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Dogfight
[from LIB.RU]

He meant to keep on going, right down to Florida. Work passage on a gunrunner, maybe wind up
conscripted into some ratass rebe army down in the war zone. Or maybe, with that ticket good aslong
ashedidnt sop riding, hed just never get off Greyhound's Hying Dutchman. He grinned at hisfaint
reflection in cold, greasy glass while the downtown lights of Norfolk did past, the bus swaying on tired
shocks asthe driver dung it around afina corner. They shuddered to ahdt in the termind lot, concrete lit
gray and harsh like a prison exercise yard. But Deke was watching himself starve, maybe in some
snowstorm out of Oswego, with his cheek pressed up againgt that same bus window, and seeing his
remains swept out at the next stop by amuttering old man in faded coverals. Oneway or the other, he
decided, it didn't mean shit to him. Except hislegs seemed to have died already. And the driver caled a
twenty-minute stopover Tidewater Station, Virginia. It was an old cinder-block building with two
entrances to each rest room, holdover from the previous century.

Legslikewood, he made a hafhearted attempt at ghosting the notions counter, but the black girl behind it
was aert, guarding the sparse contents of the old glass case as though her ass depended on it. Probably
does, Deke thought, turning away. Opposite the washrooms, an open doorway offered GAMES, the
word flickering feebly in biofluorescent plastic. He could see acrowd of theloca kickers clustered
around apool table. Aimless, hisboredom following him like acloud, he stuck hishead in. And saw a
biplane, wings no longer than his thumb, blassom bright orange flame. Corkscrewing, trailing smoke, it
vanished theingant it struck the green-felt fild of the table.

"Thasright, Tiny," akicker bellowed, "you take that sumbitch!”

"Hey," Deke said. "What's going on?"' The nearest kicker was abean pole with ablack mesh Peterbilt
cap. "Tiny's defending the Max," he said, not taking his eyesfrom the table.

"Oh, yeah? What's that?" But even as he asked, he saw it: a blue enamel meda shaped like aMaltese
cross, the dogan Pour le Merite divided among itsarms.

The Blue Max rested on the edge of the table, directly before avast and perfectly immobile bulk wedged
into afragile-looking chrome-tube chair. The man's khaki work shirt would have hung on Deke like the
folds of asal, but it bulged across that bloated torso so tautly that the buttons threatened to tear away at
any ingtant. Deke thought of southern troopers he'd seen on hisway down; of that weird, gut-heavy
endotype baanced on gangly legsthat looked like they'd been borrowed from some other body. Tiny
might look likethat if he stood, but on alarger scale aforty-inch jeansinseam that would need a
woven-sted waistband to support al those pounds of swollen gut. If Tiny were ever to stand at all for
now Deke saw that that shiny frame was actualy awhed chair. There was something disturbingly childlike
about the man'sface, an gppalling suggestion of youth and even beauty in features dmost buried in fold
and jowl. Embarrassed, Deke looked away. The other man, the one standing across the table from Tiny,
had bushy sideburns and athin mouth. He seemed to be trying to push something with his eyes, wrinkles
of concentration spreading from the corners....

"Y ou dumbshit or what?' The man with the Peterbilt cap turned, catching Deke's Indo proleboy denims,
the brass chains a hiswridts, for the first time. "Why don't you get your asslogt, fucker. Nobody wants
your kind in here" He turned back to the dogfight.



Bets were being made, being covered. The kickers were producing the hard stuff, the old stuff,
libertyheaded dollars and Roosevelt dimes from the ssampand-coin stores, while more cautious bettors
dapped down antique paper dollarslaminated in clear plastic. Through the haze came atrio of red
planes, flying information. Fokker D Vhs. Theroom fdll silent. The Fokkers banked mgjestically under
the solar orb of atwo-hundred-waitt bulb.

The blue Spad dove out of nowhere. Two more plunged from the shadowy ceiling, following closgly. The
kickers swore, and one chuckled. The formation broke wildly. One Fokker dove dmost to the felt,
without losing the Spad on itstail. Furioudly, it zigged and zagged across the green flatlands but to no
aval. At lagt it pulled up, the enemy hard after it, too steeply and stdled, too low to pull out intime. A
stack of silver dimeswas scooped up. The Fokkers were outnumbered now. One had two Spads on its
tail. A needle-spray of tracerstore past its cockpit. The Fokker dip-turned right, banked into an
Immelmann, and was behind one of its pursuers. It fired, and the biplanefdl, tumbling.

"Way to go, Tiny!" Thekickers closed in around the table.
Deke was frozen with wonder. It felt like being born al over again.

Frank's Truck Stop was two miles out of town on the Commercia Vehicles Only route. Deke had
tagged it, out of idle habit, from the bus on the way in. Now he walked back between the traffic and the
concrete crash guards. Articulated trucks went damming past, big eight-segmented jobs, the wash of air
each time threatening to blast him over. CV O stops were easy makes. When he sauntered into Frank's,
there was nobody to doubt that hed comein off abig rig, and he was able to browse the gift shop as
dowly asheliked. The wirerack with the projective wetware wafers was located between a stack of
Korean cowboy shirts and adisplay for Fuzz Buster mudguards. A pair of Orienta dragonstwisted in
theair over therack, ether fighting or fucking, he couldn't tel which. The game he wanted wasthere: a
wafer labeled SPADS& FOKKERS. It took him three seconds to boost it and lesstime to dide the
magnet which the copsin D.C. hadn't even bothered to confiscate across the universal security strip. On
the way out, he lifted two programming units and alittle Batang facilitator-remote that looked like an
antique hearing aid.

