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For Lisa




What if the breath that kindled those grim fires, 


Awaked, should blow them into sevenfold rage, 


And plunge us in the flames; or from above 


Should intermitted vengeance arm again 


His red right hand to plague us?


—John Milton, Paradise Lost


Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate operators, in every nation … A graphic representation of data abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human system.


—William Gibson, Neuromancer




PROLOGUE


HANNAH WASN’T BORN BLIND, but sometimes it feels that way. She has retinitis pigmentosa, what she calls RP. Like, I’m so sick of this stupid RP. Which makes the disease sound like one of those jerks she goes to middle school with—the BGs and BJs and RJs—who talk too loudly and wear chunky basketball shoes and toss French fries dipped in mustard across the cafeteria and draw dicks on people’s lockers with permanent marker.


She was diagnosed at five. She’s twelve now. But she acts like she’s forty. That’s what everyone tells her. “An old soul,” her mother says. “Stick in the mud,” her aunt Lela says. If she had a smartphone, if she had boyfriends, if she hung out at Starbucks and Clackamas Center Mall, if she didn’t rely on her mother’s help to pick out her clothes, if she didn’t prod the sidewalk with a stupid cane or wear stupid sunglasses to hide her stupid absent eyes, if she could see, maybe then she wouldn’t be such a boring grump, maybe then she would act more like the rest of the giggling, perfume-bombed lunatics her age.


At first she couldn’t see at night, crashing into walls on the way to the bathroom. Then her sight fogged over. Then her peripheral vision began to decrease, like two doors closing slowly, slowly, over several years, until there was only a line of vertical light with color-blurred shapes passing through it. If she held something directly in front of her face, she could get a pretty good sense of it, but one day, within the next five years or so, darkness will come. She’ll live in a permanent night.


Hers was an accelerated case. And there was no cure. That was what the doctors said. So her mother prayed. And gave Hannah vitamins A and E. And restricted her intake of phytanic acids, so no dairy, no seafood. Hannah tried a dog, but she was allergic and got sick of cleaning up his crap. And she visited a school for the blind, but that felt like giving up, despite the crush of bodies at her middle school, the eyes she could feel crawling all over her while the occasional BG or BJ or RJ whispered a Helen Keller joke.


Then a doctor at OHSU approached her about an experimental trial. Would she be interested? She knew all about gene therapy and about the retinal transplants that had so far failed to develop synaptic connections with their hosts, but she didn’t know about this, a prosthesis built by a Seattle-based tech company. It converted video images captured by a camera into electrical pulses that bypassed the diseased outer retina and poured into over one thousand electrodes on the inner retina. They called it Mirage.


“It’s all very Star Trek,” the doctor told her, when describing the device, not glasses so much as a silver shield that wrapped your eyes. She liked his Indian accent, the buoyancy of the vowels, making his words sound as if they were gently bouncing.


Her mother worried that people would stare, and Hannah said, “They already stare.” At least they’d be studying her now with awe and curiosity rather than pity. “I’ll be a cyborg, a Terminator!”


Her mother could never afford the surgery—the removal of the post subcapsular cataracts and spoke-wheel pattern of cysts, the insertion of the casing and array and antennae along the periphery of her sockets—which didn’t matter: the tech company would pay for everything, so long as she agreed to serve as their lab rat and advertisement.


Now, three weeks after she went under the knife, it is time to take off the bandages. Now it is time to wire up the Mirage. To see. The doctor tells her it might take time for her brain to process this new sensory experience. “Think of it like this. What if I gave you a new set of lungs that allowed you to breathe underwater? The first time you jumped in the river and took a deep breath, your body would fight the feeling, thinking you were drowning. There will be a little bit of that at first. A little bit of drowning. But I believe it will pass quickly.”


Hannah knows the sun is a yellow ball of fire—she can still see the smear of it—but the image has been replaced more by a feeling of warmth that tingles the hair on her arms and makes her turn her face toward the source. Yes, a pine tree has a reddish trunk and green needles and cuts away the sky when you stand beneath it, but for her the sensory analogue is the smell of resin and the feel of scabby bark plates beneath her palm and the sound of the hushing, prickling breeze when it rushes through the branches. The ability to see has become an abstraction, something she can only vaguely imagine, like time travel or teleportation.


She sits on an exam table with the doctor leaning in and her mother hovering nearby. He tries to make small talk—asking how’s school, is she excited, will she do anything to celebrate—but she can barely manage a response, all of her attention on the tug of his hands, the wounded ache of her eyes.


“We don’t go out to restaurants very much, but we’re going to one tomorrow,” her mother says. “Benedikt’s. For lunch. To celebrate. With my sister. She writes for the paper. Maybe you’ve read her articles? She writes about other people’s problems, but let me tell you, she has plenty of her own. Anyway, as long as Hannah is feeling up for it, that’s what we’re planning.”


“That’s nice,” the doctor says. “Almost done.” Then the last bit of bandage pulls away and he says, “There.”


A part of Hannah feels lighter, more buoyant, now that she’s unrestricted by all that gauze and tape, but another part of her feels more panicked than ever—as if, when he said, “There,” a light switch should have turned on in her head. For now there is only darkness. Her brain churns. She can taste her breakfast in her throat.


