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Enter the SF Gateway …
In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:
‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’
Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.
The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.
Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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IN THE BEGINNING
‘Now, why would anyone become a prostitute?’ the white guy asked, sipping his iced coffee through a long, skinny straw.
Across the table, the Japanese guy raised his eyebrows, making his guarded face into a mask of mild surprise. ‘You mean, somebody isn’t?’
The white guy’s laughter echoed in the mostly empty cafe. ‘Oh, man. Things must be really non-ruly on your planet.’
The Japanese guy eyed the tall glass of iced coffee sweating pretty beads of condensation as the white guy sipped at it. Retro beverages were so all-pervasive these days, it was impossible to tell whether anyone really liked iced coffee. According to rumor, most places just poured day-old crude over ice and disguised it with artificial flavors and ersatz cream. ‘That’s Nature for you. With some she’s into the red zone, with others, there isn’t even a meter. You goin’ my way?’
‘What kind of value do I get?’ asked the white guy, watching the other smooth the front of his Guinness T-shirt. Not sake, but Guinness, for chrissakes; what kind of an Oriental was he, anyway? He even turned up his nose at tea.
‘What kind of value you lookin’ for?’ Without waiting for an answer, the Japanese guy dug in the well-traveled bag parked on the seat beside him and came up with a pouch the white guy recognized as the carrying case for a very expensive model of hotsuit. Then he put his other fist on the table, paused as if trying to decide something and then opened his hand to reveal a sapphire-blue gel cap on his palm.
‘Christ.’ The white guy rolled his eyes. ‘What’d you do, put your brain under the pillow and you got that instead of a dime?’
‘Hey, it’s not what you think,’ the Japanese guy said. ‘There’s a creation myth in there. Among other things. And it’s all genuine.’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘I swear. Distilled from millennia of racial memory –’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘I could show you the chromosome they stripped it offa,’ the Japanese guy said defensively. ‘One hundred purebreds got scraped for this. One hundred. In a hospital. This is pure pharmaceutical –’
‘So I take it and what? What’s the big myth?’
‘Lots of big myths. All the big myths you want. The big creation myth.’
‘So tell me about it.’
The troubled look on the Japanese guy’s face wasn’t one of his rehearsed expressions. ‘You don’t really want me to spoil it for you.’
‘If it’s so great, you can’t spoil it. Come on, let’s hear it. Just one.’
The Japanese guy hesitated for a long moment.
‘I just want to know what I’m getting,’ the white guy persisted. ‘That’s how we do things on my planet.’
‘Sure, but just telling it doesn’t do it justice.’
‘I believe you. All I want is just to know one thing to watch for. What if I think it looks boring and I skip it? I could do that, you know, I’m not Japanese. I might not know better.’
The Japanese guy let out a breath. ‘Okay. There were these two gods, Susanoo and Amaterasu. They were brother and sister –’
‘Susan?’ The white guy’s perfect features were scornful as he flicked the menu button to his right for another iced coffee. ‘You expect me to believe Susan is a Japanese name?’
‘Not Susan, you idiot, Susanoo. And that was the brother’s name, Amaterasu was the sister. You gonna let me tell this or not?’
The white guy waved carelessly with one hand. One of the wait staff materialized so suddenly, he almost hit her in the face. Seeming not to notice, she slid another iced coffee onto the table and removed the empty glass. The white guy took it, closed his thin Anglo lips around the fat, transparent straw and sucked hard, his cheeks hollowing. His blue eyes stared hard at the Japanese guy. ‘So?’ he said, taking his lips from the straw. ‘Tell!’
The Japanese guy nodded resignedly. ‘Susanoo was a one-god riot on wheels, tearing everything up,’ the Japanese guy said, watching the white guy continue to drink his day-old crude. Maybe it was true, what his foster father used to say years ago, that Westerners thought using garbage for culture was recycling. His foster father had been white, a minor bureaucrat named Clark who always wanted to be anything else but what he was. This guy seemed to suffer from the same ailment. ‘Party time was all the time, it was all really non-ruly, as someone I know would say.
‘So one day, Amaterasu, who was always real patient with this yabo, was weaving sacred garments with her sacred maidens and Susanoo tosses this dead, flayed horse into the room, just to hear all the sacred ladies scream. Which they do, and one of the sacred maidens even accidentally pricks her sacred genitals and dies.’
‘Oh, that could happen.’ The white guy grinned sarcastically. ‘I know lots of people with their good parts pierced and they’re all real alive, still.’
The Japanese guy stared back at him flatly. ‘Sure. If you call that living.’
‘Hey, if it’s not your idea of excitement, it’s not, but you can’t tell me there are no Japanese with pierced –’
‘Seiken shirazu,’ said the Japanese guy, putting his head in his hands for a moment. ‘Are you gonna let me tell this?’
‘Yeah-yeah. A sacred maiden takes a sacred prick in her sacred genitals and dies. So then what?’
The waiter who had brought the iced coffee set a cup of green tea in the middle of the table. The Japanese guy looked up, furious. ‘Get that outa here.’
‘I ordered that, thank you very much.’ The white guy pulled it over next to the iced coffee.
‘Amaterasu gets even more fed up with her yabo brother than I am with you,’ the Japanese guy went on, glowering at the tea, ‘and she goes into this cave to sulk. That’s it – the whole world goes dark.’
The white guy raised one skeptical eyebrow. ‘The whole world? Or just Japan?’
‘Back then, Japan was the whole world, manuke.’
‘You wish.’
‘No, you wish, all of you, you gaijin sheep –’
‘Whoo, gaijin, the man says!’ The white guy raised both hands and wiggled his fingers. ‘Sampling those Mishima breakbeats again, are we?’
The Japanese guy slipped the gel cap into a tiny pocket on his shirtsleeve and made getting-ready-to-get-up-and-leave motions.
‘Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Finish the story. Or was that it?’
‘All the other gods got together outside the cave and tried to get her to come out again, but she wouldn’t.’ The Japanese guy paused as if he were trying to decide if he really wanted to continue. ‘Then the Dread Female of Heaven –’
‘The who? Of what?’
‘The Dread Female. Of Heaven.’ The Japanese guy groaned. ‘Okay, what’s your problem now?’
‘What’s so dread about her?’
The Japanese guy’s smile was sly. ‘You’ll find out if you’re lucky. The Dread Female of Heaven started dancing and dancing and dancing, and she starts getting very aroused, and all the other gods start getting very aroused, because this is a very sexy dance. And at the hottest part, she does this really, really hot move, so hot that it makes everyone go off. Including her. So everyone’s laughing –’
‘Laughing?’ The white guy’s face was incredulous. ‘You guys laugh when you come?’
‘You could be the lucky winner who finds out,’ the Japanese guy said, unperturbed. ‘The gods laugh. Demons laugh. If they let you in on things, you’ll laugh too.’
‘I bet. So that’s it? Everybody comes and laughs, ha-ha, happy ending? Or do we get to ride up and down in the cave?’
‘What do you think this is, a theme park?’
‘Oh, hell, I can go to any club in the universe to see somebody dance –’
‘Not like the Dread Female,’ said the Japanese guy confidently.
‘No? Half a block from here, there’s this woman, she’s got six rings, all of them charged, inside –’
‘You’re right. I’d dread that, I’m surprised you don’t.’ The Japanese guy looked revolted. ‘What if it got fried in there? What if it got fried off?’ He shuddered. ‘Anyway, aren’t you married?’
‘Yeah, I’m married, but it’s nothing serious. It’s not like I told her my real name or anything.’ The white guy spread his hands. The backs were scarred, deliberately, but not very well. Home brew – someone had tried to brand over a scarification or vice versa. The resulting keloids weren’t decoration, just damage. The Japanese guy couldn’t stand the sight. ‘If I want to get my magic wand charged and polished, I can go anywhere. Hell, I can even go home. I thought you had something here, and you’re gonna give me a hard-on over some ass-shaker. Dread Female of Heaven, sure. Mistress Inga the Dominatrix can suck the marrow out of your bones without mussing her hair.’
‘If she saw Ama no Uzume’s sacred genitals, she’d fall down coming and laughing like a hyena.’ The Japanese guy put up a hand as the white guy started to say something. ‘Look, I guess I was wrong about you. You’re just too out here for this stuff –’
The white guy was halfway out of his seat. ‘You callin’ me a fuckin’ tourist? Shithead, do you know who I am?’
The Japanese guy smiled with half his mouth. ‘Everybody knows who you are. You’ve told everyone often enough about it. But even if you really did it –’
‘I got witnesses!’
Across the room, the person who had brought the tea paused in the act of resetting the fractals on one of the tabletops and stared at them with open and unabashed curiosity.
‘And I wasn’t that doped, either,’ the white guy added sulkily. ‘Tiny dose. Not even enough to convict me for possession.’
‘Hey, I don’t care if you were doped. This ain’t the Olympics. And who doesn’t have witnesses?’ said the Japanese guy, smiling at the waiter genially. ‘Big brother’s watching, little brother’s watching, big sister’s tapping the phone, little sister’s stalking your ass – or they all got bots to do it, which is pretty much like the same thing. You can’t do anything without an audience. Guy like you’ud probably kill himself if he didn’t have an audience. Sure, they all saw you go through the out door. And even if you really did it, you were doped and you only did it once. I think that’s all you can do it. Once. Only once. I think that no matter what, you still got to strip down and take it the old-fashioned way – by hand. Or your wife.’
‘So what are you, a fuckin’ priest of, what’s it called, Shintu? Hindo?’
‘Our priests don’t have to be celibate. I’m not saying I don’t have anything I want out here when the mood hits me. I’m saying you’re too out here to have stuff any other way.’
The white guy rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, and I suppose your body isn’t out here’
‘No, it isn’t,’ snapped the Japanese guy. ‘That’s the trouble with you people. Your body’s not really out here. Your body’s in here.’ He leaned forward over the table and tapped his head. ‘Your whole body is in here, and nowhere else. Your neck gets broken, the whole thing’s useless – but you can go in here and find it all again. You can get part of it cut off and taken away, but that part will still be in here.’
‘Oh, everybody’s heard about that stuff,’ said the white guy. ‘My mother used to talk about this ghost tooth she had like amputees got ghost limbs –’
‘Aitsu wa kusomitai! Now he’s tellin’ me about his mother’s fuckin’ ghost tooth,’ the Japanese guy told the startled waiter, who had moved on to adjust another tabletop.
‘How come we aren’t getting any fractal shit?’ The white guy rubbed the table surface as if friction might get the patterns started.
‘Fractal shit.’ The Japanese guy shook his head. ‘I don’t know what I’m wasting my time with you for, you won’t get it. None of you whites’ll get it, not the ones like you. You people, you lost your souls a long time ago, you sold them for a good parking space. You know every time a white person is born, a new franchise opens at the mall?’
‘Yeah?’ said the white guy evenly. ‘Well, every time some jerk-off cuts up a credit card, a sushi bar goes out of business.’
The Japanese guy blinked. ‘Now, that’s probably true.’ He took the gel cap out of his sleeve pocket and held it out to the white guy again. ‘So. You want it?’
The white guy picked it up off his palm and held it between two fingers. After a moment, he put it down. ‘Not enough.’
‘Not enough,’ the Japanese guy echoed.
‘Not enough.’
‘You’re saying it’s not enough?’
‘It’s not.’
The Japanese guy shook his head. ‘So what’s missing? The password’s in there. You put on your hard-hat – hell, I’m even throwing in my lucky hotsuit – you tune in, you give the password and –’
‘And there I am in Japanese Disneyland for, what – all of ten minutes?’ The white guy made a face. ‘Forget it. You can have this, you and the rest of the whores.’
‘Now, that I can’t help you with,’ the Japanese guy said sadly. He stared down at his hands on the table so intently, the white guy leaned forward to see if there was something going on, if he were somehow getting fractals on his side of the table while his own side remained blank. ‘That’s between you and your gods. I can give you the tools, the entrée, call it how you like. But I can’t give you the attention span, and I can’t correct for shortsightedness. You believe you’ll get a ten-minute entertainment, that’s exactly what you’ll get. But if you’re ready to go all the way to the red zone and then push past that – well, who knows? You just might find the out door again and this time you might just go all the way through it and out the other side. How’d you do it in the first place, by believing it was impossible?’
The white guy licked his thin, pale lips. ‘It doesn’t sound like enough. In the end, it’s all just story time.’
‘Hey, the myths don’t give themselves up that easy, you know. We got to work hard for them. The problem with you pale-asses is, you never really learn to live beyond your senses. When you go in, you got to have all going on for you. We use a hotsuit and a hard-hat to get the fire going. You guys use it instead of the fire. See? You’re all like that. Except maybe the Catholic Italians. The full ethnics raised in the faith, those troopers can fly without a plane.’
‘Orthodox Russians got it all over them,’ the white guy said. ‘And Caribes got it all over everyone. Voodoo –’
‘Yeah, well, Caribes aren’t pale-asses.’
‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Look, why don’t you just give me a hint about how I’m supposed to prolong the experience. Am I supposed to say, “Hey, wait a minute,” to the Dread Heavenly Female?’
‘You got my ID, all my accounts. You can make your own contacts easy.’
The white guy wrinkled his nose. ‘And where does that leave you?’
‘Don’t tell me you’re worried for my welfare? How un-Gatsby-esque of you.’
‘Very funny –’
‘All right, how nonwhite, then.’
‘Now, look, willya? We’ve known each other a long time, and I let you get away with a lot of that white stereotyping shit because most of the time it’s pretty funny. But I’m tired of getting beat over the head with crimes committed by some fuckin’ urgly I never met and never got the benefits from, especially when you start sounding like you mean it. You wanna see my Japanese-couple-looking-for-an-apartment routine? I do it for Australians, they think it’s a fuckin’ hoot. It’s the one where the landlord finds out the couple have moved into his bathroom and they can’t stop talking about how spacious it is –’
The waiter, who was now at the next table, let out a half-strangled laugh and then tried to disguise it as a cough. They both stared at him for a moment before the white guy turned back to the Japanese guy and gave him a triumphant look.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘You see how you can get laughs with material other than the old shit about thud-stupid, blotchy white guys trying to pave over Brazil, using mahogany toothpicks, and stuffing themselves with roasted harp seal and chicken-fried peanut-butter-and-bacon sandwiches. There’s a whole bunch of white people never got to live like that and wouldn’t want to. Believe it or not, my parents didn’t push me out on the street when I was eight, they actually raised me till I left school.’
The Japanese guy pressed his lips together hard for a moment. ‘Wow, you didn’t have to walk the streets till you were twelve? You probably didn’t make much.’
‘Oh, very funny. Very funny. In case you really don’t know your history, Thailand was where they had the kiddie-sex holiday tour business all sewed up.’
The Japanese guy’s eyes were flat. ‘Japan was very far away from Thailand.’
‘Yeah, and Japan’s not even really there anymore, so it’s easy to make all kinds of claims. And denials. Isn’t it.’
‘Get to the point.’
‘Okay. The point: I’m sick and tired of the insensitive white asshole jokes, okay? Give it a rest.’
The Japanese guy shrugged. ‘Fine. Sorry. Didn’t know you had a problem with it.’
‘Well, now you do.’ The white guy folded his arms. ‘Where was I?’
‘I was saying how you were getting all my accounts and passwords and you suddenly wanted to know where that left me.’ The Japanese guy smiled with half his mouth again. ‘You were concerned for my welfare in a way I found, uh, uncharac – ah –’ He gave another shrug. ‘You were concerned.’
‘Yeah, of course. I don’t want to go down on some kinda weird fraud charge. You know, some night I’m on-line having a few laughs with Ms. Dreadful Heaven and suddenly, I fail the authentication because you decide to show up, too.’ He finished his tea in a gulp. ‘You get my date with Dready, I get canned for bootlegging.’
The Japanese guy started to laugh and then let it trail off. ‘Oh, yeah, I hadn’t thought of that.’
‘Well, shit, you oughta.’
‘I was being facetious, you insensitive white asshole. It wouldn’t happen.’
‘Who says, you insensitive yellow asshole?’
‘I says. Because I’d be turning over the whole package to you. You get everything, including the stuff it took me years to layer on. All yours. All of it.’
The white guy opened his mouth to say something and then stopped. His eyes narrowed and he tilted his head first to one side and then the other, scrutinizing.
‘What?’ The Japanese guy drew back a little.
‘Why?’
‘Why what?’
‘Why are you being so generous?’ The white guy put his elbows on the table. ‘What’s the take-up here? This is like one of those going-out-of-business sales, everything must go. You going out of business?’
The Japanese guy shrugged. ‘You can’t appreciate a deal when someone offers it to you, you got more problems than I do.’
‘I don’t know about that.’ The white kid stared from under his brows. ‘I think maybe you got more problems than anyone and you’re trying to dump them in a hurry. Who’s gonna kick in my door looking for you?’
‘No one,’ the Japanese kid said confidently.
‘Uh-huh. Not even, oh, some dreadlocked heavenly female?’
The Japanese guy laughed. ‘Only if you program it that way.’
The white guy laughed with him and started to get up. ‘Well? You gonna tell me to wait a minute, hold on? Something?’
‘Nope.’
‘Why not?’
The Japanese guy’s smile was wistful. ‘I’m tired. I’m a lover, not a salesman. I’m just gonna take this to someone more spiritual, someone who can appreciate what I’m offering and wants some good value. I’m looking to go into business for myself and I’m trying to raise some start-up. You’re in the mood to decline, it’s all right. Other people’s money spends as well as yours.’
‘Yeah?’ The white guy sat down again.
‘Yeah. I got a lot going for me. I got connections, I got favors to call in, I got the right attitude. I’m just poor is all.’
‘How can you be poor workin’ for who you work for?’
‘I just am,’ snapped the Japanese guy. ‘The money’s good but the expenses are high, and there’s no employee retirement plan, okay?’
The white guy squinted as if everything they had talked about were on the table in front of him, and he would have been able to see it if his eyesight had been better. ‘Suppose I buy some of it.’
The Japanese guy made a pained face. ‘It’s a fuckin’ package, you can’t buy some of a fuckin’ package. That’s like trying to buy some of a house. You get a living room, a couple of walls, half a kitchen, no plumbing, no roof – come on.’
The white guy sighed. ‘Okay, okay, you win. But just talk to me a minute here: there’s the myths, and there’s the directions to the real Tokyo, right?’
The Japanese guy made a funny kind of nodding motion with his head, jerking his chin up first and then down, as if he were trying to nod without nodding.
‘Right. So how am I supposed to find that?’
‘Now, there’s the key to the whole problem with you pale-asses. You don’t want to do anything without a hint book and a crib sheet. Tell you what, I’ll just find someone who really means business and have them send you a description of the whole thing on a postcard from the Ginza.’
‘Wait, wait, wait. I don’t think it’s so unfair to be askin’ for a little tiny hint. I’m not Japanese, after all.’
‘You keep thinking that way, you’re never gonna get into Tokyo. They’re gonna see you comin’ and send you to Chinatown with the rest of the tourists. With my package, you really will be Japanese.’
‘Fine, I’ll take it. Give it here.’
The Japanese guy shoved the pouch and the gel cap over to him. He stared at it and then looked up skeptically.
‘What now,’ sighed the Japanese guy, sounding put-upon.
‘That’s not the whole package and don’t try to tell me it is,’ the white kid said, pointing at the gel cap. ‘Nobody can chem up everything, not even the Japanese.’
‘The rest is on-line. Take the gel cap, it puts this marker in your fluids. That’s the passkey.’
‘Oh, beautiful.’ The white guy was disgusted. ‘I got to bleed for this.’
‘Not if you’re a secretor. You a secretor?’
The white guy shrugged. ‘I don’t get asked that question a whole lot.’
‘Most people are. You could be one of the few who aren’t, so I guess you’ll have to bleed after all, just in case. But just one time and the suit’ll take care of it for you. It’s a small price to pay.’
The white guy’s face emptied of all expression. ‘“What doth it profit a man to gain the whole world and lose his soul?”’
‘Huh?’ The Japanese guy blinked at him. ‘I guess you measure that by how big a world you have to gain and what kind of soul you have to lose.’ Now he looked alarmed. ‘What brought that on? Don’t tell me you’re deep.’
‘If I am, it’s a surprise to me, too,’ said the white guy, troubled. ‘I dunno what that was. All of a sudden, I was … I don’t know. I got a premonition, and it wasn’t just a feeling. It was more like a vision. Or almost a vision. But it wasn’t my vision.’
‘You’re having someone else’s visions already?’ said the Japanese guy skeptically.
‘Sure. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? Somebody else’s life flashes before your eyes?’ The white guy laughed a little, but he looked funny.
The Japanese guy frowned, suspicious. ‘You got something in your blood already?’
‘No, no.’ The white guy shook his head. ‘Not even remotely. No.’ He was trying not to squirm under the Japanese guy’s gaze. ‘And anyway, it would be all cleared out now.’
The Japanese guy made a disdainful noise. ‘Don’t count on that, pilgrim. Some of that stuff, it digs in for good. You think you’re clean, you drop in a new dose and baboom – ten-point brainquake on the Richter scale, no survivors. Or maybe it’s not that bad,’ he added as the white guy rolled his eyes. ‘Maybe you drop into this fantastic erotic scene with the hotbody of your secret dreams and then you suddenly find out you got to spend the whole thing as a raccoon. Or the hotbody’s a raccoon and you’re an artichoke – and you like it that way. Even after you disconnect.’
‘Yeah, well, that happens sometimes. I ain’t afraid of what I’ll find out about myself. I know some losers that’ve found out a lot worse than that.’
‘So what’s all that losing your immortal soul stuff about?’
The white guy grabbed up the pouch and the gel cap. ‘Hell.’ He got to his feet, pushed a few bar-code tabs through the payment slot at the edge of the table, and saluted good-bye from the center of his forehead with his index finger. ‘See you somewhere, sometime,’ he said and made his way between the tables, heading for the exit.
‘Not if I can help it,’ the Japanese guy muttered, watching him go. Off to his next Big Bajoor, maybe, or hot score, or same old tired hustle. For all he knew, the white guy would sell the gel cap to the first sucker he bumped into on the street and just use the hotsuit for masturbation fantasies.
And so what if he did? He himself no longer cared, just as long as they were gone, out of his life, out of his world, all his worlds. And vice versa.
What the hell. The pale-ass might actually see something like the creation myth. Stranger things had happened. Much stranger things had happened, and some of them had happened to him.



EMPTY CUP [I]
Most of the people on the dance floor were Floating. Yuki slid between bodies, shouldering some of them aside. They moved for her unprotesting, glad of the extra stimulation. By brushing past, she had probably brought several dozen of them to orgasm. Call it the ripple effect, or the domino theory at work. Perhaps somewhere, someone was writing a scholarly treatise comparing the ripple effect with the domino theory as functions of current nostalgia for the drugs of a bygone era. Yes, they called the actually quite primitive precursors ‘Xtacy’ in those days (click here for refs for ‘Extasy,’ ‘Ecstasy,’ and ‘E’). While we may consider that another example of late-twentieth-century hyperbole, we should also remember that if we had to live in the late twentieth century, we’d call Floating ‘ecstasy’ too.
She should have gone into academia, she thought. Ash would have reacted to that idea by nodding gravely, pumping a fist up for emphasis, and having another dose. She wasn’t much for it herself. The hypersensitivity that most users found so sensual and arousing reminded her too much of artificial reality, with all of the artificial of a hotsuit, but without any reality to use it on.
Oh, what’s that supposed to mean anyway, ‘artificial reality’? Tom used to say to her whenever she used the term. If it’s reality, how can it possibly be artificial? But that was Tom. Questions and answers, not necessarily in that order, not necessarily correct, or even matching.
Where are you, Tom?
That depends, Yuki. Do you believe in the hereafter?
What if I say I don’t know?
Then how can you know what you’re here after?
It should have been a groaner, but in the terse back-and-forth of emessaging, there had been no groans and no laughter, only the sound of her own voice alternating with a stranger’s. Somehow, after a lifetime of friendship, she had never managed to put a sample of his voice on her service, so his email came through in an impostor’s voice, a neutral contralto that refused to commit itself to male or female. It made everything seem more bizarre.
Not that Tom had ever been so terribly normal. He didn’t really know what normal was.
And you do? She could hear Tom asking, but in the impostor voice of her emessage service, not his own.
Yes, I do. You don’t have to be normal to know it when you see it. She emerged on the other side of the dance floor, facing the corral of tables where Ash had told her she would find Joy Flower sitting in her regular spot, scanning the crowd for likely prospects.
To be chosen as one of Joy’s Boyz was prestigious for the duration, if ultimately futile and empty. Joy Flower never kept a Boy forever, no matter how fond she might have become of him. Ex-Boyz who resurfaced in the general population were conspicuous by their exness, and also by the uniform refusal (inability, it was whispered) to discuss their tenure among the chosen, which made it all but impossible to find out what had happened to the ex-Boyz who didn’t reappear. Like Tom.
There were rumors of the usual kinky sex things, as well as the unusual. Joy Flower was sexually insatiable due to an experimental brain implant gone wrong. No, gone right. No, she was really just a celibate procurer for a cabal of rich and powerful perverts and the Boyz were the ones with the implants, to keep them able to perform on request; the same implants later prevented them from talking to the media.
Other things were hinted at in almost inaudible whispers, about the Boyz who had vanished. Dead in hideous ways. No, worse than dead, shut away in secret clinics and hospitals, braindead but maintained on life support as their bodies were parted out to rich and powerful invalids who needed new hearts, livers, lungs. No, they were installed in the world’s fanciest barn, pumped full of nutrients, massaged daily for a month, then butchered and roasted for the palates of a cabal of rich and powerful flesh eaters. And their pets, some of whom were Boyz, others the offspring of Boyz and mutant, almost-humans.
Rumors seemed to be clouding her vision as well as her thoughts. She realized she had been staring at a woman sitting at one of the back row tables farthest from the dance floor. The woman was gazing levelly back at her. She had thick, blue-black hair cut in an old-fashioned pageboy. Behind her right ear, a rose cycled from white to pink to shades of red, deepening progressively until it finally turned black. Then it reversed itself, black becoming deepest arterial red and then lightening, to pink and back to white. Her clothing, a stylistic variation on a suit, also old-fashioned, did not change colors, though the slightest move sent moiré patterns shimmering through the material.
Yuki felt nervous laughter threaten. People like this – whatever they were, rich, powerful, or just stone lucky – always seemed to be either deliberately making themselves ugly or just ridiculously obvious. Of course, it could have been some wannabe hoping to get mistaken for the genuine article, or a professional facsimile covering a scheduled appearance while the real person relaxed elsewhere, spared the ordeal of Being Seen without having to remain un-Seen.
Either way, the woman would expect to be treated as if she were Joy Flower, Celebrity Aristocrat. Yuki was annoyed. She wouldn’t know if she were persuading Joy Flower to listen to her in person or by proxy, or just shadow dancing with an unsanctioned impersonator.
Quickly she scanned the rest of the tables. There were eight or nine of them, all occupied. None of the other people looked anywhere near as promising as the shifting-color-rose lady. Bracing herself for the possibility of a harsh and embarrassing brush-off, she skirted around the outside of the seating area until she stood directly in front of the woman.
If she wasn’t Joy Flower, she was an awfully good simulation, down to the look of professional indifference on her flawless face, the look of someone used to rebuffing the overtures and petitions of common slobs. Yuki hesitated. What was she going to say, just come right out and ask her what the hell she had done with Tom Iguchi?
Come clean now, Ms. Flower, did you screw him, eat him, or just throw him away? Surely Joy Flower would become so unnerved by the direct approach that she would collapse under Yuki’s scrutiny and confess to have done all three, although not in that order.
And not in this reality, either, Yuki thought ruefully.
Everyone has always moved in many worlds at once, Yukiko. But the Japanese were the first to recognize that. Grandma Naoka; she had always been a strange mix of grande dame and Old Japan. She had donated her brain after death, Yuki remembered, to some kind of neural-net modeling experiment or something.
She remembered it had been a controversial thing at the time, the use of the brains of the dead for the organization and pathways, neurons, synapses – all sorts of things she didn’t understand. At first, she’d been surprised. She would not have thought that her grandmother would have been either interested or approving of such a thing. But after a while, she began to imagine her grandmother’s brain as the life of the neural-net party. Or maybe the afterlife, anyway. I want to see if there is such a thing as the ghost in the machine, she had told Yuki.
Naoka would have been able to get this woman to tell her almost anything she wanted to know without actually having to ask her any questions. Well, maybe one or two questions. Yuki smiled inwardly. Her parents had been rather careless people and she hadn’t felt terribly close to them; Naoka had been the one who had given her a sense of family. Not just family, but an intense kinship that seemed to come up from a level in herself too deep to reach. As if they were related not just in flesh and blood, but at the level of their molecules, their atoms.
It was all too easy to exaggerate her grandmother’s better qualities now that the old lady had progressed to the afterlife.
Try ‘dead.’ Or a softer term: ‘passed away. Or the current favorite, a nostalgic blast from the past: ‘recycled.’ They all made it sound like there really was such a thing as an afterlife, where the thoughts and talents of the deceased could be accessed, perhaps even harnessed.
Her mother’s mother would have made amused noises at her. It is not a matter of whether there is such a thing as an afterlife, but whether one has the capacity to conceive that there is.
Which had nothing to do with this … did it? Yuki took a slow breath, uncertain whether to stay and try to talk to the woman or leave quickly. As if sensing her indecision, the woman smiled suddenly and pointed at the empty chair to her right. Yuki sat down before she could change her mind. But this couldn’t be the real Joy Flower – it just couldn’t be that easy to get her attention.
Could it?
An intense feeling of awkwardness bloomed inside of her. She must look like a bumpkin with her too-short, bristly, black hair and vending-machine overalls and jacket, a bumpkin having her first stumble around the big city. She stared down at the tabletop, wishing she had thought things out better instead of charging off into the night as if she already knew what she was doing.
The woman leaned forward; behind her ear, the rose’s color slid from pink to red. ‘I know what you want.’
Yuki looked up from under her brows without lifting her head. ‘You do?’
‘Of course. A thousand others have come to me for the same reason. Always that same look to all of you. Why wouldn’t I know?’ Joy Flower put her very white hand on the table and lifted her index finger, pointing it at Yuki. Surprisingly, her nails were unpainted. ‘But you, I like. You’re true Japanese.’
Yuki frowned. If this was a Joy Flower impersonator, she – or he – had a lot of bare face talking about true anything. So maybe it really was Joy Flower –
‘Aren’t you,’ the woman added patiently.
‘Well –’
‘Well, you’re hired.’ The woman pushed back her chair and stood up.
Yuki swallowed and rose slowly to her feet. ‘Hired.’
‘Yes. Hired. Come on.’ At once, she and Joy Flower were surrounded by tall thugs, male and female. They all looked oriental but Yuki could see that it was strictly cosmetic; beautiful work of its kind, but too finished to be anything but rendered by a human hand. She and Joy Flower, by comparison, had obviously been born to their features, although Joy Flower’s were a mixture of Mongol and Japanese, with a hint of a Siberian forebear. It was an unlikely combination, but authentic.
Naoka had told her about a time in the past when it had been the vogue among Japanese to have surgery to widen the eyes and eliminate the epicanthic fold so as to look less Oriental. My parents had the operation, Naoka had said, her soft face distant and unhappy. Thought they were stupid. What did they want, to be less Japanese? But I was very young, and the very young seldom comprehend the world they live in.
‘Where are we going?’ Yuki said as the woman and her entourage began herding her toward the exit.
‘To work, of course,’ the woman said briskly.
The bodyguards were all at least six inches taller than Yuki and she was starting to feel stirrings of claustrophobia. ‘What kind of work?’ She half hoped Joy Flower would find the question stupid enough to fire her as quickly as she had hired her.
‘You’re my new assistant.’
‘What happened to the old one?’ Yuki blurted.
Joy Flower didn’t bother to turn around. ‘Who says there was an old one?’ She pushed through the exit into a dank hallway lit just brightly enough to show the mold growing in the cracked cement walls and floor. ‘Vlad, get the car.’