He chose a highstack at random and fed the rental agent the line hed used since hiswelfarerights were
yanked. Nobody ever checked up; the state just counted occupied rooms and paid.

The cubicle smdled faintly of urine, and someone had scrawled Hard Anarchy Liberation Front dogans
acrossthe walls. Deke kicked trash out of acorner, sat down, back to the wall, and ripped open the
wafer pack.

Therewas afolded instruction sheet with diagrams of loops, rolls, and Immelmanns, atube of sdine
paste, aDd a computer list of operationa specs. And the wafer itself, white plastic with ablue biplane
and logo on one sde, red on the other. He turned it over and over in his hand: SPADS& FOKKERS,
FOKKERS& SPADS. Red or blue. "Hefitted the Batang behind his ear after coating the inductor
surface with paste, jacked its fiberoptic ribbon into the programmer, and plugged the programmer into
thewd current. Then he did the wafer into the programmer. It was a chegp set, Indonesian, and the
base of his skull buzzed uncomfortably as the program ran. But when it was done, a sky-blue Spad
darted restlesdy through the air afew inches from hisface. It amost glowed, it was so redl. It had the
drangeinner lifethat fanaticaly detailed museum-grade models often have, but it took dl of his
concentration to keep it in existence. If his attention wavered at dl, it lost focus, fuzzing into a pathetic
blur.



He practiced until the battery in the earset died, then dumped against the wall and fell adeep. He
dreamed of flying, in auniversethat consisted entirdly of white clouds and blue sky, with no up and
down, and never agreen field to crash into.

Hewoketo arancid smdl of frying krillcakes and winced with hunger. No cash, either. Well, there were
plenty of student typesin the stack. Bound to be one who'd like to score a programming unit. He hit the
hall with the boosted spare. Not far down was a door with aposter onit: THERE'SA HELL OF A
GOOD UNIVERSE NEXT DOOR. Under that was a starscape with a cluster of multicolored pills, torn
from an ad for some pharmaceutical company, pasted over an inspirational shot of the " space colony”
that had been under construction since before he was born. LET'S GO, the poster said, benegth the
collaged hypnotics.

He knocked. The door opened, security dides stopping it a atwo-inch dice of girlface. "Y eah?’

"You'regoing to think thisis stolen.” He passed the programmer from hand to hand. "1 mean becauseit's
new, virtual cherry, and the bar code's still onit. But listen, I'm not gonna argue the point. No. I'm gonna
let you haveit for only like half what you'd pay anywhere ese.”

"Hey, wow, redly, no kidding?' The visble fraction of mouth twisted into astrange smile. She extended
her hand, pam up, aloosefigt. Leve with hischin. "Lookahere!™

Therewas aholein her hand, ablack tunnd that ran right up her arm. Two smdll red lights. Rat's eyes.
They scurried toward him growing, gleaming. Something gray stresked forward and leaped for hisface.

He screamed, throwing hands up to ward it off. Legstwisting, he fll, the programmer shattering under
him.

Silicate shards skittered as he thrashed, clutching his head. Whereit hurt, it hurt it hurt very badly indeed.

"Oh, my God!" Slides unsnapped, and the girl was hovering over him. "Here, listen, comeon.” She
dangled a blue hand towd. "Grab on to thisand I'll pull you up."

Helooked at her through awash of tears. Student. That fed ook, the oversize swesatshirt, teeth so
straight and white they could be used as a credit reference. A thin gold chain around one ankle (fuzzed,
he saw, with baby-fine hair). Choppy Japanese haircut. Money. "That sucker was gonna be my dinner,”
he said ruefully. Hetook hold of the towel and let her pull him up.

She amiled but skittishly backed away from him. "Let me makeit up to you," she said. "Y ou want some
food? It was only a projection, okay?'

Hefollowed her in, wary asan anima entering atrap.

"Holy shit," Deke said, "thisisred cheese. . . He was Sitting on a gutsprung sofa, wedged between a
four-foot teddy bear and aloose stack of floppies. The room was ankle-deep in books and clothes and
papers. But the food she magicked up Gouda cheese and tinned beef and honest-to-God greenhouse
wheat wafers was straight out of the Arabian Nights.

"Hey," shesad. "We know how to treat a proleboy right, huh?' Her name was Nance Bettendorf. She
was seventeen. Both her parents had jobs greedy buggers and she was an engineering mgjor at William



and Mary. She got top marks except in English. "I guess you must really have athing about rats. Y ou got
some kind of phobia about rats?’

He glanced sddlong at her bed. Y ou couldn't seeit, redly; it wasjust aswell in the ground cover. "It's
not like thet. 1t just reminded me of something e e, isdl.”

"Likewhat?" She squatted in front of him, the big shirt riding high up one smooth thigh.

"Wl ... did you ever seethe" hisvoiceinvoluntarily rose and rushed past the words"Washington
Monument? Like at night? It's got these two little red lights on top, aviation markers or something, and I,
and |..." He started to shake.

"You're afraid of the Washington Monument?' Nance whooped and rolled over with laughter, long
tanned legs kicking. She was wearing crimson bikini panties.

"I would dierather than look at it again," he said levelly.

