."

"Of course he is. But it's still interesting. And Rife has got sonmething else going for him
Eridu."
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"The city of Enki."

"Exactly. He's got every tablet Enki ever wwote. For a person who's interested in religion and
hacking, this is the only place in the world to be. If those tablets were in Arabia, I'd put on a
chador and burn ny driver's lieense and go there. But the tablets are here, and so | let themwre
me up instead."”

"So all this tinme, your goal was to study Enki's tablets."

"To get the ne, just |like Inanna. Wat else?"

"And have you been studyi ng thenf"

"Ch, yes."

" And?"

She points to the fallen wireheads. "And | can do it now. I'ma ba'al shem | can hack the

brai nstem”

"Ckay, look. I'mhappy for you, Juanita. But at the tine being, we have a little problem W are
surrounded by a million people who want to kill us. Can you-paralyze all of then®"

"Yes," she says, "but then they'd die."
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"You know what we have to do, don't you, Juanita?"

"Rel ease the nain-shub of Enki," she says. "Do the Babel thing."

"Let's go get it," Hro says.

"First things first," Juanita says. "The control tower."

"Ckay, you get ready to grab the tablet, and I'I| take out the control tower?'

"How are you going to do that? By cutting people up with swords?"

"Yeah. That's the only thing they're good for."

"Let's do it the other way around," Juanita says. She gets up and wal ks of f across the hangar
deck.

______ The nam shub of Enki is a tablet wapped up in a clay envel ope covered with the

cunei form equi val ent of a warning sticker. The entire assenbly has shattered i nto dozens of

pi eces. Most of them have stayed w apped up inside the plastic, but sonme have gone spinning across
the flight deck. Hiro gathers themup fromthe helipad and returns themto the center

By the time he's got the plastic wapper cut away, Juanita is waving to himfromthe w ndows on
top of the control tower.
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He takes all the pieces that ook to be part of the envel ope and puts theminto a separate pile.
Then he assenbles the renmains of the tablet itself into a coherent group. It's not obvious, yet,
how to piece themtogether, and he doesn't have tinme for jigsaw puzzles. So he goggles into his
of fice, uses the computer to take an el ectroni c snapshot of the fragnents, and calls the

Li brari an.

"Yes, sir?"

"This hypercard contains a picture of a shattered clay tablet. Do you know of sonme software that
woul d be good at piecing it back together?"

"One nonent, sir," the Librarian says. Then a hypercard appears in his hand. He gives it to Hiro.
It contains a picture of an assenbled tablet. "That's how it |ooks, sir."

"Can you read Sumerian?"

"Yes, sir."
"Can you read this tablet out |oud?"
"Yes, sir."

"CGet ready to do it. And hold on a second.”

H ro wal ks over to the base of the control tower. There's a door there that gives himaccess to a
stairwell. He clinbs up to the control room a strange mi xture of Iron Age and hi gh-tech
Juanita's waiting there, surrounded by peacefully slunbering wireheads. She taps a m crophone that
is projecting froma comunications panel at the end of a flexible gooseneck-the sanme nike that
the en was speaking into.

"Live to the Raft," she says. "Go for it."

H ro puts his conputer into speakerphone node and stands up next to the nicrophone. "Librapan
read it back," he says.

And a string of syllables pours out of the speaker

In the middle of it, Hiro glances up at Juanita. She's standing in the far corner of the roomwth
her fingers stuck in her ears.

Down at the base of the stairs, a wirehead begins to talk. Deep down inside the Enterprise,
there's nmore tal king going on. And none of it makes any sense. It's just a lot of babbling.
There's an external catwalk on the control tower. Hro goes out there and listens to the Raft.
Fromall around them comes a dimroar, not of waves or wind, but of a mllion unchained human

voi ces speaking in a confusion of tongues.
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Juanita comes out to listen, too. Hiro sees a trickle of red under her ear.

"You' re bl eeding," he says.

"I know. Alittle bit of primtive surgery,” she says. Her voice is strained and unconfortable
"I'"ve been carrying around a scal pel blade for cases like this."

"What did you do?"

"Slid it up under the base of the antenna and cut the wire that goes into nmy skull,"’
"When did you do that?"

"While you were down on the flight deck.”

"\ 2"

she says.
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"Why do you think?" she says. "So | wouldn't be exposed to i the namshub of Enki. I'ma

neur ol i ngui sti c hacker now, Hro. |

went through hell to obtain this knowl edge. It's a part of me. Don't expect ne to submt to a
| obot ony. "

"I'f we get out of this, will you be nmy girl?"

"Naturally," she says. "Now let's get out of it."

62

"I was just doing ny job, man," she says. "This Enki dude wanted to get a nessage to Hiro, and
delivered it."

"Shut up," Rife says. He doesn't say it like he's pissed. He just wants her to be quiet. Because
what she did doesn't make any difference now that all those w reheads have piled on top of Hiro.
Y. T. | ooks out the wi ndow. They are buzzing across the Pacific, keeping pretty | ow down so that
the water skins quickly beneath them She doesn't know how fast they're going, but it |ooks to be
pretty damm fast. She always thought the ocean was supposed to be blue, but in fact it's the nost
boring gray col or she's ever seen. And there's mles and mles of it.

After a few nminutes, another chopper catches up with them and begins flying al ongsi de, pretty
Close, in formation. It's the RARE chopper, the one full of nedics.

Through its cabin wi ndow, she can see Raven sitting in one of the seats. At first she thinks he's
still unconscious because he's kind of hunched over, not noving.
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Then he lifts his head and she sees that he's goggled in to the Metaverse. He reaches up with one
hand and pulls the goggles up onto his forehead for a nonent, squints out the wi ndow, and sees her
wat ching him Their eyes neet and her heart starts flopping around weakly, like a bunny in a
Ziploc bag. He grins and waves.

Y. T. sits back in her seat and pulls the shade down over the w ndow.

63

FromH ro's front yard to L. Bob Rife's black cube at Port 127 is hal fway around the Metaverse, a
di stance of 32,768 kiloneters. The only hard part, really, is getting out of Downtown. He can ride
his bi ke straight through the avatars as usual, but the Street is also cluttered with vehicl es,

ani nercials, comercial displays, public plazas, and other bits of solid-Iooking software that get
in his way.

Not to nmention a few distractions. Of to his right, about a kiloneter away from The Bl ack Sun, is
a deep hole in the hyperManhattan skyline. It is an open plaza about a mle wide, a park of sorts
where avatars can gather for concerts and conventions and festivals. Mst of it is occupied by a
deep-di sh anphitheater that is capable of seating close to a nfflion avatars at once. Down atthe
bottomis a huge circul ar stage.

Nornal |y, the stage is occupied by major rock groups. Tonight, it is occupied by the grandest and

nost brilliant corn. puter hallucinations that the human mind can invent. A three-di nensiona
mar quee hangs above it, announcing tonight's event: a benefit graphics concert staged on behal f of
Da5id Meier, who is still hospitalized with an inexplicable disease. The anphitheater is half

filled with hackers.

Once he gets out of Downtown, Hiro twists his throttle up to the nax and covers the renmining
thirty-two thousand and sonme kiloneters in the space of about ten minutes. Over his head, the
express trains are whooshing down the track at a metaphorical speed of ten thousand niles per
hour, he passes themlike they're standing still. This only works because he's riding in an
absol utely
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straight line. He's got a routine coded into his notorcycle software that makes it follow the
nmonorail track automatically so that he doesn't even have to worry about steering it.

Meanwhi l e, Juanita's standing next to himin Reality. She's got another pair of goggles; she can
see all the sane things that H m sees.