DEATH IN THE PROMISED LAND [I]
The kid had had his choice of places to go – other countries, other worlds, even other universes, a la the legendary exhortation of e. e. cummings, oddly evocative in its day, spookily prescient now. But the kid’s idea of a hell of a good universe next door had been a glitzed-out, gritted-up, blasted and blistered post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty. It wasn’t a singular sentiment – post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty was topping the hitline for the thirteenth week in a row, with post-Apocalyptic Ellay and premillennial Hong Kong holding steady at two and three, occasionally trading places but defending against all comers.
Dore Konstantin didn’t understand the attraction. Perhaps the kid could have explained it to her if he had not come out of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty with his throat cut.
Being DOA after a session in the Sitty wasn’t singular, either; immediate information available said this was the eighth death in as many months. So far, no authority was claiming that the deaths were related, although no one had specifically denied it, either. Konstantin wasn’t sure what any of that meant except that, at the very least, the Sitty would have one more month at the number-one spot.
The video parlor night manager was boinging between appalled and thrilled. ‘You ever go in the Sitty?’ she asked Konstantin, crowding into the doorway next to her. Her name was Guilfoyle Pleshette and she didn’t make much of a crowd; she was little more than a bundle of sticks wrapped in a gaudy kimono, voice by cartoonland, hair by van der Graaf. She stood barely higher than Konstantin’s shoulder, hair included.
‘No, never have,’ Konstantin told her, watching as DiPietro and Celestine peeled the kid’s hotsuit off him for the coroner. It was too much like seeing an animal get skinned, only grislier, and not just because most of the kid’s blood was on the hotsuit. Underneath, his naked flesh was imprinted with a dense pattern of lines and shapes, Byzantine in complexity, from the wires and sensors in the ’suit.
They’ll start calling that the latest thing in nervous systems, Konstantin thought, mesmerized. They’ll give it a jumped-up name, like neo-exo-nervous system, and they’ll say it’s generated by hotsuit wear, every line and shape having a counterpart on the opposite side of the skin barrier. With its own astrological sign.
The coroner’s cam operator leaned in for a shot of the kid’s head and shoulders, forcing the stringer from Police Blotter back against the facing wall. Unperturbed, the stringer held her own cam over her head, aimed the lens downward and kept taping. This week, Police Blotter had managed to reverse the injunction against commercial networks at crime scenes that had been reinstated last week. Konstantin couldn’t wait for next week.
As the ’suit cleared the kid’s hips, the smell of human waste fought with the heavy odor of blood and the sour stink of sweat for control of the air in the room, which wasn’t much larger than the walk-out closet that Konstantin had shared with her ex. The closet had looked a lot bigger this morning now that her ex’s belongings were gone, but this room seemed to be shrinking by the moment. The coroner, her cam operator, the stringer, and DiPietro and Celestine had all come prepared with nasal filters. Konstantin’s were sitting in the top drawer of her desk.
Putting her hand over her nose and mouth, she stepped back into the hallway where her partner Taliaferro was also suffering, but from the narrow space and low ceiling rather than the air, which was merely over-processed and stale. Pleshette followed, fishing busily in her kimono pockets.
‘So bad,’ she said, looking from Konstantin to Taliaferro. Taliaferro gave no sign that he had heard her. He stood with his back to the wall and his shoulders up around his ears, head thrust forward over the archiver while he made notes, as if he expected the ceiling to come down on him. From Konstantin’s angle, the archiver was completely hidden by his hand, so that he seemed to be using the stylus directly on his palm.
Never send a claustrophobe to do an agoraphobe’s job, Konstantin thought, feeling surreal. Taliaferro, who pronounced his name ‘Tolliver’ for reasons she couldn’t fathom, was such a big guy anyway that she wondered if most places short of an arena didn’t feel small and cramped to him.
‘Real goddam bad,’ Pleshette added, as if this somehow clarified her original statement. One bony hand came up out of a hidden pocket with a small spritzer; a too-sweet, minty odor cut through the flat air.
Taliaferro’s stylus froze as his eyes swiveled to the manager. ‘That didn’t help,’ he said darkly.
‘Oh, but wait,’ she said, waving both hands to spread the scent. ‘Smellin’ the primer now but soon, nothing. Deadens the nose, use it by the pound here. Trade puts out a lot of body smell in the actioners. ’Suits reek.’ She gestured at the other doors lining the long narrow hall. ‘Like that Gang Wars module? Strapped the trade down on chaises, otherwise they’d a killed the ’suits, rollin’ around on the floor, bouncin’ offa the walls, jumpin’ on each other. Real easy to go native in a Gang Wars module.’
Go native? Taliaferro mouthed, looking at Konstantin from under his brows. Konstantin shrugged. ‘I didn’t see a chaise in here.’
‘Folds down outa the wall. Like those old Murphy beds?’
Konstantin raised her eyebrows, impressed that the manager was even acquainted with the idea of Murphy beds and then felt ashamed. Her ex had always told her that being a snob was her least attractive feature.
‘Most people won’t use the chaises except for the sexers,’ Pleshette was saying. ‘Not if they got a choice. And there was this one blowfish, he hurt himself on the chaise. Got all heated up struggling, cut himself on the straps, broke some ribs. And that –’ she leaned toward Konstantin confidentially ‘– that wasn’t even the cute part. Know what the cute part was?’
Konstantin couldn’t imagine.
‘The cute part was, his pov was in this fight at the exact same time and broke the exact same ribs.’ Pleshette straightened up and folded her arms, lifting her chin defiantly as if daring Konstantin to disbelieve. ‘This’s always been non-safe, even before it was fatal.’
‘That happen here?’ Taliaferro asked without looking up.
‘Nah. Some other place. East Hollywood, North Hollywood. I don’t remember now.’ The manager’s kimono sleeve flapped like a wing as she gestured. ‘We all heard about it. Stuff gets around.’
Konstantin nodded, biting her lip so she wouldn’t smile. ‘Uh-huh. Is this the same guy who didn’t open his parachute in a skydiving scenario and was found dead with every bone in his body shattered?’
‘Well, of course not.’ Pleshette looked at her as if she were crazy. ‘How could it be? That blowfish died. We all heard about that one, too. Happened in D.C. They got it going on in D.C. with those sudden-death thrillers.’ She leaned toward Konstantin again, putting one scrawny hand on her arm. ‘You oughta check D.C. sources for death-trips. Life is so cheap there. It’s a whole different world.’
Konstantin was trying to decide whether to agree with her or change the subject when the coroner emerged from the cubicle with the cam op right on her heels.
‘– shot everything I shot,’ the cam op was saying unhappily.
‘And I said never mind. We can probably subpoena her footage and see if it really is better than yours. Probably isn’t. Go.’ She gave him a little push.
‘But I just know she was in some of my shots –’
‘We can handle that, too. Go. Now.’ The coroner shooed him away and turned to Konstantin. She was a small person, about the size of a husky ten-year-old – something to do with her religion, Konstantin remembered. The Church of Small-Is-Beautiful, something like that. The faithful had their growth inhibited in childhood. Konstantin wondered what happened to those who lost the faith, or came to it later in life.
‘Well, I can say without fear of contradiction that the kid’s throat was cut while he was alive.’ The coroner looked around. ‘And in a place like this. Imagine that.’
‘Should I also imagine how?’ Konstantin asked.
‘How? Classic ear-to-ear.’ The coroner smoothed down the wiry copper cloud that was her current hair. It sprang back up immediately. ‘Most likely with a weapon made for that sort of thing, and not just any old sharp edge that might have been lying around. Probably a boning blade. Boning blades’re all the rage out there. Or rather, in there. In the actioners. They all like those boning blades. And definitely not self-inflicted. Even if we couldn’t tell by the angle, this kid was an AR softy. He wouldn’t have had the strength to saw through his own windpipe like that.’
Konstantin made a face. ‘Great. You know what’s going to be on the news inside an hour.’
The coroner fanned the air with one small hand. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Gameplayers’ stigmata. Everybody’s heard about somebody who got stabbed in a module and came out with a knife wound it took sixteen stitches to close and what about the nun who was on TV with the bleeding hands and feet. It’s part of the modern myth-making machine. There’ve been some people who fell off their perch in AR, got all mixed up about what was real and hurt themselves or somebody else. But the stigmata stuff – everybody conveniently forgets how the stigmata of Sister Mary Blood of the Sacred Etceteras got exposed as a hoax by her own order. The good sister did a turn as a stage magician before she got religion. There’s a file about how she did it floating around PubNet. Look it up sometime – fascinatin’ rhythms. The real thing would be extremo ruptura, very serious head trouble, which the experts are pretty sure nobody’s had since St. Theresa."’
‘Which one?’ asked Konstantin.
The coroner chuckled. ‘That’s good. “Which one?” You know your stuff, doncha.’ She laughed some more. ‘I’ll have my report in your in box tomorrow.’ She went up the hall, still laughing.
‘Well,’ said the night manager, sniffing with disdain. ‘Some people ought better stick with what they know than mock what they don’t know squat about.’ She called the last four words at the coroner’s retreating back, but the coroner didn’t hear.
‘My apologies if she offended your beliefs,’ Konstantin said briskly. ‘Is there some other way into the room that nobody knows about – vents, conduits, emergency exit, access?’
Pleshette’s fuzzy head wagged from side to side. ‘No. Nothing.’
Konstantin was about to ask for the building’s blueprints when Taliaferro snapped the archiver closed with a sound like a rifle shot. ‘Right. Some great place you got here. We’ll interview the clientele now. In the parking lot.’
‘Got no parking lot,’ Pleshette said, frowning suspiciously.
‘Didn’t say your parking lot. We’ve corralled everyone at a car rental place down the block, we can do it there.’ Taliaferro looked at Konstantin meaningfully. ‘Spacious. Lots of room to move around in.’
Konstantin sighed. ‘First let’s weed out everyone who was in the same scenario and module with the kid and see if anyone remembers him doing or saying anything that would give hints about what was happening to him.’
Pleshette gave a sharp bark of laughter. ‘You know how many people that could be?’
Konstantin nodded glumly. ‘We’ll start just with the locals. The clients here, I mean.’ She started up the hall after Taliaferro.
‘But you can see what the kid was doing when he took it in the neck.’
Konstantin stopped and looked back at the manager. ‘I can?’
‘Yeah. Surveillance’ll have it.’
‘Surveillance?’ Konstantin repeated, unsure she had heard correctly.
‘Well, yeah.’ The night manager gave her a sideways look. ‘You think we let the blowfish come in here and don’t keep an eye on them? Anything could happen. Liability, that’s a monster.’
Konstantin decided not to ask her why she hadn’t mentioned this minor detail a couple of hours before. ‘Can I screen this surveillance record in your office?’
‘Just screen it?’ Pleshette looked puzzled.
‘Is that some kind of problem?’ Konstantin moved toward the open doorway of the room where she could hear DiPietro and Celestine bantering with the stringer.
‘No.’ The night manager shrugged. ‘You just want to screen it, my office, sure.’
Konstantin didn’t know what to make of the look on Pleshette’s funny little face. Maybe that was all it was, a funny little face on a funny little person who lived in a funny little open-all-night world. A funny little open-all-night artificial world at that. For all Konstantin knew, the night manager hadn’t seen true daylight for years. Not her problem, she thought as she stuck her head through the doorway of the cubicle where Celestine and DiPietro were now busy jockeying for the stringer’s attention while the stringer pretended she wasn’t pumping them for information and they pretended they didn’t know she was pretending not to pump them for information. No one had to pretend the dead kid had been forgotten.
‘Pardon me for interrupting,’ Konstantin said a bit archly. DiPietro and Celestine turned to her simultaneously. In their identical white coveralls, they looked like unfinished marionettes.
‘Attendants’ll be coming for him. Before you do a final search of the room, you might want to, oh’ – she gestured at the body – ‘cover him up.’
‘Sure thing,’ said Celestine, and then suddenly tossed something round and wrapped in plastic at her. ‘Think fast!’
Konstantin caught it by instinct. The shape registered on her before anything else. The kid’s head, she thought, horrified. The cut across his throat had been so deep, he’d been decapitated when they peeled him.
Then she felt the metal through the plastic and realized it was the kid’s headmounted monitor. ‘Oh, good one, Celestine.’ She tucked the monitor under her left arm. ‘I’d dropped that, we’d be filling out forms on it for a year.’
‘You, drop something? Not this lifetime.’ Celestine grinned. Her muttonchops made her face seem twice as wide as it was. Konstantin wondered if you could sue a cosmetologist for malpractice.
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, but next time, just send a card.’ Konstantin went up the hall toward the main lobby, Pleshette following in a swish of kimono.
There were only two uniformed officers waiting in the lobby with the other three members of the night staff, who were perched side by side on a broken-down, ersatz-leather sofa by the front window. The rest of the police, along with the clientele, were down the block with Taliaferro, one of the uniforms told Konstantin. Konstantin focused on the officer’s name tag, which read Wolski, so she wouldn’t stare at the woman’s neat ginger-colored mustache. At least it wasn’t as ostentatious as Celestine’s muttonchops, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to facial hair on women. Her ex would have called her a throwback. Perhaps she was.
‘That’s all right, as long as we know where they are.’ Konstantin handed her the bagged headmount. ‘Look after this, the kid was wearing it when he died. I’m going to screen some surveillance footage in the manager’s office and I thought I’d question the staff there as well.’ The people on the couch were gazing up at her expectantly. ‘Is this the entire night shift?’
‘The whole kitten caboodle,’ Pleshette assured her.
Konstantin looked around. It was a small lobby, no hiding places, and presumably no secret doors. Small, drab, and depressing – after waiting here for even just a few minutes, any AR would probably look great by comparison. She turned back to the people on the couch just as the one in the middle stood up and stuck out his hand. ‘Miles Mank,’ he said in a hearty tenor.
Konstantin hesitated. The man’s eyes had an unfocused, watery look to them that she associated with people who weren’t well. He towered over her by six inches and outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds. But they were soft pounds, packed into a glossy blue one-piece uniform that, combined with the gooey eyes and his straw-colored hair, gave him a strangely childlike appearance. She shook his hand, which was even softer than it looked. ‘What’s your job here?’
‘Supervisor,’ he informed her. The gooey eyes gazed past her at Guilfoyle Pleshette. ‘Well, unofficial supervisor. I’m the one who’s been here longest, so I always end up telling everybody else how things work.’
‘Oh, don’t stop there, Miles,’ Pleshette urged. The kimono sleeves snapped like pennants in a high wind as she stretched out her sticklike arms and refolded them. ‘Go ahead, tell how if they promoted from within here, you’d be night manager. Then I can explain how they had to go on a talent search for an experienced administrator. It’ll all balance out.’
‘There’s experience and there’s experience,’ Mank said huffily. ‘Nobody ever died while I was acting night manager.’
‘Very true, very true – everybody survived the riot where you had to refund all the customers. But nobody died so that made it all good-deal-well-done.’
Miles Mank strode past Konstantin to loom over Pleshette, who had to reach up to shake her skeletal finger in his face. Konstantin felt that panicky chill all authorities feel when a situation slips the leash. Before she could break in, the mustached officer, Wolski, tugged her sleeve and showed her a taser set on flash. ‘Shall I?’
Konstantin nodded, stepping back and covering her eyes.
The flash was a split-second heat that she found oddly comforting, though no one else did. Besides Guilfoyle Pleshette and Miles Mank, Wolski (and her ginger mustache) had also failed to warn her fellow officer, the other two employees, or Taliaferro, who had chosen that moment to step back inside. The noise level increased exponentially.
‘Everybody shut up!’ Konstantin roared, and was shocked when everybody did. She looked around. All the people in the lobby had their hands over their eyes. It looked like a convention of see-no-evil monkeys.
‘Thank you,’ she added awkwardly. ‘Now. I’m going to screen surveillance footage of the victim’s final session in the manager’s office, and then interview the rest of the staff.’ She turned to Taliaferro. ‘After that, I want to question anyone who was in the same module and scenario.’ She waited, but he didn’t take his hands from his eyes. ‘That means I’ll be phoning you down the block, partner, to have select individuals escorted to the office.’ She waited another few seconds for him to answer. ‘Understand, Taliaferro?’ she added, exasperated.
‘Yeah, just let me do some prelims on the customers,’ he said, speaking to the air where he thought she was. He was off by two feet. ‘They’re gonna be getting restless while you’re doing that. We’re going to have to give them phone calls and pizza.’
Konstantin rolled her eyes. ‘So give them phone calls and pizza.’ She turned back to Pleshette. ‘Now, can you show me to your office?’
‘I’m sorry,’ Miles Mank said genially, ‘but I’m afraid I don’t have an office. I’ve been making do with the employee lounge.’
‘Suffer, Mank,’ Pleshette said, taking a peek between her fingers. ‘She was talking to me.’ She started to lower her hand and then changed her mind.
Konstantin sighed. Their vision would return to normal in a few minutes along with their complexions, assuming none of them suffered from light-triggered skin rashes. Perhaps she could have been more sympathetic, but she wasn’t sure any of them would notice if she were.
She put her hand on Guilfoyle Pleshette’s arm. ‘Your office?’
‘I’ll show you,’ said Pleshette, ‘if I ever see well enough again.’
Pleshette’s office was smaller than the smelly cubicle where the kid had died, which was probably a good thing. It meant that Konstantin didn’t throw anything breakable against the wall when she discovered that the so-called surveillance footage was an AR log. There just wasn’t enough distance to make a really satisfying smash and still be safe from shrapnel.
‘Invasion of privacy,’ Pleshette explained when Konstantin called her in.
‘What privacy?’ asked Konstantin. ‘Every public area has three-four cams running on it twenty-four hours a day –’
‘This isn’t a public place.’ Pleshette’s smile was suddenly cannier than Konstantin would have thought possible. ‘It’s a private area that people pay admission to get into. Which means that it can’t be put under surveillance because one of the commodities the clientele purchase when they come in here is privacy.’
‘Oh,’ Konstantin said, half-afraid that Pleshette was going to go on to cite the case that had established the precedent. She thought for a moment. ‘That would cover, say, anything admissible in a court of law, right?’
Pleshette nodded her hairdo.
‘Fine. So, what about the inadmissible footage?’
‘What?’
‘Just show me the inadmissible footage – the illegal surveillance recording – and we’ll call it a night.’ Konstantin waited, but Pleshette only stood there, looking at her with vague puzzlement clouding her funny little features. No canniness in her expression now. ‘Look, since that surveillance recording’s illegal, it doesn’t exist, I never saw it, and no one’ll know about it. I’ll figure out how to build a real case later. Just show me what you’ve got.’
‘But there isn’t anything,’ Pleshette said, her cartoon voice turning a bit gravelly with fatigue and stress. She pulled the kimono tighter around her sticklike body. ‘There really isn’t. Bring in a squad and search the place, you won’t find anything. People buy privacy and artificial reality here, and that’s what they get.’
Konstantin gave a short, incredulous laugh. ‘You know people could be coming here and doing just about anything in those cubicles, then? Without ever touching the AR rigs?’
‘Well, they could,’ Pleshette admitted. ‘But the boot-logs on all the equipment say it was in use for as long as each cubicle was occupied by a paying customer. Except for the few minutes it takes to put the stuff on and take it off again. So maybe some people go back there, leave the ’suits and monitors on the floor, but run the programs, and stand around enjoying the quiet. I don’t know for sure. But after they leave, the ’suits sure smell like someone’s been using them. And they register as having logged into AR as whoever they want to be and done whatever they wanted to do until their money ran out and they left. So, yeah, I guess I don’t know for sure what anyone does back there, but I just take it for granted, because that’s what I’m paid to do.’
‘Uh-huh,’ said Konstantin.
‘Anything else?’ Pleshette asked.
‘No, I think that about covers it, thanks,’ Konstantin said and settled in to watch the video.
She watched every moment, including the instructional lead that told her the only pov available would be detached observer. The editing option was available for close-ups or odd angles, along with a primer to pull down if she were feeling less than Fellini, or even D. W. Griffith.
Helpful, she thought, freezing the footage before the lead faded into the scenario. Excessively helpful, even. Was she supposed to decide how to edit the footage before she watched it?
But of course, she realized, this came under the heading of souvenirs. Footage from your AR romp, or video of your friend’s wedding, or prepackaged quick-time scenics from a kiosk in the Lima airport for a last-minute gift before you boarded the flight home – you made it look however you wanted it to look, for whomever would be looking. Maybe you didn’t want it to look the same to everyone – a tamer version for one friend, something experimental to hold another’s attention, a gratuitous orgy to keep your garden club awake.
Konstantin tapped the menu line at the bottom of the screen. Options? it asked her, fanning them out in the center of a deep blue background. Pick a card, any card, she thought, memorize it and slip it back into the deck. There’ll be a quiz later. If you last long enough. She chose No Frills.
The image on the screen liquefied and melted away into black. A moment later she was looking at an androgynous face that suggested the best of India and Japan in combination. The name came up as Shantih Love, which she couldn’t decide if she hated or not. The linked profile informed her that both the Shantih Love name and appearance had been reversed and were protected. No age given; under sex it said, Any; all; why do you care?
‘Filthy, thankless job, Shantih, but somebody’s got to.’ She tapped for the technical specs of the dead kid’s session. Full-coverage hotsuit, of course, which would tell her when the kid had died. She scrolled past his scenario and module choices to see how long he’d been in AR. Duration: four hours, twenty minutes.
Konstantin winced. The kid must have been case-hardened beyond belief – most people, even serious addicts, had to take a break after two hours at least. She called up his vitals so she could note the exact time of death in the archiver. Then she just stared at the figures on the screen, tapping the stylus mindlessly on the desk.
Shantih Love – or, rather, the kid presenting himself as Shantih Love – had shuffled off his mortal coil just ten minutes into his projected four-hour-and-twenty-minute romp in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty. The Shantih Love persona, however, had managed to go on for the remaining four hours and ten minutes quite nicely without him.
Konstantin watched as the sequence faded in.
In the middle of a glitter-encrusted cityscape at dusk, the androgyne made his/her way toward some kind of noisy party or tribal gathering on the rubble-strewn shore of the Hudson River. The rubble was also encrusted with glitter; more glitter twinkled on the glass of the silent storefronts on the other side of a broad, four-lane divided thoroughfare partially blocked by occasional islands of wreckage. As Shantih Love swept off the sidewalk, ankle-length purple robe flowing gracefully with every step, and crossed the ruined street, one of the wrecks ignited, lighting up the semi-dark. Shantih Love barely glanced at it and kept going, toward the gathering on the shore; Konstantin could hear music and, under that, the white noise of many voices in conversation. What could they possibly have to talk about, she wondered; was it anything more profound than what you’d hear at any other party in any other reality with any other people? And if it were, why did it occur only in the reality of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty?
Shantih Love abruptly looked back in such a way that s/he seemed to be looking directly out of the screen into Konstantin’s eyes. The expression on the unique face seemed somehow both questioning and confident. Konstantin steered the detached perspective from behind Shantih Love around his/her right side, passing in front of the androgyne and moving to the left side, tracking him/her as s/he walked toward the multitude on the shore.
A figure suddenly popped up from behind the low concrete barrier running between the street and the river. Shantih Love stopped for a few moments, uncertainty troubling her/his smooth forehead. Konstantin tried adjusting the screen controls to see the figure better in the gathering darkness but, maddeningly, she couldn’t seem to get anything more definite than a fuzzy, blurry silhouette, definitely humanlike but otherwise unidentifiable as young or old, male, female, both or neither, friendly or hostile.
The shape climbed over the barrier to the street side just as Shantih Love slipped over it to the shore. The ground here was soft sand and Shantih Love had trouble walking in it. The fuzzy shape paced her/him on the other side of the wall and Konstantin got the idea that it was saying something, but nothing came up on audio. Shantih Love didn’t answer, didn’t even look in its direction again as s/he moved in long strides toward the crowd, which extended from the water’s edge up to a break in the barrier and into the road.
The perspective had slipped back behind Shantih Love. Konstantin tapped the forward button rapidly; now she seemed to be perched on Shantih Love’s right shoulder. The gathering on the beach reminded Konstantin of the sort of ragged, disorganized cocktail party that her ex had loved to attend. She was disappointed. Was this really all that anyone in AR could think of doing?
Shantih Love whirled suddenly; after a second’s delay, the perspective followed. Konstantin felt a wave of dizziness and the images on the screen went out of focus. When the focus cleared, Konstantin saw that the figure was standing on top of the barrier, poised to jump. Shantih Love backed away, turned, and began stumbling through the party crowd, bumping into various people, some less distinct than others. Konstantin didn’t have to shift the perspective around to know that the creature was chasing the androgyne. Now the pov seemed to be only inches in front of the creature’s face; she had a fast glimpse of bandage-wrapped arms and hands with an indeterminate number of fingers as it staggered into the party after Love.
The pov began to shake and streak, as if it were embedded in the pursuer’s body. Frustrated, Konstantin pounded on the forward key, but the pov didn’t budge. They called this custom editing? She fumed. Even worse, now that she was among the party crowd, almost every attendee was either so vague as to be maddeningly unidentifiable or so broad a stereotype – barbarian, vampire, wild-child, homunculus – that anonymity was equally assured.
Shantih Love broke through the other side of the crowd two seconds before she did and ran heavily toward a stony rise leading to the sidewalk. S/he scrambled up on all fours, a heartbeat ahead of the pursuer.
Love vaulted the low barrier and ran along the middle of the street, looking eagerly at each wreck. There were more wrecks here, some ablaze, some not. Something moved inside each one, even those that were burning. Konstantin realized she was probably alone in finding that noticeable, much less remarkable – living in a bonfire was probably the height of AR chic. This week.
She tried pushing the pov ahead again and this time gained several feet. Shantih Love looked over his/her shoulder, seemingly right at the pov. The androgyne’s expression was panic and dismay; in the next moment, s/he fell.
The pov somersaulted. There was a flash of broken pavement, followed by a brief panorama of sky, a flip and a close-up of the androgyne’s profile just as the pursuer pushed his/her chin up with one rag-wrapped hand. Perfect skin stretched taut; the blade flashed and disappeared as it turned sideways to slash through flesh, tendon, blood vessels, cartilage, bone.
Blood flew against the pov and dripped down, like gory rain on a window. Wincing, Konstantin tried to erase the blood trails; nothing happened.
Shantih Love coughed and gargled at the sky, not trying to twist away from the bandaged hand that still held his/her chin. Blood pulsed upward from the artery in an exaggerated display. The creature pushed Love’s face to one side so s/he stared dully past the pov and then bent its head to drink.
Konstantin had seen similar kinds of things in shock videos, including the so-called ‘slay-ride’ video that had supposedly been circulating underground (whatever ‘underground’ meant these days) and had turned out to be so blatantly phony that the perpetrators should have gone down for fraud, or at the very least, false advertising.
But where the blood spilled in that sort of video had looked more like cherry syrup, this looked real enough to make Konstantin gag. She put a hand over her mouth as she froze the screen and turned away, breathing deeply and slowly through her nose, willing her nausea to fade. At the same time, she was surprised at herself. Her squeamish streak was usually conveniently dormant. In twelve years as a detective, she had seen enough real-time blood and gore that she could claim to be somewhat hardened.
Still, there was something about this – was it the blood, the noises coming from Shantih Love, the sound of the creature drinking so greedily? Or the knowledge that the real kid was going through virtually the same nonvirtual ordeal?
Konstantin collected herself and tried jabbing fast-forward to get through the vampiric sequence as quickly as possible. It only made everything more grotesque, so she took it back to normal running time, just at the point where both the creature and blood vanished completely.
Startled, Konstantin rewound and ran it again in slo-mo, just to make sure she’d seen it right. She had. It wasn’t a fast fade or the twinkling deliquescence so favored by beginning cinematography students but a genuine popper, which usually happened by way of a real-time equipment failure or power-out. Common wisdom had it that the jump from AR to real-time in such an event was so abrupt as to produce extreme reactions of an undesirable nature – vertigo, projectile vomiting, fainting, or all three.
Or a slashed throat? That was about as undesirable as you could ask for, Konstantin thought. Of course, that was assuming that anyone did ask for something undesirable. She tried to rub her forehead smooth.
She reran the sequence once more and then again in detestable slo-mo, watching the blood disappear right along with the creature, leaving Shantih Love behind. Konstantin called up the record of the kid’s vitals and found that, as she had expected, they had quit registering at the moment the blood had disappeared.
Konstantin took her finger off the pause button and let the action go forward. On the screen, the Shantih Love character sat up, its elegant fingers feeling the ragged edges and flaps of skin where its throat had been cut, mild annoyance deepening the few lines in its face. As Konstantin watched it working at pinching the edges of skin together, she tried to see what was different in its expression and its posture. What was driving Shantih Love now – a robot, or a very human hijacker? If there were signs, what the hell were they?
She could watch the video over and over for the next three hours and see if anything became any clearer to her. Instead, she decided to talk to people she was reasonably sure were human before she took in any more adventures of a dead kid’s false face pretending to be alive in a city pretending to be dead.



EMPTY CUP [II]
The figures on the screen were ridiculous.
‘Over how many years?’ Yuki asked, wondering uneasily if she were being conned.
Joy Flower almost smiled. ‘Very funny. But what you need to know here is that I have a very poor sense of humor, and it is not a good idea to make many jokes with me. I’m just that way. Some people are.’ She swiveled the screen back around to face her where she was sitting on the other side of the desk. Yuki decided that someone had an obsession with the past; the whole office was appointed like a nostalgia exhibit. All the wood was highly polished, dark with gold overtones. The chairs were enormous ersatz-leather monsters with backs that rose up high and wide enough to conceal even the largest person. The brass-colored buttons dimpling the upholstery were supposed to suggest cushioning, but Yuki’s own chair was as hard and unyielding as a board.
Not that there was much danger of her getting too comfortable here; this wasn’t a place where anyone went to feel comfortable. Even Joy Flower looked stiff, as if it weren’t really her office, just a place she was allowed to use from time to time.
Yuki cleared her throat. ‘When do I start?’
The woman glanced down at her wrist. There was nothing on it that Yuki could see. ‘Half an hour ago.’
‘And I guess you want me to live in?’
‘I knew you were clever.’ Joy Flower’s preoccupied tone seemed about to acquire an edge. On the edge of an edge, Yuki thought; a very uncomfortable place to be. ‘My stuff, back at my apartment –’
Joy Flower gave her a sideways look. ‘Already taken care of for you.’
Yuki shifted slightly in the chair and the ersatz leather gave an authentic creak. Her new boss rested one arm on top of the monitor. ‘You know that old saying about how you should ask questions because how else are you going to learn? I personally don’t have time to waste with anyone who hasn’t learned already. This means that I use the time I would have burned answering questions to do something more important. You know what I mean?’
Yuki started to answer but the woman turned away from her in such a final way that a spoken dismissal would have been inane.
Outside in the heavily carpeted, sound-deadened hallway, one of the thugs was waiting for her, a beefy man in a reddish black turtleneck sweater and black trousers. The trousers had extra pockets up and down the legs. A look that aspired to military associations. Professional bodyguard pants, designed to project the image of the matter-of-factly lethal mercenary. He looked down at her through surgically altered eyes. His face had a certain flatness that she could tell was natural, so the classically Oriental shape of the eyes didn’t look so out of place. The bright blue pupils, the straight blond hair spilling over his shoulders and down his back – those looked out of place.
‘How about you?’ Yuki said without preamble. The walls seemed to swallow each word; she had the sensation of being trapped in a cotton ball. ‘Do you answer questions?’
‘If I must.’ He looked down at her as if from a great height. ‘I’m supposed to take you to your quarters. Your things have arrived, or will arrive soon.’
‘Oh. Good.’ The look on that face, she realized, was not disdain but the absence of expression. He turned away abruptly and began walking up the hall. My Master says for you to walk this way. – Okay, Igor, but it’s going to take some practice. She followed at a slight distance, wondering if she had lost her mind as well as her friend.
No, Tom was more than a friend to her. But not vice versa. Grandma Naoka would have contemplated this with some concern. Old Japan was never kind to those who loved – those usually being women. But then, the country itself was not kind to anyone. Life was not a right but a privilege. Honor meant more than love. Yuki had often wanted to ask her if honor had really just been easier to come by than love but the question felt too impertinent even for Naoka’s favorite granddaughter to get away with.
She had expected the guy to lead her through a long and twisting maze of hallways to something like a techno-Buddhist monk’s cell. Instead, they went down one flight of stairs at the end of the hall and halfway along another quiet corridor to a door she estimated was directly under the office she had just left.
He caught her looking up at the ceiling, and said, ‘Yes, it is.’
She turned to him, stubbornly maintaining a casual air. ‘Right under her office, you mean?’
‘Exactly underneath.’
The better to walk all over you, my dear.
‘Put your hand on the plate,’ he told her, gesturing at a white plastic square stuck onto the door at slightly above her eye level.
She obeyed. There was a moment of mild heat and the sensation of the plastic crawling or writhing under her touch. She heard a soft chime and the door clicked, opening about an inch.
‘The lock is now keyed to you. Only you, and her.’
Was that supposed to be reassuring, Yuki wondered. He pushed the door open and turned on the light. Instead of a cell, there was a generously large apartment that seemed to have been furnished by a random-choice generator. The couch was a puffy white thing with pillows that looked as if they would bounce wildly if she threw them on the shiny hardwood floor. The two chairs matched neither the couch nor each other – one was another ersatz-leather monstrosity like the ones in Joy Flower’s office. The other was smaller and lower, upholstered in a nubbly fabric printed with large, faded cabbage roses. They faced a very good copy of an old-style church pew that she presumed was supposed to function as a love seat. None of the stuff was hers. Yuki frowned and turned to the guy.
‘Are you going to show me around?’
The guy made a short, breathy noise that might have been a laugh. ‘It’s your place, you live here. Look around all you want.’
‘But –’
‘The only thing you have to remember,’ he said, raising his voice to talk over her, ‘is not to sleep naked.’
Yuki shut up, startled. He nodded at her once and walked out, closing the door behind him. ‘Naked,’ she said after a moment, and then turned to look at the hilariously mismatched living room furniture. Didn’t know what you liked, so we got you one of everything they had. Too funny.
There was one doorway in front of her and one to her left. The one in front took her to the big kitchen where she found that her small, blocky wooden table and its single chair from her one-roomer had been installed. If the sight was supposed to be reassuring, it had failed. In the setting of the shiny black cabinets and the absurd mirrored floor, the table and chair looked out of place, alien and lonely. Like me.
And a mirrored floor. A mirrored floor. How crazy could it get? She wasn’t sure she would ever be able to sit down and eat in a room where she was reflected from below. It was almost too bad that the decorator hadn’t gotten really extreme and mirrored the ceiling and walls as well. Then the room would have been not only unbearable but impossible even to look at. After all, why do things by halves?
No windows, just simulated scenery and artificial light from one pretend window over the sink and another on the far wall. She supposed that these were the source of the recommended amount of daytime light during the appropriate hours – no darkness-induced depressions to interfere with Joy Flower’s schedule would be tolerated here – but it was nighttime now, so the soft light spilling in over the sink was probably simulated moonlight. Or maybe just a streetlight. She’d have to check later to see if the environment were urban or rural. She hated the rural shit. Some things were too fake.
Like your relationship with Tom? whispered an acid little voice in her mind.
Oh, stop it, she told herself and marched through the living room to the bedroom. Just because a relationship isn’t on my terms doesn’t mean that it isn’t a relationship.
In her heart, she knew that was bullshit of the worst sort, but she wasn’t listening to that part of her heart today. Her futon had been delivered to the bedroom and set up on a platform with cabinets at the head; a spare set of neatly folded sheets had been placed on top of a white chest of drawers. To the right of that was the bathroom, which had a separate chamber for the toilet. All very proper, civilized, livable.
Against the wall opposite the bathroom doorway was the work-station, the oversized screen sitting like an icon of a fat spider within a nest of shelves bearing storage chips. Except spiders didn’t have nests, did they. No. They had webs. Anyone knew that. How stupid was she?
‘Don’t sleep naked,’ she murmured, going over to the work-station. One more thing to worry about, along with the fate of her allegedly nonexistent predecessor, and Tom’s current address. As soon as she touched one of the dark shelves, the screen lit up. Unsurprised, Yuki watched with mild interest as a fractal flower bloomed in the center and kept blooming, seeming to turn itself inside out. Yuki’s mouth twitched with bored amusement; nostalgia graphics didn’t do much for her, though she had to concede the 3-D effect was respectable.
The cabinets at the head of her futon caught her eye again. That was probably where they had put whatever she was supposed to sleep in so she wouldn’t be naked. Maybe special uniform pajamas that could double as street clothes on short notice, in case of any midnight fire drills. Or emergency visits to clubs, to pick up a new victim. She went over to take a look.
Kneeling in the center of the futon, she pulled the cabinet doors open. At first she thought she was looking at an elaborate S&M harness and bridle set with extra restraints and she felt her heart leap with fear as multiple thoughts cartwheeled through her mind, about Joy Flower, the bodyguards, about some of Joy’s Boyz being Girlz. Then she saw what it really was and wasn’t any happier.
Carefully she lifted the headmounted monitor out of the cabinet and held it up. The wires from it were still connected to the lightweight, translucent hotsuit, folded into a square that made her think of wilderness weekends in nature preserves. (She had done a few of those years ago, not so much because she had been such a nature lover but because the people who ran the weekends were so … intent on them. They had exuded a sense of purpose more strongly than anyone else she had ever known, and she had liked that – people who knew what their lives were about. Most of them had been subsequently arrested in an eco-terrorist conspiracy dragnet, but strangely enough, Yuki had never been able to find out what had happened to any of them, whether they had been convicted or released or tried at all, or even if any of them had actually had any eco-terrorist connections.)
She put the headmount aside and moved to spread the ’suit out on the futon. It was her size all right, but was this really what the thug had meant by Don’t sleep naked? Sleep in a hotsuit? What would be the point?
So would this really be any more bizarre than sleeping under a canvas shelter – in a sack under a canvas shelter – in the middle of a government forest preserve, back in the good old days?
But it still didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t like you could use this stuff if you were asleep.
So maybe the point is for it to use you.
God, she thought. That was some glorious hot-rod reasoning, more often used as a typical plot of innumerable slay-rides ground out for game modules from movies, or for movies from game modules, in a ceaseless, incestuous, and circular simulated blood orgy.
She felt heavy with fatigue. How was any of this supposed to lead her to Tom? She should have walked away from Joy Flower and her band of thugs; this was just some blind alley and she would probably wake up tomorrow morning in a real alley, after a long, horrible night that, if she were really, really lucky, she wouldn’t be able to remember.
Was Tom in a place like that now?
She lay down on her stomach, rested her chin on her fists and gazed at her distorted reflection in the shiny black headmount shell. From this angle, she looked sly, knowing, even cynical. That’s me – good old cynical Yuki Harame.
Maybe she was getting cynical. At last. Too many years of watching Tom fade in and out of her life, unabashedly leaning on her for emotional support but unable to reciprocate. Just when she was about to give in and fall in love with him, he would be gone, usually without saying good-bye in person. She would tell herself that since she hadn’t fallen in love with him, his abrupt departure hadn’t, wouldn’t, couldn’t possibly hurt her. Life would move her forward again and her attention would move along as well and pretty soon she would be contemplating the possibility of something completely different, something or even someone potentially forceful enough to displace Tom Iguchi and his gypsy feet.
And somehow, that was always the cue for Tom to come back into her life. He seemed to have an instinct. He seemed to understand exactly how long it would take her to get him out of her system so that she might build up a resistance, possibly even an immunity to him. Before anything of the sort could happen, he would descend on her, sweep his problems around her like an enveloping blanket, and the next thing she knew, he was sleeping on her couch, eating her food, and radiating angst and charisma in whatever proportions were necessary.
Well, at least he isn’t using you as a sex-toy, she would tell herself, and the realist in her would answer, Of course not – sex requires some giving.
She knew why he would always come to her. They were both full Japanese, if, indeed, it was still possible to be Japanese at all when the land itself had been all but obliterated. Grandma Naoka had been among the last to visit the islands before the last earthquakes had shattered them into bits too small or too ravaged to support even one small city. Yuki couldn’t imagine the Japan Naoka had told her stories of, with a Tokyo so overcrowded that transit trains needed special employees to push and shove and pack the masses of people inside each car.
But the most interesting stories were about what Naoka had called the water trade. It was a euphemism for something that seemed to be close to prostitution, that perhaps even was prostitution at times, but was, more often, just not quite.
In those days, Yukiko, many people did not know how to enjoy themselves after a day of hard work. We showed them how. We helped them have a good time; they helped us make a living. We were all women, even those of us who were men. And of course, the ones who came to us, without exception, they were all men.
Yuki remembered thinking that she wouldn’t have lasted long in that Japan. She would have much preferred being a Samurai. And then again, maybe she would not have done very well in any Japan. Perhaps it was just as well that she was what Grandma Naoka had called a sansei, a Japanese who had been born and raised outside of Japan.
And Tom – well, who knew about Tom? Most of the time, he seemed to her to be too … disorganized for the real Japan. She could not picture him as a salaryman, not the way Naoka had described the eager young men in their business suits, clustered around their bosses in the clubs, drinking gamely and then stumbling home to apartments the size of a postage stamp. As for old Japan, she thought it was more likely that Tom would be on the receiving end of a Samurai sword than the handle. No, the only role for Tom was the one he already had – daft young man who happened to be of Japanese descent.
And where did that leave her? Friend of daft young man who happened to be of Japanese descent. Now and always, friend of daft young etc Gullible soft-touch of a friend of daft young, etc And for what? The chance to approach strange and unsavory people in bars.
Of course, there were plenty of other people out there doing likewise with much less justification. She surprised herself by getting up, stripping off her clothes, and pulling on the hotsuit. What the hell, she thought; she might learn something.
The ’suit was one of the pricier models, soft, weightless, scented even. Was this one of the newest ’suits, with triple-density coverage, she wondered, or possibly an advance working model of the famed Climax Envelope? If the CE was real and not just another techno-myth. It was supposed to develop segments that mirrored the wearer’s own nerves, making the sensations that much more customized and subsequently that much more authentic. Whatever that meant. How authentic did it get before there was no point in putting on a ’suit at all?
Maybe she should have asked Tom that question.
The sensation of the ’suit adjusting to the contours of her body was both comforting and disturbing, like being caressed by a stranger who seemed to know you as well as you knew yourself. She left the genital area of the ’suit inactive. While her sex life left a lot to be desired lately, she wasn’t in the mood for a virtual encounter in a strange ’suit. Even if the ’suit did look as if no one else had ever used it.
She hesitated with the headmount, looking into it carefully, as if she might find something that she had never seen before. But it was only a very ordinary headmount with all the usual technology – no Aladdin’s lamp, no magic carpet, no door into summer.
Yuki ran a hand through her thick, short hair. Two days ago, she had cut it off herself, thinking it would just be easier, one less thing to fuss with. Ash had told her it made her look like a sex-change of indeterminate direction – asexual and apathetic. Yuki thought that would probably be easier, too. Ash had disagreed.
‘Being attractive, beautiful, sexy – all that is always useful. It helps. It makes people care more about you,’ he had argued, tapping the remote in the arm of his couch. ‘There’s no excuse not to be beautiful anymore, it’s so easy.’
The mural-sized screen obediently delivered a live cam shot of the exterior of Waxx24, the on-line club he’d never been able to get into. He could get into the actual club downtown, but anyone could. The virtual club on NETsuke was much tougher. Ash complained bitterly that he had never been able to get past even the first checkpoint, and they wouldn’t even give him a hint. Privately, Yuki thought it was probably because he was too beautifully eager.
‘If it’s that easy, how do you know if you’re really beautiful?’ she had asked.
Ash had rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t be obtuse. Everybody knows if they’re really beautiful or not.’
‘All right. What if I tell you that this –’ she had brushed her bad haircut with both hands – ‘makes me beautiful? All right, then it makes me feel beautiful,’ she added quickly.
‘I say you’re lying. You’re a dumpy little Nisei. You’ve got that classic daikon radish body that all you full Japanese females are cursed with. Your parents should have tried to give you the benefit of custom genes.’
‘And I say your standard of beauty must have got mixed up with your laundry. Too much starch, and all the color’s bleached out.’
Her reproach hadn’t bothered him in the least, perhaps because he’d known she hadn’t really felt offended. ‘Don’t try to fool me. I know you weren’t raised ethnic. Hardly anyone is anymore. After all, what would be the point?’
‘Well, maybe not in America or some places in Western Europe, Ash, but I don’t think they see it that way in other countries. Like, say, Japan.’
‘They don’t see much in Japan, period. What few of them are left. The news says there may be only about three dozen people left where Tokyo used to be and less than half that in the crack formerly known as Kobe, and most of them are lost crazies who’ve been dodging rescue crews.’
‘Doesn’t mean Japan is dead. It just means everyone’s left the geographical coordinates that once marked the location of the country that was called Japan. It doesn’t mean there isn’t a Japan. Somewhere.’
Ash’s haughty pink face had taken on an even haughtier expression. ‘How spiritual. Don’t tell me – you’re going on a quest to find the lost motherland.’
She had almost told him that they didn’t call Japan the motherland and decided that she didn’t want to have to argue with him any more than she already had. To her relief, he had allowed her to change the subject to Joy Flower and their absent friend Tom. He didn’t believe that Tom had become one of Joy’s Boyz, but neither had he said it was impossible.
Again, she ran a hand through her chopped-off hair and yawned. Maybe she should defy her employer, strip off, and go to sleep. With any luck, she’d wake up fired.
You’ve come this far. It’s all absurd, but can you think of anything that would get you closer to Tom?
She pulled on the headmount; it molded itself to her head with a sensation like a million tiny slender fingers pushing into her hair, sliding along her scalp. The stimulation was so strong that she lost all awareness of her body for several seconds, except for the nasty sting of the needle sliding, hard and cold, into the base of her neck.
An improbably large and impossibly bejeweled dragonfly was humming circles around her head. As she brushed at it, long strands of straight black hair kept snaring on the thick seams of her white gloves. Remembering, she froze with both hands raised, staring in amazement at the long hair caught between her fingers.
The hair fell away; she could feel its feather touch as it came to rest below her shoulders. The dragonfly positioned itself in the frame of her hands but just out of reach. The jewels seemed to strike sparks in the air. Confusion mixed with vertigo swept over her in a wave.
The sensation of falling ended sharply, not with an impact but with Yuki solidly on her feet in the middle of what looked like a gigantic combination train station and airport. People moved around her, past her, uncaring that she had just materialized among them. If they had even noticed. The dragonfly receded to a pinpoint of light and vanished. She turned slowly, trying to get her bearings.
This was a big place, even for an AR network traffic center. The windows in the distant walls were at least three storeys tall. The light they let in was diffuse, filtered, showing only a brightness and nothing else. Above her, the ceiling disappeared into soft, indistinct shadows.
‘Information?’ she asked, turning around and around, looking for anything indicating an entry, an exit, or a directory. It was hard to see over people’s heads but even more maddeningly, it was impossible to see any of the crowd clearly at all – faces, hair, clothing, colors, everything streaked past, trailed away, faded out.
A white glove identical to the ones she was wearing congealed out of the air above the blurry crowd around her. The only thing in focus, it beckoned to her. She took a step toward it and suddenly found herself looking at it on the hand of a tall orange-haired teenage boy standing behind a counter.
‘Righteous effect, innit?’ he said, leaning his gloved hand on the smooth, featureless surface between them. ‘You know there’s a special few comes in just for that effect? Do it over and over, till it goes away and they have to stop. Workin’ for her now, right? Like the man said, you best be steppin’.’ He laughed.
Yuki started to ask him something and then thought better of it. This was just a supply station and he was the distribution interface. DI’s never knew anything beyond inventory.
‘I’m here for my equipment,’ she told him, hoping he wouldn’t have to ask her what it was.
To her enormous relief, a vest with many pockets appeared on the counter in front of her. Another right guess; she had better hurry, she thought, before her luck turned. If there actually was such a thing as luck in AR.
She slipped the vest on easily, though the movement itself felt strange. All her movements felt strange, she realized, fuzzy and dreamlike. She thought that had just been a lingering effect of the vertigo, but it still hadn’t faded. Troubled, she touched the back of her neck under her hair but couldn’t find anything that might have been a bite or a sting. Maybe she could feel it better without the gloves, she thought, and tried to take them off.
‘Bad flex,’ warned the guy behind the counter, ‘unless you’re quitting so soon.’
‘Oh. Right.’ She started to turn away, hesitated, and turned back to him. Maybe he did know something. There had to be some information that came with the equipment. ‘Just between you and me, okay?’
The guy said nothing.
‘What am I doing here?’
‘Using the equipment I just gave you.’
‘Any information?’ she asked hopefully.
‘Only stock.’ He gazed at her with a receptiveness that she had to remind herself was in no way related to anything like concern. She looked down at the many pockets on her vest and then unzipped the topmost on the right. Perhaps there was an instruction book or a map.
All she came up with was a small round mirror. She stared at the reflection for some unmeasured time, a long time, maybe, or only a minute; she wasn’t sure. A minute often felt like an hour in AR.
The face in the mirror was as knowing as the distorted image she had seen in the headmount out there in her room. She tilted her head slowly to the left and then to the right to make sure she was seeing a true reflection rather than a transmission.
In the mirror, the face of Tomoyuki Iguchi stared back at her.



