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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.




INTRODUCTION


‘He was looking at himself in the mirror in Medical’s bathroom, turning his head from side to side. Just as they’d said, he didn’t look any different. Same old head, only now it had eight holes in it, eight holes to be filled with eight plugs and a small menu of commands he could use to manipulate the images in his head.’


The person plugged into the computer, physically connected, tied and yet, paradoxically, set free to range through a whole new universe within, is one of the most potent and lasting ideas to come out of the branch of science fiction labelled cyberpunk.


Although now, with our addiction to constant mobile communication, the connection would surely be wireless, beamed from any point to a chip in the brain, still the image of the computer jockey tethered to the machine has a visceral power, more so than any more realistic invisible chains. The eight snaky wires described in Pat Cadigan’s novel also evoke the neural pathways inside the head, suggesting their potential for being remodelled and remade by input from outside – from others.


Because connection with other minds is surely the point – plugging into a machine not just to play games or wallow in porn, not just to leave ‘the meat’ behind while indulging escapist fantasies, but to communicate with others on a more intense and meaningful level – to share your deepest self with a loved one without the usual limitations and misunderstandings imposed by language. This is the old dream of empathic powers given a freshly convincing technological spin.


‘Once again words failed him. Like some kind of bad joke. He had goddamn sockets in his head to send out any thought at the drop of an inhibition, and he couldn’t manage to tell the person he’d just spent the night with what he was doing there.’


Synners had its origin in a short story titled ‘Rock On’, published in Mirrorshades: The Cyberpunk Anthology, Bruce Sterling’s 1986 round-up of those writers he considered to comprise a new movement in science fiction through their ‘allegiance to eighties culture’. The only woman invited to join what otherwise seemed a boys’ club, Pat Cadigan was soon established as ‘Queen of the Cyberpunks’ (why is it that genres are blessed with Queens, but rarely Kings, unless his name is Stephen?).


Cadigan didn’t let her crowning go to her head. She continued to pursue her own vision, writing new technologies, but also about troubled, complicated people struggling with their lives; they are outsiders, and some of them are cool, and may even wear mirrorshades, but they live in a recognisably real world; there’s not a glamorous, body-modified prostitute-assassin among them. Synners is undoubtedly cyberpunk – I’d say it is, alongside the iconic masterpiece that is William Gibson’s Neuromancer, one of the defining works of that genre – but it is something more than a reflection of eighties culture; it speaks very much to our current situation.


Reading it now, more than twenty years after it was written, what strikes me most strongly about Synners is how it buzzes and pulses and brims with a sense of the future – and how very relevant and valid that future still feels in 2012.


It’s been said often enough that science fiction novels aren’t about the future, but about the time in which they’re written. Of course, it could hardly be otherwise; even the most determinedly ‘predictive’ and future-focused novel will reflect the contemporary hopes and fears of its author. The digital age was only just taking off when Cadigan was writing about it; two decades on, it is possible to see how prescient she was, and somewhat startling to realise that we are still only beginning to grapple with the problems she had guessed at. We agonise about spending too much time in imaginary worlds, and fear we’re losing touch with what matters in real life, even as that life is changing out of recognition; we worry (identifying with our computers) about being infected, being hacked, being cut off; and while artists and visionaries find ways of creating new wonders, others are exploiting them, with consequences that can never be predicted until it is too late.


Doing an online search for earlier fictional explorations of the mind-computer interface, I quickly realised this was no longer merely science fiction, but had become part of modern life. I read news stories about experiments demonstrating how people can be wired up to fly a helicopter by simply imagining they are moving a hand, a foot, or tongue. I read another report on research which had discovered the neural mechanism underlying the visual imagination, and learned that last year scientists used functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging to decode and reconstruct people’s visual experience of watching a short film. These and other experiments have already laid the groundwork by which the visions, dreams, daydreams or memories in one person’s brain can be read and recreated. Someone, somewhere, is working on developing the technology to make it possible to capture and transmit them from one brain to another. This technology may be available in twenty years – or ten – or . . .


Read Synners now, before it happens.


Lisa Tuttle




AN INTRODUCTION TO THE TENTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION


Which is to say, synthesisers, every sense of the word, and synthetics and artificial things, all manner of artificial things.


And the view changes from where you’re standing.


If you’d told me twenty-five years ago that the SF that would have got it most right, up to that point, was not Heinlein or Asimov or Clarke but J.G. Ballard and Philip K. Dick, I would not have laughed at you, just looked puzzled, just as I would if you had told me that the root form of millennial reality and millennial SF would be John Brunner’s The Shockwave Rider, which gave us viruses in the world computer before there were viruses, before there was a world wide web.


One of the functions, probably the most important function, of SF as literature is to describe the present to us under cover of describing the future, to explain our now to us in terms we can take by pretending to describe an imaginary soon. But sometimes older SF can describe our now to us better than it ever had a chance of doing when it first appeared.


There are artists who have made long and effective careers out of watching what was happening in the underground and out on the edge and then doing it for the public. You’ll find out more about that.


SF that catches the zeitgeist does that. Think Gibson’s Neuromancer, the first fugal strain of romance with the artificial, creating an imaginary space for the real world to move into and inhabit. And now retreating, further away, leaving us with a few words and ways of thinking, but little more.


Futures leave traces, like oxbow lakes tracing old river patterns.


The view changes, from where you’re standing.


Too often SF grinds slower now, coping with a future that already happened. Today’s technology (said Samuel R. Delany) is tomorrow’s handicraft; and we’re less and less certain where the edges and the borders are. Today’s hard news stories were yesterday’s dystopian SF.


Rereading Pat Cadigan’s fine, fast novel Synners, I was struck by how much the novel had changed since I first read it, a decade ago, as a judge for the Arthur C. Clarke Award (it won). The words, of course, have not changed. But the frame around the artwork has changed so completely that the artwork itself has softened and flowed like a Dali watch. Same landscape; different view.


Back then, the future that Cadigan described was edgy and out there and perfectly strange, a torrent of overload, predictive and cautionary. Back then, even antiviral software was an SF notion. Back then, it seemed like the whole thing was speculative fiction, was science fiction, was scientifical fabulation.


And, looking back, I realise my memory has been corrupted. After all, when Cadigan was writing, there were no search engines. You couldn’t set the web to send you the news you were interested in. There were no email viruses, no Trojan horses. That was back before Jerry Springer gave us scream porn, before COPS gave us poverty porn and crime porn.


This was back in the days of technology, before it had crashed into handicraft. Synners attempts, and in the main succeeds, in fusing a dozen different things into a portrait of a now in which rock videos and information and viruses and plug and play braintech and AI and all the porns and corporate observation and people are all beginning to interface into something liminal and numinous and street.


I don’t know how relevant it is any more to 1991, what it said to us then, but I know it says a hell of a lot about 2001.


Pat Cadigan predicts and describes and shapes and – most importantly – synthesises, and she calls it as she sees it.


The view changes from where you’re standing.


Or to put it another way: if you can’t fuck it, and it doesn’t dance, eat it or throw it away.


Neil Gaiman
in transit
July 18, 2001
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‘I’m going to die,’ said Jones.


The statuesque tattoo artist paused between the lotuses she was applying to the arm of the space case lolling half-conscious in the chair. ‘What, again?’


‘Don’t laugh at me, Gator.’ Jones ran a skeletal hand through his nervous-breakdown hair.


‘Who’s laughing? Do you see me laughing?’ She shifted on her high stool and held her subject’s arm closer to the lamp. The lotus job was especially difficult, as it had to merge into a pre-existing design, and her eyes were already strained from a full night’s work. ‘I don’t laugh at anyone who dies as often as you do. You know, someday your adrenal system is gonna tell you to fuck off, and you won’t be back. Maybe someday real soon.’


‘Just as well.’ Jones turned from the skull-and-roses design he’d been looking at pinned to the wall of the tent. ‘Keely’s gone.’


Gator lifted the needle and dabbed at the decorated flesh, frowning. The cases on the Mimosa generally had terrible skin, but they were docile enough to make a good filing system, considering you could usually find them wherever you left them – they didn’t move around much on their own, and unlike other kinds of hardcopy, they seldom got stolen. ‘What did you expect? Living with someone who keeps dying on you is bound to strain any relationship.’ She looked at him with large green eyes. ‘Get help, Jones. You’re an addict.’


His bitter smile made her look down at the lotuses again quickly. ‘Jones and his jones? Yah, I know. I don’t care. I got no complaints about that, not one. If I’d had to go one more day with that depression, I’d have killed myself anyway. One time, for good.’


‘I hate to point out the obvious, but you’re depressed now.’


‘That’s why I’m going to die. And Keely didn’t leave me. He’s gone.’


The tattoo artist paused again, resting the flabby arm on her knee while she re-inked the needle. ‘Is there a difference?’


‘He left a note.’ Jones fished a scrap of paper out of his back pocket, uncrumpled it, and held it out to her.


‘Bring it over here and put it under the light for me, I’ve got my hands full.’


He did so, and she studied it for several long moments. ‘Well?’ he demanded.


She pushed his hand aside and bent over her subject’s arm again. ‘Shut up for a minute. I’m thinking.’


There was a sudden blast of music from outside as the jammers who had been thrashing all night went at it again. Jones jumped like an electrified chicken. ‘Shit, how can you think with all that?’


‘Can’t hear you over the music.’ Nodding her head to the beat, she finished the lotus and set the needle on the tray. One more flower, and then she could stick the case back under the pier he’d come out from. She straightened up, pushing at the small of her back. ‘If you’re really going to die on me, you could at least rub my neck before you go.’


He began kneading her shoulders. The music outside lessened in volume, receding up the boardwalk. Someone was mounting a hit-and-run; have fun, kids, call if you make bail.


A tall man in an ankle-length cape burst through the tent flap, startling Jones again.