He leans in and thumbs aside her lids and shines a light on the still-sore incisions and nudges the outlet. “Good, good. Okay. I think we’re ready for Mirage.”


Hannah has worn it before, more than a month ago. She ran her fingers along the shape of it then, the sleek silver shield that wrapped her eyes. But that was just playing pretend. This is real. The doctor fits it into place, tightening the band around the back of her head and neatening her hair. Two bulges, almost like the nubs of horns, swell next to each of her temples. These are the brains of the thing, a cluster of microprocessors. The right one carries the small power switch. The doctor asks if she’d like to do the honors.


She nods and blows out a steadying breath and snaps the switch.


“Well?” the doctor says.


“Hannah?” her mother says. “Did it work? Is it working?”


There is a game she sometimes plays. The wishing game. She’ll say, “I’m looking forward to our trip to Costa Rica,” or “I’m riding a horse across the Scottish Highlands,” and then, as if a spell has been cast, an image will crystallize. She is on a white sand beach with coconuts thudding the sand and dolphins arcing from a lagoon. She is pounding across a bog, through swirling mists, while the horse kicks up divots of mud and bagpipes honk and wheeze. No matter how expensive or distant or impossible the dream, the wishing game makes anything possible.


“I can see,” she says. She has said this many times before, has whispered it into her pillow and coat collar and closet, testing the words in quiet places to see if they spoil once released to the air. But this time it’s true. She can see.


It is difficult for her to comprehend images, her frame of reference so far limited to her other senses. What she sees is like an echo. And inside the echo there is another voice. There is a blazing white above, and a muted white all around, through which things—people?—move. Her mother asks, “Can you see me? Hannah?”


She sees something, but is it her mother? It must be. But everything is mixed up. She can’t forge colors with shapes or shapes with distance or distance with texture, every different input temporarily fizzling her brain, making her want to shout, “Does not compute, does not compute!” As if someone put a banana under her nose and a shark in front of her face and jazz in her ear and a broom in her hand and said, “What a beautiful sunset.”


“I don’t know,” she says. “I can’t tell what’s real.”






CHAPTER 1


LELA STARES AT her reflection in the dead computer screen, a black cutout against the fluorescent blaze of the newsroom behind her. Her face appears an oval smear with hollows for eyes, a gash for a mouth, as if she were looking into some haunted mirror. She lifts the phone to her ear and dials the number for Alderman Robert Dahm. The ring purrs. Her pen hovers over a yellow legal tablet. There was a time when she found it impossible to concentrate at her desk, one of forty cubicles surrounded by glass-walled meeting rooms and editorial offices here at The Oregonian, where she has worked Metro the past five years. But she has learned to focus, to crush down her attention and blur into white noise the copy machine whirring, the printer and fax machine bleeping, the cell phones and landlines ringing, the televisions blaring, the voices calling all around her, just as she has learned to tolerate the smell of mildew that clings to the walls and the taste of the burned black coffee in the lounge.


She has never heard of the company Undertown, Inc. That’s who City Hall says bought Rue Apartments, the four-story stone building in the Pearl District, long ago condemned and surrounded by chain-link. The Rue was one of her first big stories at the paper—back when she was freelancing—a feature about the ten-year anniversary of Jeremy Tusk’s death. She’s since become a staff writer at The Oregonian, and Tusk has become a celebrity serial killer. Plug his name into Google and a long list of hits will come up, including leaked crime scene photos and occultist conspiracy theories. There’s a display dedicated to him at the Museum of Death in Los Angeles and at least two direct-to-video horror films have cited him as an inspiration.


Lela is thirty now, she was twenty-four then, when she toured through the weed-choked lot, the thirty-unit building with the broken windows and a gnarled tree growing on its roof. In her article she described its shadow-soaked hallways as palpably dark. She described Tusk’s two-bedroom apartment, still cobwebbed with police tape, as tomblike. She quoted a detective as saying, “Up to me, we’d burn the place down, raise a barbed-wire fence, keep everyone the hell away. Cursed ground.”


The alderman’s secretary answers and patches her through. “Lela Falcon?” he says, and she says, “Yes,” as though he’s the one bothering her. His voice, a nasal whine, asks what he can do for her this afternoon.


“Why didn’t you tell me about the Rue building?”


 “The Rue—you mean that the property sold? Why does it matter?”


“Of course it matters. You know it matters.”


“So you can write another story about that demon-worshipping psychopath cutting people up and making their skin into curtains? Maybe I don’t want you dredging up all those bad memories. It’s not good for the city.”


 “It is good. It is good. That’s the story. A new chapter. Portland moves on.”


“You write a story, you bring up all those nasty details, people get upset.”


“No. Don’t be stupid. You’re wrong. It’s the opposite spin. New building, new city, new era. Bluebirds and hopefulness and all that happy crappy bullshit.”


His sigh makes a wind in her ear. They talk another five minutes. Due to a tax foreclosure, the property belongs to the city, and last she heard, they were going to convert the lot to green space, landscape it with trees and shrubs and grass and benches. Last she heard, from the alderman’s own mouth, it was not “appropriate” to develop the lot for residential or economic purposes due to what had happened there.


Now the city of Portland has sold the lot to Undertown, Inc., for an undisclosed purchase price. A generous one, the alderman says, one they couldn’t refuse in these lean times. “It will be a good boost. We need a good boost.”


