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The Bar on Straint Street

Vic Serotonin sat in abar on Straint Street, just outside the aureole of the Saudade event, in conversation
with afat man from another planet who cdled himsaf Antoyne. They had been playing dicedl night. It
wasjust before dawn, and abrown light, polished but dim at the same time, crept out the street lampsto
fill theplace.

"l was never inthere,” the fat man admitted, meaning the event site, "but what | think—"
"If thisisgoing to be bullshit, Antoyne," Serotonin advised him, "don't even start.”
Thefat man looked hurt.

"Have another drink," Vic sad.

The bar was about hafway down Straint, a cluttered, narrow-ish street of two-storey buildings, dong
which two out of three had their windows boarded up. Like al the streetsin that part of Saudade, Straint
wasfull of cats, especialy at dawn and dusk, when they went in and out of the event site. Asif in
acknowledgement, the bar was called Black Cat White Cat. It featured a zinc counter dightly too high for
comfort. A row of bottleswhich contained liquids of unlikely colours. A few tables. Thelong window
steamed up easily, no one but Antoyne cared. In the morning the bar smelled of last night's garlic. Some
morningsit smelled of mould too, asif something had crept out of the event aureole in the dark and, after
afew attemptsto breathe the air in the bar, died underneath a corner table. Shadow operators hung high
up in the join between the walls and the calling, like cobwebs. There wasn't much for them to do.

Vic—short for Vico, aname popular on Scienza Nuovawhere he was born—was in the bar most days.
He ate there. He ran hisbusiness out of it. He used it asamail drop, and as a place to check out his
clients: but redly it was what they called ajump-off joint, positioned well, not too far back from the event
Ste, not so close asto suffer effects. Another advantage it had: Vic was on good terms with the owner, a
woman caled Liv Hulawho never put in amanager but ran it herself day and night. People thought she
was the barkeep, that suited her. She wasn't known to complain. She was one of those women who
draw in on themsdlves after their fortieth year, short, thin, with brush-cut grey hair, acouple of smart
tattoos on her muscular forearms, an expression asif she was dways thinking of something ese. She had
music in the bar. Her taste ran to the outcaste beats and saltwater dub you heard afew years back. That
aged her asfar as Vic Serotonin was concerned.

"Hey," shetold Vic now, "leave thefat man done. Everyone's entitled to an opinion.”
Serotonin gtared at her. "I won't even answer that."

"Bad night, Vic?'



"Y ou should know. Y ou werethere."

She poured him ashot of Black Heart rum, dong with whatever the fat man was having. "1 would say
you were out there on your own, Vic," she said. "Much of thetime." They both laughed.

Then shelooked over his shoulder at the open door of the bar and said:
"Maybe you got acustomer here."

Thewoman who stood there was alittle too tall to wear the high hedlsin fashion then. She had long thin
hands, and that way of looking both anxious and tranquil alot of those tourist women have. Therewasa
tentativeness about her. She was elegant and awkward at the sametime. If she knew how to wear
clothes, perhaps that was alearned thing, or perhapsit was atalent she had never fully brought out in
hersdf. Y ou thought ingtantly she had lost her way. When she cameinto the bar that morning, she was
wesaring a black two-piece with alittle fitted jacket and calf-length kick-pleat skirt, under along,
honey-coloured fur coat. She stood there uncertainly in the doorway, with the cold light from Straint
Street behind her, and the unflattering light from the window faling across one side of her face, and the
first words anyone heard her say were, "Excuse me, I—"

At the sound of her voice, the shadow operators unfolded themselves and streamed towards her from
every corner of the room, to whirl about her head like ghosts, bats, scrap paper, smoke or old women
clagping antique lockets of hair. They recognised privilege when they saw it.

"My dear," they whispered. "What beautiful hands."
"Isthere anything we can do—"

"—Can we do anything, dear?"

"What lovely, lovely handd™

Liv Hulalooked amused. "They never talk like that for me," she admitted to the woman in the fur coat.
Then she had asudden vision of her own life as hard-won, dug out raw from nothing much even thefew
times it seemed to Swoop or soar.

"You camefor Vic, he'sover there" she said.

She dways pointed him out. After that she washed her hands of whatever happened. Thistime Vic was
waiting. Hewas low on work, it was adow year though you wouldn't guess that from the number of

ships clustered in the tourist port. Vic accounted himsdlf intelligent and determined; women, on the other
hand, saw him asweak, conflicted and, reading thisas afalled attempt to feminise himsdf, atractive. He
had been caning it for weeks with Fat Antoyne and Liv Hula, but he till looked younger than hisage. He
stood there with his handsin his pockets, and the woman leaned towards him asif he wasthe only way
she could get her bearingsin the room. The closer she gpproached him the more uncertain she seemed.
Like most of them, she wasn't sure how to broach things.

"l want you to take mein there," she said eventualy.

Viclad hisfinger on hislips. He could have wished for some statement lessbald. "Not so loud,” he
suggested.

"I'msorry."

He shrugged and said, "No problem.”



"Weredl friendshere” Liv Hulasad.
Vic gaveLiv alook, which hethen turned into asmile.

The woman smiled too. "Into the event Site,” she said, asiif there might be any doubt about it. Her face
was smooth and tight across longings Vic didn't quite understand. She looked away from him as she
spoke. He should have thought more about that. Instead, he ushered her to atable, where they talked for
five minutesin low voices. Nothing was easier, hetold her, than what she wanted. Though therisk had to
be understood, and you underrated at your peril the seriousness of thingsin there. He would be afool not
to make that clear. He would beirresponsible, he said. Money changed hands. After atime they got up
and |eft the bar.

"Just another sucker on thetesat,” Liv Hulasaid, loud enough to pause him in the doorway.

Antoyne claimed to have flown navigator with Chinese Ed. He passed the days with his elbows on the
bar staring out through the window at the contrails of descending K-shipsin the sky above the houses on
the other Sde of Straint Street. To most people it seemed unlikely he flew with anyone, but he could take
amessage and keep his mouth shut. The only other thing he ever said about himself was:.

"No one gives shit about afat man caled Antoyne."
"You got that right,” Liv Hulaoften told him.

When Vic had gone, there was a silencein the bar. The shadow operators calmed down and packed
themsalves back into the celling corners so the cornerslooked familiar again. Antoyne stared & the table
infront of him then acrossat Liv Hula. 1t seemed asif they'd speak about Vic or the woman but in the
end neither of them could think of anything to say. The fat man was angry that Liv Hula had defended him
to Vic Serotonin. He drove his chair back suddenly, it made akind of complaining sound against the
wooden floor. He got up and went over to the window, where he wiped the condensation off with the
pam of hishand.

"Still dark," he said.
Liv Hulahad to admit that wastrue.
"Hey," he said. "Here's Joe Leone."

Over the sireet from Black Cat White Cat it was the usual frontages, busted and askew, buildingswhich
had lost confidence in their structurd integrity and which now housed shoestring tailor operations
gpecialising in cosmetics or one-shot cultivars. Y ou couldn't cal them "parlours.” Thework they did was
too chegp for that. They got atrickle of stuff from the Uncle Zip and Nueva Cut franchises downtown,;
aso they took work from the Shadow Boys, work like Joe Leone. Just now Joe was pulling himsalf
down Straint using the fences and wallsto hold himsdlf up. His energy ebbed and flowed. Hewould fal
down, wait for aminute, then struggle up again. It looked like hard work. Y ou could see he was holding
something in down there with one hand while he leaned on the fence with the other. The closer he got the
more puzzled he looked.

Antoyne made atube out of histwo damp fists and said through it in the voice of a sports commentator
at Radio Retro:

" ... and will hemakeit thistime?"

"Be sureto let usknow when you join the human race, Antoyne,” Liv Hulasaid. The fat man shrugged
and turned away from the window. "It'sno bet,” he said in hisnormd voice. "He never falled yet.”



Joe kept dragging himsdlf down Straint. As he gpproached, you could see the tail ors had done something
to hisface so it had acrude lion-like cagt. It was white and sweated up, but it didn't move properly. They
had given it aone-piecelook asif it were sculpture, even thelong hair swept back and out from hisbig
forehead and cheekbones. Eventually he fell down outside one of the chopshops and stopped moving,
and after acouple of minutestwo men amost as big as him came out to drag him inside.

Joe started to fight when he was seven.

"Never gtrike out at the other, son," hisfather would explain in a patient way, "because the other isyour
of"

Joe Leonedidn't follow that, even at seven years old which everyone agreed was his most intelligent time.
Heliked to fight. By twelve it was histrade, nothing more or less. He signed with the Shadow Boys.
From that time on he lived in one-shot cultivars. He liked the tusks, the sentient tattoos and the sde-lace
trousers. Joe had no body of hisown. It cost him so much to run those cultivars he would never save up
enough to buy himsdf back. Every day he wasin thering, doing that same old thing. He was getting
pretty well messed up. "1 lost count thetimes | seen my own insides. Hey, what's that? Lose your insides
an't so hard. Losng afight, that's hard." And he would laugh and buy you another drink.

Every day they dragged the fucked-up cultivar out the ring, and the next day Joe L eone had been to the
taillor on Straint and come out fresh and new and ready to do it dl again. It was atiring life but it wasthe
lifeheloved. Liv Hulanever charged him for adrink. She had a soft spot for him, it waswidely
acknowledged.

"Thosefights, they're crud and stupid,” shetold the fat man now.

Hewastoo smart to contradict that. After amoment, looking for something elseto quarrel over, he said,
"Y ou ever do anything before you kept bar?"

She brought out alifeless smile for him to consider.
"Oneor two things," she said.

"Then how come| never heard about them?'

"Got methere, Antoyne.”

She waited for him to respond, but now something new on Straint had caught his attention. He wiped the
window glass again. He pressed hisface up againg it. "Irengsalittle late today,” he said.

Liv Hulabusied hersdf suddenly behind the bar.
"Ohyes?'

"A minute or two," hesaid.

"What's aminute or two to Irene?’

The fights were adumb career, that was Liv Hulas opinion. They were adumb life. Joe Leoneswhole
ambition was as dumb as his sdlf-presentation until he met Irene: then it got worse. IrenewasaMona
who had a good track record working the noncorporate spaceport. She was what you call petite, five
three in trangparent urethane heels and full of apped with her flossy blonde hair. Like dl those Uncle Zip
products she had something organic about her, something real. She watched Joe Leone at the fights and
after she smelled his blood she couldn't leave him aone. Every morning when he came hometo the



tailor's, Irene was there too. Between them they summed up the sex industry and the fight industry. When
Joe and Irene were together you couldn't be sure which industry was which. They were anew form of
entertainment in themsalves.

Irene commenced to hammer at the chopshop door.

"How long you think they'll et her shout before they open up?' Fat Antoyne asked. Liv Hulahad found a
map-shaped stain on the zinc bartop, which she stared at with interest.

"I don't know why you're asking me," she said.

"She'sgot fedingsfor him," said Antoyne, to press his advantage. "That's undeniable. No one questions
that. Jesus," he added to himsdf, "look at thosetits."

Hetried to imagine Joe Leone, dead and liquefied while his bones and organs reassembled themselves
and Irene gave him the Monaside of her mouth. The joke was, Irene's opinion was no different than Liv
Hulas. Every morning she made them fetch her an old wooden chair and put it a the head of Joe'stank,
with hisfaded publicity dogan onit, Hold the painkillers. There she sat, ignoring the pink flashing LEDS,
which were for show anyway, while the tank proteome dushed around like warm spit, cascades of
autocatalyss through a substrate of forty thousand molecular species, flushing every twenty minutesto
take off what unwanted product the chemistry couldn't eliminate. She hated the sucking noisesit made.

One day you won't get back, she would tell the Lion. One more fight and you're fucked with me. But Joe
was an agorithm by now, somewhere off in operator space. He was choosing new tusks from the
catalogue, he was getting tuning to his glycolytic systems. He couldn't hear aword.

Oh Joe, | redly mean it, shed say. One morefight.
Liv Hula sometimes watched the rockets too.

Near dawn, you got her and the fat man standing by the window together as two tubby brass-looking
freighterslifted from the corporate yard. Then aK-ship exited the military pits on the hard white line from
itsfRAM engine. In the backwash of light awarmer expression came on her face than you would expect.
By then the Kefahuchi Tract had begun to fade from the sky, which wastilted like alid to show onethin
eastern arc of pale green, fase dawn. Offshore winds would come up soon and, forced aong the narrow
pipe of Straint Street, churn the low-lying fogs of the event site. That would be the signa for dl sorts of
peopleto start the day. Liv Hulaand Antoyne the fat man watched the K-ship cut the sky like scissors.

"Y ou ever fly one of those, Antoyne?" she remarked.

He blinked and turned his head away. "There's no need for that," he said. "There's no need for sarcasm
likethat."

Just then, Vic Serotonin came back in the bar, walking quickly and looking behind him. He had the air of
someone whose morning was already off its proper track. Hisface was white, with a graze on one cheek
leaking beads of blood. He had waded through oily water not long ago it seemed; and his zip-up

gabardine jacket had one deeve hdf off at the shoulder—asif someone had held onto it while they fell,
Liv Hulathought immediately, athough she did not know why.

"Jesus, Vic," shesaid.
"Get meadrink," Vic Serotonin said.

Hewalked hafway acrossthe room asif hewas going to drink it at the counter, then changed hismind



and sat down suddenly at the nearest table. Once there he didn't seem to know what to do. A few
shadow operators detached themsdlves from the ceiling to examine him; he stared through them. " Shit,"
he kept saying in aquiet, surprised way. After awhile his breathing calmed down.

The fat man forgot his hurt fedings as soon as Vic camein. He pulled up achair and beganto tell Vic
some story, leaning into it in his enthusiasm so his soft body envel oped the table-edge. Hisvoice was
quiet and urgent, but you could hear the odd word,

"entradista," "hard X-rays," "Chinese Ed." Vic stared through him too, then said, " Shut up or I'll shoot
you whereyou sit." The fat man looked hopelesdy away. He said all he wanted in this bar was achance,
Vic should give him achance. Hewastrying not to cry. "I'm sorry," Vic said, but he was dready thinking
about something else, and when Liv Hulabrought him hisdrink, and sat down and said, "Black Heart,
Vic, just theway you likeit," he barely seemed to recognise her.

"Shit," hesaid again.

"Where'sthewoman, Vic?'

"l don't know," he said.

"Only | don't want to hear you left her there.”

"She cracked and ran. She'sin the aureole somewhere. Antoyne, go to the door, tell meif anyonésin the
Sredt.”

"All I wantisachancetofitin,” thefat man said.
"For fuck's sake, Antoyne."
Antoyne said, "No one understands that.”

Serotonin opened his mouth to say more, then he seemed to forget Antoyne altogether. "1 never saw
panic likeit," he said. He shook his head. "Y ou couldn't even say we'd got inside. It's bad this morning,
but it's not that bad." Hefinished hisdrink and held out the glass. Instead of taking it, Liv Hulacaught his
wrig.

"So how bad isit?' she said. Shewouldn't let go until hetold her.
"Things are moving about,” he admitted. "1've seen worse, but usually further in."
"Whereisshe, Vic?'

Helaughed. It was alaugh he had practised too often. "I told you," he said tiredly, "she's somewherein
the aureole. We never got any further. She runs off between the buildings, | see silk stockings and that
fucking fur coat, then | see nothing. Shewas il caling from somewherewhen | gave up,” he said. "Get
me another drink, Liv, or | don't know what I'll do."

Liv Hulasad, "You didn't go after her, Vic."
He stared.
"Y ou stayed where it was safe, and shouted a couple times, and then you came home.”

"Vicwould never do that,” the fat man said in ablustering way. No one was going to say Vic would do
that. "Hey, Vic. Tdl her. Y ou would never do that!" He got up out of hischair. "I'm going in the Street



and keep an eye open now, just the way you wanted. Y ou got awrong ideaabout Vic Serotonin,” he
said to Liv Hula, "if you think hedd do that." As soon as he had gone, she went to the bar and poured Vic
another Black Heart rum, while Vic rubbed hisface with his hands like someone who was very tired and
couldn't see hisway through life anymore. Hisface had an older look than it had when hel€eft. It was
sullen and heavy, and his blue eyestook on atemporary pleading quaity which one day would be
permanent.

"You don't know what it'slikein there," hetold her.
"Of course| dont," shesaid. "Only Vic Serotonin knowsthat."

" Streets trangposed on one another, everything laid down out of sync one minute to the next. Geography
that doesn't work. Thereisn't asingle piece of dependable architecture in the shit of it. Y ou leave the
route you know, you're done. Lost dogs barking day and night. Everything struggling to keep afloat.”

She wasn't disposed to let him get away with that.

"You'rethe professond, Vic," she reminded him. "They're the customers. Here€'s your other drink if you
want it." Sheleaned her elbows on the bar. "Y ou're the one has to hold himself together."

This seemed to amuse him. He took the rum down in one swallow, the colour came back into hisface
and they looked at one another in amore friendly way. He wasn't finished with her, though. "Hey, Liv,"
he said softly after amoment or two, "what's the difference between what you've seen and what you are?
Y ou want to know what it'slikein there? Thefact is, you spend al those yearstrying to make something
of it. Then guesswhat, it starts making something of you."

He got up and went to the door.
"What are you fucking about at, Antoyne?' hecaled. "l said'look.' | said ‘take alook.'"

The fat man, who had trotted up Straint alittle into the predawn wind to clear his head, so to seeif he
could get aglimpse of Irene the Mona through a chink in the boarded windows of the chopshop, camein
grinning and shivering with the cold. "Antoyne here can tell usdl about it," Vic Serotonin said.
"Everything he knows"

"Leave Antoynedone”
"Y ou ever been in there when everything fell gpart, Antoyne?'
"l was never inthere, Vic," Antoyne said hadtily. "I never clamed | was."

"Everything was just taken away, and you had no ideawhat established itself in exchange? The air'slike
uncooked pastry. It'snot asmell in there, it'sa substrate. In every corner there's a broken telephone
nailed to thewall. They'real labelled Spesk but theré'sno line out. They ring but no one's ever there.”

Liv Hulagave him alook, then shrugged. To the fat man she explained, "Vic just so hatesto lose a
dient."

"Fuck you," Vic Serotonin said. "Fuck the two of you."
He pushed his glass across the counter and walked out.

After Vic Serotonin left, silence returned to the bar. It crowded in on itself, so that Liv Hulaand the fat
man, though they wanted to peak, were hemmed in with their own thoughts. The onshorewind



decreased; while the light increased until they could no longer deny it was dawn. The woman washed and
dried the glass Vic Serotonin had used, then put it carefully in its place behind the bar. Then she went
upstairs to the room above, where she thought about changing her clothes but in theend only saredina
kind of mounting panic a the disordered bed, the blanket chest and the bare white walls.

| ought to move on, she thought. | ought to leave here now.

When she came down again, Antoyne had resumed his place by the window and with his hands on the
sl stood watching the pay-loads lift one after another from the corporate port. He haf-turned asif to
speak but, receiving no encouragement, turned back again.

Across the street someone opened the chopshop door.

After abrief quiet struggle, Irene the Mona stumbled out. She took an uncertain step or two forward,
peering blindly up and down Straint like adrunk ng heavy traffic, then sat down suddenly on the
edge of the sidewak. The door dammed shut behind her. Her skirt rode up. Antoyne pressed hisface
closer totheglass. "Hey," he whispered to himsdlf. Irene, meanwhile, set her little shiny red urethane
vanity case down beside her and began to claw through its contents with one hand. Shewas il sitting
there two or three minuteslater, showing al she had, sniffing and wiping her eyes, when the cats came
out of the Saudade event Sitein an dert sllent rush.

Who knew how many of those cats there were? Another thing, you never found so much as atabby
among them, every one was either black or white. When they poured out the zone it was like amode of
some chaotic mixing flow in which, though every condition is determined, you can never predict the
outcome. Soon they filled Straint in both directions, bringing with them the warmth of their bodies, dso a
close, dusty but not unpleasant smell. Irene struggled upright, but the cats took no more notice than if she
had been one of the street lamps.

Irene was born on a planet called Perkins Rent. Sheleft theretall and bony, with an awkward walk and
big feet. When she smiled her gums showed, and she did her hair in lacquered copper waves so tight and
complex they could receive the mains hum, the basic radio transmissons of the universe. She had a sweset
way of laughing. When she boarded the rocket to leave, she was seventeen. Her suitcase contained a
ydlow cotton dresswith akind of faux-Deco fed, tampons and four pairs of high hedl shoes. "I love
shoes," she would explain to you when shewas drunk. "1 love shoes." Y ou got the best of her in those
days. She would follow you anywhere for two weeks then follow someone else. Sheloved arocket
jockey.

Now she stood with tears streaming down her face, watching the Saudade cats flow around her, until Liv
Hulawaded fastidioudly into the stream and fetched her back to the bar, where she sat her down and
sd:

"Whet can | get you, honey?"
"He'sdead thistime" Irenesaid in arush.

"I can't bedievethat," Liv Hulasad. Immediady she wastidying up indde, planning to stay back insde
herself away from the fact of it. But Irene kept repesting in her disorganised way, "He's dead thistime,
that'sal,” which made it hard to dissociate. Irenetook Liv Hulas hand and pressed it to her cheek. It
was her opinion, she said, that something makes men unfit for most of life; to which Liv Hulareplied, "I
aways thought so too." Then Irene broke into snuffling again and had to fetch out her vanity mirror.
"Especidly the best parts” she sad indigtinctly.

Later, when Antoyne came and tried to make conversation with her, she gave him the full benefit of her



looks. He bought her adrink which settled out the same colours as her skirt, pink and yelow, and which
he said they drank on some dumb planet he knew fifty lights down the line,

"I been there, Fat Antoyne," shetold him with asad smile.

That original Irene, she thought, wasn't good at being on her own. She would sit on the bed one place or
another, listening to the rain and trying to hold herself together. On the other hand, she never lacked
ambition. The gars of the Halo were like one big neon sign to her. The sign said: All the shoesyou can
eat. When she bought the M ona package, the tailor promised her hair would aways smell of peppermint
shampoo. She had gone through the catalogues, and that was what she wanted, and the tailor designed it
in. On the Saudade Streetsit was her big sdlling point.

"I been there," shetold Antoyne, letting him get the peppermint smell, “and just now I'm glad to meet
someone else who's been there too.”

Antoyne was as encouraged by this as any man. He sat on after she finished the drink, trying to engage
her with stories of the places he had seen back when he rode the rockets. But Irene had been to dl those
places too—and more, Liv Hula thought—and Fat Antoyne had al he was going to get for one cheap
cocktail drink. Liv watched them from adistance, her own thoughts so churned she didn't care how it
ended. Eventually even Antoyne could see the way things were. He scraped his chair back and retreated
to his place by the window. What time was it? How had the things happened that ended him up here? He
looked out onto Straint. "It'sday,” he said. "Hey," he grumbled, "I actudly respected the guy. You
know?' Meanwhile the stream of cats flowed on like aproblem in statistical mechanics, without any
gpparent dackening or faling away of numbers, until suddenly it turned itself off and Straint was empty
again. Acrosstheroad a thetailor's they were flushing Joe Leone's proteins down the drain.

At the civilian port, the cruise ships, haf-hidden in the mist, towered above the buildings; while dong the
tall narrow streetsatraffic of rickshaw girls and tattoo boys had begun, ferrying the tourists from the
New Cafe Al Aktar to Moneytown, from the Church on the Rock to the Rock Church, while around
them their shreds and veils of shadow operators whispered, "A sight everyone will be sureto see, a
discourse of oppositions.” Fur coatswere al over Saudade by eight, the colour of honey or
horse-chestnut, cut to flow like some much lighter fabric. What sort of money wasthis? Where did it
come from? It was off-planet money. It was corporate money. However cruel the trade that produced
them, you could hardly deny the beauty of those coats and their [uxurious surfaces.

Shortly after the last cat had vanished into the city, Vic's client returned to the bar.

Where Vic had come back filthy, she came back clean. Y ou wouldn't notice anything new about her,
except her shoulders were alittle hunched and her face was till. Her hands she thrust into the pockets of
her coat. Nothing had been taken away from her: but she held her head more carefully than before,
awayslooking forward asif her neck hurt, or asif she wastrying not to notice something happening in
the side of her eye. It was hard to read body language like that. She placed hersdf with care at atable
near the window, crossed one leg over the other and asked in alow voicefor adrink. After alittle while
shesad, "l wonder if someone could givethat other man the rest of hisfee.”

Antoyne sat forward eagerly.
"l candothat,” he offered.

"No you can't,” Liv Hulawarned him. To the woman in the fur coat she said, "Vic's cheap, heleft you for
dead. Y ou owe him nothing."

"Still," thewoman said, "l feel he should havetherest of hismoney. It'shere. And | wasfine, redly.” She



stared ahead of hersdlf. "A little puzzled, | suppose, at how unpleasant it is.”
Liv Hulathrew up her hands.

"Why do they come here?"' she asked Fat Antoynein aloud voice. Before he could say anything, she
added, "They leave the nice safe corporate tour and they end up in this bar here. They always find our
Vic"

"Hey, Vic'sOK," thefat man said.
"Vic'sajoke, Antoyne, and so areyou."

Antoyne struggled to hisfeet and looked asif he was going to chalenge that, but in the end he only
shrugged. Vic's client gave him afaint, encouraging smile, but then seemed to look past him. Silence drew
out amoment or two; then a chair scraped back and Irene the Mona came over to the table where these
events were happening. Her little urethane shoes clattered on the wooden floor. She had wiped her tears
and done her lipstick. She was over Joe the Lion now. What had she been on, to invest her considerable
life-energy that way? Irene had afuturein front of her, everyone agreed, and it was agood, light-hearted
one. She had her plans, and they were good onestoo. Though it was true she would keep Joein her
heart-pocket many years because that was the kind of girl she knew herself to be.

"That sureisabeautiful coat," she said. She hald out her hand.

For amoment, the woman looked nonplussed. Then she shook Irene's hand and said, "Thank you. It is,
intit?'

"Very beautiful, and | admireit 0," Irene agreed. She gave alittle bob, seemed about to add something,
then suddenly went and sat down again and toyed with her glass. "Don't be hard on him, honey," she
cdled acrossto Liv Hula. "He's nothing but a man after al.” 1t was hard to tel which man she meant.