‘Ow!’ Gator slapped Jones’s hand off her shoulder. ‘Jesus, what are you, a Vulcan?’


Even if Jones had understood the old reference, he wasn’t paying attention. He was staring at the black patterns writhing on the white material of the cape, strange intricate waves dividing and subdividing almost too fast for the eye to follow, seeming to implode as they swept along the surface.


‘Nice,’ said Gator, wincing as she rubbed the spot Jones had pinched. ‘Who’s your tailor? Mandelbrot?’


The man turned his back and spread the cape wide. ‘Could you just die for this, or what?’


‘Bad choice of words,’ Gator said darkly. ‘And if you’re here on my account, forget it. I don’t do skin animations.’


‘Actually, I was looking for someone.’ He swept over to the case slumped in the chair and bent to peer at his face. ‘Nope. Oh, well.’ He straightened up, giving the cape another swirl. It was pulsing with moirés now. ‘Hit-and-run in Fairfax, if you’re interested.’


‘Fairfax is a hole,’ Gator said.


‘That’s why it needs a party.’ The man grinned expectantly.


‘Yes, I do know who you are,’ she added, as if in answer. ‘And I’m charmed as all get-out, but as you can see, I’m booked.’


He looked from the case to Jones, who was still transfixed by the cape. ‘You Mimosa people are a strange bunch.’


‘You should know,’ she said.


‘Last call. You sure?’ He leaned in a little. ‘Kiss me goodbye?’


She smiled. ‘Dream about it.’


‘I will. I’ll put you in my next video.’


‘Valjean!’ someone yelled from outside. ‘Are you coming?’


‘Just breathing heavily,’ he called back, and swept out in swirling clusters of slithering paisleys.


‘Keep rubbing. Nobody gave you the night off yet.’


Obediently Jones went back to massaging her neck and shoulders. The music had faded away, leaving them in relative quiet. Somewhere farther down the strip, someone began improvising something in a high minor key on a synthesizer.


‘What I think,’ she said after a bit, ‘is you should make your peace with the Supreme Being, however you may conceive of it. Full church confession.’


Jones gave a short, harsh laugh. ‘Oh, sure. Saint Dismas could really help me.’


‘You never know.’


‘I’m not of the faith. I don’t belong.’


‘You do now. I’d say you definitely qualify as incurably informed. Let me see Keely’s note again.’


He gave it back to her, and she read it over as he worked his fingers up her neck to the base of her skull. ‘“Dive, dive” could only mean—’


‘I know what it means,’ she said. ‘“Divide, the cap and green eggs over easy, to go. Bdee-bdee.” The “bdee-bdee” is a nice touch, actually.’


Jones laughed again. ‘Yah, sure is. Keely’s the one who needs help, not me. That B&E shit. I told him someday he’d get caught. I told him. And I begged him to get help—’


‘The same kind of help you got? Implants from some feel-good mill that doesn’t give a shit as long as your insurance company comes across?’ She shrugged away from him and went to a small laptop on a table in the corner of the tent. The intricate climbing ivy pattern displayed on the screen was rotating through a sequence of views from different angles. She danced her fingers over the keyboard. The ivy pattern grew several more leaves. She pressed another key; the screen partitioned itself into two halves, scooting the ivy over to the right. A menu appeared on the left.


‘I’ll see what anyone knows,’ she said, touching a line on the menu with her little finger. ‘Eat that note.’


‘I don’t like to die with anything in my stomach.’


She sighed but didn’t answer. On the left half of the screen, the menu had been replaced by the legend, Dr Fish’s Answering Machine in large, plain block letters. One-handed, she typed the word tattoos on the screen.


U/1 or d/1? came the response.


U/1, she typed, and after waiting a moment she pressed one more key. The partition line in the center of the screen disappeared as the design was uploaded and the two halves merged into one. The rotating ivy froze and then faded away.


The doctor thanks you for your patronage and reminds you to eat right, get plenty of rest, detox regularly, and consult your physician before beginning any exercise program.


She reached for a cigarette as the screen went blank. ‘Nobody knows a thing,’ she said. ‘I’ll find the answering machine tomorrow and see if—’


There was a soft thump behind her. Jones had keeled over on the packed sand, dead. She groaned. ‘You shit. You actually did it, you piece of useless fucking trash. I should just dump you. I would dump you, but Keely would care. God knows why.’


She turned back to the laptop and called up the stored copy of the skull-and-roses pattern Jones had been looking at earlier. Interesting how he’d been drawn to that one. It supported her theory that everyone had one special tattoo – at least one – applied or not. Of course, the way things were with him, he might simply have been drawn to the skull, but she had other designs that suggested death far more strongly than that one, and he’d barely noticed those.


Partitioning the screen again, she called up the email menu and prepared to upload the skull-and-roses pattern. She added a short-form letter:


Here is the latest design in your subscription to the Tattoo-of-the-Month Club. We ask that you pick it up at your earliest convenience, and that you consult your physician before skin integrity is compromised.


She pressed the upload key and waited. The screen blanked again except for a small square blinking in the lower right-hand corner. Minutes passed. She left the buffer open and went over to the case in the chair. He was passed out or asleep. She pulled him out of the chair and stretched him out near the entrance. In a little while the kids would show up looking for eat-money; she could pay them to drag him back to his usual spot under one of the piers. Then she hefted Jones into the chair and bared his left arm.


Maybe she ought to give him the skull-and-roses just to make him feel better, she thought, and then decided against it. If he was choosy, let him pay for the privilege. She remembered him when he’d gone from trying to crack video to just being a hanger-on, the type who basically helped you get toxed. The only difference between him and someone like Valjean, was Valjean had managed to stay detoxed long enough to put together a decent band. Or maybe she was just feeling pissy because she’d had the inclination to pick a vocation that required her to do it sober.


The laptop beeped discreetly, and she went back to it.


On my way. The words blinked twice and then vanished. She recalled the ivy pattern, sized it, and set it to print out. The small cube-shaped printer spat a narrow strip of paper at her. She took it to Jones and pressed it down on the inside of his forearm, smoothing it against his flesh with two fingers. A minute later she peeled the paper away and looked at the ivy design on the pale skin. Perfect offset. She picked up her needle.


The tent flap opened, and two kids came in. She knew the husky fifteen-year-old, but his skinny friend must have been a recent arrival. Didn’t look a day over twelve. Getting old, she thought.


‘Put him back where you got him,’ she said, pointing at the case on the ground. ‘And if you can’t, remember where you end up sticking him so you can tell me exactly.’


The big kid nodded.


‘And then don’t get lost,’ she went on. ‘I’ll need you to load this one for a friend.’ She gestured slightly with Jones’s arm.


The kid took a step forward and squinted at Jones dubiously. His friend crowded behind him, looking from her to Jones and back with large, frightened eyes. ‘Scan him flat,’ said the big kid.


‘He was dead, he’s just comatose now.’


‘Whack it for a mark.’ He pointed at the designs.


‘You’ll do it out of the kindness of your heart,’ she laughed. ‘We’ll talk tattoos later. Much later.’


He lifted his chin belligerently. ‘Hey, I’m packed. Whacked two yesterday.’


‘Honey, what I’ve forgotten about finding floating boards it’ll take you the rest of your life to learn.’


He looked over at the laptop covetously. The ivy design was rotating on the screen again. ‘Mark me?


‘It’s spoken for.’


His round face puckered sullenly. ‘N.g. to leave the cap off,’ he said. ‘Someone could crash the party.’


‘And someone who hacks me could find the doctor is in.’ She gestured at the case. ‘Just return my file for me and stick around, and then we’ll discuss it. In English, please, I don’t talk your squawk. I’m not going to stone you. I never have, have I?’


He pointed at Jones. ‘That’s a stone.’ He and his friend each grabbed a leg and dragged the case out of the tent.


Kids, she thought, starting on the ivy. She had it mostly done by the time Rosa showed up.
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The real stone-home bitch about night court was having to stay awake for it.


Sitting at the back of the well-populated courtroom, jammed between some fresh-face named Clarence or Claw and a null-and-void wearing a bail-jumper’s Denver Boot, Gina tried to calculate her immediate prospects. Hit-and-run – probably fifty, since she’d only been an attendee, not a conspirator; a hundred if the judge got stoked by the time her turn rolled around. Possession of controlled substances would be another hundred. Public intoxication, disorderly conduct, failure to report a hit-and-run, trespassing, and resisting arrest – call it a hundred and fifty, red-eye special rate, possibly two hundred. The resisting charge was a stone-home joke, as far as she was concerned. She’d only run, she hadn’t swung on anybody once she’d been caught. Like it wasn’t natural to run like hell when a hyped-up battalion of cops came at you.


Fuck it, what difference did one more charge make, anyway? The fines would clean her out and then some, one more garnishment on her wages, so-fucking-what. All she cared about now was getting back on the street so she could find Mark and take him home. Stupid burnout had let himself get dragged off without a second thought again, and here she was paying the price for it. She wouldn’t have been at the goddamn hit-and-run in the first place if she hadn’t been looking for him.


She’d started out on the Manhattan-Hermosa strip, what the lads called the Mimosa, part of the old postquake land of the lost. She wasn’t old enough to remember the Big One, hadn’t even been living in the big C-A when it had hit. The kids who shanked it on the Mimosa didn’t remember the quake, either. For all they knew, the old Manhattan Pier and Hermosa Pier and Fisherman’s Wharf had always stretched out over dry sand, just to shelter the space cases who squatted under them. Some of the cases probably remembered the Big One. Probably not as many as claimed to.


The piers shouldn’t have survived the Big One (which everyone was now saying hadn’t been the real Big One after all, just the Semi-Medium One, but that didn’t scan as well). Except for part of the old Fisherman’s Wharf, though, they were still standing. Not in prima shape, but standing. Not unlike Mark.


