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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.










Deus in camera obscura


I ride tandem with the random


Things don’t run the way I planned them


Peter Gabriel




One


He was on the wrong train and he had to get off. As he crawled from his seat, grappling for the door amid the scramble of passengers, he was seized by the conviction that there was no such thing as the world except insofar as it was defined by his personal and specific pain. The world was turning all to smoke and aquarelles, whereas his pain was as precise and ruthless as a panther. His pain, in fact, was carving out its own identity, a private timestrand, snarling and obscene. It was athletic, gifted – bewildering – so that when the train whirled away he was left swaying on the platform while his senses, one by one, crunched down toward singularity, eliminating the world and admitting nothing but – you guessed it – pain.


This probably meant he was about to pass out.


Voices; shuffling bodies. Fearful of collapsing in public, he checked his thoughts: agony is vulgar. Tamed by discipline. Think about something else. Zagreb. The conductor said Zagreb. Luckily he still had his bag. Better keep moving. Find a hotel. If any bones were broken, they weren’t important ones. He would buy drugs, sleep for one day, and then on to New York. There, if still coughing blood, hospital.


He was moving unsteadily toward a welter of kiosks. Embarrassment was surely called for. Or anger. Or fear. But at the moment he was strictly into feeling sorry for himself. The Watcher had abandoned him; his role now would be merely to slither away and lick his wounds. He had been put in his place. No one would care what he did anymore, so why keep up pretenses? He permitted himself the luxury of limping.


Peripherally he noticed that an adolescent boy outside the newsstand was giving him the eye. Glancing once, he took in the characteristic pattern of facial pierces that identified the kid as a bootleg wire-seller, and veered away. He had left his own bootlegging career years ago. Now he had enough money to use any commercial wire on the market: he could afford to buy a six-hour Tantric orgasm and the illegal subroutine that would remove the urge to book a flight on the Concorde afterward; but he didn’t use wires. He had a lot of problems, but addiction to pleasure wasn’t one of them.


No, indeed. He staggered toward the Hotel Esplanade.


Preoccupied with his physical condition, he failed to notice the doorman until the latter stretched out an arm stiff as a toll barrier, his language-neutral howdareyou expression barely masking the glee that evidently accompanied the act of repelling intruders. There was a torrent of words in Croatian. In the middle of this obloquy he began coughing and had to hawk and spit right at the doorman’s feet. A clumsy kick was aimed at him but he dodged it without effort.


He abandoned the idea of entering the hotel and shuffled off in hope of finding a taxi. He noticed that a thin stream of blood, diverted by his left eyebrow, was tracking down his face and dripping on his shirt.


There weren’t enough taxis lined up to cope with the crowd. It was just occurring to him that if he had to stand and wait he would probably faint, when he saw this girl at the far end of the row of cabs. She leaned against her car smoking a cigarette and watching the throng approach. The car was either parked or broken down, a fragile-looking doorless affair, piebald with rust. She had presence, or he was giddy with pain, or both, because he made an effort to stop gasping and dragging his right leg. Her leather jacket and old trainers were stained, but the way she inhabited them made their condition immaterial. He wondered if the bruises on his face were visible yet. He gritted his teeth and told himself to beat the two businessmen who were also bearing down on the girl, conversing in rapid Chinese. Picking up his feet, he shouldered past them, muttering, ‘Discourteous occidental fuck coming through.’ He flung himself ahead, falling with a wheeze on the hood of the car. Clutching his midsection, he lowered his head toward the gutter and loosed a long cough; he could feel her eyes on him so he swallowed the warm, foul admixture of bodily fluids and tried to straighten up.


She put out her cigarette delicately against the rusted iron and pushed herself off the car with one movement, coming toward him with the smoke flying out of her nostrils and her dark hair lifting off her face and her cinematic eyes fixed on him so that he no longer wanted to move. He flashed the thoughts: She is an angel. She will save me.


She did not look pleased. She shouted something in Croatian, and he saw her waving at the two Chinese over his head. He shut his eyes against new insurrections in his chest, leg, kidneys and head and found some money in the pocket of his jeans. He thrust it toward her, but she was still tearing strips out of him by the tone of her voice.


‘No Croatian,’ he groaned. ‘Hotel. Hotel. Just take me to a fucking hotel. Please.’


He straightened, coaxing down a wave of nausea. His head pounded. When he thought he was fully upright, he opened his eyes. She was not beautiful, not even close, but she was … she was …


‘You need hospital, not the hotel,’ she said. She looked at the money, and then back at him, as if she could not reconcile the two. ‘Get in.’


He folded himself into the car. ‘No hospital. Hotel.’


She started the car. He stared at the dashboard, which moved closer and then farther away.


‘Which hotel?’


‘Good hotel. Money hotel.’


She pulled out into traffic. ‘No respectable hotel wants you, like this. They will throw you out, the concierge. Anyway, you don’t need the car in city center.’


‘Your English is very good.’


‘Thank you.’ She took a sharp turn and he had to grab the door frame to keep from sliding out.


‘We could go to your place,’ he said. ‘You could nurse me back to health and I could …’ It was odd, but he was forgetting how to speak. He knew the words, but the correct movements of the tongue and jaw were suddenly mysterious. He closed his eyes again.


‘Protect me from crazy foreigners who fall on my car?’ She was laughing; that would normally be a good sign but something told him she was still a long way from flirting with him. ‘I will take you to hotel where all Americans stay.’


‘Oh, no … please.’ His words were becoming syrupy. ‘You wouldn’t do that to me. Can’t you take me somewhere quiet, where I won’t be bothered?’


‘You have no reservation? Not good. I do what I can.’


He heard the engine blast into a lower gear as they began to ascend into the residential districts, but he must have lost consciousness after that because the next thing he knew the car had stopped and she was shaking him.


‘We are here. Are you getting out? If you don’t get out now, I take you to hospital and they must deal with you.’


‘I’m getting out.’ He did it gingerly, then leaned back through the place where the door should be and proffered some more money.


‘You already paid me too much. You paid five times the fare.’ She seemed to be struggling to keep a straight face.