"| feel he should have hismoney," appealed the woman in the fur coat. WWhen no one ansvered she set
the cash on the tablein front of her, in high-denomination notes. "Anyway, it's herefor him,” shesaid. She
got to her feet in that careful way she had developed. "If he comes back ..." she began. She made her
way to the door and stood there for amoment peering up Straint Street towards the event zone,
wreathed—silent, heaving and questionable—in its daytime chemicd fogs, asif trying to decide whét to
do. Eventually, she smiled at the other two women; said, "Thank you anyway" and walked off back
towardsthe city. They heard her heels go away for what seemed along time.

"Jesus" was Liv Hulas comment. "Hey, Antoyne,”" she said, "you want another drink?"

But the fat man had gone too. He had lost patience with the way they treasted him in there. Hewasjust a
man trying to fit in, someone who had seen as much as anyone e se, more than some. It made him angry
they didn't listen.

What the hell, he thought. Nothing keeps.

At least he was out of that bar now, into the morning somewhere he could breathe, heading for
Moneytown and the strip mal wonderland running south of Straint, down past the spaceportsto the sea.
He was narrowing hiseyesin the strong light glittering up off the distant water, asif he could discern
something which didn't belong there, something he hadn't lost after al. Something, perhaps, you couldn't
lose. He was going to look for work. There was aways work in the ports.

2



TheLong Bar at the Cafe Surf

A couple of evenings after these events aman who resembled Albert Einstein walked into adifferent kind
of bar, off a the money end of Saudade where the aureole, curving acrossthe city like ashaded areaon
amap, met the sea.

Unlike Liv Hulasjoint, the Cafe Surf had two rooms. These were known respectively asthe Long and
Short bars, the latter being notable for agtrictly drink & run client-base. The man who looked like
Einstein went straight through to the Long Bar, where he ordered a double Black Heart no ice and stared
around with satisfaction at the high-end retro decor of marble pillars, designer blinds, cane tables and
polished chrome bar taps. Ancient movie starslaughed out a him from brushed duminium frames on the
walls, exotic beers glittered from the shelves of the cooler: while under ared neon sign the Cafe Surf
two-piece—keyboard and tenor saxophone—ambled its way through the evening's middle set.

All of thiswas copied faithfully from aminor hologram work, Live Music Nightly 1989, by the celebrated
tableau artiste Sandra Shen. Like the Long Bar congtituency itself—amix of self-conscious young
entertainment executives on release from the corporate enclaves just down the beach in Doko Gin and
Kenworthy—this seemed to puzzle and amuse him in equa parts. He had the air, cultivated in middle
age, of enjoying the things other people enjoy, so long as he didn't have to take part. He smiled to himself
and lit his pipe. Mot nights, for perhaps amonth, he had sat in the same place. He would pull out a
chair, st down, get up again to put amatch carefully into an ashtray on the corner of the bar; St down
again. Hedid dl thiswith akind of meticulous politeness, asif he wasin someones front room; or asif,
at home, hiswife required of him acontinua formal acknowledgement of her efforts. Hewould stare at
his pipe. He would begin a conversation with agirl old enough to be his granddaughter, getting out his
wallet to show her—and her friend, who wore torn black net tights and industrial shoes—something
which looked in the undependable Long Bar light like abusiness card, which they would admire.

In fact he was not as old as he looked; hiswife was dead and whatever else he seemed to be doing, his
attention never wavered from its object.

His name was Aschemann and he was a detective.

Hafway through hisfirgt evening there, Aschemann had uncovered akind of discontinuity in thingsat the
Cafe Surf. The two-piece, snug under its neon sign on the cramped dais between the Long Bar and the
lavatory door, had gained its second wind. It was settling to the long haul, drawing down akind of
haunted bebop from the ectoplasmic night air outside—music four centuries old and off another planet.
Between numbers there was laughter and shouting; the smdll of food grew momentarily stronger, there
was aclutter of Giraffe Beer bottles and crumpled serviettes, dark red lipstick on empty glasses,
Anais-Anaisscent thick intheair. Y et the tables closest to the musi cians were deserted; and in the space
between them and the dai's, peopl e kept appearing. These people didn't seem to belong in the Long Bar.
They were shocked-looking men, white-faced, tall, wearing raincoats; thin shaven-headed boyslike
camp inmates, women with an eye pulled down at the corner: poor, shabby people, people crippled in
small and grotesque ways. They were coming out of the lavatory, to push between the piano and the bar
and then wander loose, blinking, looking for amoment both confused and agitated, perhaps by the music,

perhaps by thelight.

Though they emerged from the lavatory, that was—as Aschemann saw instantly—no guarantee they hed
ever goneinto it. Instead, for amoment, as each of these figures appeared in the orange light, it seemed
asif themusic itsalf were squeezing them into existence. Asif there was some sort of unformed darkness
out there at the back of the Cafe Surf, where the event site met the sea, and the band was squashing it
like afigtful of wet sand into these crude forked shapes. They werelively enough. Once they had oriented
themsalves, they had drinks at the bar and then, laughing and shouting, wandered out into the lighted



dreet. Thoughtfully, the man who looked like Einstein watched them go.
The next night he brought his assstant ong.

"You see?" he asked her.

"l seg" she said. "But what will you do about it?"

She was anedt, ambitious young woman on aone-month trid from the uniform branch, fluent in three
Halo languages, wired for did-up and with dl the usud tailoring. Y ou could tell that from her eyes, which
were often unevenly focused, and from the discreet codeflows rippling up the inside of one forearm like
smart tattoos. Her experience turned out to be in Sport Crime (the word "sport" to be interpreted here,
Aschemann told himsdlf, as aconvenient misnomer for thefights), her specidity the violation of
mysostatin blocker protocolsin chopshop proteomes. She had failed early on to convey to him ether the
intricacies or the apped of thisdiscipline, and it wasn't much usein Site Crime anyway. They stood
outside the Cafe Surf in the warm wind on the beach, looking at the violet bregkers, the curious prismatic
displays, visble nightly, where the water met the event aureole, and she suggested:

"Do you think they originateinthe Site?"

Aschemann believed thisto be obvious. But he wanted to encourage her, so he only said in amild way,
"I've wondered about that myself." He wasn't comfortable with the possibility. It would mark, he
believed, some kind of sea-change. It could only be amarker for change when, without any other help
than the music, people came out of the Saudade Site who had never gonein.

"Whatever they are," he said, "we don't want them out here.”
"I'll call down ateam," hisassstant said.

Codeflickered along her forearm. Her strange eyes, the same colour as the surf, went out of focus as she
dialed up. Her lips moved alittle even though she wasn't actudly speaking. Aschemann put his hand
gently on her arm. "Not yet," he cautioned her. His voice collapsed the did-up. Shelooked a him
vaguely, like someone who has just woken up from aredigtic dream.

"I dwaysliketo watch alittle" he explained, "before| do anything.”

There was anote of gpology in hisvoice. Aschemann had ahigh turnover in ass stants because he was
fond of advising them, "The true detective starts in the centre of the maze: the crimes make their way
through to him. Never forget, you uncover your own heart a the heart of it."" Another of hisfavourites,
even more puzzling to young men and women conditioned to seek answers, was, "Uncertainty isal we
have. It's our advantage. It'sthe virtue of the day."

*k*

So now he sat inthe Long Bar, in what had become his favourite corner, wondering if he had watched
enough.

Just as he decided that he had, something changed his fedling about the place and what might be
happening there. The door opened and et in a man he recognised, Antoyne Messner, called by everyone
who knew him Fat Antoyne. No one cared about Fat Antoyne. He had a history of low-per centage
contraband operations afew lights away in Radio Bay. He had stayed ahead by moving only the lightest
stuff—exotic isotopes, cultivars of embargoed loca species, tailor packages for the kiddy trade—ina
hullshot Dynaflow HS-SE or -SE2, its cheap navigation toolslesking theillegal daughter-code used to
negotiatate the complex gravitationa attractors and junk-meatter flows of the Bay. Hisrule: make two



trips maximum then throw the ship away. The code itself wastherisk in that trade. Relax, and it would
come down out of the mathematical space and into your head a night. Aslong asyour hygienewas
good, the code kept you one step ahead of EMC, but you till had to be a pilot. In consequence the
stresseswere high. Antoyne didn't do anything at al since he fetched up in Saudade except run errands
for Vic Seratonin, and he was therefore widely assumed to be aburn-out.

He pushed hisway between the tables and sat awkwardly on one of the chromium stools at the Long
Bar. He seemed dispirited. He spent some time trying to order adrink which, when it came, the
bartender placed in front of him with exaggerated care, and which settled out quickly into distinct layers
of pink and yelow. It was popular, he told the people near him, on Perkins Rent. No one seemed
convinced. Aschemann watched him swallow haf of it then went over and said, ™Y ou're along way from
Straint Street.” Then when the fat man stared at him uncertainly:

"Antoyne? Maybe you don't recognise me. Maybe in thislight you don't see me aswell asyou could.”

"I know who you are,”" Antoyne said.

Aschemann smiled. "'l would usudly find you &t Liv Hulasthistime of night, caning it with Vic Serotonin.”
"Only I got work now. It'stemporary.”

"That's good news, Antoyne!"

The fat man didn't seem to know how to encounter the enthusiasm of this. "It's temporary work," he said.
"Sohow isVic?'

Fat Antoyne swallowed the other hadf of hisdrink and stood up. "Y ou know," hesaid, "l likethelight in
here. | dwaysliked alow light to drink by. It'sthemusic | don't like." He wiped his mouth and gave the
band alook which he transferred somehow to Aschemann.

"l wasleaving anyway," hesaid.

"Theré'sno need for that," the detectiveinssted. "L ook, I'll just St here and have another drink. You
should have onetoo.” Hewould be hurt, heimplied, if Antoyne went off like that. He pulled up the bar
stool next to Antoyne's and took a moment to get comfortable onit. Y ou don't mind if | Sit," he said.
"We're both out of place here, surely we can sit together?' He took a matchbook off the barman—it had
atiny hologram of the Live Music Nightly sign, which he turned appreciatively thisway and that—and
then another glass of rum. "Do you mind if | just fold my coat,”" he asked, "and put it here on the bar?' He
held up hisdrink to the light. He had a habit of smiling around a people to show that he was enjoying the
evening theway it had turned out. He tapped hisfingersto the music for aminute or two, then concluded,
"Mysdlf, | don't mind this. But what | likeisthat old New Nuevo Tango."

Thefat man recaived the news without interest.
"A lot do," he acknowledged.

Aschemann nodded. "I heard Vic istaking more risks than he needsto,” he said, asif that was part of the
same discussion.

"Vic'sOK," Antoyne said defengively.
"Still, peoplewill get hurt.”



"There's nothing wrong with Vic. Vic Seratonin to my mind never hurt anyone.”

"And yet, you know, he'sin and out of the dite, like al those people. We can't sop them finding new
entrances—" here, Aschemann gave asmal chuckle "—sometimes we have our reasons we don't even
want to try. But then the next day he's at the Semiramide Club. He'sin bed with Paulie DeRaad. Are
those kinds of connexions without risk, do you think? For someonein Vic'strade?' After amoment of
reflection he added, "All those travel agents have areckless streak, Antoyne. Thetroublein Vic'slife
proceeds from that.”

Something new seemed to occur to him. He touched the fat man's forearm suddenly to get his attention.
"Antoyne, has Vic upset you in someway?"

Antoyne shrugged.

"l won't giveup Vic," he said, and waked off.

"Vic'sgiving himsdlf up,” the detective cdled after him mildly. "Not just to me. To whatever'sin there.”

Antoyne did not reply, but instead pushed hisway more energetically between the crowded tablesto the
door. Inthe end therewas akind of fat dignity to Antoyne, which remained intact despite his habit of
aways putting himsdf at a disadvantage, of appearing to disentitle himsdf in asociety where anyone
could be what they wanted. No one understood why Serotonin tolerated him, but maybe that was why.
For amoment or two Aschemann considered this. Then he retreated to his favourite corner, where he
tried to recoup the rhythm of the Cafe Surf, taking histime over another glass, drinking in little spswhich
coated his mouth with the warm rum taste of burnt sugar. He thought about Vic Serotonin, aso Paulie
DeRaad, who, of thetwo, he liked the least. He thought about the tourist trade, or at least the sector of it
which was his professiona concern.

While he was thinking, the band squeezed out two or three thin boysin white Singlets, earrings and
studded leather belts. Aschemann watched closely their struggle through the toilet door and into the
sticky prismatic light. They looked, he decided, surprised. They looked incomplete, and surprised to find
themselves here. Then the music squeezed out an old woman in ahat and ablue print dressand for a
moment al four of them swayed clumsily together asif intimeto the music. Therewasalacunag, a
moment of awry—amoment like faling, which happened between them but spreed itself out to everyone
elsein the bar; and then the Cafe Surf wasitself again. The new customers bought drinks and headed out
into the night.

Aschemann stood at the door and watched them go. The next night he had some of them arrested.

Theway this came about was unforeseen. Three women and one man were picked up two milesfrom
the Cafe Surf, in the back |ot of another bar, where they were apparently trying to have sex with one
another. There was some sense they didn't know how to progress with this but were willing to learn.
Aschemann, who got notice of the event from the uniform branch, contacted his assistant and had her go
down there. "Take them to aholding cell,” hetold her. "I can't go mysdlf." He had other thingsto do—he
was out on the edge of the noncorporate port investigating along-running series of crimes against
women—buit it seemed pointless to waste the opportunity. "Don't interrogate them,” he ordered. " Strictly,
there is nothing wrong with trying to have sex in the back lot of abar, otherwisewewould al bein
prison. Just settle them in and then you can go home. Oh, and one other thing."

"What'sthat?"

"Make sure no one hurts them.”



She was back on to him perhaps an hour later. Things werefine, she said. It waslike handling refugees.
Though they were curioudy pliable, they were dow to give names. They smelled alittle. They didn't seem
to be from an dien species. They didn't seem to be hungry. They were not chipped, she said, by any
method the holding cell diagnostics understood, neither were any of the usua markers encoded into their
DNA; she could therefore assign them no point of origininthe Halo.

"What do they look like to you?' Aschemann asked her.
"They look likeidiots" shesad.

When shelast saw them, that was how they looked. It was perhaps two after midnight. They stood all
night likethat, puzzledly, in the centre of the cell, talking to one another infrequently in their dow, gluey
voices, and in the morning they were gone.

"There's no explanation for it," she said.

Her skin ran with data. It was like a pore-bleed. Nervousness or anger was causing her to clench and
unclench onefig, asif by pumping the forearm muscles she could pump the mathematics too. He
wondered if she had been taught that, or if it wasjust amannerism. "Look at the nanocamerarecord! We
had saturating coverage. There was never amoment those people were specifically and exactly not there.
In some lights there till seemsto be atrace of them, even now. And even after the holding cell was
empty, it turned out they had been seen in other parts of the sation.” She stared at her arm asif it had let
her down. "What can have happened? There was never amoment they weren't there. They just seemed
to evaporate.

"Thereés no explanation,” she concluded again.

Aschemann scratched his head. "Higher up they might want one," he decided. "But we don't have to
provideit right now." And then, trying to help her, "Thisisn't anything anyone could have predicted.”

Next, she wanted them to raid the Cafe Surf.
"Not yet," hesaid. "Butit'saniceday. Let'svist by dl means.”
She gared a him. "What?"

"It would make achange for you to drive," hetold her, and gave hisusua driver the day off. Twenty
minutes later she was stuck with him. He sat in the front passenger seet with hisarmsfolded, smiling
around comfortably as the pink Cadillac convertible dipped down from his office, between the
Moneytown palms and white designer duplexes of Maricachd Hill, to the Corniche. It had rained early,
but midmorning sun was etching the last traces of humidity off the surface of the air. Heloved to be
driven, and he was proud of the car. After afew minuteshetold her, "Y ou see? Y ou fed better dready.
Takeyour time."

She gave him alook from the side of her eye.

"Ohho," Aschemann said. "Now I'mirritating you.”

"l can't believe you're so undisturbed. | can't believe you're not angry.”
"I'mangry,” hesaid, "but not with you."

He dlowed her to absorb that; then, to change the subject, began telling her about the killings at the
noncorporate port. Called to the scene of the original crime some years before, he had discovered two



lines of a poem tattooed in the armpit of the victim: Send me aneon heart/Unarmed with awalk likea
girl. "Shewas aMonafrom five lights down the Beach. The usud juvenilein box-fresh urethane shoes.
Thistattoo was unique,” he said, "in that it was not smart. It was just ink, driven into the skin by some
antique process. Forensic investigation later proved it to have been made after the heart stopped beating,
inthe style of an artist now dead but popular ayear or two before.”

"Isthat possible?’ his assstant wanted to know.

Aschemann, who had been trying to light his pipe, threw another spent match out of the Cadillac. "L ook
around you," he advised her. "In the middle of the city we're less than two milesfrom the event aureole,
No oneis certain what happened in there.,

Anything ispossible. What if crimes are motiveless now, whipped off the crest of eventslike spray, with
no more cause than that?"

"A surprisingly posticidea,” she said. "But the murders?”

The man who looked like Eingtein smiled to himsdlf. "Maybe I'll tell you more later, when you learn to
ask better questions.”

"| think we're here."

The Long Bar at the Cafe Surf wasfull of fractured sunlight and bright air. Sand blew across the floor
from the open door; the staff were deepy and vague. Someone's toddler crawled about between the
canetableswearing only a T-shirt bearing the legend SURF NOIR. Meanings—all
incongruous—splashed off thislike drops of water, as the dead metaphorstrapped insde the live one
collided and reverberated endlesdy and dastically, taking up new positionsrelative to one another.
SURF NOIR, which isawhole new existence; whichisa"world" implied in two words, dispdled in an
ingant; which isfoam on the appalling multi-textud seawe drift on. "Which isprobably,” Aschemann
noted, "the name of an aftershave.”

He beamed down at the toddler, which burst into tears. " Show usthetoilets," he heard his assistant
demanding at the bar.

They skirted the dais and went through the doorway. Thereafter the floors were checkerboard black and
white linoleum, the walls papered red and enlivened at intervas with reproductions of the poster art of
Ancient Earth. Therewasasmell of urine, but that was artificia. Smart grafitti made the usua promises
and demands— size, weight, preferred metabolic disorder. "A toilet isatoilet,” Aschemann concluded
shortly, "though these could be less contemporary. Nothing is here.”

Shelooked at himin surprise.
"You'rewrong."
"Suddenly I'm the assstant,” he complained.

"l can fed something.” Shetilted her head asif listening. "No. The code can fed something. We should
get an operator in here.”

"l don't work with an operator.”
"BlJt—"

"That'sdl now," heingsted. "We go outsde.”



She shrugged. "Apparently this door is never closed.”

A condemned pier awaited them out back. Rusty cast-iron pillars, forty feet high, marched out towards
the distant water, the wet sand dimpled and weedy around their bases. Reflected searlight flickered and
wheeled across the rotten boards above. Somewhere between the pillars, the event aureole began. There
would be no firm digtinction. One moment you would be here, the next you would be on the other side.
No warning, only atangle of rusty wire which fell to powder at your touch. The Cafe Surf, you saw
immediately, backed straight into the darkening greenish volume of it. Y ou could hear the water |apping
tentatively far out. Y ou could hear other sounds less easy to describe, which to Aschemann sounded like
children reciting something in a playground. The air was cold and soft. He bent down and squeezed some
of the wet sand into alump which he brought near hisface.

"What do you think?" he heard his assstant say.

"I wonder they were dlowed to build here," he answered. "I wonder thereisn't more wire. | wonder if |
ought to close them down now and not proceed any further with thisfarce." It was hisresponsibility after
al. He dropped the handful of sand at her feet, whereit fell gpart easily and without asound. "How far
would you go in?' he asked her in return.

"Into the 5te?"
"I'm interested to know."

Even asthey stood looking at one another, awave passed through them. 1t went through Aschemann like
adrop in temperature, and he saw for an instant the beach behind the Cafe Surf tipped ten degrees of
the horizontd; and, falling softly through the air into the water, snow. A metd tastein his mouth—very
quick, it was amemory of something—then snow, or something like it, whirled between the pillars, and
through it he saw arow of housesfalen into disuse stretching awvay benesth the pier. Then aroom, with
more snow faling into it on some live thing he couldn't make out, he was close in and trying to back
away, its head tilted to one sde in the coy manner of a child asking a question. Human, or perhaps not.

At the height of the wave anyway, that was what he saw. An upper room papered with faded roses,
open to the air. Something that might have been achild. But it was soon gone, and just as suddenly he
found himsdlf Stting down in the damp sand, listening, for what he didn't know, while his ass stant bent
over himto ask:

"Areyou dl right? What did you see?'

"Snow!" he said, looking up at her in akind of desperation. He gripped her arm, but, imagining he could
fed the datarunning through it under the skin, let go againimmediately. "Y ou saw something too? Can
you confirm that? Snow on houses? I—"

But she had seen something el se dtogether.

"I wasin the bottom of anarrow valey, very warm. Mosses grew on everything." She found hersdlf
ganding in front of abuilding full of disused turbines. "It was aturbine hdl, very old,” she said, "by ariver.
It went back into darkness with arched windows either side. Great annular shapes. Spindles absolutely
crimson with rugt, laminated like choux pastry. Chalk marks. 611/600rpm." This made her shiver. "They
had put chalk marks on many surfaces,” she said. The building was open to the ky. That wasthe only
particular she would agree, abuilding open to the sky. ™Y ou looked up through the roof and saw the
valley sde going up and away to limestone knollsthick with vegetation. Light fell through at sharp angles
onto the machinery. But it was very damp. Very humid—"



Aschemann tried to get up.
"l don't fed well. Canyou help me?'
They ssumbled aong the beach and sat in hiscar.

"Do you want adrink?" he offered. He laughed shakily. "'l would fed safer if | had adrink.” She began to
laugh too, but neither of them wanted to go back into the bar.

"It'sonly theaureole" she said.

Nether of them said anything e sefor five minutes. Then Aschemann went on to did-up, with arequest
for increased surveillance on Vic Serotonin. "Well, do what you can, then,” she heard him instruct
whoever was at the other end. "What? No." He cut them off suddenly. "Always aproblem,” he
complained. "Thefact is," he admitted to her, "it may have been amistake to go so easy on Fat Antoyne.
Heisthelink between thisand Vic."

"Y ou can dways pick him up again.”

Instead of answering, Aschemann stared across at the Cafe Surf. "'l fedl braver now," he said. "How
about you?'

She shrugged. She wasn't sure.

"If you're better now," he said, "go back to the office." He patted her arm. "Take this beautiful car, I'm
feding generous.”

"What will you do?'
He got out of the Cadillac.
"Drink aglass of rum," he said. "Perhapstwo.”

She drove dong the Corniche and back up the hill. The traffic was good until midtown, where the streets
were packed with rickshaws. On her own she seemed less animated. If Aschemann had been ableto
observe her expresson he would have described it as "inturned.” But how useful adescription wasthat?
When she was done, she knew, she was herself. When she was done, she did only the things she did.
She was a policewoman driving carefully. She was a policewoman glancing a her forearm datableed,
then up at the Street again. She was a policewoman consulting the driving mirror before shewaved on a
swesty rickshaw girl in dectric-blue lycra. Sheleft Aschemann's car in the parking garage and went and
sat quietly in hisoffice and waited to fed cam. Thin from lack of appreciation, Aschemann's shadow
operators crept out of the corners and took up their customary forms, whispering, "Isthere any way we
can hep? Isthere anything we can help with, dear?' They knew her. They liked her. She dwaystried to
find them something to do. She had them adjust the datted blinds so that the light fell across her facein
preciselines of black and white. She had them bring her up to date. After amoment or two she asked
them:

"Why ishetheway heis?’

"All we know, dear,” the shadow operators said, "is you don't make the kind of sacrifices that man has
made, not without suffering.”

"Oh no, dear."



"Hesasaint, that man."
"Can you get me hisrecords?’

Aschemann waited out the afternoon in the Cafe Surf. The colour was back in hisface. He ate adish of
fadafd. He watched pos-sesively the scraps of sunshine move across the floor, change shape, fadeto a
kind of eggy yellow, like apainting of sunshine, then vanish. Thetide came up the sand outside, bringing a
reflective violet light dl its own. With that arrived the first customers of the evening, who began to talk

and laugh—quietly & firgt, then with more animation.

By seven every table was taken and they were three deep at the bar. The place was rammed.
Seven-thirty, the neon sign went on. Then the two-piece arrived, and after agin rickey for its nerves
rolled right over everyone. The keyboard guy—twenty years old, blond spiked hair and dy, mobile
mouth—wore aplaid drape suit. Hewas a clown and athief. He was a geek genius. Everything he
played that evening, the audience understood, would be ajoke at the expense of some other tune, some
other musician, some other kind of music. They were ddlighted. They were complicit. Every so often
even the saxophonist—an older man, the muscles round his mouth tightened into two deep grooves by
yearsin thejob—would stop playing and listen: it was asif held heard someone this good once before
but now forgot who or when or where. Then, putting these specul ations behind him, he would pull
sharply on his cigarette, glance down at the saxophone, and pick things up alittle. Rhythmsflicked and
ripped, tangled and separated. They tore into Parking Orbit, Entradista and New Venusport South.
Things dipped alittle toward the sentimenta side with Moonlight in Moneytown; then came right back on
track, to rising cheers and whistles, in the genuinely awesome hard bop autopsy and deconstructed
chamame begts of Gravity Wave.

At the height of the wave, five men in eveningwear were squeezed from the Cafe Surf lavatory; then two
dock-boys with dyed brush-cuts and stedl-toed boots, arm in arm with an emaciated blonde who kept
wiping her nose on her pliable white forearm.

Aschemann leaned forward tensdly in his seet.