“And construction is already underway? I’m hearing about this how many weeks later? Who are these people? What are they going to do with the lot?”


Robert doesn’t know. Something about the Internet. She asks him for contact information—she wants to reach out to Undertown—and he says she’ll have to figure that out on her own. All this time her pen gashes paper, scratching out notes.


“You know, you should smile more,” he says, and she says, “How do you know I’m not smiling?” and he says, “You never smile. It might help you—that’s all I’m saying. Professionally. Personally. Try it sometime.”


With her pen she stabs down a period that tears the page and says, “You’re no help,” and hangs up. She plugs the pen in her mouth and gnaws on it. The plastic is already scored from her teeth. Dozens of yellow legal tablets surround her, wrinkled and torn and coffee-stained and stitched with her handwriting, much of it a coded shorthand illegible to anyone but her. Their leaning piles are decorated with empty coffee cups and chip bags and crumpled blobs of cellophane dusted with muffin crumbs. She has tacked to the foam walls of the cubicle a photograph of her standing alone before Multnomah Falls and a film noir calendar with every square darkened with reminders about meetings and deadlines.


She is pale. So is everyone else in Portland, but she is particularly light-skinned and freckled, which makes the black bags beneath her eyes all the more obvious. Her gingery hair she keeps knotted into a braid that might be called churchy or grandmotherly but that she thinks of as classic. Men, usually men in bars who have drunk too much to know better, have called her face everything from elfin to pointy to fawnish. She didn’t let any of them stick their tongues in her mouth, though they tried. She has lost track of her latest coffee—one of twenty she might drink in a day—and spits out the dregs of two cold cups before finding the one that goes down lukewarm.


She pushes out of her chair and leans over her cubicle and asks the Metro intern—an acne-scarred kid named Josh, a com-jo major at Portland State—to do some digging. “Undertown, Inc. Get me whatever you can on them.”


“Ever heard of Google?” he says. His voice still has a crackly pubescence to it.


He knows she hates using computers. Everybody knows and nobody will shut up about it. They all think it’s the most hilarious thing in world history. Calling her a Luddite. Asking her if she’s updated her stone tablet with the latest software. “Do what you’re told. That’s what interns are supposed to do.”


 “Fine.”


A minute later, he has the company website up on the monitor. “Under construction,” it reads.


“Exactly,” she says. “Under construction. Nothing else?”


“That’s all. No phone. No email. I also searched the domain name—to see who’s paying for the site—but whoever it is, they dropped the extra fee that buys anonymity.”


“Why would they do that?” she says.


“Because they’re shy?”


“You’re no help either.”


She calls City Hall and asks a favor of the clerk in Records. Promises to buy him lunch so long as he digs out the file on the Rue Apartments, gets her the contact info for the buyer, Undertown, Inc. She waits with the phone clamped against her shoulder until he rattles off an email and a number with an area code she doesn’t recognize. “No billing address?” she says, and he says, “Nope. Paid for through an anonymous escrow account.”


“What’s with these fuckers?” she says, and he says, “Excuse me?”


“Nothing. Thanks,” she yells to the phone when it’s already halfway to the cradle. Then she pesters Josh to get her intel on the email—Undertown@hushmail.com—and phone number. He takes a look at the slip of paper and says he can’t.


“Can’t? Can’t? What’s with this can’t?”


“Hushmail is an encrypted service, and if you’re serious about privacy, you’re probably using TOR, a network within a network that bounces all traffic through multiple servers making it impossible to figure out who you are, where you’re from.”


 “Wait—what? English please.” 


He says, “Cavewoman translation: it’s secret email.”


“Why would you want secret email?”


“Because you’ve got secrets?”


“Okay,” she says. “Then look up the phone.”


 “I can’t.”


“Again,” she says, “this can’t. I don’t like it.”


He taps the area code, 473. “It’s fake. The one most scammers use. That’s not a real place. It’s the area code to nowhere. Probably a Blackphone. Or else they’re using encryption software.”


“How do you know all this crap?”


He throws up his arms and lets them fall. “I don’t know. I’m friends with nerds. I wasn’t born during the Civil War. Et cetera.”


“Who are these nerd friends?”


“Okay, friend. Singular. A hacker buddy of mine. He’s deep into this kind of stuff.”


She tells Josh he can go, but not far. She might need him. She lets her hand sit a moment on the phone before lifting the receiver, checking the dial tone, dialing.


The first time someone answers, there is no Hello, no How can I help you? “To whom am I speaking?” That’s what the man on the other end of the line says. He speaks in a baritone broken by an accent that makes his mouth sound full of glass. Eastern European, she guesses, but what does she know? She’s a reporter. She’s an expert on nothing because she knows a little of everything.


She is rarely at a loss for words. But something about the voice—its deep, almost otherworldly register—unsettles her. She clicks her pen a few times before telling him her name, her position, asking if he might be willing to spend a few minutes talking to her about Undertown for an article she’s writing about the Pearl District, the urban renaissance in Portland.


There is a gust of breath. Then a click followed by a dial tone that fills her ear like a siren.


She hangs up the phone and tries again. The ringing goes on for two minutes and never changes over to voicemail. She tries again, and again, and again, until her ear grows hot with the phone mashed against it.