She stopped laughing then, sat up, Sudied hisface. White, even teeth worried at her lower lip, like she
was dragging up something she didn't want to think about. At last she ventured, "Brainlock?!

"Yeah," hesaid bitterly. "They told mel'd never go back to D.C. And then the fuckers laughed.”

"What did they get you for?' "I'm athief." He wasn't about to tell her that the actual charge was career
shoplifting.

"L ottaold computer hacks spent their lives programming machines. And you know what? The human
brain is not agoddamn bit like amachine, no way. They just don't program the same." Deke knew this
ghrill, desperate rap, thislong, circular jive that the londly string out to the rare listener; knew it froma
hundred cold and empty nights spent in the company of strangers. Nancewaslogt init, and Deke,
nodding and yawning, wondered if he'd even be able to stay awake when they finaly hit that bed of hers.

"I built that projection | hit you with mysdlf," she said, hugging her knees up beneath her chin. "It'sfor
muggers, you know? | just happened to have it on me, and | threw it at you "cause | thought it was so
funny, you trying to sdl methat shit little Indojavanese programmer.” She hunched forward and held out
her hand again. "Look here." Deke cringed. "No, no, it'sokay, | swesr it, thisis different.” She opened
her hand.

A single blue flame danced there, perfect and everchanging. "L ook at that,” she marveled. "Just look. |
programmed that. It's not some diddly little seven image job either. It's a continuous two-hour loop,
seven thousand, two hundred seconds, never the sametwice, each ingtant asindividua asafucking
snowflake"

Theflamés corewas glacid crystd, shards and facets flashing up, twisting and gone, leaving behind
near-subliminal images so bright and sharp that they cut the eye. Deke winced. People mostly. Pretty little
naked people, fucking. "How the hell did you do that?' She rose, bare feet dipping on dick magazines,
and melodramatically swept folds of loose printout from araw plywood shelf. He saw anest row of

small consoles, austere and expensgive-looking. Custom work. "Thisisthe rea stuff | got here. Image
fecilitator. Heré's my fast-wipe module. Thisisabrainmap one-to-one function andyzer." She sang off
the nameslike alitany. "Quantum flicker stabilizer. Program splicer. Animage assembler...”

"You need dl that to make oneiittleflame?’ "Y ou betcha.



Thisisdl gate of the art, professond projective wetware gear.
It'syears ahead of anything you've seen.”

"Hey," hesaid, "you know anything about SPADS & FOKKERS?'
She laughed. And then, because he sensed the time was right, he reached out to take her hand.

"Don't you touch me, motherfuck, don't you ever touch me!" Nance screamed, and her head dammed
againg thewall as sherecoiled, white and shaking with terror.

"Okay!" Hethrew up his hands. "Okay! I'm nowhere near you. Okay?"

She cowered from him. Her eyes were round and unblinking; tears built up at the corners, rolled down
ashen cheeks. Findly, she shook her head. "Hey. Deke. Sorry. | should'vetold you."

"Told mewhat?' But he had a creepy feding. dready knew. The way she clutched her head. The weakly
spasmodic way her hands opened and closed. "Y ou got a brainlock, too."

"Yeah." Sheclosed her eyes. "It'sachadtity lock. My asshole parents paid for it. So | can't stand to have
anybody touch me or even stand too close." Eyes opened in blind hate. "I didn't even do anything. Not a
fucking thing. But they've both got jobs and they're so horny for me to have a career that they can't piss
graight. They're afraid I'd neglect my studiesif | got, you know, involved in sex and stuff. The day the
brainlock comes off | am going to fuck the vilet, greasiest, hairiest . .

She was clutching her head again. Deke jumped up and rummaged through the medicine cabinet. He
found ajar of B-complex vitamins, pocketed afew against need, and brought two to Nance, with aglass
of water. "Here." Hewas careful to keep his distance. "Thisl| take the edge off."

"Yeah, yeah," shesad. Then, dmost to hersdlf, 'Y ou must redly think I'm ajerk.”

The games room in the Greyhound station was almost empty. A lone, long-jawed fourteen-year-old was
bent over aconsole, maneuvering rainbow fleets of submarinesin the murky grid of the North Atlantic.

Deke sauntered in, wearing his new kicker drag, and leaned againgt a cinder-block wall made smooth by
countless coats of green enamel. He'd washed the dye from his proleboy butch, boosted jeans and
T-shirt from the Goodwill, and found apair of sompersin the saunalocker of ahighstack with cutrate
security.

"Seen Tiny around, friend?" The subs darted like neon guppies.

"Depends on who's asking." Deke touched the remote behind hisleft ear. The Spad snap-rolled over the
console, swift and delicate as adragonfly. It was beautiful; so perfect, so true it made the room seem an
illusion. He buzzed the grid, millimeters from the glass, taking advantage of the programmed ground
effect.

Thekid didn't even bother to look up. "Jackman's," he said. "Down Richmond Road, over by the
aurplus”

Deke et the Spad fade in midclimb. Jackman's took up most of



thethird floor of an old brick building. Deke found Best Buy War Surplusfirg, then abroken neon sign
over an unlit lobby. The sidewalk out front was littered with another kind of surplus damaged vets, some
of them dating back to Indochina. Old men who'd Ieft their eyes under Asian suns squatted beside
twitching boys who'd inhaed mycotoxinsin Chile. Deke was glad to have the battered elevator doors
sgh shut behind him.