They looked half-formed, sticky, fresh from the chrysdlis. Half an hour in, the music dried them out. Soon
they were straggling aimlesdy dong the Corniche together, snging, linking arms, running suddenly for no
reason. The detective followed, observing their amazement at the moth-haunted cones of light beneath
the Corniche lamps. They were awed by everything. They visited another bar, called The Breskaway
Station, and from there found their way down to the beach, where the blonde danced off on her own to
trip and fall laughing in the thick sand while her new friends clung together in the wind at the edge of the
sea. Then al eight of them turned inland and trudged solemnly up Maricache in the warm scented
darkness until they found themsalves, as perhaps they had dways intended, in Carmody.

Aschemann had the quarter pumped with nanodevices which, drifting like clouds of milt in the neon light,
could detect two molecules of human pheromonein akilometre cube of air, filter the DNA out of a
Friday night, illuminate each casua exchange of fluidsin wavebands from far infra-red to near ultraviolet.
Theresults of this expensive, operator-rich technique were streamed to him as S multaneous separate
edits of the data, which he built into composites and profiles at will. Even so he lost his quarry dmost
immediately among the bars and transsexua brothels, the streets that stank of perspiration, oil products
and lemon grass.

Midtown they till clung together in agroup. Then the men, quiet and greedy, peeled off one by one.
They had apoor hold on things but they knew what they liked. Fried food, sex, hard drugs, smart
tattoos, tank parlours, any kind of music from chamame to rockit dub. One minute they were il
digtinguishable, gawking up at buildingslike black & gold cigarette packs againgt the sky: the next they



had entered an dley, climbed aflight of airs, paid cash to get processed through some pocked security
door. They had merged somehow with the life around them. They were gone. Aschemann had a sense of
them fading away in front of him. The hardware felt it too.

The blonde wasthe last to go. Where her friends had appetites, she had a sense of hersdf. Shewas
puzzled by her own drives. She stood in her short white deeveless satin dinner frock at the intersection of
Montefiore and Bone, smiling at alull inthe traffic. She took off one shoe and rubbed her foot. She took
off the other shoe and held them both in her hand. She looked one way, then the other, then back again,
amiling expectantly each time asif she would suddenly see something new. But it had dl stopped
happening. The sireet remained empty, the neon blinked on and off. The smile faded. Aschemann looked
away briefly and when he turned back she was gone.

"Can you confirm that?" he asked histeam.

They could. Even so, he expected to look up and see her in the middle distance, trudging purposefully
towards the next bar.

*k*

Something about the blonde reminded Aschemann of hiswife— her sense of expectation, something, he
didn't entirdly know what. He remained in Carmody another hour, hoping the nanodevice operation
would produce results. Things didn't work out that way; and athough he could easily have returned to the
Cafe Surf to collect afresh group of suspects, in the end an impulse made him hail arickshaw and take it
down to Suicide Point, where hiswife had lived.

By then it was nearly dawn. Along the concrete service road between her house and the beach, Point
kids stood about in loose groups waiting for customers. One or two of them glanced up briefly at the
rickshaw bowling pagt, trailing its coloured smoke of junk holographic ads, then away again. They al had
small heads and blank faces. Sand blew round Aschemann's shoes as he stood on his wife's doorstep
and raised his hand to knock. Before he could complete the gesture he heard his own voice say clearly,
"What are you doing?"'

He didn't have to knock. He had the key. He could go in any time, nevertheless he went back and sat in
the rickshaw and explained to the rickshaw girl:

"My wifesdead.”
"It'saproblemwell dl have."
"| forgot for amoment,” he said.

Hefet embarrassed. The rickshaw girl, who had clambered out of the shafts and was rubbing down her
legswith a pertex towd, seemed willing to forgive him. "Hey, I'm cdled Annie" she said. "Jugt likethe
rest of them, | guess. | mean, | know you didn't ask." Like al those Annies, she had opted for the
extreme package. She wastailored up as big as a pony—uwith elghteen inches on Aschemann even when
she stooped—and her damp candy-coloured lycra exuded a not-dissmilar reassuring smell. Cafe
electrique and a mafunction of her onboard testosterone patch caused her to stamp about restlesdy ina
fog of her own perspiration. "Maybe you ought to go somewhere else?' she suggested. ™Y our wife being
dead and dl? Thistime of night I'll take you anywhere."

Aschemann said he would like to go back to Carmody.

He made a vague gesture towards the sea, which could be heard sucking meditatively at the sand behind



the house. "It'snicer intheday,” hesaid. "Redly | just come hereto think."

"Most people visit the chopshop and get a cultivar,” the rickshaw girl observed. "They get back the
person they love that way." She reinserted herself between the shafts, turned her vehicle round and faced
it up the hill. "No one hasto lose anyone now," she said. "I wonder why you don't do that, the way
everyone does."

Aschemann often wondered too.

"Shelived here on her own," he said. " She retreated.” He wasn't sure how to expand on this. "With her it
was drink, fuddled political principles, old emotiona entanglements. Help only confused her.”

Two or three times aweek she had wanted to talk about their lives together, to find out what the weather
was like where he was, discuss the view from her window or his. ™Y ou see that boat out in the Bay? Do
you seeit too? The blue one? What sort of boat isthat?' Then she would encourage him: "Come over!

I'll get the Black Heart Rum you like so much." He aways said yes. But in the end he rarely had the
courage or energy to makethe visit, because if he did she would soon sigh and say, "We had such times
together, before you took up with that whore from Carmody.”

"At Chrisgmas," hetold therickshaw girl, asthe rickshaw dipped aong between the ragmop pa ms and
pedling pastel-coloured beach houses either side of Suntory Boulevard, "I bought her aperfume sheliked
caled Ashesof Roses.” Therest of thetime he had tried to stay away. "l was no longer in aposition to
m. John Harrison look after her, yet shewouldn't look after herself. Because of this| felt not only
guilt but anincreasing sense of irritation.”

"Ashes of Rosed" therickshaw girl said. "No shit."

Thinking he heard voices back on the access road, he turned to look out the rear window. Sand was
blowing across the concrete in the purple light. No one was there, not even the Point kids.

"Go back!" hesaid. Then: "I'm sorry.”
Therickshaw girl shrugged.

"Hey," shesaid. "I don't care where you go."
3

TheLiquid Moderne

After what had happened with hislatest client, Vic Serotonin dept alot. He dept asif hewas dead,
without any dreams. Y ou spend time on the Saudade sSite, you don't dream. But you wake up feding like
hell and it getsworse dl your life, just something elseto look forward to, as Vic dwayssaid. The
exertion of not dreaming drove you to a Swedt.

Vic'shome was a coldwater walk-up in South End which he inherited, along with his entree into the
business, from aretired en-tradistaand tour guide called Bonaventure. He had two rooms and a shower.
He never cooked or ate there, though there was an induction stove and the place dways smelled of old
food. It smelled of old clothestoo, old tenancies, years of dust; but it was close enough to the event
aureole, which was his professona requirement. Vic dept on abed, hesat inachair, heshavedina
mirror; like anyone e se he bought al those things at arepro franchise at the end of the road, the day he
moved in. He kept his zip-up gabardine jackets and IngaMalink artisan shirtsin awardrobe from Earth,
rose veneer over boxwood circa 1932AD, that far away, that long ago. Out one window he had a good
view of abridge; out the other it was a segment of the noncorporate spaceport, primarily weeds and



chainlink fence.
L ate one afternoon he got up, looked in hismirror and thought:
"Jesus, Vic."

Whatever happened had made him look fifty years old. He till had the taste you get in your mouth after
you've been in there recently, and he was till seeing the client run away from him in the weird € ongated
dawn light. There was something in her panic, there was something in the way she ran: he couldn't
remember what it was, but at least he wasn't angry any more.

Among the litter in the apartment Vic kept a Bakelite telephone with cloth-covered cables and abdll that
rang. Everyone had one that year; Vic's was as chegp as everything else he owned. Just after he finished
shaving, the bell rang and he got acall from abroker named Paulie DeRaad, which he was expecting.
The call was short, and it prompted Vic to open adrawer, from which he took out two objects wrapped
inrag. One was agun. The other was harder to describe—Vic sat by the window in the fading light,
unwrapping it thoughtfully. It was about eighteen incheslong, and as the rag came off it ssemed to move.
That was anilluson. Low-angle light, in particular, would glance across the object's surface so that for
just amoment it seemed to flex in your hands. It was haf bone, half metd, or perhaps both at the same
time; or perhaps neither.

He had no ideawnheat it was. When hefound it, two weeks before, it had been an animal, a one-off thing
no one but him would ever see, white, hairless, larger than adog, first moving away up adope of rubble
somewhere in the event Site, then back towards him asif it had changed its mind and become curious
about what Vic was. It had huge human eyes. How it turned from an animal into the type of object he
findly picked up, manufactured out of thiswafery artificia substance which in somelightslooked like
titanium and in others bone, he didn't know. He didn't want to know.

"Hey," he said into the telephone, "yeah, | got it. It's il here.”

Helistened for amoment. "Why would | let that happen?' he asked. Then he said OK and hung up. He
wrapped theitem in itsrag and left the building with it. "1 don't do thisfor love," he complained on his
way downdairs, asif hewas till talking to Paulie DeRaad. DeRaad, one-time vacuum commando,
facilitator and dl-round Earth Military Contracts factotum, ran ajoint he caled the Semiramide Club, the
visble part of extensve holdingsin which EM C subsidiaries were implicated to the hilt. Wait-and-see
was Paulie's working pattern, safety first his motto; and in this case, he said, he preferred Vic to meet
with one of his operators, who would check things out and only make the buy if the goods were good.

Vicwasn't surewho heliked least, Paulie or his operators. Nevertheless he went down through
Moneytown to the ocean, and not long after he left home found himself at the Suicide Point end of the
Corniche, waiting in the half-dark of a one-room cinder-block structure which might once have been a
bar, or a place where you bought chegp finance with predictable consequences, but which now anyway
had pedling walls, boarded windows, asignature of disuse. Advertissmentsfor lega servicesflickered
softly round the heads of the Point kidsin gun-punk outfits who stood talking between the ragmop palms
outsde.

Vicwaited indde, listening carefully, for some minutes. It seemed along while before anything happened.
Then the palm trees were agitated by acold breeze, and silvery rain poured down at an angle through the
blue light on the beach. The Point kids shouted and ran about in the rain for aminute or two; then they
were gone. Asif he had been waiting for this, Vic took out the package and held it in one hand; he took
out hisgun and held it in the other. The room smelled of standing water, eectricity, darkness.

Vic sood there watching the weather until he heard a soft voice which sounded asiif it originated both



indgde and outsde the building.

Thevoicesad, "Hdlo, Vic."

"Y ou want to comein out therain," Vic advised.
"That'sfunny, Vic."

"Even s0. I'm not hereto tak to the climate.”
Thevoicesad, "I'll send someone."

Vic shrugged asif it had asked him for something he didn't intend to give. "The wrong thing happens
here," hewarned, "and I'll shoot the goods. Y ou should be aware of that.”

Ancther laugh.

When Paulie DeRaad's operator camein, it came as one of the Point kids, male, maybe ten yearsold,
wearing the usual tawdry Point notion of gun-punk chic, a sun-faded gabardine coat buttoned up tight to
the neck and faling away unbelted from there to just below the knee. The kid walked in under hisown
power, then began to shake violently and fell against thewall. "How come you do thisto me?' he asked,
inapuzzled voice. "l never even saw you before." He coughed, wiped the back of onewrist across his
mouth and tried to make eye contact with Vic Serotonin, who turned determinedly away. After aminute
or two Vic heard asigh. Thelight flickered outsde. The kid stopped making an effort and did down the
wal.

"Turn around now, Vic," the operator said.
Viclicked hislips.
"l promiseyou it's safe to turn around now."

Vic turned around. "Y ou look like my mother," he said. He had no ideawhy his mother cameinto his
mind, only that he was no longer certain what sex the Point kid was. It stood quite till and calm. Vic
thought that if it ever did choose to move, to walk or run or anything understandable like that, it would be
as graceful asadancer. Itsface seemed bigger. Its eyes too—they made too much contact with you.
Therewas akind of morning glow in that face, the unsexed unknowable persondity of the Shadow Boy
inside, an optimism so bare no one could look &t it long.

"Thisishow itis" Vicsad. "I put Paulie's goods on the floor between us, and you do whatever it isyou
do, and | shoot both of you if anything happens| don't like."

"Y ou should try and relax more," the operator recommended.

It smiled disconcertingly until Vic set the artefact on the floor, then akind of music came out of itsthroat,
three or four thin, pure tones, lesslike avoice than amusica ingrument: to which theitem lit up faintly in
response, glowing through the cloth Vic had wrapped it in. "Thisisvery red," the Shadow Boy sad, asif
it was describing the artefact for someone se. "Thisisvery beautiful Suff.” In asingle seamless
movement it knelt down, leaned forward and made acircle with itsarms, acurioudy child-like sheltering
gesture which embraced somewhat more space than the artefact occupied. Next, e ectromagnetic vomit
issued from its mouth. Thousands of motes like violet neon tapioca dowly dripped on to the goods. "l
just want to see what we've got here," the Shadow Boy said, "before we go any further." Dazzle from the
interfacing operation blew back into itsface, temporarily erasing the features. The wals of the room lit up
then darkened again. Vic saw graffiti, he saw chipped plaster, exposed rebar.



Hesad, "I'm not happy with this."

There was complete sllence in the place. Intelligence had |eft the eyes of the knedling figure, and was now
concentrated in the thick honey drip of light, the exchange of code.

"Thisisgoing too far," Vic sad. "I'm not happy with this."

A faint voice answered him. It was Paulie DeRaad's voice, piped in live from the Semiramide Club on a
nanofraction of the operator's bandwidth. "Hey, Vic," it said, "1 won't need you any more tonight. The
money'sin your account.”

"Fuck you, Paulie" Vic promised, "if it isn't,”" and he backed out warily, holding hisgun out in front of him
in both handsin agesture less aggressive than imploring. Light continued to flicker and buzz from the
doorway for some minutes, as the operator detached itsalf stage by stage, interface by interface.
Eventudly therewas akind of muffled sigh, amost of relief, and everything went dark.

By then, Vic Serotonin, heading east again, had crossed the lagoon bridge into the tourist port, where he
entered abar called The World of Today. He had them bring him a bottle of Black Heart to take out;
then changed his mind, sat down in one of the booths and ordered ameal. While he was eating he dialed
up his account. As soon as he saw how much the sale of the artefact had grossed him, he pushed his
plate away. He had lost his appetite.

"I'll take the bottle after all," hetold the barman.

Vic knew hewouldn't keep hisluck. Money like that, his experience told him, hasluck of itsown.
Money like that doesn't care about you, you should never get involved with money like that. Lessthan
ten steps out of The World of Today he was kerb-crawled by a pink Cadillac convertible digitaly
revisoned to co-ordinate with the streamline moderne revival popular just then in some Saudade circles.
Hewas asfamiliar with this car as any other travel agent. It belonged to Lens Aschemann, knownto Vic
asahigh-up in Site Crime; aman who resembled the older Albert Eingtein, and whose mild manners and
unwearying persistence were alegend from the very beginnings of artefact policing in Saudade.
Aschemann had seen them come and go, from Emil Bonaventure onwards. He took the pipe out of his
mouth and smiled.

"Hey, Vic," hecdled, "isthat you?'

Vic stopped.
The Cadillac stopped too. "Y ou know it'sme," Vic said.

"Vic, getin, well drive”
"l don't think s0."
"It'sapity to waste this beautiful car.”

Vic, who expected Aschemann to come with ateam, wastrying to look everywhere a once, up and
down the street, back into the bar, insde the car. The street was empty. It was coming on to rain again,
just enough to lacquer the sdewak. Aschemann's driver proved to be awoman who gave Vic asmile
like salt, which Vic returned. Her face was lighted from complex anglesin two or three different registers,
by the dashboard, the neon, the splashout from The World of Today doorway: but he could see she had
good tailoring and blonde hair cropped down to nothing much. She switched the engine off, got out of the
car and came quickly round the trunk towards him. She was substantialy taller than Aschemann, which
you would expect, and built. Some kind of datableed ran oriental-looking ideograms down the inside of



her arm.
"We asked you to get inthe car,” she said.

Vic made avery small motion of one shoulder. This seemed to be asfar asit could go at that time. They
regarded one another frankly until the passenger door of the Cadillac swung open. Lens Aschemann
bustled on to the sdewalk, breathing heavily and fussing with hisraincoat.

"Wait!" he ordered hisassgtant. "I'm afraid of what you'll do.”
He patted her arm. "Cam down," hetold her. Then, to Vic, "We can tak here.”
"| thought that would prove possible,” Vic Serotonin said.

"Inthisbar if youwant, or just here on the pavement,” the detective assured him. "We can talk. Sitin the
car,”" he urged hisassistant. "Go on. Redlly, it'sfine. Y ou can do that, because Vic would never bea
problem to us. Vic, convince her you would never be aproblem!™

Vicamiled.
"You're safewith me" hetold the woman.

"Vic, she could swallow you with aglass of water. Behave! Y ou should see what they did to her
reflexes”

"I know I'd be impressed.”

The woman lifted one side of her mouth at Vic and went back round to the driver door. ™Y ou're like
dogs, you young people,” Aschemann called after her. "I wonder you live until you'rethirty." He put his
arm round Vic's shoulders. "I know I'm getting old, Vic. | dreamed amandaalast night. It wassmple,
very smple. Just four or five concentric circles, quite compulsive to watch. They were silver in colour.”

"That'svery interesting,” Vic sad.

Aschemann looked hurt. "Vic, you've got amoment to listen to me. The mandala, it'sasign you're
changing for the better, as ahuman being. Y ou're accepting agood orderly move from one big room of
your lifeto the next."

"Isthat what they say?"

"Itis. SoI'm pleased with my progress. Maybe I'll retire happy.”

Serotonin held the Black Heart bottle up to the light.

"I must be doing well too,” he said. "I've seen something like that at the bottom of every one of these.”
Aschemann gave ashort laugh.

"You'retoo clever for me. But look!" He used the stem of his pipe to indicate the Kefahuchi Tract, which
lay draped across the night sky of Saudade like a string of bad jewels. "I used to dream of that,” he said
with ashudder. "Night after night, when | was young. Y ou can't get change less ordered. Look &t it, so
raw and meaninglessl The wrong physics, they say, loose in the universe. Do you understand that? |
don't." Hetapped Vic'sforearm, asif he thought Vic hadn't got the point, or asif he wasn't entirely sure
he had Vic's attention. "Now it's loose down here too. We have no ideawhat goes on in the event site.
But whatever comes out,” he said, "'/ have to deal with the consequences.”



Vic couldn't think how to answer, so he said nothing.

Thisonly seemed to confirm whatever the detective was thinking, because he shook hishead, turned his
back and got into the Cadillac, where he sat fussing with hisraincoat and pipe. "Do me afavour, Vic," he
asked in aremote voice, "and shut this door for me." When Vic had done that, he went on, "Y ou're a
tour operator, that'sfine. Unlessyou force it under my nose |l can't be bothered with alittle traffic of that
kind." He shrugged. "Under normal circumstances, get in bed with Paulie DeRaad and that's your loss
too. It's between you and him; why should | be interested? But whatever you and Paulie are up to at the
Cafe Surf isnew."

Vic had never heard of the Cafe Surf.

"I don't know what you're talking about," he said.

"Vic, if you're smuggling out some new kind of artefact it will bethe end of you, | promise.”
"I never heard of thisplace!" Vic said.

But Aschemann had aready turned to his driver and was saying something Serotonin couldn't hear. She
replied, and they laughed together. They were aweird pair. Her eyesrefocused for amoment, becoming
flat, reflective and mysteriousin the rain-wet light; the datastream pulsed energetically up and down her
arm. She gave Vic alast smile, alouche, anused salute asif to say she would see him again soon. Then
shefired up the engine and let it draw the Cadillac dowly from the kerb.

"Hey, Vic?' Aschemann cdled over his shoulder asthe car moved off. "Give my loveto Emil
Bonaventure next time you see him. Say hello to Emil for me!”

"Well then, what do you think?' Aschemann asked his assgtant.

They sat in the warm faux-lesther smell of the car, Sreetlight flickering regularly acrosstheir faces. Her
hands rested on the whedl. Her feet rested on the pedals. She had a purposive manner, Aschemann had
aready noted, with anything like that.

"Y ou know him better than | do,” she said a length.
"It's clever of you to see that. |sthere more?”

"If anything, he seemed surprised.”

"That'sour Vic," the detective said, "aways surprised.”

"l don't know what you mean by that." She looked ahead at the empty Street. Aschemann gave her time
to say moreif shewanted to, then smiled to himsdlf. After amoment he made abusiness of extracting a
match from his Cafe Surf matchbook; pulled open the ashtray, which released astale smell and put the
meatch in therewithout lighting it.

"Y ou know he could have hurt you," he said.

It was her turn to smile. "Y ou shouldn't worry about me," she assured him. A career in Sport Crime, she
said, gave you access to chopsthe civilian tailors never saw. That was just one of the professiona
benefitsit conferred.

"Go by Rosedale Avenue," Aschemann ordered.

All the streetsin that part of town were overlooked. The interstellar cruise shipstowered over



everything—PanGalactic's Jayne Anne Phillips, the Fourmyle Ceres, the BethsHirston Pro Anaand half
adozen more, their enormous hulls scoured to matt-grey by re-entry fires, ablated to awafer by the
unpredictable gamma-ray sorms of Radio Bay. Every planetfal they made, another layer of paint was
burned off them; you could tell how far into the tour they were by the effect of burnished meta glowing
through the faint reds and blues of their corporate livery. While deep in the engine rooms, particle
jockeysin lead suits scratched their heads and tried to reconcile three different kinds of physics—each
with its own set of "unimpeachabl€e’ boundary conditions—so they could take off again without the
customers experiencing G.

Aschemann stared out at the great hulls, shifting relative to one another like treesin awood with the
motion of the car.

"All our troubles come from up there," he said.
"| thought they dl camefromthe site.”

Thiswent too far, perhaps, because he changed the subject. "'l looked in a the Semiramide last night.
Who do | seethere but Vic'sfriend Fat Antoyne, drinking that foul stuff he likes. TherewasaMonaon
hisam.”

"Theresyour connection,” she said.

To her it was bankable: Serotonin to Antoyne, DeRaad to Antoyne, Antoyne to the Cafe Surf. But
Aschemann only shrugged. "Perhaps it means something,” he agreed, "perhapsit doesn't. Stop a

Something had caught his eye, amovement, ashadow, at the chainlink fence of the tourist port. It was
gone next time helooked. It could have been afigure climbing in or climbing out. "Go on," he said.
"Nothing isthere." He had no faith in the tourist port fences. "Or any fence for that matter,” hetold his
assistant. The ports attracted outlaws and psychic cripples, but that wasn't why he didiked them. They
were just another connection with the undependable, the random, the exterior. The Cadillac turned
ponderoudy north, then down towards the sea, where rag-mop palms bent compliantly, showing the
napes of their necksto the offshore wind. The rain had stopped. Aschemann was silent for sometime,
The assstant glanced sideways at him and eventualy, asif he was answering something she had said, he
murmured:

"Vic Serotonin's no threat to anyone but himsdlf. But perhapsit'stime we had a proper talk with Paulie.

Serotonin stood in the rain after they had gone. A rickshaw shushed pagt, trailing softly coloured
butterflies. Two doors down from The World of Today, light poured out of the display window of an
UndeZip franchise, exciting everything it fell on with the promise of immanence and ingtant
transformation. He spent aminute or two on the sidewalk, staring at its open catal ogues— emblems,
brands and smart tattoos, loss-leader holograms offering to mod you with the qualities of the great men
and women of the past: the genius of Michael Jackson, the looks of Albert Eingtein, the nourishing
gpiritua intelligence of Paul Coelho— wondering if now was the time to make some changesto his
self-presentation then leave for another planet. He didn't want Paulie DeRaad in hislife. He didn't want
Aschemann and the Saudade artefact police there either. Possession of an item from the event site would
net him ten to life: he couldn't at that moment recall what held get for selling it on through a Shadow Boy.

Asif to keep the event Steat arm'slength in this, the latter part of hislife, Emil Bonaventure had retired
hurt to the third floor of asmdl house in Globe Town, atriangle of quiet, narrow, picturesque streets
gentrified by their proximity to the port. There, in the shadow of the big interstellar ships, he was looked
after by awoman who caled hersaf his daughter. She mopped up after the deep fevers, the days of



halucinations, the wasting fits and other legacies of Bonaventurestimein the Saudade Site. Her loyalty
wasfierce, if indigtinct. Otherwise she kept hersdf to hersdlf, in rooms of her own on the ground floor;
and her behaviour was such that, for al anyone knew, he might reglly have been her father.

"| did astupid thing, Emil," Vic wasforced to admit, after the woman let him in and he climbed the stairs
to the third floor. He described what had happened; also Paulie DeRaad's part in it, and Paulie DeRaad's
operator's part. Meanwhile, he added, Lens Aschemann was on to some other scam of Pauli€'s, right the
other side of Saudade at some bar no one had ever heard of; and he had Vic in the frame for that too.

"Y ou'rein aworse condition than me," Bonaventure said, "if thisisthe way you're going now."
"Tdl me something | don't know," Vic said.

He offered Bonaventure the bottle, which he had sneaked upstairs hidden under his jacket. Bonaventure
took it and stared greedily at the [abel. Sometimes hisvison was as bad as hismemory: it wasn't a
physiologica problem. "Isthis Black Heart?" he said.

"l overpadif itisnt,” Vic sad.
"Want some advice?"
"No."

Bonaventure shrugged and let himsdlf fal back againgt his pillows, holding the bottle in a defested way as
if it wastoo heavy to drink from. Hewasin his sixtieth year, but he looked older, along, digointed man
with white hair like a crest which in profile accentuated the weight and hook of his nose. Eventualy he got
the bottle to his mouth and |ft it there for some time. While thiswas going on, Vic looked round the
room at the bare floorboards and clean linen; then he said, " Jesus, Emil. That wasfor both of us."

"| can't seem to get enough to drink," Bonaventure said. "Don't ever pick up anything inthere, Vic," he
begged suddenly, asif he had brought the subject up himself. He gazed a Vic sdelong, the whites of his
eyesyedlowing in the lamplight. ""Promise me you wont?'