From a good height, she drops the phone into the cradle. The clattery dong of it makes a few people pop up in the cubicles around her. She gives them the finger, and they drop down again. She clicks her pen a few more times, then tucks it in her pocket, grabs her purse, drains her coffee, and starts for the door.


The cubicles are arranged like a gray-combed hive, and she navigates their alleys. Computer screens flash in her passing. She spots one of the Arts reporters contorting her body into a yoga stretch, a Sports columnist watching two televisions at once. Many of the desks are unoccupied, empty except for a balled-up sheet of paper, a broken keyboard. Every year they lose more ads, more subscribers, and every year their staff shrinks, so that one person scrambles to cover the work of six.


Out of the corner of her eye, she spots him. Brandon, her editor. Everyone else wears jeans and fleece, but he slinks into the office every day in an Oxford pinstripe with a tie noosed around his neck. “Where you going? Lela?”


 “Out.”


She races along a long line of file cabinets. One of the Sports clerks turns the corner. He carries a tall pile of Hot Lips Pizza boxes. She flattens against the cabinets and dodges past him and through a warm cloud of pepperoni.


Brandon gets slowed down by the clerk, but catches up before she reaches the hallway, the bank of elevators. “What are you chasing?”


 “A story.”


“This for tomorrow?”


“Definitely not, but it might be hot.”


“What’s it about?”


“Can’t tell. Too early. Bad luck to share.”


“I still need copy for Sunday.”


“The fall farmers’ market and the Willamette 10K. You’ll get it.”


 “I better.”


He will, but barely. She’s behind on everything—she’s always behind, always chasing a deadline that is instantly replaced by another—and soon enough she’s going to lose more time to family. Tomorrow she’s scheduled to have a celebratory lunch with her niece, Hannah, who is getting fitted today for a retinal prosthetic. Lela hopes it works. For her niece, of course, but also for herself, for the story.


She could pitch it any number of ways—human interest if she pushes the personal, Metro if she pushes innovation at OHSU, Science if she pushes the biotech boom. No matter which direction, the story has legs, front-page potential, the kind of feature that could get picked up for syndication.


Her sister, Cheryl, is always giving her a hard time about this kind of thinking. “Can’t you ever have a thought that’s unpublished?” she says. “Don’t you ever feel like a vulture?” No. Yes. Maybe. Whatever. Her sister will never understand. They aren’t hard-wired the same. That’s what it means to be a writer: everything is material. You are never not paying attention. There is nothing that is not worth learning and processing into a story. And if somebody feels used, gets their feelings hurt, too fucking bad. That’s the business.


At the elevators she punches the DOWN button and watches the numbers—red and dotted, like needled skin—click their way up to the fourth floor. Brandon is winded from chasing her and breathes forcefully through his nose. She refuses to look at him, though he stands so close she can smell him, his standard odor of Barbasol and chai tea. She hates his face, the weak chin, the eyebrows constantly knotting over his nose, his forehead rising high into a receding hairline—and she hates his edits, the way he double-checks her sources and trims away all her good, meaty descriptions. The elevator dings and the doors open, and she walks through them and hits simultaneously the LOBBY and CLOSE DOOR buttons.


“What about a follow on the OES choir? Their experience singing at Carnegie Hall with all those other private high schools?”


“That doesn’t deserve a follow.”


The doors start to close, and he puts out a hand to stop them. “I’m getting pressure from above. The reader survey says people want more stories that make them feel good.”


“I didn’t get into this business to make drooling idiots feel good.”


“Then maybe you should get out, Lela. Apply for a staff position at a magazine.”


She pushes the button again. “Not until I accomplish my goal of frustrating you into a heart attack.”


The doors start to close, and Brandon puts out a hand to stop them again. “Oh, and the Halloween parade. You’re on that?”


She raises a hand in a swatting gesture. “On it. I guess.”


“And the storm—do you know about the storm that’s headed our—”


His words are clipped by the closing doors. The elevator sinks.
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She drives a beater Volvo station wagon that used to belong to her parents. She never locks the door. The radio was stolen years ago, a black rectangle with wires dangling from it. Now there is nothing to steal but gum wrappers and coffee cups. She ripped out the backseat to make room for her dog, a German shepherd named Hemingway, and the car is shagged over with his hair. It takes a few cranks to turn the engine over. She hears her phone buzzing in her purse and doesn’t bother answering it, knowing it is likely Brandon pestering her further. She doesn’t own a smartphone. She owns what her friends call a Flintstone phone, whatever the rep at Paradise Wireless offered her for free five years ago. It looks a little like a scarred bullet. The numbers are worn off the keypad. When she is having a conversation, other voices ghost in and out, due to some echoey distortion or a faulty antenna that pirates other calls.


She does not text. She does not Facebook or Twitter or Instagram or any of that other digital nonsense, the many online whirlpools that seem to encourage boasting and bitching. She doesn’t care about your crazy cat, your ugly baby, your Cancún vacation, your Ethiopian meal, your political outrage and micro-complaints and competitive victimhood. She doesn’t want social media eroding her privacy or advertisers assaulting her with customized commercials. There’s too much noise and too little solitude in the world. Everybody should shut the fuck up and get back to work.