Living through the quake and the postmillennial madness that had followed was one way to end up under a pier talking to your toes; taking some of the stuff available on the Mimosa was another. Mark had always been a candidate for a spot in the sand, even back in the early days before all the hard party-time he’d put in had really begun to take its toll. Sometimes she could almost let the fucking burnout go ahead and flush himself down the rabbit hole in his brain. Like someone had said years ago, some of us can cut the funk, and some of us can’t.


But she wasn’t ready to let him slip away. Whether he was still salvageable or not, whether he was even worth the trouble, she couldn’t bring herself to say fuck it and let him go. So she did another night on the Mimosa, poking into shacks and lean-tos, searching under piers, checking out the jammers and scaring off the Rude Boys, looking to take him home, hose him down, and detox him enough to get him through his corporate debut the day after tomorrow.


Several of the regulars had said they’d seen him hanging with a hit-and-run caravan headed for Fairfax. Toxed to the red line, no doubt. The stupe didn’t even like hit-and-runs, but someone had probably said party-party-party fast enough to blank out any other thoughts, someone like Valjean and the rest of his no-account band. Like any of them needed to play hit-and-run in the Fairfax wasteland.


She’d ripped over to Fairfax as fast as the toy engine in the little two-passenger commuter rental would allow. The fancy rubble of the old Pan Pacific Auditorium had been hard alive and jumping by the time she made it, bangers and thrashers and the pickle stand in business while the hackers ran fooler loops on their laptops to confound surveillance. All the usual crowd you’d find at an illegal party set up fast in a public place, but Mark had already floated off somewhere else, if he’d ever been there at all. Before she could get a new line on him, the cops had come in and busted things up.


She had almost sulked herself into a doze when most of the crowd that had been waiting ahead of her rose en masse to stand before the judge. To Gina’s right a guy with a handcam climbed over two rows of seats for a better angle.


‘Another clinic?’ the judge said wearily, glancing at the monitor on her bench.


‘Three subgroups, Your Honor,’ said the prosecutor. ‘Doctors, staff, and patients.’


‘At this hour?’ The judge shrugged. ‘Oh, but of course. Doctors never keep regular hours. And if you weren’t operating round the clock, some of your patients might reconsider. I wish you people would perpetrate insurance fraud in some other jurisdiction. Like Mars. Priors?’


‘We’ll get to that, Your Honor,’ said the prosecutor hurriedly as a few hands started to go up.


Gina sat forward, her fatigue momentarily forgotten. Insurance fraud wasn’t exactly the kind of thing that called for a raid in the middle of the night. The litany of charges was boring enough: conspiracy to commit fraud, fraud, unnecessary implantation procedures – the usual for a clinic that put in implants under pretense of treating depression, seizures, and other brain dysfunctions. Just another feel-good mill, big fucking deal. She started to drift off.


‘. . . unlawful congress with a machine.’


Her eyes snapped open. A murmur went through the courtroom, and somebody smothered a giggle. The guy with the handcam had climbed over the spectators’ rail and was panning the group carefully.


‘And what, Mr Prosecutor, constitutes unlawful congress with a machine?’ the judge asked.


‘It should come up on your screen in a moment, Your Honor.’


The judge waited and the court waited. Several long moments later the judge turned away from the monitor in disgust. ‘Bailiff! Get downstairs right now and inform central we’re having technical difficulties. Do not call. Go, physically, and tell them in person.’


Next to Gina, Clarence or Claw gave a loud, showy, fake sneeze. The judge banged her gavel. ‘We can cure the compulsively comedic here, you know. Six months for contempt may be old-fashioned aversion therapy, but it works, and we don’t have to bill your insurance company, either.’ The judge’s glare fell on the prosecutor. ‘You have been warned repeatedly about inputting evidence and confiscated material without following proper decontamination procedures.’


‘The procedures were followed, Your Honor. Apparently they need updating.’


‘Who was responsible for the storage of this data?’ the judge asked, surveying the group sternly. A hand went up timidly from somewhere in the middle.


‘Your Honor,’ said the defense attorney, stepping forward quickly. ‘Data storage personnel cannot be held responsible for viral contamination and spread. I cite Vallio vs. MacDougal, in which it was determined MacDougal had no culpability for an infection that may have already existed.’


The judge sighed. ‘Whose data was it, then?’


‘Your Honor,’ said the defense attorney, even more quickly, ‘the owner of the data cannot be cited without establishing—’


The judge waved the woman’s words away. ‘I get it, I get it. Viruses form all on their own, input themselves without a human agent, and nobody’s ever responsible.’


‘Your Honor, even leaving aside the issue of self-incrimination, it’s very hard these days to prove that any virus in question was not pre-existing and inert until triggered by—’


‘I’m familiar with the problem, thank you very much, Ms Pelham. This doesn’t alleviate the immediate situation.’


‘Move for a recess, Your Honor.’


‘Denied.’


‘But the virus—’


‘Counselor Pelham,’ the judge said wearily, ‘it may come as a shock to people of your generation, but courts were not always computerized, and it was not only possible but routine to conduct business without being online. We will continue, using hardcopy as needed; that is why we maintain court clerks and court reporters. I still want to know what this “unlawful congress with a machine” charge is supposed to be.’ She turned her gaze on the prosecutor again.


‘Your Honor,’ said the prosecutor smoothly, ‘this particular charge also has charges of breaking and entering and industrial espionage attached to it. The complainant wishes to have all proceedings in this matter kept confidential. Permission to clear the courtroom, Your Honor.’


‘And who is this complainant?’ the judge asked.


‘Your Honor, the complainant wishes to keep that information confidential, too. For the time being, that is.’


‘Answer the question, counselor. Who is the complainant?’


Gina glanced around for someone who looked ready to bolt, but the only other people left in court had been pulled in at the hit-and-run with her. And the guy with the handcam, who had been forced back over the rail into the spectators’ area by the other bailiff.


‘Permission to approach the bench, Your Honor,’ said the prosecutor.


The judge nodded. ‘Granted. This had better be good.’


They conferred for several moments while the group from the clinic shifted around, nervous but silent. The guy with the handcam was half sitting on the rail, looking sourly at the gag-sticker the bailiff had slapped over his lens.


‘Court finds confidentiality will serve the public good,’ the judge said abruptly. ‘Before we clear the court, who else is waiting and why?’


The other bailiff herded the clinic group off to one side as Gina straggled up with Clarence or Claw, and the loser clunking his Boot on the floor, and the rest of the hit-and-run people, to stand before the bench. The judge cut off the reading of the charges.


‘Is that it? No first-degree murder, no other unlawful-congress-with-a-machine perpetrators? Very well. The court is dismissing the charges against you,’ she said, her gaze resting momentarily on Gina, ‘even though I know a few of you have quite a long list of priors. Since we have managed to apprehend none of the conspirators, and since we have more important fish to fry here tonight, the court is letting you off with full knowledge that you will all undoubtedly be back here on some other night. What’s one conviction more or less? Except you,’ she added, pointing at the loser with the Denver Boot. ‘You can spend the night canned, and we’ll pick up the rest of your story in the morning.’


Gina had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning. It didn’t quite work. The judge shook her head and motioned for the room to be cleared.


‘So, you up to do it again?’


Gina looked up at Clarence or Claw’s smiling face. Didn’t this guy ever get tired? Whatever he ran on, it had to be better than most of the stuff you could get from a hit-and-run pickle stand.


‘I’m up for getting the fuck outa here,’ she said, brushing past him. He trotted down the shiny hall after her.


‘No, really,’ he said, in a half whisper. ‘I know where it’s happening right now, hit-and-run, better than the one where they caught us.’


‘Get the fuck outa my face.’ She walked faster, pushing through the fatigue that was weighing more heavily on her by the moment.


‘Hey, wait—’


She swung around a corner, half turning to slap at him, when something smashed into her, and she went down hard on the polished floor. Sheets of paper rained down and scattered. There were frantic footsteps as someone chased after them.


Pushing herself up to a sitting position, she rubbed the side of her face and then blinked at what seemed to be a solid Avail of business suits. She looked up.


‘Mount Rushmore,’ she said. ‘Little far west of home for this time of year?’


The faces stared down at her impassively, three men and a woman. Attack of the Living Suits. She shrugged and pulled herself up on the nearest one, using his pockets for handholds. He didn’t move or change expression, and she was sorry immediately. His face was familiar. At the moment she couldn’t remember what it was associated with, but it couldn’t have been anything good. The look in his eyes said he knew her, too, and he didn’t like her, a lot.


Fuck him. She ran a hand through her dreadlocks and went into a too-toxed-to-live act. ‘Gotta stop having these crazy-damn dreams,’ she muttered, and elbowed her way through the middle of the group.


She got down to the first floor without further incident and also without Clarence or Claw or whoever he was. On the way out some instinct made her divert to the doors right of center, so she had a perfect view, without being seen herself, of Hall Galen and Lindel Joslin getting out of the unmarked limo at the curb. The young guy who got out just after them she didn’t recognize. But the last guy out was Visual Mark.


The young guy hesitated at the bottom of the steps as the others, including Mark, started up. Gina drew back farther against the wall as Galen paused to turn to him.


‘Come on, Keely,’ he said in that oozy voice that had always reminded Gina of a perverted baby. ‘You think they come out and fetch state’s evidence off the front steps?’


Joslin put one skeletal hand to her mouth and gave a giggle that only dogs should have heard. Gina still couldn’t buy the skinny bitch-twitch as an implant surgeon. Anyone lying on a table who saw that coming on with an implant needle had to be stone-home crazy or dead not to jump up and run away screaming.


‘You said I’d have a signed hardcopy of the deal by now,’ the young guy said. ‘I don’t see one.’ He was even younger than Gina had first thought, barely not a kid; an ex-kid.


‘S’waiting for you inside with our lawyers.’