‘Will you wait for me, then? I still need you. This place is small: it might be full. I’ll be right back.’ Without waiting for an answer, he hobbled into the hotel and tossed an ax card on the counter before the oiled and unfriendly clerk. He filled in the registration card and came up with some cash for tips. The clerk was saying something about no rooms, sir, you are a disgrace to his hotel, leave at once before I call security. He turned the registration card over and wrote: ‘3 large steel bowls. Cotton. Syringes. Vodka. Scissors. Adhesive tape. Penicillin.’


He glanced up, thinking, and glimpsed himself in the mirror behind the reception desk. His green eyes were bloodshot. His white braids were caked with some unpleasant substance, and instead of sticking out from his head at all angles as they were meant to, some of them were clumped into an unsightly mat. His dark skin had a green cast, like an old statue. His upper lip was swollen and furry with dried blood.


The clerk fumbled with the phone. The only word he understood was ‘Milicija’ – police.


He put the pen down and tugged the cord out of the phone.


‘Get me a room,’ he said, ‘before I jump over this desk and redecorate you. Police. Ha. You make me laugh.’ He coughed. ‘Take the ax card. There’s plenty of money on it.’


He returned his attention to the list. ‘One dozen red roses. Ice. Clean white sheet torn in strips 18" × 3". Latex gloves.’


He thought a second and then added: ‘Sewing kit.’


Horror and disbelief were wrestling with one another on the clerk’s face. The ax card was handed back to him. His balance had been noted; he saw the clerk swallow.


‘Can you read this?’ He passed over the list. The clerk frowned.


‘Yes, but, sir, you wish to see doctor. We cannot allow you inside like this.’


‘No.’ He put his palm down over the list. ‘No doctor. No disturb. You understand? I want quiet and I want rest.’ When he picked his hand up there was money beneath it. The clerk looked at it as though afraid to touch it. But the key was given to him, the bell was rung, the bag was taken. He was tempted to follow the bellboy upstairs and collapse, but instead he pocketed the key and went outside. Her car was still there. He got in.


‘Look,’ he said, turning to her with effort. ‘My name is Adrien Reyes. I know I don’t look so good, but I can’t go to the hospital. I just need to get some medicine. Can you please take me somewhere I can get good drugs. Morphine, Valium, something like that.’


‘Why can’t you go to hospital? I am not drug dealer. Adrien.’


He ground his teeth. ‘I’ll pay you anything you want, but don’t ask me questions. Just take me somewhere I can get drugs. What do I look like, the police?’ He reached into his sock and pulled out a roll of hundred dollar bills but fumbled as he tried to remove the rubber band. He was starting to feel sick again.


She turned on the engine.


‘Get out,’ she said. ‘Go to your room.’


He was afraid he would start crying because he really didn’t have a Plan B this time. He didn’t want to drink himself into oblivion as he’d done on the train. But she took the money out of his hand, peeled off three bills, and gave him the rest back.


‘I’ll be back in one hour, two hours,’ she said. ‘Wipe blood off seat, please.’




Two


In the room he took off his clothes and sponged himself down as best he could. He had decided a shower would hurt too much and he wasn’t sure he could get out of the bathtub once in. He bloodied three washcloths even though he made an effort not to break any scabs. The hotel provided a robe, and as he was trying to put it on, two bellboys showed up carrying the various items he’d requested. He made them clear off a table and drag it closer to the bed and bring extra towels and stack them in readiness, and then he shooed them out. He gave himself a shot of penicillin in the ass.


From his bag he removed a handheld wand powered by batteries. He switched it on and scanned his own skull. He didn’t really believe he was under anybody’s surveillance, but he’d been around HIT too long not to take precautions. While he was unconscious, Max might have planted him with any number of nasty things. There were devices to simply track his movements; devices to interfere with his transmissions to and from C; devices to fuck with his perceptions in their own right. But the only plant that registered on the detector was his own, and he ran his hand over the bump behind his ear where his battery was nestled against the bone of his skull to be sure there were no fresh incisions.


He was clean. He lay down on the outside of the bedspread and closed his eyes, for the first time succumbing to something like relief. But he was not to be alone for long.


As unpleasant as it was to be in Adrien’s body at this moment, it was not to be expected that C would miss any of this. Indeed, when he closed his eyes he could feel C was there, come to witness and explore his exhaustion and pain. The knottings of his mind turned all to silk under C’s touch. The Watcher with its whitewhite divine hands cupped his brain and, even now, made everything somehow all right.


It was asking for his memories of the train journey, vague and jumbled as they were; it had no shame about the fact that it had deserted him during the beating, leaving him to wake afterward on a train somewhere south of Moscow from a sleep he’d mistaken for death. In that time, alone with the blood, the bruises, the betrayal – and yes, the guilt for that was part of it too – he had decided to leave C. This was not the first time he’d made such a decision, only to find himself unwilling or unable to part from the Watcher at the moment of truth; yet this time was different. This time he had not only killed for C, he had nearly died for it.


Forgive me, Adrien – what happened in Moscow was my fault. I’ll have Max’s head, the pretender. We’ll bring him down. We’ll get I and then show him for the lowlife he is—


I won’t do this anymore, he told C. Let me go.


But we’re so close! So close to I, and then we’ll both be working on a new level. You and I can be free of the satellites, Max’s cowboy signal-jamming – no one will touch us. If you’ll only trust me, the way you used to …


The idea made him want to cry. Nothing was like it used to be. Once upon a time C had taken Adrien to the edges of himself and showed him how to be more. Simply by the act of Watching, simply by drinking his life, C had brought him meaning. Now it was no longer content to Watch, or even to guide. These days it insinuated itself into his very core, so that everything Adrien did was really about C and its nameless seething need for this thing called I, this tiny, hotly contested piece of Human Interface Technology.


Even now, while C superficially pretended to soothe him, it probed for details, questing through the sediment of the past few days’ recollections. He knew he was being used but, too exhausted to resist, he could only sit back while C stirred the remnants of his memories, making them blend and swirl hypnotically until they melted him into something like sleep.