The Oregonian assigned her an email address, but she hates to use it, prefers to call or write letters. She likes things that are tactile. That might be one of the reasons she became a reporter: the memory of her father reading the newspaper at the kitchen table every morning until his coffee went cold and his finger pads blackened with ink. Last Christmas her sister, Cheryl, bought her an e-reader, and Lela held it with the tips of her fingers like something found moldering in the back of the fridge. She returned it and used the money at REI on a Gerber belt knife, a fleece headband, a pair of SmartWools.


Now she drives to the Pearl District, the semi-industrial area that has been, over the past fifteen years, slowly redeveloped. There are homeless men slumped on benches and pushing grocery carts, muttering to themselves. There are shelters and psychic readers and soup kitchens and tattoo parlors. But alongside the cracked windows and boarded-up doorways, there are lofts and theaters, Peruvian restaurants and French bakeries, bars and coffee shops, so many coffee shops, as if the city were under some narcoleptic spell. Old buildings of marble, cream brick, red brick are interrupted by new buildings of glass that jut up sharply. Bronze water fountains—called Benson Bubblers—burble on almost every street corner, making it sound as if it were raining even when it is not.


A man stands on a milk crate. He raises his arms to the sky and talks about damnation, hellish torment, the doom of the world. This is Lump. So named because of the warts that cover every inch of him. Even his tongue—she has noticed—carries a gray jewel of flesh at the tip. He wears layers of black, sweatshirts and jeans and jackets that have been scissored and torn and resewn in such a way that they appear like one ragged complicated cloak. The crows keep him company. One perches on his shoulder now—two others rest on a nearby sill. She once saw him on a park bench surrounded by twenty or more. They are his eyes, he says. Like spores he hurls to the wind to know the news of the city. She has used Lump as a source more than once. The street sometimes knows things before the rest of us.


The sidewalks are wet, the same dark gray as the buildings and the clouds above, the gray of Portland, its defining color. The sun tries to bully through but can’t manage more than a white splotch. This is early afternoon, and with the noon rush over, only a few people scatter the streets. A woman in low-slung jeans and knee-high leather boots walks a tiny dog. Two androgynous hipsters—one with blue hair, the other cardinal red, both of them skinny-jeaned and nose-ringed—lean into each other for a kiss. She spots a homeless teen—you can always recognize them, no matter their clothes, by their soiled backpacks—and a man in a black fleece talking excitedly into his Bluetooth headset. A bus knocks through puddles. Pigeons explode from a maple stripped of leaves. She heads to the north end of the Pearl between the Fremont Bridge and the Broadway Bridge, and finds a parking spot a block away from the Rue. Before she gets out of the Volvo, she pulls out a bottle of Adderall and strangles off the cap. She shakes out one pill. Then, after a moment’s pause, another. She drops them into the cup holder and crushes them with the butt of the bottle. She digs around on the floor for an empty fountain drink. She slides the straw from it. Bites it in half. Then uses it to snort the pills. Her eyes water and she sneezes. It would be easier to swallow them for sure, but she likes the brain-burning jolt she gets from sniffing them. She kicks open the door, checks her reflection in the side mirror, and wipes her nose before setting off. She drags her purse with her. It is fat-bottomed, made from canvas, the size of a small suitcase. She jokes that she could pull a lamp from it, a pogo stick, five dwarves, and a trampoline, like some demented Mary Pop-pins. Due to the shouldered weight of it, she has a habit of leaning to the left. She burrows through it now to make sure she has what she needs: pen, notebook, camera.


She can hear a MAX train rattling down a nearby street, and she can smell the mossy funk of the Willamette River, and she can see up ahead the cavernous space where the Rue once stood. She slows her pace. She wears a pair of hard-soled Keens, and they clop the pavement and make her realize how quiet the street is. In the times she visited this place before, she noticed the same, the quiet, as if some mourning shawl surrounded the block. But now it is a construction zone and ought to be filled with the steady tock of hammers, the boom of dropped pallets, the growl of backhoes and bulldozers.


A crow caws. She looks up to see five of them watching her, roosting on telephone wires, appearing against the gray sky like notes on an old piece of sheet music. She gives them a wave and wonders if they’ll pass the message along to Lump.


Now she stands before a temporary wall—made from tall sheets of plywood—that surrounds the acre lot. There is a Dumpster, two pickups, and a trailer. When she cocks an ear, faintly she hears what at first sounds like whispering. Or feathery breathing. She listens another moment and the sound clarifies into digging. The shush and clink of shovels, the heavy plop of dirt filling wheelbarrows.


When she wrote the article about the Rue—about its famous tenant, Jeremy Tusk—she rounded up some of the old neighbors, the ones who were willing to talk. They said they noticed the sounds long before they noticed the smell. The sounds of what turned out to be saws drawn along bones, cleavers severing joints. Some guessed Jeremy a hobbyist, a woodworker toying with some project. When the police kicked down his door, they found four plastic storage bins full of hydrofluoric acid with as many bodies bathing in them, dissolving slowly. More were stored in the fridge and freezer. Ten skulls grinned on the bookshelves. And a lampshade glowed on a side table and a jacket hung in the closet and curtains hung from the windows—all stitched from tanned flesh. There were designs chalked and painted on the floors and walls and ceiling. Black and red candles burned down to nubs. Gemstones, eggs, antlers, daggers. A crow mask and a deer mask and a wolf mask sitting on a shelf. He ritualized murder, communed with a darker frequency.