A dusty Dr. Pepper clock at the far sde of the long, spectral room told him it was a quarter to eight.
Jackman's had been emba med twenty years before he was born, sealed away behind ayelowish film of
nicotine, of polish and hair ail. Directly beneath the clock, the flat eyes of somebody's grandpappy's prize
buck regarded Deke from aframed, blown-up snapshot gone the dick sepiaof cockroach wings. There
was the click and whisper of pool, the squeak of awork boot twisting on linoleum asaplayer leaned in
for ashot. Somewhere high above the green-shaded |lamps hung astring of crepe-paper Chrismas bdlls
faded to dead rose. Deke looked from one cluttered wall to the next. No facilitator.

"Bring onein, should we need it," someone said. He turned, meeting the mild eyes of abald man with
sted-rimmed glasses. "My name's Cline. Bobby Earl. Y ou don't look like you shoot pool, mister.” But
there was nothing threatening in Bobby Earl's voice or stance. He pinched the stedl frames from hisnose
and polished the thick lenseswith afold of tissue. He reminded Deke of a shop instructor who'd patiently
tried to teach him retrograde biochip ingdlation. "I'm agambler,” he said, smiling. Histeeth were white
plagtic. "I know | don't much look it."

"I'mlooking for Tiny," Deke said. "Wdll," replacing the glasses, "you're not going to find him. HEs gone
up to Bethesdato et the V. A.. clean his plumbing for him. He wouldn't fly against you any how." "Why
not?'

"W, because you're not on the circuit or 1'd know your face. Y ou any good?' When Deke nodded,
Bobby Earl caled down the length of Jackman's, "Y o, Clarence! Y ou bring out that facilitator. We got us

aflyboy."

Twenty minutes later, having logt his remote and what cash he had |eft, Deke was striding past the bi
soldiersof Best Buy.

"Now you let metell you, boy," Bobby Earl had said in afatherly tone as, hand on shoulder, heled Deke
back to the eevator, "Y ou're not going to win against acombat vet you listening to me? I'm not even
especidly good, just an old grunt who was on hype fifteen. maybe twenty times. 01' Tiny, he wasapilot.
Spent entire enlistment hyped to the gills. HE's got memb attenuation red bad . . . you an't never going to
him"

It was acool night. But Deke burned with anger and humiliation.

"Jesus, that's crude," Nance said as the Spad str mounds of pink underwear. Deke, hunched up on
couch, yanked her flashy little Braun remote from behind his ear.

"Now don't you get on my case too, Missrichbitch gonna-have-a-job ™

"Hey, lighten up! It'snothing to do with you it'sjust tech. That'saredlly primitive wafer you got there. |

mean, on the street maybe it's fine. But compared to the work | do at schooal, it's hey. Y ou ought to let
merewriteit for you."



"Say what?' "Lemme beef it up. These suckersare dl written in hexadecimd, see, “cause the industry
programmers are al washed-out computer hacks. That's how they think. But let metakeit to the
reader-andyzer at the department, run afew changesonit, trandate it into amodern wetlanguage. Edit
out al the redundant intermediaries. That'll goose up your reaction time, cut the feedback loop in haf. So
you'l fly faster and better. Turnyou into ared pro, Ace!" Shetook ahit off her bong, then doubled over
laughing and choking.

"Isthat legit?' Deke asked dubioudy. "Hey, why do you think people buy gold-wire remotes? For the
prestige? Shit. Conductivity's better, cuts afew nanoseconds off the reaction time. And reactiontimeis
the name of the game, kiddo."

"No," Deke said. "If it were that easy, peopl€d aready haveit. Tiny Montgomery would haveit. Hed
have the best."

"Don't you ever lisgen?' Nance set down the bong; brown water dopped onto the floor. "The stuff I'm
working with isthree years ahead of anything you'l find on the street.”

"No shit," Deke said after along pause. "I mean, you can do that?"

It was like graduating fromaModel T to aninety-three Lotus. The Spad handled like adream,
responsive to Deke's dightest thought. For weeks he played the arcades, with not anibble. He flew
againgt the local teens and by ones and threes shot down their planes. He took chances, played flash.
And the planestumbled....

Until one day Deke was tucking his seed money away, and alanky black straightened up from the wall.
He eyed the laminatedsin Deke's hand and grinned. A ruby tooth gleamed. ™Y ou know,” the man said, "I
heard there was a casper who could fly, going up against the kiddies."

"Jesus," Deke said, spreading Danish butter on akelp stick. "1 wiped the floor with those spades. They
were good, too."

"That's nice, honey," Nance mumbled. She was working on her finals project, swegting datainto a
meachine.

"Y ou know, | think what's happening is| got red talent for thiskind of shit. Y ou know? 1 mean, the
program gives me an edge, but | got the stuff to take advantage of it. I'm reglly getting arep out there,
you know?" Impulsively, he snapped on the radio. Scratchy Dixieland brass blared.

"Hey," Nance said. "Do you mind?' "No, I'm just " He fiddled with the knobs, came up with some dow,
romantic bullshit. "There. Come on, stand up. Let'sdance.”

"Hey, you know | can't " "Sure you can, sugarcakes." He threw her the huge teddy bear and snatched up
apatchwork cotton dressfrom the floor. He held it by the waist and deeve, tucking the collar under his
chin. It smelled of patchouli, more faintly of swest. "See, | stand over here, you stand over there. We
dance. Get it?"