C says: Time to review the incident. See what went wrong.


He is drawn back into the middle of it, momentarily disoriented with respect to both time and place. Disordered sensations fly out of memory: smoke and the reek of gun oil; blood on blackened snow, the distant sirens—


Please, I’m in no condition for this. Let me sleep.


It means nothing in the street, C admonishes. As a martial artist you should know. Whether you’re hung over, sick, whatever … in the street it means nothing.


Yeah, the street. The Northern Lights, wheeling overhead like some fucking lunar invasion while Max’s army of believers stalk Adrien down the snow-clad avenues, his breath coming in liquid chunks from bronchitis and one broken rib. There is no way he can escape but he will not accept this, so he kicks open a door, held only by a rusted padlock, ducks inside and throws himself flat on his belly. Knees stained red and armpits jungly with fear, he presses his face to the icy hell of the floor. It’s freezing and the abandoned slaughterhouse has an ingrown stench of sour garbage, dead meat and loathing – should have been knocked down in the nineties and made into a mall but it’s still here as if preserved for posterity, a shell with brown leaks frozen gleaming on the walls and half the ground-floor windows shattered. Strangely, there is a freshly drilled hole in the plaster wall, through which a bundle of electric cables passes and snakes up to the ceiling, where it disappears into another hole.


C observes: These details are unimportant. Center yourself. What happened next?


Where did the fucking kid go? The kid must have been in on it. The taste of metal in his mouth: a trap. Outside the April snow is everywhere, melting sound to blurred globules so that he can hear nothing of his enemies. The Watcher waits, present to his senses but light as an insect; it heightens his perceptions as he tries to put together what’s happening all too fast here.


Who could be working in this building? A construction crew? But where is their equipment?


Your mind is undisciplined, C rebukes, impatient that he should dwell on irrelevant details. Give the memory up to me and I will order it for you.


He halts the flow to fire accusations back at the Watcher: How could you let it get so out of hand? This was all your idea. You begged me to get you this thing I. You said your contacts in the Deep were reliable. But what good were you while I was up to my eyeballs in my own blood?


Believe me, I had no way of foreseeing that Max would get wind of this. We were so close. Maybe something can still be salvaged—


I don’t want to salvage something of it. Whatever I is, it’s not worth killing for. I don’t like what I’m becoming. I don’t like what you’re becoming.


I understand. If you’ll just give me your memories, I can make it all go away for you. That’s what you want, isn’t it?


No. No: don’t try to take my memories.


The guilt is for me to bear, not you.


You only want to take the guilt away so you can make me do it again, and again, as many times as you need it. You can’t have my memory. I remember what happened now. I remember everything perfectly.


You will give it to me, Adrien. If you don’t it will haunt you. Don’t you understand that I’m responsible for you now? There’s no need for you to suffer any of this. That’s what I’m here for. The judgment calls, the moral complexities – those are for me to deal with. All I need from you is your body.


He tries to struggle against this idea. He’s never been able to comprehend how C can make everything sound so reasonable, so normal, when it isn’t.


If you’ll just let go of the memories, I’ll release your endorphins and you’ll feel better, I promise.


C will, too: it knows his brain chemistry better than he does. He’s grinding his teeth, wondering how long he can resist the temptation to surrender, when the girl knocks on the door and brings him back to consciousness.


C retreated. He had to get up to let the girl in and that took a while; she pushed inside impatiently and handed him several small plastic bags.


‘What’s your name?’ Opening one bag, sniffing.


‘Sabina.’ She handed him two small, sealed bottles. ‘I have no needles.’


‘So this won’t turn out to be, like, rat poison or anything, will it? Because I can’t read the label.’


She ignored his playful tone. ‘It’s pain killer but not addicting. Morphine is not so good you have to be careful with it so I brought you this too.’


He shivered with pain while she measured and administered the shot.


‘Please don’t take offense, but I may pass out anyway.’ He groped for adhesive tape, but she had already picked it up.


‘I do it,’ she said, pulling on the latex gloves with what he felt was a shade too much relish. But he submitted. He had already decided to trust her. It was the kind of call you had to be able to make. You couldn’t be on guard against everyone.


She began to tape his ribs and tears sprang into his eyes. The nausea returned, yet even though he gasped and clutched at the arms of the chair she continued taping, impassive.


He said, ‘So, maybe you could tell me some jokes, to keep me from puking.’


‘Puke away.’ She handed him one of the steel basins.


Startled, he gulped back his sickness. ‘Have I done something to offend you or is this just, like, normal Zagreb taxi-driver bedside manner?’


‘You want me to be sympathetic? But I am sure you deserve this.’


‘Oh, really?’ He was so startled that he forgot how much it hurt for a few seconds – until she wound another length of tape around him so hard his teeth sang.


‘Obviously you are in the dirty business, a person who has no self-respect. The people who do this, they do not pick on innocent citizens. Therefore, you have done something to deserve.’


‘How do you know I’m not a victim of random violence?’


‘Why don’t you go to hospital? Why do you rip out phone when the concierge tries to call police?’


She continued working and he attempted an abortive inhalation that ended in a choking cough, the products of which spattered unpleasantly into the basin. It felt like tugging on a heavy rope of pain that extended to the bottom of both lungs.


‘Who asked you, anyway?’ he said dispiritedly.


‘Is free service provided with drugs.’ She smirked.


‘Yeah … speaking of which, this shit isn’t working. I need morphine.’


‘So you make a habit of this, then? Morphine every time, yes?’


‘Sabina – shut up.’


She got up and tossed back a couple shots of vodka before offering him the bottle. Then she lit a cigarette, took a few drags, and gave it to him to hold while she lifted the robe off his right leg. She blanched. He didn’t look down, didn’t want to see the gouge again, so he kept his eyes on her face. She had fatigue circles beneath her eyes, and her front teeth were slightly crooked.


She sounded slightly kinder: ‘Adrien, I don’t know. Infection is so easy. You need doctor for this …’


‘Some morphine, then just stitch it up. You can sew, right? Any fool can sew.’