Lela walks the length of the barricade, past rain-smeared posters and black-and-white tangles of graffiti. Someone has spray-painted what looks like a hand, a red right hand, with fangs coming out of the palm, across the door. A padlock hangs loose on the latch. She slides the tooth of it out. She creaks open the door—with the same slowness and care that she opened the fridge in Jeremy’s apartment so long ago. It was still there, as though waiting for someone to plug it in, fill it with a gallon of milk, a bag of red apples. The interior released a smell so profoundly rotten, she felt fouled for days for having drawn it into her body.


Inside the construction site, she discovers a roughly hewn crater, several stories deep. The walls of it are cut flat and striped with concrete and stone and gravel and clay that looks like the firm red muscle of a heart. At the bottom of the pit, grayed by shadow, a dozen men lean on shovels or kneel with trowels and whisks. They are digging, unearthing, working around mounds of varying heights. An archaeological dig. This happens often. Construction begins and one of the workers discovers a shattered pot or seed cache or an atlatl dart, and a team of UO scholars drives up from Eugene to excavate.


Every mound glints with whites and yellows and browns, as if shellacked. It is then she recognizes the bones. They poke from the dirt, tangles of them, puzzles of ribs and femurs and skulls. She is looking at a graveyard, and she is looking at it now through the eye of her camera. She has drawn it from her purse, and she has thumbed the cap and twisted the focus without even thinking. It is ingrained in her, a part of her muscle memory, her constant need to document what she finds compelling.


Though it’s dark at the bottom of the pit, she turns off the flash. She doesn’t want to be noticed. Not yet. The camera clicks as she takes shot after shot, but none of the men turn toward her, focused on their task.


 One of them—small, appearing almost like a child except for his old man’s face—wanders among the burial mounds. He looks so delicate and different from the other blockish men. She guesses him their supervisor. He is as bald as an infant, and what little hair he has springs in downy tufts around his ears. He says something—in a language she does not recognize, his words sharp with consonants—to one of the workers. Something reproachful that makes him hand over his trowel and step away from the mound.


The small man leans in and blows away a puff of dust. Then, with surgical precision, he removes what appears to be a skull, maybe human, though it seems too long. Some dirt falls from its hollows when he holds it up for everyone to see. Then he carries it to a table made from a sheet of plywood laid over sawhorses. Here it joins an arrangement of bones.


She has visited two archaeological sites for stories. A weeklong OMSI camp, themed around Lewis and Clark, that dug into a section of Fort Clatsop. And a summer class with UO that excavated a Paiute village in Christmas Valley. In both instances, the sites were gridded with string. The archaeologists were exacting about measurements, the precise location of every obsidian flake and broken bone and fibrous sandal found within the grid. She was expecting Indiana Jones, but it felt more like the slow disarrangement of a 3D jigsaw puzzle.


That isn’t the case here. No grid. No map. No sifting screens. Not even a ponytailed grad student in cargo shorts drinking from a Nalgene bottle covered with National Park stickers. Here instead is trouble—of this she feels certain.


Whoever Undertown is—whatever they’re building—they don’t want their project shut down by this discovery. So they must have erected high walls around the site in order to take care of it secretly. Actual walls that matched the privacy of their digital walls.


She snaps several more photos, wishing she brought the long lens, wishing she could get closer. There is an underground exit at the corner of the pit. A black hollow framed by a brick doorway. Maybe an entrance to the tunnel system that runs beneath Portland. She doesn’t notice it until someone—a black-bearded man—steps from it and calls to the others. They pause in their work and he waves to them, and one by one they set down their tools and follow.


A staggered ramp runs from the top of the construction site to the bottom. Lela tromps down it without hesitation. She tries to keep her footsteps quiet, but the ramp is loose on its scaffolding and the boards boom below her. At the bottom of the site, the air is cooler. There is a musty, almost sulfuric taste to it. The noise of the world falls away completely except for a muffled growl of a jet somewhere overhead.


She goes first to the table. It is clotted with dirt and busy with yellow-brown bones. She snaps a photo and reaches for the skull. Its deformity is clear now—too long and thin, almost snouted—what she imagines a baboon or warthog might look like beneath the skin. The teeth are as long as her fingers. Lines run across the bone, sometimes straight, sometimes curled, sometimes arranged into what appear to be pentagonal patterns. It reminds her of the beetle-bitten wood found on a tree when you peel the bark damply from it.


She hears the small man before she sees him. “No,” he says in a high, raspy voice. “No trespass!” His face is tight with anger. He stands in the doorway to the tunnel, the shadows thickly surrounding him. She is already backing away, already retreating up the ramp when he calls over his shoulder. She doesn’t recognize the language he speaks—could it be Latin, like something out of a Roman Catholic service?—but the meaning is clear as the other men kick their way up the stone stairs.


She’s talked and fought herself out of plenty of dangerous situations. She’s been threatened with a knife, a gun. She’s been undercover in a heroin den—a graffitied room with two soiled mattresses and a lava lamp—when an addict started feeling her up and paused his hand at the battery pack for her hidden camera. When he asked what it was, she said, “An insulin pump. I have diabetes,” and then offered to tie off his arm while he shot up.