Vic amiled. "It'salittlelate for that, Emil. Besides, you brought stuff out by the truckload.”
"Things were different then," Bonaventure said, looking away.

Hewas 0 frail you could see the drink on itsway into him, percolating from veinto vein. His hair was
the colour of cigarette ash, and the white stubble in the lines of hisface never seemed to get any longer.
Hedidn't leave the house now. Herarely left the bed. On agood day his eyeswere abright blue, il
amused, but on aday likethisthey looked boiled. All hisenergy went into a Parkinsonian shake, abuzz
of low-grade fever, akind of continuous dectrica discharge under his skin which gave it the colour of
heavy metal poisoning. On aday like this even his bedclothes seemed to be infected. He looked like a
bag of rags. He tried to say something more, but in the end could only repest:

"Thingswere different.”
"I wanted to talk to you about that,” Vic said carefully. " Something's happening in there.”

The old man shrugged. " Something's dways happening in there" he said. Then, with alogic typica of his
generation: "That's how you know you aren't out here." He gave Vic amoment to processthis. "Take my
advice," hewent on, "don't be like the kidswho think they haveit al mapped out.”

"Which kids are those, Emil?'



Bonaventure chose to ignore him. "They never heard of contingency,” he said, "that'sthe fact of it." He
stared at the labd of the Black Heart bottle asif he was trying to remember how to read. "These kids,"
he asked himsdlf, "what are they? Entradista Lite. They think there's a career structure in that business!
They've got amap they bought from Uncle Zip, and a Chambers pistol they'll never shoot. Good thing,
because that gun's a particle jockey's nightmare.”

"Hey, Emil," Vic sad. "Give methe bottle.

"They dressfor thetourist trade. They talk like bad poets. They never say anything about themselves but
at the sametime they can't bear you not to know who they are.”

"Who are you talking about, Emil?"
"They never get lost inthere, Vic: they never risk anything."
"Areyou talking about me?' Vic Serotonin said.

Hetried to describe what had happened to him in the aureole the last time he was there, but it already
seemed like some event in another world, and maybe that was what it was. It was aclear but
meaningless event from some other world, aready folded over itself, and—worse—over other memories
of his. The client ran away from him across a pile of partly overgrown rubble, her fur coat open to the
spitting rain. At the same time the artefact he had sold to Paulie DeRaad was zigzagging down the dope
towards him like an animal whose curiosity had got the better of it. It was adeer or apony, or perhapsa
large dog—Iurching but graceful, ahairless anima with cartoon human eyes. Then hewasback in Liv
Hula's bar and threatening to shoot Antoyne the fat man for having ahistory. "The site's expanding,” he
tried to explain to Emil Bonaventure: "Werein for some movement there, Emil, and none of usknows
what to do." By that Vic meant himself, because who else did he know? No one stupid enoughto goin
there on adaily basis. That was why he needed Bonaventure's view of it, but to ask directly would fed
like giving Something away.

"Itsonthemoveagain,” hesad, "for thefirst time since your day." The boundaries were newly dadtic; at
the same time, something was changing deep insde, and everything that happened to Vic in therefdt asif
it represented something ese. "It'slike ametaphor, Emil," he thought of saying. But he was till in awe of
Bonaventure's generation, and of Bonaventure's generation's definitions, so in the end dl that came out
was, "I think things are taking awhole turn for the worse."

The old man didn't want to know. He only lifted the bottle to his mouth again, then let it fall on to the bed
and stared into himsalf instead, his face stubbled, leaden, collgpsed. "1t was along time ago," he said.
"Everyone had hisown idess."

"Y ou remember more than that, Emil. Don't pretend you don't.”

Bonaventure shook his head. "In those days, everyone had hisown ideas," he repeated. Then he seemed
to relent, and asked Vic, "Were you ever a the Triangle? Were you ever in that deep?' When he saw
Vic had no ideawhat he meant, he shrugged. "Because for awhile Atmo Fugathought that wasthe
centre of it al. He wasthere once and it was dll shoes. The air was perfectly still but full of old shoes,
floating around one another asif they'd been lifted up on astrong wind. Asif shoes had agravity of their
own. He said they exhibited something that looked like flocking behaviour. Filthy old shoes, cracked and
wrinkled, soles hanging off. He saw other stuff too. It was Atmo's belief the Triangle was at the centre of
it." He shrugged. "But if you were never there—"

"I've been further in than anyone | know," Vic was ableto state, "and | never saw anything like shoes."



Bonaventure couldn't seem to grasp this. Perhaps he didn't want to. He blinked and bit hislip, and it
seemed to Vic he was refusing some basi ¢ understanding—something about the world he knew well but
wouldn't share because he preferred to bein denial. He stared over Vic's shoulder for amoment, weak
tears coming to his eyes. "None of these kids know anything," he appealed to theroom at large, asif
there was someone other than Vic he could talk to. "It'sal show with them."

"Y ou aretalking about me," Vic said. Despite his good intentions he felt his face contract and harden.
"Wl then, fuck you, old man." He pulled out the Chambers gun and dropped it on the bed whereiit lay
againg Bonaventure'sfrail form defined by the bedclothes, its magazine amatt-black roil of particles held
in sugpension by some kind of magnetic fied. "I'm forty years old, so fuck you."

Bonaventure winced away from the gun. He curled up and threw one arm across his eyes.
"Don't leave me, Atmo!" he cried. "Not herel”

"Y ou're fucked with me," Vic Serotonin said. "Why should | kegp coming here, for you to insult me?* He
regretted that immediately. He picked hisgun up again and secured it. "'I'm sorry, Emil," he said. Helaid
his hand on the old man's shoulder. "Hey, if only you'd help sometimes," he said. "Just help out.”

"Youvegot alow sartle point,” Bonaventure said findly.

Viclaughed. "It'show | survive," he said. "Come on, finish the rum. No one buys Black Heart to keep it
for tomorrow!"

After he had cadmed the old man down, and got him to deep, he hid the empty bottle with several others
under the bed and made hisway downgtairs, where Bonaventure's daughter reminded him quietly:

"He sold you abusiness, Vic. That doesn't make him your father.”
"Doesit make him yours?' Vic asked her.
She shrugged. "Say whét you liketo me," she said. "Y ou're not so clever asto make adifference.”

She was a black-haired woman, with wide blunt hips, who blushed up quickly under her olive skin.
Whatever Vic thought, she had made her way here across the Halo, planet to planet, starting out two
yearsold in the crook of Emil Bonaventure's arm. He named her Edith, no one knew why, and though
shedid not resemble him at dl, was aways careful not to drop her. That was amost forty years ago. She
had no ideawhere they started from, or why, but she could still remember the endless stubby Dynaflow
freighters, noncorporate rocket ports, afternoonsin sawdust bars, Monas and barkeeps exclaiming over
her, filling her with bad bar food and milk blued by the effort of keeping itself milk in the face of whereit
found itself. In return shefilled the vacuum for them, the day they saw her and maybe even theresfter, as
achegp blurred smiling memory they could keep until whatever they'd been denying caught up with them
alast.

In those days Edith was both pretty and talented. She had clever feet. She learned to play the accordion
early, dance on atable while she squeezed. Her energy was endless, especidly for any kind of public
appearance.

"Y ou can say what you like, Vic Serotonin, but we were nationwide. Emil the entradistaand his
Accordion Kid."

"I never heard of you," Vic said.

Some days when he said that it would make her laugh. Today it made her think of being eleven yearsold.



"Hey, make yoursdf at home," she said. "Do you want adrink? Or was the rum enough?' When Vic
looked away she said, "Y ou think | didn't notice? Y ou shouldn't encourage him to drink.” That wasa
caution he'd heard before, so he was surprised to find her standing in close to him suddenly, saying:

"If I gave you hisbook, Vic, would you leave him done?!

"Dont joke, Edith,” Vic said.

*k*

When Emil Bonaventure arrived in Saudade thirty years ago, everyone was writing on paper.

It was one of those things. They loved paper suddenly. The nogtalgiashopswere full of it, all colours of
cream and white, blank or with feint lines, or smal pae-grey squares, shining softly from the lighted
windows which were like religious cubicles or niches. There was every kind of notebook in there, paper
between covers you could hardly believe, from wood bark to imitation grey fur to holographic pictures
from the narratives of Ancient Earth religiousfigures, with their fingers and their bovine eyes uplifted, who
smiled and raised a cross as you turned the book in your handsin the retro shop light.

Asatificia asthe textures of the paper itsef—an Uncle Zip product franchised out of some chopshop on
another planet— these notebooks camein al sizes, fastened any way you could think, with clasps, hasps,
magnets, combination locks or bits of hairy string you wrapped around and did up in abeautiful knot.
Some were fastened in more contemporary ways, o you could seealittleflicker inthe air near the edge
of the pages—if you're the wrong person don't get your fingers near those!

Everyone was buying these books because it was cute to write your thoughts in them—thoughts, a
shopping ligt, those kinds of things.

People wrote, "Who do | want to be today?'
They wrote diaries.

Everyone suddenly loved paper, no one could say why, and soon they'd love something else. But it was
more practical for some than others. Emil Bonaventure kept the habit where others kicked it, and wrote
everything down until the day he" went into the Saudade site for the last time. He didn't trust his memory
by then. HE'd been in there once too often. The stuff he had to remember was complex—directions,
bearings, ingtructionsto himsdlf. 1t wasdata. It was clues. It was everything you daren't forget in that
trade. It was everything he couldn't trust to an operator. Work with the Shadow Boys, Emil used to say,
you don't trust any kind of agorithm. Even the tame ones. Among the data he also wrote descriptions
about his achievements, of which he had done more than one. He wrote observations, like: "It'sdways
snowing in Sector 7. Whatever time of year it isoutside, whatever time of year itisinsde." He had the
whole site divided up, Sector this, Sector that. In those days, whatever he said now, the entradistas had
to believein facts; they had to believe they knew things no one €lse knew.

Emil wroteit al down in that water-stained letter—as if he had to convince himself of something—ina
kind of danting disordered scribble which did not reflect his persondity. Then he hid the book. He was
as cagey asal those entradistas, and when Vic Serotonin bought the goodwill to Emil's business, the
book was not included.

"It'snojoke, Vic. You remind him of too many things. If | gave you the book would you leave him
done?'

"I wouldn't stop coming here," Vic said.



She stepped in closer, so hewasjust in the warmth of her. "Oh no?' she taunted. Serotonin tried to kiss
her, but she wastoo quick for him. "Vic, if you got that book we'd never see you again. Anyway, it
would be the death of you. It was as good as the degth of him.

"Comeherg, Vic," shesad. "And look at this."

Two or threelittle child-star costumes with short stiff faux-satin skirts aferocious emerad-green. Pairs of
black patent leather shoes with straps and taps, in ascending sizes. Accordions, and parts of them. Some
of the accordions she had played until they broke or got too small, some she bought later in life because
sheliked them. They were dl colours, eectric-blue, through the same savage green asthe outfits, to a
kind of resonant maroon, al under a high-lacquer finish with metal emblems of rocket ships, shooting
gars, snowy mountains. Each keyboard grin exposed rare ivories adopted from dien animals. The small
shoes now made her cry, Edith was forced to admit. Wherever she lived shelaid out these keepsakes on
shelves, or in breskfront cabinets whose glass doors were etched with exotic scenesfrom Ancient Earth.
Today she had something new to show him.

"| performed in thison Pumd Verde." Folded into yellowed tissue, it looked like some kind of marching
band uniform, and actudly she couldn't remember wearing it. "I was fourteen yearsold." She buried her
facein the bolero jacket, caught odours she didn't recognise. "Y ou would have liked me then. | was so

innocent, Vic. You want to smell it too?"

"That'sunjust to me," said Vic, who didn't like her tone.

Edith smiled benignly to hersalf and decided to look at the skirt next. As she unfolded it something
dropped out on to the floor. "Hey, Vic," she said. "What's this?"

It was an old notebook with aleather cover.
"Jesus," Vic Serotonin said.

Hewas reaching for it when something fell over loudly in the old man'sroom upgtairs. Vic looked at the
ceiling despite himsdlf, which alowed Edith to sweep the book quickly from under hishand. Their eyes
met.

"Emil'sawake, Vic," shesad. "You should go seeif he needshelp.”
"I'll want to talk about this," hewarned her over his shoulder as heleft the room.

Edith watched him go. He would aways care for the old man. Asfor Edith, the Accordion Kid il
played to packed audiencesin her head, its pipeclay face Uncle Zipped to a perfect Shirley Temple, one
ingtrument following another—bigger and more expensive, with more chromium and jgpanned rare
wood—each year as she played hersalf clear across the Halo into adolescence and a career in the New
Nuevo Tango; awaystrying to look after Emil because he did such ajob of looking after her, packingin
akind of comfortable guilt until now it was a permanent situation, because Emil would never be ableto
look after either of them again. Close her eyes and the accordion danced, and shefelt like a cultivar—a
succession of perfect little-girl bodiesin shiny skirtswith kick-up net petticoats, white socks and
round-toed patent leather sandals. She followed Vic Serotonin up the gairs, thinking of these scenes.

Emil Bonaventurés CV wasthis. he started out indentured to some arm of Earth Military Contracts—in
his case on aproject known only by the number "121," which he never talked about. After that he
brawled and drank and fucked hisway across the Halo with his baby daughter in tow until he wound up
in the Saudade site and she wound up an adult. That stopped himin histracks. It got his atention. Asa
young man hewas like any of those people. He had alot of appetites but until he got to Saudade he had



no ideawho hewas. All those yearslater Vic found him lying half out of bed in this upper room at the
edge of thetourist port. A damp sheet was tangled round his white old upper body, which had bruisesin
al sgages and coloursfrom smilar falls and incidents. His face was pushed into the wall by hisown
weight. "Help me, Edith,” he said.

“I'mVic," Vicsad.
"Comeon, hep him!" said Edith.

Between them they wrestled him back into bed, then she said, "I'll let you two brave entradistas talk.”
She went to the window, and stared out of it across the port where rain was faling through the halogen
lights

"Vic," Bonaventure whispered, as soon as she had moved away, "come here. Sit down. | thought about
thethingsyou sad.”

"What thingswerethey, Emil?'
"Listen Vic, everybody | ever took in there, | took them on a promise of more than they could have—"
"They want to go, Emil. It'swhat they want."

"No, listen!" He clutched Vic'sarm. "'l knew that. | knew that every time. There's something in there, but
itsnothing. They dways seethat in the end. They see you've fooled them."

"Wheréesthisleading, Emil?Isit leading to the same old shit?’

Bonaventure shook his head tiredly.

"l just want to know where you've been, Vic. | want to know what locations we have in common.”
"Y ou want to compare dicks,” Vic sad.

"Because you must have been in Sector 7 and seen that immense white thing like aface, hanging over the
roofs—"

"Giveit up, Emil."

But Bonaventure refused to be saved. "Listen to me!™ he demanded. "Just for oncel™ Whatever decaying
memory had hold of him was pulling him down. His generation al had the same need to rehearse,
compare adventures, keep divethe thingsthat terrified them in there. Vic could fed hiswhole old body
trembling with it. "After that the houses are piles of bricks, thisfucking utter wasteland of bricks. There's
an echo every time atilefals, and the face watches you—" He saw Vic's expression, and the tenson
went out of him suddenly. He sighed. "Why am | bothering?' he asked. He shrugged. "If you haven't seen
that,” he said, "what have you seen? Nothing."

"Hereit comesagain,” Vic predicted.
"He only wantsto talk, Vic," Edith said tiredly from the window.

"Stick to the safe edge,”" Bonaventure advised the world in generd, Vicin particular. Hesad, "Bea
tourist like the rest of them.”

Vic threw up hishands. "I can go anywhere and have a better time than this." He appedled to
Bonaventure's daughter, "I could have a better time than this a the Semiramide Club." Edith shrugged.



She gave him adirect look—If you go, the look suggested, don't come back—and resumed examining
the street outside asif it wasfull of thingswhich, though they didn't interest her much, were more
interesting than Vic.

"Jesug!" Serotonin said. He had asudden image of Paulie DeRaad's Shadow Boy, and the face of its
doomed proxy lighted by the splashback from whatever operation had gone on at Suicide Point. "No one
givesafuck about the things/ have to ded with," he complained. He got up to leave.

"I'm sorry," Bonaventure said. "Vic, it'sabig place. Maybe we just saw different parts of it."
Vic sad from the doorway, "I don't think so."
"| can't dream, Vic!" Bonaventure caled. "I can't dream!™

"Y ou knew it would cometo that,” Vic said. He didn't know how to help. "Y ou dways knew it would
cometothat."

"Wait till it happensto you, Vic."

"Hush," Vic said absently. "Hush up, old guy."

Edith Bonaventure found him downgtairs, coldly ripping pages out of the old man's notebook.
"| thought | hid that again,” she said unconcernedly.

"Therésnathing writteninit.”

"lan't there? It mustn't be the right one, then.”

"You dready knew it wasn't,”" Vic said.

She acknowledged thiswith asmile " Even the ones he's written in aren't necessarily theright one,” she
sad. "Emil wrotealot of stuff in histime. Do you want adrink?"

Serotonin dropped the notebook on the floor and yawned. "I ought to go,” he said. She brought him the
drink anyway, and stood in front of him while he swalowed it. "What isthat?' he said.

"Y ou finished the good stuff,” she reminded him.

Serotonin wiped his mouth. He looked round the room, with its shelvesfull of little-girl memorabilia; he
couldn't resolve into one image the Edith he knew and the Edith who kept those things. He set down his
glassand pulled her in close until she was compelled to sit on his knee. "Does he need money?' he asked
her. Edith looked away and smiled. She pulled Vic's head down and made him kiss the nape of her neck.

"We aways need money,” shesaid. "Mm. That'snice.”

After he had gone, shelay on the sofa thinking about him. Serotonin reminded her of dl the men she met
on her way across the Halo. Everyone she encountered in those days was trying to live out some dream
aready irretrievable when they were sixteen.

If shewasfair she had to include hersdlf in that. On Puma Verde, for instance, she got bagged on Dr
Thirgy's, hdlucinating for e even hours straight a huge white bird flapping dowly and ecaticaly through
vacuum. Her boyfriend of thetime said, "Edith, that bird isyour life, and you'd be wise to follow where it
leads." He didn't do much with hisown life, only joined EMC like the rest, and was made pilot of some
kind of fighter craft which necessitated him being rebuilt by the military tailor so that wires came out his



mouth and into the controls. They were supposed to have damped out the gag reflex, but sometimes he
fet thewiresin there like amass of snewy fibrous stuff he couldn't swallow. If he panicked, or let his
concentration dip, he heard his mother's voice in the cockpit, calm and firm, telling him to do things. It
was hard to disobey. She said not to be frightened. Not to be angry. She said, concentrate now and get
this part right. Then everyone will be saved. That was mostly the end of him asfar as Edith was
concerned.

Towards dawn she went back upstairsto see to the old man.

Hewas gtill awake, staring ahead of himself asif he was spectat-ing at some event no one else could see;
but he must have known she was there, because he took her hand and said, "The worgt things we ever
brought out of there, we called them 'daughters.’ Bring out a daughter and you had nothing but trouble. A
daughter would change shape on you. It wasn't dive, it wasn't technology either: no one knew what it
did, no one knew what it wasfor."

Edith squeezed his hand.
"You told methat already,” she said.

He chuckled. "It was me who started caling them that. Whatever you brought out, it had better not be a
daughter."

"Y ou told me that a hundred times before.™
He chuckled again, and she squeezed his hand again, and after awhile he went to deep.

She stayed with him. Every so often she looked round the room, at the painted wainscoting awarm
cream colour under the low-wattage lights, the old bed piled up with coloured pillows, bits of
mismatched cloth sheliked, or thought the old man might like. We saw worse placesthan this, she
thought. There was aflare from the rocket field, then another; they lighted her strong profile and cast its
shadow on thewall.

4
At the Club Semiramide

Liv Hulaopened her bar in thelate mornings. However she caned it the previous night she could never
deep more than two or three hours, but after that would wake suddenly from dreams of being sucked
down, listen in adaze but hear nothing except the usua sounds from Straint Street outside—a rickshaw
rumbling and bumping downhill into Saudade on the uneven pavement; awoman snging. Or shewould
have dreams of some other planet, from which she always woke thinking, "Where wasthat? | had a
better timethere" These minute, crisp little visons of her past not connecting one with another, or to here
and now, shewould look round at the room with its clean bare white walls, then get up suddenly and
kick last night's clothes around the floor.

It was easier to be downstairs. Sweep, push tables about, wash glasses, breathe the stale air, splash cold
water on your face from the bar sink. Y ou unlocked the door, daylight poured in on the dant and the
shadow operators flickered about in it for aminute or two like reef fish before retreating to their corners.
At about the sametime Liv Hularetreated behind the bar. She dways stood in the same place. Polished
the zinc with her ebows, moved the cash drawer in and out. By now her feet fit adip in the springy
floorboards. She didn't want to remember how many years she spent behind the bar in Black Cat White
Cat.



Check stock, order food, watch the chopshop traffic, watch the light swing dowly round the room, and
by early afternoon she would have her first customer. Shewas glad to see anyone. Usually it would be

Fat Antoyne, but Fat Antoyne hadn't been in since Joe Leone died. Or if it wasn't Antoyne it would be
Vic Serotonin the travel agent, who at that hour hardly looked better than Liv hersdlf.

Today it wasnt either of them.

When Vic Serotonin did arrive, it was with that preoccupied air of his—handsin pockets, shouldersina
permanent shrug, needy eyesfixed away from everything—asif hewasthinking so hard about hislife he
didn't know what part of the city it was going on in. He leaned on the bar and said:

"Hi, Vic," Liv Hulasad. "Niceto seeyou."

After apause shesaid in afar imitation of Serotonin'svoice, " ‘Niceto seeyou, Liv.
"Cut it out," said Vic Serotonin.

"When you pay your tab | will," she said sweetly. "Black Heart over ice? Well, how did | know that?'
Shelet him drink it— standing alittle back from the bar with something between satisfaction and
amusement in her eyes—then said, "Y our client's back, Vic."

Vic looked round and saw the client had been sitting there dl the time on one of the window stools,
garing out the misty glassinto the Street. Her face wastilted so thelight fell evenly acrossit and, without
disclosing anything, gave it amilky, transparent look. A cup of hot chocolate wasin front of her. She
didn't seem to be drinking from it. The moment Vic saw her he was aware of other images spinning off
her, too quick to realy see. He had images of running, then aboard fence green with lichen intherain.
An abandoned street from awrong angle.

Generdly Vic would walk away from anything difficult. Clients cameto him, he looked them over; he
knew atime-waster.

"l don't want to see you here agaift,” he said.

Hewalked quietly up behind her where she sat on the stool and put his mouth near her neck and said, "I
don't want to see you here again." He was startled by his own intendity. She stared at him for amoment,
asif shewastrying to understand something in aforeign language. Then she got to her feet and began to
fumblein her bag, out of which eventualy shetook abusiness card. She said:

"Thisiswherel live. | wish youwould hep me. If you change your mind, | till fed asif | wanttogoin
there”

"That'sthe problem,” Vic said.
“I'msorry?'

Vicsad, "l know my mind. Y ou don't know yours." He stood in the doorway and watched her walk
away down Straint. Thistime shewas dressed in ablack tulip skirt to midcalf. Over that was alittle Slver
fur peplum jacket with lightly padded shoulders; the jacket came with amatching pillbox hat. She hailed a
rickshaw and got in it.

"Shewishes you would help her, Vic," Liv Hulacaled from behind the bar. Vic told her hewould like
another drink.



On the card the woman had given him was an addressin Hot Walls, which Vic recalled astall
old-fashioned townhouses on the wrong side of being corporate, run down twenty years ago when the
current generation of executives traded up into the purpose-built complexes of Doko Gin. Hewished he
hadn't said anything to her at dl, because that made a connection between them.

"Why would atourist have an address on Hot Walls?' he asked Liv Hula.
"I'd ask how she got your name, Vic."
"That too."

Liv watched him tear the card up and toss the pieces on the bar. Later, though, he collected them
together and put them in his pocket.

Vic got another call from Paulie DeRaad.

DeRaad seemed irritated. At the same time he was dissociated and vague. He wanted to talk about the
artefact he had bought, he said. He said he was puzzled. He said he wasn't sure what he had. But each
time Vic asked him what was wrong, his attention seemed to be somewhere ese. "Is something going on
whereyou are, Paulie?' Vic asked him. "Because yaw should attend to it if thereis, especialy when you
don't have anything to say to me."

"Hey, be palite, Vic," Paulie advised him. Eventually, he said Vic should come over to hisclub, the
Semiramide. That would be the best way of doing it, he thought. There was something Vic should see; he
could seeit for himsdf.

"I've got other thingsto do,” Vic said.

"Y ou haven't got things more important than this," DeRaad said. "Hey, Vic, I'll send someone to pick you
up, saveyou any trouble.”

"There's no need for that," Vic said.

The Semiramide lay midtown like a cruise ship a dock, placed to attract amix of touristsand loca
players, class and income to be decided by Paulie himsdlf. When Vic got there, six-thirty p.m., hefound
an ongoing Stuation. It was empty but for the customary DeRaad footsoldiers, a dozen contract
gun-kiddies sitting round the back tables excitedly comparing wegpons and throwing dice. Some of the
furniture was tipped over and a couple of charred holesin the wallsindicated someone had let go
recently with areaction pistol. Paulie's people seemed less connected than usual.

"Paulie won't be happy you go inthere,”" one of the gun-punksinformed Vic when hetried to get in the
office

"Thefuck hewont," Vic said, looking down at her.

The punk’'s name was Alice Nylon, shewas eight years old and wore a blue plastic raindicker buttoned
up to the neck. Cafe eec-trique rotted Alice's front teeth before she was seven, giving her an interesting
speech defect. She enjoyed cookery, aquacise sessions at the loca pool, and in her spare time was
studying to do her own accountancy. "Vic," shetold him, "you would not believe the raid we had. No,
redly! Right here a the Semiramide Club." She shook her head in disbelief, dowly from sideto side.
"Those losersfrom Site Crime, al over uslike achegp holo of the Kefahuchi Tract. That guy who looks
like Albert Eingtein? We had to be tuff, Paulie said, and not do what comes naturally. We had to keep a
tight ran.”