‘You must be crazy. Here.’ She swallowed another mouthful of vodka, shook out one of the pills from a little bag and put it on his tongue, then handed him the bottle. The alcohol almost made him gag, but once it was down he enjoyed the burn.


‘We will wait a little while,’ she said, and blew a smoke ring. ‘Give it time to take effect.’


But it wasn’t long before he started to phase in and out of himself: fatigue or medication, he couldn’t tell.


‘Come on,’ he murmured. ‘Tell me a story. Tell me about yourself.’


She didn’t look at him, but she began to speak. Either the drug was very fast, or she was speaking Croatian. She paced back and forth across the room, leaving him slumped in the armchair surrounded by bloody cotton. She spoke quietly but rapidly, apparently not to him at all. Then her syllables began to elongate, and she was singing, half under her breath, an enigmatic little tune full of steep angles and odd Middle-Eastern semitones. His eyelids began to droop. He flew away on the song, thinking, it isn’t exactly sad, but it’s old, very old.


He roused briefly later, and he could feel the bumps of stitches on his leg. She had turned off the light, but he managed to locate what he hoped were the morphine tablets and swallowed one. The bed was occupied. He could hear her breathing, slow and steady. With an effort, he levered himself out of the chair and into the bed. If he woke her, she gave no sign. Obscurely comforted, he dozed off again, mind swarming in all directions at the solid darkness.


With the pain gone, he could put his memories together on his own terms. Adrift in a zone where he could think but could not move, he began to reassemble the events in Russia that had gotten him so fucked up. He had to go back to the beginning, while C’s purpose and guidance had still been strong: while he had still been on top of the situation.


It isn’t the first time Adrien has gone to Moscow to exchange information he doesn’t understand with people he doesn’t know, but it’s the first time C’s ever felt like a buzz saw idling inside his body, thrumming all his nerves. He’s supposed to be picking up something identified only as I. C is being even more secretive than usual, but it doesn’t take a genius to add up Moscow and the Watcher’s uncharacteristic tension and conclude that I is the latest HIT candy to come out of the Deep.


If C is nervous, Adrien is probably in trouble already. He never questions the terms of C’s arrangements; it’s safer not to know too much. To do his job effectively – to survive, even – he’s learned to switch off his mind and let the body decide his actions.


When he arrives, C has already laid the groundwork. C’s contact meets Adrien perfectly on schedule in front of a certain ladies’ underwear store. He takes Adrien to a makeshift mall arcade where the wire-dealers stand in velvet-curtained booths, displaying their licenses like hairdressers; you can walk in depressed and walk out happy, even if you do feel compelled to grab for a particular brand of breakfast cereal in the supermarket for the next three weeks. His contact goes to the back of the arcade, past the whirring and ringing slot machines that never seem to go out of style in this town, and beckons him into a private booth. Adrien tries not to laugh. ‘Nikolai’ can’t be more than twelve, and he is plainly nervous as he whispers the information he’s come to share. He’s chewing bubblegum, for godsake. Adrien would pat the kid on the head and walk out but C comes into him and when C is in his body he isn’t required to think.


Entranced, clinging to the edge of sleep, Adrien remembered the Watcher crackling with anticipation and then delight.


Through his eyes it reads the specs included in the data kit. He doesn’t understand the data, but he can see that this I is some kind of new plant. Surprise surprise.


While they negotiate, Adrien is busy keeping lookout through the parting of the curtain. He can pick out all the types: the ones who want sex, the ones who want faith, the thrill-seekers, the already-jaded. He can pick out which are designers scoping the market for new ideas. He can recognize the bootleggers because they are the best-dressed; and he can see who here might know more about HIT than the average mark. He indexes them all, deciding who might be a threat; who might be some other Watcher’s trans, spying on his deal; who might be from Nikolai’s camp; or from the Deep itself – you simply can’t be too paranoid in Moscow these days.


This is why not everything C says through him survives in his memory: because he isn’t all that conscious of saying it in the first place. But he remembers the kid going on about moral duty.


‘We don’t understand the full implications of this technology,’ he says to C. ‘Now that I has been developed, it should be taken to the University and field-tested there. It’s too soon to allow it on the market – any market.’


And C, what does C say?


Field-tested? On what? Monkeys? Convicts? Political prisoners? No. I will do my own field test.


Something to that effect.


‘You must be careful,’ persists the boy. ‘We don’t know what will occur when we place the patterns into the receptacle. You may not get the result you hope for.’


‘Life,’ C says in Adrien’s voice, ‘by definition is transformation. With all of your technical skill to build such a tool, you are too young to understand what it means.’


That burns the kid: even through the haze of his own ignorance Adrien can see it. The rest of the conversation is conducted in the frost of the boy’s hauteur. The pick-up site is decided. The time is set. C slips away, back to its own body, or to some other signal wave and some other plot – none of which he wants to know about. Adrien goes to the men’s room and when he returns, Nikolai is gone.


He’s eager to finish this business. He hopes that once he obtains for C the plant it covets so much, things will be normal again between them and C will retreat to its proper place in the scheme of things. The nature of the plant which makes C a Watcher and Adrien a trans, or mere vessel, means that he ought not to feel C’s emotions even though it can feel his. However, C has become adept at creeping feedback into the link: that’s how it speaks to him, directs him – manipulates him. Now it seems he is also becoming privy to what C is feeling, and he doesn’t like it much.


He tries to rest in his hotel, aware that his spring head cold is turning into something worse – not surprising considering that the city is suffocating beneath an unseasonable excess of snow, with the sky promising more. When C is in your head you never think: this isn’t fun anymore. You never think: I want to go home. You stay focused – you have to. So he makes himself get up, stretch, and mentally prepare for the pick-up of the plant I. He does not allow himself to think yet of the flight home; it would be bad luck.


The meeting place is in front of a building in a kind of industrial park, deserted after hours except for some activity around the new tv station nearby. Nikolai is standing in the shadows behind an ornamental planter stuffed with evergreens. Adrien is surprised that the same person would show himself twice, and he suddenly wonders if he’s dealing with the Deep after all. They’re simply too smooth to use a mere boy as their main conduit in a transaction.