Blinking softly, Nance stood and clutched the bear tightly. They danced then, dowly, staring into each
other'seyes. After awhile, she began to cry. But till, she was smiling.

* * %



Deke was daydreaming, imagining he was Tiny Montgomery wired into hisjumpjet. Imagined the
meachine responding to his dightest neura twitch, reflexes cranked way up, hype flowing steadily into his
vens

Nance's floor became jungle, her bed a plateau in the Andean foothills, and Deke flew his Spad &t forced
speed, asif it were afull-wired interactive combat machine. Computerized hyposfed adow trickle of
high-performance enhancement melange into his bloodstream. Sensorswere wired directly into his skull
pulling asupersonic snapturn in the green-blue bowl of sky over Bolivian rain forest. Tiny would have felt
the airflow over control surfaces.

Below, grunts hacked through the jungle with hype-pumps strapped above ebowsto give them thet little
extradesath-dance fury in combat, ashot of liquid hell in ablue plastic vid. Maybe they got ten minutes
worth in aweek. But coming in & treetop level, reflexes cranked to the max, flying so low the ground
troops never spotted you until you were on them, phosgene agents rel eased, away and gone before they
could draw abeed . . . it took a congtant trickle of hype just to maintain. And the direct neuron interface
with the jumpjet was atwo-way street. The onboard computers monitored biochemistry and decided
when to open the duice gates and give the human component akiller jolt of combat edge.

Dosages like that ate you up. Ate you good and dow and congtant, etching the brain surfaces, eroding
away the brain-cell membranes. If you weren't yanked from the air promptly enough, you ended up with
braincell attenuation with reflexestoo fast for your body to handle and your fight-or-flight reflexes fucked
real good....

"l aced it, proleboy!" "Hah?' Deke looked up, startled, as Nance dammed in, tossing books and bag
onto the nearest heap.

"My findsproject | got exempted from exams. The prof said hed never seen anything likeit. Uh, hey,
dim thelights, wouldja? The colors are weird on my eyes.”

He obliged. " So show me. Show methiswunnerful thing."

"Yeah, okay." She snatched up hisremote, kicked clear standing space atop the bed, and struck a pose.
A spark flared into flamein her hand. 1t spread in aquicksilver line up her arm, around her neck, and it
was asnake, with triangular head and flickering tongue. Molten colors, oranges and reds. It dithered
between her breasts. "I call it afiresnake," she said proudly.

Deke leaned close, and shejerked back. " Sorry. It'slike your flame, huh? | mean, | can seethesetiny
littlefuckersinit." "Sort of." Thefiresnake flowed down her somach. "Next month I'm going to splice
two hundred separate flame programs together with meld justification in between to get the visuals. Then
I'll tap the mind's body image to make it self-orienting. So it can crawl dl over your body without your
having to mind it. Y ou could wear it dancing.”

"Maybe I'm dumb. But if you haven't done the work yet, how come| can seeit?

Nance giggled. "That's the best part haf the work isn't done yet. Didn't have the time to assemble the
piecesinto aunified program. Turn on that radio, huh? | want to dance." She kicked off her shoes. Deke
tuned in something gutsy. Then, a Nance's urging, turned it down, dmost to awhisper.

"| scored two hits of hype, see” She was bouncing on the bed, weaving her hands like a Balinese dancer.



"Ever try the stuff? In-credible. Gives you like absolute concentration. Look here." She stood en pointe.
"Never donethat before.”

"Hype," Deke said. "Last person | heard of got caught with that shit got three yearsin the infantry. How'd
you scoreit?"

"Cut aded with avet who wasin grad school. She bombed out last month. Stuff gives me perfect
visudization. | can hold the projection with my eyes shut. It was a snap assembling the program in my

"On just two hits, huh?" "One hit. I'm saving the other. Teach was so impressed he's sponsoring mefor a
jobinterview. A recruiter from |. G. Feuchtwaren hits campusin two weeks. That cap isgonnasdl him
the program and me. I'm gonna cut out of school two years early, straight into industry, do not passjall,
do not pay two hundred dollars.”

The snake curled into aflaming tiara. It gave Deke afunny-creepy fedling to think of. Nance walking out
of hislife.

"I'm awitch," Nance sang, "awetware witch." She shucked her shirt over her head and sent it flying. Her
fine, high breasts moved fredly, gracefully, as she danced. "I'm gonnamakeit” now shewas singing a
current pop hit "to the. . . top!" Her nippleswere small and pink and aroused. The firesnake licked at
them and whipped away.

"Hey, Nance," Deke said uncomfortably. "Cam down alittle, huh?"

"I'm celebrating!" She hooked athumb into her shiny gold panties. Fire swirled around hand and crotch.
"I'm the virgin goddess, baby, and | have the pow-er!" Singing again.

Deke looked away. "Gotta go now," he mumbled. Gottago home and jerk off. He wondered where
sheld hidden that second hit. Could be anywhere.

There was a protocol to the circuit, atacit order of deference and precedence as elaborate asthat of a
Mandarin court. It didn't matter that Deke was hot, that his rep was spreading like wildfire. Even aname
flyboy couldn't just challenge whom he wished. He had to climb the ranks. But if you flew every night. If
you were dways available to anybody's challenge. And if you were good. . . well, it was possible to
cimbfad.