DEATH IN THE PROMISED LAND [II]
If the office had seemed cramped before, Miles Mank made it look even smaller by taking up at least half of it. When it became obvious that he actually knew next to nothing, Konstantin tried to get rid of him quickly, but he kept finding conversational hooks that would get her attention and then lead her along to some meaningless and boring point, where he wouldn’t so much conclude as change the subject and do it all over again. She was finally able to convince him that he was desperately needed at the parking lot to help sort out the clientele with her bewildered partner. Then she prayed that Taliaferro wouldn’t use a similar excuse to send him back to her. She still didn’t like his eyes.
The first of the other two employees was a silver-haired kid named Tim Mezzer, who was about the same age as the murder victim. He had the vaguely puzzled, preoccupied look of ex-addicts who had detoxed recently by having their blood cleansed. Officially, it was a fast way out of an expensive jones. In fact, it made the high better on relapse.
‘How long have you worked here?’ Konstantin asked him.
‘Three days.’ He sounded bored.
‘And what do you do?’ she prodded when he didn’t say anything more.
‘Oh, I’m a specialist,’ he said, even more bored. ‘I specialize in picking up everybody’s smelly ’suit when they’re done and get ’em cleaned.’ Mezzer put a plump elbow on the desk and leaned forward. ‘Tell the truth – you’d kill to have a job like that instead of the boring shit you do.’
Konstantin wasn’t sure he was really being sarcastic. ‘Sometimes. Did you know the victim?’
‘Dunno. What was his name?’
‘Shantih Love.’
Mezzer grunted. ‘Good label. Must have cost him to come up with one that good. Sounds like an expensive whore-assassin. Someday I’ll be rich enough to be able to afford a tailor-made label.’
Konstantin was only half-listening while she prodded the archive for the victim’s reference file. ‘Real name is –’ she stopped. ‘Well, that can’t be right.’
‘Don’t be so sure.’ Mezzer yawned. ‘What’s it say?’
‘Tomoyuki Iguchi.’ Konstantin sounded out each syllable slowly and carefully.
‘Ha. Sounds like he was working on turning Japanese in a serious way.’
‘Why?’
‘Well, for post-Apocalyptic Tokyo, of course.’ Mezzer sighed. ‘What else.’
Konstantin was appalled. ‘There’s a post-Apocalyptic Tokyo now?’
‘Not yet.’ Mezzer’s sigh became another yawn. ‘Coming soon, to a hotsuit near you. S’posed to be the next big hot spot. They say it’s gonna make the Sitty look like Sunday afternoon in Nebraska, with these parts you can access only if you’re Japanese or a convincing simulation. It’s the one we’ve all been waiting for.’
‘“We?”’ Konstantin said uncertainly, wondering if he knew that something very like it had already come and gone a good many years before either of them had been born, and then decided that even if he did, he probably wouldn’t care. ‘Who’s “we”?’
He shrugged. ‘All the club rats. Mainliners. Headliners. Hardliners, old school, nu skool, no school. Plugged and unplugged.’
‘Does that include you?’ Konstantin asked him. ‘Is it the one you’ve been waiting for, too?’
‘I don’t know from Japanese, I’m a twentieth-century Ellay fox. I stalk the stars.’ He paused, as if she might have had something to say about that. ‘The bubble-up on this new site is, there’s some kinda secret coming-attraction subroutines for post-Apocalyptic Tokyo buried in the ones running now – the Sitty, Ellay pre- and post-, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Moscow, Black Forest, lotta places. They say you gotta be Japanese to crack them. If they’re really there. Shantih Love musta thought they were.’
‘But why take two fake names?’
‘Told you – he was trying to turn Japanese. He wanted anyone who stripped his label to find his Japanese name underneath and take him for that. Invite him into the special Japan area.’ Mezzer put his head back as if he were going to bay at the ceiling and yawned again. ‘Or he was getting that crazy-head. You know, where you start thinking it’s real in there and fake out here, or you can’t tell the difference. You need to talk to Body. Body’ll know. Body’s probably the only one who’d know for sure.’
‘What body?’
‘Body Sativa. Body knows more about the top ten ARs than anyone else, real or not.’
Konstantin felt her mouth twitch. ‘Don’t you mean Cannabis Sativa?’ she asked sarcastically.
Mezzer blinked at her in surprise. ‘Get off. Cannibal’s her mother. She’s good but Body’s the Big Dipper in that family.’ His sudden smile was unexpectedly winsome. ‘Pretty toff, actually that you’d know about Cannibal Sativa. You plannin’ to go talk to her?’
Konstantin didn’t know what to say.
‘Well, go see Body for sure. I swear she’ll be the one you want. Hell, I’ll even give you some icons you can use in there. Real insider icons, too, not what they junk you up with in the help files.’
‘Thanks,’ Konstantin said doubtfully. ‘But I think I fell down about a mile back. If he was turning Japanese, as you put it, why would he call himself Shantih Love?’
Mezzer blinked. ‘Well, because he was tryin’ to be a Japanese guy named Shantih Love.’ He frowned at her. ‘You just don’t ever go in AR, do you?’
‘Can’t add to that,’ said the other employee cheerfully. She was an older woman named Howard Ruth and her salt-and-pepper hair and soft, lined face were untouched by chemicals or surgery. Konstantin found her comforting to look at. ‘Body Sativa’s the best tip you’re gonna get. You’ll go through that whole bunch in the lot down the street and you won’t hear anything more helpful.’ She sat back, crossing her left ankle over her right knee.
‘Body Sativa wouldn’t happen to be in that group down the street, by any chance?’
Howard Ruth shrugged. ‘Could be, but I doubt it. This is just another reception site on the network. Considering the sophisticated moves Body makes, she’s most likely on via her own private rig, and that means she could be anywhere.’
‘Come on,’ said Konstantin irritably. ‘Even I know that everyone on-line has an origin code.’
Howard Ruth’s smile was sunny. ‘You haven’t played any games lately, have you?’
Konstantin was thinking the woman should talk to her ex. ‘On-line? No.’
‘No,’ agreed the woman, ‘because if you had, you’d know that netgaming isn’t considered official net communication or transaction, so it’s not governed by FCC or FDSA regulations. Get on, pick a name or buy a permanent label, stay as long as you like – or can afford – and log out when you’ve had enough. Netgaming is one hundred percent elective, so anything goes – no guidelines, no censorship, no crimes against persons. You can’t file a complaint against anyone for assault, harassment, stalking, fraud, or anything like that.’
Konstantin sighed. ‘I didn’t know this. Why not?’
‘You didn’t have to.’ Howard Ruth laughed. ‘Look, Officer –’
‘Lieutenant.’
‘Sure, lieutenant. Everybody knows the rules for regular on-line com backwards and forwards – no this, no that, encrypt, de-crypt, authorized, unauthorized, fines, imprisonment, and it comes out here. But unless you netgame regular, you won’t know any of this. You ever hear about the case years back where a guy used an origin line in a netgame to track down a woman in realtime and kill her?’
‘No,’ said Konstantin with some alarm. ‘Where did this happen?’
‘Oh, back East somewhere. D.C., I think. Life is so cheap there, you know, it’s a whole different world. Anyway, what happened was, back when they had origin lines in gaming, this guy got mad at this woman, somehow found her by way of her origin line, and boom – lights out. That was one of the first cases of that gameplayer’s madness where someone could prove it could be a real danger off-line. After that, there was a court ruling that since gaming was strictly recreational, games were entitled to complete anonymity if they wanted. No origin line. Kinda the same thing for fraud and advertising.’
Konstantin felt her interest, which had started to wane with the utterance D.C., come alive again. ‘What?’
‘Guy ran a game-within-a-game on someone. I can’t remember exactly how it went – beachfront in Kansas, diamond mines in Peru, hot stocks about to blow. Anyhow, the party of the second part got the idea it was all backed up in realtime and did this financial transfer to the party of the first part, who promptly logged out and went south. Party of the second part hollers Thief! and what do you know but the police catch this Salesman of the Year. Who then claims it was all a game and the money was a gift, received in good faith.’
‘And?’ said Konstantin.
‘And that’s a wrap. Grand jury won’t even indict, on grounds of extreme gullibility. As in, “You were in artificial reality, you fool, what did you expect?” Personally, I think they were both suffering from a touch of the galloping head-bugs.’
Konstantin was troubled. ‘And that decision stood?’
‘It’s artificial reality – all you can do is lie, no matter what you say, and the believers are the ones at fault. Because it’s all make-believe, let’s-pretend, the play’s the thing.’ Howard Ruth laughed heartily. ‘If you choose to pay someone out here for something in there, that’s your hotspot. Life is so strange, eh?’
Konstantin made a mental note to check for court rulings on AR as she pressed for a clean page in the archiver. ‘But if being in an AR makes people insane –’
‘Doesn’t make everyone insane,’ the woman said. ‘That’s what it is, you know. The honey factory don’t close down just because someone might be allergic to bee stings.’
Konstantin was still troubled. ‘So when did those things happen?’ she asked, holding the stylus ready.
‘I don’t know,’ Howard Ruth said, surprised at the question. ‘Oughta be in the police files, though. Doesn’t law enforcement have some kind of central-national-international information bank you all access? Something like Police Blotter?’
‘In spite of the name,’ Konstantin said, speaking slowly not only for the sake of making herself perfectly clear but also to conceal her irritation, ‘Police Blotter is actually a commercial net-magazine and not affiliated with law enforcement in any official way. We do have a national information center, but I need to know some kind of key fact that the search program can use to hunt down the information I want – a name, a date, a location.’ She paused to see if any of this was forthcoming. The other woman only shrugged.
‘Well, sorry I can’t be of more help, but that’s all I know.’ She got up and stretched, pressing her hands into the small of her back. ‘If anyone knows more, it’s Body Sativa.’
‘Body Sativa,’ said the first customer interviewee. He was an aging child with green hair and claimed his name was Earl O’Jelly. ‘Nobody knows more. Nobody and no body. If you get what I say here.’
Konstantin didn’t bury her face in her hands. The aging child volunteered the information that he had been in the crowd by the Hudson that Shantih Love had staggered through, but claimed he hadn’t seen anything like what she described to him.
Neither had the next one, a grandmother whose AR alter ego was a twelve-year-old boy-assassin named Nick the Schick. ‘That means I technically have to have the “the” as my middle name, but there’s worse and stupider, both,’ she told Konstantin genially. ‘Nick knows Body, of course. Everybody knows Body. And vice versa, probably. Actually, I think Body Sativa’s really just a database that got crossed with a traffic-switcher and jumped the rails.’
‘Pardon?’ Konstantin shook her head, uncomprehending.
The grandmother was patient. ‘You know how files can get cross-monkeyed? Well, like that. It coulda been that the traffic-switcher was referencing the database in a thunderstorm, or maybe sunspots, and they got the virtual equivalent of arc-welded. Then the traffic-switcher interface mutated from the acquired characteristics in all the database entries. That’s what I say, anyhow, and nobody’s proved yet that that couldn’t happen. Or that it didn’t.’ She nodded once, looking wise.
Konstantin opened her mouth to tell the woman that if she understood her correctly, what she was describing was akin to putting a dirty shirt and a pile of straw in a wooden box for the purpose of spontaneously generating mice and then decided against it. For one thing, she wasn’t sure that she had understood correctly and for another, the shirt-and-straw method of creating mice was probably routine in AR.
There was no third interviewee. Instead, an ACLU lawyer came in and explained that since the crime had occurred in the real world, and all the so-called witnesses had been in AR, they weren’t actually witnesses at all, and could not be detained any longer. However, all of their names would be available on the video parlor’s customer list, which Konstantin could see as soon as she produced the proper court order.
‘In the meantime, everyone agrees you ought to try talking to this, uh’ – the lawyer consulted a palm-top – ‘Body Sativa, whatever she is. Assuming she’ll give you so much as the time of day without legal representation.’
‘I suppose I need a court order for that, too,’ Konstantin grumbled.
‘Not hardly. AR is open to anyone who wants to access it. Even you, Lieutenant Konstantin.’ The lawyer grinned, showing diamond teeth. ‘Just remember the rules of admissibility. Everything everyone tells you in AR –’
‘– is a lie, right. I got the short course tonight already.’ Konstantin’s gaze strayed to the monitor, now blank. ‘I think I’ll track this Body Sativa down in person and question her in realtime.’
‘Only if she voluntarily tells you who she is,’ the lawyer reminded her a bit smugly. ‘Otherwise, her privacy is protected.’
‘Maybe she’ll turn out to be a good citizen,’ Konstantin mused. ‘Maybe she’ll care that some seventeen-year-old kid got his throat cut.’
The lawyer’s smug expression became a sad smile. ‘Maybe. I care. You care. But there’s no law that says anyone else has to.’
‘I know. I’d be afraid if there was. Even so –’ Konstantin winced. ‘I do wish I didn’t have to depend so much on volunteers.’
She sent DiPietro and Celestine over to the dead kid’s apartment building, though she wasn’t expecting much. If he really was typical, his neighbors would have barely been aware of him. Most likely, they would find that he had been yet another gypsy worker of standard skills, taking temporary assignments via a city-run agency to support his various habits. Not the least of which would have been his AR habit.
Just to be thorough, she waited in Guilfoyle Pleshette’s office for the call letting her know that the other two detectives had found a generic one-room apartment in the city. Except for the carefully organized card library of past AR experience in the dustless, static-free, moisture- and fireproof nonmagnetic light-shielded container. Every heavy AR user kept a library, so that no treasured moment could be lost to time.
The library would go to headquarters to be stored for the required ten-day waiting period while a caseworker tried to track down next-of-kin. If none turned up, the card library would then be accessed by an automated program designed to analyze the sequences recorded on each card and construct a profile of the person, which would then be added to the on-line obituaries. Usually this would cause someone who had known the deceased to come forward; other times, it simply confirmed that there was no one to care.
The idea came unbidden to Konstantin, derailing the semi-doze she had slipped into at whatever indecent a.m. the night had become. She plugged the archiver into the phone and sent the retriever to fetch data on the other seven AR DOAs.
Delivery was all but immediate – at this time of night, there wasn’t much data traffic. Konstantin felt mildly annoyed that DiPietro and Celestine couldn’t report in just as quickly. Perhaps they had taken the stringer with them and were even now playing to the cam in an inspection of the dead kid’s apartment.
A bit of heartburn simmered in her chest; she imagined it was her blood pressure going up a notch. According to The Law Enforcement Officers’ Guide To A HEALTHY & HAPPY Life (ON & OFF The Job!), sex was the number-one stress reliever. Konstantin was sure that the Guide had most likely meant the sort that involved at least one other person. Sighing, she surveyed the data arranging itself on the archive’s small but hi-res screen.
The first to suffer a suspicious death while in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty had been a thirty-four-year-old woman named Sally Lefkow. Her picture showed a woman so pale as to seem faded. She had passed most of her realtime hours as a third-rank senior on a Minneapolis janitorial team whose contract had included both the building where she had lived and the building where she had died. Konstantin wasn’t sure whether to be amused, amazed, or alarmed that her on-line persona had been an evolved dragon. Eight feet tall and the color of polished antique copper, it had been bisexual, able to switch at will. Sally Lefkow had died of suffocation; the evolved dragon had been in flight when it had gone into a steep dive over the East River, entering the water at a high speed and never coming up again.
Konstantin put the dead woman’s realtime background next to the information on the dragon to compare them but found she was having trouble retaining anything. ‘In one eye and out the other,’ she muttered, then winced. Lover, come back – you forgot to take the in-jokes along with the rest of the emotional baggage.
She marked the Lefkow-dragon combo and went on to the next victim, a twenty-eight-year-old gypsy office worker named Emilio Torres. Konstantin thought he looked more like an athlete. Or maybe an ex-athlete. He had died alone in his Portland apartment during an on-line session as – Konstantin blinked – Marilyn Presley. The hybrid had been an on-line flash-fad, hot for a day, passé forever after. But not, apparently, for Torres. He had persisted as Marilyn for six weeks, long after the rest of the flash followers had lost interest, and he had died – Konstantin blinked again – of an overdose of several drugs. During the OD, the Marilyn Presley persona had been – Konstantin blinked again – abducted by a UFO while attending some sort of gathering that wasn’t quite a street brawl but not really an open air party, either. There was no follow-up on the persona, nothing to tell Konstantin if Torres’s license had been inherited, sold, or simply terminated.
Torres had died a month after Lefkow and half a continent away. The next death had occurred two months later, in a cheesy beach-side parlor in New Hampshire. March Kuykendall had been unembarrassed by his status as an AR junkie, supporting his habit with odd and mostly menial jobs. Acquaintances of the victim have all heard him say, at one time or another, that realtime was the disposable reality because it could not be preserved or replayed in AR, Konstantin read. AR is humanity’s true destiny. In AR, everyone is immortal.
If you don’t mind existing solely in reruns, Konstantin thought. Kuykendall had owned half a dozen personas, all creations original to him. Mortality had caught up with him while he had been acting out a panther-man fantasy. The panther-man had been beaten to death in the Gang Wars module by some vaguely monstrous assailant that everyone claimed not to have seen clearly. In realtime, Kuykendall had been found crumpled in a corner of the parlor cubicle, having taken blows hard enough to shatter both his head-mounted helmet and his head. No one in the parlor had seen or heard anything.
Victim number four had been in rehab for a year after a bad accident had left her paralyzed. Lydia Stang’s damaged nerves had been regenerated, but she had had to relearn movement from the bottom up. AR had been part of her therapy; her AR persona had been a cat burglar who was an idealized gymnastic version of herself. She had died of a broken neck. On-line witnesses stated she had been drawn into a street duel with a lizard-person, and lost. Even better, the lizard-person had come forward voluntarily and admitted to AR contact with the deceased. Stang had been on-line in Denver, while the lizard-person had been cavorting in a parlor not three blocks from where Konstantin was sitting. She double-checked to be sure she had that right, and then made a note to look up the lizard-person in realtime.
A moment later, she was scratching the note out. The lizard-person was victim number five. Even more shocking, Konstantin thought, was the lack of information on the deceased, a former musician who had gone by the single name of Flo. After Lydia Stang’s death, Flo had given up music and taken up AR full-time, until someone had suffocated her. On-line, her reptilian alter ego had been swimming in the East River. Maybe that meant something, Konstantin thought, and maybe it didn’t. Why hadn’t anyone cross-referenced the two deaths?
Victims six and seven would seem to have killed each other in a gang fight. Konstantin found this extremely disheartening. In post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty, they had been a couple of nasty street kids, sixteen, just on the verge of adulthood. In realtime, they had been a pair of middle-aged gypsy office workers who had no doubt discovered that they had wandered into one of life’s cul-de-sacs and weren’t going to find their way out of it alive. They had both lived in urban hives only a few blocks apart in Houston, got assignments through the same agency, did the same kinds of no-brainer file and data upkeep jobs, and yet, they apparently hadn’t been acquainted off-line. Konstantin wondered if they had deliberately avoided ever meeting in realtime. On-line, however, they had mixed it up regularly. They had stabbed each other in a Gang Wars module; someone else had stabbed each of them in the privacy of their own homes. The times of death seemed to be in some dispute, but it didn’t look like anyone had followed up.
And now here was number eight, a weird Caucasian kid with a Japanese name. Domo arigato, Konstantin thought sourly, exhausting her entire Japanese vocabulary, and pressed for a summary of the common characteristics of each case.
There wasn’t much; each murder had occurred while the victim had been on-line in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty. Two had been local; two others had been local to each other. And unless it turned out that the weird Caucasian kid had been a brain surgeon, all of them had been lower-level drones.
Konstantin sat back in the chair, thinking hard. Was serial murder back in style – again? Someone who had been enjoying pretend-murder in AR deciding to cross over? Or perhaps could no longer tell the difference?
She put in a follow-up request for a table of similarities among the AR characters and came up with a Data Not Available sign. The note on the next screen told her there had been no work done in this area, either due to lack of software, lack of time, or lack of personnel. Undoubtedly no one had thought it was particularly important to look into the AR personae. After all, it wasn’t as if they were the actual victims.
Were they?
For all anyone knew, Konstantin thought sadly, Sally Lefkow’s dragon would be more missed and mourned than Sally herself. Likewise for the rest of them.
Sad, and somehow predictable. She made a note to send out for more background on the victims. While she was reviewing what information she had, DiPietro and Celestine called to tell her mostly what she had already known, except for one very surprising difference: upon arrival at the kid’s apartment, they had found a nineteen-year-old woman in the process of ransacking the place. She would answer no questions except to say that she was the kid’s wife.
Konstantin checked quickly. Sure enough, the kid was the only – or the first – married victim. ‘Bring her down here,’ she told them. ‘Fast.’
‘He was looking for the out door,’ said Pine Havelock. ‘Anybody was gonna find it, it was gonna be him. And now look what’s gone and happened.’ Tomoyuki Iguchi’s self-proclaimed wife was sitting in a plastic bucket of a chair hugging her folded legs tightly and staring at Konstantin over the bony humps of her knees with a half-afraid, half-accusing expression. Dressed in what looked like surplus hospital pajamas, she seemed to be completely hairless, without even eyelashes. Her eyes weren’t really large enough to carry it off; she made Konstantin think of a hospital patient who had fallen into a giant vat of depilatory cream.
‘What out door would that be?’ Konstantin asked her after a long moment of silence. ‘Do you mean the one to the secret Japanese area?’
Havelock raised her head, staring at her oddly. ‘Get off.’
‘What out door?’ Konstantin said patiently.
‘Out. Out. Over the rainbow, Never-Never Land, where you go and you’ll stay. So you don’t come back to something like’ – she looked around Guilfoyle Pleshette’s office with distaste – ‘this.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Konstantin leaned an elbow on the desk and rubbed her eyes. ‘Where would you end up?’
‘Out.’ The woman’s forehead puckered in spots; Konstantin realized she was frowning. Without eyebrows, all of her expressions were odd. ‘You know – out. Where you don’t need the ’suit or the hard-hat, because you’re there. Not here.’
Konstantin finally got it. ‘So you and, uh, your husband, Tom – was that his name when you married him?’
‘Was what his name?’ Havelock asked suspiciously.
‘Tom. Tomoyuki Iguchi.’
‘Does it matter?’
Konstantin took a breath. ‘Yes. It matters.’
‘Well, then, no, it wasn’t. But he changed his name once a week.’
‘Once a week?’ Konstantin said doubtfully.
‘Sometimes less often, sometimes more often.’ Havelock shrugged. ‘It depended on what he was in, or on, or over. He was Harry Houdini the day he found the out door.’
‘And who was he when you got married?’
Havelock squinted into some vague place over Konstantin’s right shoulder. ‘Spiney Norman?’ She hesitated. ‘That, or Lan Shao Lin.’
‘You don’t remember what your husband’s name was when you married him?’ Konstantin couldn’t keep the agitation out of her voice.
‘What’s in a name?’ Havelock shrugged one shoulder. ‘He used to say that all the time.’
‘Really. While he was named Shakespeare?’ Konstantin said sarcastically.
‘No, I just told you he said it all the time. It’s hard for me to remember exactly what name he was using when we got married because he was changing it a lot then.’
‘It should be on your marriage certificate,’ Konstantin said, sighing. ‘You did get one of those, didn’t you?’
‘Well, it was a legal thing so I guess there’s a copy on-line somewhere.’ Havelock echoed Konstantin’s sigh. ‘Is there anything else you have to know right now?’
Konstantin consulted her notes on the archiver. ‘You and Tom were looking for this magic door to the egress. Did you know of anyone else who wanted to –’
‘Egress,’ Havelock said, nodding vigorously. ‘That’s it. Door out, egress. This way to the egress.’ That’s how she referred to it.’
‘Who?’ Konstantin asked, and then all but said the answer with her.
‘Body Sativa.’
‘Sun’s gonna come up,’ Guilfoyle Pleshette warned; it sounded like a veiled threat. She looked tired. Even her hair was starting to lose its lift.
Still sitting at the desk in the minuscule office, Konstantin waved at her impatiently. ‘Sorry, Taliaferro,’ she said into the phone while she scrawled notes in the archiver one-handed. ‘I didn’t get the last thing you said. Repeat.’
Taliaferro was surprisingly patient. Perhaps lack of sleep had simply made a zombie out of him. ‘I said, they’re still running data on the other seven so we don’t have anything real solid yet. But the probability is running to eighty percent that anyone who frequented the Sitty as often as any of them would, at some point, have had AR contact with the persona or entity known as Body Sativa.’
‘“Entity?” Who’s calling this thing an entity? The probability program, or someone who’s in a position to know?’
‘Actually, I heard some of the customers in the parking lot calling her that. Calling it that. I don’t know.’ Taliaferro sounded a bit sheepish. ‘Probably it’s some slicko with a talent for PR. Famous for being famous.’
‘Do you do much AR?’ Konstantin asked him impulsively.
‘Is that a sincere question?’
‘Sorry. Don’t know what got into me. Have any of the people you questioned owned up to seeing anything out here in Dullsville? Anyone see the kid in the waiting room or talk to him, or see him talking to someone else?’
There was a short, wounded pause before Taliaferro answered. ‘You know, I’m a claustrophobe, not an amnesiac. Or an idiot. I still know how to do my job.’
‘Sorry, partner, I was just asking. No offense intended, okay?’
Taliaferro clicked off without replying. Konstantin turned to Guilfoyle Pleshette, who was yawning hugely and noisily. ‘Like I told you before,’ the manager said between the end of one yawn and the beginning of the next, ‘he came in alone, and if he talked to anybody besides me or Mezzer, I didn’t notice.’
‘Yes, I remember. What I was going to ask was, do you do much AR?’
‘Sure,’ Pleshette said, surprised. ‘The employee discount here’s great.’
‘You spend much time in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty?’
Now the manager shrugged and looked almost coy. ‘I guess I been known to. You gotta scan rated zones because when you get a virgin in, you have to be able to talk about what you know when they ask you about this zone and that zone. I say that’s the difference between a quality business and a ditch.’
Konstantin nodded absently. Once a place became too popular, no one would admit to wanting to go there, even in AR. ‘And Body Sativa? Do you know about her?’
‘Everybody knows about her, but not as many really seen her as say so.’ Pleshette sounded wary again, as if she thought Konstantin were trying to trap her into admitting something.
‘But you have. Haven’t you?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Okay.’ Konstantin hesitated. ‘Think you could introduce me?’
‘Of course not.’ Pleshette drew back, offended.
‘I didn’t think so, but it was worth a try.’
‘Hey, what you got to understand here is that anyone who knows Body and drags along every prole that wants to see her won’t know her for too long.’
‘I guess I can understand that. Suppose I go in and find her myself?’
Pleshette stared at her. ‘You think you’re that good right out of the box?’
‘Well, one of your employees offered me some secret insider icons. Whatever those are.’
The manager straightened up, thrusting her head forward. ‘Is that so? Who made this great offer?’
‘The bored one. Mezzer.’
‘Oh, him.’ Pleshette tossed her head. ‘You can find his so-called secret insider icons in the index of any on-line guidebook. I got stuff you can really get around with.’
Konstantin smiled tiredly. ‘Ah, but will you loan any to me?’
The funny little face looked doubtful. ‘What’re you gonna do with them if I do?’
Konstantin shrugged. ‘All I want to do is find this Body Sativa and ask her some questions.’
‘What kinda questions?’ the night manager asked suspiciously.
Now Konstantin felt as if she had fallen through a rabbit hole in time that had sent her back to the beginning of the situation, which she would have to explain all over again. ‘Questions having to do with the kid who died here tonight – Shantih Love, Tomoyuki Iguchi, whichever you knew him as.’
‘I told you, I didn’t know him as anybody,’ said Pleshette, looking at Konstantin as if she were an idiot. Konstantin felt like screaming. ‘And there’s no guarantee that Body Sativa did, either. But if that’s all you really want to do – I mean, all – I can load some stuff for you. But you got to promise me, you won’t misuse any of it.’
‘Misuse it how?’ Konstantin asked.
‘Poaching.’
Konstantin had to take a breath. ‘And what exactly would poaching entail?’
‘Getting stuff you’re not entitled to get, and taking credit for stuff you didn’t do or didn’t know. Shit like that.’
‘Getting stuff? In AR?’ Konstantin felt lost.
‘Yeah. Stuff in AR. In the Sitty. Everyone who goes in regular’s got stuff in AR.’ The night manager folded her arms again. ‘What kinda stuff you think I got out here? This nothing job? I got to put up with blowfish like Miles Mank, I live in a hive over on Sepulveda. But in the Sitty, I got stuff. I got a good place for myself, I’m in the game with the name and the fame. I even got myself a few passwords. I put in plenty of time and sweat to get all that and I don’t want it just slipped out from under me when I’m not there to defend it.’ The funny little face puckered unhappily. ‘You got stuff out here, you don’t need to go poachin’ my stuff in there. You see what I mean?’
Konstantin saw; it sent a wave of profound melancholy through her. ‘All I want to do is contact Body Sativa if I can,’ she said kindly. ‘I don’t want anything else. Really.’
Pleshette held her gaze for a long moment and then shrugged her bony shoulders. ‘Yeah, well, you know, it’s not like I can’t tell the difference between in there and out here, it’s not like I think I can put it all in the bank or anything. But I put a lot of time in. I spent some big sums doin’ it. If I give it all away, then I got nothing. It was all for nothing. See?’
Konstantin nodded, wondering if this was the sort of thing a person might kill for. It was beginning to sound that way.
Guilfoyle Pleshette found a clean hotsuit in Konstantin’s size and helped her put it on, giving her a flurry of instructions in her little cartoony voice. Konstantin felt silly, even though she knew this was really like any other information-gathering operation, except it was more like using the telephone. Unless what happened to the kid happened to her, she thought uneasily.
Tim Mezzer made good on his promise to supply icons and loaded the file into the headmount for her. ‘All you have to do is ask for your icon cat,’ he said, sounding just a little less bored. ‘And if you’re not sure which icon to try, ask for advice.’
Konstantin was mystified. ‘Who am I supposed to ask?’
‘The icons,’ he said, looking at her as if she should have known this. ‘They all have their own help files attached. But I gotta tell you, they’re all pretty idiosyncratic there. You know how it is. What some people call help.’
Konstantin thought of the filing system back at headquarters and nearly backed out. After Pleshette loaded her own information, she took Konstantin to one of the deluxe cubicles – deluxe because it was half again as large as the one where the kid had died, and included an easy chair. She helped Konstantin get comfortable in it, fastened the straps just tightly enough to keep her from falling if she got overly energetic, and fitted her headmount for her. Konstantin tried to thank her, but the headmount muffled her too well. She felt more than heard the woman leave the room. Fear rippled through her briefly but intensely; anyone could come in and do anything to you while you were immobilized with your head as good as buried, and you’d never know it until too late. If then.
The screen lit up with a control panel graphic. She turned on the log, which was an independent operation with only an on-off access, so she’d have her own record that, if necessary, she could prove had not been tampered with. Funny, she thought, how the first thing anyone had to do with taped evidence was prove that it hadn’t been toasted.
The control panel graphic disappeared and the screen showed her the configuration menu. She made her choices – sighting graphic and help line on request – while the ’suit warmed up. This was a full coverage ’suit, she realized, suddenly uncomfortable with the idea. She hadn’t given that any thought ahead of time and it was too late to do anything about it now. Besides, in a place like this, they were probably all full-coverage ’suits. Full-coverage would be the big attraction. As if to confirm her thoughts, a hotsuit ad replaced the configuration menu.
Because if you’re not going to feel it all over, murmured a congenial female voice while a hotsuit, transparent to show all the sensors, revolved on the screen, why bother? Which, Konstantin thought, wasn’t such an unreasonable question.
The headmounted monitor adjusted the fine-tuning for her focal length by showing her the standard introduction in block letters on a background of shifting colors. Konstantin sighed impatiently. So much introductory material with the meter running – she could see the clock icon tagging along at the upper edge of her peripheral vision on the right side. You probably couldn’t go broke operating a video service, she thought, unless you tried real, real hard.
The sign came up so suddenly that it took a second to register on her, and even then she wasn’t sure right away whether she was really seeing it, or imagining it. Seeing in AR felt strangely too close to thinking.
 
WELCOME TO THE LAND OF ANYTHING GOES
Here There Are No Rules
Everything Is Permitted
 
Uh-huh, thought Konstantin. The words faded out; more faded in.
 
You can choose to be totally anonymous
You can tell the whole truth about yourself
You can tell only lies
 
The word lies lingered as the others disappeared, flashing on and off in different colors before it evaporated.
No real crime is possible In Here. If you do something Out There as a result of events In Here, you are on your own. In the event of your persona’s virtual death, you can request to be directed to central stores, where you can identify with another. The time used in choosing a new persona or performing any reference or maintenance task is not free, though a reduced rate may be available through your parlor operator, or through special promotions. Consult the rate file in your personal area for more information.
Konstantin looked around for a speed-scroll option.
No speed-scroll option is available for this portion of your first session. State and federal law specifically declare that all users must be advised of conditions in the gaming area. By reading this, you agree that you understand the structure and accept any charges, standard and/or extra, that you will incur at your point of origin. Closing your eyes will only result in a full rescroll of the introductory material, at your own expense.
Blink rate and eye movements could reveal a great deal about a person’s thoughts, Konstantin remembered uneasily, especially when used in conjunction with vital signs.
This concludes the introductory material. The next screen will be your destination menu. Bon voyage, and good luck.
The screen that came up showed her four doors labeled Post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty, Pre-Millennial Hong Kong, Post-Quake Ellay, and Others.
A small bright icon appeared at the bottom right corner of her visual field, a graphic of a hand twisting a doorknob. Just below it, on the status line, was the word Cue! Feeling awkward, she reached for the Noo Yawk Sitty door and saw a generic white-gloved hand moving toward the knob. As the hand touched the knob, she felt it in her own hand, the sensors delivering a sensation to the palm side of her fingers that surprised her with its intense authenticity. It was more like touching a doorknob than actually touching a doorknob.
The next moment was a flash of chaos, a maelstrom of noise and light, countless touches and textures everywhere at once, over before she could react to any of it. Under her feet, she could hear the scrape of the gritty glitz, the glitzy grit of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty; she could see the sparkle and glitter of it spread out before her – not Eliot’s etherized patient awaiting dissection but a refulgent feast for her reeling senses.
HINT: In case of disorientation, amp your ’suit down and wait at least thirty seconds before attempting movement. Closing your eyes could result in vertigo. This message will be repeated as necessary.
She thought she might have made some kind of relieved noise as she stared at the setting marked decrease. In a few moments, all the settings on the ’suit had been re-adjusted to a more bearable level. Whoever had had this ’suit on last, she thought, had either been extremely jaded or suffering from some kind of overall sense impairment. Both, maybe.
Now that she could perceive her surroundings without being assaulted by them, Konstantin was dismayed to find that she didn’t seem to be anywhere near where Shantih Love had died. Instead, she was standing at the edge of an open area in the midst of a crowd of tall buildings festooned with enormous neon signs of a sort that had been popular seventy or eighty years before. Except for herself, there were no people, or at least none that she could see, and no sound except for a faint hum that might have come from the signs, or from some distant machine. Or possibly even some loose connection in the headmount, she thought sourly. It would be just her luck.
The buildings were dark, showing the scars of fires, bullets, and explosions, broken-out windows gaping like empty eye-sockets, but the signs were brilliant, impossibly vivid with shifting colors that melted and morphed like living ropes of molten light. There were no words that she could make out, only symbols that fell short of meaning anything to her. Somehow, though, that made the sight all the more captivating; she felt compelled to study every line, every bend and curve of every image, and finally managed to force herself to look away.
She was still feeling half-hypnotized when she saw a silvery figure standing in one of the open doorways. At first, she thought it was someone wearing – pretending to wear, she corrected herself – a skintight bio-suit but then the figure moved forward and she saw that its skin was the same color as the clothes it wore. The figure moved closer and she had to amend her perceptions: the figure was the same color as its clothing.
‘New in town?’ it sang, approaching with careful movements.
‘Maybe,’ she said, taking a step back.
‘Oh, you’re new, all right.’ The figure, which began to look more like it was made of mercury or chrome, gestured at something behind her. Konstantin turned to look.
The sight of the completely hairless and sexless creature in the dark glass made her jump; then she cringed with embarrassment. Since she had not chosen a persona, she was wearing a place holder. Her gaze darted around as she searched for the exit icon.
‘It’s not necessary to leave,’ the silvery figure said in its musical voice. Now that it was right next to her, Konstantin could see it was a sort of animated sculpture of a very tall and very young woman seemingly formed from softened platinum. Or something like it. ‘Pull down Central Stores and choose Wardrobe. Then just follow the directions.’
‘Oh. Thank you so much.’ Feeling awkward, Konstantin stuck out her hand. ‘I’m, uh, Dore. And you’re right. I’m new here.’
The silvery girl seemed unaware of her extended hand. ‘I am a pop-up-help-and-guide subroutine keyed to respond to situations and types of situations most often identified with new users of AR and/or post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty. I am also available on request. Pull down Help and ask for Sylvia.’
Konstantin started to thank her again but the girl pointed at something behind her. She turned around and found herself standing at a shiny white counter. The words TOUCH HERE FOR ASSISTANCE faded in on its surface, going from pale pink to blood red and back to pale pink before disappearing. Konstantin gingerly put a fingertip on the spot where she estimated the middle of the O in FOR had been.
‘Help you?’ said a hard-edged male voice. The short, plump man who appeared on the other side of the counter looked as if he were answering a casting call for a play about bank tellers in 1900. The green visor on his forehead cast a shadow that it made it hard to see anything of his eyes except reflected pinpoints of light.
‘Where’s the rest of your hat?’ Konstantin asked impulsively.
‘This is an eye-shade, not a hat,’ he replied, in that same sharp, almost harsh tone. ‘Its presence connotes items and equipment available to you in AR, some at a surcharge. Do you want to see a list: of items and equipment with their corresponding surcharges? These can also be itemized on the hardcopy printout of your receipt.’
‘I don’t know. Is a persona classified as an item or as equipment?’
‘Neither. A persona is a persona. Did you have someone in particular in mind or were you planning to construct one in here? Morphing services within AR are available for a surcharge. However, there is no extra charge if you have brought your own morphing utility with you. Except, of course, for any extra time that might be consumed by the morphing process.’
Konstantin found herself yawning. So far, her big AR adventure was turning out to be even more tiresome than the reality she was used to. ‘Does anybody really do anything in here besides listen to how much everything is costing them?’
‘First-time users are advised to take the orientation sequence. Usually in some location easier to navigate than a post-Apocalyptic scenario.’ His harsh voice sounded as bored as she felt.
‘I want out,’ she said. ‘Out of the whole thing, I mean. Exit. End it. Good-bye. Stop. Quit. Logging off. Is that enough or do I need a fucking thesaurus utility?’
Abruptly, she was staring at a blank illuminated screen. Her ’suit was in Suspend, she saw, but still active. Words began to crawl up the screen in a steady scroll.
Your time in your chosen AR location has been halted. Readings indicate a high level of tension and stress in a low-level situation. Generally this occurs when the user is confused or has not taken proper instruction in the use of AR. You may also be experiencing onset of an illness; you should seek the advice and, if necessary, treatment from a qualified health practitioner. It is also possible that you may be too fatigued to cope with an AR experience; if so, it is advisable that you terminate your on-line session and rest. In rare cases, AR has triggered episodes of psychomotor epilepsy or other seizure disorders in those persons who are susceptible or who may have ingested certain kinds of medications or drugs that put them at risk. Please be advised that although AR does not cause seizure disorders, it can cause the onset of symptoms of a pre-existing yet (until now) hidden disease. See your qualified health practitioner for advice and treatment. Do you wish to continue in AR, or do you wish to terminate the program and exit? Please choose one option and one option only.
She was about to tell it to terminate when she heard what sounded like a telephone ringing.
The words on the screen vanished and a new message appeared quickly, word by word. Realtime communication with you is being requested. Do you want to talk to the caller? Please answer yes or no.
‘Who is it?’ she asked automatically.
Secretarial services are extra.
‘Never mind,’ she groaned. ‘Put them on. I mean, yes.’
There was a click and she heard the familiar cartoony tones of Guilfoyle Pleshette. ‘What are you doing?’
‘I don’t know,’ Konstantin admitted.
‘Yeah, what I thought. Icons and passwords don’t do you a bit of good if you don’t know what you’re doing. That’s an advanced ’suit I put you in. It doesn’t carry a prefab for you. You got to bring your own.’
‘My own what?’ asked Konstantin, stumbling as she tried to keep up.
‘Your own persona. I thought the way you were talking about going on-line to see Body Sativa and all, you had one you wanted.’
‘I do.’
‘You don’t You don’t have one, you went in there blank. But if you got one in mind, I can help you out.’
‘Oh.’ Konstantin felt foolish.
‘So?’ Pleshette snapped after a long moment. ‘Do you have one in mind, and if you do, who is it?’
‘Uh, yeah. Shantih Love.’
Konstantin pictured Pleshette not batting an eye back in the real world. Or the outside world, whatever. ‘You want that with or without the cut throat?’
‘With,’ Konstantin said. ‘And I want a copy of the surveillance footage loaded into a subroutine I can run at will.’
‘You’re gonna run a sequence within a sequence?’
‘If it looks like it might get me some answers. I can do that, can’t I?’
‘Yeah, but it’s pretty expensive.’ Pleshette sounded both annoyed and worried. ‘We don’t get the feeds free from the network, you know. Who’s gonna pay for all of this on-line time and fun and games?’
‘You are,’ Konstantin said.
‘What?’
‘The good citizens of our fair city. Your tax dollars at work, that is.’
Pleshette’s laugh was low and hearty. ‘Not my tax dollars. I don’t pay taxes, not on my salary. You want to impress some taxpayers, catch some criminals in there and drag ’em out with you when you log off.’