He walks up to the kid, holds out his hand, and a small package drops into it. Adrien starts to open the package but the little shit dodges to one side and vanishes, at which time Adrien’s heart starts pounding and he knows it’s all wrong.


He lunges forward, ducking around the planter and looking for the kid’s tracks, but the snow has been carefully cleared away for the previous day’s business. Columns and boxes containing dense evergreens make a kind of maze out of the colonnade in front of the building; he weaves among them, fast and quiet, ears tuned for any scuffling noise, any breathing: nothing. Shit. C in his skull is urging: get out, get out fast. He wonders what the Watcher knows that he doesn’t, but he’s too well-trained to stop and think about it. He pockets I, turns, and begins to jog back toward the car he was instructed to leave six blocks away. The silent buildings rise to either side, shadowing the narrow street. All is still.


He feels the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.


Max’s army is here. The Deep’s PR executive relies on a combination of misinformation and intimidation to do his job: for this Max needs a small army of followers, so he’s printed one. Every one of them is wired with a little ‘voice of Max’ that endlessly massages his or her subconscious mind with Maxisms: his philosophy, his tastes, his sense of humor – whatever that is. Alas, this reduces their fighting effectiveness, but it makes them eerie as hell to deal with. Adrien has encountered them before, but never in quite such unfavorable circumstances.


Without a sound they start appearing in doorways, up and down the street, one by one until there are about thirty of them: men in big WWI coats with rifles. Their costumes must reflect some recent historical enthusiasm of Max’s, because the last Adrien heard, Max’s army was decked out as a band of Tibetan monks with sub-machine guns. Here in the snow among shadows cast by golden streetlights, their presentation is so theatrical that he knows right away they don’t necessarily want him dead. It is as if making an impression of strength is more important than actually felling him, which could be done with a single bullet from a dark window.


Yet the spectacle captures his attention: he almost misses the shadow that grows at his feet. Someone’s right behind him. He spins, his blood sparking with familiar chemical response, hands floating into position. There are two assailants, both big – Adrien’s only hope is that they might be so big they’ve never bothered to learn to fight. One has a pistol in his left hand; Adrien charges inside the arm’s radius and deflects it to one side, shoving the gunman into his partner, who stumbles and is kept out of the way momentarily. Adrien is already closing. Too late he realizes that the knee strike he directed into the body will fail, dulled by the thickness of the coat, but his hammerfist comes down more or less on target, missing the bridge of the nose but connecting with a cheekbone. Twisting the gun hand as he steps in, Adrien tries a leg sweep, but this guy is heavy and his upper body is too strong for Adrien to easily unbalance him. The gun goes off somewhere past his right ear; he slips on the snow and almost goes down himself. The other guy wades in and grabs him around the waist, picking him up. Adrien twists like a cat and pummels the man’s face repeatedly with his fists and elbows until he is released.


The gun is pointing at his head. He throws himself on the ground, skidding into his opponent’s knees, and the gun goes off twice into the snow behind him. His enemy lands on top of him, knocking the wind out of Adrien and snapping a rib. Adrien rolls over, gets a lucky grab in an eyesocket and uses that leverage to grab the hair, jerking the head back. He scrambles to his knees, stretching his struggling opponent across his body, and his animal brain goes for the kill.


Make no mistake: he could do a number of non-lethal techniques at this point but he’s not thinking in those terms. The danger of the situation has kicked him up into a whole new level, a level beyond conscious thought. The Watcher can’t command his muscles – not to battle reflex – because it is halfway across the world in America and no signal moves that fast. So here’s the thing, Adrien: there’s no one to blame but yourself. It’s your shuto that flows out to its target to the focal point on the cervical vertebrae, passing through and crushing the trachea en route. You don’t stop yourself. It’s your power. It’s your ki. You are the killer.


Yet it’s C who grips this moment in pleasure and shakes it, like a wolf.


He shoves the man, gurgling and twitching, out of the way just as the other guy blunders toward him, his face a mask of blood. Adrien takes him out with one booted foot to the temple. The whole fight has lasted maybe twenty seconds; there is no time to ponder the consequences of what he has done. Clutching his side where the rib is swinging in directions it shouldn’t be, he scrambles to his feet and flees. Playful gunshots sprinkle from above as he half runs, half skates down the street, the army falling in behind him like revenants from deep snow graves. Bullets to the left, bullets to the right, hopscotching, the rhythm of the sound like a Tchaikovsky waltz.


C, reacting to the shock of the ambush, shoots an excess of adrenaline through him as he runs, but Adrien is thinking about the kill strike. The Russian’s throat was cushioned by a scarf and part of a fur collar, but not enough to save him. Adrien can still feel the hard-soft quality of cartilage imprinted on the edge of his hand. He can feel the shape inscribed in time and space by the blow: perfect execution – literally. He can still hear the last wordless utterings of the doomed mouth as he pushes the dying man away …


Stop it! Pay attention!


Snow flies up in disciplined puffs after every bullet. He skids into an alley beside the deserted building; C spots the sagging door and drives at him until he kicks it in, slams it and bars it on the inside. C must be crazy: he’s trapped now. If he’d kept running he might have made it to the car.


Lying on the floor of the slaughterhouse, moritori te salutamus.


He listens to the wheeze in his own chest, trying not to think about the fact that C got off on the act of Adrien killing. He can barely breathe – feels like that rib’s been shoved right into his fucking lung – he can’t think of a way to escape, and the cold is slowing his thinking. As he reconstructs this memory once more, he again sees the gray wires leading up into the abandoned building; and again C deflects his attention away from speculating about them. His memory keeps returning to this time here on the floor, but in the scope of the night’s events it is a moment that means nothing. It’s peculiar where the imagination can choose to fix its attention.