"Rife's got a nobile uplink on his corporate chopper, just |ike the one on commercial airliners,
so he can patch into the Mets-verse when he's in the air. As long as he's airborne, that's his
only link to the Metaverse. W may be able to hack our way into that one link and block it or
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sonething...."
"That | ow | eve! conmunications stuff is too full of medicine for us to mess with it in this
decade," Hiro says, braking his nmotorcycle to a stop. "Holy shit. It's just like Y. T. described
it."
He's in front of Port 127. Rife's black cube is there, just as Y. T. described it. There's no door
H mstarts wal king away fromthe Street, toward the cube. It reflects no light at all, so he can't
tell whether it's ten feet or ten niles away fromhimuntil the security daenons begin to
materialize. There are haifa dozen of them all big sturdy avatars in blue coveralls, sort of
quasi-m litary | ooking, but wi thout rank. They don't need rank because they're all running the
same program They materialize around himin a neat senmicircle with a radius of about ten feet,
bl ocking Hiro's way to the cube.
Hiro nunbl es a word under his breath and vani shes-he slips into his invisible avatar. It woul d be
very interesting to bang around and see how these security daenons deal with it, but right now he
has to get moving before they get a chance to adjust.
They don't, at least not very well. Hro runs between two of the security daenons and heads for
the wall of the cube. He finally gets there, slamming into it, comng to a dead stop. The security
daenmons have all turned around and are chasing him They can figure out where he is-the conputer
tells themthat rmuch-but they can't do nuch to him Like the bouncer daenons in The Bl ack Sun
whi ch H mhel~ed wite, they shove people around by applying basic rules of avatar physics. Wen
Hro is invisible, there is very little for themto shove. But if they are well witten, they nay
have nore subtle ways of nessing him
NEAL STEPHENSON
407
up, so he's not wasting any tine. He pokes his katana through the side of the cube and follows it
t hrough the wall and out the other side.
This is a hack. It is really based on a very old hack, a |oophole that he found years ago when he
was trying to graft the sword-fighting rules onto the existing Metaverse software. H s bl ade
doesn't have the power to cut a hole in the wall-this would nean permanently changi ng the shape of
soneone el se's building-but it does have the power to penetrate things. Avatars do not have that
power. That is the whole purpose of a wall in the Metaverse; it is a structure that does not allow
avatars to penetrate it. But |like anything else in the Metaverse, this rule is nothing but a
protocol, a convention that different conputers agree to follow In theory, it cannot be ignored
But in practice, it depends upon the ability of different conmputers to swap information very
precisely, at high speed, and at just the right tinmes. And when you are connected to the system
over a satellite uplink, as Hiro is, out here on the Raft, there is a delay as the signals bounce
up to the satellite and back down. That delay can be taken advantage of, if you nove quickly and
don't | ook back. H m passes right through the wall on the tail end of his all.penetrating katana
Rifeland is a vast, brightly lit space occupied by elenmentary shapes done up in primary colors. It
is like being inside an educational toy designed to teach solid geonetry to three.year. ol ds:
cubes, spheres, tetrahedrons, polyhedrons, connected with a web of cylinders and |ines and
helices. But in this case, it has gone way, way out of control, as if every Tinkertoy set and Lego
bl ock ever nmade had been sl apped together according to sone |ong-forgotten schene.
Hiro's been around the Metaverse | ong enough to know t hat despite the bright cheery appearance of
this thing, it is, in fact, as sinple and utilitarian as an Arny canp. This is a nodel of a
system A big conplicated system The shapes probably represent computers, or central nodes in
Rife's worldwi de network, or Pearly Gates franchises, or any other kind of |ocal and regiona
offices that Rife has going around the world. By clanbering over this structure and going into
t hose bright shapes, Hiro could
A
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probably uncover sone of the code that nmakes Rife's network operate. He could, perhaps, try to
hack it up, as Juanita suggested.
But there is no point in nessing with sonething he doesn't understand. He m ght waste hours
fooling around with some piece of code only to find out that it was the software to control the
automatic toilet flushers at Rife Bible College. So Hro keeps noving, keeps |ooking up at the
tangl e of shapes, trying to find a pattern. He knows, now, that he has found his way into the
boil er roomof the entire Metaverse. But he has no idea what he's | ooking for
This system he realizes, really consists of several separate networks all tangled together in the
same space. There's an extrenely conplicated tangle of fine red lines, mllions of them running
back and forth between thousands of small red balls. Just as a wild guess, Hiro figures that this
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may represent Rife's fiber-optics network, with its innunerable |ocal offices and nodes spread al
over the world. There are a nunber of |ess conplicated networks in other colors, which m ght
represent coaxial lines, such as they used to use for cable television, or even voice phone lines.
And there is a crude, heavily built, blocky network all done up in blue. It consists of a smal
nunber-fewer than a dozen-of big blue cubes. They are connected to each other, but to nothing

el se, by massive blue tubes; the tubes are transparent, and inside of them H ro can see bundles
of smaller connections in various colors. It has taken Hiro a while to see all of this, because
the blue cubes are nearly obscured; they are all surrounded by little red balls and other smal
nodes, like trees being overwhel med with kudzu. It appears to be an ol der, preexisting network of
sone kind, with its own internal channels, nostly primtive ones |ike voice phone. R fe has
patched into it, heavily, with his own, higher-tech systens.

Hiro maneuvers until he can get a closer |ook at one of the blue cubes, peering through the
clutter of lines that has grown around it. The blue cube has a big white star on each of its six
faces.

"It's the Government of the United States,"” Juanita says.

"Where hackers go to die," Hro says. The |argest, and yet the |least efficient, producer of
conputer software in the world.

NEAL STEPHENSON
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Hro and Y. T. have eaten a lot of junk food together in differ~ ent joints all over L.A-doughnuts,
burritos, pizza, sushi, you nane it-and all Y.T. ever talks about is her nother and the terrible
job that she has with the Feds. The reginmentation. The |ie~detector tests. The fact that for al
the work she does, she really has no idea what it is that the governnment is really working

on.

It's always been a nmystery to Hiro, too, but then, that's how the government is. It was invented
to do stuff that private enterprise doesn't bother with, which means that there's probably no
reason for it; you never know what they're doing or why. Hackers have traditionally |ooked upon
the governnent's codi ng sweatshops with horror and just tried to forget that all of that shit ever
exi st ed.

But they have thousands of programrers. The progranmers work twelve hours a day out of sone

twi sted sense of personal loyalty. Their software-engineering techniques, while cruel and ugly,
are very sophisticated. They nust have been up to sonething.

"Juani ta?"

"Yeah?"

"Don't ask me why | think this. But | think that the governnent has been undertaking a big
software devel opnent project for L. Bob Rife."

"Makes sense," she says. "He has such a love-hate relationship with his programmers-he needs them
but he won't trust them The government's the only organization he would trust to wite sonething
important. | wonder what it is?"

"Hold on," Hro says. "Hold on."

He is now a stone's throw away froma big blue cube sitting at ground level. Al the other blue
cubes sort of feed into it. There is a nmotorcycle parked next to the cube, rendered in col or, but
just one notch above bl ack and white: big jaggedy pixels and a linmted color palette. It has a
sidecar. Raven's standing next to it.

He is carrying sonething in his arms. It is another sinple geonetric construction, a long snooth
blue ellipsoid a couple of feet in length. Fromthe way he's noving, Hiro thinks that Raven has
just renoved it fromthe blue cube; he carries it over to the notorcycle and nestles it into the
si decar .
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64

|

"The Big One," Hiro says.

"It's exactly what we were afraid of," Juanita says. "Rife's revenge."

"Headed for the anphitheater. Where all the hackers are gathered in one place. Rife's going to
infect all of themat once. He's going to burn their mnds."
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Raven's already on the notorcycle. If Hiro chases himon foot, he mght catch himbefore he
reaches the Street.

But he might not. In that case, Raven would be on his way to Downtown at tens of thousands of
mles per hour while 1-liro was still trying to get back to his own notorcycle. At those speeds,
once Hiro has lost sight of Raven, he's lost himforever.

Raven starts his bike, begins naneuvering carefully through the tangle, headed for the exit. Hiro
takes off as fast as his invisible legs can carry him headed straight for the wall

He punches through a couple of seconds later, runs back to the Street. His tiny little invisible
avatar can't operate the notorcycle, so he returns to his nornmal |ook, hops on his bike, and gets
it turned around. Looking back, he sees Raven riding out toward the Street, the |ogic bonmb gl owi ng

a soft blue, like heavy water in a reactor. He doesn't even see Hiro yet.
Now s his chance. He draws his katana, ains his bike at Raven, punps it up to sixty or so nmles an
hour. No point in comng in too fast; the only way to kill Raven's avatar is to take its head off.

Running it over with the notorcycle won't have any effect.

A security daenon is running toward Raven, waving his arns. Raven | ooks up, sees Hiro bearing down
on him and bursts forward. The sword cuts air behind Raven's head.

It's too |l ate. Raven rmust be gone now but turning hinself around, Hro can see himin the mddle
of the Street. He slammed into one of the stanchions that holds up the monorail track-s perennia
irritation to hi gh-speed notorcyclists.

"Shiti" both of them say sinultaneously.

Raven gets turned toward Downtown and twi sts his throttle just as Hiro is pulling in behind himon
the Street, doing the
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same. Wthin a couple of seconds, they' re both headed for Downtown at sonmething like fifty
thousand nmiles an hour. Hiro's half a mle behind Raven but can see himclearly: the streetlights
have nerged into a snooth twin streak of yellow, and Raven blazes in the mddle, a stormof cheap
col or and big pixels.

"I'f I can take his head off, they're finished," H m says.

"CGotcha," Juanita says. "Because if you kill Raven, he gets kicked out of the system And he can't
sign back on until the G aveyard Daenons di spose of his avatar.™

"And | control the Graveyard Daenpbns. So all | have to do is kill the bastard once."

"Once they get their choppers back to Iand, they'll have better access to the net-they can have

sonmeone el se go into the Metaverse and take over for him" Juanita warns.
"Wong. Because Uncle Enzo and M. Lee are waiting for themon land. They have to do it during the
next hour, or never."

65

YT. suddenly wakes up. She hadn't realized that she was asl eep. Sonething about the thwop of the
rotor blades nust have lulled her. She nust be tired as shit, is what it really is.

"What the fuck is going on with ny corn net?" L. Bob Rife is squalling.

"No one answers," the Russian pilot says. "Not Raft, not LA, not Khyooston."