"l wish I'd seen that, Alice," Vic said politely.
Alice shrugged. Shewas aprofessiond. It was nothing to her.

"Wewould of iced them, Vic, but what do you do?" She gave him her tired, raddled little smile. "So
maybe it would be best if you waited here? For Paulie?’

Vic said OK and went over to one of the tables.

"Hey, Vic," Alice cdlled after him. "Thismorning | cooked brownies on my own!"
Vic hated the Semiramide.

Asadgorefront it was an insult to theintelligence.

It wasn't much of ajoint ether.

Theingtant you waked in you knew Paulie DeRaad made his money e sewhere. There were forty tables,
each to seat four, in acircular high-celling space origindly the premises of a predictable alien technology
scam cdling itself FUGA-Orthogen. (This scam founded itsalf on the ownership of three mining machines
parked above some unknown gammaremitter in Radio Bay. At best guessthey'd been there one million
years aready, and no one knew how to operate them. "Wheat those jockeys were going to dig up was
dsoalittleunclear,” Paulie used to say with afaint smile. "So we had to let them go.") When he moved in
he had the walls cd-cimined white and illuminated with selected UV frequencies. Paulieliked high-end
light because it reminded him of hisglory days. Holograms floated about, advertising product; Monas
floated about, taking commissions for the back room where people could be more comfortable. Paulie's
customers could edt, they could play dicealittle. He had aband so they could listen to music. Paulie's
only mgor proviso, they should dresswell: his was aweakness, he completely acknowledged, for the
glitterati.

Vic bought adrink.

To passthetime, he pieced together the vigiting card his ex-client had left him when he threw her out of
Black Cat White Cat. It puzzled him that atourist would keep an gpartment in Saudade—a Hot Walls
address was too gented to be cheap, not gentrified enough to be corporate.

It was seven by then, and the joint was beginning to fill, mainly with couples who would get a cocktail
before they went on elsewhere. Seven-ten, Vic was surprised to see Antoyne Messner walk into the
Semiramide and head for the tables at the back. "Antoyne!" he called, but though the fat man
acknowledged him with anod, he didn't come over. Instead, he sat down with the gun-punks and they al
threw dice together. "Well, fuck you, Fat Antoyne," Vic said to himself. Just then the office door opened,
and Paulie DeRaad's voice was heard cdling:

"Hey, Vic! Y ou incompetent fuckhead! Where are you?"

Paulie DeRaad was younger than Vic Serotonin. He had a sharp nose, ashock of white-blond hair that
went back in the famous

"widow's peek” of his service years, highlights of which sometimes played as hologramsin the main room
of the Semiramide Club.

Paulie was at Cor Carali, fourteen years old. Later he was one of the three people who got out alive
from El Rayo X after itsorbita collison with the Nastic heavy cruiser Touching the Void. Sincethen he
had been wiry and intense and bunched-up, and when he became excited the skin of hisface would seem



to get thinner and shinier and the blood would seem to lie too close to the surface. Thiswas alegacy of
radiation burns, and agenera ablative thinning of his skin which he didn't have repaired and worelikea
badge. Paulie never stopped. He liked everything. He wanted everything. That, at least, wasthefirst
impression he gave you: behind that, you sensed dmost immediatdly, his plan wasto stay diveand

prosper.
"Y ou want to take alook at this?' Paulie asked Vic.

He meant his office, which wasin worse condition than his club. The air smelled of ionisation and char,
the furniture was strewn about. There had been somekind of fight in there. It was asmall room for that.
Worsefor Paulie, though, Aschemann's team had brought in equipment that went through his shadow
operators asif they were awooden filing cabinet. So now they were in the ceiling corners, folded up so
tight across themsdlves it would take daysto get them down again. They were in shock. They felt

violated. They had nothing left to disclose. Paulie looked bad too. He was sweeting, and his face had
gone ahard, mesty colour.

"Do you know anything about this?"
Vicsadhedidnt.
"Wel, fuck, Vic, you ought to."

Vic went and found a chair, which he tipped the right way up s0 he could sit down. This gesture dlowed
Paulie DeRaad to sit down too, and wipe hisface. " Some new kind of artefact is coming out the site,”" he
sad, "thisis Aschemann's story. He has usin theframefor it." He put hisfingersin his mouth then took
them out again and stared at them. "Look in my mouth, Vic, tell meif my gums are bleeding.”

"Fuck off, Paulie

DeRaad laughed. "I nearly got you, though, Vic. Y ou were halfway out the seet.” He was calming down,
looking amused. He was enjoying hislife again. He said, "Y ou know thisjoint they call the Cafe Surf?"

"l never heard of it," Vic said.
"Hey, you can tdk to me, Vic, I'myour friend."

If Vic wasworried about nanocam coverage, he said, there was no need. Site Crime's equipment was a
disgrace. It wasten years old. It was insanely expensiveto run. Ninety per cent of thetimeit was out of
sarvice. Paulie had EMC cover anyway, heimplied. "Y oureinvisible, you go anywhere with me." Vic,
who until that moment hadn't been remotely worried, stared at him, then shrugged.

"Isthat why you brought me here?’
Paulie stopped |ooking amused.

"No," hesaid. "There's something | want you to see.” He got to hisfeet. "Well, comeon,” hesaid. "Do
you think | keep it here?'

"1 wouldn't know, Paulie"

DeRaad called for hisrickshaw girl. Hewinked at Vic. "We're not going far, but why should we wak?'
The evening had turned chilly. Marine airs swept through midtown, condensing out on the street furniture,
the rickshaw shafts. Y ou could hear service work going onin the military yards. Every so often aK-ship
fired up and went for the parking orbit at Mach 40, capturing everything from Straint to the Cornichein



its brutal torch glare, varnishing the side of Paulie DeRaad's sharp face so that for asecond you had the
illusion you could see right down into the muscul ature. Paulie hung out the rickshaw. He loved dl of that
military stuff. "Look at thefucker, Vic! Just ook at it!" Y ou had to smile at Paulie, abottle-rocket going
off could put him in agood mood.

"Hey," hetold the rickshaw girl, who was running up hard into her shafts, "you needn't kill yoursdf over
this"

"l ain't got but the one pace, Paulie.”
"Your funerd, kid," he advised her. "It'sjust down here," he said to Vic Serotonin.

Paulie had bolt-holes dl over Saudade. This onewas ablesk single room off Voigt Street inthe
noncorporate hinterland, no different from the rest except Paulie kept amilitary cot there, which he
aways made up himsdf; aong with afew things he valued from his vacuum commando days. He dso ran
some of hiscommunicationsthrough it, viathe various FTL uplinkersand orbita routerswhich made him
nationwide. As soon as he opened the door, afoul smell came out. It waslike shit, urine and standing
water.

"Jesus, Paulie) Vic sad.

Paulietold him he didn't know anything yet. Along with the smell, there was akind of bubbling sound.
Lying on Pauli€s cot, partly out of its clothes, wasthe entity that called itsdf "the Weether." Last timeVic
saw it, they were at Suicide Point together. Somehow it had choked on Vic's artefact, and the two of
them were glued together at some level no one but another Shadow Boy could understand. A wedding
had taken place. Whatever tied the knot had also wed them to the proxy. They were dl three stuck with
one another—although, to judge by the Point kid's unfortunate condition, not for long. He looked
frightened and ill. He had tried to undress himself and get under the blanket, for comfort as much as
warmth. His shorts were half-down, his skin afishy white under the low wattage illumination. Every so
often he convulsed, his mouth gaped open and he threw up what looked like cold tapioca.

"Sowhat'sthis, Vic?' Paulie DeRaad wanted to know.

Thekid heard Pauliesvoice. It sat up trembling and looked from one to the other of them. It caught Vic's
eye. It recognised him. He could see the operator far down inside, and the Point kid, and in there with
them both the artefact, till white and unknown, some animal-like thing running towards Vic acrossthe
event ste. There was no way to avoid the directness of this: something wrong was happening. Wherever
Vic and Paulie Stuated themsdvesin the room they couldn't hide from it. They till caught flashes of the
Shadow Boy's unhomely charm. For amoment the foul air would befull of rain faling through sunlight,
the smell of the sea. Between moans from the proxy and bursts of code like music, they heard its voice.

"Am | here?' it gppeded to Paulie. "I can't seem to see mysdlf." "This happened two or three days
afterwards,” Pauliesaid to Vic. "'l can't passthis off on my buyer. | can't useit for mysdf, evenif | knew
what it was. Thisain't good business, Vic." "l seethat,” Vic said. "Can we get out of here?' The Point kid
laughed. "No one gets out of here," it whispered, in three separate voices at once.

"I'mrevolted,” Paulie DeRaad said.

He locked the kid back in and the rickshaw returned them to the Semiramide, where the evening had
warmed up alittle. The air was thick with music and talk. The tables were full. M onas wafted between
them on four-inch urethane hedls, reeking mainly of peppermint or vanilla essence, though some had
chosen cinnamon when they bought the package. Images from EMC actions at Cor Caroli and Motel
Splendido were showering across the walls, long with footage of Paulie DeRaad's old ship, the



Hellflower, going up in asilent flat-plane blast after it took a hit from some top-end Nastic asset. Vic and
Paulie sat down in the office again, and Paulie had Alice Nylon shut the door to keep the noise out. They
got drinks, and Paulie said, ™Y ou seethe direction I'm thinking. | haveto ask, Vic: did you bring
something bad from in there?' "Everything in therésbad,” Vic sad. "Y ou know therisks." "I'm the
buyer," Paulie reminded him. "Y ou're the one with the professiond skills" He seemed to be having
trouble with his swallow reflex. Also, hishands had atremor which was new to Vic Serotonin. "Y ou take
therisks" said Paulie. "Not me. What if | caught something from that thing?"

"Wl then, you would begin to fed bad. But you look fineto me, Paulie.”

"l an't fing" Pauliesaid. "l got atemperature ever sncethis started. | don't care about my food. Y ou
bring aMonain, | even forget she'stherefor amoment or two. | get vague. What sort of lifeisthat?"

"Onething," Vic advised, "you should shoot it."
Paulie sared.

"| tried that right away. But it reassemblesitsdf, Vic. White lightsrolling together from dl over the floor.
Eeriest fucking thing you ever saw, crying and whining thewholetime." He added, asVic got up to leave,
"By theway, | got your boy Antoyne working for me now, that's OK with you."

Eleven p.m., too late to go anywhere, too early to go home. Vic was puzzled by everything he had seen
and heard. He thought about going to vist Emil and Edith Bonaventure. He thought about going hometo
bed. In the end he didn't do either of those things. On hisway out he stopped at the table where Fat
Antoyne Messner sat. Antoyne, who was wearing a brand new royal blue drape suit over ayelow shirt,
had been joined by one of the club Monas. At close quartersthisvision turned out to be Joe Leone's
ex-sgueeze, Irene. Irene was leaning in close so Antoyne could see deep into the promise of her
hot-ochre Mexican-style blouse. She had her fingers on hiswrist asif she wastaking his pulse, and they
were both drinking those pink and yellow drinks he liked. "Hi, Irene" Vic said, "Fat Antoyne! Nice suit!”
He had to shout to be heard over the crowd. "Why don't | st down with you?' he suggested. When they
looked at each other then back at Vic and didn't answer, Vic made a\What can you do? gesture, asif the
genera noise levelswere causing him to mishear what everyone said, and sat down anyway. He ordered
drinks.

"So: everyone worksfor Paulie now?’
"It'stemporary, Vic," Fat Antoyne replied quickly, asif he had been expecting that question.

"Itswork," Irene corrected him, at the sametime giving Vic alook. "Everyone hasto work," she said. "l
don't care how direct | amwhen | say that."

Naturally, a person with Antoyne's skills sought port work, shipyard work, Irene went on to explain; but
the civilian yards weren't doing aswel as anyone thought. "He looked everywhere, and evidently | found
him this opportunity instead.” Thingsweretough dl over, she reminded Vic, and in ashortening labour
market you couldn't dways have your first choice: luckily Paulie DeRaad was there to fill the gap. She
had dways found Paulie to be afair employer, also he was known for good pay. Vic could see how well
it wasworking out, she said, by the new sharp way Antoyne could afford to dress.

Vic agreed he probably could.

"I didn't have no red placethere,” Antoyne said suddenly, meaning Liv Hulasbar. Ashe saw it, that was
the problem. "All I wanted was achancetofitin, Vic."



"Sill," Vic sad, "don't you missthose nights we caned it with Liv?!

"Anocther benefit is, here they just call me by my name. Which | prefer that. Not 'Fat Antoyne likein
some other joints.”

"It'sgreat you lost weight,” Vic sad.

To Irene, with her honed Monaingtinctsfor the feeling nature of life, Vic Serotonin had the face of
someone who walked around the town alot on his own. When hefinished hisdrink and said goodbye to
them both, and added courteoudy to Irene, "Be sure and have anice night," shefet dl thethingsVic
didn't know about himsalf quiver in her own nerves. She watched him make hisway through the
Semiramide crowd, passing amoment with Alice Nylon on the door, and told hersalf sadly, "I knew a
million men like him." With hisblack hair and sad hard eyes, helooked like the New Nuevo Tango itsdlf,
she had to allow. But he had no idea about other people, and less than no idea about himsdlf. She
couldn't expressit any other way. A man who walked around alot on his own and despite that knew
himsdlf lesswell than others knew him. She put her hand over Fat Antoyne's.

"Vic Serotonin,” she said, "will learn too late about the realness of the world, and how none of usis put
hereinitlong."

Fat Antoyne shrugged. "We don't need to think about him."

Thiswas hissignd they should return to the conversation they were having before Vic interrupted them. It
was the same conversation they had every night since Joe Leone died, the mythodology of which was:
they would soon leave Saudade and travel the Halo again, but thistime together. Which was surely, as
Irene pointed out, the Smplest and most direct of gestures, sincetravel had by definition brought them
both here and together in thefirst place. "I've washed so many planets out of my hair, why not this one?"
shesaid. "Joe would want it for me," she said. "I know he would!" Her eyeswere reckless and bright.
"Oh Antoyne, wouldn't it be so nice?" Antoyne, less certain, was anyway pleased she said it. Eachtime
they had thistalk, hefelt bound to warn Irene she could find more rewarding travel companions than
himself—and better men, though he had had his day, that was certain. In response, he would always hear

her say:
"Never talk yoursaf down, Antoyne!”

If he talked himself down, she warned him, aman wasn't for her. She counted herself fortunate, she said,
to meet Antoyne the awful night Joe died. She was known for her belief thet life was follow your heart
and never talk yoursdlf down. The future was bright for both of them now, and sad men like Vic would
never find that out.

Unaware of these harsh judgments, Vic Serotonin made his way down through Moneytown to the
Corniche. Half an hour'swalk brought him to the shadows undernesth an abandoned pier, where he
stood looking out across the sand. Thetide was neither in nor out. The seahad alightiniit, asif
something was happening just over the horizon. Where it fizzed and fumed at the perimeter of the event
Ste, the surf was aviolet colour, and gave off faint odours of oxidants and aftershave like an empty dance
hall.

Vic had afamiliarity with venues of thiskind. He had ingtincts of his own about any place caught hafway
between the event Site and the city. But this one told him nothing, except he would not try to run anything
acrosstheline here. It didn't strike Vic asagood way in. It didn't strike him as agood way out. He
smoked a cigarette. He looked and listened. Behind him, rickshaw girls ssamped and panted in the
crushed oystershell parking lot of the Cafe Surf, wasting their breath on the cool night air. Customers
hurried towards the bar, laughing and batting out at the ads which fluttered in their hair. Every time



someone opened the door, music spilled out. It wasn't Vic'skind of music, but he went inside anyway.

When hel€eft an hour later, he was none the wiser. Fake Sandra Shen decor. Standing room only.
Overflowing ashtrays, tableslittered with screwed-up napkins, haf-empty plates and Giraffe beer bottles.
The smell of steam from the kitchen. And under the red neon sign, Live Music Nightly, achesp
two-piece to grind out endless bebop remixes of last year's sentimenta tunes. Y ou couldn't even get near
thetoilet for the stream of people coming out. Vic leaned on the bar, listening to the band and shaking his
head; then heturned on his hedl suddenly and pushed hisway to the door. If something was happening
there, he didn't know what it was.

Hetook arickshaw back into the city and made the girl stop outside the uptown police bureau at the
intersection of Uniment and Poe, where Lens Aschemann maintained an office. Past midnight, and damp
winds chased wastepaper across the deserted pavement. A single second-floor window remained
illuminated. Broken silhouettes came and went againgt the blind. It wasn't hard to picture Aschemann up
there, drinking rum while he methodicaly pasted Vic into the frame for some scheme Vic didn't even
know about. What had Site Crime stumbled over at the Cafe Surf? Paulie DeRaad's EM C connexions,
maybe, running an artefact-related operation of their own. But then why put Vic Serotoninin the frame
for Pauliéslack of discrimination?

"Hey," therickshaw girl reminded him, "you pay ahorseto run."

"Sorun," Victold her.

"You know | got to towel down if | stand around too long. Peoplejust don't get that.”
"I'm sorry," sad Vic.

"Life'stoo short to be sorry, hon."

Vic pad her off on the edge of aweed-grown lot afew streets away from hisroomsin South End, then
took the roundabout route home. No one followed him, yet when he got into the hal of hisbuilding he
couldn't convince himself hewas aone. A package had been left for him. When he opened it, hefound a
small leather-bound book, on the cover of which was aline-drawing of a hand holding some flowers.
Though the flowers were dl on the same stem, and the same shape, they were of different colours. For a
moment, he thought that Edith Bonaventure had found her father's diary and brought it to him. But the
handwriting wasn't Emil's, and the first sentence Vic read began, "Am | confused when | remember, or
try to, the time before my childhood?" Serotonin stared at thisin exasperation, then ran upstairsto his
room, where, instead of putting on the light, he stood by the window in the dark and looked down into
the street. Ten or twenty yards away on the opposite side, someone looked back at him. It was the
woman from Liv Hula's bar, her face blanched by the vapour lamps, framed by the collar of her fur coat.
By the time he had forced the window up and shouted, she was gone.

Some hours later, across the city, the man who resembled Eingtein let himsdlf into his dead wife's
bungaow by the sea.

The front door, swollen with salt moisture, must be lifted as you opened it; sometimesit stuck anyway.
Sand feathered across the linoleum in the hall. Rather than switch on the lights, Aschemann paused and
dlowed hiseyesto adjust to the faint sea-glimmer limning every surface. He made hisway carefully to the
kitchen, where he wiped the window and regarded the ocean. "How are you?" hiswifes voice said to
him. ™Y ou see that ship out there?" It was the kitchen of an empty house, empty cupboards, empty
shelves, dust and sand in athin gritty layer on everything. Aschemann ran warm water from the faucet,
catching it in his cupped hands to splash hisface. Then he went back down the hall and took off his
raincoat.



While he was doing that hiswife's voice said, "Can you see the same ship as me, those lightsto theright
of the Point?"

In life she had congtantly asked him smilar questions, whether he was standing next to her or lying in bed
with some other woman hafway across the city. She had, somehow, never trusted her own eyes.

"l seethe ship,” he reassured her. "It's only aship. Go to bed now."

Comforted by thisfragment of an exchange therest of which lay at someinaccessible level of memory, he
sat down in the lounge, unbuttoned the collar of his shirt, and didled up hisassstant, towhom he sad, "I
hope you have something good for me. Because we aren't doing so well since the other day.” He knew
thiswas ambiguous. Let it stand, he thought.

After theraid on the Semiramide Club, they had argued inthe car. "I don't liketo have shotsfired,” he
had informed her. "Now I'll have to apologiseto Paulie.”

"Paulieisaviolent creep.”

"Still. Shotsfired isnot my way. Find nothing and set light to awall, isthat aday'swork? Threaten some
children! The problem with DeRaad will dways be the same. HE's never quiteintelligent enough for his
own good, and never quite stupid enough for ours. That's Paulie.” He touched her arm. "And drive
dower," hesaid. "I don't want to lose thisnice car. | don't want to hurt someone." She stared ahead, and,
if anything, accelerated alittle. Moneytown was dl round them with rickshaws and pedestrians, the
Cadillac embedded in early evening traffic one minute, prised free the next. Stop, start, stop, dtart: it
mede Aschemann fed ill.

"They arent children," she said.
"You'reangry, | can understand that."

The Semiramide raid had |eft him none the wiser. He had expected nothing less—who, after dl, would
store a proscribed artefact in the back room of a dance club? Not even Paulie DeRaad. Since then,
without quite knowing why, Aschemann had returned repeatedly to the Cafe Surf, telling himsdif,
Everything proceeds from there. To watch is best when you have no theory. He tracked his bebop
golemsinto the night, observed their lateral dide and vanishment into the hustle of thingsin centra
Saudade. It waslike acard trick. Onein ten lasted alittle longer, going asfar, perhaps, asto negotiate
for aroom. "That must mean something,” hetold his assistant now. "Ten per cent of them are more than
ordinarily restless. They want something. Are they even artefacts as we know them?”

All this, she responded, served only to confirm what he aready knew. Aschemann shrugged. "Soiit's
threein the morning,” he said, "and | don't understand why you waste your time talking to an old man like
me"

"Vic Serotonin walked into the Cafe Surf tonight, half an hour after you walked out. I've been trying to
reach you snce."

5
Ninety Per Cent Neon
"Ah," Aschemann said.

"l can't report to you when you disconnect.”



"| supposenot.”

"Y ou disconnect and wander about on your own,” she complained. When it became clear he wasn't
going to answer that, she said, "We got alittle coverage. Would you like to seeit now?"

Aschemann said hewould.

The house lurched, then vanished from around him. He was ooking down ananocam feed, at jumpy
visuds of peoplein some crowded space. His assistant's voice camein across the top of that, its hollow,
reverberant quaities an artefact of the transmission process. She seemed closer, but not quite in the room
with him. "Isthisdl right?' shesaid. "Only they're routing it down somekind of low priority EMC pipe.
Oursared| down."

"The pipesfine. The materid itself ispoor.”
"They had sometechnica problemswith that too."

It wasn't anything like being there. The image stream wavered, held, dropped suddenly into greyscae
while dow bars of black rolled queasily down Aschemann'sfield of view. Y ou could be the most
experienced user, you would il throw up in the end. But there, quite visible, was Vic Serotonin,

perhaps eight feet away from Aschemann, propping up the Long Bar at the Cafe Surf with his gabardine
jacket open and his hat pushed to the back of his head, while the people around him conversed jerkily or
ran fag-forward asif they lived in another world. "It looks asif he waswaiting for someone,” Aschemann
said, shaking hishead irritably asif to didodge something, while his eyes focused and refocused on aspot
in the empty room. People often sought to clarify an incoming image thisway. Y ou would catch them
squinting or banging their temple above one eye, it was acommon reaction, which never worked.

"Do you have the same view asme?" the assstant said in an excited voice. "From about waist height?
And therésawoman in ared dressto the right of the bar?’

"That'stheview | have"

"There heis. Do you see him? He said he never heard of the Cafe Surf, but there heis! Thisisexactly
what we need!"

Aschemann wasn't so sure. He asked her to close the pipe, and when hisvision had returned to normal
sad, "All | sseisaman having adrink in abar. If that wasillega wewould al bein the orbita correction
fecility. Wheredid Vic go &fter he left?"

"They don't know."
"That'shdpful."

"If you watch the whole thing, the fault gets out of hand about two hundred and eighty secondsin, and
they disconnect everything tofix it."

Aschemann thanked her for the pictures. "Go home now," he recommended. " Get some deep. We have
alot to think about here." He rubbed his eyes and looked around the room hiswife had died in. He
would be there until morning, sprawled in astained yellow armchair and surrounded by her things. He
would hear her voice, asking him what day it was, offering him adrink. He spent more time in that house
than he would admit to his assstant; and missed hiswife more than he would admit to himself.

Something in the Cafe Surf footage had caught Aschemann's attention, but he couldn't say what it was.
Then, the evening of the next day, as he sat at the Long Bar listening to the two-piece, ayoung woman



took the stool next to hisand ordered a cocktail called "Ninety Per Cent Neon." She wasaMona, so he
thought at first, aMonroe look-alike in ared wrap-bodice evening dress and matching stilt-hed shoes.

"I've seen you here" Aschemann said.

She leaned towards him when he spoke. Asked him for amatch, upper body bent forward alittle from
the waist, head tilted back so that the dress offered her up wrapped in silk, jazz, light from the Live
Music Nightly sign. She needed only abrushed auminium frame to complete the image of being
something both remembered and unreal. He'd seen that dressin the nanocam pictures of Vic Serotonin.
Moreimportantly, perhaps, held seen it fourteen days ago, when she sstumbled out of thetoilet at the
Cafe Surf disoriented by the neon-light and music asif shewas new intheworld. She ill had an
unformed, labile air. Her smile was cautious, but the dress was ready to promise anything.

"I'm herealot,” shesaid. "l like the band. Do you like them?"

Hetook amoment to light his pipe. He swallowed alittle rum. "They're as quilty asever,” he said.
"Guilty?"

"Under his dexterity, this pianist hides neither intellect nor heart, only compulsion. If no onedseis
available hewill play againgt himsdlf; and then againgt the self thus created, and then againgt the sdif after
that, until al fixed notion of saf hasleaked away into the dippage and he can relax for asecond in the
sharp light and cigarette smoke like someone caught fleetingly in an ancient black and white photograph.
Do you see?'

"It'sonly music, though,” she said.

"Perhaps," Aschemann agreed. For the detective, he thought, nothing is ever only itself. He offered to buy
her another cocktail, but al she did waslook at him vaguedly asif she hadn't heard, so he went on:

"The older man has come to adifferent understanding of things, one which to hisfriend would seem bland
and self-evident. He believesthat it is only because no music is possiblethat any music at al ispossible.”
Here, Aschemann amiled briefly at hisown cleverness. "Asaresult,”" hefinished, "the universe now
remakesitsalf for him continudly, out of two or three invariable rules and an obsolete musical instrument
caled the saxophone.”

"But guilty? Isthat enough to make them guilty?