Sometimes you talk and sometimes you fight and sometimes you run. She runs now, pounding up the ramp. It elbows, ten feet off the ground, onto its second level. Here she skids to a stop.


Down below, the small man is speaking rapid-fire in another language, making his hand into a blade and cutting the air in her direction. The men pour out of the tunnel and head toward her, some of them gripping trowels in their hands as though they were knives.


She doesn’t realize until now that she still holds the skull in her hand. She sets it down on the platform. Then twists off an anchoring clamp and hefts the bottom ramp. It scrapes half off the scaffolding. She kicks it—once, twice—and it loses its purchase and falls to the ground with a whoomp of displaced air that sends a cloud of grit into the approaching men.


She scoops up the skull, her finger hooking an eye socket, and considers hurling it down as well. Anything to stop their progress. She pauses her hand. She has photos, but the skull is hard evidence. Something tangible to share with police, professors. She shoves it into her purse and sprints the rest of the way up. The camera thuds against her chest. Her eyes water from wind or nerves, blurring her vision of the workers fumbling with the fallen ramp and the black-bearded man clanking up an extension ladder toward her.




CHAPTER 2


CHESTON’S APARTMENT—on Lovejoy, at the edge of the Pearl—looks out on other apartments, other offices, all of them walled with windows. He lives on the top floor, the tenth of his building. He owns a telescope, a Celestron Astromaster on a tripod, and when he isn’t working, he’s watching.


He’s watching a woman now. She skids around a corner and hammers along the sidewalk at a full sprint. A ginger-colored braid swings wildly with every step. She clutches an enormous canvas purse. A block away, she rips open the door to her car, an ancient Volvo jeweled with guano, and vanishes inside. A few seconds later the station wagon grinds into gear and lurches into the street and cuts off a delivery truck that lays on its horn. She speeds away, trailing a cloud of black exhaust.


Cheston whirls the telescope back to the corner where she first appeared. One man—soon joined by three others—stands there, breathing heavily. The telescope brings them close enough to see the whites of their eyes. They watch her car retreat and then say something to one another before returning back the way they came.


It is only 4:00, but this is October and the dark is coming. Cheston prefers the dark. That’s one of the reasons he loves Portland, where it rains 170 days a year and where it is gray-skied more often than that. Sunlight burns his eyes, forks a migraine up his forehead. Sometimes he keeps a forty-watt lamp burning in the corner, but otherwise his office is lit by the underwater glow of his computers. He wears sunglasses when hunched over his desk, staring at the bank of screens.


He keeps it dark, too, so that people can’t see him. But he can see them. Through his telescope. Mostly people sit. They sit and eat their Chipotle burritos. They sit and read their celebrity gossip magazines. They sit and stream shows on Netflix. They sit and check to see if anybody liked their shit on Facebook. But every now and then, something terrible or wonderful happens. He has seen people arguing—couples slamming doors, gesturing wildly, hurling books at each other—and he has seen people making up—in bed, on the couch, at the table, one time pressed up against the window and smearing their bodies pinkly through the fog of their sex.


They all have their secrets, and that is what he is hunting for, secrets. His telescope scans the buildings—honeycombed with light—hovering in one place, swinging to the next, all of their apartments the same even as the bodies inside them swirl and change shape. Spying gives him such satisfaction, makes him feel powerful, knowing the things he shouldn’t know, the things people prefer to keep hidden. The way the wife eats a grape that has fallen to the floor, the way the husband picks his nose vigorously and browses porn websites and sometimes puts a knife to his wrist and bows his head for a good long minute before sliding it back into the block. They lure him. How can he not watch?


He feels a similar energy when at his desk. He rents out seven blade servers for other users to host their sites. He is a landlord of sorts. He owns digital real estate. He loans it to others to use as they will. The servers are arranged on a metal chassis next to his desk and wired into several network routers to shuttle the data around and plug into the net. Their lights blink. Their components tick and pop. Their fans and heatsinks hum and stir the air with warmth he tries to battle back with air conditioning he keeps year-round at a cool sixty degrees. He bleeds electricity. He imagines his apartment as a gaping drain with white energy swirling constantly down it, which is why he loves this two-bedroom unit so much, since utilities are included in the rent.


Most of his payments come from Undertown, Inc., and they pay in bitcoins. Over a year ago, an instant message appeared from a user named Cloven, requesting a private chat. He accepted—not knowing what to expect, maybe some file requests, maybe some dirty talk—and when asked if he might be interested in working for Undertown, he accepted that too. He was a sophomore at Reed College then, on academic probation, not showering, not shaving, not really sleeping, all of his time spent coding and popping Adderall and eating Oreos and drinking those big plastic bullets of 5-Hour Energy. He had stopped going to classes after testifying before the faculty senate about distributing pirated movies and music through the college Ethernet. He figured it was only a matter of time before they kicked him out.


They never got the chance. He dropped out to run his own business, a legitimate business, the kind that affords him the best kicks, the best equipment, the best apartment, all the Thai takeout in the world. Like his neighbors, he has his secrets. Two of his servers operate as respectable hosts, legitimizing him in the eyes of his ISP for the high-volume traffic. The other five belong to the Dark Net. He has a bribed contact at CenturyLink who regularly and silently expunges those logs.