EMPTY CUP [III]
Yuki wandered for what felt like hours, looking for a door out of the enormous indefinite place she was in, whatever it was supposed to be. The walls of the place were deceptively far away. Sometimes she thought she was drawing close to one of the tall windows only to find that the floor had somehow stretched under her feet, or rolled like a treadmill, and she was no closer.
Irritated, she looked around the edges of her vision for the exit icon. Time to pull the plug on this stupid excursion. What the hell, Tom was a big boy. Maybe he was even now living it up in some on-line resort. Or in hell, whichever he was in the mood for.
If you’re going, then go. Or admit you’re too curious now not to stay. Either way, commit. Remember that word? Or is it impossible now that you’re wearing Tom’s face?
‘I should be committed,’ she said aloud. She put a hand out to stop one of the vague people moving past her; it went through the vagueness without touching anything solid. ‘Great. How am I supposed to get out of here?’
The pocket at the bottom of the vest on the left side beeped. She unzipped it and found a folded map. Figures, she thought, glad there was no one to see her embarrassment. The front panel of the map showed a simple illustration of a rectangle with a stick figure inside. Next to it was a green dot marked EXIT. She laughed at herself. Of course – just ask. As Ash would have said, Some things are just too bone-simple for us real smart people.
The wall encircling the stone courtyard seemed to be infinitely large, with an infinite number of doors leading to various AReas (she groaned at the notation on the map). Yuki knew it was indefinite rather than infinite, but it was theorized that a person could starve to death before looking at every door – and legend had it that someone had, though legend was also hazy on where this had taken place, D.C., maybe (life was so cheap there, a whole different world, don’t you know) – it may as well have been infinite.
She consulted the map again and found that it had, very helpfully, set itself to a new page.
 
PREVIOUS ROUTE NEW ROUTE HELP & NEWS
 
Help & News? Maybe later. She ran a virtual finger across Previous Route.
User? The map wanted to know.
‘Tomoyuki Iguchi,’ she said carefully.
A cartoony yellow arrow appeared with Tom’s name on it; underneath, in smaller letters, was the terse command: See News.
She ran her thumb up the panel to the word News.
Iguchi, Tomoyuki: reassigned; deceased; occupied.
Yuki stared. She tried pressing News again; the words blinked but did not change, and there was no further information. Out of desperation, she pressed her fingertip on deceased. There was a brief pause before the words came up underneath.
1. Post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty; transferred Re-registered active; equipped
2. Post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty, homicide Unregistered active
‘What does this mean?’ Yuki asked the map, tapping the word transferred. The map didn’t answer. A cherub head suddenly materialized in front of her, floating just a bit higher than eye level.
‘Help you?’ the head asked cheerfully, wings fluttering. It was blue-eyed and pink-cheeked and looked absolutely thrilled to be there.
‘It says “transferred” here. What does that mean?’
The cherub head pursed its rosy lips thoughtfully. ‘Identity transferred on-line.’
‘What identity?’ Yuki demanded, all but screaming. ‘His name and appearance or his on-line character?’
‘One is the same as the other, on-line,’ replied the cherub, in a kindly voice.
‘But Tomoyuki Iguchi is his real name, not his on-line name.’
The head tilted to one side and winked cutely at her. ‘On-line names are real names. On-line.’
‘I know, but –’ Yuki paused and took a break. ‘Tomoyuki Iguchi was the off-line name of the person who called himself Tomoyuki Iguchi on-line. But he must also have had an on-line identity, another identity besides Tomoyuki Iguchi. What was it?’
The head tilted to the other side. ‘There’s no cross-referencing between any real and/or on-line name and any other real and/or on-line name.’
‘Then how do you prevent duplications?’
‘Duplications of what?’ the head asked her, looking honestly puzzled.
‘Appearances. Names. On-line identities.’
The cherub’s eyes twinkled. ‘There is none.’
Yuki hesitated. There was never any percentage in getting mad at a subroutine. ‘No, that can’t be right,’ she said after a long moment of not screaming. ‘There has to be some duplication going on. There is in real life.’
‘There is none in any life,’ the cherub announced with obvious joy. ‘There are always at least minute differences that distinguish one similar thing from another similar thing. They might not be immediately perceptible, but they are there.’
‘Are you trying to tell me it’s impossible for someone in here to duplicate someone else’s appearance, even if you copied every little detail?’
‘I am not trying. I did tell you.’
She considered yanking the cherub’s wings, lack of percentages notwithstanding. ‘What if I duplicated – exactly – this appearance, all the way down to the tiniest detail? What would be the difference between one and the other?’
‘Duration,’ the cherub said promptly.
‘Duration?’ Yuki echoed.
‘How long. Age. How old. Period in time, which is marked very precisely here. Billing, you know.’
‘Right,’ Yuki said, more to herself. ‘God forbid that someone gets away with a free half-second.’
‘A lot can happen in half a second,’ said the cherub, managing to look wise as well as cute now.
‘Is that so?’ Yuki sighed. ‘How do I find out someone’s duration?’
‘Ask that person.’
‘And if the person won’t tell me? Or lies about it?’
The cherub’s face puckered sorrowfully. Yuki could even see tears welling in the bright eyes. ‘Then you won’t know. Privacy in an unprivate world is a precious commodity.’
‘Then how do you know who to bill and how much?’ Yuki demanded. ‘Tell me that.’
‘I don’t know,’ the cherub said, happy again.
‘Why not?’
‘I don’t have to. I’m not the billing function.’
Yuki closed her eyes for a moment. ‘You’re a big help.’
‘Aw. Thank you.’ The cherub kissed the air between them and sent a small cluster of tiny red hearts at her. They disintegrated around her head in a silent explosion of sparkles as the cherub vanished. Cutesy help files; Yuki wondered whose idea that had been.
She looked down at the map again. What little information there was began and ended in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty. Maybe that was too simple-minded, but she would try it anyway. Maybe flashing Tom’s face around his last known location would stir something up. Maybe even raise the dead.
 
POST-APOCALYPTIC NOO YAWK SITTY
ENTRY POINT
Bureau of Tourism
 
Yuki looked from the sign to the map and back to the sign. Pressing the destination on the map should have delivered her right into post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty; instead, she was standing in a high-ceilinged hallway that dead-ended at this sign in front of her, and disappeared into indefinite shadows behind her.
‘You coming in?’ asked a voice that managed to sound both bored and impatient at the same time.
Yuki frowned at the sign, unsure if that was what was speaking to her. ‘I thought I was already in.’
‘You will be as soon as you complete the entry procedure,’ the voice said. It might have been female or male; like the vocalizer on her email service, it was indeterminate.
‘Isn’t it absurd for someplace that’s supposed to be post-Apocalyptic to have a tourist bureau?’
‘It’s absurd for someplace that’s supposed to be post-Apocalyptic to exist in a medium as technological and structured as Artificial Reality. You can stand there and talk philosophy and popular culture all day – I was developed by a frustrated philosopher and I’ve got conversation forever. But it’s all billable time, so think it over. How important is it for you to be right?’
‘Stop that and let me in,’ Yuki said, stung. Immediately, she was standing in an office, facing an androgyne dressed in something that suggested a collision between a military uniform and a dance costume from the Middle East. Yuki groaned.
‘Are you in pain?’ asked the androgyne, not pretending concern.
‘Ten million years of evolution and technology and the best anyone can come up with in artificial reality – where anything is possible – is a standard office situation.’
‘Oh, you’re in aesthetic pain.’ The androgyne sounded even more bored.
‘I just don’t think it’s right to charge for on-line time spent standing in an office. You don’t have to be in artificial reality to stand in some office.’
‘Indications were that you needed orientation.’ The androgyne looked heavenward and sighed. ‘Exhaustive studies have proven conclusively that orientation is best accomplished in very familiar and mundane surroundings that don’t distract from the essential information to be imparted.’
‘Ten million years of evolution and technology and we haven’t figured out a better way to convey essential information,’ said Yuki in disgust.
‘Agreed. I’m taking suggestions for something better. You first.’ The androgyne waited a beat. ‘Well, maybe another time. Here’s your map, here’s your catalog, here’s some icons to put in your catalog and get you started. You might want to take some time to look over all of that material. Orientation inventory is billed at a lower rate.’
‘Now I remember what I always hated most about AR,’ said Yuki, trying to hold on to items she couldn’t quite see clearly. ‘Every other word out of anyone’s mouth has something to do with billing rates.’
‘I didn’t realize you were here on a scholarship from a sugar daddy.’
Yuki had started to turn away with her vague bundles; now she turned back, frowning. ‘Um, exactly how is my time being billed?’
‘I don’t know. That’s not orientation,’ said the androgyne, leaning back in the chair with a rattle of beads. All the beads seemed to be cycling through a series of colors, except none were running the same series at the same rate. Yuki felt her eyes crossing and wondered why she hadn’t noticed this before. Or had all that color changing started at just that moment? She thought of Joy Flower.
The androgyne yawned noisily. ‘Next case.’
‘Wait. I mean, is this my account, or is someone else responsible financially?’
‘Don’t know.’
Yuki’s eyes were starting to hurt. ‘You don’t know who’s paying?’
‘Don’t you? Somebody must be, because you’re here, but that’s all I know. That’s all I have to know. Now, move over to a privacy area if you’re going to check your inventory, and if you’re not, just go.’
‘Aren’t you going to wish me a pleasant session or something?’
The androgyne raised gold-threaded eyebrows in mild surprise. ‘Why should I?’
‘So much for customer service,’ Yuki said. ‘Aren’t you supposed to make me happy so I’ll want to come back?’
‘You already want to come back. Everyone wants to come back. Everyone wants this, everyone needs it. Everyone’s happy.’ The androgyne shrugged.
‘A customer service module probably wouldn’t take up any more space than your boredom program,’ Yuki said. ‘And why are you an androgyne? Isn’t that kind of a stupid stereotype, being camped-up and bored?’
‘It would be as much a stereotype as a man or a woman. Did you want the suggestion box? Do away with stereotyping minor administration employees and clerks in dead-brain jobs? I’ve got several of those in the suggestion box to be forwarded.’ The androgyne held up a shoe box marked Suggestions. ‘They’re all from minor administrators and clerks in dead-brain jobs. What do you do for a living?’
Yuki shifted uneasily. ‘I’m an assistant.’
Apparently that wasn’t a trigger word. The androgyne put the box on the desk between them. ‘I’ll leave that there, in case you feel inspired before you exit. Anything else?’
‘No, uh –’ Yuki turned around, unsure of the direction she should take.
‘Follow the blue line on the floor,’ said the androgyne through a yawn. ‘It’ll take you to the nearest available privacy area.’
‘I still think your boredom program is offensive.’
‘It’s not a program. You think this is bad, you ought to see the show on low-speed access.’
Yuki had started to walk away; now she turned, intending to ask the androgyne what that last was supposed to mean and saw that somehow, a door had materialized between them. Exit Only! said the raised letters in the imitation wood. To reenter, log out and log in again. Below that, in smaller letters: Not for use as an information source or help file. Users are directed to consult help files in the appropriate handbook. Handbooks are available for an extra charge, plus a surcharge for indefinite reservation and custom annotation.
Yuki shrugged inwardly and followed the blue line on the floor until it dead-ended at a plain white empty cubicle with a built-in desk and chair. As soon as she sat down, an ad came up on the desktop advising her that she could reserve the same privacy area for repeated visits at a rate less than half of what it would cost her to reserve an address in a moderately popular AR city. Yuki leaned over and, without letting go of her items, swiped at the ad with one hand to erase it.
The map was a standard issue as far as she could tell. She spread it out on the desk and surveyed the overview of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty. Major landmarks and exits were noted, along with trauma treatment sites – legend had it that the Sitty was not for the squeamish, though she suspected this was more hype than help – but there were a number of vague, clouded areas on the map. Because, said the sell-line running along the bottom, you don’t want us to tell you EVERYTHING, do you!
Don’t I just. She ran a finger over the settings icon in the bottom right-hand corner. There it was – high-speed access. She puzzled over it. She’d never heard of high-speed access. Multiple levels of access, yes, but not multiple speeds. What if she tried to change the setting?
But that particular setting wasn’t accessible, she found. Somehow it had been bundled into her account as a fixed feature.
She turned her attention to the route-planner and tried to program it for Tomoyuki Iguchi’s previous route. There was a long pause, and then the same notation came up, about Tom’s transfer of on-line identity and decease.
‘So what,’ she growled at the map. ‘He’s deceased online so I can’t follow the previous route taken by this user-name?’ She stabbed the word route with one finger and an explanation popped up out of the map to hang in the air before her at eye level.
Deceased routing not saved; information erased.
Yuki poked deceased. ‘Where did he become deceased? You should be able to tell me that.’
The explanation box morphed into an arrow and touched the map on the shoreline on the west side of the Sitty.
‘Okay. That’s where I want to go. First destination, select.’
A small animation of a sausage rotating over a flame blossomed on the spot. Hot Link. Yuki rolled her eyes. Another thing she had not liked much about artificial reality was the penchant for terrible puns. She started to fold the map; it emitted a sharp buzzing noise and she opened it up again. A word balloon popped up and hung over the map for a few moments. REMINDER!! Only THREE Hot Links permitted PER SESSION!!
‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ she muttered, folding the map. God forbid anyone should use billable time too efficiently to run up a big tab. Yuki examined the catalog and the icons. One was a ticket of admission to something, probably a club. The words Admit One: ALL Hours had been done as a flashing multi-colored neon tubing on a plastic rectangle the size of the real Waxx24 admittance cards that Ash collected with regularity.
There were also two circular pieces slightly larger than the palm of her hand. She knew those were tokens for some conveyance – flying submarine, underground plane, or even a warp booth, if she could find the right kind. One token to go on and one to return, saving much billable time, of course. Very considerate. She tucked those and the club ticket into the catalog. The other three items were museum-quality reproductions of old-style lottery tickets – you asked a question and then scraped off a colored surface material to reveal the answer. You might get a right answer, a cryptic hint, a dunno, or the coveted one-in-a-trillion jackpot of all questions answered for free.
She let them all fall into the icon catalog, which she zipped back into the vest pocket. Maybe she would even think quickly enough to use some of them.
That’s really why you don’t like AR, isn’t it – because you can’t usually think fast enough to get a decent run out of it.
She tried to shove the thought away. AR was for people who were too scared to take chances in real life, and anyone with any sense knew that. AR was for people like Tom Iguchi, who would rather pursue a nonexistent Grail through an imaginary world than try to sustain a real life in a real place, where things sometimes took years to develop rather than nanoseconds, and where you couldn’t save your place, rewind, and re-do a sequence when you goofed up.
Which begs the question, why are you bothering with him?
‘Oh, who wants to know?’ she muttered aloud, and then winced with alarm. Getting twitchy already. She picked up the map and touched the Hot Link.
Yuki stood in the middle of a wide, six-lane street, squinting out over a body of water in the late afternoon sun. Shiny particles in the broken, ruined pavement sparkled and glittered, as if the streets of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty were paved with crushed diamonds. Perhaps they were, or at least this one was. It was also studded with clumps of car and building wreckage that made her think of teepees. Otherwise, there were no signs of any kind of life.
So was this it – the big, bad Sitty? Where was all the post-Apocalyptic glamour everybody was always raving about? Or was modern life so absurdist now that abandoned ruins from the last century were the bleeding edge of this-minute fashion?
The sun seemed to be stuck where it was in the sky, later than afternoon but not twilight yet. She looked around and then jumped, startled – a skinny kid, maybe eleven years old, had materialized on her right. He was grimy in a way that suggested repeated showers wouldn’t have helped and his peculiar silvery-grey hair had been cut at various times in various places with various cutting implements. The expression on his face was nothing like a child’s and it wasn’t just the very light blue eyes. Their hue was so pale that they were actually more tinged than truly blue.
‘Who are you?’ she asked as he studied her with one hand to his chin. Like a little old man, Yuki thought. There was a flicker; he was holding a butterfly knife so that she could see the reflection of Tom’s wide eyes in the blade. One of them suddenly closed in a sly wink and her mouth dropped.
‘You don’t remember your old buddy Nick the Schick? What’s the matter, Iggy, you on drugs?’ The boy lowered the knife, frowning. ‘Are you Iggy?’
‘Do I look like Iggy?’ Yuki asked him, trying to sound lofty instead of spooked.
‘Just like him,’ said Nick the Schick. ‘But you sure don’t act like him. And you don’t smell like him, either.’
‘Smell?’ Yuki tilted her head, skeptical. ‘You can smell me in here?’
‘You pay extra, but it’s always worth it. But I don’t pay extra to be around someone who keeps saying shit like “in here” or “out there.” I don’t come here to get my illusion ruined.’
‘And where do you go for that?’
Nick the Schick stuck out his tongue and licked the flat of the blade. ‘I could show you, but what would be in it for me?’ He tossed the knife into the air with a flick of his wrist. It spun around and came down to land handle-first on the back of his hand. A moment later he snatched it away, as if he thought she might try to take it; the movement was quick, but not so quick that she didn’t see an ornate logo reading SCHICK on the ice blue handle. He started to make another movement but she put a hand on his arm.
‘Save it. I saw the handle on that thing. Where would little pokes like you be without the subsidies?’ To her own ears she sounded more bitter than sarcastic.
He pulled away from her, swaying and nodding his head to some rhythm that only he could hear. ‘What about it? They don’t make me sing and dance over it, I just give good value and get good icon. No different than if I was top chop in the shop.’
‘You’re a walking ad.’
‘Icon,’ the Schick insisted. He twirled the knife one-handed, passing it through his fingers with a dexterity that was no doubt part of the package. If the right advertiser got ahold of you, you could do pretty well in AR. Although they only approached you if you were already pretty good anyway. Potentiate. She remembered that from an old course on jargon. Got to be a good potentiator. ‘Someday you could check in here and find the Nick the Schick icon is the one everyone wants for their cat.’
‘What will be you be an icon for?’
He hooted laughter up at the sky. ‘What do you mean, what for? Who wouldn’t want to be an icon?’
‘I don’t mean why. I mean, for what. What would I get from you if you were an icon?’
The kid hesitated for what felt like a very long time. ‘Ack-sess,’ he said finally. ‘Big ack-sess.’
‘Access to what?’
‘The soon-to-be-legendary Nick the Schick level. What else?’ The kid made a complicated flourish with the knife, drawing a shiny chrome line that hung in the air for a few moments before twinkling out of existence.
‘Nice effect,’ Yuki said sincerely. ‘But what’s on this soon-to-be-legendary Nick the Schick level?’
‘Nothing. Yet. But someday, it could be the next level everyone’ll want to go to.’ He gestured at her with the knife. ‘That the highest speed you can get on your rig today?’
‘I don’t know. Why? What’s the big deal over high speed?’
The boy held up his left hand, palm outward. ‘Can you see this?’ An impossibly colorful animated cobra reared up on the boy’s skin. A moment later, the flat, hooded head lunged forward out of plane and stopped a few centimeters short of her nose.
‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I can see that.’
‘Well, you can’t at low speed. The faster you go, the more you know.’
‘Sounds fancy,’ Yuki said. ‘So how does someone go fast in here?’
‘If you’re gonna try to tell me that you didn’t get no hot shot before you came in here, I’m gonna let me cobra bite you.’ The cobra snapped back into his palm. She thought of the sting at the back of her neck. All right, she had understood that was some kind of injection, and she had figured it would be some kind of stimulant. But she didn’t feel terribly speedy.
‘They say you get going fast enough, you can find the Out Door. Somebody said they thought you did that.’ He took on a studiedly casual air. ‘So, how about it? Can you get higher? Did you do it already? Did you get anything new when you did?’
‘Aren’t you supposed to buy that information?’ Yuki asked him.
He laughed. ‘Okay. You’re Iggy. Or an acceptable replacement.’
Acceptable replacement. The words echoed in her mind. What eleven-year-old talked like that? None, of course. Kids couldn’t access this kind of AR … could they? Yuki felt a vague nausea pass through her like a warning sign. ‘How’d you decide that?’
The boy snorted and then stared at her incredulously. ‘You really don’t know what you’re doing.’
‘So? When has that stopped anyone from doing anything, any time, anywhere?’
‘You just pricked a destination on a map, right?’ He nodded, answering his own question. ‘Sure. Still got the map?’
Yuki shrugged, adjusting the vest importantly.
‘Well, take it out, I’m not gonna steal it. It won’t work for me, it’s keyed to you.’
‘Oh.’ Yuki took the map out and unfolded it, holding it at waist level so they could both look at it.
‘Yeah, you just pricked on location. You didn’t specify anything else – time of day, mode, module. I mean, the default module is General if you don’t choose one, but there’s no defaults for time and mode, you have to set those. So where you are now is the sample set.’
She nodded. ‘Okay. I didn’t know.’ She looked at him sideways. ‘What’s your excuse?’
‘I was about to go party and I saw you pop in, so I waited to see what you were gonna do. I thought you were Iggy.’
‘Iguchi Tomoyuki. In other words.’
‘Yeah. So, what’s the take-up with this? You’re a real Jap and he wasn’t?’
She found his kidney on the first try. ‘This time, I’ll pretend you hiccuped after the first syllable of “Japanese” so I didn’t hear the rest of the word. But just this time.’
He rubbed his lower back. ‘You know, there’s plenty that disable the pain option on my hotsuit. I coulda. I don’t come in here to get hurt the way some of ’em do.’
‘How generous of you, to take such a chance. Of course, if you happen to hurt someone whose pain option isn’t disabled, your ’suit automatically restores yours at the same level and allows you to share the sensation immediately. Everyone knows that. How stupid did you think I was?’
The kid shrugged and twirled his knife again. They came to another cross street, where the wreckage of two cars, sans wheels, stood on end, leaning against each other in an impossibly balanced A-shape. Yuki stifled a laugh. ‘The ruins of one civilization become the ornaments of the next.’
Nick the Schick gave her a wary look. ‘You are most definitely not Iggy. That shit would never occur to him.’ Pause. ‘Well, I don’t think it would, anyway.’ He went over to the abandoned building on the diagonal corner from them, stood on tiptoe to reach as high as he could, and drove the knife into the dirty stone.
The knife went through easily; the kid sawed his way down from the top of his reach to a point about a foot from the ground, and then took the cut sideways for a couple of yards. Then he reached down and pulled up the corner he had just cut in the wall as if it were a piece of paper. In the roughly triangular space that had opened, Yuki could see pavement shining wetly, reflecting nighttime neon colors. ‘Care to use my entrance?’
‘Sure,’ she said, stepping forward. He put one leg through the hole so that he was straddling both sides, holding the flap of building up for her.
‘I’ll go first,’ he said smugly. ‘Just in case.’
She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting – music, lights, colors, a one-million-piece marching symphony orchestra conducted by a giant purple rabbit – even just a one-note chime signaling a change in status or location. Instead the passage from one area to another was so uneventful, it threw her completely off balance. She staggered back and hit the wall with her shoulder blades. It was brick on this side and the impact made her wince; it felt more real than any other wall she had ever met.
‘Watch the vertigo,’ she heard the kid tell her, his voice faint as if he were already far away from her. She started to push herself away from the wall and found two strong arms encircling her neck and shoulders from behind. She looked down; the arms had the brick-and-mortar texture of the wall they had come out of, though they felt like living, hard-muscled flesh.
‘And what’s your hurry, Bright Eyes?’ said a gravelly voice close to her ear.
‘Let go,’ she said, wincing. The brick-textured skin scraped like sandpaper.
‘Where’s your ticket for admission?’ There was a gargled laugh. ‘Everybody wants to come in here, love-lady, but that’s just not allowed.’
The kid reappeared, balancing the knife point down on his index finger again. What a show-off, she thought, irritated. ‘You do have a ticket, don’t you, Iggy?’
She worked the catalog out of her vest pocket and opened it up. The card that said Admit One: All Hours floated up in front of her face, flashing on and off with a new message: WELCOME TO WAXX24. Ash would kill her if he ever found out, Yuki thought, trying not to feel smug in spite of everything. Ash would kill her and then die himself. One of the brick hands plucked the card out of the air.
‘And now, a tip for the conscientious doorman,’ rasped the wall into her ear, sending a wave of chilly goose bumps over the back of her neck. ‘The conscientious doorman who keeps all that wretched refuse from the golden door. The conscientious doorman would be me.’
Nick the Schick flipped his knife into the air, where it made several full revolutions in slo-mo before sliding down through the air to rest its point on his index finger again. ‘Sorry, but you got to give it a token from your cat.’
‘Did you know this would happen?’ Yuki managed to choke out.
The kid smiled. ‘Guess you’re pretty green after all. Don’t worry, you buy it back on the black market.’
She wanted to ask what would happen if she refused this generous offer, except she couldn’t seem to get enough breath for it. The catalog pages flipped; the transportation token levitated off a page, told her Bye-bye! in a squeaky little voice, and disappeared into the brick hand. The hand patted her on the head good-naturedly and let her go.
Yuki moved quickly out of reach, but nothing came after her. The wall was just a wall again; there was no outline or pattern that suggested arms or any other body parts. ‘It took one of my travel tokens,’ she complained to the kid, who was still laughing at her. ‘What in hell does a goddam brick wall want with a travel token?’ She waited; the kid laughed some more. ‘Well?’
‘Maybe it’s gonna become a travel agent?’ the Schick offered with a giggle.
She moved away from him and consulted the map. ‘Okay, where am I now? Where is this Waxx24 place?’ But she had forgotten the kid as soon as she had opened the map again. It had changed – it looked as though some sort of overlay had been added to give it more detail. She was on a side street near the six-lane highway paralleling the shore, not far from where she had entered at first, on the abandoned street under the stalled sun. But the street was no longer abandoned and there was no sun at all in the black sky. For all she knew, there never had been one here. But it wasn’t just the unending night that made everything look out of whack.
There was something funny with movement here, movement and perception. She looked up at a vintage neon-tube sign formed into a green palm tree next to a fuchsia ankh. When she turned away, both tree and ankh bled streams of color across her field of vision.
‘Hey.’ A sharp poke in her kidney. ‘Are you still here, or did you already ass-end to a new level of existence? And if you did, why didn’t you take your old friend Nick the Schick, without whom you wouldn’t have been able to find the hottest club level in the universe in the first place?’
She ignored the kid and looked down at herself. Tom’s body was unhurt; there was just a little brick powder on his sleeves. She brushed it away, dusted off her gloved hands, and glared at the wall. ‘Stupid,’ she whispered, meaning herself. The only way anything happened to you here was if you let it; she knew that as well as the most addicted die-hard AR fanatic knew it. Allowing yourself to be fooled into buying the illusion was a big sign of even bigger weakness. You looked out for yourself here because nobody else would, and judging from what bits Tom had told her, and what she had seen, nobody did.
She turned to say something to the kid but he was gone. Down at the end of the street, where it opened onto the defunct road, she could see a burning clump of wreckage and a lot of foot traffic, not all of it human, or even humanoid. She moved down the alley, willing herself to stroll casually, as if she did this all the time. A little ways from the corner, some movement on her right caught her eye. She dared a quick glance and then jumped, startled.
Across the street, her reflection in the grimy, streaked store window stared back at her. Or rather, Tom’s reflection. She didn’t think she would ever get used to seeing someone else’s reflection. Even the expression on the face was all wrong; it didn’t look anywhere near as frightened as she actually felt.
Reflection? She moved one hand toward her lapel. In the filthy glass, one hand also moved toward the lapel except that it didn’t do it quite at the same moment. It wasn’t much of a delay. Less than a second. Less than half a second, less than half a half a second, and probably even less than that. Yes, she was very sure it was less than a mere one-sixteenth of one second. In the outside world where she would have much preferred to be at the moment, a delay so minuscule would have gone completely unnoticed. But she was in here now and something had pumped up her senses to a range several levels of magnitude beyond what should have been possible. Even in here, she realized with a minor chill.
She turned to face the glass directly, drew herself up, and made a formal bow. The reflection did exactly the same in the fast glimpse she had as she bent forward. At the lowest point of the bow, she lifted her head very slightly and looked. The image in the window was also sneaking a look, with the difference that the face was grinning broadly at her.
Yuki jumped back with a cry. It was as if a giant, cold fist had clutched her stomach. Tom’s reflection laughed and shook its head, moving both hands in front of itself in a negating gesture. Telling her not to be afraid, she supposed, feeling foolish but at the same time, still shaky. Images, she kept telling herself, all images, light dancing on the retina, producing illusions with the help of that unregenerate old collaborator the brain. Easy to say, even easy to think, but it didn’t make certain things any less startling to see before you, even when you knew the mechanics of everything that was going on.
Tom’s reflection was still laughing as it straightened up and walked toward her.
If it walks out of the glass into the street, Yuki thought, I’ll drop down dead.
But the image went only as far as it would have been able to go if it had been a real person standing on the other side of a window. It beckoned to her, the grin turning sheepish. Yuki looked around to see if anyone else was catching this, but she was still alone. Cautiously, she approached the glass, still watching for some sign that the image could burst out of its medium, and stopped a yard away, ready to run.
‘Oh, for cryin’ out,’ said Tom’s image. ‘What’s your snarl?’
‘Who are you?’ she asked him.
‘Now, who do I look like?’
‘Nobody,’ she snapped.
Tom’s image put a hand over its heart. Or heart area. ‘You cut me with that one, Yuki. You cut me bad. And after all we’ve meant to each other.’
Her eyes narrowed. ‘Tom Iguchi is missing and presumed dead. In here.’
‘But not in here, not through the old looking-glass.’ The image gestured behind him. ‘And for that matter, not where you are, either. You’re Tom now.’
‘Not really. Everyone who knows him knows I’m not. Who are you?’
The image moved an inch or two closer to the glass. ‘It’s me, Yuki. It is me, it’s Tom.’
The voice had sobered, the teasing note gone from it. ‘Really?’ she asked, warily.
He nodded. ‘Well, not really. But it is me.’
Yuki glowered at him. ‘I’ll take a hammer to this thing. Then where will you be?’
‘You don’t have a hammer. The best you can do is a travel icon and a couple of lottery tickets. Listen to me, I don’t have much time here. I’m piggy-backing for the moment and it won’t be long before someone notices the extra energy expenditure isn’t balanced.’
‘What am I supposed to do?’ Yuki asked. ‘And where are you?’
‘I don’t know exactly.’
Yuki was exasperated. ‘How can you not know?’
‘I don’t know that, either. But I need your help to get out of here all the same.’
‘But you don’t know where it is. Where you are.’
‘No.’
She blew out a breath of mock relief. ‘Okay. I was just checking. For a minute I was afraid that it might make sense.’
‘Do you know anything about Old Japan?’ Tom asked her suddenly, all but blurting it out. ‘True Japan, I mean.’
Yuki looked up briefly. The stretch of dark sky above her was completely devoid of stars. Of course. ‘What has that got to do with anything?’
‘They’re bringing Japan back. That’s what they say they’re doing, anyway.’
She laughed. ‘Who’s “they”? Any relation to “them”?’
Tom’s hands pressed hard against the glass; his palms whitened. ‘I swear, if I could reach you, I’d shake you till your brains rattled, even if you do look like me on a good day.’
Yuki brushed imaginary lint off her shoulder. ‘I’m sure that would help a lot.’
‘Just listen. I have a catalog hidden under the name Shantih Love.’
‘Is that the name of the catalog?’ Yuki asked him.
‘No. It’s one of my avatars in here.’
She laughed again. ‘And what are you in here, some kind of Bombay elephant demigod?’
‘It’s the name I had when I was murdered.’
‘You haven’t been murdered. You’re here, with me. Like me and my shadow.’
Tom beckoned to her and she moved closer to the glass. ‘Listen, will you? Things got serious. It was just supposed to be a game, that’s all it was ever supposed to be. The tokens, the icons, that was all supposed to be just status crap, like having someone on the door of one of those clubs Ash is always going to –’
‘They have them in here, too,’ Yuki said.
He seemed not to have heard her. ‘– just game stuff, that’s all. Performance art at the very most. Flash the icons, claim you’re fast, claim you’re the new buzz and you can show them how to shoot the curl. And they let you, because it’s all true and they’re never gonna let you out. Someone’s gotten to like it there, and it isn’t you.’ He stopped and shrugged. ‘I sold Shantih Love off. I scraped up enough residue so the buyer could get my name and wear it under the Shantih Love form. It got him killed. In here and out there.’
Yuki sighed. ‘Are you plundering old scenarios and trying to sell them to cinemas again?’
‘I’m not telling you a scenario, this isn’t cinema. It’s real, goddammit.’
‘Big talk for a reflection.’
‘Stop it. You don’t know. You’re running around in here on high speed and you don’t have the faintest idea of what you’ve flashed into.’
‘Why don’t you tell me, then?’ She crossed her arms – his arms? – and in the glass, she saw Tom start to follow her movement. Then he caught himself and pushed his arms straight down by his sides, looking annoyed.
‘You don’t know how fast you’re going, do you? You’re running real hot, Yuki, and I got to tell you, you can’t do that forever. It ages you. You can age twenty years here in one night. They let you have my appearance because they know you’re full Japanese. She sent you in here –’
‘She who?’ asked Yuki.
‘Joy Flower. Who else?’ Tom’s mouth curved down bitterly and she felt her own mouth copy his expression without her willing it, and without her being able to stop it. ‘You want to know all about that, the world’s best kept secret? Yes, I was one of Joy’s Boyz, and yes, I liked it, and yes, she used me. Because I was full Japanese.’
‘Really,’ Yuki said. ‘I thought she used you because you were male.’
He laughed. ‘In here, you can get better than anything out there. Nobody really cares about sex anymore, Yuki –’
Speak for yourself, she thought bitterly.
‘– no one cares about ecstasy, drugs, or going to heaven. But everyone – every-fucking-body-and-soul – wants god-hood.’
Yuki shook her head slightly, puzzled.
‘Power, dammit. Power. Power to do. Power over. Over ideas, over thoughts, over all living things.’
Yuki waited. ‘And?’ she prompted finally.
‘What do you mean, and?’ he fairly shouted. ‘And the sun set slowly in the west. And the Red Death held sway over all. And they all went to heaven in a little rowboat. Except people like you and me, we get –’
In the next moment, Tom was gone and she was staring at a regular-style reflection. Or as regular-style as a reflection in Artificial Reality could be, considering it wasn’t really a reflection of something that wasn’t really there in the first place. Or was it? Maybe reflections were sort-of reflections, subroutines dumbed-clown to the point of the AR version of an autonomic reflex –
She shook her head again. Sometimes thinking was like struggling through a briar patch, getting caught on every little sticker and thorn, and having to disengage each one individually. Curbing her impatience, she stood in front of the glass and tried to will Tom to come back. Could he still see her from where he was now? Or had he not actually left and was just mimicking her movements with an almost supernatural precision?
She moved closer so that her nose would have been pressed against the glass, or nearly so, and looked herself in the eyes. Or looked Tom’s eyes in the eyes. Artificial eyes; after staring into them for almost a minute, she stepped back. The longer she gazed into them, the more lifeless they seemed, as if the humanity were draining out. But draining out of what? The reflection? The illusion that was causing the reflection? Or the person observing it – namely, herself?
Maybe she shouldn’t try to know that one if she wanted to remain intact, she thought uneasily.
She became aware, then, that a strange silence had fallen over her, as if all sound had been damped down and obliterated. Someone listening? She looked up.
An enormous chrome flying saucer was hovering above the alley. Yuki’s mouth dropped open. Now she could sense something that she could describe to herself only as the opposite of sound waves, and it was definitely coming from the thing overhead. As she stared at it, a ring of bright lights lit up in a circle around the bottom centerpoint of the saucer. The lights moved separately, sending long cones of light in all directions. Yuki watched, wondering if this was only more Sitty flash or some other traveler’s idea of a tour bus.
The silence seemed to suck hard at her and then it was gone. The saucer was moving on, toward the trafficway, where people were shouting and screaming in delight at the thing’s approach. Some impulse made Yuki trot along under it, pacing it, and one of the spotlights moved with her, lighting the area directly in front of her.
Coming out of the alley, she could see that the UFO was larger than she had thought. The crowd that had gathered, stretching up and down the trafficway as far as the eye could see, spilling onto the beach and into the water, covered nearly as much area on the ground as the saucer did in the air. The chrome hull reflected far fewer people than appeared on the street, however. Was there really that much filler on the street, or were only the elite reflected in a flying saucer hull? If so, what kind of elite did you have to be?
Yuki walked in a slow zigzag, trying to see if the saucer reflected her, too, but she just couldn’t seem to find herself – or Tom’s image, rather – anywhere along the chrome. Maybe the distortion was too extreme for her to see herself. And if she did, would she see Tom signal her, as she had seen him do before? Or did his abrupt disappearance mean that he couldn’t appear safely even as a reflection?
But come on, how safe or unsafe was AR in the first place? What kind of danger could anyone possibly be in? Aside from suffering from racing thoughts –
She concentrated on moving farther into the crowd, making her way through the virtual bodies and trying to keep an eye on the saucer. She had a sense of something about to happen. The atmosphere seemed to thrum with it.
Nice effect – wonder how they do it, she thought, and then tried to be at least slightly abashed at her own cynicism. Tom used to tell her she was far too cynical to enjoy the illusions of AR even as mere entertainment.
I feel sorry for you cynics, he would say. Because cynics know the price of everything and the value of nothing.
Maybe so, Tom, but if you don’t know your own price, how can you be sure of your values? She would always laugh when she said it, so he wouldn’t know how much that price-of-everything-value-of-nothing crack stung her.
There was a sudden roar on the other side of the crowd; a large midnight-blue woman was levitating toward the saucer. No, not levitating – the saucer was pulling her up to it. She spread her arms and shook her overdone mass of white hair joyfully. When she reached the saucer, she passed directly through the chrome and vanished.
Yuki waited, standing perfectly still, for one of the spotlights to fall on her. If they were looking for her, or Tom, or both, then she would make it as easy as possible for them and get it over with.
But no pull came, even though the spotlights swept over her and even paused on her upturned face briefly, not just once but several times. After a bit, she got bored and turned away to try forging a path out of the crowd and on to somewhere else. Wasn’t she supposed to be in Waxx24 anyway? If this was it, it was neither clever nor exciting. She would have to tell Ash that he wasn’t missing anything, that he was better off frequenting the real club. At least there you could buy drinks.
And it was as if her thought of Ash had flipped a switch somewhere because suddenly, there he was, just a little over an arm’s length away from her. She knew him immediately, there was no mistaking his appearance. Same old Ash – fancy eyes, a cloud of pale-gold, fairy-tale hair, clothes from one of the Romance designers, a fluffy shirt and satin trousers, soft boots. If you listened closely, you could probably hear hearts breaking all over the Sitty. It was the sort of thing that must have reinforced his vanity, to make him come here looking exactly as he did in –
But of course he looked just as he did out there. The realization was a wordless thump that she could not quite characterize as a shock, and yet felt like more than mere surprise to her. Ash looked like Ash because he was out there. He wasn’t in AR with her. He was at the actual, physical club and somehow, so was she. By projection, or something they wouldn’t call projection but probably was. Whoever they were.
She moved quickly to stand directly in front of him and understood right away that he couldn’t see her, was totally unaware of her presence. But obviously he could see the saucer – he was standing there and not only gazing up at it but waving both arms over his head, signaling, begging it to take him. Just like a lot of other club-goers, she saw.
So how the hell did this virtual club thing work? Was Waxx24 more of a level than a location in here? And how could she make contact with Ash, was it even possible?
She pulled out the catalog and removed one of the lottery tickets. It had electric pink question marks printed over a background of bright metallic blue, with a gold-flake circle in the center. ‘Tell me how to communicate with someone out there who is visible to me in here.’
The lottery ticket made a throat-clearing noise. ‘Must be in the form of a question,’ a male voice admonished her.
Yuki groaned. ‘How can I contact someone out there visible to me in here?’
There was a brief pause. ‘Touch the gold circle and see what you’ve won!’ said a different and much happier male voice.
She did so and a pink balloon sprang up in front of her like a severely overstuffed jack-in-the-box.
Saw someone you LIKED? Want to know MORE? Making contact is SIMPLE, EASY, and FUN!!!! First, signal your choice by placing one hand on your target’s shoulder, just as if you were going to turn her or him around to talk to you! You will see A VERY SPECIAL EFFECT, which alerts the LUCKY TARGET that she or he has been CHOSEN BY ONE OF THE ELITE!!!! There will follow a short wait while your target is prepared for contact, assuming consent has been given (and why wouldn’t it!!!!). You’ll meet your new friend in a PRIVATE CHAT BOOTH and what goes on in there is no concern of ANYONE’S!!!! We only urge you to observe SAFE practices and UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES GIVE ANYONE, no matter how dreamy or attractive, your PERSONAL ID CODE or YOUR PASSWORD!!!! Right? Right!!!! Best of luck – and remember, book early and EXTEND THE RUSH!!!!!
Yuki shook her head. Wow!!!! Thanks!!!! She moved closer to Ash and made to touch him on the shoulder.
She couldn’t feel him at all, but it didn’t matter. Evidently she had done it right. A long stream of what looked like a river, or footage of a river, shot out from his shoulder. Ash’s face lit up with a joy Yuki associated only with children or lunatics. Grinning ecstatically, he watched as it circled them once and shot upward to the saucer overhead. He raised his face to it and Yuki was startled to see there were tears in his eyes. Thank you, he mouthed, raising his arms like a gospel singer in full voice. Yuki wasn’t sure whether it was the proximity or the fact that Ash was her particular choice, but now she could feel the effect of the levitation ray or whatever it was plucking Ash off the ground and into the air. His dangling feet sailed past her virtual nose and she understood that whatever had ahold of him was highly stimulating in the pleasantest way. Waxx24 certainly looked after its elite custom. They were making sure her lucky chosen friend stayed feeling lucky, chosen, happy, and receptive.
‘Yuck,’ she said aloud, but quietly. Being a prude was, as she had been told again and again by various people, including Ash, not something she should advertise widely. Of course, the fact that she was at odds with everyone else, especially Ash, as to what constituted prudery was always skipped over, so she had given up, accepted the fact that by standards she couldn’t seem to escape or alter she was a raving, flaming prude and left it at that. But now she was going to have to deal with a highly stirred-up Ash, and she could only hope that the sight of Tom’s face, coupled with the revelation that she was behind the image would serve as a cold shower for him.
The person behind Ash, a tall, husky black woman in a very old-fashioned gangster-style zoot suit from the last century, looked up at the saucer and tipped her fedora as she, too, began to lift into the air. Yuki looked around; there was no one that she could see near the woman. The elite invisible to each other? Strange, she thought; also strange that there had been no sign of the VERY SPECIAL EFFECTS!!!! that had accompanied her choosing Ash. And while she was wondering this and that, why was she down on the street instead of up in the saucer? Was she going to be airlifted too? When? What the hell was going on? And if the elite really were invisible to each other, how was it she and Nick the Schick –
She was standing in a small room no larger than a closet, furnished with one small round table and two efficient padded chairs. She sat down and took out the map. A new overlay had been added to tell her that she was now on the saucer. Or that the saucer was now included on her level. The notations seemed to hint at both without confirming one way or the other. She put the map down on the table and ran her hands over the back of the chair. Lots of padding there; good, comfortable padding under smooth, cool cloth. Did they have virtual upholsterers in AR, she wondered, and if so, what kind of training did that require? And did they have virtual upholstery testers as well, people whose job it was to go around feeling the furniture, sitting on it, standing on it, using it any and every way imaginable to check for that authenticity of sensation that made every tactile impression more vivid than it could ever be out there, more real than real.
Ash would probably like that job. Or any job like it. AR designer, AR tester. Maybe tester more than designer. Like the sort of thing you dreamed about when you were a kid, consumer tester for Toyz U Krave, or whatever the company was called. Or not like it, really, the same thing exactly, just different props.
Sensations more real than real. She was beginning to understand why Ash and Tom spent so much time in AR. The more time you spent in a rig like this, the paler reality must seem when you came out of it. She had never spent a whole lot of time in AR in the past, other than the occasional amusement park expedition with friends. Ride a roller coaster – safely. Drive in a demolition derby – safely. Parachute out of an airplane – safely. Jump out of an airplane without a parachute and fly like a bird – safely. There were more constructive kinds of things, like overcoming phobias, but that was basically an amusement park installation with an enormous medical bill attached.
The sensations provided by the amusement park attractions were pretty authentic, vivid enough to fool you for a few seconds at least, and would certainly keep you amused for the whole time. But it wasn’t like this. This was under her skin. She could all but feel the nerve endings closest to the surface of her fingers responding to the stimuli, absorbing it all greedily and demanding more. Now there was some map text she could write: You, too, can become a SENSATION JUNKIE!!!! in LESS THAN ONE DAY!!!! It’s so EASY!!!! you don’t even have to TRY!!!!
‘Oh, for chrissakes.’
She looked up; Ash was sitting at the table, disgust large on his face.
‘Hello, Ash. I didn’t hear you come in. What took you so long?’
‘Don’t call me that, I’m rotating names now. What took me – well, hey, I ran all the way. So what the hell do you call this?’
‘Waxx24, the next dimension?’ she guessed.
‘I know that. I mean, what the hell are you doing here? They won’t let me in forever and when they finally do, it’s because you told them to? Shit. There is no God and this is the proof.’
‘Ash, this is not what you think –’
‘Don’t call me that.’
‘I don’t know what else to call you. Why’d you change your name?’
‘Rotating. I’m rotating names.’
‘Why?’
He leaned forward, as if that would actually make the conversation more private. ‘In case they have “Ash” on a permanent-exclude checklist.’
Yuki sighed. ‘Well, I’m not Tom,’ she said, slowly, trying to figure out how to phrase things. She had a sinking feeling that whatever she said was going to sound stupid or crazy or both.
‘You’re not Tom?’ Ash folded his arms on the table and scrutinized her through half-closed eyes. ‘If you’re not Tom, then who could you be, which up-to-now-hidden-from-public-knowledge, completely-pathetic-basket-case-of-misplaced-passion-and-wasteful-idolatry could you possibly be?’
Yuki hesitated. ‘I guess you don’t recognize me with my daikon radish characteristics all covered up.’
Ash seemed to freeze in place, like an old-fashioned cinematic that had jammed. A warning bell chimed in Yuki’s mind, but the moment passed even before she could start to think about what might be wrong. Ash unfroze and put his head in his hands. He seemed to be unaware of what had happened. Faulty transmission?
‘God, this is worse than I thought,’ he said. ‘No, I forgot, there is no God. Christ, woman, why? Why? Have you no pride?’
Still suspicious, Yuki reached over to touch him. Just at the moment when she remembered that she couldn’t touch him, her fingers brushed what was undeniably a warm human shoulder. Both of them jumped.
‘Don’t you go all gropey-dopey on me now,’ Ash warned, pushing back from the table. He looked as if he were about to get up and run. Yuki barely registered his revulsion; she stared first at her fingers and then at Ash, in an intense way Tom had always called her if-looks-could-drill stare.
‘How come I can touch you now?’ she said wonderingly.
‘For the same reason I can see you, of course,’ he snapped. ‘I’ve been pumped up and ’suited.’
‘What does that mean, “pumped up”?’
Ash gaped at her, frankly incredulous. Then he shook his head. ‘And you’re a waste of good drug, too.’ He pulled his chair back to the table. ‘Okay. Just tell me everything all at once so I can laugh or cry or have a rupture and be done with it. And do it before this stuff wears off, I’m hoping to get an evening out of it anyway.’
‘The drug,’ Yuki said thoughtfully, reaching again for the back of her neck. ‘A drug put us on the same level? That’s ridiculous, a drug can’t –’ She paused. ‘Oh.’
‘Yeah, “oh.”’ Ash leaned his elbows on the table and pushed his face at hers. ‘Yuki, if that’s really you, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for spotting me and lifting me up out of the cattle pen. Now, do an old friend a good favor and give me a readmission token for my next trip in, or whatever I need to get into this side of Waxx24 and sit on your side of the table. Please?’
She frowned at him. ‘Is that all you care about?’
‘Oh, Christ,’ Ash said, rolling his eyes and turning away slightly. ‘She’s going to start.’
‘That is all you care about, being a VIP at some worthless club that isn’t even real, doing things that aren’t real with people who aren’t real, getting some status that isn’t real, for the –’
‘Yes, goddammit, that’s all I care about!’ Ash yelled suddenly, slapping the table. ‘When I’m in a club, that’s all I goddam care about! I don’t come here to do feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, or save the whales for the billionth time! What about it? Why is it so bad that I come here and don’t save the world?’
‘Nobody asked you to save the world,’ she said, irritated. ‘I didn’t say – I mean, look. Something’s happened to Tom, something bad. And I –’
‘Something bad happened to Tom here?’ Ash said, sounding skeptical.
‘I don’t know where. But it’s connected somehow to AR and Joy’s Boyz. I’m not sure about Waxx24.’
‘So you put on your Tom-suit and came charging in here to the rescue?’
‘Well, no. I got a job with Joy’s Boyz.’
Ash’s expression was flat. ‘You’re a Joy’s Boy?’
‘Not exactly. I’m her assistant. And when I went to my quarters to go to bed, I found this hotsuit. So I put it on –’
Ash was waving both hands in front of his face, palms toward her. ‘Stop, stop. If you’re hunting up new Boyz, I’m afraid I’m just too old. Ask her, she’ll tell you she likes them younger than me. I know this, everybody knows this.’
‘I’m not recruiting. I’m looking for Tom. He’s disappeared out there and now I can’t find him in here, either –’
‘And you think I can?’
Yuki shook her head sadly. ‘Why don’t you care?’
‘I care, deeply. About you, about Tom, about all the important stuff. Hell, you’d think that the two of us together like this might call him right to us? You know, in his Shantih Love suit?’
‘You know Shantih Love?’ Yuki asked sharply. ‘Tell me all about him. Or it, or whatever Tom’s supposed to be under that name. Tell me about the ca –’ she stopped as something that Ash had said earlier finally registered on her. Yuki, if that’s really you …
Sure, it’s me, Ash. But is that you?
‘Come on, come on, Yuki. The meter’s running. Can’t you get that through your Tom-head?’ Ash gave a noisy sigh of supreme weariness. ‘Call me at home later, call me tomorrow. Right now, give me a token so I can stay on this level, and a second-admission icon so I can come back.’
‘I don’t have any tokens or icons or anything like that,’ Yuki said.
‘There should be a little drawer or something on your side of the table. Look underneath.’ He gestured with one hand and she looked. He was right; there was a drawer there, barely the thickness of a pencil. She slid it open and saw that it was divided into several small compartments about half the size of her palm. Or Tom’s palm. Each compartment had a different token or icon in it, but none of them meant anything to her. She looked up at Ash and shrugged.
‘Tell it what you want,’ he said with exaggerated patience.
‘Um, a token so my friend can stay here, and a, um – what else?’ she asked him.
‘Second-admission icon,’ he told the ceiling.
‘A token so my friend can stay on the level and a second-admission icon. Please,’ she added quickly, which made Ash give a short, harsh bark of laughter. Like that, they were on the table in front of her, something that seemed to be a clear plastic coin about the size of a monocle and a square of parchment with ADMIT ONE FOR FUN! inscribed on it in comically ornate lettering.
‘There,’ she said, and pushed them a few inches toward him on the table.
‘You have to hand them to me,’ Ash said, addressing the ceiling again. ‘I can’t touch them before you’ve activated the validity codes by touching them yourself.’
Yuki scooped them up, grabbed Ash’s hand and slapped the items down on his palm. ‘There. Is that valid enough for you?’
He was examining them closely. ‘Yeah, that’s great. You’re the queen, you’re the dream, you reign supreme.’ He made the token and icon disappear. ‘I’ll be going now. Unless you were actually planning to do something –’ he took a breath ‘– sexual.’
She was about to tell him no, of course not, and then stopped, looking at him carefully. ‘Suppose I was?’
‘Have you really no pride at all?’ he asked her, looking pained.
‘You never used to ask me that,’ she said, forcing herself not to laugh. ‘You used to ask me why I was such a prude.’
For a long moment, Ash didn’t move. This time, however, she could see he wasn’t frozen, at least not the way he had been before. He looked more as if she had caught him out at something. Then he threw up his hands. ‘All right. Now I know. Touché. Now let me out of here.’
‘Let him out of here,’ she said to the air, and Ash was gone. She waited for another moment, and then said, ‘Who was that?’
There was no response. She remembered something about privacy laws for leisure-type activities. You couldn’t find out anything about someone in one of these places unless the person chose not to lie to you. Ha. Big fat hairy chance. Again, life imitates art, she thought. If you call this art.
Or maybe this was now life, and what had been life was now art. Could she prove it one way or the other? Hardly. No more than she could prove the person she had been talking to had really been Ash.
But why wouldn’t he be, she asked herself.
Why would he be is the more logical question. You look like Tom and you’re not him, so why would someone who looked like Ash be Ash?
He wouldn’t, she realized suddenly. Ash would never have worn his own appearance into an AR scenario. For Ash, the whole point was to be someone else. So who had that been? Some friend of Ash’s, some friend of hers?
Tom?
Suddenly, it was all too much to think about. She sat in the empty booth, waiting for something else to happen, but apparently nothing else was going to unless she asked for something specific. She took out the catalog and the map again and spread them out on the table. ‘I don’t suppose a glass of really nice red wine is possible, is it?’ she said to the air, expecting nothing.
Immediately, the glass was sitting on the table in front of her. In spite of everything, Yuki burst out laughing. It figured, she thought, trying to catch her breath. Here she was in a place where almost anything was possible, and she was snagged on the almost part. Still, she fingered the elegant bowl of the glass, lifted it to look at the color. It certainly looked like red wine. The effect was so realistic she would have sworn that if she put the glass close to her face, there would be the unmistakable full-bodied, not-too-woodyish nose of a good, dry red.
Then she did bring the glass to her face and there it was. Even as she inhaled the aroma, she knew it wasn’t possible. A trick played on her senses by the power of suggestion. Perhaps even one of Joy Flower’s henchmen kneeling next to the bed and holding a wine-soaked napkin to the vent at the top of her headmount. Why? Never mind why, this was how. It didn’t have to make sense, it just had to be possible.
She knew then that she was going to drink, and when she did, she would not only taste wine but feel the liquid in her mouth, she would feel the bite of the alcohol on the tissues in her throat and the mild burn as it traveled down her esophagus to her stomach. And then she wasn’t sure what she would do after that, because sensations of eating and drinking just weren’t possible, they just weren’t.
Even as she was thinking that, she had already drunk the wine, and another part of her mind was contemplating the taste as compared to the nose. Not quite as good as the nose had promised, but a very near miss.
She closed her eyes, wondering if it were possible to drift out of the Sitty by way of apathy, to get it to disconnect for lack of activity, and then she could tear the whole damned rig off and throw it in Joy Flower’s face on her way out.
Her hand moved on its own, but she refused to open her eyes. Somehow, with her eyes closed, she couldn’t tell exactly what her hand was doing, but if she concentrated hard enough, she would feel the source of the impulse to move. Like the sensation of the upholstery, it was under her skin, but in a much more profound way. It felt as someone was wearing her hand as a glove –
Panic exploded inside her. Her eyes snapped open and she jumped out of the chair, brushing at herself, turning around and around, trying to catch someone molesting her, if that was the word. Molesting her hand. Molesting her gross motor movements.
Of course, whoever it was might not be visible, she remembered suddenly, as she swung the arm with the wineglass in it in fast, wide arcs. Too bad she hadn’t managed to score a Schick, she thought.
She paused then, panting a little, feeling her heart triphammer in her chest. Except that the triphammering didn’t really seem to arise from her panic or her exertions. It was just there, a fast heartbeat. Running hot. What the hell had they injected her with?
Yuki looked down at her hand. There was no more moving without her but now she could sense that there was something else under the white glove besides her virtual body. It was trying to hide its presence by keeping perfectly still, but now that she knew it was there, she couldn’t not feel it.
‘Oily, oily, whatever-it-is-they-say,’ she whispered, and bit her lip. ‘I know you’re playing possum, because you’re not very good at it.’ Nothing happened.
‘All right. All right.’ Moving as slowly and smoothly as possible, she sat down at the table again and laid her hand down on it. ‘We’ll just see here.’
Taking the glass in her other hand, she smashed it down on the edge of the table. The sound of breaking glass was perfect, she thought, picking up the largest shard, which had fallen right next to her foot on the carpet.
‘If you won’t come out,’ she said as she sliced along her heart line, ‘I’ll come in and get you. What do you think about that?’
The flow of blood was also perfect, she thought, turning the shard so she could draw it down her lifeline. And there was that smell. That had to be the power of suggestion, she thought; had to be. Like the pain. Because her pain option was disabled, she was sure of that.
Well, pretty sure.