"Cet me LAX on the phone, then," Rife says. "I want to take the jet to Houston. W'Il| get our
butts over to the canmpus and find out what's going on."

The pilot nesses around on his control paneL "Problem" he

" What ?"

The pilot just shakes his head forlornly. "Soneone is nmessing with the skyphone. W' re being
j amed. "

"I mght be able to get a |ine,
hol e.

"Anybody got a fucking quarter?" Rife hollers. Frank and

412
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Tony are startled for a mnute. "W're gonna have to touch down at the first pay phone we see and
make a goddamm phone call." He laughs. "Can you believe that? Me, using a tel ephone?”

A second later, Y.T. |ooks out the window and is blown away to see actual |and down there, and a
two-1 ane hi ghway winding its way down a warm sandy coastline. It's California.

the President says. Rife just gives hima look like, right, an
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The chopper slows, cuts in closer to land, begins follow ng the highway. Mst of it is free of

pl astic and neon lights, but before long they home in on a short bit of franchise ghetto, built on
both sides of the road in a place where it has cut away fromthe beach sone di stance.

The chopper sets down in the parking lot of a Buy 'n' Fly. Fortunately, the lot's nostly enpty,
they don't cut any heads off. A couple of youths are playing video ganmes inside, and they barely

| ook up at the astonishing sight of the chopper. She's glad; Y.T. is totally enbarrassed to be-
seen with this dull assortnment of old farts. The chopper just sits there, idling, while L. Bob
Rife junps out and runs over to the pay phone bolted to the front wall

These guys were stupid enough to put her in the seat right next to the fire extinguisher. No
reason not to take advantage of that fact. She jerks it out of its bracket, pulling out the safety
pininvirtually the sane notion, and squeezes the trigger, aimng it right into Tony's face.
Not hi ng happens.

"Fuck!" she shouts, and throws it at him or rather pushes it toward him He's just |eaning
forward, grabbing at her wist, and the inpact of the extinguisher hitting his face is enough to
put a major dent in his '"tude. Gves her enough tinme to swing her |egs out of the chopper
Everything's getting fucked up. One of her pockets is zipped open, and as she's half-falling, half-
rolling out of the chopper, the fire-extinguisher bracket catches in that pocket and hol ds her. By
the tine she's gotten free of that, Tony's back, now on his hands and knees, reaching out for her
arm

That she nanages to avoid. She's running out freely into the parking lot. At the back, she's
henmed in by the Buy 'n' Fly, along the sides by the tall border fence that separates this place
froma NeoAquarian Tenple on one side and a M. Lee's Geater

a
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Hong Kong franchulate on the other. The only way to escape is out onto the road-on the other side
of the chopper. But the pilot and Frank and Tony have already junped out and are bl ocking her exit
out onto the road.

NeoAquarian Tenple isn't going to help her. If she begs and pleads, they m ght just include her in
their mantras next week. But M. Lee's Geater Hong Kong is another story. She runs to the fence
and starts trying to clinb it. Eight feet of chain link with razor ribbon on top. But her clothing
shoul d stop the razor ribbon. Mstly.

She gets about hal fway up. Then, pudgy but strong arns are around her waist. She's out of |uck. L.
Bob Rife lifts her right off the fence, both arnms and both |l egs kicking the air uselessly. He
backs up a couple of steps and starts carrying her back toward t he chopper

She | ooks back at the Hong Kong franchise. It was a close thing.

Sormeone's in the parking lot. A Kourier, cruising in off the highway, just kind of chilling out
and taking it real easy.

"Heyl " she screams. She reaches up and punches the | apel switch on her coverall, turning it bright
bl ue and orange. "Heyl I'ma Kourier! My nane's Y.TJ These nmani ac scum guys ki dnapped ne!"

"Ww, " the Kourier says. "Wat a drag." Then he asks her sonething. But she can't hear it because
the helicopter is whirling up its bl ades.

"They're taking ne to LAXI" she screans at the top of her lungs. Then Rife slanms her into the
chopper face first. The chopper lifts off, tracked precisely by an audi ence of antennas on the
roof of M. Lee's G eater Hong Kong.

In the parking lot, the Kourier watches the chopper taking off. It's really cool to watch, and it
has a | ot of bunping guns on it.

But those dudes inside of the chopper were harshing that chick mjor.

The Kouner pulls his personal phone out of its holster, jacks into Radi KS Central Conmand, and
punches a big red button. He calls a Code.
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Twenty-five hundred Kouriers are massed on the reinforced-concrete banks of the L.A River. Down
in the bottomtrench of the river, Vitaly Chernobyl and the Meltdowns are just hitting the really
good part of their next mgjor hit single, "Control Rod Jam" A nunber of the Kouriers are taking
advant age of this sound track to style up and down the banks of the river, only Vitaly, live, can
get their adrenaline punping hard enough to enable themto skate a sharp bank at eighty mles per
hour plus without doing a wilson into the crete.

And then the dark mass of Meltdown fans turns into a gyrating, orange-red gal axy as twenty-five
hundred new stars appear. It's a mnd-blowing sight, and at first they think it's a new visua

ef fect put together by Vitaly and his imageers. It is like a mass flicking of Bics, except
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brighter and nore organi zed; each Kourier |ooks down on his or her belt to see that a red light is
flashing on their personal tel ephone. Looks |ike some poor skater called in a Code.

In a M. Lee's Greater Hong Kong franchi se on the outskirts of Phoenix, Rat Thing nunber B-782
comes awake.

Fi do i s waking up because the dogs are barking tonight.

There is always barking. Miuch of the barking is very far away. Fido knows that faraway barks are
not as inportant as close barks, and so he often sleeps through these.

But sonetimes a faraway bark will carry a special sound that nakes Fido excited, and he can't help
waki ng up.

He is hearing one of those barks right now It conmes fromfar away but it is urgent. Sone nice
doggi e sonewhere is very upset. He is so upset that his barking has spread to all the other
doggi es mthe pack.

Fido listens to the bark. He gets excited, too. Sone bad strangers have just been very close to a
ni ce doggie's yard. They were in a flying thing. They had | ots of guns.

Fi do doesn't like guns very much. A stranger with a gun shot himonce and made himhurt. Then the
nice girl came and hel ped him

These are extrenely bad strangers. Any nice doggie in his right mnd would want to hurt them and
make them go away. As Fido

415
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listens to the bark, he sees what they | ook Iike and hears the way they sound. If any of these
very bad strangers ever cone into his yard, he will be extrenely upset.

Then Fido notices that the bad strangers are chasing soneone. He can tell they are hurting her by
the way her voice sounds and the way she noves.

The bad strangers are hurting the nice girl who | oves hin

Fi do gets nore angry than he has ever been, even nore angry than when a bad man shot himlong ago.
Hs job is to keep bad strangers out of his yard. He does not do anything el se.

But it's even nore inportant to protect the nice girl who loves him That is nore inportant than
anyt hing. And nothing can stop him Not even the fence.

The fence is very tall. But he can renmenber a long tine ago when he used to junp over things that
were taller than his head.

Fi do comes out of his doggie house, curls his long | egs beneath him and junps over the fence
around his yard before he has renenbered that he is not capable of junmping over it. This
contradiction is lost on him though; as a dog, introspection is not one of his strong points.
The bark is spreading to another place far away. Al the nice doggies who live in this faraway

pl ace are being warned to | ook out for the very bad strangers and the girl who | oves Fi do, because
they are going to that place. Fido sees the place in his mind. It is big and wide and fiat and
open, like a nice field for chasing Frisbees. It has lots of big flying things. Around the edges
are a couple of yards where nice doggies live.

Fi do can hear those nice doggies barking in reply. He knows where they are. Far away. But you can
get there by streets. Fido knows a whole lot of different streets. He just runs down streets, and
he knows where he is and where he's going.

At first, the only trace that B-782 | eaves of his passage is a dancing trail of sparks down the
center of the franchise ghetto. But once he nmakes his way out onto a | ong straight piece of

hi ghway, he begins to | eave further evidence: a spume of shattered blue safety glass spraying
outward in parallel vanes fromall four lanes of traffic as the wi ndows and the w ndshields of the
416
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cars blow out of their frames, spraying into the air like rooster tails behind a speedboat.

As part of M. Lee's good neighbor policy, all Rat Things are programed never to break the sound
barrier in a populated area. But Fido's in too nmuch of a hurry to worry about the good nei ghbor
policy. Jack the sound barrier. Bring the noise

66

"Raven," Hiro says, "let nme tell you a story before | kill you."

"Il listen," Raven says. "It's a long ride."

Al'l vehicles in the Metaverse have voi ce phones on them Hiro sinply called hone to the Librarian
and had him |l ook up Raven's nunber. They are riding in | ockstep across the black surface of the
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i magi nary planet now, though Hiro is gaining on Raven, neter by neter.

"My dad was in the Army in Wrld War Two. Lied about his age to get in. They put himin the

Paci fic doing scut work. Anyway, he got captured by the N pponese.”

" So?"