Undertown is pleased with his services so far. Cloven calls sometimes—always on the Blackphone, always through Skype and always via a TOR network to avoid a trace—his voice deep and rasping and mysteriously accented. Somehow it hurts to listen to, as if it is penetrating him. Cheston has been promised more work, more responsibility. What this might entail, he cannot imagine, but he has told Cloven he’s ready for whatever, whenever. Zero Day is a term Cloven has mentioned more than once. They are preparing for Zero Day, which is assumedly some kind of launch. Cheston doesn’t ask. It’s better, he’s found, to simply do as he’s told.


Thousands of lives stream through his blade servers, and he feels charged by them, as if his mind is a circuit board and his veins cables that course with electricity and information. On any of his three monitors, as their host, he sometimes likes to look. He knows he shouldn’t—he knows he might feel safer, nobler otherwise—but he cannot resist. He keeps his desks arranged in an L shape, with three HD LCD monitors atop them. His is a homebrewed workstation, an amalgamation of parts mostly bought off Newegg and running on Linux. AMD 4.0 GHz eight-core processors on a gigabyte motherboard with 32GB RAM and an EVGA GeForce graphics card supporting the monitors. The cases are windowed, decked out with blue LED lights. In the other room, his bedroom, he has a netbook from ZaReason and a Nexus 9 rooted Android tablet stuffed with all sorts of hacking apps. He uses them the way a watchman might in a casino or prison, to study through a fisheye lens what sort of trouble people might be getting into on his property. There he sees things most cannot imagine.


It is only 4:30 and already the streets look like shadowed canyons. The streetlamps buzz to life and throw pools of light. Apartments glow. He tucks his hair behind his ears—its color orange, parted down the middle—and leans into his telescope, scanning one of his favorite addresses: across the road, third floor, corner apartment, a young woman. Her name is Carrie Wunderlich. He knows this because he has followed her, studied her, for months now. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, at 7 a.m., she spins at the Y. She showers and dresses and leaves with her hair still wet, on her way to Hotspur Chiropractic Health, where she works as a receptionist and massage therapist. When she goes out for lunch, at least once a week, she orders soup and salad. She shops at the co-op. He has stood so close to her, he has smelled her perfume, a puff of spiced apricot. At home she wears yoga pants and a too-big OSU sweatshirt. Every night she drinks one glass of white Zinfandel, poured from a box in the fridge, and plops on the couch to watch reality television. Above her gas fireplace hangs an oversize print of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, and that’s a little how he thinks of her, as his slim-stalked yellow sunflower bobbing across the way.


She has come home today with a man. The same man who picked her up last Saturday and drove away in a silver Jetta. Cheston keeps watching as if something will happen, but nothing happens. They sit there, on opposite ends of the sofa, drinking her pink wine, moving their mouths in conversation.


Lightning leaps from a cloud. Thunder mutters. Rain spots and then drums the window, smearing the image of them. They approach the window to watch the storm, and the man puts his arm around her waist and draws her close. Cheston strangles the telescope. The image of them trembles.


When lightning strikes again, it is closer, and then closer still. Thunder shakes the window. He pulls away from the telescope in time to see the outage before it arrives. Off in the distance the buildings go black, block by block, black black black, rolling toward him, a landslide of darkness.


He feels a sudden emptiness when the blackout strikes his building. The air conditioner sighs off. The room instantly warms. His computers and servers continue to glow, now powered by backup batteries that can only last so long. Undertown demands uninterrupted service, and for now, they have it.


He leans into the telescope again. The building across the street is unlit and gives nothing back. He doesn’t like to think about what might be happening over there, what secrets he might miss out on. He closes his eyes and counts to a hundred. The computer and server fans moan. Sweat beads on his forehead.


He opens his eyes and still the city remains dark, as if a black blanket were tossed over it, and he counts to one hundred again. Lightning webs the sky, strobing his view of downtown. It makes sparkling nests on the roofs of the two highest buildings, Wells Fargo and Big Pink, the U.S. Bancorp Tower. The thunder is continuous now, a muttering and booming, like some furious conversation heard through a wall.


 Lightning strikes the Broadway Bridge and outlines it blue. And then, as if some spark has taken hold and flared into fire, the city erupts with light. The grid-work pattern of the streets illuminates like circuit boards. The air conditioner sputters to life again, and he sighs his relief along with it.


Then the power returns all over the city. A spike. The lights in the buildings all around him flicker and blaze hot. A few apartments flame out, go dark. A streetlamp explodes with a sparking rain.


He can hear the surge muscling its way through his system. There is a flare. One of the servers spits and flashes and smokes, and when he goes to investigate it a moment later, he discovers the drive destroyed.


[image: Image Missing]


The Internet is his home. Some people might call it a fantasy world, because it is not something you can smell or taste or run through your fingers like black sand, but it is every bit as real as anything we experience. He can vividly remember nightmares he had as a child a shadow man who stood in the corner of his bedroom, a gathering of thin bears that surrounded a picnic—far more vividly than the lunch he ate yesterday. They’re as real as anything. The Internet is as real as anything. If, in his mind, he has spent hours with a woman cupped her breast, tasted her spit, snapped the lace band of her panties, both their bodies shuddering with pleasure—and the hours add up to days and then weeks, how is that not real? If he feels something, if his mind is cavernous and pliant enough to be stimulated so?
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