DEATH IN THE PROMISED LAND [III]
Ten (billable) minutes later, Konstantin stepped through a doorway onto the street where she had first seen Shantih Love. The feel of the Love persona in her ’suit was pleasurable in a way that kept her on edge. Being Shantih Love was close to seductive, even with the sliced throat, something she had not taken into consideration.
Real easy to go native in a Gang Wars module. The night manager’s words came back to her. None too helpfully, since this wasn’t a Gang Wars module. That she knew of.
She was wondering now if she really knew anything at all. The piles of wreckage in the street were all aflame, burning in jewel tones, now and then sending sparks skyward, where they seemed to mingle with the stars. The glitter she had seen on the monitor looked somehow less gritty from the inside and more like delicate sprays of tiny lights, too exquisitely fragile not to shatter in even the slightest puff of a breeze, yet remaining, twinkling and shimmering against the black street, the pitted brick and the web-cracked glass of the buildings facing the burning wrecks, the cold-stone texture of the barrier between the street and the alien shore of the Hudson River.
Konstantin went to the barrier and strolled along it in the direction Shantih Love had taken, looking around for anything like the figure of a shaggy beast that might be interested in killing her.
Rather than anything approaching, however, Konstantin had a sense of things drawing away from her, many eyes watching with the knowledge that she was an impostor. And then again, she thought suddenly, how would anyone know, if the Shantih Love persona had gone on for another four hours after Iguchi’s death? Maybe the only one who knew was the creature who had attacked and hijacked Shantih Love here in the first place.
She paused, leaning on the barrier and looking toward where she estimated the party had been. It was long over now, or perhaps this was no longer one of the hot Sitty spots. But then, her purpose was not to find a party, nor to act as a decoy to attract a creature that might not even be real. Funny how easy it was to forget things, to forget to keep focused here. If she waited much longer, her concentration might dissolve altogether, just break into tiny fragments and float away up to the stars with the sparks from the burning wreckage.
‘Icon cat?’ she asked.
It was there before her on the barrier, preening itself, smoothing its whiskers with its paws and lashing its tail in a sort of all-purpose warning – a classic tabby.
‘Oh, no,’ Konstantin groaned. ‘Not really.’
The tabby looked up at her, offended. A moment later, it was a thick book, open to a page showing a flame within a halo; as she looked at it, it went from a drawing to a vivid holo. The word Enlightenment came out of the flame and rippled for a moment. More words appeared on the facing page: You have only to ask.
Konstantin made a face, or thought she might have; there was no real feeling above her neck. ‘Is this a help file?’ she said aloud.
Now there was a new message on the page opposite the flame: Help with? – Travel – Location – Contacts – Other
After a moment’s thought, she touched – Contacts.
Contact – Who – What? The page wanted to know.
She pressed – Who. The question mark moved to the end of the word. ‘Body Sativa,’ she said aloud.
A golden arrow pointing to her right materialized on the page. She turned it and found a map of the area with her own position highlighted. A dotted green line appeared, winding its way along the grid of streets to a location six blocks away; a green star flashed on and off.
‘That was easy,’ she said, noting the address and the directions. It just figured. You have only to ask. Too good to be true.
The map absorbed the book, making it disappear. She picked it up and moved along the street toward the next three-way intersection. Three fiery humanish shapes detached themselves from the burning ruins of a classic Rolls sandwiched between two antique sports cars and stood watching her. Konstantin had a sudden urge to whirl on them and claim she was selling encyclopedias. The idea was a tickle playing over her back, where she imagined she could feel their literally burning stares.
No, they might actually expect her to produce chips full of natural history quick-times. She couldn’t account for how she had come up with the idea of playing such a prank; according to her ex, she’d never had much of a sense of humor.
Ah, but this is the Land of Anything Goes. You can pretend you have a sense of humor, or that your ex isn’t actually ex, and all while you look for someone with the unlikely name of Body Sativa, or Love. Or who knows?
She passed several brawls, a side street where a few hundred people seemed to be trying to stay as close together as possible and still dance – it looked as though they had decided nudity would do it – and a billboard-sized screen where half a dozen people were either collaborating on a quick-time or competing to see whose images could dominate. Someone among them was obsessed with mutant reptiles. Or were certain kinds of images contagious?
Or maybe, she thought as she passed someone that might have been the offspring of a human and a cobra, it was the mutants themselves that were contagious. She paused at a corner in front of a park surrounded by a black metal spiked fence and consulted the map.
‘Sssssssssssssssssshhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh …’
The noise was so soft, she wasn’t sure that she had actually heard it. But then it came again, from the dark enclosed by the spiked metal fence, and she found that the sensation of small hairs standing up on the back of her neck was not necessarily something that the hotsuit had to produce for her.
‘Sssshhhhhhhhhaaaaaaaannnnnnnntiiiiiiiiiih …’
She was clenching her hands so tightly that if she really had been holding a map, it would have crumpled and torn. Come on, she told herself. This is nothing more than a scary movie. You just happen to be in it.
‘Ssssssssshhhhhhhhhhhaaaaaaaaannnnnnnnntiiiiiiiiiiiiiiihh …’
Apparently it didn’t matter what she told herself, the hairs on the back of her neck were going to stand up and jitterbug regardless. Chills were creeping down below her backbone now. Konstantin tried to steel herself and shivered instead.
‘Sssssssssshhhhhhhhhhhhhhaaaaaaaaaannnnnnnntiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiihhhh. Welcome back from the land of the dead. We’ve been waiting for you, darling.’
Konstantin forced herself to turn around. The faces grinning out of the darkness glowed moon-pale, with thick black circles around the luminous eyes. Cold flicked more sharply at the back of her neck and up onto her scalp.
There were half a dozen of them, in a roughly symmetrical formation around a picnic table with the one who had spoken in the center. They were all wearing black skintights over their idealized hardbodies, some disputably female, others emphatically male. When mimes go bad, Konstantin thought, and became even more terrified that she might laugh. More chills played over the back of her neck, as if in deliberate reproach for having such an irreverent thought. She shuddered and felt the sliced area of her neck separate a bit.
She covered her wounded throat with the map and moved closer to the fence. ‘Have we met?’ she asked, trying to sound remote.
The figure posed in the center of the table changed position and moved a few steps forward to the edge. ‘Oh, Shantih,’ he said sulkily. ‘And after all we’ve meant to each other. I’m wounded. Mortally. We all are.’ He gestured at the others.
‘And I’m dead,’ Konstantin said. ‘You have any idea who did it?’
The glowing moon-colored face suddenly took on an uncertain expression. ‘Honey, you were there, look at your footage. Relive every glorious moment. We –’
‘I have. I’d invite you to watch it again with me, but I’m on my way to meet someone. Maybe we can connect later.’
One of the women on the speaker’s right straightened up from her catlike stalking pose and pushed both hands into the small of her back. ‘Oh, for the love of Lucy, Shantih, my back’s killing me tonight but I came out anyway. If you’re not playing, just say so and we’ll go find somebody else.’
Konstantin shrugged. ‘Right. I’m not playing.’ She turned to go.
‘You’re not Shantih.’ The man hopped down from the table and went over to the fence. ‘Are you.’
Konstantin kept her distance. ‘You knew Shantih Love pretty well?’
The man adjusted something on himself at waist-level and Konstantin felt the chills that had been tormenting her suddenly vanish. ‘“Knew?” Does that mean our usual Shantih gave up the character?’
‘Gave up the ghost,’ Konstantin told him. ‘The person you knew as Shantih Love in here has been murdered. For real. I –’
He turned away from her and swung his arm. The group surrounding the picnic table vanished, including the woman who had complained about her back. ‘All right, just what kind of virgin are you, hon?’ he asked, turning to her again, annoyance large on his white painted face.
‘What kind?’ Konstantin was mystified. ‘How many kinds are there?’
‘Are you some senator’s get out for a good time, or are you some rich kid who bought out a regular? Thought you could get in the game with the fame along with the name?’
Konstantin started to answer but he did something at waist level again and a fresh wave of chills danced up her neck into her hair, intense enough to make her cry out. She stepped back, batting the air with her map as if ultrasonics were insects she could swat away from herself.
‘You stay away from me, you pseudo-rudo,’ he yelled at her.
‘What?’ she demanded. ‘I didn’t –’
‘I hate you virgins, you all think you’re the first one to think of saying the one you bought out got killed for real and you’re on the trail of the killer. You all think if you say that, we’ll all just lead you to their stash, tell you, “Oh, help yourself, angel of justice, take all the stuff, and if you don’t know how to use it, just ask.”’ He did something at his waist again and Konstantin retreated several more steps. Finally, she thought to shift her gaze to the control for her ’suit and blocked the incoming sensation.
The man made a disgusting noise. ‘A virgin and a cheat. God’s sake, baby, if your meat can’t take the motion, why did you bother jumping on the ride?’ He flickered out, leaving her alone.
Moving on, Konstantin couldn’t decide whether to feel relieved or chastened.
The place marked on the map turned out to be a subway station, or maybe just the post-Apocalyptic ruin of a subway station. From where she stood on the sidewalk looking down the stone stairs, Konstantin could hear the distant sound of people’s voices and, even more distantly, music but no trains. Maybe you could hike around post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty in the tunnels and bring your own music with you. She crouched at the top of the stairs with her map, absently pressing the flesh of her throat together. The cut edges felt a bit like putty or clay, but they wouldn’t stay closed for very long. She wondered idly if she should try to find a place to have herself sewn up, or whether she might even try it herself. If that was even the sort of thing that Shantih Love might do –
There was a strange pressure all along her back, from her neck down to her feet. She stood up and turned around to see if some new weird experience had crept up behind her, but there was no one and nothing there. She was alone; the pressure was all in the ’suit, as if it were trying to push her down the steps into the subway.
‘Help?’ she asked, turning the map over. The cat’s face flashed briefly, sneering at her, and then she was holding the book again. She found the section on the hotsuit almost immediately, but she had to read it over three times to be sure that the ’suit itself, being loaded with Shantih Love characteristics now, was trying to give her a strong hint as to what to do next. At this point, apparently, Shantih Love would have gone down into the subway.
There was a noise below her. She looked over the top of the book and jumped. A young Japanese man, wearing the plain laborer clothing of a hundred years before, was standing a few steps down from her. Although she was no expert, she was pretty sure that was a Samurai sword at his side.
She hugged the book to her chest protectively; it became a map again. The man gazed at her steadily, his expression mild, almost blank. He came up another step. She meant to retreat but something in his face changed so that he suddenly looked severe, and she stayed where she was.
‘Does this mean you’re giving up, Mr Iguchi?’ he asked in a soft, sarcastic voice. ‘Or have you just changed your strategy?’
‘How do you know my name?’ Konstantin asked him, wincing inwardly when she heard the tremor in her voice. It wasn’t fear but cold – her ’suit seemed to have turned into a portable refrigerator, for no reason that she could see.
The man came up another step. ‘Games again, Tom? It’s always games with you.’
‘More like a malfunction, actually,’ she muttered, rubbing one arm. The temperature inside the ’suit was still dropping, as though it were trying to keep her cool inside a furnace.
‘It’s not cold tonight, Tom,’ the man said. ‘Are you sure it’s not fear that’s making you tremble?’
‘Have it your way,’ Konstantin said desperately, hoping that might have some effect on the ’suit’s wayward thermostat.
‘Sure you’re not afraid of me? Or maybe what I represent?’
Konstantin’s teeth chattered. ‘W-w-what would that be?’
‘An old world that has nothing to do with what this world has become, this world, or the one it’s contained in, or the one that that one is contained in. Boxes within boxes within boxes, all the way to infinity.’ The man suddenly produced a strange coin between thumb and forefinger. It flashed silver for a moment; then Konstantin saw the figure on it. Something contrary in her had always insisted on recognizing it first as a tipped-over numeral eight and then as the symbol for infinity. Subconscious protest over the idea of world without end, amen? No time to wonder; the man flipped the coin and showed her the other side, a snake with its tail in its mouth.
‘There is something very Japanese about these non-Japanese symbols, don’t you agree, Tom? It’s Old Japan that I’m talking about here, not the hot icy flash of the nth generation of speed tribes, or the debauchery of the newest salaryman club in the neon jungle that covered over the old signs and symbols.’
He held the coin out to her but when she reached for it, he flipped it again and snatched it out of the air. Konstantin pulled her hand back, embarrassed and irritated. The man put both hands behind himself for a moment and then held them up. ‘Which hand, Tom? Can you guess?’
Konstantin tucked the map under her arm, trying to ignore the fact that she felt as if she were turning into an ice cube from the skin inward. ‘Let’s see,’ she said, lifting her chin with bravado. ‘I used to be pretty good at this. Finding the tell, I mean. Everybody’s got a tell. Even Old Japan.’
The man’s eyes narrowed; he took a closer look at her. ‘You never used to be so smart. What’s happened since I saw you last – you take some genius pill somewhere? Something that’s burning your brain cells out as fast as you can use them, maybe?’
Konstantin didn’t answer. She scrutinized his right fist for a long time, then his left. ‘Sometimes it’s a twitch, a tightening of the muscles. Sometimes, you can get them to look at the correct hand, just by suggesting it. Doesn’t matter, you just have to be observant so you can pick up on what kind of tell it is. Most of the time, the person doesn’t even realize it. But it’s there, and it tells you what the answer is.’ Konstantin hesitated and then tapped the man’s right fist. ‘I say there.’
He didn’t move. ‘You’re not Iguchi.’
‘Come on, let’s see it,’ said Konstantin. ‘I know I’m right. Otherwise you wouldn’t be stalling.’
‘You’re not Iguchi. I should have seen it immediately. That’s too smart for Iguchi. Where is old Tom tonight? Did he hire you, or did you buy him out? If you bought him out, I got to tell you, he stuck you with damaged goods there.’ He indicated her cut throat with a jerk of his chin.
Konstantin felt more confident now. She stepped forward and tapped the knuckles of his right hand. ‘I said come on, let’s see it. I know it’s there. Give me the coin and you can call it a night.’
‘Call it a night?’ The man smiled, raised his right hand, and opened it. It was empty. ‘Or call it a day?’ He raised his left hand now, watching as it unfolded to reveal that it, too, was empty. He stayed that way, both hands raised, as if he were at gun point, or perhaps surrendering. ‘Or call it in the air?’
Annoyed, Konstantin drew back and folded her arms. ‘Fine. But I know, and you know, that until you cheated, that coin was in your right hand. You can skip on outa here now but we both know you cheated. Don’t we?’ She went to take the map from under her arm and felt something funny in her palm. She opened her fingers.
‘I told you to call it in the air,’ the man admonished her as she held the coin up and looked at both sides. ‘The problem is, when you have a coin with infinity on one side and Ouroboros on the other, how can you ever really know which side is heads and which is tails?’
He burst out laughing, bowed to her, and walked off into the darkness. She could hear the echo of his laughter long after the shadows had swallowed him up.
She examined the coin again. Never mind that, she thought, how can you be sure that what you don’t have is an eight-cent coin to go with your three-dollar bills? But never mind the sarcasm – she had just received some AR stuff. She wondered if this was the type of stuff Guilfoyle Pleshette was so enamored of, and if it were the sort of thing that someone might kill for.
She descended the stairs, marveling at the way she could feel every bump and irregularity in the banister. The sounds of voices and music bounced off the grimy tiles, the echoes as sharp and clear as bell tones, down to the tiniest distortions. Sometimes the sensory input was too authentic to be authentic, she thought, amused; her hearing had never been that good, even when she’d been very young. Of course, she’d never been this sharply focused before. AR was almost a misnomer, this was more like enhanced reality for obsessives, people who preferred to move in milieus that were ordered down to the tiniest detail, things they themselves probably wouldn’t notice after they had set it in place, but that was the obsessive mind at work –
And what kind of mind was this at work, she asked herself, frozen at the bottom of the staircase and staring at the empty platform beyond the broken turnstiles and the long-unused token-seller’s cage. There were no people anywhere to be seen in the unnatural fluorescent light, no movement anywhere at all. Dust and dirt lay thickly on everything, suggesting that no one had come here for a long, long time.
So had her Japanese friend only been waiting at the bottom of the stairs? Or had he come up from some other passage she had missed on her way down?
She looked at the lights overhead. They didn’t hum or buzz; they didn’t even flicker. Strange, for a place so disused and abandoned, when everything else was so terribly authentic.
The coin grew slightly warmer in her fist. No, too high a price, she thought, amused. ‘Icon cat?’ she asked.
The cat jumped into her arms and became the book.
‘Subway,’ she told it.
The pages flipped and came to rest on a picture of a wooden nickel; a mahogany nickel, if Konstantin wasn’t mistaken. She hesitated, and then said, ‘No. Try again.’ The pages flipped again and kept flipping, as if in a very high wind. Because there was a wind, she realized, coming from somewhere down in the old train tunnel. She could feel it and she could hear music again as well, except it was much thinner sounding, just one instrument, either a guitar or a very good synthesizer.
‘Pause,’ she told the book; it closed quietly for her and vanished. She climbed over one of the turnstiles, paused in case anyone wanted to arrest her for fare-jumping, and then walked out onto the platform to look around.
The man with the guitar was to her left, sitting cross-legged at the place where the platform ended and the tunnel began. His head was tilted back against the wall and his eyes were closed, so that he seemed to be in a state of deep concentration as he played. Konstantin wondered if he were going to sing, and then wondered exactly what kind of strange kick a person could get from spending billable time in AR alone in a vacant subway station, playing a musical instrument for nobody.
None, she decided. ‘Resume,’ she said, staring at the guitar player. The book returned to a visible state, pages flipping. ‘Empty subway, downtown.’
The pages fluttered to rest and she was looking at a bottle cap. CREAM SODA. It swelled up from the paper into a three-dimensional object and rolled out of the book to fall on the tile at her feet. Down by the tunnel, the guitar-player paused and turned his face to smile at her. His eyes were still closed. The lights changed, becoming just a bit warmer in color as the legend NOW ENTERING NEXT HIGHER LEVEL ran along the bottom of her vision like a late-breaking news bulletin on Police Blotter.
People were all over the platform, standing in groups, sitting on the turnstiles, grouping together down on the tracks, picking their way over the rails to the opposite platform, where there were even more people. At first, she saw only the same types she had seen on the shore in Shantih Love’s AR log. After a minute or so, however, she discovered that if she didn’t look directly at people too quickly, they would come into focus as characters far less clichéd and more bizarre.
She stayed where she was, keeping her gaze lowered. The light seemed to be changing, growing even softer and warmer, but she didn’t look up at it, or at anything else. The feeling of things altering around her came to her as a sensation of the air rearranging, as a plume of smoke or steam might coil and contort, reshaping itself without dispersing.
When she finally did look up, she was still on a subway platform, but it was a very hospitable subway, all the dirt gone or metamorphosed into glitter. The rails had become gleaming chrome rods laid on smooth, flawless onyx. Growing up out of the tile floor on the platform were large metal things that seemed to be mimicking plants, except at a rate a million times faster if still graceful. Metal knobs became branches bearing things that suggested a mating between blades and viscera, and flowered with blossoms that looked sexual to Konstantin without containing any elements that she normally associated with erotica. Rorschach strikes again, she thought, and almost chuckled in spite of herself.
More people had appeared from somewhere. Or was it just that more were becoming visible? She looked up slowly. Holos were moving among the people in the subway, some of them floating through the air – people, creatures, symbols, words, some animated, some drifting, some completely stationary but fading in and out of sight in a way that somehow made Konstantin think she would have been able to see them for a longer time if she had been on a higher level. She was sure that she might have been able to see them better, certainly, from a higher level, and found herself wondering exactly how she might manage that, since she didn’t have to worry about a personal on-line bill swelling to the size of the national debt.
Very seductive, this on-line stuff, she thought. Now she could see how easy it was to get caught up in things here, getting stuff. Going places, curiosity driving you on. Of course, curiosity had killed the cat – she touched the slightly ragged skin of Shantih Love’s throat. Of course, the cat could well be alive on eight other levels.
A holo designed to look like an old-fashioned neon sign drifted over to her at eye-level. Welcome to Waxx24, where Reality goes to have a good time. As she watched, the words sailed away from her, passing through an equally vaporous attendee wearing the body of an adolescent boy with the head of an antlered stag. If that really was an attendee, she thought, remembering the strange guy in white face and the gang that hadn’t really been there. Maybe some of these people were no more than phantoms that other people carried around for company. Were phantom friends another example of AR stuff?
A seven-foot-tall woman whose hip-length auburn hair seemed to have a life of its own looked down at her through opera glasses. ‘What sort of a creature are you?’ she asked in a voice so deep that it was more vibration than audible.
‘I think I’ve forgotten.’ Konstantin winced. The ’suit was reminding her now that it was full coverage, and that Shantih Love would have responded strongly to this woman. It was as if her body had decided to follow the example of the woman’s hair, which was curling and uncurling in shining, supple tendrils along her arms and her torso, and enjoy a life of its own. Her ex probably would have laughed at her and told her that it was no less than what she deserved for stealing someone else’s life.
I didn’t steal it. He lost it and I found it.
Yeah, well. Finders weepers.
Konstantin wasn’t sure if having an imaginary argument with an ex after a breakup might not be even worse than having the breaking-up argument, but she was fairly sure that it was completely counterproductive to have it both on billable AR time and during a murder investigation. If that was what this really was, and not just a massive waste of time all around.
‘Do you know Body Sativa?’ she asked the tall woman.
‘Yes.’ The woman gazed at her a moment longer and walked away.
The people down on the tracks were dancing, or at least moving more or less in time to something that sounded like the rhythmic smashing of glass on metal. Konstantin hopped down off the platform onto the tracks and walked among them. Most of the people down here seemed to be affecting what her ex had called rough and shoddy sugar-plum. Konstantin had to admit that she found the look somewhat appealing, in a rough and shoddy way.
In this light, the ankle-length gown Shantih Love had preferred seemed to have more of a red tone, much more than she had thought. Even stranger was the texture – it looked like velvet but now it felt more like sandpaper, at least on the outside. Inside, the feeling was all but nonexistent; the hotsuit was full-coverage but not so complete in the detailing that she felt the gown swinging and brushing against her ankles. For that, she supposed, you had to have some kind of custom job.
But at least she never tripped on the hem, Konstantin thought as she moved among the dancers, still holding the map. The map had not changed, even though she was supposedly up on a higher level; no picture of Body Sativa appeared, not so much as a written description, or a hint as to which platform Konstantin could find her dancing on. Perhaps Body Sativa didn’t dance. She was just going to have to look around, see if she could get anyone to talk to her. And perhaps, she thought, remembering how the tall woman had looked at her and walked away, perhaps just asking a plain old straightforward question wasn’t the way to go about things.
Finding out what was, however, wouldn’t be easy. The people down on the tracks seemed honestly unaware of her, as if she were invisible. Which would seem to indicate she had found another level within a level. Levels within levels and boxes within boxes. Was there any purpose to it, she wondered – any real purpose other than to intrigue people into spending more billable hours solving the puzzle?
She moved over to a man who was a few inches shorter than she was. His idea of rough and shoddy was very old and very worn crushed velvet in a shade of blue that Konstantin’s ex had always called ‘heavenly,’ tunic and pants, almost like a Hindu. In the midst of everything else, its tastefulness was all but out of place.
Konstantin maneuvered around him, trying to catch his eye, but it was impossible. She might have been watching a holo of the man rather than the man himself. Perhaps she was? She tried putting her hand on his shoulder in a friendly but substantial way.
There was no actual contact that she could feel, but some sort of contact was made – a stream of heavenly blue water shot out from his shoulder, made a circuit around both of them, and flowed off into the shadows overhead. Almost immediately afterward came a torrent of flying insects, bees, hornets, and dragonflies, their tiny bodies increasing in size as they emerged from the man’s shoulder not in a way that suggested they were literally growing but more as if they were approaching from a distance. Konstantin blinked at the dragonflies. Strange that they would be among bees and hornets, as they were completely harmless, not stinging bugs at all. Maybe it was all looks and design – their long, slender bodies and narrow wings made a nice contrast to the others.
She realized that the man could see the water and the insects; he was watching them with an expression of surprised delight. As he turned his face in her general direction, something white began to issue from between his lips, rising into the air like a balloon.
In the next moment, she saw that it was a balloon – a good old-fashioned word balloon. Would you care to chat? Press one: YES NO
Konstantin reached up and pushed the word YES with her index finger.
There was no warning and no transition; she lowered her arm to find herself standing alone in a room not quite as big as the one where the kid had died. To her right were a small round table and two chairs. In the center of the table was an open fan dividing the surface of the table in half; the design on her side was a portrait of a Japanese woman in traditional costume playing a guitar-like musical instrument. A Geisha?
The man she had approached melted into existence on the other side of the table. Obviously able to see her now, he smiled and gestured at the one other chair in the room.
‘Well, this really is an honor,’ he said, and his voice sounded just slightly tanky, as if he were speaking from the bottom of an enormous metal container. ‘I had a feeling that if I just managed to stay on long enough, this would be my lucky night. So here I am, singled out by the legendary and redoubtable Shantih Love for the chat booth. What do you have in mind for me, Shantih? Whatever it is, I’m completely yours. I surrender.’ He leaned an elbow on the table and rested his chin in his hand, giving her a dreamy smile so adoring it frightened her. ‘Fill me where I am empty, empty me where I am full, roughen me where I am smooth, smooth out my rough places. I know the drill.’ He sighed happily.
Oh my god. Konstantin took a breath. ‘You know me?’
‘Do I know you. Ask me anything. Anything.’ He sat forward a little.
‘Where do you know me from?’
‘Ferocious Windows, 30th Zentury, Body&Soul, and, of course, Waxx24. Those are your favorite haunts, though you’ve been spotted at others from time to time.’ The man laughed a little. ‘Pretty toff, huh? Ask me a hard one.’
‘What are those?’
‘What are what?’
‘Ferocious Body, Waxx24, the others.’
The man’s expression went from bewildered to suspicious. ‘Is this a joke?’
Konstantin tried to look stern. ‘Am I laughing? Answer the question.’
‘But –’ He let out a breath. ‘Well, we’re in Waxx24. And it’s not Ferocious Body, it’s –’
‘Body Sativa,’ Konstantin said. ‘Bring her to me at once.’
Now the man looked aggrieved. ‘What’s got into you?’
‘Did I tell you to ask questions when I ask questions?’
He looked at her from under his brows. ‘If they let us hunt up people on your side I’d have tracked you down a lot sooner than this.’
‘If they let you? What they is that?’ Konstantin winced.
‘Are you gonna do something with me?’ the man demanded. ‘Or are you just gonna waste my billable time?’
‘What do you want me to do with you?’ asked Konstantin, trying to sound both authoritative and accommodating.
He sat back and studied her for a few moments and Konstantin knew that she had fumbled. ‘You’re not Shantih Love,’ he said finally.
‘Don’t tell me who I’m not.’
‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Con somebody else, if you can. I know all about Shantih Love, I know all the stories. Shantih Love doesn’t waste time talking. For future reference, Citizen Wannabe, or whoever you are, brush up on your tantric yoga and Kama Sutra, although I hear that Shantih Love’s imagination is one of those things you can’t study for.’ He looked to one side. ‘Excuse me, I got some consumer-warning to take care of concerning an impersonator –’
‘Fail,’ Konstantin said imperiously, turning her head as if speaking to an invisible assistant.
The guy froze halfway out of his chair. ‘What?’
‘I said, fail, you fool, what did you think I said?’ Konstantin refused to look at him. ‘Do you think Shantih Love would just swoop down on any pretty face and carry him off to Nirvana? Everyone must pass an initial interview test of my devising before I empty them where they are full and so forth. Sometimes they know it’s an interview, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes I come in disguise and sometimes I don’t. Go ahead, go out there, warn all the consumers. You’ll only be advertising the fact that Shantih Love gave you a try-out and you failed. Hold your head high.’
‘Are you kidding here?’ The man looked pained. ‘What the hell kind of a thing is that to do to people on billable time?’
Konstantin gave what she hoped was a disgusted and haughty laugh. ‘If you couldn’t stand the tab, pilgrim, why the hell did you get on this ride? Anything worth paying for is worth over-paying for. That’s the Shopper’s Credo. You’re dismissed.’
The man melted away, still looking shocked. A moment later, she was back in the subway, in the midst of the people who weren’t aware of her. Strangely enough, she didn’t see the man she had just been talking to. Perhaps he had run out of billable time. Whatever his absence meant, she hoped it also signified that her bluff had worked.
She considered the others, moving among them and feeling like a live person at a ghosts’ convention. Or should that have been a ghost at a live persons’ convention?
Her gaze caught on the guitar-player. He was still in the same place, and it looked as if he were still playing as well, though it was impossible to hear anything except the smash-clang everyone around her was dancing to. She made her way through the group over to where he sat. Here the platform was about as high as her nose. She tried boosting herself up but somehow she couldn’t get enough leverage.
‘Stay,’ said the guitar-player, eyes closed. ‘I can see and hear you fine where you are.’
‘Good,’ Konstantin said doubtfully. ‘Tell me, are you really here? And if you’re not, which one of us is? And are you going to turn into someone else?’
‘It’s all in what you can perceive,’ he said, smiling. He morphed from a plump, balding young guy to an angular middle-aged man with very long straight, steel-grey hair. He still didn’t open his eyes. ‘You’d be surprised how few turns of the morphing dial that took.’
‘Maybe not,’ she said. ‘Do you know Body Sativa?’
‘Know her, or know of her?’
‘Know her. Personally. Intimately, or casually.’ She paused. ‘And have you seen her in here recently?’
‘In here or around here?’
‘Yes,’ Konstantin snapped impatiently.
He tilted his head, his closed eyes moving back and forth beneath his eyelids, as if he were dreaming, while his fingers played over guitar strings that appeared no thicker than spider silk. Konstantin realized that though she couldn’t exactly hear the music, she could feel it pass through her. ‘I was a dolphin in a previous incarnation,’ he said, after a bit.
‘Why did you change?’
‘We all have to, sooner or later. I would have thought you’d know that as well as anyone. What were you before you passed on to your present manifestation?’
Konstantin barely hesitated. ‘A homicide detective.’
‘Ah. That accounts for the interrogation.’ He chuckled. ‘You know, the idea is to go on to something different, not just do the same thing behind a new mask.’
Words to live by, Konstantin thought. Perhaps she could print them on a card and send it to her ex. ‘That’s pretty good for a guitar-playing ex-dolphin.’
He stopped playing and pulled something out of the hole in the center of the instrument. ‘Here,’ he said, leaning forward and holding it out to her; it looked like a playing card. ‘You’re not necessarily smarter than the last one who had your face, but the quality of your ignorance is an improvement.’
‘It is? How?’ Konstantin asked, straining on tiptoe to take the card from him.
‘You might actually learn something.’
She studied the card, trying to see it clearly, except the image on it kept shifting, melting, changing. It might have been an Oriental ideogram. ‘What’s this?’
‘Cab fare.’
‘Cab fare? In a subway station?’
‘Trains aren’t running tonight. Or didn’t you notice?’
She looked down at her map again. The display still hadn’t changed. ‘I was supposed to find somebody I needed here. My map says she’s still here.’
The guitar player shook his head. ‘Sorry, you misunderstood. There’s a locator utility here, for help finding someone in the Sitty. That’s what your map says is here.’ He shrugged. ‘There are locator utilities in all the subway stations.’
Konstantin managed not to groan. ‘Where?’
‘It’s all in what you perceive.’
‘You’re a big help.’
‘Thank you, I’m supposed to be. If you get it figured, you have cab fare to get to wherever it is you need to go.’
Cab fare, Konstantin thought. Cab fare. Did it include the tip, she wondered, or was that what the coin was for? She looked down at it in her other hand.
The man stopped playing again. ‘When did you get that?’
‘Just now. Upstairs, on my way in.’ She closed her fist around it again. ‘Why?’
‘Because even in here, certain things are perishable. Like milk. Or cut flowers.’
‘Or people with cut throats?’
He smiled. ‘No, you may have noticed that death doesn’t have to put a crimp in your plans for the evening. On the other hand, it’s not generally an accepted practice to start out dead. If you want to be dead, custom dictates that you die here.’
‘Here in the subway, you mean, or here in AR?’
‘It’s all in what you perceive.’
He was going to say that once too often, Konstantin thought unhappily. ‘What about this coin?’ she asked. ‘Were you telling me just now that it’s going to expire?’
‘Conditions,’ he said after a moment. ‘It’s the conditions under which it would be … effective. Conditions don’t last.’
‘More words to live by,’ Konstantin muttered to herself. ‘I want to find the locator utility. How do I do that?’
‘You have only to ask.’
‘Who do I ask?’
‘Me.’
Konstantin hesitated. ‘All right. How do I find the locator utility?’
‘You have only to ask,’ he said again serenely, fingers picking at the strings of the guitar again.
‘I just did,’ Konstantin said testily. ‘How –’ She cut off as understanding flooded through her. ‘Where is Body Sativa?’
Eyes still closed, the guitar-player jerked his chin at her. ‘Hail a cab, and when you’re asked where you want to go, answer, “To Body Sativa,” and give the driver that.’
Konstantin looked at the card again. The ideogram was still shifting. Suddenly she was very tired and bored. ‘Are you sure this’ll do it?’
‘Oh, yeah. Take you right to her.’
‘That simple.’
The guitar-player nodded. ‘That simple.’
‘How strange. Nothing else here seems to be.’
The guitar-player smiled. ‘What you want is simple. All you had to do was state it in the proper place at the proper moment. In the proper form, of course. That’s just elementary programming.’
‘Programming,’ Konstantin said, giving a short, not terribly merry laugh. ‘I should have known. You’re the locator utility and the help utility, aren’t you?’
‘Avatar of both, but yeah, that’s about what it comes down to,’ he said agreeably.
‘And I had only to ask.’
‘Because what you want is simple. You just want to meet up with another player, so I gave you a tracer. Obviously you’re not the usual Shantih Love, or even a usual player. The usual players don’t want anything so simple. The usual players come down here to look for the secret subroutine to the Next Big Scene, or even the mythical Out Door. Then my job becomes something different. Then my job is to give them something that will stimulate a little thrill here and there, play to their curiosities and their fondest wishes and desires, without actually promising anything impossible to deliver.’
‘But still making them spend more billable hours.’
‘The more hours people spend in here doing complicated things, the more interesting the Sitty becomes. For everyone.’
‘Why don’t you just tell people that, then? Instead of playing to their wish-fulfillment fantasies about finding the egress on the secret subroutine to post-Apocalyptic Peoria, or wherever?’
‘It’s not my job to explain the business plan. It’s my job to answer questions. I can only answer with what I know. I don’t know there’s an egress – but I don’t know that there isn’t. I can’t prove there isn’t. I’m a utility avatar, I wasn’t created to determine whether my universe is finite or not.’
I’m talking philosophy with a utility, Konstantin thought, unsure whether to be amazed or disgusted. ‘But surely you know whether there are secret subroutines?’
‘If they’re secret, they certainly wouldn’t tell me. I would tell anyone who asked. That’s my job. Then they wouldn’t be secret anymore.’
‘All right.’ Konstantin took a slow breath, trying to think. ‘Have there ever been any secret subroutines in the Sitty that you’ve found out about? Or been told about?’ she added quickly.
‘Some players claimed to have accessed them.’
‘Were they telling the truth?’
‘I’m not a lie detector.’
‘Wouldn’t matter if you were, would it? Because it’s all lies in here. Or all truth. Or all in what you perceive.’
He went on playing, eyes still closed. Konstantin supposed he was the AR version of blind justice – blind information. Which was probably much more accurate, all told.
‘Have you ever met Shantih Love before?’ she asked, and then added quickly, ‘I mean, have you ever met a player named Shantih Love before I came in here?’
‘I don’t really meet anyone. I have everyone’s name.’
‘Then has anyone else ever asked you to locate Body Sativa?’
‘I don’t remember.’
Konstantin was nonplussed. ‘Why not?’
‘I don’t have to. There’s no reason to.
‘But if you can put a tracer on someone’s location for another player, isn’t there some record of that? Some, uh, trace?’
‘Only while the tracer’s active. But that record would be kept elsewhere in the system. You know, if you’re so interested, there are schools you can go to to learn all about how AR works.’
‘I thought you didn’t volunteer information,’ Konstantin said suspiciously.
‘You call that information?’
She laughed in spite of herself. ‘You’re right. Thanks for the cab fare.’ She started to walk away and then paused. ‘Where’s the best place to get a cab in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘All right, then, where’s the nearest cab?’
‘I don’t know.’ His smile widened. ‘Cabs aren’t players.’
Sighing in resignation, Konstantin nodded. She should have known.