"So they took himback to Nippon. Put himin a prison canp. There were a | ot of Anericans there,
plus sone Brits and some Chinese. And a couple of guys that they couldn't place. They | ooked |ike
I ndi ans. Spoke a little English. But they spoke Russian even better."

"They were Al euts," Raven says. "American citizens. But no one had ever heard of them Most people
don't know that the Japanese conquered American territory during the war-several islands at the
end of the Al eutian chain. Inhabited. By nmy people. They took the two nost inportant Al euts and
put themin prison canps in Japan. One of themwas the mayor of Attu-the nobst inportant civi
authority. The other was even nore inportant, to us. He was the chi ef harpooneer of the Al eut
nation."

Hiro says, "The mayor got sick and died. He didn't have any imunities. But the harpooneer was one
tough son of a bitch. He got sick a fewtines, but he survived. Went out to work in the fields
along with the rest of the prisoners, growing food for the
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war effort. Wrked in the kitchen, preparing siop for the prisoners and the guards. He kept to
hinself a |ot. Everyone avoided hi mbecause he snelled terrible. H's bed stank up the barracks."
"He was cooking up aconite whal e poison from nushroons and ot her substances that he found in the
fields and secreted in his clothing," Raven says.

"Besides," H mcontinues, "they were pissed at himbecause he broke out a w ndowpane in the
barracks once, and it let cold air in for the rest of the winter. Anyway, one day, after |unch

all of the guards becane terribly sick?

"Whal e poison in the fish stew," Raven says.

"The prisoners were already out working in the fields, and when the guards began to get sick, they
began to march themall back in toward the barracks, because they coul dn't keep watch over them
when they were doubled over with stomach cranps. And this late in the war, it wasn't easy to bring
in reinforcements. My father was last in the line of prisoners. And this Aleut guy was right in
front of him"

Raven says, "As the prisoners were crossing an irrigation ditch, the Al eut dove into the water and
di sappeared. "

"My father didn't know what to do," Hiro says, "until he heard a grunt fromthe guard who was
bringing up the rear. He turned around and saw that this guard had a banboo spear stuck all the
way through his body. Just came out of nowhere. And he still couldn't see the Al eut. Then another
guard went down with his throat slit, and there was the Al eut, w nding up and throw ng anot her
spear that brought down yet another guard."

"He had been maki ng harpoons and hiding themunder the water in the irrigation ditches," Raven
says.

"Then ny father realized," H mcontinues, "that he was doomed. Because no matter what he said to
the guards, they would consider himto have been a part of an escape attenpt, and they would bring
a sword and lop his head off. So, figuring that he nmight as well bring down a few of the eneny
before they got to him he took the gun fromthe first guard who had been hit, junped down into
the cover of the irrigation ditch, and shot nother couple of guards who were comi ng over to

i nvestigate."

Raven says, "The Aleut ran for the border fence, which was a
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flinsy banboo thing. There was supposedly a minefield there, but he ran straight across it with no
trouble. Either he was lucky or else the mnes-if there were any-were few and far between."

"They didn't bother to have strict perinmeter security," H msays, "because Japan is an island-so
even if someone escaped, where could they run to?"

"An Al eut could do it, though," Raven says. "He could go to the nearest coastline and build

hi msel f a kayak. He could take to the open water and nmake his way up the coastline of Japan, then
surf fromone island to the next, all the way back to the Al eutians."

"Right," Hro says, "which is the only part of the story that | never understood-until | saw you
on the open water, outrun-fling a speedboat in your kayak. Then | put it all together. Your father
wasn't crazy. He had a perfectly good plan."

"Yes. But your father didn't understand it."

"My father ran in your father's footsteps across the mnefield. They were free-in N ppon. Your
father started headi ng downhill, toward the ocean. My father wanted to head uphill, into the
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nmount ai ns, figuring that they could maybe live in an isolated place until the war was over."

"I't was a stupid idea," Raven says. "Japan is heavily popul ated. There is no place where they
coul d have gone unnoticed."

"My father didn't even know what a kayak was."

"I gnorance is no excuse," Raven says.

"Their arguing-the sane argunment we're having nowwas their downfall. The N pponese caught up with
themon a road iust outside of Nagasaki. They didn't even have handcuffs, so they tied their hands
behind their backs with bootlaces and nade them kneel on the road, facing each other. Then the

| i eutenant took his sword out of its sheath. It was an ancient sword, the |l eutenant was froma
proud fanmily of samurai, and the only reason he was on this home-front detail was that he had
nearly ~ad one leg blown off earlier in the war. He raised the sword up above ny father's head."
"It made a high ringing sound in the air," Raven says, "that hurt ny father's ears."

"But it never came down."
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"My father saw your father's skeleton kneeling in front of him That was the last thing he ever
saw. "

"My father was facing away from Nagasaki," H m says. "He was tenporarily blinded by the light, he
fell forward and pressed his face into the ground to get the terrible Iight out of his eyes. Then
everything was back to nornal again."

"Except my father was blind," Raven says. "He could only listen to your father fighting the
lieutenant."

"I't was a hal f-blind, one-legged samurai with a katana versus a big strong healthy man with his
arnms tied behind his back,” Hiro says. "A pretty interesting fight. A pretty fair one. My father
won. And that was the end of the war. The occupation troops got there a couple of weeks later. My
father went hone and ki cked around for a while and finally had a kid during the seventies. So did
yours. "

Raven says, "Ainchitka, 1972. My father got nuked tw ce by you bastards."

"I understand the depth of your feelings," H msays. "But don't you think you' ve had enough
revenge?"

"There's no such thing as enough," Raven says.

H m guns his nmotorcycle forward and cl oses on Raven, sw nging his katana. But Raven reaches back-
wat ching himin the rearview mirror-~nd blocks the blow, he's carrying a big long knife in one
hand. Then Raven cuts his speed down to al nost nothing and dives in between a couple of the
stanchi ons. H m overshoots him slows down too rmuch, and gets a glinpse of Raven scream ng past
himon the other side of the nonorail; by the tinme he's accel erated and cut through another gap
Raven has al ready sl al omed over to the other side.

And soit goes. They run down the length of the Street in an interlacing zigzag pattern, cutting

back and forth under the nmonorail. The gane is a sinple one. All Raven has to do is make Hiro run
into a stanchion. Hiro will cone to a stop for a nonent. By that tinme Raven will be gone, out of
visual range, and Hro will have no way to track him

It's an easier game for Raven than for Hiro. But Hims better at this kind of thing than Raven is.
That makes it a pretty even match. They slal om down the nonorail track at speeds fromsixty to
sixty thousand mles per hour; all around them | ow sl ung
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comreri cal devel opnents and high-tech | abs and anusenment parks sprawl off into the darkness.
Downtown is before them as high and bright as the aurora borealis rising fromthe bl ack water of
the Bering Sea.

67

The first poon smacks into the belly of the chopper as they are coming in |l ow over the Valley.

Y.T. feels it rather than hears it; she knows that sweet inmpact so well that she can sense it like
one of those supersensitive seisnp-thingies that detects earthquakes on the other side of the

pl anet. Then half a dozen other poons strike in quick succession, and she has to force herself not
to |l ean over and | ook out the window. O course. The chopper's belly is a solid wall of Soviet
steel. It'lIl hold poons like glue. If they lust keep flying | ow enough to poon-which they have to,
to keep the chopper under the Mafia's radar

She can hear the radio crackling up front. "Take it up, Sasha, you're picking up sone parasites."”
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She | ooks out the wi ndow. The other chopper, the little al um num corporate nunber, is flying

al ongside them a little bit higher in the air, and all the people inside of it are peering out
the wi ndows, watching the pavenent underneath them Except for Raven. Raven is still goggled into
t he Met aver se.

Shit. The pilot's pulling the chopper to a higher altitude.

"Ckay, Sasha. You lost 'em" the radio says. "But you still got a couple of them poon things
hangi ng off your belly, so nmake sure you don't snag 'emon anything. The cables are stronger than
steel ."

That's all Y.T. needs. She opens the door and junps out of the chopper

At least that's howit looks to the people inside. Actually she grabs a handhold on her way down
and ends up dangling fromthe swi nging, open door, |looking inward toward the belly of the chopper
A couple of poons are stuck to it; thirty feet below, she can see the handl es dangling on the ends
of their lines, fluttering in the airstream Looking into the Open door she can't hear Rife
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but she can see him sitting there next to the pilot, notioning:

Down, take it downt

Which is what she figured. This hostage thing works two ways. She's no good to Rife unless he's
got her, and she's in one piece.

The chopper starts losing altitude again, heading back down toward the twin stripe of loglo that
mar ks out the avenue beneath them Y.T. gets swi nging back and forth on the door a little, finally
swings in far enough that she can hook one of the poon cables with her foot.

This next bit is going to hurt like hell. But the tough fabric of the coverall should prevent her
fromlosing too much skin. And the sight of Tony lunging at her, trying to grab her sleeve,

rei nforces her own natural tendency not to think about it too hard. She lets go of the chopper's
door with one of her hands, grabs the poon cable, winds it around the outside of her glove a
couple of tines, then lets go with the other hand.