Gina winced; only a kid would buy Galen doing casual. You could practically see the words stalking around on stilts. Run, fool, she thought; what the fuck, maybe they don’t think you’ve got the nerve so they won’t have anyone to chase you.


‘You said I’d have a hardcopy in my hands before I ever set foot inside,’ the guy insisted, still holding his ground. But not very well; he was going to let them reel him in any minute. Gina didn’t really want to watch, but there was no way to leave without being seen.


‘Now, Keely,’ Galen said, with the lip-smack that had always made Gina want to pop his chocks, ‘we said we’d pull for you, but there’s no way you can speed up a transcription or a hardcopy machine. They can only chug along so fast, you know.’


The kid looked down and mumbled something about a hardcopy again.


Galen dropped all pretense of congeniality and stumped down the stairs to stand two steps above the kid and just an inch taller. ‘There’s a whole courtroom and an impatient judge waiting. We’re going in anyway. You can go in turned over, or you can go in and get turned inside out. It doesn’t really make a whole lot of difference to me personally.’


Mark yawned noisily, and for a moment he seemed to be looking through the shadows directly at her. Gina tensed; then his gaze wandered past her. She slumped back against the wall. Even if he had seen her, she probably hadn’t registered as anything but more of the video playing in his head. Hell, he probably didn’t know where he was himself. When I get ahold of you, motherfucker, Gina thought, oh, when I get ahold of you, won’t be nothing left but shit and blood.


He didn’t look as if there were all that much more to him now – skin and bones, with lank brown Jesus-length hair, a broken nose, dazed, faded green eyes, and a voice permanently buried in gravel. But Mark never had looked like much, even in the early days when they’d first been in the video business together, when it had just been her and Mark and the Beater and a revolving cast of others, hammering simulations into rock-video visions. But that had been back when the Beater had still been the Beater, and Mark had still been a banger instead of a burnout, and Hall Galen the Boy Mogul was still working on hitting the potty with it. And Joslin was torturing hamsters, most likely.


As if Gina’s errant thought had activated her, Joslin came to life and went down the few steps to Mark. Don’t touch him, bitch, Gina said silently, her mouth moving unconsciously with the words as Joslin’s dead white hand came to roost on Mark’s shoulder. Get your claw off him, bitch, that meat is mine.


Joslin’s hand stayed there, as if she meant to anchor him against a sudden gust of wind that would blow him away. The way he was going these days, it wouldn’t have taken much more than a light breeze. But he still had fire enough to make killer video. Not the only reason she wasn’t ready to let him go yet, but it was the one that stood when she couldn’t get anything else to stand up with it.


She probably still wouldn’t be ready to let him go when he finally went, and he was going. They all knew it: her, the Beater, even Mark himself, in some far, as yet intact recess of his burning-out head. Galen knew it as well as anyone, and what he wanted in night court with some old wreck teetering with one foot already off his boogie-board, and an ex-kid who obviously didn’t want to be state’s evidence, and a bitch-twitch whose specialty was brain implants, was one of the better questions of the night.


But the best question was what the fuck was Mark doing there all on his own without a word to her. She and Mark were in it together, always had been. They’d been in it together in the beginning, and when Galen had bought most of the video-production company out from under the Beater, and they’d been in it together when Galen had let the monster conglomerate take EyeTraxx over from him, and they were supposed to be in it together the day after tomorrow, when they were due to show up for their first full day working for the monster conglomerate—


The realization came just as the kid gave in and let Galen take him slowly up the steps. That bad-news, familiar face in the courthouse: Somebody Rivera, a minor honcho with the conglomerate, Diversifications, Inc. He’d been around to EyeTraxx a time or three, sniffing at this and that, taking a survey of what his company had bought itself. She’d managed to dodge him every time, but she’d never kidded herself. Rivera had known who she was and what she was, and if he’d really wanted to, he’d have found her no matter where she was. Anyone could. Just follow the trail of court-ordered garnishments on her income.


Surprised that fucker, she thought. What little satisfaction she could take in that fact was short-lived. Ace fuckers like Rivera didn’t like being surprised. She’d pay for it.


Or Mark would. The sight of him disappearing through the doors at the top of the steps sent a wave of goose bumps along her scalp, around each dreadlock. She had a sudden, wild idea of following him, hiding out till he emerged from the court and then jumping his ass, but there was no telling how long he’d be in there. Besides, Rivera would probably have someone looking out for her now. She’d wait for him at his place.


Something moved above her in the darkness, and for a moment she thought Rivera had already sent a goon for her. Then she saw the outline of the handcam against the darker shadows.


‘Pretty interesting scene, huh?’ he said. ‘You seemed to find it pretty interesting, anyway.’ He came down a couple of steps.


‘Got that gag-sticker off okay, then?’ she asked.


‘Don’t happen to know any of those people, do you?’


She blew out a short breath. ‘You?’


‘I asked you first.’ He laughed a little. ‘But what the hell. Some of them. Your turn.’


‘Some of them,’ she echoed.


‘It would be nice to know where we overlap.’ He moved down to the step just above her. ‘Can I interest you in a well-dressed cup of coffee?’


Gina wiped her hands over her face. ‘Right now, you couldn’t interest me stark naked in a bathtub of lime Jell-O. Who are you working for?’


He hesitated, and she could practically feel him deciding whether to lie or not. Mark contended that extreme fatigue would do that to you, give you such heightened perception to nonverbal clues as to be all but telepathy. Assuming you could stay awake enough for it to register.


‘I gypsy,’ he said at last. ‘It’s a good living—’


‘If you give good tabloid,’ she said.


He had a sexy laugh, even at this hour. ‘—if you can find slots for your stuff. I don’t think I’d have much trouble finding a slot for this, if I knew a little more about what it was.’


Gina yawned. ‘I don’t think you’re gonna find a slot for any of that. I think you’re gonna find that suddenly nobody gives a fuck about raids on feel-good mills, that it’s just another dog-bites-man story and nobody needs it, not even the most desperate tabloid net at the bottom of your market barrel.’


‘Is that so.’ No sexy laugh now; no expression in his voice at all.


‘And then,’ she went on, ‘I think sometime real soon, you’re gonna try uploading or downloading, and you’ll find a virus has run through your entire file storage and chomped every second bit into garbage before it ran right into your handcam and told it to fuse itself. And maybe you’ll have the bad cess to have passed the fucker on to one of your cherished markets, and they’ll hand-deliver a lawsuit while you’re still standing around trying to figure out what happened to the guts in your cam. I think you could even find out that your insistence on scoping out news is classified as a case of obsessive-compulsive disorder, and they recommend you be treated with implant therapy. And the next thing you know, you won’t care about what’s news anymore. Is that too high up in the stupidsphere for you?’


‘You sure about all that?’ he asked evenly.


‘No.’ She yawned again. ‘The only thing I’m sure of is they put a gag-sticker on your lens and the judge cleared the courtroom. Everything you’ve got is illegal as hell, and you’d go to the can just for attempting to sell it, so they probably wouldn’t get to you until your sentence was up.’


‘You seem to know a lot about this,’ he said, leaning in a little closer.


‘I don’t know dick. I’m dead, and I’m going home to lie down decently until it’s time to go to work.’


‘And who do you work for?’


Gina jerked a thumb at the now-empty steps. ‘Them.’ She turned and went down the stairs, leaving him to chew on that, if he could.


She was too tired to be able to tell whether she’d really thrown the fear of God into him or not. With any luck he’d at least bury the stuff if he didn’t flush it. And without any luck, it wasn’t her worry. She had big problems of her own.


And she was still going to jump Mark’s skinny, burned-out ass. She was really going to pop his chocks.
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LAX went as smoothly and uneventfully as the entire trip. Or trips, actually: KC to Salt Lake, Salt Lake to the Bay, and a jumper from the Bay to LA. Decathlon traveling, but it was the only way to buy three different tickets under three different names – correction, only two; they hadn’t asked for a name in San Francisco because it was just a jumper – using anonymous bearer-chips in quantities that wouldn’t raise any eyebrows.


Sam hadn’t really expected anyone to bother her about the insulin pump hanging on her side. The most attention anyone had given it was to screen it for off-color blips, and the security guard at the Bay jumper hadn’t even done that. He’d just grinned at her, displayed his own pump, and said, ‘Pray for better tissue matching, eh, sister?’ Airport security was interested only in weapons and explosives, not unlicensed or bootlegged computer equipment. Besides, it really had been an insulin pump once, before she’d gone to work on it.


She kept her pace to a leisurely stroll through the terminal, letting the crowds flow around her. The pump was out of sight in the pocket of her baggy pants, deactivated for the moment; the tacky sunglasses were hanging on a cord around her neck (tacky but functional; when not turned on, the retinal-projection screen in the left lens was transparent). The chip-player was tucked away in her one small duffel bag. No one had shown much interest in the chip-player, either, but chip-players were far more common than severely brittle diabetics whose bodies rejected all cultured implants. Even if the security guards had been interested enough to pop on the fingertip-sized phones and take a listen, all they would have heard was hard-core speed-thrash, in stereo. Speed-thrash was undergoing yet another renaissance as a new generation discovered it was a great way to make everyone over the age of twenty-five give ground in a hurry, hands over ears. Sam was very fond of speed-thrash. She was seventeen.


She passed the baggage-claim area, weaving her way through the people waiting to use the closed booths along the wall opposite the carousel. The Cal-Pac modem symbol above the booths buzzed and flickered; not the most confidence-inspiring sight, but nobody gave up a place in line. It never failed to surprise Sam how many people went on trusting Cal-Pac’s public modems. Because of their broad compatibility, they were more susceptible to viruses, no matter how many vaccines were pumped into the system. But then, half the vaccines in use were pathetically outdated. Rather than spend money for further research and development, the government and the taxpayers (of which Sam was not one) had opted for stiffer penalties for vandals. As if that would put Humpty Dumpty together again.