The detective shrugged. "Complicit, then. It'sonly away of putting it. Mysdlf, | prefer the New Nuevo
Tango. Therésmore heart."

She stared a him, got down off the stool, laughed in anervous way which revealed the flecks of lipstick
on her white teeth. He caught briefly the smell of her, strong, warm, alittle unwashed, alittle cheap; in
Some way reassuring.

"Goodbye," shesaid. "Maybe I'll seeyou again.”

Aschemann watched her leave, then finished hisdrink and shadowed her unhurriedly into thewarm air
and black heart of the city. He could smell the guilt and excitement that came up out of the Street gratings
to meet her. He could smdll her excitement at being dive there, in Saudade among the sights. Did she
know he was behind her? He wasn't sure how she saw the world, but she hadn't forgotten him. He was
certain of that, but he wasn't certain how dangerous she might be. He followed her to a coldwater
walk-up behind the bottled-milk dairy a Tiger Shore, running up the last few metal risers of the outside
dtaircase to catch her and lay his hand on her warm shoulder. His footsteps rang and scraped, she



fumbled with the door. Dropped the key. Picked it up.
"Wait," he ordered. "Police. Don't go in without me."

She stared at him in despair; then over his shoulder, less asif there was someone there than at the city
itsdlf. "Pleasel" she said. "I don't know what I've done wrong."

"Neitherdo 1"
Whatever happened next, he wanted to make sure he was there.

It was bare: grey board floor, bare bulb, a single bentwood chair. On the wall opposite the window, the
shadow of the datted blind fell across a poster with the logo SurfNoir. "Hey," she said. "'l know: why
don't you sit here—?" When she bent forward from the waist to undo his raincoat, the red dress
presented her breaststo him in aflickering light. She knelt, and he could hear her breathing. It was placid,
rather catarrha. Later shelifted the hem of the dress and positioned hersdf astride him. So close, he saw
that her gait, the shadows round her eyes, the foundation caked in the downy hairs by the corners of her
mouth, had conspired beneath the Cafe Surf neon to make her seem older than she was. She whispered
when he came, "There. There now." She had been amonth in the same dress. Shewas avictim, but of
what? He wasn't sure. He had no ideawhat she was. How had he smelled her excitement yet failed to
amel hisown? Hefelt weakened by it.

"Where do you degp?' he said puzzledly. "Therés no bed in here."

Thisidealet inamoment of confusion. It was very brief. But when he shook hishead to clear it and
turned to pay her, she was standing in the corner motionless with panic, facing the angle between the
walls. She had learned enough to know what the city wanted but no more. New clothes were scattered
acrossthe floor, clean but disordered, asif she had tried to wear them but wasn't sure how. She had
collected objects too, some coloured feathers on a stick, an unopened bottle of "Ninety Per Cent Neon.”
She started to fade as he watched, but he was out on the iron stairway long before the process was
complete. Hereturned to the Long Bar, where he drank until he stopped shaking. Resting in the music
and light he thought: doesit matter who she was, when every night here the world is somehow touched?
Guilt made him report to his assstant:

"l think | begin to see what's happening.”

Two days later, handsin pockets at the end of an afternoon spent with hisfriend the bottle, Vic Serotonin
lounged in the doorway of Liv Hulas bar watching the cats flow back into the event site. He had been
waiting there five minutes and Straint was till thick with them.

"Pay that tab any time," Liv Hulareminded him from behind the zinc counter.
"Sure" Vicsad.
He stood there aminute or two more without saying anything then turned up his collar and lft.

Liv Hularubbed at astain on the counter. She threw the rag into the sink. "Always good to see you,
Vic," shesaid quietly to hersdlf. "Come again soon." She went upstairs and turned on Radio Retro, but
they were just then announcing the evening's fights, and that only made her think of Joe L eone.

Outside it was Saudade.

At one end you got thetall black and gold business towers and tourist hotels, with the lights coming oniin
them in angular cyphers, at the other, the pastels of the Corniche dimming in asunset of impure hot pinks



and greens. Between them the sea; and the horizon somewhere past the tremendousroll of the surf, likea
creasein apiece of paper the colour of doves. Onshore winds, persistent as ahand on your arm, came
up the streets from the front, picking up in transit the rich smells of seafood and low-end mixed drinks.
The hotels were emptying, the barswerefilling up, surf noir basdines were bumping out of every open
door.

Vic Serotonin passed dl this, his shouldersin a permanent shrug.
Vic was puzzled. He had aleather-bound diary in one pocket and a Chambers gun in the other.

Hewaked down Straint to itsintersection with the top end of Neutrino, where two rickshaw girlsand
their clientswere dready in atraffic atercation, then turned I eft on to Cahuengawhich brought him
eventualy to Hot Walls. After that, he was five minutes finding the right door. It was one of those tall
narrow town-houses, six floors split into apartments. Vic rang the bell. Therewas along wait, during
which he rang the bell a couple of times more. Then an uncertain voice said:

"Who'sthere?'

"Remember me?' Vic said. "Y ou want to see me. Y ou want meto help you."
"Comein, Mr Serotonin.”

Heran up the stairstwo at atime.

Her diary had unsettled Vic, but he was unable to stop reading it. "I fear the unknown,” she had written,
"but the fear of the known is so much worse."

There were pages of thiskind of thing. Y ou got alist of expenses—arickshaw downtown, medls at
upscale venues like Els and Encientum, underwear from Uoest, clever books from Parker & Bright. Then
adescription of the fights—naphtha flares casting akind of anti-illumination over the arena, burnt
cinnamon smdlls, the cultivars strutting about, all tusks and tattoos, their erect cocks the Size of horses,
the sudden flash of an eight-inch spur then something dick and ropey levered out and steaming in the
shadows. "Theresamora dimension here no one seems aware of," was her conclusion about the fights.
That wasfine. It barely scratched the surface, but it was more than understandable. It was the travelogue
you'd expect. But then she was off again:

"The known is dicked on to everything like akind of grease. Y ou would do anything to avoid the things
you dready know."

It made her hard to place. She seemed like someone who had spent time in Saudade; then like someone
who hadn't. But if she belonged somewhere else, no clues were |eft where that might be. Y ou got the
impression of awoman who'd depended on privilege one planet past what she could handle, and who
had inevitably become lost in space. Other than eat and shop and take rides around town, she stayed
home and got tense. She loved her apartment, she said, but her relationship with the city was partid,
uncongtructive. Despite that, she didn't just catch a ship out of there, which iswhat any tourist would
have done,

"Am | meant to livethisway?' she asked hersdf. "Isit the samefor al these other creatures? Isthat how
they seethings here?' Speaking as one of those creatures, Vic would like to know too.

But answers weren't forthcoming, and the diary's language was empty because its true object—her own
anxiety—would aways remain both present and unstated: so that every observation suggested more than
it could ever contain. Asaresult even the physica object sometimes seemed packed and decodable.



Pressed to the nose, its pages gave out the scents of midtown: coffee, perfume, polished wood. Then,
very faintly, human sex. Vic couldn't imagine that. The words rose from among these smdlls asif they
were sensationstoo: "l dream entirely in tiny mad paintings. A man seems to be spewing up a snake.
Someone dseisheping him. Theroof of their houseison fire. They recoil from one another yet seem
entwined, bent in the shapes of abody language which no longer has any meaning.

"Isthiswhat will happen to meingdethe ste? Am | dreaming what it islike?1 don't want to go in but |
must." There being no attempt to explain this combination of need and paradysis, Vic was forced back
repeatedly on to the entry which had first caught hiseye. "Am | confused when | remember, or try to, the
time before| was born?' Then, asif thisweren't enough:

"Thevast craneflies, libelulinae and locusts which somehow filled my life then were emblematic. They
were dien species, icons of difference; astentative and fearful asthey were frightening. They were usudly
trying to speak, through the woman | knew as The Girl Benegth the Dragonfly. She was trandating for
them, caught up, eectrified, pushed out of herself, taken over, by their need. She had no life of her own.
Shewas aradio, aretro radio. Shelay on the sodden black ash. She was myself. They stood over her,
trembling. They were trying to explain through her how badly things had gone wrong. How they had been
blown here by circumstances they could not control. How they didn't mean to be here. In asensethey
were my parents, but they had never been meant to be here, in the world aswe knew it then.

"Insect,”" she concluded, "is an anagram of incest.”
Even for a childhood on another planet it seemed extreme.

At least he had learned her name, written repeatedly acrossthefirst two or three pagesin ahand which,
formless at first, soon became practised and fluent. It was Kidar. "Mrs Elizabeth Kielar," she had written
again and again, likeagirl trying out future identities from the safety of some expensive New Venusberg
school. "Elizabeth Kidar. MrsKidar." Vic would never useit, but it was aname. She stood looking at
him uncertainly from her doorway. Thefur coat Irene had so admired was loosely dung over an oyster
satin dip, which encouraged the hallway light to pool up blue shadows behind her thin collarbones.

"I'msorry,” shesad. "l—"
"Intheend,” Vic said, "sorry's never enough.”

He pushed past her and into the gpartment. It was seven or eight rooms one after the other, the
connecting doors open so you could see the length of it. A bank of identical windowsran dl the way
down on theleft, lighting it like asingle artfully divided space, arestaurant or agdlery. Vic could fed her
standing behind him, pulling the coat closed across her breasts, watching him with that continuous bland
puzzlement of hers. She smdlled of Ana's Anai's, and also some expensive flowered soap.

"Y ou knew that," heinsisted, without looking back, "but until now you've never had to acknowledgeit.”
Hehdd up thediary. "Why givethisto me?"

She shut the door quietly behind her.
"Youreangry," shesaid. "I don't know why you're so angry."
"l can't work with uncertaintieson thissde.”

"Would you like to have adrink?' Thisidea seemed to restore her. "l was adeep when you knocked,"
shesaid. "Please comein and have adrink.”

"l want to know what you think | can giveyou,” Vic sad.



"It didn't work because you were so angry. | was more afraid of you than that place.”
"Maybethat's how it seemsto you now," Vic said.

In the end, though, what could he do but shrug? He followed her down the curious linear apartment,
accepted adrink, sat at one end of a sofawith agreen chenille cover thrown over it and watched while
she arranged hersdlf at the other, in the corner asfar away from him as she could get. She drew up her
knees. She allowed the fur coat to fall loosdly around her, and watched Vic in return. Vic made a
pantomime of placing her diary carefully on asmall table, which was perhaps hisway of saying that was
over now, he'd just leave that aone. There was asingle narrow glass vase on the sametable. In the
morningsthe light would fal harshly acrossit, tangle the transparent shadow of the vase in the shadows of
the window frame. "Isthat the drink you like?' she asked him. "Isthat the way you prefer it?

After amoment he said:

"When you walked into Liv Hulas bar, | thought you were atourist. That was amistake. It put both of us
indanger.”

"Mr Serotonin, I—"

"Look a me" Vic urged. "Ligten. I'mtdlling you this. In there, the most unreliable people are the ones
looking for something. Their liveswere too difficult to solve. Now they hope something good will happen
to them, but they've been hoping for too long and that's what makes them dangerous. Y ou never know
what will happen to them in there. They thought they wanted to find something—it would have been
easer to day thisside of things" It was his sandard speech to women like that. He usudly gaveitina
corner of Liv Hulds bar, or asuite at one of the tourist hotels.

He swallowed hisdrink. He leaned forward.
"Do you understand?’ he said.

She shivered and pulled the coat back round her suddenly. ™Y ou're angry because you're afraid of
everything," shesad.

Vic shrugged and smiled.
"It'sgood we can agree," he said politely.

At this, she pursed her lips and turned her head away from him so that the long tendons of her neck
stood out. Vic could seethe tension in them. Her skin was alittle darker than he remembered. "This
morning,”" she said quietly, "1 sat here for an hour without moving. | ache. I'm waiting for something to
happen, and | don't even know what part of my lifeit will gpproach from." She turned back to him
suddenly and asked, "Have you ever lost your way?' Her eyes, acurious colour between green and
brown, were so wide and direct he couldn't [ook into them for fear of disappointing her in some obscure
fashion.

"Would | know?" he said.
"People lose their way as an act of defence. Then they panic and decide they haveto find it again.”

She got up from the sofaand stood in front of him smiling. "Come and look," she said. "Come over here
with me and look out of thewindow." When he didn't respond, she walked over to stare out anyway. "l
won't wait for you,” she said. Then:



"Look!"

Outsideit was Saudade, rooftops and streets stretching away in the soft rain and dark. Lines of lights.
Cabs and pedestrians flickering under the neon, adstreams like migrations of pastel moths. Digtant cries
came up; laughter. Past dl that, past the tourist port and the military pits, out at the limits of vision, you
could see something—awhitish, roiling strip like surf, the boundary of the event Site, a stationary vapour
of uncertain physics. Beautiful but very strange. Aboveit, the Kefahuchi Tract had stretched itsalf across
the yielding black sky like the generative principle of some old cosmology. Vic Serotonin stood next to
MrsKidar. He frowned briefly asif he had seen something out there he wanted to be certain of . Findly,
he looked down &t her.

"It'squiet tonight,” he said.

Shesmiled to hersdf. "Isit?" shesaid. "Why did you come here?"
"l don't know."

"Tdl yoursdf that if you like. It won't help.”

The fur coat had fallen open again. City light splashed behind the narrow collarbones, and where the
edge of the satin dip lay acrossit, her skin wasthe colour of balsamic cream. An unexpected warmth
came up from her. The moment he became aware of that, she knew. She gave alow laugh and moved a
step or two away from him. ™Y ou never had to see me again. What do you care about some tourist? It
wasn't thediary. It wasme." By then Vic had her by the shoulders, which were smal and rounded.

"What'sthis?' he said, "what's hgppening?' and began kissing her.

His mouth safely on hers, she backed towards the sofaand pulled him down. Vic worked the coat off
and tugged the dip up round her waist, felt the heat of her on hisface; caught broken glimpses, through
his own excitement, of the light on her skin. She was one of those women who writhe and push alot.
Someinternd struggle with themsel ves—as urgent astheir own narrow bones, skin over muscle—causes
them to sweat immediately they touch your clothes. Everythingisin their way. Y ou don't know if they
want you or not, but something won't stop in them. She bit Vic'sarm. Onefoot pushed and kicked
impatiently at the coat as she placed hersdlf, then shehad himin her.

"Chrig," Vicsad.

"Youlikethis" shesad. "You likeit." Shemade asmdl agitated noise, asif sheliked it too. She amiled
at the celling for amoment, then drew up her legs and began to say yes, in adetermined yet meditative
voice, intimeto Vic'sthrugs "Yes Yes Yes Yes. Yes," until hecame.

"How you wanted to do that!" she said.

Vic, aspuzzled as héd ever been in hislife, tried to roll away from her and st up. She only wrapped her
legsround him and held him by the shoulders until he couldn't avoid her eyes.

"Will you take meinto the Site, Mr Serotonin?"

He stared at her, shook his head. Pulled himsdf away. "It'sVic," he said thickly—then, sitting on the
edge of the sofa staring at the window and talking to himself asmuch asher, "I'm Vic." Hefdt used. He
didn't know what hefdt. He sat there for half an hour with hisback to her in adefensive curve. Neither
of them said anything, then he turned round and had her again. Facing away to present hersdf, she
whispered, "Y ou have no ideawho you are.”



When Vic wokeit was il night, and he was aone.

He toured the long apartment looking for her. White wainscoting and layers of ethnic rugs gave way to
shoulder-height marbletiling over large black and white linoleum squares; then green stk wallpaper and
dark wooden floorboards worn unevenly but polished to ahigh shine. Objects were
everywhere—feathers from adead dien, musica insruments casting angular shadows, three sketches of
someone else's ancestors in thin, black-japanned frames. Ceramics from some culture no one knew the
name of, athousand lights down the Beach, amillion years down the drain. Everything changed, room to
room, except the row of windows, and through these the city light fell cleanly, downshifting colours,
accentuating the museum vaues of the space, emptying everything out. Hefdt glad of the dight chill on
hisskin. It reminded him hewas dive.

"MrsKida?' he cdled. There she was, crouched on awindow seat naked, legs drawn up, twisted from
thewaist so she could look out. Her sharp, vulnerable elbows on the windowsi Il supported her upper
body; her hands were clasped in front of her face. Sherocked alittle, to and fro. Vic touched her.

"MrsKidar?' No response. It was the body language of someone waiting for the worst to happen. “'|
ache" shehad saidto him, "I ache."

"I'll takeyou inthere," he offered. " Soon."

Acrossthe city, the man who looked like Einstein sucked with satisfaction on his empty pipe and nodded
to himsdlf. "For once thistechnology worked,” hetold his assistant. "We have him now.”

He nodded to himself again. "We have Vic now," he said.
"l don't seewhy," hisassgtant said.

It was nearly dawn, and she was hungry. They had been stting in Aschemann's office for ten hourswhile
apick-up detail from surveillance mothered the obsol ete nanocams Vic Serotonin had brought unwittingly
into MrsKidar's gpartment to join the house dust, the aerosols of perspiration and warm bregath, thetiny
drifting flakes of Elizabeth Kidlar's ddlicate cream-col oured skin which aready floated there. In the end
the usud series of transmission faults had corrupted the image stream, freezing it on MrsKidar in her
srained attitude by the window while the travel agent, naked, bent over her solicitoudy, his mouth open
to repeat something, acurioudy ingppropriate point of reflected light in one eye making him look like an
untrustworthy dog.

"Drive me home,” Aschemann said, "and perhaps 'l tell you.”

Oncethey werein the car, though, he changed his mind and started to talk about hiswife instead. Why,
the assstant couldn't tell. He insisted they have the top down while they drove. He looked tired, cheerful,
alittlefrailer than usud, hiswhite hair disarranged by the rush of cold morning air into the Cadillac. When
she suggested they find aplace to eat breakfast, he made an irritable gesture.

"My wife," he said, "was an agorgphobe. Y ou didn't know that."

When the assstant failed to respond, instead running through her repertoire of calm practical
actions—glancing into the driving mirror, changing gear, dowing to alow agroup of cultivarsto sagger
acrosstheroad in front of the Cadillac, drunk, bagged, bleeding out happily from their injuriesin the
ring—he said, "Thiswill be useful for you to know. Y ou should listen to thisif you want to understand the
meaning of the Neon Heart murders.”

"I can listen and drive," she pointed ot.



"Soyou say."
Therewas aslence. Then he went on:

"There are kinds of agoraphobes to whom even aknock on the door istoo much of the outside world.
Someone else must answer it for them. Y et as soon as you step into their houses they become monsters.”

In hiswifésrooms, he said, every inch of floor and furniture space had been filled up with objects, so
that you didn't quite know how to get from the door to the sofa. "Once you had got there you couldn't
move about, except with extreme caution. All quick movement was damped by thislabyrinth—" here, he
laughed "—where there was even acode, three or four quick pulls on the cord, to get the lavatory light to
go on. It'sless, you see, thet they are uncomfortable in public than that they only fed in control on ther
own ground.”

He seemed to expect aresponse to this, but she couldn't think of one. Eventually, she said, "Poor
woman. Where would you liketo eat?"

Aschemann folded his arms and stared ahead.

"Isthat al you can say?'Poor woman'? Problems like hers are so easy to cure, no one should have them.
Isthat what you believe?'

"| thought you might want to est.”

"Agoraphobiaisan aggressvey territoria sirategy: refusa to go out forces the outside to comein, to
where it's manageable. On the agoraphobe's ground you walk through the agoraphobe's maze.”

"] don't see" she sad, "what this hasto do with the murders.”
"Wel, you have no patience.”

Other crimes had come and gone for him, Aschemann said, but the murders continued. "They continueto
thisday." He said thiswith akind of bitter satisfaction. Each one published new lines of the verse, with
nothing to connect the victims but their shaven armpit and Carmody-style tattoo. "And, of course" as
Aschemann reminded her, "theinvestigation itself.” He had long ago forbidden the detective branch to
work the case. Track record aswell as seniority had allowed him to do that, sheer weight of cases
solved, paperwork successfully filed. Word went out that it was Aschemann's crime. He can keep it, was
most peopl€'s opinion.

"And 07"

"Stop here," Aschemann ordered "We can have anice breakfast here." They swept into the kerb outside
EPdlic.

A notorious cholesterol venue halfway down Neutrino, Pellici's offered Deco walls and Cafe eectrique.
More important, Aschemann said, you could hear the food smoking in the animd fat. At that time of the
morning Pellici'swasfull of rickshaw girlsin pink and black lycragorging themsdves on smple carbs.
They stood avkwardly up to the counter, unable to use the seating, ducking their heads needlesdy,
embarrassed to be among people of ordinary size. Aschemann smiled around at them, one or two smiled
back. Once he was eating he seemed to forget both hiswife and the murders. Grateful for this, the
assstant brought up the subject of Vic Serotonin again.

"Our so-important Vic," Aschemann said, recovering his humour with hisblood sugar. "Oh Vic," he
chided, asif Serotonin were Stting acrossthe table from him, "Vic, Vic, Vic." Hemade adismissve



gesture. "Aswell asrather ordinary sex, Vic has aconspiracy with thiswoman Kielar, we can proveit.
So now theré'sasite crime. We can pick him up, have atak with him."

"I don't see how that helps.”

"Wl put it to him thisway: why should Vic go about his business unconstrained when we don't get what
wewant?'

"Y ou could have donethisany time."

Aschemann shrugged. He gave her a smile which suggested that though she wasright, she had missed an
important point which hewould illuminate for her out of pure generosity of heart.

"Vicwasnothing," hesaid, "now he's something.”

Helit his pipe and sat back. "Eat your food,” he recommended, "beforeit gets cold." He watched her
encouragingly for amoment, nodding hishead and smiling a every forkful she put in her mouth, then said,
"All thistime, people like me have been wrong. Weve been afraid of the site for the wrong reasons.” The
assistant wouldn't be tempted by this. Shelooked firmly down at her plate. "For sixty yearswevetried to
control what came out of there— new code, new kinds of artefacts we thought might get loose, dl that
dien stuff, we can't predict its behaviour, or evenin many cases say what it is.

"We never considered it might be two-way traffic.”
She stopped eating in surprise and looked at him.
"Nothing goesin,” shesad.

Aschemann smiled and nodded. "Very good answer," he said. "Y ou're sure of that, are you?' He passed
her ahot towe. "Use thisto wipeyour lips."

Next evening, Vic Serotonin went to therights.

He wasn't keen on them himself. Y ou can claim, and people do, that every fight isdifferent: but itisa
difference that worksitsalf out within sameness, so that when you've seen onefight you've truly seen them
al. That wasVic'sview. But hefdt so nervous about guiding Mrs Kidar into the Ste again that he
thought he'd better have one moretry at getting Emil Bonaventure's journal— his hope being that, against
the odds, it might feature amore robust description, a more dependable map of the site than any Vic had
concocted. His hope wasit might give him an edge. So he dialed up Edith Bonaventure and invited her
down to Preter Coeur with him.

"Because | know you loveto go," hetold her.

"l wish | could, Vic," Edith said. "But Emil, you know, he'sbad. That manissoill for dl hissind Also|
was going to wash my hair. Goodbye now, and enjoy.” And she closed the connection.

Vic sghed and re-established it. "'Y ou need anight out, Edith," hetried.

"Besideswhich,” Edith said, asif the conversation between them had never broken off, "since Joe the
Liondied | lost my previousintenseinterest.” She laughed coarsely. "Name me agirl who didnt,” she
suggested inalow voice, asif she wastalking to someone Vic couldn't see. Crammed into the cheap
public pipe, her voice gained asardonic echo. Behind it he could hear accordion music, New Nuevo
Tango music decongtructing its own mannered precision to the raw absurdity of thetango life: Edith
hersdf, Vic bet, recorded in her glory days. Thirteen years old and already ahologram in her own right.



"Hey, I'm sorry, Vic, but you know how itis."

Thistimeit was Vic who broke the connection. "Fair enough,” he acknowledged. "1 guess you know
what you want."

Edith got right back to him. "Maybe I'll come," she said.

Fightswere held dl over, you could see one on any street corner after six; but the place they called
Preter Coeur was Saudade's premier venue. Rank with pollutants and the native flora that throve on
them, it spread, cavernous and vaulted, awaste of covered pits and roofed concrete expanses, across
severa acres backed up against the event aureole, at the end of aline extended from Cahuenga
Boulevard. By day therain blew between the support pillars of its many unwalled sections, through
oblique bars of sunlight which fell upon bodies—the lost, the degping, the befuddied, the dead. It had
been amilitary shipyard of somekind, before EMC moved to their present location. Now it sprang back
to lifeat dusk every day, asbig asacity quarter, in businessfor itself, salf-governed, salf-policed,
self-made, asprawl of food stals, flop houses, flea markets, bookmakers, makeshift chopshops and
tattoo booths around each ring, trawled by every kind of cultivar and fetch. The voices of the Radio
Retro announcers, piped out the very air by sophisticated entrained-wave techniques, shouted the odds.
Monas worked the rickshaw linesin giggling groups. Sexualy aroused New Men staggered by, bagged
on Night Train and looking for aquiet corner in which to jack off. All thisunder amixed illumination of
naphthaflame or blank interrogatory halogen glare, and everything in between. In Preter Coeur the
shadow of apillar fell onyou with dl theweight of the pillar itsdlf; the next moment you were losing your
sense of balancein the unpredictable jump and turn of smoky flickers like shoding fish. Adstreams
floated everywhere, their unbearable lightness of being—their smple promise—catching you up: until the
crown of butterflies round your head morphed into a crown of thorns and you found you had surrendered
your intimate data to some twink-farmer forty blocks away on Pierpoint Street.

Through thisflow of light and smoke and people events, which you could describe every ingtant of, yet
never predict its next Sate, the fighters moved with studied, looming, fuck-off grace, speech reduced by
careful tuning of their inboard hormond patches to the amused, confident, inarticulate growl of those who
areinvincible at what they do, and will never be less than what they are, and will ways be more than
you. Thelight fell on their strutting cockerdl-legs, clawed and brazen-scaled. 1t showed you suddenly the
weird articulations at knee and hip, the vast perpetually erect cock bursting from the leather britches, the
second thumb a brass spur too, the spangles of live tattoo and treasure map like riding lights across the
blackened torso ripe with scabs and scars. A day old, if that, and aready mythologica, aready dead.