She was right. It does hurt like hell. As she swi ngs down under the belly of the chopper, out of
Tony's grasp, sonething pops inside her hand-probably one of those dinky little bones. But she
gets the poon cable w apped around her body the sane way Raven did when he rappel ed off the ship
with her, and nanages a controlled, burning slide down to the end.

Down to the handle, that is. She hooks it onto her belt so she can't fall and then thrashes around
for what seens like a whole minute until she's not tangled up in the cable anynore, |ust dangling
by the waist, twi sting around and around between the chopper and the street, out of control. Then
she gets the handle in both hands and unhooks it fromher belt so she's hanging by the arns again
whi ch was the whol e point of the exercise. As she rotates, she sees the other chopper above her
and off to the side, glinpses the faces watching her, knows that all of this is being rel ayed,
over the radio, to Rife.

Sure enough. The chopper cuts to about half its forner speed, |oses sone altitude.

She clicks another control and reels out the line all the way to the end, dropping twenty feet in

one thrill-packed nonment. Now she's flying along, ten or fifteen feet above the hi ghway, doing
maybe forty-five mles an hour. The | ogo signs shoot past her on

A
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either side like neteors. her than a swarm of Kouriers, traffic is light.

The RARE chopper cones thwacking in, dangerously close, and she |looks up at it, just for an
instant, and sees Raven | ooking at her through the window. He's pulled his goggles up on his
forehead, just for a second. He's got a certain |ook on his face, and she realizes that he's not
pi ssed at her at all. He loves her

She lets go of the handle and goes into free fall.

At the same tine, she jerks the manual rel ease on her cervical collar and goes into full Mchelin
Man node as tiny gas cartridges detonate in several strategic |ocations around her bod. The

bi ggest one goes off |like an M80 at the nape of her neck, unfurling the coverall's collar into a
cylindrical gasbag that shoots straight up and encases her entire head. Ot her airbags go off
around her torso and her pelvis, paying lots of attention to that spinal colum. Her joints are
al ready protected by the arnorgelL

VWhich is not to say that it doesn't hurt when she | ands. She can't see anything because of the

ai rbag around her head, of course. But she feels herself bouncing at |least ten tines. She skids
fora quarter of a mle and apparently carons off several cars along the way; she can hear their
tires squealing. Finally, she goes butt first through someone's w ndshield and ends up spraw ed
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across their front seat; they veer into a Jersey barrier. The airbag deflates as soon as
everything stops moving, and she claws it away from her face.

Her ears are ringing or sonething. She can't hear anything. Maybe she busted her eardruns when the
ai rbags went off.

But there's also the question of the big chopper, which has a talent for maki ng noi se. She drags
herself out onto the hood of the car, feeling little hunks of safety glass beneath her carving
paral l el scratches into the paint job.

Rife's big Soviet chopper is right there, hovering about twenty feet above the avenue, and by the
time she sees it, it has already accumul ated a dozen nore pCons. Her eyes foll ow the cabl es down
to street level, and she sees Kouners straining at the lines; this time, they're not letting go.
Ri fe gets suspicious, and the chopper gains altitude, lifting the Kouriers off their planks. But a
passi ng doubl e-bottom seni
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sheds a snmall arny of Kouriers-there nust be a hundred of them pooned onto the poor thing-and
within a few seconds, all their MagnaPoons are airborne and at |least half of themstick to the
arnor plating on the first try. The chopper |urches downward until all of the Kouners are on the
ground again. Twenty more Kouners conme flying in and nail it; those that can't, grab onto soneone
el se's handl e and add their weight. The chopper tries several tinmes to rise, but it nay as well be
tethered to the asphalt by this point.

It starts to come down. The Kouners fan out away fromit so that the chopper comes down in the

m ddl e of a radial burst of poon cabl es.

Tony, the security guy, clinbs down out of the open door, noving slowy, high-stepping his way

t hrough the web of cables but sonehqw retaining his balance and his dignity. He wal ks away from
the chopper until he is out fromunder the rotor blades, then pulls an Uzi out from under his

wi ndbreaker and fires a short air burst.

"CGet the fuck away from our chopperl” he is shouting.

The Kouriers, by and |arge, do. They're not stupid. And Y.T. is now wal ki ng around safe on the
pavenent, the mission is acconplished, the Code is finished, there's no reason to hassle these
chopper dudes anynore. They detach their poons fromthe belly of the chopper and reel in the

cabl es.

Tony | ooks around and sees Y.T. She's walking directly toward the chopper. Her sprained body noves
awkwar dl y.

"Get back in the chopper, you lucky bitch!" he says.

YT. picks up a | oose poon handl e that no one has bothered to reel in yet. She hits the button that
turns off the electromagnet and its head drops off the chopper's arnor. She reels it in until
about four feet of slack is there between the reel and the head.

"There was this dude nanmed Ahab that | read about," she says, whirling the poon around her head.
"He got his poon cable all wapped up around the thing he was trying to poon. It was a big

m st ake. "

She lets the poon fly. It passes up through the plane of the rotor blades, near the Center, and
she can see the unbreakable cable start to wind itself around the delicate parts of the rotor's

axle, like a garrote around a ballerina' s neck. Through the chop-
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per's w ndshield she can see Sasha reacting, ffipping switches frantically, pulling | evers, his
mouth nmaking a long string of Russian curses. The poon's handl e gets snapped out of her hand, and
she sees it get whipped into the center like it's a black hole.

"I guess he just didn't know when to |l et go, |ike sonme people," she says. Then she turns around
and wal ks away fromthe chopper. Behind her, she can hear |arge pieces of netal going the wong
way, running into one another at high speed.

Rife has figured it out a long time ago. He's already running down the mddle of the highway with
a submachine gun in one hand, |ooking for a car to comandeer. Above, the RARE chop. per hovers
and watches; Rife |ooks up to it and notions forward with one hand, shouting, "Co to LAX! Co to
LAX! "

The chopper makes one |ast orbit over the scene, watching as Sasha puts the ruined gunship into
col d shutdown, watching furious Kouners overwhel mi ng and di sarm ng Tony and Frank and the
President, watching as Rife stands in the nddle of the Ieft lane and forces a CosaNostra Pi zza
car to a stop, forces the driver out. But Raven isn't watching any of these things. He's | ooking
out the window at Y.T. And as the chopper finally tilts forward and accelerates into the night, he
grins at her and gives her the thunmbs up. Y.T. bites her lower lip and flips himthe bird. Wth
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that, the relationship is over, hopefully for all tine.
Y. T. borrows a plank froman awed skater and pushes herself across the street to the nearest Buy
'n" Fly and starts trying to call Momfor a ride hone.

~68

Hro | oses Raven a few mles outside of Downtown, but it doesn't matter by this point; he goes
straight to the plaza and then starts to orbit the rimof the anphitheater at hi gh speed, a one-
man pi cket fence. Raven mekes his approach within a few seconds. Hiro breaks out of his orbit and
heads straight for him and they cone together |ike a couple of nedieval jousters. Hiro |loses his
|l eft armand Raven drops a leg. The linbs topple to the ground. Hro drops his katana and uses his
remaining armto draw his
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one- handed sword-a better match for Raven's |long knife anyway. He cuts Raven off just as he's
about to plummet over the |ip of the anphitheater and forces him aside; Raven's nonmentumtakes him
haifa nmle away in haifa second. Hiro chases himdown by followi ng a series of educated guesses-he
knows this territory |ike Raven knows the currents of the Al eutians-and then they are blasting
through the narrow streets of the Metaverse's financial district, waving | ong knives at each
other, slicing and dicing hundreds of pinstriped avatars who happen to get in their way.

But they never seemto hit each other. The speeds are just too great, the targets too small. Hms
been lucky so far-he has got Raven caught up in the thrill of conpetition, nade himspoil for a
fight. But Raven doesn't need this. He can get back to the anphitheater pretty easily wi thout
bothering to kill Hro first.

And finally, he realizes it. He sheathes his knife and dives into an alley between skyscrapers.
Hro follows him but by the time he's gotten into that sane alley, Raven's gone.

______ Hiro goes over the |lip of the anmphitheater doing a couple of hundred niles per hour
and soars out into space, in free fall, above the heads of a quarter of a mllion wildly cheering
hackers.

They all know Hiro. He's the guy with the swords. He's a friend of Dabid's. And as his own
personal contribution to the benefit, he's apparently decided to stage a sword fight with sone

ki nd of hul ki ng, scary-1ooking daemon on a notorcycle. Don't touch that dial, it's going to be a
hell of a show
He |l ands on the stage and bounces to a halt next to his notorcycle. The bike still works, but it's

wort hl ess down here. Raven is ten neters away, grinning at him

"Bonbs away," Raven says. He pulls the glow ng blue | ozenge out of his sidecar with one hand and
drops it on the center of the anphitheater. It breaks open like the shell of an.egg and |ight
shines out of it. The light begins to grow and take shape.

The crowd goes wild.