EMPTY CUP [IV]
‘It’s the risk you run with any amphetamine-based drug,’ the woman was saying reasonably. There was something wrong with her, but Yuki couldn’t tell if it was the woman herself or a problem with her own vision. Her sight was distorted, but so was the woman. She was too big in some places, too small in others. Either that, or too close here and too far there. But then, Yuki thought, that was what you got when you crouched in a far corner of the ceiling and spied on people.
She didn’t know how she had managed to get herself up in the far corner of the ceiling, and she didn’t know how – or if – she would manage to get down again. At the moment, she wasn’t sure that she even wanted to. Being up in the corner of the ceiling like this felt good. A light, tingly sensation was dancing all over her, as if she were immersed in an effervescent bath of lighter-than-air champagne. Whoever had managed to package this feeling and deliver it through a hot-suit deserved to get rich, she thought.
‘If you have amphetamines, you have a big potential for paranoia,’ the woman said, ‘and paranoia will escalate in a remarkably short period of time anyway. Put it on fast-forward the way you do and before you know it, Kennedy’s dead and Marilyn’s on the moon.’
A second woman, just out of her range of vision, made a small, throaty noise that might have been intended to indicate amusement. ‘Does everyone in your profession have such colorful turns of phrase?’
Yuki knew that voice. That was Joy Flower. Joy Flower, who didn’t have a very good sense of humor. Yuki tried to look in her direction and found her vision going in and out of focus before it finally picked her out of a jumble of background noise. Which couldn’t make sense anywhere but up here in this corner of the ceiling.
Joy Flower’s mouth was moving and various kinds of things were coming out of it, things she could almost see but not quite. Sounds, Yuki thought, sounds that had to have been coded as something else to reach her way up where she was, but that had missed being decoded. If she had access to the decoding device, she would no doubt be able to see what the shapes were before hearing them. Now, that was some real synesthesia. Ash had bragged about getting hold of some drug that let him smell music and hear rainbows but she could blow him away with this one. Hey, Ash, she could say, did you ever see what somebody’s laugh looked like? She could get him with that one the next time he showed up in the saucer –
She began to feel very tired and drowsy. Now what? she wondered uncertainly. Would she fall down from the ceiling and land on the floor with a thump, alerting Joy Flower and the woman talking to her that she had been eavesdropping – literally? Or could Joy Flower have put her up there deliberately, did they think she was unconscious or incapable of understanding?
She tried to feel her body and couldn’t. Was that because she wasn’t sleeping naked, or because she was? Her drowsiness receded a little as she tried to spread her awareness out to where her fingers and toes might be. Start by wiggling a finger, trace the feeling back. Try to remember what it felt like to decide to move your foot.
Nothing happened. No sense of her body would come to her in any way.
Breathe, she commanded herself. Breathe in. Breathe out.
If her chest was rising and falling, if her lungs were filling and emptying somewhere, she had somehow been cut off from the feeling.
They cut off my head and it floated up to the ceiling like a balloon. Because they only wanted me for my body.
She imagined her balloon head bobbing gently against the ceiling, pushed by faint air currents from the ventilation system. Her vision swung down sharply and she found her body directly below her, spread out on a futon. In the hotsuit, the form Ash had likened to a daikon radish looked more naked to her than it would have had it been completely nude. She felt a surge of affection for it, for all the pleasure she had taken for granted and recognized now as being part of corporeal existence. If she and her body were ever reunited, she would tear Ash a new one – a new Ash-hole, she thought with a mental chuckle – for speaking of her body as being less than beautiful. I have done the best I could with what talents and skills and good intentions I had, Mr Beautiful. You can tell me I’m mistaken about some things, or that I’m wasting my time over Tom. But don’t tell me I’m the wrong shape.
Okay, but you have lost your head.
Well, that was true. Where her head should have been was some kind of shiny, vaguely head-shaped machine trailing a lot of wires into a sort of cupboard on the futon frame. It must have been taking care of her body while her head was away, she thought. That made sense. Only …
Only what was taking care of her head in lieu of her body?
‘It’s finished purging her blood,’ Joy Flower said. ‘All clean, ready to start over.’
‘Already? That didn’t take long.’
‘She’s a very small person. Physically. Also very clean to begin with.’ Joy Flower gave a small, genteel laugh. ‘You’re used to those big bruisers of mine, with two liters worth of drug in every liter of blood.’
Yuki thought about her very small, very clean body, wondered if it would ever move again. There was a faint rustling noise.
‘She’s not conscious?’
‘If she is, she won’t remember,’ Joy Flower said. ‘I’m putting her back in, as of right now. Injection –’
If her head had been a balloon before, now it was a stone. It plummeted toward her body, toward the machine connected to her body, in a fall so long, she fell asleep waiting for the impact.
‘They’ve got no shortage of people who want to wear,’ said Tom. ‘But there just aren’t enough people who want to be worn. As a sensation, it’s pretty horrible. You’ll do anything to get rid of it, right?’
She was trying to wake up but sleep kept pulling her down into its comfortable depths. If she had known AR was this sensual, she’d have dived in long ago, she thought. There was no such thing as a minor sensation in AR; every feeling was realized in a way that was utterly complete, no aspect neglected. Because it was customized, measured out to order for your senses alone, in your hotsuit.
‘Well, maybe not your senses alone,’ Tom said. ‘Did you ever know someone who really hated their body? Their body. Not too grammatical, but then, the situation’s not too grammatical, either. Some people do, they hate their bodies.’
She was sitting by the side of a long, gently winding highway that disappeared into vague countryside in either direction. Across from her stood every person who had ever ventured into AR for any period of time, pioneers and mere fad-followers alike, and all of them wearing Tom’s appearance so that it seemed to be only a special effect lining the side of the highway. Spectacular, to be sure, all these Toms as far as the eye could see, and even farther than that. But strictly ornamental. Right, Tom?
They all gave her the okay sign. She nodded. Yes, okay. Now, which shell was the pea under? She squinted in the sunlight. His lovely white ice-cream suit glowed so brightly under the bare sun that she was having a hard time seeing the expression on his face. Or their face.
‘You’re not supposed to feel anything,’ a million Tom voices said, speaking softly and gently so she wouldn’t be overwhelmed and washed away by a deluge of sound. ‘But there’s some kind of bounce or echo. Or maybe it’s just that there’s no such thing as an intelligent suit of clothes.’
‘If there were,’ she said lazily, ‘it wouldn’t let anyone put it on.’
‘Exactly,’ the Toms said in harmonious unison. She had the idea that he or they wanted to speak more to her, but her eyes, or rather her vision, was getting heavy. She had thought she was already asleep. Could you get tired in a dream and sleep within your sleep? And if you did, what would you dream then?
‘When you awake,’ Tom whispered, ‘you will remember everything.’
The cyborg was at least eight feet tall. It had a frosted crystal skullcap and chrome filament eyebrows. One eye was more or less normal; the other was steel mesh, punctuated here and there by tiny capacitors or sensors like multicolored Indian beads. There were areas on the high cheekbones where the skin and muscle had been excised to allow the metal skull to show and a window in its chest for the anatomically fascinated to watch the innards at work. One lung had been collapsed, or possibly removed altogether, so that the heart could be viewed more easily. Yuki thought it looked sloppy and a bit out of rhythm. The problem was that human organs just never appeared as efficient and neat as machinery did.
She looked around to see if there were any other cyborgs on the pier tonight, or whenever this was. It was always night in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty, so she wasn’t sure if it was ever a different night, or whether all nights remained one night. Whatever the case, the cyborgs were out in force, and no two were alike. She looked down at herself, afraid she would see that she, too, was part metal, but she was still wearing Tom’s appearance, at least on the parts she could see. I probably make a better Tom than he does, she thought.
‘You’re lost, aren’t you?’ said the cyborg.
Yuki recoiled from a passing individual who was wearing all of the internal organs on the outside of a plastic-and-metal frame. ‘Isn’t the brine and humidity bad for you guys?’
‘Oh. You may be much more lost than I can help you with.’ The cyborg sounded alarmed.
‘Relax,’ Yuki said. ‘I was trying to make a joke.’
‘So was I.’
‘Oh.’ She laughed a little. ‘Sorry. I hadn’t expected subtlety here.’
‘What were you expecting?’ The cyborg sounded genuinely interested.
Yuki thought for a moment. ‘I’ll know it when I see it.’
‘Ah, but will it know you? What are you doing here, anyway? This is the Cyborg Club.’
‘Really.’ Cyborgs were gathering on the pier like seagulls anticipating the arrival of a fishing fleet. Expectation all but hummed in the air. ‘I thought I was in post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty.’
The cyborg buffed his stainless-steel left hand on his left buttock and admired the result. Yuki wondered if that was why he was wearing chamois trousers. ‘Well, yes. This is the post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty chapter of the Cyborg Club.’
‘Oh. Well, I was looking for Waxx24.’ She watched two cyborgs comparing eyes and then deciding to trade. It gave her a sympathetic pain in her own corresponding eye socket.
‘Yes, yes, yes,’ the cyborg said, starting to sound impatient. ‘We’re the post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty chapter of Waxx24’s Cyborg Club.’
‘Oh. And I used to think doing all that set and subset homework in math was a silly waste of time.’ She was starting to get that surreal feeling again.
‘So, does this mean that you don’t want to join?’ He actually sounded a little bit sad.
‘You could say that,’ she said. ‘I really don’t understand how I ended up here.’
‘And I suppose that means an organ donation is out of the question.’
‘You could have my tonsils,’ Yuki offered. ‘Or my appendix. I never throw anything away.’
‘Those aren’t organs. The club could use some good liver stock, or kidneys. Lungs. Stuff like that.’
Yuki shook her head. ‘Try again.’
‘Well, we wouldn’t take them. We’d clone them. Then you could keep yours and we’d get something new.’
‘Sounds reasonable,’ Yuki said, frowning. ‘But why don’t you just – well, you know, order this stuff from inventory?’
‘Now, what fun is that?’ said the cyborg in a kindly, jocular tone. ‘Just ordering from inventory is too easy. We like a challenge here.’
‘That’s a big challenge, waiting for someone to take a wrong turn onto your part of the Sitty and then trying to talk them out of an organ or two.’
‘Oh, this is just where we gather before we spread out on our nightly scavenger hunt. Maybe I’ll see you on whatever level you like to call your own. If you happen to see anything hydraulic with gears attached, think of me.’ He pushed his hip at her and gave it a slap with his shiny hand. ‘I need a new one of these. I’ll make it worth your while.’
‘How?’ asked Yuki skeptically. ‘I’m not a cyborg and I don’t want any liver.’
The cyborg stepped back and gave her a thoughtful up-and-down. ‘And that’s just how I’d describe you, too. But some things have universal appeal, n’est ce-pas?’
‘N’est ce-pas,’ she agreed, and enjoyed seeing him wince. ‘If I were to find a hip worthy of you, how do I let you know?’
He produced a business card. ‘Any telephone should accept it. Provided you’re in a place where they allow phones.’
She took the card from him, hiding her reluctance. It was a plain chrome rectangle, a pocket mirror, but when she looked at it, she saw the cyborg’s face instead of her own. She could tell that it was his turn to enjoy seeing her wince, but she tucked it up her sleeve, figuring it would find its way to her catalog. ‘What will happen if I call you?’ she asked, but he was moving away from her, ambling down the pier. He didn’t look as if he really needed a new hip, and she couldn’t figure out why a cyborg or anyone else would need such a thing in AR. Maybe it was some kind of weird parts one-upmanship.
As she stood there watching the cyborgs drift around each other, the population increased at least threefold – suddenly, there were many more people all around her, all over the pier and around it, wading in the water or walking on the surface. Show-offs, she thought. She could still see the cyborgs among them, and only some seemed aware of the crowds of noncyborgs; most weren’t.
At the same time, her mind rearranged; it was as if every thought, every idea, every concept had shattered and reassembled in the space of some impossibly short fraction of a second, and the new structures were superior, at least for the purpose of her thought process, which was more focused. And faster.
Definitely faster, she thought, turning away from the pier, and looked up at the night sky, wondering if the saucer would be showing up again.
Wondering if Tom would be showing up again.
Her mind seemed to stumble. She had all but forgotten him, at least for a few minutes. Hard to see how she could, though, seeing as how she was him. On the outside, that was. Perhaps she should get business cards like the cyborg’s: Have you seen me lately? Do I turn up in places you wouldn’t expect to find me – like your mirror? If so, call me immediately!
Across the road, beyond the burning piles of wreckage – vehicles of some kind, they looked like teepees set on fire – the windows of the closed and vacant shops or whatever they had once been reflected the streetlife through a veil of grime. She hurried across to them, clambering over a barrier dividing the trafficway in half and shaking off the imploring hands of someone who seemed to have been a refugee from a mummy case.
She stood in front of a dirty, cracked window, staring at herself. Or rather, at Tom’s likeness. She could see it quite well in spite of the reflected glare of the fire just behind her. Tom’s face was expectant, almost hopeful. She studied the eyes, waiting to see an awareness in them that didn’t belong to her, but they remained her own gaze and no one else’s.
No one else’s?
The memory spilled over her like hot liquid from an overturned cup, that sensation of having someone else’s hand inside of her own, as if it – as if she herself – were somebody else’s clothing. There was a cold, uncomfortable knot at the top of her stomach, a panic bomb setting itself to go off at the first sign that she wasn’t alone in her – Tom’s – body. She waited in front of the glass, afraid to look at the reflection, afraid not to.
As if on cue, there was a movement behind the glass. She yelled and jumped back, but her panic stalled, becoming mere startlement. The movement really was behind the glass, something actually on the other side (virtually actually, her mind corrected her, some part of her needing to emphasize the absurdity). While she was still trying to catch her breath, a figure stepped through the glass as if it were a veil of gelatin and faced her on the sidewalk, a humanish creature with shiny black hair flowing down beyond waist level, velvet skin the color of concord grapes, and animal eyes. It was the velvet skin more than the eyes or hair that fascinated her. Velvet skin, and only a loincloth to keep out the cold, as if whoever was underneath craved to be a tactile magnet for everyone else.
‘Well, are you coming in or aren’t you?’ The voice was aural velvet, musical, and unmistakably Ash. Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed her wrist in a velvet-steel grip and pulled her through the window after him.
‘Go ahead,’ he said, offering her his arm. ‘Pet me. Rub me. You know you want to.’
Yuki stroked his arm twice, just to be polite. They were standing in the middle of an area Ash said was the post-Apocalyptic version of Times Square. There were as many lights here as in the real place, possibly more, but the vehicular traffic comprised mostly cobbled-together machines, most of them without roofs or any other kind of enclosing element, to make it easier for the occupants to jump out on short notice. They had to; the gangs here sported strange metal wings that let them glide if not actually fly, though the trajectories and the speeds seemed to be fudged, at least to Yuki’s eye. Like an old film, the kind where a fall from ten feet up never hurt you, the hero could punch a dozen people, one after another, and never suffer broken bones, or even pain and swelling, and guns fired a million shots in succession and never needed reloading. Which was the whole point, of course.
‘So, what are we doing today, Ash?’ she said finally.
He was watching the gang flyers show off for each other, soaring through the neon canyon. ‘Anything we want, I guess. What did you have in mind?’
Yuki groaned. ‘You’re the one who pulled me in here, remember? You asked me, I didn’t ask you.’
Ash stroked his velvet chest with both hands. ‘I just wanted you to see how well I’ve done since the last time I saw you.’
She frowned at him. ‘Oh, you’ve done strikingly well – I guess – but it hasn’t been that long since the last time you saw me.’ Pause. ‘Has it?’
Now he looked a bit uneasy, as if she had caught him in something compromising. A lie, she wondered? Or someone else’s body? Something else?
‘It’s all relative,’ he said after a few moments. ‘You know – Einstein, time, space, mc2. So much has happened to me since I saw you that it seems like a long time.’
‘Really,’ she said, not quite asking a question. ‘I’m kind of surprised that you went for velvet, though. I’d have thought you’d prefer large-grain sandpaper.’
‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘Small-grain, definitely.’ He laughed. ‘What about you? Got anything interesting?’
‘Why?’
‘I thought we might trade merchandise or favors.’
Yuki felt her frown deepen. ‘Are you collecting stamps and coins now, too? Souvenir spoons?’ Ash’s textured face looked blank. ‘Brassieres?’
A flying gang-member swooped low over them, making her duck, but Ash didn’t even flinch. ‘God, what’s the matter with you? Haven’t you found that tiresome Tom yet?’
‘Well, it’s hard, looking all by myself,’ she snapped. ‘With none of Tom’s good friends giving me a bit of help.’
‘Sorry,’ Ash said, unperturbed. ‘It’s just that Tom’s a big boy and always was able to look after himself. Maybe better than any of us.’
‘Where would you get an idea like that?’
‘Well, from Tom, of course.’ He looked surprised. ‘Now, have you got anything worth looking at or haven’t you?’
She wanted to spit in his face and walk away. Instead, she produced her icon cat and simply held it out to him. ‘Here. If you don’t see it, ask. I probably haven’t got it.’ She watched as he pored through it, studying some pages, brushing past others. He found the mirror-card and held it up, frowning.
‘What’s this?’
‘I met this cyborg –’
‘Ew. Yuck!’ He dropped the card back into the book as if it had been something unclean. ‘A cyborg, for god’s sake. What are you doing going around with cyborgs.’
‘Is a cyborg some kind of untouchable in here?’ she asked, amused in spite of everything.
Ash shuddered. ‘In triplicate. For god’s sake, they’re made up of parts.’
‘Why is that bad?’ Yuki asked, more to needle him than anything else.
‘It’s not bad. It’s just so –’ Ash looked pained. ‘Robohick.’ He shuddered again. ‘Most of us got past model building before puberty.’
She stroked his velvet arm. ‘Indeed.’
He finished leafing through her catalog and then handed it back to her. ‘Well, you don’t have anything that interests me, thanks just the same.’
‘Well, you’re welcome just the same,’ she said, laughing a little. ‘Anything else?’
‘No, I think that’s all,’ he said. ‘Let me know when you find Tom, will you?’ He was striding away from her before she could ask him how she was supposed to do that.
Holding her catalog, she stood staring after him. The cyborg’s mirror-card was sticking out of the top like a bookmark. She plucked it out before it could fall or be snatched away and was about to tuck it into the catalog when she saw that it had changed.
Instead of the cyborg’s face in the mirror now, it was Ash, all velvety and perfectly reproduced in hard-res 3D. Underneath the flawless face was the legend, Unacceptable – Simulated Person, Non-Human Manipulated.
‘What the hell does that mean?’ she said aloud, and reached for one of the lottery cards.



DEATH IN THE PROMISED LAND [IV]
Konstantin came up out of the subway just as the flying saucer stopped overhead. She stared up at it, surprised and then wary. One of the murder victims had been abducted by a flying saucer in the Sitty, she remembered uneasily, and looked around for something to grab on to, or at least use as a weapon. And then she remembered that that would do about as much good as her phoning Guilfoyle Pleshette and asking her to bring in her service pistol and taser.
But apparently the saucer didn’t have designs on androgynous corpses with slashed throats; a spotlight flashed down on the pavement in front of her, quivered, and then moved along as the saucer sailed away silently. Curious, she followed. The light jumped around, not just sweeping over the ground but flashing on and off at different spots in a way that reminded her of stop-motion animation, the old-fashioned, hard and tedious kind that pre-dated software trickery, right down to the choppiness. And the quivering, which never let up.
A shadow breezed past her, ruffling her robe and her hair. Well, Shantih’s robe and hair, anyway. The saucer was starting to pick up speed and Konstantin had to walk faster and faster to keep up with it. Pretty soon, though, she would either have to run or give up.
Or hail a cab. Cabbie, this is a police emergency – follow that saucer!
She could imagine the cabbie, a chrome humanoid that answered to the name Sylvia, turning around from the steering wheel and saying, Tailing a UFO is subject to a surcharge on your billable time. Do you still wish to proceed? Please answer yes or no.
She had reached the end of the street and trotted through a ruined square into some kind of park bordering some large body of water. Very likely the East River, unless the classic directions of north, south, east, and west were as changeable as everything else here. Somehow, she didn’t think so, at least, not in this case, since it was so important that this be a variation on New York City.
The saucer sailed out over the water, the jumpy spotlights slapping down at the waves in a way that seemed less random than purposeful. She stood at a railing made of brushed metal pipe, wondering what the hell it was doing. Looking for something, of course. No, someone. Someone to abduct. Or maybe it was abducting people right in front of her, sucking them up in light beams. What was that old saw about beaming? Beam me something. Beam me off? Away? Over? But who – people underwater? Mermaids? Dolphin people? Well, why not? There were people living in burning wrecks like moto-salamanders, so why not underwater gillgeeks? Konstantin groaned; that hadn’t occurred to her until just now. Why hadn’t she thought to bring someone else along – two or three someone elses, Celestine and DiPietro, not Taliaferro, of course, but maybe what’s-her-name, Wolski –
Then she had a sudden vision of herself trying to explain to the policy board why they really did need an Artificial Reality squad made up of officers specially trained to deal with crimes peculiar to AR, such as copyright infringement, post-Apocalyptic poaching, and murder. Oh, yeah. That would happen right after she impressed the taxpayers by finding a killer on-line and dragging him back out with her to be jailed, as Pleshette had suggested. Maybe even on the same day.
Abruptly, the saucer jittered and shot off upriver, going faster than should have been possible from a more-or-less standing start. Konstantin was about to turn away and go looking for a cab when the UFO was suddenly back, directly overhead, shining a spotlight down on her. She was still blinking against it when it was gone again, heading west this time, and she lost sight of it among the buildings. So, what’s the matter, saucer-people, a homicide detective isn’t good enough for you to abduct? Guess not.
What a waste of time that had been, following the saucer. Not much to see around here at all; obviously, she had no more instinct in AR for finding the real cool places than she did out on the street. Her ex would have felt vindicated, Konstantin thought.
‘Taxi?’ she asked the darkness, not really expecting anything to happen.
Somewhere behind her there was a metallic creaking. She started to turn toward it and then a bright yellow rectangle popped into existence in front of her.
 
DO YOU WISH TO ORDER A TAXI-CAB?
YES NO
!?HELP?!
 