Tourigtsloved it. If you could look down at night from five or six hundred feet inthe air, you'd see every
rickshaw in Saudade converging there like T-cdlls rushing to the site of infection, to be drawn in under the
sgn Uncle Zip's Prefer Coeur.

Edith Bonaventure loved it too.

"OhVic," shesad, "look at it dl! Look at thelights!" Her customary tough manner was softened with
delight, and every passing fighter captured her heart. "L ook a the monster cock on that!"

"None of themisdivelikeus" Vic sad. Thissurprised him as being true. "They're confections.”

"Oh ho," laughed Edith. "Do | hear envy? Do | hear you jedlous? Vic, | believel do!" But Vic fdt less
envy than asort of generous puzzlement. How would you chop carrots, with your dick dwaysin the
way? Get in and out the bath? It was true, he thought, that despite their vitality—which streamed out into
theair likethelife force you would expect of ahorse or other large anima—the fighterswere less than
red, an in-the-end pointless|ooping of their persona dreamsinto parity with some sort of public idea of



what afighter ought to resemble. "Dreams’ was anyway the wrong word to use here, Vic thought.
Dreams were by-numbers. They were cheap. They had been Uncle Zipped, like everything dsein the
Hao. No one except aMonawould be seen dead in possession of a dream these days. Edith, however,
broad of hip and wearing her best grown-up clothes, alively one hersalf since age thirteen, wouldn't have
this. They were out for an evening's entertainment, she ruled, not a politica debate. She clung to hisarm,
her eyes bright, which made him fed good in adistant way.

"Youreexcited," hesad.
This netted him asidelong look, both mysterious and pragmetic.

"You cantdl, canyou?' said Edith. After which they were engulfed in asmel like cinnamon and
adrendin, amolecular ad-stream which, bypassing the neocortex and heading straight for the brainstem,
caused her to scream in delight.

"] want to bet! | want to bet!"

It was anight of solid bouts, technicaly predictable but with plenty of live action drama. The smell of
haemoglobin layered itself over the ring thick as country mist, laced with chemical signatures specificto
each fighter and traditionally borrowed from the flavours of Ancient Earth alcopops—Two Dogs,
Jopal.ume, Decoda, Y ellow Fever and that great old standard made popular by Joe the Lion himsdlf,
Alcola Edithwasloving it. Her first two fighters had won, in three-and-a-half minutes and four; the third
wasn't doing so well but she hadn't noticed yet. While her mood remained good, Vic said, "Have you
seen any Sgn of that diary? Emil'sold diary?'

Edith stared digtractedly a him, naphthalight flaring across her smdl festures. Then she said:
"Jesus, Vic, | don't know. What do you care?'

"I'm going into the Ste”

"Vic, you go into the Site every week. It'syour career.”

Inthering her latest favourite had dipped on acoail of hisown lower bowel, which was the end of him for
that evening. He seemed delighted with hisinjuries. The crowd gave up agood-humoured jeer ashis
handler dragged him into the blue shadows the other side of the ring, upon which Edith shook her head as
if clearing it and gave Vic an intent look. "Did you bring me hereto get Emil's book? Isthat why you
asked me out?" Shelaughed. "Jesus, Vic, you didn't need to spend your money! | could have told you no
a home, aquiet night in, just you and me until Emil fell out of bed or threw up, or choked in hisdeep,
which he doesalot now." She shook her head dowly in disbelief. "Vic," shesad, "yourealoser.”

"Look," Vicsad, "1—"
"Y ou lost agood fuck you could have had tonight.”
"Edith—"

She waked quickly off into the crowd. He caught sight of her once more then shewas gone. It was
aways hard to seein Preter Coeur. That changein thelight at the corner of your eye, you never knew if
it was ashadow or a Shadow Boy, some gangster agorithm with its sense of humour puckered inthe
kissof profit. Vic Serotonin shrugged. He couldn't blame Edith. Edith was focused; she understood her
own needs, perhapsto a degree no one € se could. She would be back in her own time. Meanwhile he
bought afight card, from which he gathered that he knew one of the contestantsin the next bout, a Straint
Street boy whose chops originated a couple of doors down from Liv Hulas bar. On paper this boy was



quick, and looked like abet. Twenty minutes later, three fights behind in the attempt to sdlvage his
dignity, Vic felt atug on hisdeeve, looked down: there was Paulie DeRaad's lieutenant, Alice Nylon, in
her little plastic raindicker and red Wellington boots.

"Hey, Alice" Vic sad. "Y ou hereto change my luck?'

Alice had backed hersalf up with two or three of Pauli€'s soldiers, their faces contorted for Serotonin's
benefit into expressions of juvenile threat. She craned her neck to see what was going oninthering,
winced. "So where'syour money in this sad affair, Vic?' she wanted to know; and, when hetold her,
shook her head, indicating professiond disbelief. "L ooks like we got here too late to save you from
yoursdf," shesaid. Vic, meanwhile, made agun of hisfingersand aimed it a the kiddies.

"Don't do anything stupid," he warned them.

Alice Sghed. "Paulie saysto comewith us," sheinformed him not unsympetheticdly. "Heantin sucha
good mood today."

Not too far away in the crowd, Irene the Monawatched these events with a certain amusement. Her
eyeswere intent. Her intuitions were sharp. In the undependabl e light of Prefer Coeur her face looked
older, and anyone who knew the original Irene—style-refugee from a planet few ever thought to
tour—would have recognised her, ingtalled there like a tectonic structure beneath the more obvious
curves and planes of the Mona package. It wasthat Irene, perhaps, who noted how Edith Bonaventure
flounced off into the crowd, only to be replaced immediately by Alice Nylon, asif those two were the
snglebad choicein Vic'sworld, the splitting point on alondy man's journey. It wasthat Irene, perhaps,
who thought to hersdlf, It's easier to get into that stream than out of it, my girl; whileto Fat Antoyne
Messner she observed:

"Thingswill dways catch up with Vic Serotonin.”
"| got to agree with that."

At Preter Coeur he would agree with mogt things Irene said. He was aman of duggish temperament, she
felt bound to admit: but the fights made him put his arm around her, and buy chegp things. The fights
made him want to have sex. What she liked most about sex with Fat Antoyne was how unpractised and
tentative he was— how unprofessional. She could press his head to her breast after he came and he was
gtill sprawled there panting and saying, "I'm sorry," and reassure him, " Shush, shush, | like any kind of
fucking. I'm made that way." Being with Antoynein those circumstances caused her heart to swell up
warm, so that she had dreams of being one of the dphafemaes of Ancient Earth.

Shewaiched Alice Nylon lead Vic away, and clutching Fat Antoyneésarm, said:
"Hey, you know, maybe Vic would help us.”
"l an'tasking Vic," said Fat Antoyne.

"Well then, welll just have to find the money another way," shetold him. "Maybe we could s
omething?'

"I haven't got anything.”
"Everyone's got something they can sell, pet. Oh Antoyne, well soon be so happy and successful! But
real. Wherever we go well stay very rea and good, and make all the best decisons out therein those

million stars. / heart lovel well say. / heart my life becauseit's so real up thereon TV!" While she
counsdlled hersdf quite rightly: We will have to get him Zipped first. He can buy a package makeshim



look razor and quick with those hands, but sengitive too; and undernesth helll till be the Antoyne | know
and love. He will aways be Antoyne to me, who comestoo quick and doesn't understand | can forgive
that because | seenitdl.

6
Tanked on C-Street

An hour later, when Alice Nylon and her punks ddlivered Vic to the back office of the Semiramide Club,
Paulie DeRaad was sorawled in the same chair Vic had last seen himin, asif during the intervening
period he hadn't moved at al, only got sick. Alice believed he had sat there for at least aday. She
brought him drinks from the bar, she said, but he didn't seem asinterested asusud; in fact he didn't seem
interested at dl. "He's not himsdlf, you know?' she said to Vic. "Generdly, you fetch himaNight Train,
hell put it down in one and crush the can that way he has against the sSide of hisheed, it'sdl onefluid
move? Well, today he don't drink nothing. Then he wakes up suddenly and asksfor you."

"How did he put that?"

"Well, he says, you know, bring that fucking fucker Victo me," Alicerecdled. "Then heslikethisagain. |
mesan," she offered, "take alook.”

Paulie'slegswere straight out in front of him, his head thrown back asif the chair had a headrest, which it
did not but was just an ordinary uncomfortable moulded chair. Hiswhole body wasin arigid condition.
Where it wasn't the bluish colour of milk, his skin had a heavy-meta tinge particularly evident whereit
was ablated around his cheeks and forehead. His eyes were closed, though somehow you gained the
impression they might flicker open any moment. It was hard to tell how sick Pauliewas, and Paulie
himsdlf didn't help with this. He was smiling as happily asagirl. Some of those smileswere surprising,
they were surprisingly sexy. It was asif Paulie wanted to share something. Sometimes he wanted to share
it 0o much that he was practically winking. Vic Serotonin didn't care to know what it was. These weren't
red smiles, he could tell: they were what you got when there was nothing | eft to smilefor.

"Fuck it, Paulie” Vic said.
"He wakes up sometimes, we don't understand what he says."

Vic went to the office door, which he opened a crack. When he looked out into the Semiramide Club it
was smoke, music and acohol fumes, business as usud; no one waslooking back in. He shut the door
again. "Does anyone e se know about this? Any of his EMC connexions?' Alicedidn't think they did.
"Let'skeep it that way, then," Vic recommended. " Those assholes don't need to know, we can agree on
that?' Asfar as she was concerned, Alice said, they could. "Good," said Vic. When he turned back to
Paulie, he found Paulie had woken up and got out of the chair and was standing right in Vic's persond
gpace, hisface—pumped up with blood under the skin so it was bright red—thrust forward, hisblue
eyes open aswide asthey would go.

"What have you doneto me, you fuck?' he screamed.

Vic felt the hair go up on the back of his neck. "Jesus, Paulie," he said, "1 don't know." Before he could
add anything to that, Paulie had pushed him aside and was kneeling down in front of Alice Nylon.

"Areyou my pretty littlegirl?' he said.
"l am," sad Alice.

"Then give me your best smile!" Paulie cgoled her. "There! Y ou see? Y ou fed better aready!”



He stood up again and began to lurch restlesdy about the room, walking from the hips with his knees
tiff. He seemed to get interested in things, then he would stop and stare at the wall and do nothing. After
he had been walking around like thisfor awhile, examining the bits and pieces he kept in the office asif
trying to understand who he was, he stopped in front of ahologram of himsdf with the other guyswho
came out dive from the wreck of the old El Rayo X. They looked alittle sunburned but they were dll
grinning broadly, till in the bottom haf of their vacuum suits, giving the thumbs-up with one hand and
brandishing various kinds of guns and tools with the other. "Who are these people?’ Paulie asked Vic,
but when Vic told him, he didn't answer. The blood had leached out of hisface again. Vic looked at
Alice, who shrugged.

"Hean't the Paulie we know."

Faintly, from the Semiramide Club outside, came the sound of laughter and gpplause. The entertainment
had started in on their second set with the moderne classic Jordan V-10. Vic Serotonin thought a
moment.

"Isthere another way out?' he said.
"Door at the back there exitsinan dley.”
"Fetch hisrickshaw girl," Victold her. "Don't talk to anyone else."

When Alice had gone he went through Pauli€'s clothes until he found the key to the room where Paulie
kept the artefact Vic had sold him. Thiswould be an unsettling process for anyone, but Paulie stood
compliantly throughout, his head tilted up dightly so he could face the hologram of himsdlf. Hiseyeswere
closed again. A few minutes later the rickshaw girl ducked in through the back door.

"ThisisAnnie" Alicesaid, comingin behind her.

"Oh boy, you don't look good,” the Annietold Paulie. Between the three of them they manhandled
DeRaad out of there; it took further effort to get him into the rickshaw. Alice Nylon sat on Vic'sknee.
Vic sat crushed in next to Paulie and tried to work out what sort of Situation he wasin. He wished he had
handled Edith Bonaventure alittle better, because perhaps her father's book would have told him more
about Paulie's condition. He wondered if he was about to make another mistake.

"I can't believethisis Paulie DeRaad," the rickshaw girl said after amile or two. "I mean, is he dead?"'
"Turnleftinto Voigt," Victold her.

"Hey, forget | asked."

"Arewethereyet?' said Alice,

Nothing much had changed in the room off Voigt Street. The smell was il bad. Paulie, who had woken
up again as soon asthey got close, caught it from twenty yards away. His head went up and his nogtrils
dilated. He stood passively enough on the steps outside, while Vic struggled with the door and the
rickshaw girl clopped away into the night of the noncorporate hinterland, but you could tell hewas
interested.

If Paulie was interested, so was the boy insde. When they got in the room, he had dragged himself off
the bed and pressed himself into a corner. He was naked. He watched them with asoft smile while his
hands made shy, pushing motionsin Paulie's direction. Paulie smiled too. The boy's whole body shivered
once, from head to foot: under thefilth it had aclear, waxy look, and it had contracted in onitsef alittle
asif something had been used up insde. "I don't want you," he said in that three-toned voice which



sounded more like e ectronica chords than anything human. A few bright motestrickled out of one eye.
Suddenly he made a break for the door, but Paulie reached out and caught his upper arm. The force of
the boy'slunge swung them both around. "Hey," Paulie said, asif to himsdlf, "naughty, naughty.” They
tottered for amoment, clutching at one another, then fell on the bed, where they lay winded and
face-to-face. Paulie got awide gentle smile on hislipsand laid his cheek close to the boy's; he whispered
something. The boy looked up at the ceiling emptily at first, then he started smiling too.

Vic had no ideawnhat was happening.

"Weve got to stop this" he said.

Alice didn't think there was any need. "Paulie won't hurt him now," she said. "Look. They're friends."
"That'swhat I'm afraid of," Vic said.

The stuation remained like that for perhaps two minutes, then the boy'sface got alight in it exactly asif
someone had switched on alamp inside his skull. His mouth opened dowly and light poured out over the
room and dl over Paulie DeRaad, as bright and fierce as the radiation that took his skin off dl those
years ago. It was alight you could hear. It had organ values. It issued from the boy's mouth but reflected
S0 ingtantly off thewallsthat it seemed to come from everywhere dsetoo. Vic and Alice covered their
eyes but they could gtill seethelight unabated, and they thought they could fedl heat though no heat was
there. Then it had passed, and the room was quiet and dark again, and the boy on the bed wasjust a
Point kid lying confused and naked in his own filth and tangled clothes. Paulie DeRaad lay next to him
with his eyes staring open, screaming at hisold friend Vic:

"You fuck! You fuck!"
"Paulie, 1—"

"It's daughter-code, Vic. Y ou fucking unprofessional fuck, you brought me adaughter and I'm walking
around dead!"

Hewasn't walking around at dl. Paulie was lying there on his back immobile except for some of hisface,
mostly the eyes and mouth. His eyes were popped out with the effort of holding something at bay. His
jaw was clenched so hard hisvoice sounded asiif it came down abad datapipe from somelocation in the
parking orbit. Y ou could hear histeeth crack. His hands plucked at hisclothes. "Thisisn't me" he said.
"Am | me?' Helaughed suddenly. It was the distinctive DeRaad laugh, they heard it from CorCarali to
Motel Splendido, wherever there were difficult timesto be had. "Hey! Vic! Liketheold days” This
thought seemed to relax him. He sighed and turned to face the boy; code began to pour t out the
boy's mouth like cold tapioca. Vic and Alice pulled them gpart. The boy convulsed, rolled away, curled
up in afoeta pogtion, held amurmured conversation with himslf in three different voices. By then Paulie
DeRaad was unconscious again. He had managed to get some of his clothes off and his bare arms had
the same waxy pliable ook asthe boy's.

"Thiswas such afucking mistake," Vic said. "We should take him back to the club.”
Alice shook her head.

"Leaveit with me," she said. "He needsto bein his own place now. | don't want the Semiramide crowd
to know about this."

"l can't tdll what you'rethinking, Alice”

Alice smiled vaguely. "I'll take care of him for now,” she said. Her eyeswere inturned and he realised that



she had dialed someone up. Just because Alice was eight didn't mean she was bad help: the contrary
was true, or she wouldn't be Paulie DeRaad's best little girl. She was already on it. She was making
arrangements. "Y eah," she said, "ten minutes, Map Boy. Back of Voigt. By the way, arickshaw won't do
it. Hey, don't try to fuck me with that. And don't comein,” here she gave aflat little chuckle, "unlessyou
ain't got enough problems of your own. Y eah, yeah, fuck off, | heard it all before." Shejoked alittle
more with Map Boy, then her eyesrefocused and she said, "Y ou il here, Vic? To be honest | don't
need you around now." Serotonin shrugged and went to the door. He was halfway out when she caled:

"You'd better know how to sort thisout, Vic."

It wastwo am. by then, and he felt peripherd to everything, especidly Paulie. DeRaad aways thought of
Vicasone of hiscontemporaries. Though nothing could be further from the case, there being twenty
yearsinit asfar asVic knew, Vic had dways understood this as a compliment he might one day
deserve—as though in Paulies book you could be ected to a generation particularly favoured by
craziness and poor judgment. At the beginning of their relationship Vic had been flattered, but for some
years now he had no intention of ending up like Paulie or any of Pauliesfriends. It complicated his
position that he found himsdlf reponsible for abad turnin Paulieslife.

The streets were deserted, and athin salty mist in the air would be rain by morning. Vic stood undecided
for aminute at the corner of VVoigt and Altavista; then, rather than go back to the Semiramide Club,
turned up his coat collar and took himsdlf off to Straint Street and Liv Hulas bar, where he found Liv
hersdlf yawning on one side of the zinc counter, while, from the other, Mrs Elizabeth Kidlar made hdting
conversation.

At about the same time, in his office across the city, Lens Aschemann, a man who bore an unmistakable
resemblance to the aged Eingtein, wasinforming his assstant:

"Just from its surface you know when water is deep. Asachild you learn to interpret the colour, the
movement, the way the light playsonit." Hard orange street light played on Aschemann's surfaces; while
his shadow operators, unused and unloved, moved uncomfortably in the corners of the room. "We have
aspeciesneed,” he went on, "to make estimateslike that. By implying everything that isn't there—not just
inthe caseitsdf but in the world the case seems to have some relation to—crime awakes in the detective
asmilar need.

"Do you understand? No. Wl then, think about it, whilel go see my friend Emil Bonaventure.”
"I'll driveyou," the assgtant offered.

"A man can't vigt hisold friend without bringing the police dong?' Aschemann asked. He waved his hand
dismissvdy. "Takethe night off,” heingructed. "Go home, wash your hair."

She studied him asif she had never seen him before.

"Oh, now | offended you again. So go to abar, whatever: | can giveyou alist of nice ones, only don't get
caught trying to have sex in the back lot."

"Thanksfor that advice of yours," she said.

Thisamused him. "We're getting to know one another now," he acknowledged. He offered her the keys
to the Cadillac. After the Semiramide Club raid, he had forbidden her to return there, or to the Cafe Surf,
done.

As soon as he | eft, she had the shadow operators open a pipe to hisrecords. Unnerved by the



inappropriateness of this, they fussed around, whispering, "'Isthere anything €lse we can bring you, dear?"
while she sprawled in Aschemann's leather chair and stared into space like someone in the early stages of
arousdl, her lips moving gently asthe raw data cascaded down the inside of her arm. There was an item
about the death of hiswife. She kept returning to it because athough it seemed to hold the key to him,
she had no ideahow to turnit in thelock. "Are you sure you're comfortable?' the shadow operators
asked. "It looks such an awkward way to sit.”

"I'll befing," she said. Later, she drove Aschemann's Cadillac down to the Corniche and parked facing
out to sea.

It wasaquiet night, with low cloud and a crack of greenish light just above the horizon. Onshore breezes
whipped up the sand around the ragmop palms, hissed over the bodywork of the car. She walked down
the access road to the bungalow where Aschemann's wife had lived. It was damper down there. Inside,
the bungalow had astale smell, not quite food or people. She stood in the kitchen, in the passageway, in
the single reception room, in the cobalt dark and the shush of the sea, with her eyes closed, waiting for
Aschemann and hiswife to assemble themsdvesin front of her. Nothing like that happened. They were
absent and dead respectively: they would never salf-disclose. She would have to find them, in the old
furniture, the stae carpets. She decided to begin with the bundles of |etters piled in the fake bureau.

"To be ashappy asthis," the detective had written to hiswife just after they met, "to be this open to
someone else, issomething | never expected.” It was aprophetic failure of nerve. He never settled. He
was unfaithful from the moment they married, in tourist hotels during the afternoon and the back lots of
bars at night. She forgave him over the years but he could never forgive himsalf; suddenly you found him
telling her, "Part of me haslogt patience with both of us. It wantsto fal back into life. In theend, one
person aways gives more than the other and is disappointed.” He had |eft her because she couldn't
defend herself againgt him, but this only made him, as miserable as shewas. "L ate afternoon it rained,” he
wrote, from an gpartment on Third Street. "I felt completely lonely and upset without you. For a second
al | wanted wasto be a home, among the things| knew, asif thislife | have here wasjust somevist |
had made without you." Her name was Prima, but for reasons the assi stant couldn't make out, he often
cdled her Utz or Utzie. Dear Utz. Hello Utzie. After they separated, he stopped writing about himself
and wrote to her about the city instead. He wrote to her about ordinary things. He wrote to her about his
job. To catch the crimind, he said, you had to go down inside: that's where you would find him.

Throughout the correspondence, if that waswhat it could be called, he had favoured aflimsy, dmost
trangparent paper, light blue, prefolded so that it could be made into its own envelope. The earliest
letters, full of endearments and graphic descriptions of the sex they had (asif by reliving it, perhaps, he
could proveto himsdf hewasthere), were brittle but intact; while the later ones, though crud, fell apart
at thefolds, asif they had been handled every day since.

Why had he chosen to write letters to her, when they lived in the same city, the same house? Had Prima
ever answered them? It wasimpossible to know. "'I'm increasingly shortsighted,” he had written, three
days before her death, "yet my dreams are as compactly constructed as advertisements.”

Aschemann's assistant reread dl the letters, then stood at the window. Outside the bungaow it wasthe
sound of waves on the beach, the smells of salt and marram, ablowing mist, al condensing into one
substance like ablock of smoky plastic. Neverthel ess, she seemed to hear something out there: acry or a
laugh. As she trudged back to the car, agroup of kids emerged from the darkness, hunched up in their
shiny gun-punk rainwear, exchanging casua murmurs, jostling one ancther, eyeing her frankly. "Try me
out," sheinvited them, her smile so accommodating that they dipped away into the mist shaking their
heads. "Y ou see?' she whispered. On the way home, shelooked in the driving mirror, shelooked in the
wing mirrors, she shifted gears with care: a policewoman, practical and calm but never ill. She



wondered why she understood neither Aschemann nor hiswife, who, avare of their disaster from the
outset, had encouraged it to roll over them anyway. She wondered if only half of her was there.

Aschemann aways described as equivoca his relationship with Edith Bonaventure. "What he means,”
Edith would say, "'l don't like him." Aschemann and her father were friends and sparring partnersfrom the
very first days of artefact policing in Saudade. Almost as soon as Emil arrived on-planet, touching down
at the noncorporate port with a Halo tan and awould-be accordion-star daughter, Aschemann was
arresting him. "Those were the good old days," Bonaventure always reminded Edith, asif at thirteen
years old she hadn't been mature enough to appreciate them for hersdlf. "Things weren't so serious.”

Even a thirteen Edith had had her doubts about that; but was never lessthan loyd. "I don't likeaman
who arrests my father," she told Aschemann now. "On any grounds.”

The detective sat on awooden chair in her room, smiling round at the holograms and trophies, the
costumes pinned on the wal with their pretty skirts fanned out asif shewas dill in them. Accordionslike
old dogs, wind broken, teeth bared in rippling tango smiles, eyed him savagely from the shelvesand
glass-front cabinets. "Still," she said, offering the Black Heart, "have adrink before you go up. Vic
Serotonin brought usthis, just the other day." Aschemann, who had seen nanocam footage of Edith and
Vic'sringside disagreement at Preter Coeur, didn't believe her; but it wasn't displeasing to have Vic's
name come up o soon in the conversation.

"That Vic," he said with asmile. He shook his head, asif the travel agent's character was a burden they
could share.

Edith regarded him equably.
"Vic'sgenerousto hisold friend, just like you."

"Everyoneloves Emil," Aschemann said. "That'swhat you get for being famousin your day.” Hetook a
drink. "Thisisgood rum of Vic's" he congratulated her.

"Have some more."
"I'mfine"

"After another glass perhaps you'll be brave enough to cuff Emil. Hesupgtairslike dways. A little
weaker today, helll be no trouble.”

Aschemann would not be distracted.

"A pity Viciscaught up in something bad," he offered.

"Wereadl caught up in something bad.”

"Vic opened adoor, | don't even know if he meant to. New sorts of artefacts are coming out of it."
Edith made a spoiled face. "What's new about new?"

"They walk about,” Aschemann was surprised to hear himself say, "asif they own the place.”

Edith was dtill thinking about new. Everything presented as new in those days, as aresult, the argument
went, nothing was. She had seen that written on awall. Her philosophy: you had your time a being new.

"Maybethey do," shesad.



"Anather thing: Paulie DeRaad getsinvolved, suddenly we can't find Paulie. Our equipment doesn't see
him. It's good equipment, perhaps alittle old, but someone hastalked to it in alanguage we can't afford.
Perhapsthisisamilitary language. Perhaps hisfriends from EMC will soon be asking questions we don't
know how to answer.” After al, Aschemann decided, held have another drink. While he was pouring it
for himsdf, hesaid, "I daren't let Vic go into the Ste again until | know what's happening. Edith, what you
know you should tell me, becausethisisn't just alittle tourism. It isn't just alittlethrill for the offworld girl
with time on her hands.”

Severd expressions passed across Edith'sface, complex, but with contempt astheir keynote feature.
"Y ou would know all about that," she accused.

Shetook Aschemann's glass out of hishand, emptied it back into the bottle and put the bottle away. "My
father isupdtairs” she sad. "Remember him?"