She paused briefly next to the end booth. The small graffito was still there, scratched into the plastic in clumsy block letters: Dr Fish Makes House Calls. A new one had been added farther down: St Dismas, pray for us.


At the exit to ground transportation, she ran the usual gauntlet of gawkers and hawkers – a few peddlers, some advocacy groups with handbills to waste, two rival clinics promising that her motivation would come back as if by magic, yes, magic, young woman, diagnostic practitioners on the premises, right there on the premises, no need to apply for a recommendation from a doctor who probably would refuse anyway since so many doctors these days didn’t seem to understand that the healing force of implants was for anyone, everyone who felt the need.


‘Modern life is making you sick!’ someone called after her.


‘And your saying that is making me sick!’ someone else yelled back.


Sam grinned to herself. My, but the karma was heavy today.


The airport rental lot was as chaotic as ever, impassably jammed with last-minute arrivals trying to turn in vehicles and make the flights they were already late for, and the recently landed clamoring for service from the bored attendants wandering back and forth seemingly at whim between the Rentals-In and Rentals-Out blockhouses in the center of the lot. Welcome back to LA, Sam thought resignedly. After two weeks on the McNabb Nature Reserve in the Ozarks, she wasn’t sure her shit-tolerance threshold existed any more.


Against her better judgment she joined the line in front of the blockhouse labeled Rentals-Out. No doubt by the time she reached the service window, the attendant would tell her they were all out of everything but the bigger models, sorry, no shortage discount, next please. But she felt too travel-weary to hike over to one of the hotel lots, and getting on one of the privately run shuttles required producing a scannable ID, something she avoided as often as possible by using bearer-chips. She didn’t care to make her movements too traceable.


She dug the chip-player out of her bag and popped on the phones. It was some stone-home righteous new speed-thrash Keely had zapped to her, and the translation program she had used on it had left it intact. She hadn’t had to remove the encrypted material from the carrier-data to go over it during the flights, looking like any other kid on a boring trip, shades on and plugged into her music. No one had been able to see that, under her shabby satin jacket, the chip-player had been connected to the former insulin pump in her pocket, and the unruly tangle of her hair had hidden how the cord on her sunglasses was plugged into the headphone wire.


She was almost tempted to connect the sunglasses and have another look at Keely’s data, but there would be time enough for that later – if she didn’t die of old age waiting to rent a commuter unit she probably wouldn’t get anyway. She hated the commuter rentals – everybody did – but owning a real car in LA was a bureaucratic nightmare, requiring a lily-white record and a king’s ransom for the umpty-ump different permits and licenses and taxes that had to be renewed every three months. LA’s millennial solution to the car overpopulation problem of the previous century; it was a bad joke. Instead of a mass transit system, there were rental units proliferating like rabbits on fast-forward, little boxes made of masking tape and spit, with shitty little computer navigators built into the dash. For all the good that did – GridLid usually ran anywhere from twenty minutes to an hour behind the traffic patterns, so that you were more likely to find yourself in the middle of a clog before the warning about it appeared on the nav screen.


Sam let out a tired breath. Back in LA less than an hour, and it was already undoing the smooth that two weeks in the Ozarks had given her. The solitude had been what her father called a tonic. Everything had just gotten so crazy, the whole hacker scene, an information frenzy. Then there’d been the doodah with her parents, speaking of her father, which hadn’t helped her feel any less frantic. Old Gabe and Catherine had really done their part to make her crazy, Catherine more than Gabe, to be fair about it. Why she had expected anything else after all these years – call it temporary brain damage, she thought sourly. Just thinking about them now was giving her that fluttery I-gotta-get-outa-here-or-die-screaming churn in the pit of her stomach.


That had been reason enough to head for the hills, though the stuff she’d hacked out of Diversifications had been hot enough to serve as an excuse for an extended trip out of town. She kept telling herself that was the real reason, the only reason, she’d jumped out. It felt better than admitting that, in spite of everything, the fact that she could not have her mother’s love and respect was still a knife in her heart.


She hadn’t had to admit anything on the McNabb Nature Reserve; the McNabbs didn’t scan IDs, and they didn’t ask questions. Few amenities, small cost; each day she had trucked over to the common shower and bathroom area from her tent. If she wanted news, the McNabbs ran a small general store where she could reserve a tailored hardcopy of The Daily You printed out from the dataline, if she didn’t mind having to reset her defaults each time. Occasionally there was a wait, since the McNabbs had only two printers, and if she didn’t want to bother, Lorene McNabb would put hers aside and give it to her the next time she came in.


But as pleasant a change as it had been, she’d known it wasn’t her life. She’d already begun thinking about going back to LA when Keely had called her.


The one tech thing the McNabbs supplied for each tent was a phone; they did not take messages, and they did not go tramping out to inform people of emergencies. Sam had thought the phone had looked pretty funny sitting on the McNabb-supplied footlocker at the head of the cot. She hadn’t expected it to ring; no one had known where she was. But if anyone was capable of tracking her down, it was Keely.


He’d sounded wired as usual – his bizarro relationship with death-crazed Jones was something else that had gotten on her nerves. But for once he hadn’t whined about what Jones and his implants were coming to. This time he’d sounded wired and scared, something about some stuff he’d hacked. Keely liked to call it B&E, as if that somehow made it more glamorous than plain old hacking. Sam suspected he’d hit Diversifications. She’d made the mistake of giving him the specs for the modified insulin pump before she’d left.


She’d done all the work on the pump while she’d been out in the Ozarks, just to see if she had the touch with this kind of hardware. She did, and as it turned out, it was fortunate she had. Keely insisted on zapping something to her over the phone, and she’d left her laptop behind with Rosa.


And then after the zap, he’d just said goodbye and hung up on her. So it had to be Diversifications, she decided, the hackers’ Mount Everest and the place most likely to catch you. And when they did, they always prosecuted. Keely had always had this compulsive rivalry with her, needing to match her hit for hit. She’d tried to make him see rivalry was pointless, and the more often you tried Diversifications, the more likely you were to get caught. But Keely had always had more talent than sense.


Perhaps she might have been more convincing, Sam thought, if she’d told him her own little trade secret: she knew her way around their defenses because her father worked there, and she’d picked up a lot about their operation by simple osmosis. Maybe Keely would have seen the wisdom of backing off, or maybe he’d have just taken up hounding her for tips and hints until he drove her mad. And no matter how she tried, she couldn’t get around feeling responsible, in an oblique, neurotic way, for whatever had happened to him. Ridiculous, maybe, but there it was. And here she was, back in LA.


‘. . . new show, free equipment, absolutely no charge!’


The voice that cut through the tumult in her earphones sounded familiar. She clicked off the chip-player and looked around.


The young guy working his way up from the now-distant end of the line she was standing in could have used a few more pounds to fill out his bodysuit and balance off the absurdly full cascade of golden waves spilling down past his bony shoulders. The holo crown bobbing in the air over his head faded in and out with each step, but he didn’t bother adjusting the projector on his belt or, for that matter, the bored look on his face. Sam grinned. It had been quite a while, but she’d have known Beauregard in any guise.


‘Free tickets!’ he called, holding them up between two fingers. ‘Preview of an exciting new show!’ He was about to pass her when she caught his arm.


‘Getting many takers?’ she asked.


He looked down at her blankly for a moment and then let out a surprised laugh. ‘Well, fuck me.’


‘Is that free, too?’


He gave her a ticket. ‘For this you get an hour’s use of a headmounted monitor and the chance to kill a new series, which you can brag to the folks back in Kansas City about. You wanna get fucked, call my agent. He’ll fuck you four times before you even mention my name.’


‘Thanks, Beau, but I’ll give that a miss. I like to know I’m being fucked while it happens.’ She looked him up and down. ‘Love the hotbody. You look like an old-time street mime.’


‘And you look like an old-time vent-hugger. Some things never change. Where the hell have you been?’


She hesitated, looking from side to side. Beauregard thrust two tickets at the man standing behind her. ‘Here, hold her place in line, will you?’ he said. ‘You can take those down to Hollywood Boulevard and get an easy hundred for them in front of the Chinese Theatre. They’re in short supply, everyone in town wants them.’


The man frowned dubiously at the tickets in his hand, and Beauregard pressed two more on him. ‘Okay, this is all I can let you have. That’s a guaranteed two hundred you’re holding, that’ll pay for the best rental you can get here four times over, thanks a lot, pal, you’re a prince.’ Sam laughed helplessly as Beauregard hustled her away from the line.


‘Is that true, what you told him?’ she asked.


‘Fuck, no. They’re free tickets. He’ll probably have to pay someone to take them off his hands.’


She stared at him in disbelief. ‘How do you get away with being you?’


‘Same way you do, honey.’ He tapped her chin with his fist. ‘Where have you been?’


‘The Ozarks. They’re real pretty. What are you doing wearing the Para-Versal logo?’


He glanced up at the holo still floating over his head. ‘I got lucky, for a change. I got a part in Tunnels in the Void.’


Sam looked at the ticket he’d given her. ‘This? What is it?’


‘A small band of intrepid explorers travel the universe using black holes as a kind of intergalactic subway system, taking you with them as they seek adventure and excitement, sneering in the face of danger and all scientific fact. But hey, it’s work. They used me in a bit, on the condition that I hustle passes.’ He gazed at her evenly as he took the ticket back from her. ‘Like I said, some things never change.’


‘I guess not.’ Sam shook her head. ‘You know this is probably all that’ll come of it. Intergalactic subway system. Stone the fucking crows at home. How stupid do they think people are?’


‘You tell me when you see that guy trying to scalp those on the Boulevard. Diversifications did the finish on it, all the commercials are from their clients, and gaming rights are being auctioned right now. Plenty of features have pulled out of a nosedive on gaming rights alone. Or the wannabe trade.’