H mruns toward the egg. Raven cuts himoff. Raven can't nove around on his feet now because he's

lost a leg. But he can still control the bike. He's got his long knife out now, and the two
426
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bl ades come together above the egg, which has becone the vortex of a blinding, deafening tornado
of light and sound. Col ored shapes, foreshortened by their inmense speed, shoot fromthe center of
it and take positions above their heads, building a three-dinmensional picture.

The hackers are going nuts. Hro knows that the Hacker Quadrant in The Black Sun is, at this
nmoment, enptying itself out. They are all cranming through the exit and running down the Street
toward the plaza, coning to see Hro's fantastic show of light, sound, swords, and sorcery.

Raven tries to shove Hiro back. It would work in Reality be-cause Raven has such overpowering
strength. But avatars are equally strong, unless you hack themup in just the right way. So Raven
gives a mghty push and then pulls his knife back so that he can take a cut at Hiro's neck when
Hro flies anay fromhim but Hro doesn't fly anay. He waits for the opening and then takes
Raven's sword hand off. Then, just in case, he takes Raven's other hand off. The crowd screans in

del i ght.
"How do | stop this thing?" Hiro says
"Beats ne. | just deliver 'em" Raven says.

"Do you have any concept of what you just did?"
"Yeah. Realized ny lifelong anbition," Raven says, a huge relaxed grin spreading across his face
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"l nuked America."

Hiro cuts his head off. The crowd of dooned hackers rises to its feet and shrieks.

Then they go silent as Hiro abruptly di sappears. He has switched over to his snmall, invisible
avatar. He is hovering in the air now above the shattered remains of the egg; gravity takes him
right down into the center of it. As he falls, he is nuttering to hinmself: "SnowScan." It's the
pi ece of software he wote while he was killing time on the liferaft. The one that searches for
Snow Cr ash.

______ Wth Hiro Protagoni st seem ngly gone fromthe stage, the hackers turn their attention
toward the giant construction rising up out of the egg. Al that nonsense with the sword fi ght
must have been just a wacky introductory piece-Hro's typically offbeat way of getting their
attention. This |ight and
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sound show is the main attraction. The anphitheater is now filling up rapidly as thousands of

hackers pour in fromall over the place: running down the Street from The Bl ack Sun, stream ng
out, of the big office towers where the major software corporations are headquartered, goggling
into the Metaverse fromall points in Reality as word of the extravaganza spreads down the fiber-
optic grapevine at the speed of |ight.

The light showis designed as if late corners were anticipated. It builds to false clinmax after
false climax, |ike an expensive fireworks show, and each one is better. It is so vast and
conplicated that no one sees nore than 10 percent of it; you could spend a year watching it over
and over again and keep seeing new things.

It is a mle-high structure of nmoving two- and three-di nensional inmages, interlocked in space and
tinme. It's got everything in it. Leni Riefenstahl filnms. The scul ptures of M chel angel o and the
fictional inventions of Da Vinci made real. Wrld War || dogfights zoom ng in and out of the

m ddl e, veering out over the crowd, shooting and burning and expl oding. Scenes from a thousand
classic filnms, flowi ng and nmergi ng together into a single vast conplicated story.

But in tine, it begins to sinplify itself and narrowinto a single bright colum of light. By this
point, it is the nmusic that is carrying the show a pounding bass beat and a deep, threatening
ostinato that tells everyone to keep watching, the best is yet to come. And everyone does watch
Rel i gi ously.

The colum of |ight begins to flow up and down and resolve itself into a hunan form Actually, it

is four human fornms, feral e nudes standi ng shoul der to shoul der, facing outward, |ike caryatids.
Each of themis carrying sonething |ong and slender in her hands: a pair of tubes.
Athird of a nmillion hackers stare at the wonen, towering above the stage, as they raise their

arms above their heads and unroll the four scrolls, turning each one of theminto a flat

tel evision screen the size of a football field. Fromthe seats in the anphitheater, the screens
virtually blot out the sky; they are all that anyone can see.

The screens are blank at first, but finally the same i nage snaps into existence on all four of
themat once. it is an inmage consisting of words; it says
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IF TH 'S WERE A VI RUS

YOU WOULD BE DEAD NOW

FORTUNATELY I TS NOT

THE METAVERSE | S A DANGEROUS PLACE

HOW S YOUR SECURI TY?

CALL H RO PROTAGONI ST SECURI TY ASSOCI ATES

FOR A FREE | NI TI AL CONSULTATI ON.

"This is exactly the kind of high-tech nonsense that never, ever worked when we tried it in
Vietnam" Uncle Enzo says.

"Your point is well taken. But technol ogy has cone a |ong way since then," says Ky, the
surveillance man from Ng Security Industries. Ky is talking to Uncle Enzo over a radi o headset,
his van, full of electronic gear, is lurking a quarter of a mle away in the shadows next to a LAX
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cargo warehouse. "I amnonitoring the entire airport, and all its approaches, with a three-

di mensi onal Metaverse display. For exanple, | know that your dog tags, which you customarily wear
around your neck, are missing. | know that you are carrying one Kongbuck and ei ghty-five Kong-
pence in change in your |eft pocket. | know that you have a straight razor in.your other pocket.
Looks like a nice one, too."

"Never underestimate the inportance of good grooning," Uncle Enzo says.

"But | do not understand why you are carrying a skateboard."

"It's a replacenent for the one Y.T. lost in front of EBGOC," Uncle Enzo says. "It's a long
story."

"Sir, we have a report fromone of our franchul ates,"” says a young lieutenant in a Mfia

wi ndbr eaker, jogging across the apron with a black wal kie-talkie in one hand. He is not really a
lieutenant; the Mafia is not very keen on the use of military ranks. But for some reason, Uncle
Enzo thinks of himas the lieutenant. "The second chopper set down in a strip-mall parking | ot
about ten niles fromhere and nmet the pizza car and picked up Rife, then took off again. They are
on their way in now"
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"Send sonmeone out to pick up the abandoned pizza car. And give the driver a day off," Uncle Enzo

says.

The |ieutenant | ooks sonewhat taken aback that Uncle Enzo is concerning hinself with such a tiny

detail It is as if the don were going up and down hi ghways picking up litter or something. But he

nods respectfully, having just |earned sonething: details matter. He turns away and begi ns tal king
into his radio.

Uncl e Enzo has serious doubts about this fellow He is a blazer person, adept at running the small -
ti me bureaucracy of a Nova Sidiia franchulate, but lacking in the kind of flexibility that, for
exanmple, Y.T. has. A classic case of what is wong with the Mafia today. The only reason the
lieutenant is even here is because the situation has been changing so rapidly, and, of course,
because of all the fine nmen they |ost on the Kow oon

Ky cones in over the radio again. "Y.T. has just contacted her nother and asked for a ride," he
says. "Wuld you like to hear their conversation?"

"Not unless it has tactical significance," Uncle Enzo says briskly. This is one nore thing to
check off his list; he has been worried about Y.T's relationship with her nother and was neani ng
to speak with her about it.

Rife's jet sits on the tarnac, engines idling, waiting to taxi out onto the runway. In the cockpit
are a pilot and copilot. Until half an hour ago, they were |oyal enployees of L. Bob Rife. Then
they sat and wat ched out the w ndshield as the dozen Rife security drones who were stationed
around t he hangar variously got their heads blown off, their throats slit, or else just plain
dropped their weapons and fell to their knees and surrendered. Now the pilot and copil ot have
taken lifelong oaths of loyalty to Uncle Enzo's organization. Uncle Enzo could have just dragged
them out and replaced themwith his owm pilots, but this way is better. If R fe should, sonehow,
actually make it onto the plane, he will recognize his own pilots and think that everything is
fine. And the fact that the pilots are alone there in the cockpit without any direct Mafia
supervision will nmerely enphasize the great trust that Uncle Enzo has placed in them and the oath
that they have taken. It will actually enhance their sense of duty. It will anplify Uncle Enzo's
di spl easure if they should break their oaths. Uncle Enzo has no doubt about the pilots at allL
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He is | ess happy with the arrangenents here, which were nade rather hastily. The problemis, as
usual , the unpredictable Y.T. He was not expecting her to junp out of a moving helicopter and get
free fromL. Bob Rife. He was, in other words, expecting a hostage negotiation sonewhat |ater on
after Rife had flown Y. T. back to his headquarters in Houston

But the hostage situation no |onger obtains, and so Uncle Enzo feels it is inportant to stop Rife
now, before he gets back to his honme turf in Houston. He has called for a major realignnent of
Mafia forces, and right now, dozens of helicopters and tactical units are hastily replotting their
courses and trying to converge on LAX as quickly as they can. But in the neantine, Enzo is here
with a small nunber of his own personal bodyguards, and this technical surveillance man from Ng's
organi zati on.

They have shut down the airport. This was easy to do: they just pulled Lincoln Towmn Cars onto all
the runways, for starters, and then went into the control tower and announced that in a few

m nutes they would be going to war. Now, LAX is probably quieter than it has been at any point
since it was built. Uncle Enzo can actually hear the faint crashing of surf on the beach, half a
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nmle away. it is alnost pleasant here. Wenie-roasting weat her.