Deke was one plane up. It was tournament fighting, three planes againgt three. Not many spectators, a
dozen maybe, but it was agood fight, and they were noisy. Deke wasimmersed in the manic calm of
combat when he redized suddenly that they had fallen silent. Saw the kickers stir and exchange glances.
Eyesflicked past him. He heard the elevator doors close. Coolly, he disposed of the second of his
opponent's planes, then risked a quick glance over his shoulder.

Tiny Montgomery had just entered Jackman's. The wheelchair whispered across browning linoleum,
guided by tiny twitches of oneimperfectly parayzed hand. His expression was stern, blank, calm.

In that instant, Deke lost two planes. One to deresol ution gone to blur and canceled out by the facilitator
and the other because his opponent was aredl fighter. Guy did abarrd rall, killing speed and dipping to
the sde, and strafed Deke's biplane asit shot past. It went down in flames. Thelr last two planes shared
atitude and speed, and asthey turned, trying for position, they naturaly fell into acircling pattern.



The kickers made room as Tiny wheeled up against the table. Bobby Earl Clinetrailed after him, lanky
and casua. Deke and his opponent traded glances and pulled their machines back from the pool table so
they could hear the man out. Tiny smiled. Hisfeatureswere smal, clustered in the center of hispae,
doughy face. Onefinger twitched dightly on the chrome handrest. "'l heard about you." He looked
graight at Deke. His voice was soft and shockingly sweet, ababy-girl little voice. "I heard you're good.”

Deke nodded dowly. The amileleft Tiny'sface. His soft, fleshy lipsrelaxed into anaturd pout, asif he
werewaiting for akiss. Hissmadl, bright eyes sudied Deke without maice. "Let's see what you can do,
then."

Deke logt himsdlf in the cool game of war. And when the enemy went down in smoke and flame, to
explode and vanish againgt the table, Tiny wordlesdy turned his chair, wheded it into the eevator, and
was gone.

As Deke was gathering up hiswinnings, Bobby Earl eased up to him and said, "The man wantsto play
you.

"Yeah?' Deke was nowhere near high enough on the circuit to chalenge Tiny. "What's the scam?”

"Man who was coming up from Atlantatomorrow canceled. 01' Tiny, he was spoiling to go up against
somebody new. So it lookslike you get your shot at the Max."

"Tomorrow? Wednesday? Doesn't give me much prep time.”
Bobby Earl amiled gently. "I don't think that makes no nevermind.”
"How'sthat, Mr. Cline?' "Boy, you just ain't got the moves, you follow me?

Ain't got no surprises. You fly just like some kinda beginner, only faster and dicker. Y ou follow what I'm
trying to say?'

"I'm not sure | do. Y ou want to put alittle action on that?"

"Tdl you truthful," Clinesaid, "I been hoping on that." He drew asmall black notebook from his pocket
and licked a pencil stub. "Give you five to one. They's nobody gonnagive no fairer odds than that."

Helooked at Deke amost sadly. "But Tiny, he'sjust naturdly better'n you, and that's al shewrote, boy.
Helivesfor that goddamned game, ain't got nothing else. Can't get out of that goddamned chair. Y ou
think you can best aman who'sfighting for hislife, you arejust lying to yoursdf."

Norman Rockwell's portrait of the colonel regarded Deke dispassionately from the Kentucky Fried
across Richmond Road from the coffee bar. Deke held his cup with hands that were cold and trembling.
His skull hummed with fatigue. Cline wasright, he told the colondl. | can go up againgt Tiny, but | can't
win. The colone stared back, gaze cam and level and not particularly kindly, taking in the coffee bar and
Best Buy and dl his drag-ass kingdom of Richmond Road. Waiting for Deke to admit to the terrible thing
he had to do.

"The bitch is planning to leave me anyway," Deke said doud. Which made the black countergirl look at



him funny, then quickly away.

"Daddy caled!" Nance danced into the apartment, damming the door behind her. "And you know what?
Hesaysif | can get thisjob and hold it for six months, helll have the brainlock reversed. Can you believe
it? Deke?' She heditated. "Y ou okay?'

Deke stood. Now that the moment was on him, hefdt unredl, like he wasin amovie or something. "How
come you never came home last night?* Nance asked.

The skin on hisface was unnaturdly taut, a parchment mask. "Where'd you stash the hype, Nance? |
need it."

"Deke," shesad, trying atentative smile that instantly vanished. "Deke, that's mine. My hit. | need it. For
my interview."

He smiled scornfully. ™Y ou got money. Y ou can away's score another cap.”

"Not by Friday! Ligten, Deke, thisisredly important. My wholelifeisriding on thisinterview. | need that
cap. It'sal | got!"

"Baby, you got the fucking world! Take alook around you six ounces of blond Lebanese hash! Little
anchovy fishintins. Unlimited medical coverage, if you need it." She was backing away from him,
stumbling against the static waves of unwashed bedding and wrinkled glossy magazinesthat crested at the
foot of her bed. "Me, | never had aglimmer of any of this. Never had the kind of edge it takesto get
adong. Well, thisonetime | am gonna. Thereisamatch in two hoursthat | am going to fucking well win.
Do you hear me?' He was working himsdlf into arage, and that was good. He needed it for what he had
to do.

Nance flung up an arm, palm open, but he was ready for that and dapped her hand aside, never even
catching aglimpse of the dark tunnel, let done thoselittle red eyes. Then they were both falling, and he
was on top of her, her breath hot and rapid in hisface. "Deke! Deke! | need that shit, Deke, my
interview, it'stheonly. . . | gotta . . gotta. . ." Shetwisted her face away, crying into thewall. "Please,
God, please don't.. ."