Sam felt her stomach tighten a little at the mention of Diversifications. ‘Sorry, Beau, but I don’t see why you’re wasting your time.’


‘Oh, yah. Hacking programs and dodging watchdogs from a Mimosa squat is so much nobler.’ He shrugged. ‘I sold my equipment to Rosa. She’s got a use for it.’


‘You had a use for it, once,’ she said seriously.


He glanced upward with a labored sigh, making the holo crown jiggle. ‘Shit, why can’t you be like everyone else and refuse to have anything to do with me until I, quote, shake it off, unquote?’


‘Beau, if you’d hung in, you could probably be making this stuff yourself. And not garbage like Tunnels in the Void, either, but really good stuff. You know, a lot of people used to think that you were behind the Dr Fish virus. “The one that got away.”’


‘So that makes two of us that got away.’ His face was stony now. ‘You know, it’s harder than it ever was now to get a toehold. All the studios want to go to complete simulation, and what the fuck is that? Nobody home, you know? No people.’


‘They probably will go to complete simulation soon, Beau,’ Sam said, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice. ‘Maybe not tomorrow, but soon enough. Too soon for you and your union and all the other unions. It’s gonna be a stone dead end for you, unless you can make the stuff.’


‘I don’t want to make the stuff. I want to be the stuff. If that isn’t culturally online, then write me off. I don’t go around telling people what they’re supposed to want.’


‘Touché, doll.’ Sam held out her hands. ‘Peace?’


He curled his fingers around hers briefly, looking momentarily embarrassed. ‘Well, truce, anyway. I didn’t pull you out of line to fight with you. It’s good to see you again, Sam.’


‘Likewise.’ She paused. ‘Haven’t seen anyone else lately, have you?’


‘Ha. Like who.’


‘Oh, Rosa. Gator.’ She gave a casual shrug. ‘Keely?’


Beauregard shook his head, making the holo crown wag in sluggish half circles. ‘I don’t see anyone.’ He ran a wistful finger down the line of her cheek and then looked around. ‘Listen, I’m on a schedule—’


She nodded. ‘See you, Beau.’


‘If I get really lucky, yah, you probably will.’ He started his pitch again as she went back to her place in the line, smiling apologetically at the man still holding the preview tickets.


‘Excuse me,’ he said as she was putting on her headphones again. ‘Do you really think I can get anything for these?’


‘Oh. Well,’ she said, ‘maybe. I mean, sure. I think you might get something.’


‘You mean something besides taken?’ The look on his face was anything but happy.


‘Hey, you got them for nothing,’ she said coldly. ‘You’ll only get taken if you actually go to the preview. Welcome to Hollywood, mister.’


Half an hour later she was sitting in a rental that achieved two-passenger status only by virtue of the fact that it had another seat. Sam would not have taxed it with more than her duffel bag, not that it made a whole lot of difference at the moment. True to form, GridLid had failed to transmit up-to-date traffic patterns, and she had driven right into the clog on Sepulveda, where, it seemed, she was going to spend most of the morning, kicking herself for not bringing a radio. Some of the smaller freelance stations operating outside the amorphous mass of the dataline gave traffic reports from phoned-in tips. She glanced at the receiver hanging from the dash. Hell, she could phone one in herself, except it probably wasn’t exactly news anymore.


Fez would have told her to accept it as an unexpected opportunity to unwind. An LA clog is just Nature’s way of saying it’s break time. But then, Fez had told her that trying to reconcile with her parents was a good idea, too.


She sighed and looked at the nav screen. The map display vanished, to be replaced with a basic, abbreviated dataline menu. Good old GridLid. Gosh, folks, sorry we didn’t warn you about the clog, but since you’re already sitting in it, you can enjoy some minor diversion, courtesy of the city.


The offerings were limited to the most popular items off several of the networks, text and/or sound only, including, she saw with some amusement, The Stars, Crystals, and You Show and Dear Mrs Troubles from FolkNet. If you couldn’t pre-guess GridLid with stars and crystals, maybe Mrs Troubles could help you change your miserable life at two miles an hour.


She pressed the scroll button on the keyboard between the seats, and the categories began a slow roll upward. Business: Local, Regional, National, International; Sporting Events; Lunar Installation Report; Peccadillo Update – that was tempting; famous people throw up in public and other gossip to die for – CrimeTime; The World of Medicine; LA Rox, Including !Latest! Video Releases.


She pressed for the last, feeling slightly mollified. She wouldn’t be able to see any videos on the cheap-assed monitor, but at least she’d be able to listen to some new music, maybe find a few good encryption vehicles. Encryption was fun; play this sideways, kiddies, and hear a message from the devil. Keely would certainly have approved.


Keely hated speed-thrash.


Unbidden, the thought came to her and sat in her mind, waiting for her to make something of it. Keely had sent her the information encrypted in speed-thrash, and he hated speed-thrash. If the Good Lord had really meant speed-thrash to exist, he would have made me deaf.


Well, so what? He knew she liked speed-thrash; he’d probably figured he’d zap her something she could appreciate.


She made a face. That didn’t feel right. Keely had been in a hurry; he’d had plenty of other encryption vehicles to choose from, anything from the Brandenburg Concertos to one of those Edgar Varese things he was so crazy about, and any of those probably far more available to him than a piece of speed-thrash. A new piece of speed-thrash.


She pushed for the new speed-thrash listings, tapping the steering wheel impatiently while GridLid’s access to the dataline pondered her choice and made a laborious search. The Age of Fast Information, sure, she thought sourly.


A full ten seconds later, the screen delivered the page. For once she was lucky; it was the very first item she selected for audio excerpt. Mechanists Run Loco, by Scattershot. The credit line for the video made her blink: Created by Aiesi/EyeTraxx, acq. by Diversifications, Inc.


EyeTraxx acquired by Diversifications? Since when, and how had that gotten by her? She topped back to the LA Rox general menu and selected the news.


There was nothing but the usual collection of gossipy items on which artists were doing what outrageous or dull things. General Industry News, sub-subheading Rock Videos gave her nothing but snippets on rights reversions, what artists were signing with what video companies, who had died, and who wasn’t doing anything at all.


Rock Video: Acquisitions was just a rerun of who was signing with who, nothing she hadn’t been getting in her edition of The Daily You back in the Ozarks.


She slid back the sunroof panel and stood up on the seat carefully. There was nothing but an unbroken sea of rentals interspersed with a few private cars in all directions, and no sign of movement. Sam clambered down behind the wheel again and blew out a disgusted breath. ‘Shit.’


‘It’s awful, isn’t it?’


The driver in the car on her left was smiling at her sympathetically. She nodded. ‘It’s worse than that.’


‘I think we all ought to file a class-action suit against GridLid, force them to clean up their program,’ he went on. ‘Or at least provide full dataline access for the rentals. I can’t get anything I want.’


‘Me, neither.’ Sam looked at him speculatively. ‘Say, you wouldn’t happen to follow rock-video news, would you?’


He managed to look apologetic and bored at the same time. ‘Sorry. I get Casting Call and Daily Variety, and the rest of the world can go hang as far as I’m concerned.’ He looked around at the clog. ‘Right now I really wish it would. Why aren’t all these people home with their families?’


‘’Scuse me? Hey, you there?’ A woman about her own age was waving at her from another rental directly behind the man. ‘I follow rock video.’


Except for the long pink hair, she looked more like a folkie than a thrasher, but Sam wasn’t feeling choosy. ‘I just saw this item on the dataline,’ she called to the woman, twisting around to lean out the window. ‘It said EyeTraxx had been acquired by Diversifications, Inc. You know anything about that?’


Now the woman stared at her as if she were crazy. ‘God, no. That sounds like biz news to me. Snore, snore.’

‘Oh. Yah,’ Sam said faintly, pulling her head back in. Business news, Christ, business-fucking-news, what in hell else would it have been. Feeling sheepish, she topped all the way back to the main menu and selected Business News. Then she stared at the screen while it asked her which subheading she wanted: Local, Regional, National, or International? There was nothing more specific. Which figured. Hard-core biz types didn’t register as a target market for GridLid; they wouldn’t be in a clog like this. They’d be in their offices doing everything by net and email. Like her mother. Give up, she told herself. At least until you light somewhere with halfway decent capability.


Fifteen minutes later, traffic had moved forward a good fifty feet only to halt again, but she finally had something, a small item under Markets at a Glance/NYSE Most Active. The listing for Diversifications was footnoted with a comparison box, giving the trading before and after its acquisition of EyeTraxx. The date given was roughly two weeks before; nothing about a topic thread to follow.


Frustrated, Sam sat back, stretching her arms overhead through the open sunroof. She still didn’t know what it meant, if anything. If it don’t mean a thing, it ain’t information, as Fez would say.


‘Fez, you talk too much,’ she muttered. She went back to listening to excerpts from new speed-thrash releases as the sun climbed higher in the sky.


GridLid finally saw fit to deliver a bulletin about an accident half a mile from where she was; by then traffic was advancing regularly in twenty-foot spurts. A few food vendors had materialized to work the clog until the cops appeared and chased them out. Couldn’t redirect traffic fast enough to avoid a clog, Sam thought sourly, but moved at the speed of light if someone was out making a profit. Her stomach growled. The cops had jogged back from the site of the wreck just before one of the vendors would have reached her.


She had meant to head straight for the Mimosa from the airport, but she knew if she didn’t get something to eat, she was going to faint. Feeling shaky, she detoured onto Artesia and cruised until she found a quickie with fewer than five cars in the drive-thru lane. Quickies were not her cuisine of choice, but at least she’d had the luck to find one with a decent vegetarian offering.


The big menu screen was just out of her reach, and she had to hang out the window to touch the square next to ‘Sushi rice in seaweed cone’. Her order appeared in red letters in the middle section of the screen; a moment later the words !Good Choice! flashed on and off. Cute, she thought. What else would it say – !Lousy Choice! or !No Good For You!? Maybe the burger-gobblers got !Slow Death!