It’s a momentary respite, anyway. When the Molotov cocktail comes curving through the window right over his head, he knows it’s just a taunt, a cat and mouse drawing-out of the fun; but even so it works, dumping filthy glass on his back and sending him catapulting through a different door, out into the snow again. Right where they want him. He picks up his feet and again begins to run: Adrien can run, yes. He can run and he can fight, only in this remembered cold it is all pain—


—He only wanted to sleep in the hotel in Croatia. But C had no intention of letting him off so easily: it was hooked on his memory and wouldn’t let go. The reliving went on and on, the whole débâcle like an evil little movie nipping the edges of dream—


—He comes around a corner and perceives the narrow slit of the barrel and the bluish gleam of a face behind, too far away for him to grab the rifle but close enough to blot out the sight of everything that is not gun. Dead end.


He sheds his own emotion like a second skin and goes into the moment bare and empty. Some prescience that only comes in battle takes him down, releasing his legs into a skid beneath the gun barrel. His feet slam into the guy’s knees and he catches hold of the barrel as it points toward him, using the leverage to pull his opponent over on top of him. The rifle is no use as a gun now, but here it comes to choke him: he tucks his chin and uses his hands just enough to keep the barrel off his neck. He has his opponent between his legs and tries to soften him up with foot strikes to the kidneys, but it feels like the other guy is wearing body armor.


Peripherally Adrien sees he’s in a narrow space between a dumpster and a wall: the alley leads on unlit toward the next street, maybe an escape. His opponent’s ki is strong. He has dark eyes and pale skin – Adrien’s opposite – and he makes hissing noises of concentration as he realizes a bit late that the American might be on the bottom, but that the bottom is the position of advantage for a good groundfighter. Given enough time, Adrien will get a lock on this guy; but he doesn’t have time, and who knows when the next Faithful Soldier will come around the corner and blow his brains out while he’s stuck under this one.


He can hear sirens from the next street over. The Russian is chanting something under his breath, but whatever Hymn to Max it may be, Adrien can’t understand the words. He’s thankful for small graces. Frustrated by his failures to choke Adrien out, the soldier tosses the rifle aside and reaches into his coat. Adrien seizes his wrist, snaps his right leg over his opponent’s left shoulder, and squeezes, pressing his shin against the carotid artery.


Unconsciousness follows in seconds.


They’re coming. Shouts and splashes of color reflected on snow.


He disengages and gets to his feet once again. C notices the gun lying in the lax hand; Adrien bends, picks it up, and points it at the head, between the closed eyes with their long, dark lashes. This is how murderers feel, he thinks.


Yes, C sings in his mind. Do it. I want to see what it is like if you do it on purpose.


Lights; footsteps; dogs on chains to his left. To his right, a snowmobile. Shouts and more sirens.


He drops the pistol and raises his hands in surrender, too horrified at what he has almost done to even think of running anymore. He finds himself staring at the face of the man who seems to be sleeping in the snow. He is trembling all over.


—He stifled a sob, half-asleep in Croatia. His mouth worked—


He hears Max’s voice behind him, laughing. C flees his mind.


‘You’re not ready to steal from me yet, Adrien, if you can’t even bring yourself to kill.’


Then Max is gone, and the police are screaming at him in Russian—


—With an unerring instinct for anticipating what Adrien’s thinking and doing, C now tuned in to Adrien, sweating in the hotel bed, just as he was recalling the moment in Moscow when the Watcher panicked and left him to cope, fleeing to the safety of its distant anonymity. There had been no first-hand sharing of torture for the Watcher; no, sir. It was easier to sweep in afterward to take his memory of the event. He couldn’t stop it from reading his memory, but he could keep C from inducing him to forget what happened in the blue-lit sub-basement of the jail. As he relived the scene he held on to it, refusing to let it dissolve in the current of C’s Watching—


—Arrested in Moscow: now there’s something to write home to the Bronx about. It must be a slow night at the precinct, because there are no other prisoners in the chill jail and the place is creepily quiet except for the sound effects of the play session the cops are having with Adrien, who is hanging upside down with his head four feet above the concrete floor. Eventually Max sweeps in and sits on a metal stool, nodding his head like an opera-goer keeping time. Five or six uniformed cops flee the room at a flick of his wrist; they stand in the hallway looking lugubrious and Russian and slightly worried. Three of Max’s soldiers march in after him and take off their coats.


‘Max!’ Adrien coughs, almost choking on his own sputum. ‘Please, Max, get me out of here.’


Max frowns and Adrien gets an impression of eyes so deep-set they are invisible, and a mouth as pink as a newborn’s bottom. It’s not that Adrien would ever trust him – calling Max a snake would insult an innocent species – yet he pleads in hope of being shown mercy by the Deep. This mythic entity lives mostly in rumors among trans like Adrien and their acquisitive Watchers, ever eager for the newest wrinkle in Human Interface Technology. If anyone out there understands how the Deep really works, they aren’t talking. All Adrien’s sure of is that the Deep is a kind of network. It conceives the plants that let C possess his body – and this presumably includes I, or why would Max be getting involved? The Deep is so elusive, it’s said that even people who are at the very nexus of it don’t always know it themselves.


Except Max. Max knows exactly what he’s doing. If the Deep is a traveling circus hailing from nowhere in particular and staying in town just long enough to baffle everybody who uses the tech, then Max is its barker, a bit of a freak himself but the closest thing you can get to a reliable contact in the milieu of unlicensed HIT. In the real world, he’s made his fortune selling wires which impart religious feeling. Max regularly dines with the chairmen of multinationals who use his ecstatic states to advertise their products; he yachts with cardinals; yet here he is in a Moscow jail late at night, smoking Marlboros and looking like there’s no place he’d rather be.


‘Would you like to tell me about this evening, C?’


Thump.


‘Or would it please you more if I hurt your boy lover?’


(He was sobbing a little, in his sleep. C fed on his memories, his shame.)


‘C … gone,’ he manages to gasp. ‘I don’t know … anything.’


‘Left you to die, has it? C is a heartless creature, Adrien – I probably know more about your Watcher than you do, believe it or not. But I have no intention of being cruel. Brutal, but never cruel. Now, I’m sure you can remember what this is that you think you bought.’ He holds up a tiny glittering vial, squints through it at the light. Adrien, swinging from a hook on the ceiling, vomits.


‘Clean that up, Boris,’ Max says idly. One of the men beating him sullenly kicks Adrien in the already-ruined ribs before stalking off. ‘Adrien?’