"Where did you stash it?" Pinned against the bed under his body, Nance began to spasm, her entire body
convulsing in pain and fear.

"Whereisit?' Her face was bloodless, gray corpse flesh, and horror burned in her eyes. Her lips
squirmed. It was too late to stop now; he'd crossed over the line. Deke felt revolted and nauseated, all
the more so becauise on some unexpected and unwel come level, he was enjoying this.

"Whereisit, Nance?' And dowly, very gently, he began to stroke her face.

Deke summoned Jackman's elevator with afinger that moved asfast and straight as a hornet and landed
daintily asabuitterfly on the call button. Hewas full of bouncy energy, and it was al under control. On
the way up, he whipped off his shades and chuckled at hisreflection in the finger-smudged chrome. The
blacks of hiseyeswere like pinpricks, dl but invisible, and sill the world was neon bright.

Tiny waswaliting. The cripple's mouth turned up at the cornersinto asweet smile ashetook in Deke's
irises, the exaggerated cam of his motions, the unsuccessful attempt to mime an undrugged clumsiness.



"Wel," hesad inthat girlish voice, "lookslike | have atregt in storefor me."

The Max was draped over one tube of the wheelchair. Deke took up position and bowed, not quite
mockingly. "Let'sfly.” Aschdlenger, heflew defense. He materidized his planes at a conservative
dtitude, high enough to dive, low enough to have warning when Tiny attacked. He waited.

The crowd tipped him. A fatboy with brilliantined hair looked startled, a hollow-eyed cracker sarted to
smile. Murmurs rose. Eyes shifted dow-motion in heads frozen by hyped-up reaction time. Took maybe
three nanoseconds to pinpoint the source of attack. Deke whipped his head up, and Sonofabitch, he was
blind! The Fokkerswere diving straight from the two-hundred-watt bulb, and Tiny had suckered himinto
garing right at it. Hisvison whited out. Deke squeezed lidstight over welling tears and franticaly held
visudization. He split hisflight, curving two biplanesright, oneleft. Immediately twisting each ahdf-turn,
then back again. He had to dodge randomly he couldn't tell where the hostile warbirds were.

Tiny chuckled. Deke could hear him through the sounds of the crowd, the cheering and cursing and
dapping down of coinsthat seemed to syncopate independent of the ebb and flow of the dudl.

When hisvigon returned an ingant later, a Spad wasin flames and faling. Fokkerstailed his surviving
planes, one on one and two on the other. Three secondsinto the game and he was down one.

Dodging to keep Tiny from pinning tracers on him, he looped the single-pursued plane about and drove
the other toward the blind spot between Tiny and the light bulb.

Tiny'sexpresson went very cam. The faintest shadow of disappointment of contempt, even was
swallowed up by tranquility. He tracked the planes blandly, waiting for Deke to make histurn.

Then, just short of the blind spot, Deke shoved his Spad into adrive, the Fokkers overshooting and
banking wildly to either Sde, twisting around to regain position.

The Spad swooped down on the third Fokker, pulled into position by Deke's other plane. Fire strafed
wings and crimson fusdlage. For an ingtant nothing happened, and Deke thought he had afluke miss.
Then thelittle red mother veered left and went down, trailing black, oily smoke.

Tiny frowned, small lines of digpleasure marring the perfection of his mouth. Deke smiled. One even, and
Tiny held pogition.

Both Spads weretailed closely. Deke swung them wide, and then pulled them together from opposite
Sdesof the table. He drove them straight for each other, neutralizing Tiny's advantage . . . neither could
firewithout endangering his own planes. Deke cranked his machines up to top speed, damming them at
each other'snose.

Aningtant before they crashed, Deke sent the planes over and under one another, opening fire on the
Fokkers and twisting away. Tiny was ready. Firefilled the air. Then one blue and one red plane soared
free, heading in opposite directions. Behind them, two biplanestangled in midair. Wings touched, dewed
about, and the planes crumpled. They fell together, dmost straight down, to the green felt below.

Ten seconds in and four planes down. A black vet pursed hislips and blew softly. Someone el se shook
hishead in disbelief.

Tiny wasgitting straight and alittle forward in hiswhedlchair, eyesintense and unblinking, soft hands
plucking feebly at the grips. None of that amused and detached bullshit now; his attention wasriveted on



the game. Thekickers, thetable, Jackman'sitself, might not exist at al for him. Bobby Earl Clinelaid a
hand on his shoulder; Tiny didn't notice. The planes were at opposite ends of the room, [aborioudy
gaining dtitude. Deke jammed his againg the ceiling, dim through the smoky haze. He spared Tiny a
quick glance, and their eyeslocked. Cold against cold. "Let's see your best,” Deke muttered through
clenched tegth.

They drove their planes together. The hype was peaking now, and Deke could see Tiny'stracers
crawling through the air between the planes. He had to put his Spad into the line of fireto get off afair
burg, then twist and bank so the Fokker's bullets would dip by his undercarriage. Tiny was every bit as
hot, dodging Deke'sfire and passing so close to the Spad their landing gears dmost tangled asthey

passed.

Deke waslooping his Spad in a punishingly tight turn when the hallucinations hit. The felt writhed and
twisted became the green hdll of Bolivian rain forest that Tiny had flown combet over. Thewalls receded
to gray infinity, and hefdt the meta confinement of acybernetic jumpjet closein around him.