She selected ‘Coffee, caffeinated, pot’ from the drink menu, and this time the message was unblinking. The Surgeons General wish you to be aware that caffeine is associated with chromosome breakage, headaches, tension, anxiety, and impaired motor coordination when taken to excess. In pregnant women, birth defects can result in those prone to certain inimical chemistries. Abstinence may be advisable; consult your doctor.


Sam stared. A pretentious quickie; that was new. She slapped her palm against the end-it square with a defiant flourish. Too late; she had the guilts over the coffee even as she couldn’t wait to drink half of it at one gulp. Modern life was making her sick by trying not to make her sick.


‘That’s some menu,’ she said to the guy in the window as she stretched out of the open sunroof to pass him a few crumpled bills.


‘Yah, better living through technology,’ he said, glancing at her without interest. He was tall and good-looking, with icy white hair and luminous green contact lenses, most likely another member of the latest generation of aspiring actors. That may have been the biggest reason simulation hadn’t shut down Old Hollywood, Sam thought a little light-headedly. If they stopped taping from five action, who would staff the quickies? ‘Be a minute,’ he added as he leaned out to hand her the change. ‘Just opened a fresh pot of rice.’


‘Glad to know this place cares so much,’ she said. ‘I especially enjoyed the lecture on what caffeine would do to me.’


‘Oh, hell. George!’ he roared over his shoulder. ‘That goddamn virus is back!’


Sam laughed aloud. She should have realized as soon as she’d seen it. A Dr Fish, no doubt, making a house call with unsolicited health advice. Characteristic of the Dr Fish strain – almost no destructiveness, just unexpected messages taking up space and slowing things down.


An older man who was definitely not an aspiring actor appeared in the window next to the younger guy. ‘If it’s not asking so terribly much of you, Harmon, could you not screech our troubles to the entire world?’


The young guy gestured at Sam. ‘She says she got the caffeine message.’


‘It was just one of those health warnings from the Surgeons General,’ she said, shrugging. ‘I thought it was supposed to be there.’


The older man frowned at her as if she were somehow responsible. ‘Great. We’re never going to get rid of that thing. Every time I think it’s cleaned out, it pops up somewhere else.’


‘Just because of the way it reproduces,’ Sam told him. ‘Cleaning it out won’t take care of any data carrying the infection dormantly. You’ve got herpes, not cholera.’


His expression took on a revolted tinge. ‘Excuse me?’


Sam glanced at the younger guy, who was grinning behind his hand. ‘Cholera is a disease you treat by treating the symptoms. Herpes lesions can be treated so they go away, but the infection itself remains in the nerves, waiting to activate again.’


‘Well, thank you so much, Miz Med School, that was just what I’ve been waiting all day to hear.’


‘It’s contagious,’ Sam couldn’t help adding. ‘It can be passed on without being active.’


There was a short honk from the rental behind her. ‘Think it’s taking long enough?’ called the driver, leaning her head out the window.


‘It’s coming, lady,’ the older man called back, and leaned out the window a little more. ‘You sound like you know a lot about this.’


Sam shrugged again. If he was so offline he didn’t know about Dr Fish, she wasn’t going to enlighten him. ‘Anyone with computer equipment ought to know a lot about it.’


‘I just manage this place. And hire and fire the help.’ He gave the younger guy a sidelong glance. ‘You want a free meal?’


Sam drew back, leaning her elbows on the roof of the rental and folding her hands. ‘Why?’


‘For services rendered. If you know so much, you must know how to take care of it. It’ll save me another service call.’


‘You can do it yourself,’ she said.


‘Me? I don’t know dick about computers.’


‘You know where the off switch is?’


He nodded. ‘So?’


‘So flip it. That’ll kill it bang. No matter what your service has been telling you, that’s the only way to kill a virus. Cut off the power.’


The man rolled his eyes. ‘Forget about it. The menu’s out of a closed-area network so they can monitor our volume; we got nothing here but dumb terminals. I cut us off, they’ll be down here with an auditor and a warrant to bust me on suspicion of embezzlement.’


Standing behind the man, the young guy was making a familiar up-and-down motion with a fist. Sam bit her lips together to keep from laughing.


‘Hey, you don’t want a free meal, honey, it’s fine by me, but you sure look like you could use one. More than one.’


‘You only offered one,’ Sam said evenly, ‘and for what it would cost you to have someone do the work legally, I should get a free meal here every day for a year.’


‘Offer’s closed.’ He pulled his head back inside the window and turned to the young guy, who was suddenly scratching the side of his head vigorously. ‘The virus can stay in there, people can live with a warning about coffee, I don’t care. We gotta sell more herbal tea anyway.’ He marched off.


The young guy grinned at Sam, who shook her head. ‘Probably wouldn’t have worked, at that. The virus is most likely dug in at the node, so as soon as you turned on again, it would be right back here.’


‘Nobody cares as long as it doesn’t actually destroy anything,’ he said, shrugging a bony shoulder. ‘It’s like graffiti to them, the cheap-asses.’


The rental behind Sam honked again. ‘I said, is it taking long enough?’ the driver called, louder.


‘Not quite, but we’re working on it!’ Sam called back. The guy at the window handed her a small bag and a tall covered thermo-cup. She thanked him and pulled up far enough to allow the woman to reach the window before she tore the bag open and attacked her food. The ball of rice sitting on top of the seaweed cone tipped into her lap and shattered on impact, leaving her with a mostly empty seaweed wrapper. ‘Fuck it,’ she muttered, and drove back down Artesia toward the Mimosa, scooping rice out of her lap with one hand.


‘Where’s Gator?’ she asked the kid in the tent. He must have been all of fifteen, with a funny chubby cherub’s face and thick, fuzzy dark hair that was tangling itself into dreadlocks.


‘At services,’ he said, hitching up his pants. Hospital surplus; they made him look like an underaged, homeless surgeon.


‘Services?’


‘Yah. She said to tell you she’s off praying for God to forgive you.’


Sam blinked. ‘I’m in hell,’ she said wonderingly. ‘The world ended when I wasn’t looking, and now I’m in hell.’ She rubbed her forehead with one hand, trying to think. At least the kid was speaking English. ‘Gator really told you to tell me that?’


Now the kid looked embarrassed. ‘Well, actually, that’s what she told me I should say to anyone who came by for a tattoo.’


Sam laughed and kept laughing as she made her way over to Gator’s old barber chair and plumped down in it, alarming the kid.


‘Hey, you better not. She said she’d kill me if anyone fucked around in here.’


‘I’m not fucking, I’m laughing,’ Sam said wearily. ‘Can’t you tell the difference?’ She swiveled around. The printer was in its usual spot in the corner, but Gator had taken the laptop with her. To services. At the St Dismas Infirmary for the Incurably Informed, of course, wherever that was now.


Abruptly she remembered the ex-pump in her pocket.


‘Hey,’ said the kid, following her over to the corner. ‘I know she wouldn’t want you screwing around with that.’


‘I’m not screwing, I’m hooking,’ Sam said, unrolling the wires that had been discreetly tucked behind a table leg. ‘Hooking up, that is.’ She found the communications jack and plugged it into the ex-pump, then connected it to both the sunglasses and the chip-player. ‘If Gator comes back, I won’t let her kill you more than you deserve.’


She settled down on the sand and put on the sunglasses. The screen in the left lens lit up, blurring for a moment before it settled on her focal length. There was a tap on her knee, and she looked over the top of the glasses at the kid.


‘Hey, you know you got lice?’ he said, pointing at her pants.


‘That’s not lice, it’s rice,’ she told him. ‘Now don’t bother me, I’m calling Dial-a-Prayer.’


‘You older women sure are religious,’ he muttered.


In a few moments she was inside the public net system, flashing through the menus until she reached the listing for the St Dismas Infirmary for the Incurably Informed. She ignored the public posts and punched for the conference area.


>You have been misinformed,< said the screen. >No conference area exists on this board. If you wish to pray, please make an offering. If not, please exit.<


She had to peer under the glasses to watch her fingers work the tiny keyboard on the face of the pump.


>Are services in progress?< she asked.


>Prayer services require an offering.<


She summoned the basic schematic for the adapted insulin pump system and uploaded it. There was a short pause before the screen said, >The doctor will see you now.<


Sam frowned. The doctor? Christ, was St Diz siccing a virus on anyone they didn’t trust? She started to tap the little keyboard again when a new message appeared on the screen.


>Wonderful to hear from you, Sam! Go to Fez and learn all.< Abruptly she was disconnected, not just back in the main menu area but offline.


She took off the sunglasses and rubbed her eyes. Fez. It figured. She probably should have headed straight for his place to begin with. He knew everything, or almost everything. Maybe he knew what had happened to Keely. Or how Diversifications’ acquisition of a video-production company corresponded to the schematic drawing of a neuron from a human brain that Keely had zapped to her encrypted in music he couldn’t stand. Maybe Fez would know. Somebody had to.
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The house looked quiet enough, but then the whole street was quiet, and Gabe knew that was all wrong.


On his left Marly nudged him. ‘It’s a lot weirder inside than it is outside,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Costa says a guy starved to death in there looking for a way out.’


Gabe shook his head. ‘You believe everything Costa tells you?’


‘I’d believe this. Since he’s been in, and we haven’t.’ She looked past him to Caritha standing on his right. Caritha held up the handcam projector, her half smile confident. Gabe felt a little more dubious. The projector was the best they could do on short notice, but it was awfully small. Like Caritha herself. The late-afternoon sun seemed to strike sparks in the black hair cropped close to her skull. By contrast, Marly’s thick, honey-colored mane hung loose and wild.