‘It was … a clean deal, Max, I sw—’


‘Boris’ comes back carrying something shiny. A knife – or a machete. Max shakes his head at Adrien’s answer and clicks his tongue.


‘It’s too bad you never took an interest in matters of faith. I have a nice piece of Jainist thought I’ve been thinking of selling to Mercedes-Benz for their new marketing campaign. Of course, you’d need to be open to the idea of reincarnation. If you cooperate with me, I’ll give you a free sample. Honest injun.’


‘I don’t do wires. I’m … fucked up … enough.’


Boris begins a bass drone: ‘Hail Max, who does fuck up the enemy—’


Max cuts him off. ‘I’m not interested in your protests of sincerity. Tell me everything you know about your so-called deal. Do it fast. I’m losing patience with this charade. C, you’re a coward not to be here.’ He laughs, the upside-down image of his body swaying in Adrien’s vision as if seen underwater, and the room spins. The cops don’t seem to be hanging around anymore.


Shit it’s a knife all right but why is Boris looking at his head like that? Is scalping the flavor of the week in this town?


‘It’s pretty,’ Boris says. The expression on his face would best be described as rapturous. ‘Max, can I?’


Adrien stammers, ‘A-all I know is the name I. I met my contact, I saw design specs but I … I didn’t understand them. It’s a plant of some kind. It’s part organic, that’s all I know. Max, you know C wouldn’t let me in on any real information – in case I’m caught, which I have been, so …’


‘So give you some milk and cookies and send you home to bed? I don’t think so.’


‘As far as I know it was a clean deal,’ Adrien insists.


In Croatia, C absorbed the recollection. If the Watcher had stayed with him in the jail, it would have had to endure his every sensation. Although his memories were blurry and sometimes skipped around, by removing itself in time C could control its level of involvement, taking only the cognitive threads and weeding out some of the pain and fear. Some, but not all: Adrien’s not a computer, and the color of his agony bleeds into every thought and perception by association.


‘Clean deal, my friend? Didn’t you think it was strange, Adrien, that so many armed men showed up afterward?’ Max’s voice begins to ascend in pitch. He’s hopping around like a Mexican jumping bean. ‘Didn’t you think it was strange that your contact didn’t stick around to make sure you were satisfied?’


Let me guess. Through his half-sleep Adrien directed his words at C. Nikolai stole the plant from the Deep and sold it to me. I get to take the fallout. Lucky guy that I always am.


C gave away nothing in the mental tone of its answer. Maybe.


Max stops in his tracks, bends over, and peers into Adrien’s face. In a low, singsong voice he says, ‘You killed one of my men, Adrien. To my men, I am God. They’ve got the Max wire. That lays on me certain responsibilities.’


Adrien shudders.


Max whispers, ‘Do you think you’re going to walk out of here tonight? Do you think C can protect you?’


Right about now it’s occurring to Adrien that he hasn’t seen anyone in a uniform recently, doesn’t read enough Russian to know for sure if this is actually a state jail … duh…


That sinking feeling.


‘And of course, at the moment it’s you, not your Watcher, hanging stark naked by one foot from the ceiling – soaking wet—’ Max stands back.


Splash! and Adrien’s blindsided by a bucket of icy water. The window is cranked open, admitting the long winter.


‘—with all that excessive head-wound blood pouring all over your face.’


The knife, at least, is artfully quick and all things considered not as painful as it might have been. He attempts unsuccessfully to detach his consciousness from his scalp.


‘You can’t have it for free, C,’ Max is cackling. ‘I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, but when you send your most visible trans into my territory, you should assume I’m going to have him followed. Now, Adrien, with regard to this toy you’ve been so kind as to bring me. Do you have any idea what it is?’


Shaking his head, eyes closed. Bile.


‘Are you quite sure? It’s chilly in here, isn’t it? Boris, ask him if he’s sure.’


A cigarette lighter held within centimeters of his scrotum. The smell of burning hair. Someone screaming.


‘That should keep your sperm count down, my friend. Well. Enough, Boris. You’re just a dumb brute, aren’t you, Adrien? Tell me about the seller. I have a traitor to cope with.’


The idea that anything should happen in the Deep without Max’s knowledge goes a ways toward explaining why Max is so upset. But at the moment Adrien’s trapped in the pages of a comic book that thinks it’s reality: a few smacks from the tuff boys bring him around when his mind wanders. And the Russian wind. Adrien shivers so hard he bites his tongue. The fact that the blood is rushing to his head and flowing right out again doesn’t improve his concentration.


‘I’m waiting, Adrien.’


Surely he will pass out eventually? He makes bets with himself as to when.


‘I see you’re having difficulty speaking. Can you tell me the gender of the person who sold you I?’


He contrives to nod.


‘Was it male? Don’t strain yourself now. A simple grunt or monosyllable will do.’


He nods again.


‘Ah. Twenty questions. Physical description. What did he look like, Adrien? Blond? Dark? Tall? Hm?’


‘J-j—just a k-k-. Id. Kid.’


‘A kid.’ Long drag on cigarette.


Max’s soldiers are standing back a little from him now. He isn’t sure if this is good or bad. Probably no one wants to be too close to him in case he actually dies.


‘How old?’


‘Eungghh.’


Now would be a good time to lose consciousness,


Nope. Can’t seem to manage it.


‘Fool! What use are you to me if you’re brain-dead?’ Max turns to his men and snaps something in Russian; then, in a very gentle voice: ‘How old? When you say “kid” I assume you mean younger than twenty? Yes. Interesting. As young as fifteen, maybe? Really? Maybe even younger? Maybe as young as twelve or thirteen? Well … did he have dark brown hair, blue eyes?’


Easyeasy. Nod nod.


‘And now for his name. What name did he give you, Adrien?’


No, José. Sorry, but the tongue won’t…


‘Nggai. Nnggugai.’ Sorry, Nikolai, but for all I know you set me up.


Max’s eyes glitter.