But Deke had done his homework. He was expecting the hallucinations and knew he could deal with
them. The military would never pass on adrug that couldn't be fought through. Spad and Fokker looped
into another pass. He could read the tensionsin Tiny Montgomery's face, the echoes of combat in deep
jungle sky. They drovetheir planestogether, feding the torqued tensionsthat fed straight from
insrumentation to hindbrain, the adrenaine pumps kicking in behind the armpits, the cold, fast freedom of
arflow over jetskin mingling with the smells of hot metal and fear swest. Tracerstore past hisface, and
he pulled back, seeing the Spad zoom by the Fokker again, both untouched. The kickers were just going
ape, waving hats and ssomping feet, acting like God's own fools. Deke locked glanceswith Tiny again.

Mdicerose up in him, and though his every nerve was taut as the carbon-crystal whiskersthat kept the
jumpjets from faling apart in superman turns over the Andes, he counterfeited a casua smile and winked,
jerking his head dightly to one sde, asif to say "L ookahere."

Tiny glanced to the side. It was only for afraction of a second, but that was enough. Deke pulled asfast
and tight an Immelmann right on the edge of theoreticd tolerance as had ever been seen on the circuiit,
and hewas hanging on Tiny'stall.

Let's see you get out of thisone, sucker. Tiny rammed his plane traight down at the green, and Deke
followed after. He held hisfire. He had Tiny where he wanted him.

Running. Just like held been on his every combat mission. High on exhilaration and hype, maybe, but
running scared. They were down to the felt now, flying treetop-level. Break, Deke thought, and jacked
up the speed. Peripherally, he could see Bobby Earl Cline, and there was afunny look on the man'sface.
A pleading kind of look. Tiny's composure was shot; his face was twisted and tormented.

Now Tiny panicked and dove his plane in among the crowd. The biplanes |ooped and twisted between
the kickers. Some jerked back involuntarily, and others laughingly swatted at them with their hands. But
there was ahot glint of terror in Tiny's eyesthat spoke of an eternity of fear and confinement, two edges
sawing away at each other endlesdly. .

The fear was degth in the air, the confinement alocking away in metd, first of the aircraft, then of the
chair. Deke could read it dl in hisface: Combat was the only out Tiny had had, and he'd taken it every
chance he got. Until some anonymous nationdistawith an antique SAM tore him out of that blue-green
Bolivian ky and dammed him straight down to Richmond Road and Jackman's and the smiling killer boy
he faced this one last time across the faded cloth.



Deke rocked up on histoes, face burning with that million-dollar smile that was the trademark of the drug
that had already fried Tiny before anyone ever bothered to blow him out of the sSky in ahot tangle of
metal and mangled flesh. It dl came together then. He saw that flying was dll that held Tiny together. That
daily brush of fingertips against degth, and then risng up from the metd coffin, dive again. Hed been
holding back collapse by sheer force of will. Break that willpower, and mortdity would come pouring out
and drown him. Tiny would lean over and throw up in hisown lap.

And Deke drove it home.... There was amoment of stunned slenceas Tiny'slast planevanishedina
flash of light. "I did it,” Deke whispered. Then, louder, "Son of abitch, | did it!"

Acrossthe table from him, Tiny twisted in his chair, amsjerking spasticaly; hishead lolled over on one
shoulder. Behind him, Bobby Earl Cline stared straight at Deke, his eyes hot coals.

The gambler snatched up the Max and wrapped its ribbon around a stack of laminateds. Without
warning, he flung the bundle at Dek€e'sface. Effortlessy, casually, Deke plucked it from the air.

For an ingtant, then, it looked like the gambler would come at him, right across the pool table. Hewas
stopped by atug on hisdeeve. "Bobby Earl,” Tiny whispered, his voice choking with humiliation, "you
gottaget me... out of here. "

Stffly, angrily, Cline wheded hisfriend around, and then away, into shadow. Deke threw back his head
and laughed. By God, hefelt good! He stuffed the Max into a shirt pocket, where it hung cold and heavy.
The money he crammed into his jeans. Man, he had to jump with it, histriumph legping up through him
like awild thing, fine and strong as the flanks of a buck in the deep woods he'd seen from a Greyhound
once, and for this one moment it seemed that everything was worth it somehow, al the pain and misery
hed gone through to finaly win.

But Jackman's was silent. Nobody cheered. Nobody crowded around to congratul ate him. He sobered,
and slent, hodtile faces swam into focus. Not one of these kickers was on hisside. They radiated
contempt, even hatred. For an interminably drawn-out moment the air trembled with potentia violence. .
. and then someone turned to the side, hawked up phlegm, and spat on the floor. The crowd broke up,
muttering, one by one drifting into the darkness.

Deke didn't move. A musclein one leg began to twitch, harbinger of the coming hype crash. Thetop of
his head felt numb, and there was an awful taste in his mouth. For a second he had to hang on to the table
with both hands to keep from falling down forever, into the living shadow beneath him, ashe hung
impaled by the prize buck’s dead eyes in the photo under the Dr. Pepper clock.

A little adrenaine would pull him out of this. He needed to celebrate. To get drunk or stoned and talk it
up, going over the victory time and again, contradicting himsdf, making up details, laughing and bragging.
A darry old night likethiscaled for big talk.

But standing therewith dl of Jackman's silent and vast and empty around him, he redized suddenly that
he had nobody left to tell it to.

Nobody at al.