As if reading his mind, she suddenly gathered it between her hands and wound it into a knot at the back of her head. Gabe stared, fascinated. He had no idea what was keeping it up there. The force of Marly’s will, perhaps. He wouldn’t have been surprised. She smiled down at him and threw a muscular arm around his shoulders. ‘Don’t tell me you want to live forever.’


Gabe winced. Marly was three inches taller than he was and possibly heavier, every pound invested in muscle. ‘Don’t crack my collarbone, I might need it later.’


‘You want it all, dontcha, hotwire?’ Marly gave him an extra squeeze and released him.


‘All I really want now is to get in, get your friend, and get out,’ Gabe said.


‘I want that viral program,’ Caritha said seriously. ‘I don’t like clinics that go screwing up people’s brains.’


‘I don’t like clinics, period,’ said Marly. ‘Come on. Let’s go do a little damage.’


Nobody came to the front door in response to the bell. Caritha tried the doorknob, and Gabe heard a faint sizzling sound.


‘Son of a bitch,’ she said, looking at her palm. ‘It buzzed me.’


‘I call that blatant hostility,’ said Marly. She produced a small card from her breast pocket. ‘I’m glad I thought to get the key from Costa.’


Gabe looked the door frame over. ‘Yah, but where do you put it? I don’t see a slot.’


‘You gotta look.’ Marly reached up to the top of the frame and pushed the card in. It disappeared, and a moment later the door swung open. Caritha went first, holding the projector up and ready. Marly followed, pulling Gabe after her. He glanced behind; just before the door swung shut again, he saw a small figure standing in the middle of the street, a child holding up a hand in a strange gesture of farewell. The sight gave him a brief flash of superstitious dread. He shook it away. It could have just been the clinic playing games with holo, trying to spook them.


They were standing in a murky entrance hall that had been painstakingly antiqued. The highly polished woodwork looked both slippery and cold. Marly tugged his arm, and they followed Caritha down the hall.


Caritha stopped at the first doorway and waved them back. Marly flattened against the wall, throwing one arm across his chest. Somewhere far above he heard muffled footsteps. They stumped the length of the ceiling and then stopped. Gabe waited for the sound of a door opening and closing, but there was nothing. The silence seemed to press on his ears.


‘I know you’re there,’ said a woman’s voice suddenly. Gabe jumped. Marly patted his rib cage, but he could feel how tense she was.


‘You might as well come in and introduce yourselves like citizens,’ the woman went on. ‘And if you’re burglars, you’ll find out you’ve got a lot more of value to us than we have to steal. Come on, now.’


Caritha swung around and stood in the doorway.


‘That’s right. Now your two friends. Two, I think. One of them is awfully big.’


Marly joined Caritha in the doorway, and Gabe moved to her side. In the old-fashioned parlor, an older woman in a straight black floor-length dress was standing near a round table arrayed with bottles, open pill cases, and several shiny, sterile-looking metal boxes.


Caritha swung the projector up. Half the woman disappeared. ‘Thought so,’ she said, and widened the beam to include the table. The bottles vanished. ‘Cheap holo show. They’re buried in the heart of the house, they’d never get so close to an outside wall.’


‘Wait,’ Gabe said, looking at the table. The holo of the woman had frozen with a hand to her high collar. A moment later the transmission broke up completely, and the image frayed into nothing. ‘Not all that stuff on the table is a magic-lantern show.’ He took a cautious step forward before Marly could yank him back.


‘Floor’s mined,’ Caritha said offhandedly.


He kept his eyes on the one metal box that hadn’t vanished from the tabletop. ‘You wanted that program. I’ll bet it’s locked up in that set of implants.’


‘Think, hotwire,’ Marly said urgently. ‘Why would they leave a set of implants out like that?’


‘Maybe they didn’t. Maybe it’s a sign from your friend.’


A moment later he felt Marly behind him. She hooked one hand in the waistband of his pants. His underwear started to ride up.


‘Dammit, Marl,’ he whispered. ‘Ease off.’


‘You’ll thank me for this,’ she whispered back.


He reached the table and put one hand on it carefully, reaching for the metal box with the other. His fingers closed on it, and he dropped through the floor, pulling Marly down after him.


He was sliding down some kind of long chute with a lot of twists and turns in it; his shoulders banged roughly against the sides, and he could feel Marly coming down just above him.


‘Push out!’ she yelled. ‘Wedge yourself in!’


It took him a few moments, but he managed to apply his elbows and knees to the sides of the chute, bringing himself to a stop.


‘Gabe?’ Marly called from somewhere above him.


‘Did it,’ he said a little breathlessly.


‘You think you can inch your way back up again?’


He groaned. ‘Nah, I’ll just fly up. Be just as easy.’


He heard a slithering sound, and then Marly’s hands touched his shoulders. ‘How about if you hold onto me and do it?’ she said with an effort.


‘You can’t pull us both up.’


‘Well, no, but I thought it’d be easier if you were holding onto me.’


‘Easier for who?’


‘Don’t waste breath arguing, it’s the one thing they’re not expecting.’


He grunted, pushing himself up against the sides of the chute. ‘Because it can’t be done.’


‘Dammit, hotwire—’ she groaned, and rose a few inches. ‘Why’d you even come?’


‘What was I s’posed to do? Give you the cam and wish you luck?’ His elbow slipped. He struggled to regain his purchase on the chute, but the effort was too much, and he was sliding down again with a shout.


‘Dammit!’ yelled Marly. He heard her coming down after him.


He landed on a pile of musty mattresses and scooted out of the way just before Marly hit.


‘See what happens when you don’t introduce yourselves properly?’


The woman in the black dress was standing several feet away in front of a white cement-block wall. Gabe got up slowly, brushing himself off, and offered a hand to Marly. She ignored it, keeping her eyes on the woman. ‘Isn’t a trapdoor kind of crude?’ she said.


‘But effective. Appropriate technology.’ The woman smiled. ‘You got what you deserved.’


‘Hotwire, I don’t think this one’s any more real than her twin sister,’ Marly said, and took a step forward.


The woman suddenly compressed to a sharp red point of light.


‘Down!’ Marly yelled.


They flattened just as the point became a red spear that shot out at the spot where Marly had been standing a moment before. It hit the chute with a loud sizzle, and the smell of hot metal filled the air. Marly raised her head slightly to look at him over the mattresses. ‘They know a few neat tricks with light.’


Dumbfounded, Gabe blinked at the spot where the woman’s image had been, then at the chute. ‘I thought the government said the holo-to-laser thing was impossible.’


‘Impossible for the government,’ Marly said, looking around warily. ‘These people hacked the team that worked on it, removed the real specs, and substituted their own.’ She got up slowly. ‘Shit, what are we in, a boxcar?’


The room was shaped like a boxcar and not much bigger, all walls and no entrance or exit that Gabe could see except for the end of the chute protruding from the wall. Marly ripped into one of the mattresses, pulling a chunk of ratty yellow foam rubber out of it. She tossed it at the cement-block wall; instead of bouncing off, it vanished.


‘That answers that question,’ she said, and got up.


‘Wait! What are you doing?’ Gabe said as she headed for the wall.


‘Ah, it’s not like we’re not already in sight, hotwire,’ she said. ‘If they can see us, I want to see them.’ She walked through the wall. Gabe hurried after her.


Beyond the white wall was a long room lined with beds, all of them occupied. Gabe braced himself, but no one rushed them. No one in the beds moved or even spoke.


‘The ward,’ Marly said darkly.


‘Why aren’t there any attendants?’ Gabe whispered.


‘Don’t need them, they’re built in.’ Marly went to the nearest bed and yanked up the man lying there by his shirtfront. He hung bonelessly in her grasp, his eyes wide open but seeing nothing. A thick black cable was driven into the top of his shaven head, held in place by small clamps.


‘Jesus,’ Gabe said.


‘The viral program’s just a sideline,’ Marly said grimly, laying the man down again. ‘You ever wonder where Solomon Labs gets all that fresh, natural-no-synthetics neurotransmitter?’


He stared, unable to speak.


‘And if you think this is a deep, dark secret, you’re wrong about that, too,’ Marly added. ‘They all know. Even that outfit you work for, the Dive. You crank out the commercials, and high-level management gets their regular doses of n/t to keep them running at peak brain power. If you could get promoted high enough, you’d get some, too.’ She looked around at the ward. ‘If Jimmy’s in one of these beds, the best thing we can do is yank his cable and say Kaddish before we beat it out of here.’


Far down at the other end of the room, the silhouette of a man appeared. ‘Hey! You’re not supposed to be in here!’ The man started to run for it when another red beam speared the length of the ward and impaled him. He fell backwards.


A moment later Caritha materialized at Gabe’s elbow, hefting the cam. ‘Did I mention I made some other modifications to your hardware? Hope you don’t mind too much.’


‘Why did you come down the chute?’ he asked incredulously.


‘Last thing they’d expect,’ she said, winking at him. ‘Find Jimmy? I hope not.’


‘Haven’t looked,’ Marly said. ‘Come on.’ They hurried through the ward, Caritha scanning the beds with the cam. Gabe marveled. It had originally been a simple record/playback holo projector until she’d gone to work on it; now it was the Swiss Army knife of handcams. She had the same easy genius for hardware that Sam did.


He felt himself flushing guiltily at the thought of his daughter, but there was no time to dwell on that; they had reached the end of the ward. He spotted three vacant beds, and then Marly was shoving him after Caritha into what looked like an elevator. Doors snapped shut behind them. Marly was still searching for a control panel when the floor tilted and spilled them out through the back wall.


‘Uh-oh,’ said Caritha in a low voice.


They were looking not into another room but down a long, dark alley strewn with garbage and the shattered remnants of unfathomable machine parts.


‘This must be where all the bad machines go to be punished,’ Marly said. She pulled into a crouch, poised to strike out.


‘Can you bust it up, show us where we really are?’ Gabe asked Caritha.
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