‘OK, Adrien. I need for you to listen, baby. Are you listening? Good. I want you to remember every word I’m saying so when your Watcher reels you in and puts on the Bandaids there won’t be any misunderstandings about why I’m letting you go. Tell C that we have I. Say that your little friend Nikolai is known to me and there’s no way anybody can get to him behind my back again. C, are you listening? Cross me again, and not only will Adrien die, but so will every other trans you’ve ever had. I’ll storm you and hunt you down. Don’t play with me.’


Adrien has no memory of the rest. He doesn’t remember Max’s order to cut him down, or anything else that happened before the train. He remembers only the river of his own blood, and the cold cold cold like the premonitory breath of a Nordic hell, and cries coming from his mouth that really should belong to a seagull—


‘I think you should wake up now.’


Sabina’s words hooked him and fished him out of his trance.




Three


Even before he opened his eyes, he could feel that he was soaked in sweat, and the pain in all its complexity returned like an obnoxious party acquaintance you thought you eluded appearing suddenly at your elbow, drink in hand. His strangled cries still echoed in his mind but he knew that here, in this room, he had only been whimpering. C was gone.


Sabina had pulled the armchair over to the window and was sitting in a gauzy, wonderful sunlight, watching him. It was a child’s pose, heels drawn up against haunches and chin resting on one knee. In one hand she was twirling a long-stemmed red rose. In the sun her eyes were robin’s egg blue. He thought she looked satisfied with herself, and he trembled in sudden apprehension. He couldn’t possibly have – not with the morphine—?


‘Did we … forgive me, Sabina, but did we have sex last night?’


She laughed, and her tone said, you have got to be kidding.


He let out a sigh of relief that segued into a fit of coughing. At least C hadn’t gotten that out of him.


‘So – Adrien,’ she said as he spat blood into a tissue. ‘Who the hell are you?’


He rubbed his eyes. ‘I’m not myself. Well, I’m not usually myself.’


She didn’t get it, or, if she did, she didn’t think it was funny. Adrien dragged himself to the other side of the bed, within reach of the various medications arrayed on the table. He wondered whether she had slept nude and restrained himself from sniffing the sheets. It was depressing to think how long he had gone without. Shakily he prepared another injection of penicillin.


‘Downstairs, they all think you are dangerous criminal but they are too greedy to call police. They are charging you triple rate for this room.’


‘I’m not dangerous for anyone but myself,’ he said. ‘If I’m paying triple, can I at least get some room service?’


‘I order breakfast.’ She picked up the phone.


‘I don’t eat breakfast. Order lunch.’


After a spate of Croatian directed at the receiver, Sabina hung up and said, ‘So probably you wish me not to ask questions. Right?’


‘Right.’ Now she was getting the idea. Maybe—


‘But … is greatly interesting. I have never seen … mutilation? like this one before, even in movies.’


‘What?’


‘Designs cut on your head.’


‘What designs?’ He struggled to sit up, but there was no mirror opposite the bed.


‘Like eye, on top of your head. Don’t worry, I cleaned it. Your hair will cover most scars.’


Adrien levered himself out of bed and hobbled into the bathroom, where he tried to find what she was talking about in the mirror. All he could see was a mass of blood-coated, tangled white hair half in and half out of its braids. Almost as an afterthought, he closed the door, pissed, and returned naked to the main room. He wondered if it took effort for her to appear to be neither looking at nor avoiding looking at his body. He was inexpressibly weary as he crawled back under the blankets.


‘Fucking Max.’


‘Yes, who is Max? And who is C?’


‘I talked in my sleep? Shit shit shit. Well, never mind.’


She came over and sat down on the edge of the bed, placing a cool hand on his forehead.


‘Yes, well, I will ask no questions. Probably I ask too many questions, I get killed, right?’


‘Very funny.’


‘I am not trying to be funny.’


He closed his eyes. There was a long silence, and a slight breeze brought in fresh air and the sounds of the street below. Afterward, he would wonder what made him do it. All he had to do was lie here, rest, get better. There was no need to start talking to this Croatian girl. Not about HIT anyway. He didn’t have to explain himself to anyone. But…


‘Sabina, you’ve never shared your head, have you?’


‘Ah …’ a long, low, exhalation. She was catching on.


‘You didn’t guess?’


‘I don’t know much about it. If you are saying what I think you are saying, I only know rumors.’ She paused. ‘Is it true someone can feel, inside you?’


‘Yeah, it’s true.’


‘You don’t like it.’


He grunted. ‘How did you guess?’


‘Why? Why do you do if you don’t like it?’


Good fucking question. He said, ‘When you first start carrying, it seems like a simple deal. Almost too good to be true. They tell you all you have to do is live your life. It’s not like you’re being broadcast, it’s private between you and one Watcher.’


His hand plucked idly at pills on the cotton blanket. He knew he should stop himself, but the drugs gave him an excuse not to. His voice sounded hoarse, scarcely his own.


‘So technically it really shouldn’t affect you. Like, you don’t even notice anything on a conscious level, but you do get … well, you do get a feeling of meaning. Like, the Watcher using you stimulates the part of you that … you know. Believes in some purpose. Anyway, you get paid really well, and I guess since I knew my Watcher wanted to get something out of my life, I started to live more … intensely. Take more risks. Like, use my life, not like sitting in front of the tv when I could be experiencing something real.’


It was impossible to convey the sort of quality that C had brought to every second of time, simply by being there. The idea that what he did at any given moment of the day could actually matter to anyone acted as a powerful motivator not to waste his life.


‘After a while I found myself talking to … the Watcher.’ He had almost used the pronoun ‘it’ but he didn’t want to have to explain about the fact that he didn’t know the identity of the person who shared his head; he didn’t want to have to think about why they both preferred it that way. He suppressed a cough, feeling his face flush with the effort.


‘And then, one day, the Watcher talked back.’


He stopped. He was pretty sure C wasn’t there, but all the same he’d never verbalized this shit before. He was scaring himself a little.


‘Like God,’ Sabina said.


‘What?’ he opened his eyes, startled. For a second he’d forgotten she was there.


‘You go through life talking to God, but what do you do if, one day, God talks back?’
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