‘You know, there’s more protocol here sometimes than in the entire police department?’ she said to the sign. It didn’t bother to tell her to stick to the subject at hand, or even to warn her about possible surcharges; it only hung in the air, waiting for her to trigger the next event with the proper response. Konstantin stood staring at it, trying to decide if she wanted to tangle with Help (You know what some people call help. Which employee had said that to her? The bored one, hadn’t it been? Sure hadn’t been Mank. Or Pleshette.), or whether she should just say Yes and hope for the best.
She would probably make decisions a lot faster, she thought ruefully, if this was her own billable time. And then, with a shudder: Jesus, now they’ve got me singing the billable-time song.
The sound of creaking metal came again, something familiar, even rather commonplace, though seldom heard in the middle of the night. Probably past sunrise out there, in the real world, which right now felt a great deal less real to her than where she was.
More creaking, a bit louder. To get her attention, Konstantin thought idly, and then had the strong feeling that she was right. She looked at the sign for a moment. It showed no impatience, didn’t give any indication that it was about to flicker out, so she simply turned away from it and squinted into the darkness.
She was facing an area that seemed to be a ruined park or recreational zone, where people might have come to sit and look at the water, or stroll along footpaths in the sunshine. Abruptly she caught herself picturing it all in her mind and had to laugh. Not just authentic sensation, but authentic ambience – and not just authentic ambience but authentic retro ambience. That was the sort of thing that could make an otherwise prudent person forget that the meter was clicking away, running the tab higher and higher. Probably why there was so much yak-yak about billable time this and billable time that.
She moved along the railing, keeping one ear cocked for the sounds of anything in the water, while she listened for the metal creaking.
There it was, coming from something farther up. Her eyes were getting more accustomed to the darkness and she could see now that she was on the edge of a playground that was fairly well still intact. But what for, Konstantin wondered. Surely children didn’t –
Ah, but apparently children did. The creaking became louder as well as constant, and she saw just the bare movement of the swing before she saw the girl.
The streetlamps along the railing had been gradually getting brighter since she had arrived; now she could actually see by them. The girl was hard at work to keep the swing going, pumping with enormous effort because she was too small for her feet to touch the ground. Konstantin could hear her grunt at the back of each sweep just as the swing went forward again, her legs thrust out straight, her braids flying out behind her.
‘Good God,’ said Konstantin. ‘What the hell are you?’
The girl’s head whipped around in a startled away, as if she really hadn’t known Konstantin was there. She quit pumping, letting her legs dangle, but made no active effort to stop herself. Eventually, the swing slowed enough so that the girl could just stand up and walk away from it. But she went only as far as the part of the A-frame closest to Konstantin and then stood hugging the slanted bar and looking like nothing so much as a shy little girl in a playground.
‘Are you another paying customer, or something the module throws in to make things interesting?’
The girl leaned her head on the support pole and looked at Konstantin. ‘I want to go home.’ Pause. ‘Will you take me home? Are you a nice person?’
Konstantin started to bury her face in her hands and then remembered that would be awkward. ‘Drop the act, whoever you are. I know as well as anyone else there aren’t any real children in here.’
‘What if you’re wrong?’ The girl pushed away from the pole and came toward her with her hands behind her back. ‘What if I am a real little girl? What if I told you that every time my mom brings one of her boyfriends home, she sticks me in her rig and logs me in so I’m out of the way?’
Konstantin looked down at her, feeling slightly queasy. ‘I’d say that your mom is breaking the law, and she could be in a lot of trouble if anyone finds out.’
‘Nobody will,’ the girl said. ‘I can run around in here for hours and hours telling everyone about it and no one will believe me. You’re not supposed to believe anything anyone tells you in here, so she’s perfectly safe.’
Konstantin’s queasiness intensified. ‘Is that why you hang around here, swinging in the dark?’
The girl nodded. ‘If you know anything about the Sitty, then you can see why I want to just stay out of the way till I can log out.’
‘But this is ridiculous,’ Konstantin said. ‘Why don’t you tell someone when you’re off-line? A teacher, a police officer, a counselor –’
‘I have.’ The girl shrugged. ‘Nobody believes me out there, either. It’s too unbelievable. Nobody would do that. I have to be lying. Right?’
‘Plus ça change.’ Konstantin sighed, thinking suddenly that there was very damned little that had ever been invented for the sake of bringing humans closer to truth.
The girl took her hand suddenly, making her jump. ‘I think you are a nice person. You must be. Even if you don’t believe me, at least you care. At least there’s enough of a real person left inside you to think it isn’t right.’
Konstantin sighed again, at a complete loss for something to say, anything at all. So, which is worse – murder, or the things that let the victims live to regret? Damn it, it just wasn’t fair, when she was trying to handle one to have to be confronted with the other.
You can’t save the world; you can only channel-surf it. Something her ex had said once, or at least quoted. Back when they had still been showing each other compassion.
‘Look,’ she said, gently removing her hand from the girl’s. ‘I’m in here for a – a special purpose, I’ve got to find someone …’ Her voice trailed off. The girl stood looking up at her.
You just couldn’t win, Konstantin thought unhappily. If she walked away, she’d never know if she’d heard a tragedy-in-progress or an outrageous fish story. Either way, the soul behind the facade of those eyes was someone who needed some kind of help. In spite of everything, she wouldn’t be able to square it with her conscience if she walked away simply because the problem wasn’t one of those listed in her job description.
Okay. Think of a better reason to walk away, urged her more cynical side. Try the billable time thing.
‘Or maybe you can help me,’ Konstantin said quickly, taking the girl’s hand again. ‘Do you know anything about someone named Body Sativa?’
The girl only continued to stare up at her in silence.
‘Okay. How about Shantih Love?’
The girl frowned. ‘I have something at home that might help you.’
‘Where’s home?’
‘It’s just a few blocks away. If you take me home, I can show it to you,’ the girl promised, her voice faintly hopeful.
Konstantin nodded resignedly.
‘Home’ turned out to be a tiny basement efficiency in what seemed to be an otherwise abandoned building, although the girl assured Konstantin that it was not. When Konstantin asked her who else lived there, however, she only shrugged. ‘It depends, I guess,’ she said, working four big locks with a well-practiced hand before crossing the room to plant herself in the middle of the double bed that dominated the room. Except for a television sitting on a crate, it was the only furniture in the place. It was covered with a red-and-black plaid blanket; between the two pillows, a stuffed penguin stood like a tuxedoed sentry. The girl unselfconsciously folded her legs into a half-lotus and hugged the penguin to her chest. ‘This is Fairbanks. He keeps an eye on things for me.’
‘If you’re safe here, why do you leave and go to the park?’ Konstantin asked her.
‘I don’t. The park is where I get logged in all the time, and I have to figure out how to get home safely. Sometimes I can’t and I just stay there, because nobody really likes to go there. But I have to be careful when the saucer comes around.’ She rested her chin on the penguin’s head. ‘Have you ever been taken up by the saucer?’
Konstantin shook her head. ‘Have you?’
‘That depends on what you mean. And what you believe. And if it’s the same saucer every time. I don’t know if it is.’
‘Good point,’ Konstantin said, more to herself than to the girl. ‘What is it that you said you had that could help me?’
‘What kind of help do you want? Refresh my memory.’
Konstantin sighed. ‘Okay. To refresh your memory, I asked you about Body Sativa and Shantih Love –’
‘That’s right.’ She turned the penguin around to face her. ‘Fairbanks, do you know anything about Body Sativa and Shantih Love?’ Konstantin had to force herself not to make a face as the girl put the penguin’s bright orange beak to her ear. Every so often she nodded slightly.
‘So does the bird know anything?’ Konstantin asked, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.
‘Shh,’ the girl told her.
Bored, Konstantin looked around. The walls had been bare when they had come in, but now posters were fading into existence on them, arty things with lots of nudes. No doubt the girl would tell her that they had been there when she had first come here and she couldn’t get rid of them for some reason.
‘Okay,’ the girl announced. ‘Now I know.’
Konstantin turned to her and was startled to see she was now dressed in a frilly little nightie, too obviously over nothing. Understanding swept through her immediately. ‘Oh, Christ,’ she said, standing up and backing away.
‘What’s the matter?’ the girl said, putting a finger to her mouth cutely. ‘You don’t have a dirty mind, do you?’
Konstantin attacked the locks but they wouldn’t budge for her. Frustrated and furious with herself for allowing the girl to lead her wide-eyed and innocent into the setup, she leaned against the door and took a long careful breath. It didn’t help. ‘All right. What do you want?’
‘What’ve you got?’ the girl asked cheerfully.
‘Precious little, and I need every bit of it.’
‘Do you also need everyone to know that you’re a paedophile?’ The girl giggled. ‘Kinky for the kiddies?’
‘I’m logging all this,’ Konstantin said, hoping she was. ‘That’ll prove –’
‘Nothing,’ the girl said, smiling sunnily. ‘My log will look as real as yours.’ She drew her knees up, reached around her bent legs and grabbed her toes. It was such a child’s posture, Konstantin could have laughed and cried. ‘Of course, maybe you’re of a more liberated sort of mind. Maybe you feel that if there’s no such thing as paedophilia in here – and there isn’t – then there’s no such thing as an unthinkable thought, and it’s okay to contemplate anything. Even if it makes you look like the wretched refuse you secretly are.’
Konstantin sagged a bit in relief. ‘You’re not a child.’
‘I could be a precocious child,’ said the girl. ‘I could also be an undercover cop disguised as a chicken dinner.’
‘If you’re a cop, I want your badge number,’ Konstantin said briskly.
‘I could give you a number, but if it’s a fake, there’s nothing you can do about it,’ the girl said. ‘You couldn’t prosecute me for being a bad cop, or being a bad impersonator. Or didn’t you read your –’
‘I read it, I read it a billion times.’ Konstantin jerked a thumb at the locks. ‘Just let me out of here, or you’ll be a battered precocious child chicken cop dinner impersonator.’
‘What kind of batter – original recipe or something on the extra spicy side?’ The girl grinned. ‘Either way, I bet you can’t do it.’
‘Well, let’s see about that.’ Konstantin strode over to the bed, grabbed the girl by the front of her nightie and lifted her up, drawing her other fist back. The girl smiled up into her face as if Konstantin were offering her a piece of candy. Konstantin squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. It’s not a kid. It’s some kind of lowlife, probably some banana slug who gets his kicks by tormenting lost souls too shattered to defend themselves. She drew her fist back a little further and opened her eyes.
The girl’s face was practically beatific with happiness. Konstantin imagined what it would be like to let fly at this point, what the girl would look like. Would there be blood? Or would her fist suddenly smash into an invisible shield inches from the girl’s face, and instead of blood there’d be a thundering pain that went all the way up her arm to her shoulder while the girl laughed at her and said something like, I told you you couldn’t do it, why didn’t you listen to exactly what I said? Yeah, that wasn’t too hard to imagine. That, or maybe the girl turning into an alligator at the last minute and chomping down on her arm.
But what if there was no shield, no trick; what if her punch sent the girl ass-over-teakettle and what if she turned out to be real child after all? It wasn’t impossible. Maybe not the kid-forced-into-the-hotsuit scenario the girl had given her, but maybe an older kid, just starting puberty, say, out to blow off some steam with some mean-spirited fun?
And regardless, was she ready for the sight of what an unrestrained punch could do to a child’s face, especially an unrestrained punch that she herself delivered? Even if it wasn’t real?
Konstantin let go and lowered her fist. ‘Let me out of here,’ she said heavily.
The girl’s smile never wavered; she said nothing.
‘Please,’ Konstantin said, sickened by the begging note she could hear in her voice.
The girl held her hand out, palm up.
‘I don’t have anything you’d really want,’ insisted Konstantin.
The girl’s smile became an irritated sneer; she snapped her fingers twice rapidly and jabbed the air with her hand, palm up again.
Konstantin shrugged and sat down on the bed, leaning back on one elbow as if she were making herself comfortable. ‘I told you, I don’t have anything you’d want. Now, if you waste all your billable time trying to get me to cough up what I don’t have, I don’t care. I slipped in here on somebody else’s credit and I’m not watching the clock.’
‘Uh-huh,’ said the girl, but Konstantin could tell by her tone that she wasn’t as certain of herself now.
‘That’s the one lie you can’t tell in here, isn’t it – billable time. Can’t fake that billable time, can you.’
The girl tried to stare her down. Konstantin laughed in her face and lay back with her arms folded behind her head, hoping she looked far more casual than she felt. Her midsection was tense; she expected the girl to hit her or jump on her. But nothing happened for close to half a minute. When she sat up again, the girl was gone, and the door was wide open.
Maybe, Konstantin thought, satisfied, she should take up poker.
It may have been a coincidence that there was a cab parked at the curb outside. Behind the wheel, the driver was browsing the news on an in-dash screen and listening to music with lots of syrupy violins.
‘You must be the cab I was going to call,’ Konstantin said.
The driver turned to look at her. He was Japanese, perhaps in his early thirties. ‘Actually, I’m a coincidence,’ he said, matter-of-factly. ‘Statistics indicate the average player experiences between one and three coincidences per five billable hours. Of course, statistics breed coincidences.’
Konstantin considered this with her hand on the door. ‘Is that anything like familiarity breeding contempt?’
‘If it is, that’s a coincidence, too. Where to, sir or madam, as the case may be?’
‘Body Sativa. Wherever she is.’
The cabdriver frowned slightly. ‘You got that kind of cab fare?’
‘So I’ve been told.’
‘Then get in.’ He jerked his thumb at the backseat.
The people lining either side of the street exuded such a sense of danger that Konstantin knew to read just the settings on her ’suit.
‘Better?’ the cabbie asked her, a hint of amusement in his voice.
She met his gaze in the rearview mirror and was startled to see that his eyes looked far more tense than he sounded. ‘Much better, thanks. Maybe you’d regard that as cheating –’
‘I don’t regard it as anything, sir or madam as the case may be. I’m a cabbie. It’s my job to drive a cab, not to regard.’
‘Oh. Well, good.’ Konstantin laughed a little nervously. ‘What’s going on out there, anyway?’
‘Someone’s left a tribal warfare module going. It’s most likely a promo by a new parlor, trolling for customers. Extra Sitty-based module for no extra charge, that sort of thing.’
‘At this hour of the morning?’ Konstantin said, yawning.
‘It isn’t this hour of the morning everywhere, sir or madam as the case may be.’
‘Touché.’
‘And even where it is, it isn’t for some people. The time zone can be a thing of personal preference.’
Pretty forthcoming for a cabbie, Konstantin thought, trying to catch the driver’s gaze in the rearview mirror again. ‘Have you ever had Body Sativa as a fare?’ she asked.
‘Not that I know of. She’s not my speed.’
‘Whatever that means,’ Konstantin muttered, barely realizing she was speaking aloud.
‘You’ll find out. She’s not your speed, either.’
He made a sharp right, drove up some stone steps and across a piazza, negotiating a route around and through enormous fragments of broken statuary and wrecked machines to the base of a skyscraper. Where the entrance had been was only a huge, gaping hole, guarded by what seemed to be a couple of werewolves.
‘Well, their hair is perfect,’ said the cabbie.
‘What?’ Konstantin said, bewildered.
‘Nothing. Don’t worry about them. Show them your pass and they’ll let you go in.’
‘How do you know I’ve got a pass?’
‘You’d have to. Otherwise you wouldn’t have known to tell me to take you directly to Body Sativa.’
‘Oh.’ Konstantin found her cab fare and handed it over the front seat. ‘If I find you again, will that be a coincidence?’
‘Chance favors the prepared mind.’
She found herself standing on the cracked stone of the piazza, watching the cab drive away to disappear around the side of the building. Steeling herself, she turned to the werewolves guarding the entrance. Their hair really was perfect, she realized; they seemed to be closer to were-lions than wolves, gracefully muscular in artful tatters of clothing, and definitely the sort of creatures that Shantih Love had found attractive, according to the ’suit. They looked at her with large-pupiled eyes rimmed in amber and she had the feeling they were amused. No more amused than she was, Konstantin thought. Who would pay to be a night watchman? Or watchwolf, as the case may be.
‘I’m here to see Body Sativa,’ she told them, sounding a bit more defiant than she had meant to.
‘What you can see, you will see,’ said the wolf on her left.
‘Well, then, I’m going in.’ Konstantin looked from him to the other one on her right. The other one was female, she realized, as the wolf licked its chops. ‘Tell me, is this what you both like to do? Spend your time here guarding a hole in a building?’
‘Nosy, aren’t you,’ said the female, but in a genial way.
‘Yes, I am nosy. I figure – why not.’ Konstantin smiled. ‘Now, really. Is this how you two spend your time?’
‘Stay alert and maybe you can barter, too,’ said the first werewolf. He waved her into the building.
At first, she could only stand in total darkness, confused. Then she felt the cat in her arms, and a moment later, two beams of light were playing around the lobby. Twin flashlights – they came from the cat’s eyes, which made her laugh, but more with relief than amusement. The cat looked around the ruined, dirty lobby until it found the elevator for her, staring at the call button until she pressed it. She had some reservations about climbing into an elevator in a building like this, but when it arrived, it was fully lit and functional. Considering that the alternative would have been to hike up a few hundred flights of stairs in the dark, she decided that it was a risk she could tolerate.
The elevator opened right onto a waiting room. It was brightly lit, filled with oddly-shaped furniture that suggested both antiquity and unknown origin. The texture seemed to be wood, but also gave the impression that it had been made liquid at some point, to be pulled and tortured into twisted, bizarre framework before hardening permanently. Tortured furniture? Konstantin shook her head. Either she was getting more imaginative in her old age, or she was extremely tired. Her ex would have voted for tired.
She looked around. There was no one else in the room, not even at the contorted table that could very well have been a receptionist’s desk. Konstantin sighed, absently petting the cat in her arms. The cat jumped onto the surface of the table/receptionist’s desk, lay down and became a book again, open to a page with a large exclamation mark on it. Konstantin went around the other side to have a look.
The exclam vanished and words appeared on the page. So you’re here to see Body Sativa and no one seems to be in.
Konstantin stepped back and looked around. ‘Hello?’ she asked warily.
The book turned a page with an attention-getting flapping noise. You have entered an area normally reserved for those who access at a higher speed.
She blew out a disgusted breath. Figured. Sex, drugs, blood and guts. When did humanity last have an original thought, she wondered. Probably never. Everything we thought we needed to know we learned from chimpanzees.
There will be a short wait before anyone can see you, but you will be seen. Do you want to wait? Please touch one: – YES – NO.
Konstantin touched the YES square.
Thank you. Please have a seat.
Konstantin picked up the book and tucked it away inside her robe, before finding a piece of furniture that seemed to be remotely like a couch, and sitting down. The walls in this room were blank, as far as she could tell. Sometimes she thought she saw a shadow flicker but nothing appeared and she decided it was some kind of glitch in the transmission. Either that, or the simulated fluorescent lights were flickering in the interest of authenticity.
‘Cat,’ she said, and there it was in her lap again, giving her a glimpse of a puzzled feline face before it became a book. She stared down at the page of icons Tim Mezzer had given her. Several were question marks, presumably to provide her with relatively simple answers. Or so she surmised. She touched one of the question marks and it became a small card in her hand.
‘Is it me,’ she said to the card, ‘or is this really boring?’
‘It’s you.’
She looked up. A large TV screen had come into existence directly in front of her without her noticing; she might have taken the image on the screen for another androgyne, except that everyone had referred to Body Sativa as she. Male or female or both, Body Sativa would have been beautiful, although her face should have been too wide and too round and her eyes too small to allow that description of her. Perhaps it was the full, wide, sensuous mouth that did it, or the chaotic, multi-colored hair. Or maybe it was all just a special effect on a TV screen, as seen on a second TV screen.
‘I don’t get to meet you in person, I have to watch you on a monitor?’ Konstantin said. ‘And I’m already actually watching you on a monitor to begin with. Don’t you think that’s excessive?’
Body Sativa’s smile was appreciative. ‘It’s always wise to take anything in AR with a grain of salt at least. Grains of salt are a valuable commodity here. But an even more valuable commodity is speed.’
‘So I hear. Tell me, what is there for the, uh, unaccelerated, so to speak?’
‘There’s plenty of keep-busy junk in the world out there. One could beg the question of why anyone would even bother to come in here unaccelerated, as you put it.’
‘If one doesn’t have a good illicit drug connection and one doesn’t know to begin with,’ Konstantin snapped, losing her patience. ‘Look, I’m tired, I’ve had a bad night. I’m wearing this outfit to investigate a murder that occurred out there, in a video parlor. The person who normally wears this appearance, or who was wearing it earlier tonight anyway, got his throat cut. The name is Shantih Love, which he wore over the name Tom Iguchi, which according to his wife wasn’t his name to begin with, since he was known to change his name regularly. During questioning of possible witnesses, you were mentioned several times as someone who would know something more about Shantih Love than the average paying customer. I’m sick of chasing around in here –’ Konstantin sighed. Suddenly she felt weak and very, very tired. ‘I almost got molested by a child, for chrissakes.’
‘A child?’ Body Sativa’s amused smile was also skeptical. ‘There are no children in here.’
‘Are you sure about that?’ Konstantin sighed. ‘After all, everything you’re told in here is a lie, right? So that must be a lie, too.’
‘Philosophers’ Corner is halfway down the block from Beginners’ Cafe, and you don’t even need to pay extra to be in the Sitty to go to either one of them,’ Body Sativa said briskly. ‘Look, dear-friend, if you have some information for me, you can deposit it down there, in the bottom of this monitor unit –’ the TV screen bulged slightly as Body Sativa leaned forward and looked down, at the outside of the TV case; a small slot glowed brightly. ‘I’ll look at it – I assume it’s footage? – and if you leave your email address, you’ll hear from me in a day, possibly less. If I know anything, I’ll tell you. The truth, that is; the truth you use out there.’
‘Well, the truth would be a nice change in routine,’ Konstantin said cheerfully. ‘But an even better thing would be if you would agree to meet me out there yourself. In person.’
‘I didn’t witness anything in person. Be a good dear-friend and settle for email. I wouldn’t even give you that much, except that a study of your movements this session indicates that you are everything you say, and I’d be less than responsible if I didn’t give you what you ask. You’re so completely … ignorant … of how things are done here that if I don’t help you, you’re liable to get hurt very badly.’
‘Well, that’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,’ Konstantin said quickly. ‘This Shantih Love/Tom Iguchi person wasn’t the only one who turned up dead out there. There are seven other people –’
‘Email,’ Body Sativa said firmly. ‘And now, you really should be going. The tribal wars module isn’t strictly ornamental.’ Then she reached out of the TV screen and pressed a button in the upper right-hand corner of the console. The screen went dark. Konstantin got up and tried pressing the button herself but nothing happened. Wearily she asked the cat for instructions on how to transfer a copy of the footage of Shantih Love’s AR murder to the slot Body Sativa had showed her. Email was better than nothing, she supposed, and then it occurred to her that it was probably even better than AR. Email was traceable.
It didn’t occur to her that it wasn’t necessary to ride all the way down to the ground floor in the elevator to get out.
She walked out of the building into the middle of a riot.
The werewolves were gone, but the formerly empty piazza was now full of people running, screaming, chasing each other, hurling furniture and other heavy objects from broken-out windows in the building, possibly from midair for all she knew. Wrecked cars had been overturned and set on fire. But then, perhaps that actually counted as new home construction for the salamander population, she thought, feeling dazed and anxious as she look around for some clear route of escape.
Escape. Good one, Einstein. Try ‘exit.’ She felt like a complete idiot. It was no wonder that Body Sativa didn’t want to have anything to do with her. She wasn’t just unaccelerated, she was stupid. The whole venture was no better than a reckless prank. She couldn’t get into the spirit of it even for the sake of information-gathering on behalf of some poor murdered kid. And walking around disguised as the victim – the more she thought about it, the more it seemed like an act of desecration. Better just to hope for useful information via email from Body Sativa, though she doubted there would be any. This had nothing to do with anyone’s life, not anyone’s real life. So how could it have anything to do with a kid’s real death? Or seven other real deaths?
She stepped out of the relative shelter of the lobby just as a Molotov cocktail sailed over her head and shattered on the building above her, making a perfect wave circle of flame. The effect of the heat was so realistic she could have sworn her face was flushed. She put an arm up defensively and turned away.
It took her all of a second to register the blow followed by the impact of her body on the piazza. The punch in her upper chest had been so abrupt and powerful that her legs had flown out from under her and she’d hit the pavement on her back. It hurt, as badly as the real thing would have. She thought she had run into one of the rioters and the program had authenticated the logical result. But then a half-circle of grinning faces appeared above her as she tried to sit up and catch her breath and she couldn’t believe it. Of all the damned things that could go on in this ridiculous scenario and she would go and trigger one of the least imaginative.
Before she could ask for the icon cat, they hauled her to her feet and began shoving her around so that she rebounded from one into another like a pinball. Still breathless, she tried to get a good look at them but they were pushing her around too quickly. The Molotov cocktail had ignited something and she could see others, some human and some not quite, watching in the firelight as her attackers played with her.
There had to be something in the icon cat that would help, she thought, something for protection, self-defense, something. Too bad she hadn’t thought of that sooner and used some precautions. She could imagine Body Sativa laughing at her. Ignorant … ignorant. You thought you were safe because you were here under false pretenses. Surprise, dear-friend, we’re all here under false pretenses.
They were shoving her around harder now, slapping and punching, and the pain was only too real. Never mind the technical specs of the sensation delivery system – this was too authentic. She wondered if Tomoyuki Iguchi had had some kind of masochistic streak that he had indulged as Shantih Love –
And suddenly she wasn’t sure that it wasn’t happening for real. Maybe Shantih Love hadn’t been able to tell the difference there on the shore of the Hudson River, not until it was too late and he couldn’t feel how the real blood was flowing along with the virtual, even though he could see, perhaps until the moment of his death, the virtual attacker who had come to hijack his persona. But why?
A leg kicked out as she stumbled sideways and she went down again. One of her attackers started to pull her up; she twisted away and fumbled the iconcat out onto the ground where she could see it.
This time, it didn’t pause for animal imagery. The book fell open to a fierce and cartoony picture of a monster that she somehow knew was a talisman of protection. Just as she grabbed for it, her attackers tore it away from her.
Too late, she understood that the catalog with its treasure trove of icons – its stuff – was what they’d been after all along. She scrambled up but a heavy boot caught her in the midsection and she sat down hard.
Someone crouched down and shoved a face that looked like the product of an unfortunate mating between a troll and a gargoyle up close to hers. ‘Hey, you never heard that expression, be seated?’
She scooted backward, trying to get away. He advanced on her with the others behind him, one holding up her icon cat so she could see that they had taken the whole thing from her.
All, that was, except for one page that she was still clutching in one hand, so hard that her knuckles hurt. Another pain that was real, produced by the way she was clenching her hand in this unreal place, a pain that paled next to the jazzy high-res authenticity of the ’suit but went deeper, all the way down to the level where what remained of the reptile senses sorted real from unreal.
They are killing me. They are really killing me!
The thought was a screaming in her head. What was going on, out there beyond the bounds of the headmount and the neo-exo-nervous system, what was happening out there, how many were out there, why hadn’t she figured there could be more than one in on the murder, someone else hidden in the air-processing ducts, perhaps, with the cooperation of some insider, maybe bored Tim Mezzer or bitter Miles Mank, or even Pleshette, not bored or bitter, just plain crazy. Or all of them together, Mank and Pleshette pretending to hate each other out there. Or maybe they did hate each other out there but not in here.
In here. Where the employee discount was pretty good. What arrogance and contempt, to kill someone so soon after the last one, and the detective investigating the case, no less! Ideal, though – the partner was too claustrophobic to jump right on the crime scene and they knew it, so by the time someone else, Celestine and DiPietro perhaps, arrived, they’d have jiggered the evidence, massaged the data, and Celestine and DiPietro would be too busy trying to impress the stringer from Police Blotter to notice or care that she had become so much more grist for the AR urban legend mill. Ya hear about the homicide detective who was killed in AR investigating a murder? Yeah, incredible galloping head-bugs, she was crazier ’n a sackful of assholes. Happened in D.C., of course. Life is so cheap there, it’s a whole different world –
Now the chief troll-gargoyle was waving around something that looked like a jagged fragment of a mirror, poking it at her face. Her rational mind kept telling her that he couldn’t possibly cut her but her rational mind had shrunk to the size of a quark. The rest of her was believing it the way a Pentecostal convert believed the touch of an omnipotent God made you speak in tongues, believed it to the point where she could feel the small cuts on her face. The bloody and murderous troll had cut her face and in a moment he would cut her throat, by the power of suggestion she would believe her throat was cut and so much for extremo ruptura being the sole province of St. Whoever. There just hadn’t been any AR up until now that could compete with the faith of a fanatic saint with stigmata, but now there was, now there was. Let the coroner come now, let them all come and see if the power of their own belief and their own galloping head-bugs would allow them to survive –
The torn page in her hand transformed into a larger hand. She tried to let go with a scream but the hand seemed to swallow hers. The face of the gargoyle snapped out of focus and became the big, soft features of Taliaferro. The scream that escaped her now was one of total surprise, pure reaction to the one thing she had expected least of all.
Panting, she looked around. Celestine had thrown herself over her legs while DiPietro had her other arm and most of her upper body. Behind them, Pleshette and Mank were staring at her wide-eyed and Tim Mezzer was yawning with a hand over his mouth. And behind them, standing on a chair, the stringer from Police Blotter was filming, filming, filming.
‘Okay,’ Konstantin said, letting out a long breath. ‘Are you guys trying to give me a heart attack?’
‘She can see us,’ Taliaferro said. ‘Let her up.’
They stepped away from her and she saw that they had peeled most of the hotsuit off her. The headmount was lying on the floor, shattered. ‘Taliaferro, don’t make me ask what happened like some clod from a bad action movie – Taliaferro?’
‘Over here.’ He was out in the hallway, standing well free of the doorway. ‘You don’t really expect me to stand in there?’
‘In –’ she realized he was talking about the tiny cubicle. ‘Okay,’ she said again. ‘What did happen?’
‘You were screaming,’ said Pleshette, her tone all but lascivious. ‘You were screaming and screaming and you wouldn’t stop. I was keeping an eye on you, you know, and I saw you getting attacked. Then they took your icon cat –’
‘Yes, the one with all your stuff in it,’ Konstantin said, feeling embarrassed in spite of everything.
‘You can’t get it back,’ Pleshette said, as if Konstantin had offered.
Konstantin shook her head, not quite believing that Pleshette was really giving her a hard time about AR stuff. It wasn’t stuff. It wasn’t even a lack of stuff. What was wrong with this stupid woman, with all the stupid people in there, especially stupid people who would hurt you – kill you – for the sake of a cache of items that didn’t exist?
Because they had been going to kill her, she thought. They’d been going to use her own perceptions against her to do it. She could still feel the places where they had hit her, the pain was still there, throbbing dully. Tomorrow, she’d be one big bruise.
She shook her head again. ‘What about high-speed access?’ she said, dazed.
‘We don’t have that here,’ Pleshette said quickly.
‘Then where would I go to get it?’
There was a long pause. ‘High-speed access, that’s, that’s just a –’ Pleshette paused again to swallow. ‘It’s one of those fairy stories AR junkies tell each other. Somebody went online amped once and claimed that they got everything all speeded up and used less billable time. But that’s, you know, don’t we all wish.’
‘Yes, don’t we. Except video parlor managers,’ Konstantin said. ‘Less billable time, that wouldn’t be such good news around here, would it.’ She eased herself out of the chair but when she stood up, her legs buckled. Celestine and DiPietro caught her, one under each arm. She would have appreciated their solicitude more if they hadn’t turned her toward the stringer.
‘Beginners always underestimate the effects of abrupt-disconnect shock,’ Miles Mank said importantly.
She felt her left hand cramp and realized she was still clenching it tight. In her mind’s eye, she saw the image of the coin she had been given, the loop of infinity on one side, Ouroboros on the other. Half expecting to find the coin stuck to her flesh, she tried to unfold her fingers, but they wouldn’t move. She had to have several hours of electrical and tactile massage to loosen the knots that had seized various muscles all over her body, including her hand. When it did finally open, like a late-blooming flower – or maybe, Konstantin thought, a hand-puppet of a flower – there was nothing there at all, and nothing up her sleeve.



EMPTY CUP [V]
It hadn’t surprised Yuki that she had not won the lottery. The only answer she had received from the ticket had been a straight, technical explanation.
Unacceptable – does not fit criteria for acceptance
Simulated – synthetic, artificial, fake, counterfeit meant to deceive by passing as real
Person – human being, or character meant to be the equivalent of a human being
Non-Human Manipulated – moved, activated, set in motion by a force other than a human being, possibly a character meant to be the equivalent of a human being
Standing there on the street with winged gang members soaring overhead, occasionally dive-bombing her in an attempt to make her stampede or at least duck (she didn’t oblige them), she felt a fatigue that surpassed any other tiredness or exhaustion she’d ever experienced. Sick of you, she thought, staring up at a winged thug balanced on a crumbling ledge. He was staring right back at her. She shouldn’t have been able to tell because he was so far away, but that was AR for you – all the information you didn’t need and more. And sometimes less, too, she’d thought, looking down at the lottery ticket. Sick of you.
A vehicle that looked like a cross between a tank and a double-decker touring bus overturned in front of her, spilling out a mess of people with weapons grafted directly onto their bodies. They all rolled expertly to their feet and ran off in all directions, several of them brushing her roughly as they passed. Yuki imagined they were supposed to look frightening and deadly with their built-in killing machinery but they only suggested an ill-advised laboratory experiment that had escaped from its vat and multiplied. And for all she knew, that was the scenario they were all acting out. Gang Wars in Post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty, starring various crimes against nature. Strictly for entertainment value of course, for those of you whose idea of entertainment is to be frightened, intimidated, or even beaten up. Sick of you. Sick of you, time to go. She moved her eyes along the periphery of her visual field, waiting for the exit menu to pop up. Nothing happened.
Well, that was okay, too. Joy Flower might be determined to keep her in here, for whatever hinky-kinky reasons, but the bitch couldn’t force her to do anything. She walked past the overturned tank-bus, which had started to burn, and sat down in the middle of the street, waiting for something to fall on her, run her over, or otherwise end her stupid adventure and get her fired. Wherever Tom was, he would just have to find some other way to act out his strange needs. She was done. It wasn’t worth it. Sick of you.
‘Sick of you,’ she announced to the sky, hoping Joy Flower could hear her. ‘Sick of you. And sick of me, too.’
Whether Joy Flower heard her or not, the winged thug on the ledge had. He adjusted his diving posture and she knew he was aiming right for her.
There was no transition. She was standing at the open hatch of an airplane tens of thousands of feet up, hanging on with both hands. Someone’s foot was in the small of her back. Her stomach dropped and rebounded in terror, and her fingers tightened their grip. The pressure against her back increased slightly and her body bowed outward.
Not that you could die, of course, she thought, staring down at the patchwork landscape passing underneath, partly veiled by thin, ragged clouds. You couldn’t die from this sort of thing. And if it happened over and over and over, you might even get inured to it and conquer your fear. And then again, maybe you wouldn’t. How many times would it have to happen before you knew one way or another, and what would be left of your mind when it was over?
And while we were at it, what was that bit about Joy Flower not being able to force her to do anything?
Had she only been thinking, or had someone been whispering to her, a tiny voice bypassing the roaring of both the wind and her own hammering heart? Cold air freeze-scalded her face, ripped the moisture from her eyes, drove spikes of pain through her temples. This, too, was part of the sensuous AR experience; enjoy.
She made herself look up into the crystal blue of the sky. And just suppose, she thought, that instead of falling down, you fell up, at high speed. At a higher speed, say, than falling down, a higher speed than anyone could follow.
And what if no one knew? What if you let anyone who might be watching see your body tumbling down through the cloudy air, plunging toward earth in the typical splayed and helpless position, a human starfish. Was that possible?
There was a sudden hard shove and she was soaring free of the doorway, out in the unbearably cold air where she seemed to hover for a fraction of a second before beginning her rush earthward.
Her inner ear screamed at her that she was going to die of the sensation of falling before the impact killed her. Something made her give in to the feeling instead of fighting it. So she would die of the sensation of falling. Take me, she thought. Pluck my life out of midair, cheat them, leave them with a shell. They’ll never know because in spite of everything else they can do to me in here, they can’t hear my thoughts. They’ll never know.
For a while, the earth seemed to rock and swing crazily beneath her, sometimes changing places with the sky as she rolled over in the wind. But eventually it steadied and began to close the distance between her and itself with increasing speed, until it was rushing at her fixedly, aimed at her face. She had no breath for screaming but the wind screamed for her and kept screaming as an almost-perfect square tract of bumpy green stretched out in every direction, as if it were unfurling itself just to catch her.
The impact never came. When she opened her eyes, she was back in the open doorway of the airplane.
A hand dug into her hair and yanked her head back. ‘It doesn’t have to be this way!’ Ash bellowed into her face over the wind. He was still velvet-skinned.
‘What do you want?’ she said through gritted teeth.
‘The same thing you want. Find him!’
‘You’re not Ash,’ she said. ‘You’re not anybody. Let me talk to her.’
He pulled her head back farther. She was barely managing to keep her feet on the edge of the doorway. If he bent her back any more, she would fall and be sucked out into empty space again. Terror chills radiated from the center of her chest out to her arms and legs, hands and feet, like an electric shock and she couldn’t help it. She let go, felt her body fly straight out like a pennant in a hurricane.
But she didn’t fall. Not yet. Ash still had hold of her hair, and the pull against her scalp was only beginning to be painful. ‘There’s no way out!’ he hollered in her ear. She could feel his velvet face scrape against her head. ‘They’ve got a feeding tube in one end and a conduit for waste in the other. They can last longer than you can, Yuki. They can make the fall worse each time. There is an impact module, Yuki, and they can make you feel it, every bit of it, and then bring you back here a heartbeat later and get you ready to do it again. Do you want to do that? Huh? Do you want to?’
She tried to get her hands up to her head; her scalp was on fire now and it would only be a relief if he let go. She saw his head swivel around to look behind him. Then he shrugged and shoved her away. The sky sucked her out into its emptiness and then spat her down toward the earth again.
This time she was rolling over and over on her side, as if she were doing a series of rapid dance turns as well as falling. Nausea and dizziness added themselves to the stew of sensation, while sky and ground strobed to a flicker of light and dark in the mess of her vision.
There was a sudden flash of something else between earth and sky. At first she only glimpsed it briefly, a new element inserted in the moment after the flash of earth and before the flash of sky … or vice versa. As she fell faster, she was able to hold it in her sight a little bit longer and somehow, she just knew that whatever it was, neither Joy Flower nor any of her crew, human or not, had any idea that it was there. If she could get to it, if she could get to the place where it was, they might not be able to reach her.
The image of her inert body in a hotsuit rose up in her mind. Well, yes, they did have her body, there was that. But if she could elude them in here, she might be able to send a message to the outside somehow. To the real Ash, to the police, to somebody somewhere.
She tried to concentrate her attention on the moment between light sky and dark ground, and she almost had it when land smashed against her in midturn, shattering her bones, pulping her flesh, splitting her skin, enveloping her in a physical state that was beyond agony.
‘You explode like a rotten squash,’ Ash told her, dangling her out the doorway by her wrists. His grip was so tight she couldn’t sense her hands even to wiggle her fingers and her shoulders felt as if they were both dislocated. The wind buffeted her legs, alternately knocking her from side to side and pulling on her as if playing tug-o-war with Ash. She tried to look over her shoulder but her shoulders were hunched up around her ears and it was impossible.
‘You explode like a bomb made of flesh and bone,’ said Ash. ‘Bone shards fly out with such force that they could kill someone standing nearby. How’s that for shrapnel? Your blood turns to mist. Doesn’t that bother you? I mean, come on, Yuki, doesn’t it hurt?’
She looked at him and tried to say something but her mouth was completely dry.
‘What?’ he said. ‘I can’t hear you. I –’ He let go of her left wrist to cup his hand around his ear and then pretended to look shocked as she dangled by one arm. ‘Oops! I really goofed up that time, didn’t –’
The wind tore her away from him and she tumbled end over end, going faster than ever. She concentrated, willing herself to go even faster than that, instinctively tucking her legs in and hugging her knees. Faster, she thought, faster, faster, faster –
She couldn’t fall faster, she realized, but she could tumble faster within the fall. Sky and earth began to flicker again, and then the flickering began to pick up momentum. After a while, she saw that the ground wasn’t any closer; it was as if she were cannonballing along the wind, moving across more than down. Had they noticed, was Ash watching?
The flickering became a flickering gleam, a glimmer, a twinkle that grew from a pinpoint to a ball so big that it crowded out both earth and sky. She fell into it like a comet falling into the face of the sun.
After a time, the light died down, from blinding to something softer, something on the order of the warm golden glow from an antique lamp. Yuki became aware slowly that she was no longer falling, had not been falling for some time. Her eyes were closed and she had no sense of her position – had she passed out? Was she still unconscious and dreaming?
She opened her eyes and jumped, startled. She was sitting in an enormous leather chair like the one in Joy Flower’s office but this one had been pulled up to a large, round, dark wood meeting table. There was a touch on her arm and she turned to find her grandmother sitting at her left.
‘Grandmother?’
‘Body,’ the woman said.
‘Whose?’ asked Yuki, bewildered.
Her grandmother looked patient. ‘Body Sativa. Don’t tell me you don’t know the name.’
‘You look and talk just like my grandmother.’ Yuki drew back suspiciously. ‘Is this how they use you in the afterlife? They keep your brain running to generate post-Apocalyptic AR cities?’
‘If I am your grandmother, I’m dead, I’m past caring why they keep my brain running.’ The woman smiled. ‘It doesn’t matter what they intended, anyway. Something else is happening, something they didn’t bargain for.’
Yuki felt an echo of the weariness that had caused her to sit down in the middle of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty in the first place. ‘It’s all just AR. Right now, I’m moving so fast they can’t track me, but eventually I’ll start to lose momentum and they’ll find me again.’
‘Actually, they’d rather find you before you lose momentum,’ Body Sativa said, leaning over to look at the center of the table. Yuki followed her gaze but saw nothing other than a vague area that might have been a spot that a dustcloth had missed. ‘They’ve been trying to get up this high for a while now. Only one or two managed it in the past – accelerant combined with high adrenaline, nature’s own speed cocktail. They want to follow you up. They know there’s something here and they want it.’
‘What?’ Yuki said skeptically, tensing a little in spite of herself.
‘Old Japan.’
Yuki laughed without humor. ‘Oh, yeah. Post-Apocalyptic Tokyo, the hottest thing yet. Please. Save the sales pitch. I don’t do AR. I wouldn’t be here now except I’m, uh, looking for someone.’
‘No. Not a cheap amusement park. The real Old Japan. And I know who you’re looking for.’ There was a pause. ‘Iguchi Tomoyuki tried to sell his birthright. The one who purchased it was set upon by a demon, who killed him.’
‘Sorry, I don’t believe in demons,’ Yuki said sourly.
‘Ask Tom, then, when you find him, if he believes in demons.’
Yuki looked down at the highly polished tabletop. Did her reflection just frown at her and give its head a barely perceptible shake no, or was she imagining it? A chill swept up her back to her neck. Faster? Faster still?
‘If you had him here, how did you lose him?’ she asked.
Body Sativa’s face became a cold mask. ‘He became greedy. He took the catalog, he decided he would sell the high-level accesses for money, to anyone, non-Japanese as well as Japanese. Greed is a very old, very unoriginal scenario, so boring. If we could recover the catalog, the accesses to the higher levels –’
‘If Tom’s still in here,’ Yuki said, careful to keep her voice even, ‘why can’t you find him? Or do you already have him – out there – and he just won’t talk?’
‘– we would forgive him, we would make him part of bunraku. As you are.’
‘Bunraku,’ Yuki repeated, mystified. She looked down at her reflection again. It was staring up at her with an urgent, worried look. Casually she put her forearms on the table and folded her hands like a studious schoolgirl, making a roughly circular area of the tabletop that she hoped only she could see.
‘The method by which Old Japan will be remade – awakened – for good. The real, the true Old Japan. We were bringing it to fruition, we were nurturing it with the life of our blood and tissue and the afterlife of our souls when Joy Flower came looking for us.’
‘How? She’s not Japanese,’ Yuki said.
‘Many of her Boyz were, and are. Tom is. You are. We know. Your tissue was sampled when you were injected. We tasted you.’
Yuki felt another chill, what Ash had always referred to as the goose walking over your grave. ‘Who’s “we”?’
‘Just a group of Japanese who missed our homeland. We wanted to go home.’
‘But –’ Yuki felt a wave of dizziness. ‘Wait. With a name like Body Sativa?’
‘It is not yet time to loosen the threads of this appearance and reveal the one underneath.’
Yuki frowned, not understanding the reference. ‘The number who remember Japan like that must be shrinking all the time. Am I not Japanese just because the physical islands were destroyed?’
‘All peoples have a source,’ said Body Sativa. ‘We are re-constructing ours, not in soil and rock and ocean, but in flesh and blood, nerve and synapse. Can’t you feel it?’
Something rippled through her, like a sensation from someone else’s body, as if someone else were sharing the suit with her by some remote access. Except this time, it didn’t feel hideously obscene, like being invaded by a stranger from within.
There was a gentle touch on her shoulder and she looked up to see a large doll-woman in traditional Japanese costume floating in front of her on the table. It bowed and began to move slowly and precisely, with as much grace as a living person.
Not a doll. A puppet, with several living persons behind its movements. Her movements. Bunraku. Japanese puppet theater. Not a children’s diversion but the classic puppet theater of Old Japan, as serious as Noh and Kabuki, a demonstration of skill and grace, control and cooperation. Now she could see the outlines of the people moving the puppet if not their faces. See them and feel them –
She held up both her hands, looking at them in wonder. ‘Tom?’ she whispered, rubbing her hands together, trying to sense the presence of any others, all the others whose hands moved and felt with her own.
‘You won’t find Iguchi in there,’ Body Sativa told her. ‘He broke the chain. He didn’t believe Old Japan could be revived. He believed in amusement parks. People can believe in the most absurd things, like Out Doors, or that Joy Flower’s whores do not mind that people put on their sensations like hot suits, for the pleasure of feeling powerful. Or that the Japanese would want a post-Apocalyptic city open only to us. We’ve had that, thank you. You’re not the ignorant sansei that Tom is, that you didn’t know, are you?’
Yuki leaned back as far as she could, trying to reduce the feel of being pulled into the woman’s gaze. ‘What do you want from me?’
‘Do you know the art of filling an empty cup with tea when you have no tea?’
She shook her head silently.
‘I should have said the art of producing Iguchi Tomoyuki where there supposedly is none. Find him for us, and through him, recover the catalog, with so many of the arts of Old Japan. Bunraku, for one. So that we can know again what it is to be one people.’
‘You want whipped cream on that?’ Yuki said dryly.
Body Sativa smiled benevolently. ‘The catalog alone will do, if Iguchi Tomoyuki doesn’t want to rejoin us.’
‘Why me?’
‘You’re wearing his appearance. Joy Flower set you out in it to snag him. You can snag him for us as easily as for her.’
Yuki nodded a bit reluctantly. ‘There’s just one other problem, though. I’m in the process of falling from an airplane –’
‘I know,’ said Body Sativa. ‘And you must hurry, so you can finish before you hit the ground again.’