Uncl e Enzo is cooperating with M. Lee, which means working with Ng, and Ng, while highly
conpetent, has a technol ogical bias that Uncle Enzo distrusts. He would prefer a single good
soldier in polished shoes, arned with a nine, to a hundred of Ng's gi znbs and portabl e radar
units.

When they cane out here, he was expecting a broad open space in which to confront R fe. |nstead,
the environnent is cluttered. Several dozen corporate jets and helicopters are parked on the
apron. Nearby is an assortnent of private hangars, each with its own fenced-in parking area
contai ning a nunber of cars and utility vehicles. And they are rather close to the tank farm where
the airport's supply of jet fuel is stored. That neans |ots of pipes and punping stations and
hydraulic fol derol sprouting out of the ground. Tactically, the area has nore in common with a
jungle than with a desert. The apron and runway thentel ves are, of course, nore desert hke,

al t hough they have
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dr ai nage ditches where any nunber of nen could be concealed. So a better anal ogy woul d be beach
warfare in Vietnam a broad open area that abruptly turns into jungle. Not Uncle Enzo's
favorite place.

"The chopper is approaching the perinmeter of the airport,
Uncle Enzo turns to his lieutenant. "Everyone in place?"
"Yes, sir."

"How do you know that ?"

"They all checked in a few m nutes ago."

"That means absol utely nothing. And how about the pizza car?"

"Well, 1 thought | would do that later, sir-"

"You need to be capable of doing nore than one thing at a tine."

The lieutenant turns away, shamed and awed. "Ky," Uncle Enzo says, "anything interesting happening
on our perinmeter?"

"Nothing at all," Ng says.

"Anyt hing tminteresting?"

"A few mai nt enance workers, as nornal."

"How do you know they are nmai ntenance workers and not Rife soldiers in costune? Did you check
their 1Ds?"

"Sol diers carry guns. O at |least knives. Radar shows that these nen do not. QE D."

Ky says.

"Still trying to get all our nen to check in," the lieutenant says. "Having a little radio
trouble, | guess.”

Uncl e Enzo puts one armaround the lieutenant's shoulders. "Let ne tell you a story, son. Fromthe
first noment | saw you, | thought you seenmed familiar. Finally | realized that you renind nme of

sonmeone | used to know. a |ieutenant who was ny comandi ng officer, for a while, in Vietnam"

The lieutenant is thrilled. "Really?"

"Yes. He was young, bright, anbitious, well educated. And well neaning. But he had certain
deficiencies. He had a stubborn inability to grasp the fundanmental s of our situation over there. A

sort of mental block, if you will, that caused those of us who were serving under himto
experience the nost intense kind of frustration. It was touch and go for a while, son, | don't
mnd telling you that"
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"How did it work out, Uncle Enzo?"

"It worked out fine. You see, one day, | took it upon nyself to shoot himin the back of the
head. "

The lieutenant's eyes get very big, and his face seens paral yzed. Uncle Enzo has no synpathy for
himat all: if he screws this up, people could die.

Sone new pi ece of radio babble comes in over the lieutenant's headset. "Ch, Uncle Enzo?" he says,
very quietly and reluctantly.

"Yes?"

"You were asking about that pizza car?"

"Yes?"

"I't's not there."
"Not there?"
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"Apparently, when they set down to pick up Rife, a nman got out of the chopper and clinbed into the
pi zza car and drove it away."

"Where did he drive it to?"

"W don't know, sir, we only had one spotter in the area, and he was tracking Rife."

"Take of f your headset," Uncle Enzo says. "And turn off that wal kie-tailde. You need your ears."

"My ears?"
Uncl e Enzo drops into a crouch and wal ks briskly across the pavenent until he is between a couple
of small jets. He sets the skateboard down quietly. Then he unties his shoelaces and pulls his

shoes off. He takes his socks off, too, and stuffs theminto the shoes. He takes the straight
razor out of his pocket, flips it open, and slits both of his trouser legs fromthe hemup to his
groin, then bunches the material up and cuts it off. Qtherwise the fabric will slide over his
hairy | egs when he wal ks and nake noi se.

"My Cod!" the lieutenant says, a couple of planes over. "Al is down! M/ Cod, he's deadi"

I
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Uncl e Enzo | eaves his jacket on, for now, because it's dark, and because it's lined with satin so
that it is relatively quiet. Then he clinbs up onto the wing of one of the planes so that his | egs
cannot be seen by soneone crouching on the ground. He hunkers down on the end of the w ng, opens
his nouth so that he can hear better, and I|istens.

The only thing he can hear at first is an uneven spattering noise that wasn't there before, I|ike
water falling out of a hal f-open faucet onto bare pavement. The sound seenms to be coming froma
nearby airplane. Uncle Enzo is afraid that it may be jet fuel |eaking onto the ground, as part of
a schenme to blow up this whole section of the airport and take out all opposition at a stroke. He
drops silently to the ground, nmakes his way carefully around a couple of adjacent planes, stopping
every few feet to listen, and finally sees it: one of his soldiers has been pinned to the al um num
fusel age of a Learjet by neans of a | ong wooden pole. Blood runs out of the wound, down his pant

I egs, drips fromhis shoes, and spatters onto the tarnmac.

From behind him Uncle Enzo hears a brief screamthat suddenly turns into a sharp gaseous

exhal ation. He has heard it before. It is a man having a sharp knife drawn across his throat. It

i s undoubtedly the Iieutenant

He has a few seconds to nove freely now He doesn't even know what he's up agai nst, and he needs
to know that. So he runs in the direction the screamcanme from noving quickly fromcover of one
jet to the next, staying down in a crouch

He sees a pair of legs noving on the opposite side of a jet's fuselage. Uncle Enzo is near the tip
of the jet's wing. He puts both hands on it, shoves down with all his weight, and then lets it go.
It works: the jet rocks toward himon its suspension. The assassin thinks that Uncle Enzo has just
junped up onto the wingtip, so he clinbs up onto the opposite wing and waits with his back to the
fusel age, waiting to ambush Enzo when he clinmbs over the top
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But Enzo is still on the ground. He runs in toward the fusel age on silent, bare feet, ducks
beneath it, and cones up fromunderneath with his straight razor in one hand. The assassi n- Raven-
is right where Enzo expected him

But Raven is already getting suspicious; he stands up to | ook over the top of the fuselage, and
that puts his throat out of reach. Enzo's looking at his |egs instead.

It's better to be conservative and take what you can get than take a big ganble and blowit, so
Enzo reaches in, even as Raven is | ooking down at him and severs Raven's |eft Achilles tendon

As he's turning away to protect hinself, sonmething hits himvery hard in the chest. Uncle Enzo

| ooks down and is astonished to see a transparent object protruding fromthe right side of his rib
cage. Then he |l ooks up to see Raven's face three inches from his.

Uncl e Enzo steps back away fromthe wi ng. Raven was hoping to fall on top of himbut instead
tunbles to the ground. Enzo steps back in, reaching forward with his razor, but Raven, sitting on
the tarmac, has already drawn a second knife. He lunges for the inside of Uncle Enzo's thigh and
does sone danmmge; Enzo sidesteps away fromthe blade, throwing off his attack, and ends up neking
a short but deep cut on the top of Raven's shoul der. Raven knocks his arm aside before Enzo can go
for the throat again.

Uncl e Enzo's hurt and Raven's hurt. But Raven can't outrun himanynore; it's time to take stock of
things a little bit. Enzo runs away, though when he noves, terrible pains run up and down the
right side of his body. Sonething thuds into his back, too; he feels a sharp pain above one

ki dney, but only for a nmonent. He turns around to see a bloody piece of glass shattering on the
pavenent. Raven nust have thrown it into his back. But without Raven's armstrength behind it, it
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didn't have enough nmomentumto penetrate all the way through the bulletproof fabric, and it fel
out .

d ass knives. No wonder Ky didn't see himon mllineter wave.

By the time he gets behind the cover of another plane, his sense of hearing is being overwhel ned
by the approach of a chopper
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It is Rife's chopper, settling down on the tarmac a few dozen neters away fromthe jet. The
thunder of the rotor blades and the blast of the wind seemto penetrate into Uncle Enzo's brain
He cl oses his eyes against the wind and utterly | oses his balance, has no idea where he is unti

he slans full-length into the pavenent. The pavenent beneath himis slippery and warm and Uncl e
Enzo realizes that he is losing a great deal of blood.
Staring across the tarmac, he sees Raven making his way toward the aircraft, [inping horrendously,

one leg virtually useless. Finally, he gives up on it and just hops on his good | eg.

Ri fe has clinbed down out of the chopper. Raven and Rife are tal king, Raven gesticul ating back in
Enzo's direction. Then Rife nods his approval, and Raven turns around, his teeth bright and white.
He's not grimacing so nuch as he is snmiling in anticipation. He begins to hop toward Uncl e Enzo,
pul I i ng anot her glass knife out of his jacket The bastard is carrying a million of those things.
He's coming after Enzo, and Enzo can't even stand up w thout passing out

He [ ooks around and sees nothing but a skateboard and a pair of expensive shoes and socks about
twenty feet away. He can't stand up, but he can do the G crawl, and so he begins to pul

« hinmself forward on his el bows even as Raven is hopping toward hi mone-| egged.