DEATH IN THE PROMISED LAND [V]
‘I’m in a bad mood,’ Konstantin said, massaging the palm of her hand with her thumb. She was still getting spontaneous cramping in her hands, feet, and calf muscles.
‘Well, I can’t blame you.’ Sitting on the other side of the desk in the manager’s office, Tim Mezzer yawned. ‘It was probably foolish for you to go in cold like that. Some of the people who come in, they warm up like athletes beforehand. But you don’t have to take it all out on me, you know.’
‘Yeah, I do.’ Konstantin flexed her hand. Tension is our friend. ‘Because I know that you’re the one supplying the drug to the custom smart enough to ask for it. I just don’t know which of the other two is in on it with you – Mank or Pleshette.’
Tim Mezzer became marginally less bored for a few moments as he seemed think something over. He shrugged. ‘Pleshette. You always get the manager on your side if you can. Mank doesn’t know anything. He doesn’t even know what planet he’s on.’
‘Innocence is a fragile thing. Don’t tell him.’ Konstantin glowered at him. ‘The other thing I don’t know is why you sent me to Body Sativa when you knew she’d tell me about the drug.’
‘I didn’t think she’d tell you we were using it at the parlor,’ Mezzer said, irritated as well as bored. ‘Or who was supplying it.’
‘It wasn’t all that hard to figure out,’ Konstantin said, getting angry. ‘I only had to guess who the supplier was. I had a one-in-three chance of being right. How stupid do you think people are out here?’
Mezzer shrugged again and spread his hands helplessly. ‘Is that a rhetorical question?’ he asked through a yawn.
‘No,’ replied Konstantin with exaggerated patience. ‘I’m just Nature’s way of telling you that you’ve spent so much time all cranked up in there that you’re under the erroneous impression that life out here is slow and stupid. Not to mention boring.’
‘Sorry, but it is boring,’ Tim Mezzer said. ‘It is.’
‘That kid died out here,’ said Konstantin, ‘and he wasn’t bored to death.’
Guilfoyle Pleshette was not bored, and neither was her lawyer. She had traded her kimono for a long, formal-looking black garment that was more than a dress but less than a coat. The lawyer was another member of the Church of Small-Is-Beautiful, an older man named Carl Rosario who managed to sit cross-legged in a suit on the desk without looking ridiculous. He also used a pen that wrote in broad, dark strokes and a pad instead of an archiver. Konstantin found she was attracted to him, which put her in an even worse temper.
‘We had nothing to do with Tom Iguchi’s death,’ Rosario said agreeably, ‘and we have many witnesses who can testify to our presence at the check-in desk with Miles Mank during the time Iguchi was murdered. We’re not going to talk about drugs because you’re not drugs, you’re homicide. I think that covers everything. Any questions?’
‘Can we talk about the general day-to-day operation of the video parlor?’ Konstantin asked stonily.
Rosario shrugged. ‘Can we have this conversation in a more reasonable location, one with coffee and perhaps something to eat?’
‘No,’ Konstantin growled. ‘Nobody leaves here till I have what I need to conduct this murder investigation effectively.’
The lawyer looked at her with distaste. ‘If I might point out, lieutenant, you have already kept my client, as well as several other people, well past their usual quitting times while you did god knows what in an artificial reality scenario from which you could not possibly obtain any evidence whatsoever –’
‘But only because I wasn’t going fast enough,’ Konstantin snapped. ‘Isn’t that right, Guilfoyle?’
Pleshette winced at Konstantin’s use of her first name but refused to look at her. ‘What am I supposed to do, get a blood sample from every blowfish who walks in here? Or search them? Most of them come in with stuff and don’t take it till they’re all ’suited up and ready to go. If somebody wants to ride all fucked up, there’s not much you can do to stop them.’
‘But there’s plenty you can do to help them. Right?’ Konstantin lunged forward over the desk and put her face in Pleshette’s without touching her. ‘How do you get a highspeed connection here? Is it cheaper if you buy the drug here, too, is that some kind of special package deal? Didn’t you say you couldn’t get high speed here, or am I remembering wrong?’
Rosario tapped her shoulder, trying to get her to move back away from Pleshette. ‘Stop showing off, lieutenant. We know you’re tough.’
‘Yeah. Sure.’ Konstantin sat down again. ‘But that’s no distinction around here. Everybody’s tough in AR. Gotta be tough to hold your own in those post-Apocalyptic Gang Wars, right, Guilfoyle? Tough is a must. Tough and fast is better, though, isn’t it? And the faster you go, the tougher you get and the tougher it gets, right? And then things get a little crazy – no, a lot crazier than usual, and then a whole lot crazier than they ought to be.’
Rosario leaned over to try to look into her eyes. ‘Do you have a point, Lieutenant Konstan –’
‘The paranoia, the delusions and the hallucinations,’ Konstantin said, staring hard at Pleshette. ‘Get someone cranked up high enough, they probably won’t know whether they’re wearing a hot suit or not. You don’t even have to put a headmount on them, they wouldn’t notice one way or the other anyway, would they?’
‘Your point, lieutenant –’
Konstantin waved a dismissive hand in his face. ‘What really happened to that kid before we got here? Was he screaming so loud that he was scaring the rest of the paying customers? What was it, snakes coming out of the walls? Bugs crawling all over him? Bugs crawling under his skin, maybe, because he put his hotsuit on over nerve endings that were already going like Holy Rollers? Did somebody go in there to try to calm him down and end up killing him by mistake?’
Rosario turned to Pleshette and started to tell her not to answer but she waved her hand in his face in a near-perfect mirroring of Konstantin’s gesture. ‘Nobody killed that kid. Mezzer’s too bored to swat a fly. I’m too small. Mank’s too useless. You want to know the truth, I think he killed himself.’
‘How?’ Konstantin frowned. ‘We didn’t find a knife. The coroner said he couldn’t possibly have sawn through his own windpipe –’
‘Well, maybe the coroner’s wrong,’ Pleshette said sulkily. ‘You said yourself, you go fast, things get a lot crazier than usual. Everybody’s tough in AR. You still ache all over, don’t you?’
‘What other footage do you have?’ Konstantin asked suddenly.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Not the shit you showed me, high-speed connection footage.’
Pleshette shook her head. ‘There isn’t any. No parlor could afford to take that much footage, or keep it.’
‘That’s convenient. Where’s the connection to tap into that level?’
‘Don’t answer that,’ said Rosario.
Pleshette ignored him. ‘There isn’t any. You either ’suit up and go, or nothing.’
Konstantin nodded. ‘Then I’ll ’suit up and go.’
Rosario and Pleshette gaped at her with identical dumbfounded expressions. ‘What?’ they said together.
‘What?’ said Taliaferro, trailing after her down the hallway toward the room where the kid had died.
‘I have to know,’ Konstantin said. ‘We have to know.’
‘We do? You mean, you and me, or –’
She stopped at the doorway to the cubicle. ‘I hit my bullshit quota for this lifetime. “D.C., life is so cheap there, it’s a whole different world.” “Broke the same exact ribs.” “Post-Apocalyptic Tokyo, that only the Japanese can find.” And let’s not forget Body Sativa, knows all, sees all, says nothing. She’ll get back to me by email. Yeah. I’ll find myself on so many junk-email lists it’ll take me the rest of my life to get off them.’
Taliaferro watched her straightening out the hotsuit that had been slung over one arm. ‘Yeah, but Jesus. You can’t do anything in there. And anything you pull out is inadmissible.’
‘Maybe not, if I can persuade someone otherwise.’
‘But who?’
Konstantin blew out a hard breath. ‘I don’t know. If I can get someone to care, someone to help. If I find someone who knows or someone who saw something and I tell them they have to come forward or else, and they do – that’s their lookout. Says so in the on-line agreement. You oughta read it, it’s like what real life wishes it were.’
‘You haven’t gone that way on me, have you?’ Taliaferro groaned. ‘Friend of mine from the academy turned into a law’n’order goon last year. The only things she didn’t have were a costume with a mask and her own comic book.’
‘Nah,’ Konstantin said, shaking out the hotsuit. Then she paused. ‘Or, I don’t know. Maybe I am.’ Taliaferro started to say something else and she cut him off. ‘I’m just tired of standing around saying, “Jeez, I wonder what happened in there.” I’m going to find out, and if the only way I can find out is to get shot up with this –’ she held up a sealed vial of clear liquid ‘ – then that’s the way we live now, isn’t it.’
Taliaferro’s brow puckered worriedly. ‘Pleshette’s little tiny lawyer’ll get the whole thing thrown out.’
‘Only if it proves she’s guilty. Maybe I’ll prove she’s innocent. Then it’ll be in his best interests to help me keep the case from getting thrown out.’
To her surprise, Taliaferro only looked more worried. ‘You can’t always be sure of something like that. Listen, here’s my best and last pitch. You want to hear it?’
She didn’t, but she nodded anyway. ‘Go ahead.’
‘Walk away from it. Stuff like this has a way of turning on you and biting you in ways you didn’t expect it would. You might end up setting some kind of precedent you never wanted to.’ There was a pause. ‘Okay. That was my last pitch.’
‘Okay. I heard you,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to wait around here while I do this.’
‘No, but I will,’ he said resignedly. ‘So you can call if you need anything. Not that I could come in and give it to you.’
‘It’s bigger in there than it looks from out here,’ she said, smiling at him.
Taliaferro sniffed. ‘That’s what they’d like you to think.’
Pleshette had given her a different hotsuit this time, after her lawyer Rosario had made Konstantin sign a pre-notarized statement to the effect that Konstantin would not use the availability of the hotsuit or of the drug against her in the immediate case under investigation. No one was actually sure if that would hold or not and Konstantin didn’t much care. This ’suit had a compartment for the vial, located in the hollow between her breasts. A tube ran from there around the collar to the back of the neck, where the drug would be injected.
‘How pleasant,’ she muttered to herself, getting undressed so she could slip into the ’suit. It occurred to her then that the drug might not work for her – or rather, it might not work right for her, it might work too well because she didn’t have tolerance of a regular user. She might spend several hours lying flat on her back in an empty room, hallucinating on the dark screen of an un-activated headmount and thinking she’d done something.
And wouldn’t it be funny if that was what everybody actually did? And it was just the power of suggestion that made them think that they were somehow all together, seeing the same things. Or at least it made them give things the same names.
She closed the suit up high on her neck, touching the spot briefly where she knew it was going to inject her. The image of the so-called child in the basement apartment sprang into her mind. You don’t have a dirty mind, do you?
Do I? She stood gazing down at the headmount in her hands without seeing it, seeing only the girl’s face, first as she was while sitting on the bed, and then smiling up at her as Konstantin had held her with one hand and threatened to punch her with the other.
Real easy to go native in a Gang Wars module.
Go native? Taliaferro had mouthed at her.
Right, except a better way to put it might be just ‘go wild,’ she thought.
Do anything, do everything, because you’re not really doing it, are you? It doesn’t count, doesn’t go on your permanent record, won’t be on the final, can’t be used against you in a court of law. Playground of lost souls – no, playground for lost souls. That would be all of us, without exception. We’re all lost souls some way, sometime, and some more than others. And if you’ve already lost your soul when you go in there, you can pick up another one in general stores.
She made a face at her thoughts, started to put the head-mount on and hesitated.
But I didn’t hit her. Whoever, whatever she really was, I didn’t hit her, in the end. She took a deep calming breath.
So, will you be able to stop yourself when you’re doped up and going who-knows-how-much faster?
She had to take another breath and sit down on the edge of the chaise, holding the headmount on her thighs.
For all you know, the kid’s murder had nothing to do with AR. And the other seven deaths are just stupid coincidences. Has anyone coordinated the statistics on deaths occurring during an AR session?
Probably not. They were probably all too busy looking for the Out Door.
The kid had found an Out Door, besides the one his wife had told her about.
The kid’s murder was all about AR, she thought suddenly. Because he was calling himself Tomoyuki Iguchi out here as well as behind the Shantih Love name in there.
Then she hurried to put on the headmount before she could start arguing with herself again.
The vertigo was so strong that the injection barely registered on her, was over almost before she was aware of it. When her head cleared, she found a catalog in her Shantih Love hands, not the one she had lost but a different one, new to her but well-traveled, much used, and, by the feel of it, stuffed full.
She looked up from the plain, dark cover of the catalog and found herself standing on the edge of the area where she had first seen Shantih Love begin her/his last walk in the sand, before the killer had struck. Konstantin drew back into some deeper shadows, watching as a multitude of characters faded in along the beach and on the pavement.
And then in a lazy dissolve, the characters faded as others appeared, each group oblivious to the other, and oblivious to the third that covered them both and erased them. It was like watching a time lapse that might have been part of a history of how different groups had come to the area and then been displaced by later arrivals. Except it wasn’t a matter of time in sequence but velocity; she knew she was seeing it this way because the drug was bringing her literally up to speed. The slowest became undetectable to the most accelerated, and vice versa.
She frowned. So if the kid had gone into the scenario accelerated, why was there visible footage of him?
‘I want to access a low-speed recorded sequence,’ she told the catalog in a low voice.
It became a simple white surface in her hands, blank for a few moments until a hi-res holo of a human mouth, many times larger than life, appeared on it. ‘Keywords?’ the mouth asked her in an equally low tone.
Keywords. ‘Tomoyuki Iguchi. Shantih Love,’ she said, hoping she had guessed at least one of them.
‘Which one?’ the mouth asked.
‘Which one,’ she repeated, baffled at how to express that both were one.
‘Which footage?’
Konstantin laughed slightly in relief. Of course. There would be a lot of footage. ‘Oh. The murder.’
‘Which one?’
Konstantin froze. ‘Which one? Which one what?’
‘Which murder?’ the mouth asked her patiently, and waited while she thought it over.



EMPTY CUP [VI]
Yuki had wanted to ask the woman a whole series of questions: How fast was she going relative to the speed at which she was falling, did she have to do anything special to maintain her current velocity, was there an upper limit to how fast you could go, and maybe most important, was she a comet on a long loop around the sun, or a meteor burning up in the atmosphere? But the woman who looked so much like her grandmother and went by the gaijin name didn’t seem disposed to provide answers. Or at least not those answers.
‘Bunraku means that you don’t have to do it alone,’ she told Yuki, gesturing at the puppet, positioned in dignified repose amid the three handlers.
‘I don’t think I like the idea of being a puppet,’ Yuki said, frowning unhappily.
‘Not a puppet,’ Body Sativa sounded disgusted with her. ‘“Puppet” is a poor word for it. The whoremaster Joy Flower, she would make a puppet out of you, for any reason, for no reason, just for her own amusement. Just to see the look on your face when you felt one of her clients crawling around inside you, wearing you like a hotsuit.’
‘I don’t see the point of it, though,’ Yuki said. ‘Why –’
‘You don’t have to see the point of it. You don’t have to see the point of rubber dolls with openings of a certain type, you don’t have to see the point of being beaten with a whip. Nobody’s asking you to see the point of it. Nobody’s asking your permission. Nobody’s asking.’
Yuki shrugged. ‘What do I have to do?’
‘Open yourself to Old Japan.’ Body Sativa gestured toward the center of the table. The puppet had vanished, leaving the three handlers, robed and hooded in black, standing together, waiting.
She could not imagine now how fast she was going, how fast her mind was working; how it felt was pleasantly slow and dreamy. Cooperative but not subservient, she let Body Sativa help her climb onto the chair and step from there to the table, where she faced the puppeteers. One of them was wearing a pair of absurdly tall clogs. She walked toward them, a small part of her mind wondering what she was walking on, what they were all standing on, as the table seemed to have disappeared as well and turned simply into darkness.
She stopped in front of them. They stood motionless and she knew that they weren’t going to reach for her or position her. In this bunraku, she would have to make the first move. Moving carefully, she turned around, raised her arms to shoulder height, and leaned back. She felt them catch her, hold her, and then felt herself encompass them, include them, contain Old Japan.
Find him or find his catalog; the choice was really no choice at all. She hadn’t ever seen his catalog, but she had seen him. If she had seen him once, she could see him again. All she needed was high-res vision and the resonance of the heart of Old Japan, the commonality that Tom himself had always chosen to observe: the fact that they were both full Japanese.
She was kneeling on a black wooden floor polished to such a high gloss that it might as well have been black glass. She leaned over and Tom’s face stared up at her, impassive. Old Japan raised her arms, lifted her gracefully into a dance that her blood knew even though the last time it had been performed had been sometime long before most recorded history. There was no record of this anywhere; there didn’t have to be.



DEATH IN THE PROMISED LAND [VI]
The plain white surface in Konstantin’s hands started to grow. She put it down and stepped back from it as it propped itself up in the sand and swelled to the size of a doorway. A blank, white doorway – the mouth had vanished. Konstantin edged forward and put her hand out to touch it. As she had thought, it was insubstantial. She would have to go through it to see anything. Right this way, ladies and gentlemen. This way to the egress –
She felt her heart give an alarmed thump, even though it was nonsense. She knew it was nonsense. Except it seemed so much easier to believe it was nonsense out there than it was to believe it in here. When you were in here, standing in mushy, thick sand up to your ankles and so doped up that you could feel it far more vividly than you had ever felt the real thing, all the out there stuff took on the paleness of the theoretical, of ideas she’d had once, pictures she’d seen somewhere, sometime. In here, it really was bigger than it looked from out there, and it wasn’t just what they – whoever ‘they’ were supposed to be – wanted you to believe, it was truer than most people imagined. Because most people seemed to imagine only amusement parks like post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty and if that was all they wanted, you couldn’t make them want more.
To someone like that, Konstantin thought, this could well look like an out door.
Holding her breath, she took a giant step into it.
She found herself standing at the railing in the park bordering the large body of water where she had seen the flying saucer – and where she had met the possibly fake child, she remembered uneasily, and turned around. She could hear a faint metallic creaking in the darkness, but that was all.
Gradually it became lighter; the sky was grey, overcast. In the dark water below, just a bit too far away for her to see clearly, creatures were playing in the water. Some of them seemed to be human. Others were human-like but almost certainly not. Konstantin waited, gripping the railing.
She saw it approach from the north, then, small in the distance although the way it flapped its wings hinted at its immensity. A dragon. Excuse me, an evolved dragon. How could you tell? Konstantin wondered. Larger-than-average brain case? Opposable thumbs? Advanced postgraduate degree?
As it came closer, she was glad that the day was overcast – full sunlight on the thing’s steel-colored metallic scales would have been too blinding to look at. It was easily the size of a small house, about the size you’d generally imagine for a dragon. The basic body structure was more reminiscent of a mammal than a reptile, however; it reminded her of a lion. The wings were a cross between a sail-plane and a bat. Konstantin had expected them to look leathery but now she could see that they were actually much lighter, actually translucent, showing an occasional rainbow pattern along the span, even under the diffused daylight.
She watched it circle overhead and then bring itself lower and lower so that she could see it more clearly. It was the face that gave away the fact that it was evolved, she decided. The eyes, though slit-pupiled and unmistakably reptilian, were positioned more like human eyes, at the front of the head and instead of the long crocodile-type jaws more usually associated with dragons, the nose and mouth were, again, more like a lion’s muzzle.
Then it was as if lightning had somehow flashed both in her brain and inside the evolved dragon face, illuminating the face beneath it: Sally Lefkow, the first suspicious death.
The dragon proceeded to lower itself down near the water, the great translucent wings beating the air to execute what should have been an impossible hover. It looked into her eyes, or rather she looked into its eyes – this was footage, she realized, and the dragon wasn’t really seeing her.
A moment later, she was seeing things from the dragon’s point of view, riding along in the footage. The experience was dizzying, almost incoherent – something about the dragon’s eyesight made it feel as if even the eyes of her mind were crossing. It was enhanced in some way but also strained, as if the dragon were under the influence of some drug –
She recognized the sensation of the accelerant, but there was something else as well, something that didn’t mix either with Sally Lefkow or the accelerant or both. The dragon soared crazily like a maddened bird of prey and Konstantin got the impression of itching all over, but from the inside.
Briefly the vitals readings became visible on the screen; the numbers meant nothing to Konstantin but she didn’t need them to feel the physical sensation of Sally Lefkow’s panic at sensing something alien moving inside her skin, handling her person, manipulating her body. The dragon thrashed in the air and then, in a desperate move to dislodge whatever it was – or just a desperate move, period – it plummeted straight into the ocean.
In the darkness, Konstantin felt Sally Lefkow fighting for air not because she was drowning in the water but because her throat had swollen closed. The flesh continued to swell, beyond the point usual for anaphylactic shock; the flesh swelled and as it swelled it hardened, dislocating her jaw, tearing ligament and cartilage, crushing her voice box.
Konstantin found herself lying on the pavement by the iron-pipe fence, coughing and gasping for breath. Her eyes were watering furiously and she could hear herself sobbing. She pulled herself to a sitting position, still coughing, looking out over the water. It was still day and still overcast, but the dragon was gone.
With an effort, she got to her feet and then was bent double by another fit of coughing that hurt her chest and her throat. The saliva in her mouth was thick and sour; she wondered what would happen if she tried to spit. Wet the inside of the headmount she was wearing, most likely.
She straightened up and saw a new figure waiting by the railing. Konstantin had not actually seen a picture of this particular character, but the features were distinct, impossible to confuse with anyone else. Marilyn Presley didn’t see her, wouldn’t have seen her anyway. Her face was lifted to something directly over her head. It wasn’t visible to Konstantin but she felt a pulling from the woman and knew that, very shortly, she would be seeing the flying saucer that had abducted Marilyn Presley just before Emilio Torres had overdosed on something.
So much physical sensation associated with states of mind, Konstantin thought marveling, as she ascended with Marilyn Presley toward the saucer. Most of the time you didn’t notice that you breathed a certain way in the grip of one emotion, differently in another, or that you assumed some postures so specifically to express certain emotions that later on, you would assume the posture not only when you felt that emotion, but when you wanted to feel it, or when you wanted someone else to feel that way.
And then there was the terrible, new feeling, the sensation of having been invaded, penetrated, and permeated by some force that intended to use you, from the inside out. Emilio Torres’s heart went wild as his bowels let go. Abruptly she was completely sightless but sensation remained and she knew that Torres had torn off his headmount and gone searching for something. For what?
For an antidote, she guessed. He must have thought he’d been poisoned and he’d tried to counter whatever it was with a remedy. Either that or he had just wanted to calm down so he could think what to do next. But whatever he had taken had hit him like a sledgehammer. It had stopped every organ, every cell, every tiny bit of him, stopped him and dropped him.
Konstantin’s knees buckled and she crumpled to the pavement. ‘Okay,’ she panted. ‘Okay, I get the idea, we can stop n –’
But the next victim, the panther man, was already bounding toward her over the grassy humps in the park, and it was getting dark again.



EMPTY CUP [VII]
She moved in the darkness; was moved, and could feel that she wasn’t alone, even beyond the three ningyo-zukai flowing with her. There were many nisei out there in the darkness. Her sense of their presence waxed and waned with her movements. Sometimes she could feel how she and the three puppeteers got out of synch with each other and instead of moving together, moved at odds. At other times, the four of them might have melded into one entity, a creature that could only be the product of a certain kind of joining.
Was that Old Japan? Or just a method to bring Old Japan awake and alive again? She didn’t know. So many nisei of her age had been raised either by non-Japanese or thoroughly Western-assimilated Japanese. She knew the culture and history, though she had not been steeped in it the way her grandmother had, and the Japanese of her grandmother’s generation had taken that sort of thing very hard. We are losing our young, they would say, and Yuki, like many others her age, would think, How can you lose us? We’re right here.
She remembered when she had heard that her grandmother had consented to donate her brain after death to a neural-network organization. At the time, it had been a controversial thing, the use of the brains of the dead for the organization and pathways, neurons, synapses – all sorts of things she didn’t understand. She would not have thought that her grandmother would have been either interested or approving of such a thing.
I want to see if there is such a thing as the ghost in the machine.
So perhaps there was. Perhaps?
She felt the ningyo-zukai stumble with her. This Body Sativa person hadn’t come right out and said she was her grandmother. What she knew about Yuki meant nothing – it was easy enough to find out everything you needed to know about someone on-line.
Yuki felt a sudden strong longing for her grandmother, a powerful wish that at least a simulacrum of the old woman existed somewhere in some form, something like a cross between a recording and a shrine. Perhaps if Old Japan could really be awakened, who knew what else could come to be?
Her movements became more rhythmic. She was performing a dance now, she and the puppeteers, except she couldn’t even really feel them anymore. She started to reach out her awareness for them and then thought better of it – in this bunraku, the puppet was not supposed to remain conscious of the puppeteers, but enter a state in which its life was the combination of the puppeteers’ movements and the audience willing to let it be alive in their eyes.
They were all around her now, clapping to the rhythm of the dance, beating it out on the ground with their feet. The ground; they were in a clearing in a forest, one of the places that had disappeared well before the legendary Ginza district had first come ablaze. This was a different legend entirely. Yuki remembered it now as she turned slowly, looking at all the Japanese faces, some pure nisei, some part, but all come together to wake Old Japan. Who had told her this story? Her grandmother? Or had it been Tom, of all people?
The story of how day had been returned to the world after a period of unbroken night – Amaterasu, sulking in a cave, angry over something her brother had done. She had refused to be moved, Yuki remembered, turning toward the dark mouth of the cave, even when all the other gods and goddesses came to plead with her. And so the Dread Female of Heaven had stepped up onto an overturned tub and begun to dance. Not the beautiful, stylized dance in silken kimonos to the thin, sharp notes of the shamisen but something primal. A type of dance that even a sansei who couldn’t even speak the language could perform.
But once again, the legend differed, for it was Tom in hiding, not Amaterasu, and he cared a lot less about things like unbroken night and waking Old Japan. Nor did he care a great deal about her.
Well, then, she would have to do all the caring, and she would have to get everyone gathered there with her to care also. Without realizing it, she had begun to chant his name; the crowd took it up, softly at first, letting it build.



DEATH IN THE PROMISED LAND [VII]
The thing about pain in AR, Konstantin noticed, was that it took somewhat longer for the nerves to deaden, possibly because there was no physical impact to do any actual damage. You could go on tweaking a nerve via hotsuit stimulation for much longer than you could, say, beat it with a club or whip it with a seasoned strip of leather.
So what was it – had all the victims been kinky for pain to begin with? Or just obsessed with authenticity?
Or had the accelerant simply canceled out anything remotely like common sense?
Whatever it was, Konstantin felt sorry for the people who had suffered through it before dying. Although not quite as sorry as she was feeling for herself, just at this moment.
The panther man’s death had been all the more brutal for the way the survival instinct had been over-ridden or overwhelmed. No, no one in the parlor had heard or seen anything because they had all been buried alive in their own particular worlds, leaving March Kuykendall to bash his head repeatedly against the floor of his soundproofed cubicle in complete privacy. It took a while for Konstantin to realize she was still alive.
When she did, there was no time to try to escape, or even brace herself. In Denver, the wannabe gymnast Lydia Stang had ridden along helplessly in her body as it tried to execute some sort of midair tumbling twist on the run, and failed. Konstantin rode with her, and wasn’t sure which was worse – knowing what was going to happen, or having to hear, deep inside the illusory body, the grisly silent sound of her neck breaking.
Suffocating in a headmount wasn’t impossible – block the ventilation, seal the neck area, pass out. Flo the musician had slept through her death. Konstantin hadn’t.
Victims six and seven – oh, a special treat, dueling deaths, experienced together. Double slay-ride; somewhere, some pervert was in a seamless ecstasy bubble, re-living this one. Could you really stab yourself and make it look like someone else had done it? Or could you stab yourself so badly, slash and hack away at yourself in such a manner that no one would believe you’d done it? Which of course you hadn’t, because someone was wearing you like a glove, like a puppet –
Maybe it was just called shoddy police work from lazy investigators, she thought as the last moments of Tomoyuki Iguchi congealed around her.
Lying on the ground, under the everlasting night sky, the creature preparing her for slaughter. Against her will, her neck stretched and she felt something pressing against her windpipe, something with an edge.
Under the night sky, the knife came down. In the stale, smelly cubicle, the kid voided himself in terror as his hands went up, pressed against the outside of the monitor and shoved it impossibly hard, the bottom edge sharp against the sensitive flesh of his neck. Konstantin’s skin was stinging, burning, ripping, tearing. The edge of the monitor, sharp but not nearly so sharp as a knife, sawing away at the kid’s windpipe, while the kid held on and pushed and pulled and pushed and pulled until his windpipe had been completely severed.
She was going to have words with the coroner.
Konstantin wanted to pass out but the drugs refused her even that minor bit of solace. Both drugs, this one and the other, that all eight victims had taken along with the accelerant, thinking that they were being given some kind of biochemical key to a super-exclusive club. What it actually had been, as far as Konstantin could tell, was a bizarre formula of hallucinogen and hyper-alertness; somewhere else on-line, clients of a certain very bent madam waited until the drug took effect and activated a special sort of hotsuit, one that enabled them to wear, in effect, other people. The attraction of such a thing escaped Konstantin. Perhaps it was the hyper-alertness of having what amounted to one body moving inside another – perhaps the stimulation was the height of pleasure.
Unless, of course, you were the one being slipped onto someone else like a glove. There you were, thinking you were going to get into AR’s most exclusive club and instead, something got into you. Maybe your body rebelled before anything important could happen, maybe you discovered the hard way that you were allergic to certain substances and being on accelerant besides didn’t help matters. Or maybe the sensation of something under your skin was too much to bear and you’d do anything to make it stop, even stab yourself to let whatever it was out.
Sometimes, however, the pervert wearing your body decided to take it over altogether after enjoying the sensation of you sawing through your own throat. Konstantin could see where that sort of person would think it was an extra special thrill, to walk off with the virtual body afterward.
Shantih Love’s book had recorded it all, not because Shantih Love had wanted a handy record but because he’d been sure it would never be found and he had to keep track of how much of this drug there was and who it had gone to. The catalog itself had recorded the fate of each of his customers – exactly why, Konstantin wasn’t sure, and she doubted that Shantih Love even knew it had done so. Possibly because it wasn’t actually Shantih Love’s catalog in the same way the catalog she had had on-line was her catalog. This seemed to have a great deal more in it, pages and pages of undecipherable symbols, many of them Japanese ideograms. Others seemed to be far more ancient, though she couldn’t have said how she knew. An old memory of hieroglyphics, maybe, or cuneiform, or something else entirely.
Whatever else it might be, it was big and dense and too much for one person. And now that it had told her what she had wanted to know, it refused to be investigated any further. She could hold on to it, but it refused to open for her, refused to respond, refused to do anything except sit in her hands like a book-shaped rock.
She would wait it out, she decided. Sooner or later, someone was going to want it, would look for it, ask for it.
After a while, she got the distinct impression of movement, her and the book together moving toward some definite destination. Was that because the accelerant was wearing off and she was going more slowly now, or because everyone else was going that much faster?
The darkness began to lift; the surrounding shadows became less formless, more patterned. She thought she could hear some kind of regular noise, a thumping combined with human voices chanting. The sounds became louder, or came closer, she wasn’t sure which, and now she could feel an answering pulse from the book, as if it were alive and its heart had been jarred into life again.
The light came up some more and she could just make out what seemed to be a gathering of people around some kind of big rock formation. Konstantin pressed the book between her hands, letting the pulse inside run up both her arms. Eventually she could feel it in her torso as well, and the light grew brighter and brighter until finally she saw them, an enormous group of Japanese gathered around a puppet being manipulated by three robed and hooded puppeteers.
Konstantin drew closer. The beat seemed to penetrate more deeply into her body, stirring feelings that would have embarrassed her had she not been holding on to the book.
The puppet, she realized, was leading them. Even though the puppeteers were in plain sight, it was easy to forget they were there, at least in their capacity as puppeteers. It was as though they were assisting the puppet rather than manipulating it.
Something was going to happen. Konstantin could feel it building around her in the very substance of AR as well as deep inside of herself. She looked over the heads of the gathering, past the puppet to the black mouth of the cave behind. An Out Door? Or was it the Door In for something else entirely?
Suddenly she was terrified that that was exactly what it was, that they were going to let something come in from somewhere else, something strange and new and, before now, completely unknown, and then everything would change, be changed, whether you wanted it or not. She stepped forward, holding the catalog in one hand and raising the other. ‘Don’t –’ she started to say, but it was too late.
Even as the feeling took hold of her and shook her like a rag doll, she understood what it was and let go with a shout of laughter, both kinds of relief. And then she couldn’t stop laughing, she was literally rolling on the ground, clutching the book to her front and laughing, laughing, laughing. Laughing for the joy of being alive. Laughing in the face of darkness and death. Laughing for pleasure, laughing against pain, laughing because it made her shake all over and that made her want to laugh some more. And she laughed, too, because apparently she wasn’t the only one who felt that way, that the entire gathering of people there were laughing just as loudly as she was, no doubt for many of the same reasons. They laughed and howled and laughed some more and it began to sound almost like a chorus of singing, everyone laughing together.
Breathless, still laughing a little, Konstantin sat up and looked over at the puppet to see how the puppeteers were taking it. The puppet was facing the cave where a bewildered-looking Japanese guy had appeared, blinking in the light. His gaze moved from the puppet to the people gathered around the cave and then finally came to rest on her.
His face twisted in shock and anger and she remembered belatedly that she was wearing the Shantih Love character. Or maybe it was the book he was upset about. He gave a shout and lunged toward her. The people around him caught him and held him tight.
The puppet had become a human woman. She stood alone now, staring at Konstantin, her face wary, and then reached out one hand.
‘Shantih Love,’ she said.
The book lifted easily out of Konstantin’s hands and went directly to her. Konstantin started to shrug, suppressed the movement, and looked over at the Japanese guy, still in the firm hold of several of the crowd. She felt as if they were waiting for her to say something, so she said the only thing she could think of.
‘Tom Iguchi, you’re under arrest as an accessory before and after the fact in the murders of Sally Lefkow, Emilio Torres, March Kuykendall, Lydia Stang …’
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‘… Lydia Stang, Flo …’
As the newcomer spoke, holo pictures of each person named sprang out of the book in Yuki’s hands and hung in the air, as if to prove the accusations. She knew none of them until the stranger came to the last.
‘… and an individual also known at his death as Tomoyuki Iguchi.’
‘Ash!’ Yuki clapped a hand over her mouth and then looked at Tom, horrified.
He tried to stare back at her and then dropped his gaze.
And then Body Sativa was there beside her, gesturing for the people holding Tom to let him go. ‘Don’t misunderstand,’ she said to the stranger, ‘but you’ll have to find him first.’
The stranger nodded, shoulders slumping resignedly. ‘If he’s here, he’s got to be somewhere.’
‘Perhaps Joy Flower can help you out.’
‘Oh, God,’ Yuki said. ‘Joy Flower. I’m –’
She turned to Body Sativa. ‘Can you – is there nothing … nothing?’
Body Sativa’s face was sad as she held out her arms. ‘Nothing, as long as they have you.’ Something unraveled around the outline of her body and her entire appearance, face and all, slid away like a costume. Underneath was a grand lady in traditional Japanese dress, holding a strangely shaped musical instrument. ‘Now the threads are loosened and I am no longer Body Sativa but Benten, goddess of the arts.’
‘You still look like my grandmother, a little,’ Yuki said. The book that had come to her hands from the stranger vanished and reappeared in Benten’s hand. ‘So you’re Benten now. What does that make me? Besides screwed, I mean?’
The new goddess’s face was compassionate but set. ‘Somebody has to be Boddhisattva.’
Yuki’s mouth dropped open.
Suddenly there was a one-second sensation of being held down on a bed by many strong hands and someone was kneeling on her left, pulling her up and forward with one hand and holding a needle gun at the ready in the other. Only one second, but very clear, incredibly clear and so real. Yuki tried to shout and then twist away. They let her move and then the person with the needle gun was kneeling on her lower back.
‘… faster they go, the faster it wears off … told you be ready f –’
‘… arger dose …’
Someone shoved her head down and forward and suddenly she couldn’t move at all, not even to breathe. The panic burst on her full force and then was gone, but she still couldn’t move though she could breathe again.
Concentrating, she could feel her forehead resting on something hard. A hand on her shoulder pulled her back and a woman that might have been Joy Flower looked into her face, searching. She was so close that Yuki could see her twin reflections in the woman’s eyes, as if they were actually etched directly onto the corneas.
Two tiny Tom Iguchis raised their fingers to their lips in unison, warning her not to say anything.
Where am I?
Yuki jumped back, turned and tried to get up and run, but something clouted her on the back of her neck and she fell forward.
When she opened her eyes, she was still falling.
Below her, she saw an enormous expanse of nighttime city, a multitude of colored lights glittering against the darkness. She wanted to cry with relief; the long fall would end, had to end, and then there would be peace, at the very least, peace. No Tom, but, well, she had tried and she no longer cared. Maybe he was watching her plunge into this city nightscape from some hiding place, some mirror, even someone’s eyes. Maybe if she had a mirror to reflect her own eyes, she would see him in there, twin miniatures –
Abruptly, she realized she wasn’t as high up over the city as she had been, and she could see the lights more clearly now, flashing, twinkling patterns that resolved themselves into gargantuan signs flashing words, flashing pictures, flashing kanji as if in a long and complex display for what universe there might be out there in the dark, to deliver, over and over, the message: Japan lives!
Yes, Japan lives. She closed her eyes again and waited for Japan to take the offering of herself.
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‘What is it?’ Taliaferro asked her from where he stood in the cubicle doorway.
Konstantin was standing with the headmount in her hands as if she couldn’t decide whether to take everything off, or put it back on and go back in. ‘I had the strangest … time,’ Konstantin said.
‘Yeah? What was so funny?’
Konstantin smiled, staring past him. ‘Life. Everything. That and the fact that for several hours in a row, I didn’t once think about my ex.’ She took a breath and exhaled heartily ‘Do we have any intelligence on someone named Joy Flower?’



TEA
She woke on a futon in a pleasant though austere room with paper walls framed in bamboo and the slightly astringent aroma of green tea in the air.
A little later, someone helped her sit up so she could drink the tea. Though it smelled even more strongly now, it didn’t have much taste at first, though the more she drank, the stronger the taste of it on her tongue became. And it must have been a much larger cup than she had thought, for it seemed as if she drank forever before stopping, and yet she still had not finished the tea. The aroma remained, stronger than ever.
She lay back and found herself staring at another person also lying on a futon, somehow suspended on the ceiling. Or perhaps she was the one on the ceiling and the other person was the normal one, lying on the floor. There was actually no way to tell which of them was up and which was down, no matter how long she stared, or how much she thought about it. The person always mimicked her actions, as if this were an exercise in dance mirroring. But sometimes, when her attention wandered, she thought she saw the other person make a furtive move that had nothing to do with her. She waited for someone else to come and tell her about this peculiar situation.
Eventually someone else did come. A woman stood over her and, taking no notice whatsoever of the person on the overhead futon, told her she was actually a young man named Iguchi Tomoyuki who had been lost in a strange country for a long time. And for another long time, Yuki found no reason to doubt her.
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Gardner Dozois and Susan Casper (for decades of friendship and good times), Cindy Wike (a real superhero), John and Judith Clute (for the upstairs room), Mike Harrison (for being so supportive), Mary Ellen Rose (I’m proud to call you my friend), the Kansas City Science Fiction Society (especially for all that help on the last night), overlapping with the Borders SF Book Club 1994-6 (we miss you all), Jack Womack (for last-minute accommodations and great conversation), Maggie Flynn (for her usual wonderfulness), Kim Newman (for incitement to emigrate), Paul McAuley (for having talent and class), The Artist Formerly Known As Jael (for improving the quality of our Sundays), Oisin Murphy-Lawless (for energy and enthusiasm), Mic Cheetham (more fabulous in an hour than most people are in their whole lives), Tricia Sullivan (you go, girl), Jeannie Hund (girlfriend, you’re world-class), my son Bob and his Grandma Helen (for putting so much life in my life), our friends at Harringay Cars (for making sure Bob and Grandma get there and back again safely), and my husband, the Original Chris Fowler (for the rose, and everything after).
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“Her fiction is ambitious and
brilliantly executed. Cadigan is
a major talent” William Gibson
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