They neet in an open | ane between two adjacent jets. Enzo is on his belly, slunped over the

skat eboard. Raven is standing, supporting hinself with one hand on the wing of the jet, the glass
knife glittering in his other hand. Enzo is now seeing the world in dimblack and white, like a
cheap Metaverse terminal; this is how his buddies used to describe it in Vietnamright before they
succunbed to bl ood | oss.

"Hope you've done your last rites," Raven says, "because there ain't no tinme to call a priest”
"There is no need for one," Uncle Enzo says, and punches the button on the skateboard | abel ed
"Radi KS Narrow Cone Tuned Shock Wave Projector."

The concussion nearly blows his head off. Uncle Enzo, if he survives, will never hear well again.
But it does wake himup a little bit. He lifts his head off the board to see Raven standi ng
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there stunned, enpty-handed, a thousand tiny splinters of broken glass raining down out of his

j acket .

Uncl e Enzo rolls over on his back and waves his straight razor in the air. "I prefer stee

nysel f," he says. "Wuld you like a shave?"

71

Rife sees it all and understands it clearly enougit He would Iove to see howit all comes out, but
he's a very busy man; he would like to get out of here before the rest of the Mafia and Ng and M.
Lee and all those other assholes conme after himwth their heat-seeking nissiles. And there's no
time to wait for the ginpy Raven to hop all the way back. He gives a thunbs up to the pilot and
begins clinmbing the steps into-his private jet.

It's daytime. A wall of billow ng orange flane grows up silently fromthe tank farma nile away,
like a time-lapse chrysanthemum It is so vast and conplicated in its bl oom ng, uncontrolled
growm h that Rife stops halfway up the stairs to watch

A powerful disturbance is nmoving through the flame, leaving a linear trail in the light, like a
cosmic ray fired through a cloud chanber. By the force of its passage, it |eaves behind a shock
wave that is clearly visible in the flame, a bright spreading cone that is a hundred tines |arger
than the dark source at its apex:

a black bulletlike thing supported on four legs that are chum ing too fast to be visible. It is
so small and so fast that L. Bob Rife would not be able to see it, if it were not headed directly
for him

It is picking its way over a broad tangle of open-air plunbing, the pipes that carry the fuel to
the jets, junping over sonme obstacles, digging its netallic claws into others, tearing them open
with the explosive thrust of its legs, igniting their contents with the sparks that fly whenever
its feet touch the pavenent It gathers its four legs under it, leaps a hundred feet to the top of
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a buried tank, uses that as a |launch pad for another long. arcing | eap over the chain Iink fence
that separates the fuel installation fromthe airport proper, and then it settles into a | ong,
st eady, powerful |ope, accelerating across the perfect geonetric plane of
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t he runway, chased by a long tongue of flame that extends lazily fromthe mddle of the
conflagration, whorling inward upon itself as it traces the currents in the Rat Thing's
af t er shock.
Sonmething tells L. Bob Rife to get awnay fromthe jet, which is |oaded with fuel. He turns and half
junps, half falls off the stairs, noving clunsily because he's looking at the Rat Thing, not at
t he ground.
The Rat Thing, just a tiny dark thing close to the ground, visible only by virtue of its shadow
against the flanes, and by the chain of white sparks where its claws dig into the paverment, nakes
atiny correction in its course.
It's not headed for the jet; it's headed for him Rife changes his mnd and runs up the stairway,
taking the steps three at a tinme. The stairway fl exes and recoils under his weight, reninding him
of the jet's fragility.
The pilot has seen it coning, doesn't wait to retract the stair. way before he rel eases the brakes
and sends the jet taxiing down the runway, sw nging the nose away fromthe Rat Thing. He punches
the throttles, nearly throwing the jet onto one wing as it whips around. in a tight curve, and
redl i nes the engines as soon as he sees the center line of the runway. Now they can only see
forward and si deways. They can't see what is chasing them
Y.T. is the only person who can see it happen. Having easily penetrated airport security with her
Kouri er pass, she is coasting onto the apron near the cargo ternminal. From here, she has an
excel l ent view across half a nile of open runway, and she sees it all happen: the plane roars down
the runway, hauling its door closed as it goes, shooting pale blue flanes out its engi ne nozzl es,
trying to build up speed for takeoff, and Fido chases it down like a dog going after a fat
mei | man, makes one final tremendous leap into the air and, turning hinself into a Sidew nder
mssile, flies nose-first into the tailpipe of its |left engine.
The jet explodes about ten feet off the ground, catching Fido and L. Bob Rife and his virus al
together in its fine, sterilizing flane.
How sweet !
She stays for a while and watches the aftermath: Mafia choppers com ng in, doctors junping out
wi th doc boxes and bl ood bags and stretchers. Mafia soldiers scurrying between the private
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jets, apparently | ooking for someone. A pizza delivery car takes off from one of the parking
areas, tires squealing, and a Mafia car peels out after it in hot pursuit.

But after a while it gets boring, and so she skates back to the main terninal, under her own power
nostly, though she nanages to poon a fuel tanker for a while.

Mom s waiting for her in her stupid little jellybean car, by the United baggage claim just |ike
they arranged on the phone. Y.T. opens the door, throws her plank into the back seat, and clinbs

"Hone?" Mom says.
"Yeah, honme seens about right."

Ac KNDWLED~MENTS
This book gernminated in a collaboration between nme and the artist Tony Sheeder, the original goal
of which was to publish a computer-generated graphic noveL In general, | handled the words and he

handl ed the pictures; but even though this work consists alnost entirely of words, certain aspects
of it stemfromnmny discussions with Tony

This novel was very difficult to wite, and | received a great deal of good advice fromny agents
Li z Darhansoff, Chuck Vernil, and Denise Stewart, who read early drafts. O her people subjected to
the early drafts were Tony Sheeder, Dr. Steve Horst of Wesleyan University, who nmade extensive and
very lucid comments on everything having to do with brains and conmputers (and who suddenly came
down with a virus about one hour after reading it); and ny brother-in-law, Steve Wggins

currently at the University of Edi nburgh, who got nme started on Asherah to begin with and al so fed
me useful papers and citations as | thrashed around pitifully in the Library of Congress.

Marco Kal tof en, as USUal, functioned in the same quick, encyclopedic way as the Librarian when |
had questions about certain whys and wheres of the toxic-waste business. Richard Green, ny agent
in L. A, gave me sone help with the geography of that town.

Bruck Pollock read the galleys attentively, but with blistering speed, and made several useful
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suggestions. He was the first and certainly not the last to point out that BIOS actually stands
for "Basic Input/OUJtPU System" not "Built-In Operating Systen asi have it here (and as it ought
to be); but I feel thatl amentitled to tranple all other considerations into the dirt in ny
pursuit of a satisfying pun, so this part of the book is unchanged.

The idea of a "virtual reality" such as the Metaverse is by now wi despread in the conputer-
graphi cs comunity and is being
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i npl enented in a nunber of different ways. The particular vi. sion of the Metaverse as expressed
in this novel originated fromidle discussion between ne and Jai ne (Captain Bandw dth) Taaffe-

whi ch does not inply that blame for any of the unrealistic or tawdry aspects of the Metaverse
shoul d be placed on anyone but me. The words "avatar" (in the sense used here) and "Metaverse" are
my inventions, which | came up with when | decided that existing words (such as "virtual reality")
were sinmply too awkward to use.

I n thinking about how t he Metaverse night be constructed, | was influenced by the Apple Hunan
Interface CQuidelines, which is a book that explains the phil osophy behind the Maci ntosh. Again,
this point is nmade only to acknow edge the beneficial influence of the people who conpiled said
docunent, not to link these poor innocents with its results.

In a nice twist, which | include only because it is pleasingly self-referential, | becane
intimately familiar with the inner workings of the Macintosh during the early phases of the doomned
and nani acal graphic-novel project when it becanme clear that the only way to make the Mac do the
things we needed was to wite a |ot of customimage-processing software. | have probably spent
nore hours coding during the production of this work than | did actually witing it, even though
it eventually turned away fromthe original graphic concept, rendering nost of that work usel ess
froma practical viewpoint.

Finally, it should be pointed out that when | wote the Babel material, | was standing on the
shoul ders of many, many historians and archaeol ogi sts who actually did the research; nost of the
wor ds spoken by the Librarian originated with these people and | have tried to make the Librarian
give credit where due, verbally footnoting his commrents |ike a good scholar, which | am not.

After the first publication of Shnow Crash, | learned that the term ~avatar' has actually been in
use for a nunmber of years as part of a virtual reality systemcalled Habitat,' devel oped by F
Randal | Farner and Chip 'Morningstar. This systemruns on Commodore 64 conputers, and though it
has all but died out inthe US 1 is stifi popular in Japan In addition to avatars, Habit at

i ncl udes many of thE basic features of the Metaverse as described in this book
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