"I was hoping hewould help me."

"How can he? He gave up long ago. You and Vic are dl he has, but when he seesyou, you make it
worse—" Edith stopped suddenly. She stared up at the musical instrumentsin their presentation cases,
like someone confronting al over again the boundary conditions of her life. Then she said tiredly, "1 won't
giveVicup, forgetit."

Aschemann had expected nothing else.
"Let'sgo and see Emil," he suggested, asif it wasanew idea.

Bonaventure dept haf upright againgt the head of the bed. The pillows had dipped out from behind him
so that his emaciated trunk made adumped S shape againgt the whitewashed wall. He was staring
vagudy into the furthest corner of the room. At the left Sde of his mouth the upper lip had drawn back off
histeeth, but this expression seemed to have little to do with anything he might be thinking. When he saw
Aschemann, hiseyeslit up.

"Hi, Vic!" hesad.
"I'mnot Vic," Aschemann said.

The animation faded from Emil'sface. "So arrest me," he said faintly. After that he appeared to fall
adeep.

"Isthis something new?" Aschemann asked Edith,

"No," she said shortly. "It'sjust the same old thing, Lens. your friend'sdying." He had cancersthey
couldn't describe, et lone cure. Everything ran wild insgde of him, asif hisbody wastrying to be
something else but had no plan: his organs switched on and off at random, his bones didn't make platelets
anymore. The latest thing, Edith told Aschemann, was some hybrid viruswhich self-assembled in hiscdlls
from three or four kinds of RNA and amanufactured gene no one could identify. "That's nothing in itsdlf,"
shesad. "Theword thing ishe dill can't dream. I'm going to leave you with him. | get enough of him dll
day, it'sarelief someone comesto vigt.”

"] don't liketo see him likethis," Aschemann said.

He sat on the hard chair by the bed for awhile, but nothing happened. "I need to talk to you, Emil," he
sad. "Thereésaproblem with the site” Then, ™Y ou could help me with this, it doesn't matter were on
opposite Sdes. | worked out something none of us knew." Bonaventure moved restlesdy in hisdeep.



"Don't bring it near me," he said, and the detective leaned in close; but it was only one or other of the
feverstalking. Emil's breath smelled asif he was dready dead, asif al those nightmares he couldn't have
were hanging round him likeagas. "'I'm sorry, Emil," Aschemann said eventualy. Y ou would have been
interested in what | worked out."

Downdtairs, Edith was sitting on the floor, sorting intently through abox of notebooksin dl szes, full of
deranged handwriting and diagramsin different inks, their covers faded and water-stained. They had an
air of being handled harshly, folded into pockets, dropped and trodden on, bled into, lost and found,
over the years. She would take one out, open it in two or three places at random, riffle through al the
pages in one movement asif shewas hoping something would fall out, then put it back in the box. There
wasasmdl of rea dust inthe air. When Aschemann appeared, she shut the box and pushed it away. He
thought she was in abetter mood. "Don't get up,” he said. "'l haveto go.”

"Do you want that other drink?'
"No. But thisisfor you."

Edith gave him aviciouslook. "It's not money we need,” she said. She put herself between Aschemann
and the door. "Remember how | used to St in your lap when Emil first brought me to Saudade?’ she
reminded him. "Those were the days! Sit on your lap in your private office with you." Shelaughed
derisvely, but it wasn't clear which of them shewas laughing a. Y ou shouldn't have let yoursdf be
persuaded. Y ou should have locked him up forever, so hislife would be saved now."

Aschemann couldn't think of areply to that.
"I'll call arickshaw," he sad.
She shrugged and stood out of hisway.

"Another thing," she cdled after him, "1 don't like you going after Vic the way you do. He's amoron but
he never hurt anyone." After a pause she was forced to concede, "Not deliberately anyway,” but by then
the detective had gone.

Aschemann had aways admired Bonaventure's generation, though his admiration diluted itself over the
years. They thought of themselves as uncut diamonds, in redlity they were drunks, junkies, sky-pilots and
entradistas. But in their day the site had only recently fallen to earth. It was unmappable to adegree. No
one knew a dependable route through the aureole—which was more active then—or, if they madeiit
through, where they would end up inside. They weren't even sureif insde/outs de concepts had meaning.
Despite that they launched themselvesin there daily, on foot, by ar, and in every kind of cheap loca
petrol-driven vehicle. They came home, if they came home, three weekslater: only to find that twelve
hours had passed outside. Just as often it was the other way around. No perspective, no data, no count
of any kind could be depended upon.

Asfor artefacts, they were scooping them up off the ground in open contravention of common sense.
They were digging them out of earth as ripe as cheese, fetching them down on the run with avariety of
anaesthetic darts and lite particle beams. Asaresult they died in numbers, of odd diseases or inexplicable
accidentsingde and outside the Site, leaving wills too exuberant to understand and last testaments
tattooed on their buttocks. These treasure maps, whose psychic north pegged itsdlf to equally unrdiable
features of the Kefahuchi Tract in the night sky above, always proved worthless.

"But, hey," Emil Bonaventure would say, in the tone of voice of asurvivor about to bring forth the sum of
his and others experience—then, after alongish pause, shrug perplexedly because he had forgotten what
he was talking about.



Aschemann had the rickshaw take him to his ex-wife's bungaow. " Go by the noncorporate port,” hetold
the Annie. Traffic waslight. The port seemed reassuringly inactive, itsfencesintact under the halogen
lights. By the time he got to Suicide Point the night's offshore breezes had started up and were blowing
the mist back out to sea. There was alight oiliness to the water, and from round the curve of the bay he
could hear something being loaded on to aship. A few Point kids, upped on cheap AdACcs, were running
about the beach in an amlessway. Aschemann spoke to them briefly and as aresult got in touch with his
assdant.

"I'm puzzled that you would come here," he said, "without asking me."

The assstant felt ambushed. She felt dow and confused. She had spent her night off in a C-Street tank
farm. There, ahundred per cent immersed in therole of housewife in the moderne world of 1956AD, she
had mopped afloor; gone for apin on afairground ride called the Meteorite; then, in an inexplicable
third episode, discovered hersalf posing in front of awardrobe mirror dressed only in loose transparent
satin briefs. Her breasts were heavy, with big brown aureoles; the rest of her body, by the standards of
her own day, soft and running to fat. After alittle while, she pushed one hand deftly down the front of the
briefs and began to practise saying, "Oh Robert, it's S0 nice to have you in there. Are you going to fuck
me, Robert? Are you fucking me?" until quite suddenly she came, with asharp blueline of light cracking
across her vison, and felt exhausted. Asanight off it was different, but less fun than she expected. It was
an"art" experience. In the end she had preferred the Meteorite, which consisted of awhed like ahuge
flat openwork drum, mounted on abright red sted arm which levered it seventy or eighty degreesfrom
the horizontd. Y ou entered, the Meteorite began to spin, faster and faster. Y ou were pinned against the
wall by smple but implacable physica forces.

"It wasamistake | made," she apologised to Aschemann. "I thought you said you would be there." She
glanced at the data flowing endlessy up and down her arm; for amoment, despite dl her training, she
couldn't do anything withiit. | wastrying to understand you, she thought of explaining: but in the end only
advised him, "Y ou should get some deep,” and cut the connection.

* k%

After Aschemann left, Edith Bonaventure went to her father's room, stood looking down for aminute or
two at the blue hollows behind his collarbones, then took him by the shoulders and shook him until he
woke. "Listento me, Emil," shesaid. "Listen. Look a me and help.” He coughed suddenly. "I'm sorry to
dothis, Emil," she said. She pulled him forward so that he lolled against her, weightless and rank, hischin
on her shoulder taking the weight of his head like ababy's, while she felt around, first under the pillows
then under his hot skinny buttocks. "1 need it and it hasto be here somewhere.” Suddenly she shoved him
away and began to beat his chest with her figs. "I'm serious,” she said, "I'm serious, Emil." Emil made
vague defensive motions.

"Hey," hesaid thickly. "There's no need for this."

"Whereisit?'

There was alongish pause and she thought he had passed out again. Then he laughed.
"It's under the bed."

"Y ou bastard, Emil. Y ou fuckhead."

"It'sunder the bed with the bottles. It was awaysthere,” Emil said. ™Y ou could have looked any time."
Hislaughter grew quieter and stopped. "It won't do Vic Serotonin any good,” he warned her. "Theres no
good giving it to Vic." Contempt cameinto hisvoice. "Why? Because he'satourist.” He leaned carefully



over the sde of the bed and vomited athin line of bile on to thefloor. "Sorry," he said. He hung there
exhausted, hisface afoot from the boards, sentient tattoos crawling for cover like lice between the sores
and shadows of hisribs. His skin was rich with asmell she couldn't explain. Edith hauled him back into
bed and mopped up. She wiped his face, which had once had the power to solve every problem for her,
but which now seemed al bone and stubble, hurt eyeslike aboy. It was aface which for sixty years
admitted desire but not dleviation. He had always moved on to the next thing; he had never taken shdlter,
and asareault he didn't know how. She clutched him and rocked him. Y ou were dways usdless," she
told him. "Y ou were ausdless father." She beganto cry. "l don't know what to do," she said.

"I'm sorry about your life)" Emil whispered.
Shelet himfall, and sat back in disgust. "Won't you grow up even now?' she shouted.

The journa wasthere, pushed asfar as he could reach into the darkness under the bed, where the only
way to find it was to sweep your handsto and fro in blind disgust until one of them touched it. What else
was underneath? Edith didn't want to know. " Spew up on me while I'm down here)" shewarned him, "I'll
kill you." No answer. But as soon as she had the book and stood up to go, he grabbed her arm and
drew her down towards him. She was astonished by his strength—understood, for the first time, that
everybody in hislife had been too.

"Where'sVic?' hesad.
"Vic'snot here, Emil "

"I never went deeper,” he said. "Thisisthe record of it. A year ingde the site, and this book is everything
| saved."

"En'il—"

"Fifty of us set out, two came back. We travelled to the heart of it. Wher€'s Vic Serotonin been?
Nowhere."

"Emil, you're hurting me."
"It wasworth it," he said.

His eyeswent out of focus very suddenly and he let go her arm. "A year passed in there, Billy boy," he
shouted, "less than aday out here. What do you make of that?"

After she had calmed him down she brought the journd to her own room. It looked worse in the light.
Her father's adventures had aged it the same way they aged him. Its covers were bruised and greasy; like
Emil's, its spine was rotten. Every page was stained, spattered, dashed; some had been torn in half
longitudindly, to leave only curious groups of words—"emergent behaviour,"

"sunset of the amygdild' and "outputs accepted asinput.” But these were just problems of legibility. The
gte being asit was, an eectromagnetic nightmare, writing was the only way to get anything out: but how
do you write the fakebook to a place that is constantly at wofk to change the ink you write with, let done
the things you see? Her father's script tottered into the gae of it, sumbling off the edge of one pageto fall
by pure luck onto the next.

Hetried to remain cam. Of amidfired attempt to go in from the sea using inflatable boats, he recorded,
"Two milesfrom [illegible] Point, wrecks show themselves at hdf tide." Then, " Satnav and dead
reckoning both unrdiable here but keep Mutton Dagger in line with the derdlict fue refinery and you
might clear the sand. Ben Moran says he went in hard and got two feet clearance a low water."



Scribbled acrossthis, in ahand so distraught it looked like someone else's, was the ingtruction, " Forget
it." Then underneath: "Something ate Billy in thefog. Welogt the[illegible] & ¢ had to walk out. Four days
in here, aweek passed outside.”

And then: "How do we know that what we come back to is the same?"

Edith shut the book there and then. To read any more would be to read too far into Emil. How do we
know that what we come back to isthe same? Less acry of horror than of triumph. In plain fact her
father was only aive when he wasin there, where everything wastoxic, indefinable, up for grabs.
Whatever he said about it—whatever he said about himself—it was the anxiety he loved. He loved the
shadows, the wrenched way the light fdll, the unpredictability of it dl. So what he wrotein the journa was
nothing like the assured face he showed the world, or even the one he showed himsdlf, and that was why
his handwriting had this disordered, scribbled, racing look about it. Asfor Vic Serotonin, he wasthe
same. Despite Emil's bad opinion, Vic was the same, so maybe the book would be ahelp to him.

Maybe, after dl, it would give him the edge in his Stuation with Lens Aschemann and Paulie DeRaad.
Whatever that was.

"Vic, youmoron," Edith said gently, asif hewasin the room with her.

When she looked up, the accordions glared at her from the walls; out the window she could seethe
Street full of cats, their black and white fur untouched by the fierce gold needles of rain faling through the
sreetlight. Despite these omens Edith tucked the book away, put on her maroon wool street coat and
found her umbrdlla "I'm going out!" she caled up to her father. For the longest time there was no answer;
then just before she dammed the outside door, Emil, who had lain there dert and intelligent with acurious
hard smile on hisface snce she took thejournd, called down:

"It won't do him any good. My advice, giveit to Aschemann, at least he's dependable.”
"Emil, youloveVic!"

Thismade her father laugh; the laugh turned quickly into acough. "So what?' Emil Bonaventure asked
the ceiling when he could speak again. Y ou can love a disappointment.

Earlier that evening, Vic Serotonin had walked into Liv Hulas placeintimeto hear Liv say to MrsKidar:
"Sometimes | could do without that.”

He had no ideawnhat they were talking about. Reduced to essentials by the strong overhead light, leaning
towards one another from each side of the zinc bar, the two women made between them a shaped gap, a
Rubin'svaseillusion. Though none of their differences could be said to be resolved by this, it gave them
something in common for once: more, at any rate, than Elizabeth Kidar's cup of chocolate cooling on the
counter by her hand; more than ether of them might have in common with Vic Serotonin. Vic was
surprised to catch that glimpse of them. They spoke for amoment longer, then, becoming aware of him,
seemed to move languidly apart and bresk the spell.

"Hi, Vic," Liv Hulasaid. "Get you something?' Then, asif he couldn't aready see, "Y our client'shere.”

It had been aquiet night. Earlier, afew tailors from the franchise chopshops along Straint cameinto
celebrate awin at the fights; they had been followed back from Preter Coeur by some tourists off a
Beths/Hirston ship—probably the Pro Ana, to which, outbound on her twice-yearly loop of cregtively
selected Beach destinations, Saudade was little more than afuel stop. For twenty minutes thiswas the
cause of unhedthy excitement among Liv's shadow operators, but then one of the tourists remembered
the name of anew venue off Antarctic Boulevard and they dl Ieft. That wasthe bar trade in anutshell,



Liv thought, as shetidied tables, added up the money in thetill and washed the empty glasses, letting the
warm water lave her hands. She had the blues for her old life, which was different than this. That
afternoon, in her room upstairs, two things had happened.

First, she had encountered herself by accident in the mirror. The face she saw was too much her own,
and too little like Elizabeth Kidar'sface. It wastired of never owning afur coat. It wastired of dways
being what it was. Its eyes|ooking out were no longer cam. Up in the Halo you could beet that, you
could always reinvent, move yourself on. Because empty space is kind. Everything's negotiable out there.
Thereés solittle to run into. But down here your room iswhat you are.

The second thing that happened to Liv wasthis: waking from ashalow deep, she sat on the edge of the
unmade bed and looked out the window and saw Antoyne Messner walking past with Irene the Mona
on hisarm. Irene had on anew outfit, cropped mohair bolero, latex peda-pushers, acrylic stilt-hedls, all
in popular neoteny pink; while the fat man was wearing the pale blue suit she made him buy when he
dtarted working for Paulie DeRaad, with his hair arranged in aridged oily wave on top of his head. They
looked ridiculous, but at the sametime mysterioudy dignified just by being together. They looked like the
king and queen of the affect. Seeing them in that unaccustomed light, she had wondered if she should run
downgtairs, ask them why they never drank at her bar any more. Now, as she watched Vic Serotonin
usher hisclient to atable by the window where they sat down and began to tak earnestly, she found
hersdlf thinking the same thing she had thought about Antoyne and the Mona:

Thaose two believe they've discovered something new. Good luck to them, then.

Infact Vic Serotonin was saying, "Maybe in four dayswe canrisk it," and MrsKidar was dready
beginning to shake her head, no. It had to be sooner for her, she said, this was such bad newsfor her.
Her nerves were worse. She wasn't sure, she said, she could wait another day. "I'm not sure | can wait
an hour." And it wastrue, he thought. Whatever was consuming her from inside had upped its ante since
shefucked Vicin the Hot Walls apartment.

"Three days, then," he offered.

She shook her head. He took her hand, which she was aready beginning to pull away as he reached for
it, and explained, "It's only because things are going on here | don't understand.”

"No," shesaid.

"Two days," Vicsad. "Two days, MrsKidar, you can dlow methat. Something's wrong with Paulie,
something'swrong inthe site. The police are al over everything like a cheap suit.”

MrsKielar, trying to avoid thisinformation the way you would avoid a physica blow, got to her feet s0
suddenly her chair toppled over. She stared down at it asif achair being knocked over was dready the
worgt thing that could happen to ether of them.

"l can't," shewhispered.

At that point Vic didn't see away forward. He was as puzzled by his own behaviour asby hers. "I'm
waiting for something to happen,” he remembered her saying, "and | don't even know what part of my life
it will approach from." He got up and put hisarm round her and set the chair back onitsfeet. "Look," he
said, "there. Y ou see? It's OK. It's no problem.” Where his hand touched it, he could fed the wholethin
apparatus of her right shoulder rigid and trembling. He was aware of the hot bones, Elizabeth Kidar
inscribed through every one of them. "WEIl bein therein forty-eight hours time," he said. "I promise.”
She was like ahologram; if you looked, every part of her would prove to contain the whole you didn't
understand. He tried to persuade her to st down again. She clung to him instead. They ordered more



drinks and sat on opposite Sides of the table, not speaking but holding hands. Much later, when Edith
Bonaventure walked into the bar dressed in her maroon wool coat and holding her father's site-journal,
that was how shefound the two of them. "Vic, you cheap shit," Edith said.

Shewent over and asked Liv Hulato give her adrink. "I'll take that here at the bar," shetold Liv. "You
don't mindif | 9t on the stool and talk?"

"You'rethe customer,” Liv Hulasad.

"That'sgood, that's nice," said Edith. "It's nice becauseif | face you | don't haveto look at that shit by the
window." She assessed the bar amoment. "It's anice business you have here," she advised Liv Hula,
"but alittle kicked about. It needs arefit. It needs atheme, something cheerful.” She put down half her
drink in one swallow and wiped acohol out of the faint down on her upper lip. "Hey, Vic," shecalled,
holding the journa up high in one hand so he couldn't mistake what it was, "Emil was right about you. See
this? | walked dl the way acrosstown to giveit you, now you can whistle."

"Jesus," Vic sad.

"Y ou can fucking whistlefor it, Vic, because you're a cheap toilet and in the end where have you been?
Nowhere." Edith finished her drink and stood up. "Thanksfor that,” shesaid to Liv Hula. "I enjoyed that.
Goodnight.”

Vic Serotonin was on his feet by then. He got to the door first and caught her by the wrigts.
"Edith, we cantak," hesad.
Edith laughed lightly. "No we can't, Vic," shesad. Y ou made an error there."

Victried to think what to say to her. "Ligten,” he began, "whatever Emil says, somethingischanging in
there." He dready saw that this wasn't what she wanted to hear, but he couldn't stop. "A// our
experiences of it might befalse.”

"How niceit would beif you grew up,” she said wistfully, "either of you."
"Edith—"

"Y ou know what this reminds me of 7' Edith asked him, and her gesture seemed to takein al of it, Mrs
Elizabeth Kielar, Liv Hulas bar, the long perspective of Straint Street that she wasn't even looking at,
Saudade itsdlf, which was nothing but sand on the Beach, arefuelling stop on someone ese'sbig tour. "It
reminds me of thefights."

"Edith—"
"It reminds me of that night at thefights" she said.

Shelooked down at his handsimprisoning her wrigts, then back up at hisface. "I don't give ashit what's
inthere, Vic." Unableto reply, he released her and she walked off down Straint in the rain, stopping once
to add without turning round, "And you know it isn't about Emil either,” after which the sound of her hedls
diminished dong some smple, exact, inevitable acoudtic curve. Vic watched her go. Back ingde he found
that MrsKidar had smashed aglass againgt the wall and was now sitting huddled like achild on the
blackened floorboards by the window, staring along Straint Street towards the event site aureole—which
could be seen, at the limits of vision, asaline of rusty walls, broken windows, concertinawire—and

refusing to spesk.



Liv Hulapatiently swept up the broken glass.

"I'mlosing my sense of humour for this" shetold Vic. "Maybe you should find another office.” While she
thought to hersdlf: Thisafternoon | wasjust down. Afternoon isabad timeto be done anywhere.

7

Space Noir

Victook MrsKielar to Hot Wallsin arickshaw. On hisway home the next morning he was arrested.
The arrest was quick and deft: a Cadillac convertible, travelling quietly againgt the grain of thetraffic,
pulled up alongside the kerb, its front passenger door swinging open just far enough ahead of him for Vic
towak intoit. "Hey!" he said. By that time Aschemann's assistant was out on the Sdewalk with him,
grinning right in hisface and saying, "Get inthe car, Vic." It was dready anice day, with alight but lively
onshore breeze. The sunshine glittered off awing mirror, dicked along the Cadillac's perfect finish and
into Vic's eyes. He must have had an unpredictable look about him that morning, because the assistant's
smile broadened and he saw her tailoring cut in, aripple of nanomotion, subcutaneous and sublimind.
Her eyes blanked over. Data poured down her arm, full of excitements of its own.

"Vic Testosterone!" she said. "Vic, you can try meout, or | can call down afire-team—" here she
glanced meaningfully skywards "—or, how would this be, you could just come with me and no one
would bekilled at al. What do you say?"

Vic shrugged and got in the Cadillac.
She stared down at him expressionlesdy for amoment, then shook her head and shut the door.
"Usethe seatbelt,” she advised.

Vic expected to be taken to a holding cell. He expected to be processed. Instead, she drove him around
inthelight traffic for perhaps five minutes, enough to make him wonder what was happening, then said
suddenly:

"Y ou must have known Lensalong time.”
"Who?' Vicsad.
"Did you ever meet hiswife?"

"Ask your am," Vic suggested. "Maybeit can tell you." He didn't know what she was taking about.
Evenif he had known, he wouldn't have wanted to go any further into it. "Or doesit just get the fight
results?'

"He'shere" thewoman said into her dia-up.

"Thisisanicecar,” sad Vic, asif therewas athird person in the Cadillac with them, perhapsin the back,
"and | enjoy the smell of the redl leather bench seats.” He turned a chrome knob on the dashboard, music
came out. Station WDIA, Radio Retro, airwavesto the planet. Aschemann's assistant, till talking into
her dial-up, reached across and switched it off again.

"No," she said, looking emptily at Vic then back at the street, "heisn't aproblem.”

Vicwasleft donefor about ten minutesin an office on the second floor of the police bureau at the
intersection of Uniment and Poe. It had been sprayed recently to smell of authentic furniture wax; the



blinds were down, though enough narrow drips of sunlight fell through them to make visible the used,
uneven but shiny surfaces of everything, the brown legther chair, the knocked-about stedl desk and filing
cabinets, the polished floor of green linoleum. One or two shadow operators emerged from the corners
as Vic sat down, looking worn and under-used at the sametime. "Heisn't here yet, dear,” they
apologised. "Would you like acup of tea?' Vic started to go through the desk drawers. He found some
packets of |etters written on flimsy pale blue paper which folded cleverly to make its own envelope. They
were brittle with age. One of them began, "My dearest Lens," but he had no timeto read it, only stuff it
back in and close the drawer, because Aschemann walked in the room.

"Vic, don't get up,” the detective ingsted. "It's good to see you so relaxed. If these operators bother you,
justsay.”

"What am | arrested for?'

"I'll hang my coat up here on this hook," Aschemann said, "to get it out of our way. Vic, you aren't
arested yet."

Serotonin got up and went to the door.
"It was niceto seeyou again,” he said.

"You aren't arrested yet, but thisis Site Crime, not abar on Straint Street. Sit down, talk, isthat so
hard?'

Vic sat down again, taking the good leather chair behind the desk, which left Aschemann the hard onein
front. If hefelt any irritation at thisreversa of protocol, the detective didn't show it, only hitched the
trousers of hislight brown suit—the worn cuffs of which fell back to reveal short black socks, white
calveswith the beginnings of varicose ulcers—to save their knees, and asked, "Vic, what'sit likeinsde
the gte?’

"Yourekidding me."

The detective nodded to himsdlf, asif thiswas an answer he had expected; asif it was one of severd
possible answers, dl worth consideration, al, perhaps, in the end, of asimilar weight. It hadn't, after all,
been afar question. "I'll St here and smoke my pipe, if you don't mind," he said, "while you think about
things”

Poor quality black-and-white footage of Vic now began playing acrossonewall. It was like a show
without sound, Vic Serotonin walks down a street in Hot Walls, Vic Seratonin playsthe fightswith a
plump woman on hisarm, Vic Serotonin buys ahat. Vic walks down his own street, the hat tipped back
on his head. Hislife is comprehensively represented: in one shot he threads hisway through the VIP
crowd a Paulie DeRaad's Semiramide Club, stopping to exchange aword with Paulie's best girl; the
image vanishes abruptly at the door of Paulie's back room and now Vic'sdl the way over town at the
Long Bar, where you can see, through the fog and scratch of irresolvable bad data, the Cafe Surf
two-piece playing atune of their own, alittle thing of their own they've called Decoda. Thisvisud record
had intelligence, it had narrative, it had edit. It followed Vic into the toilets, passing over chipped paint
and chequered linoleum, and then out again, where it caught up with him staring, puzzled, acrossthe
damp sand behind the bar, past the line of demarcation into the site. Aschemann watched Vic watch
himsalf. He smoked his pipe. After afew minutes he froze the footage.

"S0," hesaid. "Next iswhat happens most nights at this venue. Vic, you aren't in thisfootage, but perhaps
you could pay atentionto it asif you were?'



Up on thewall figureslurched about in half dark, their movements uninterpretable; adoorway & one
angle, the neon sign Live Music Nightly at another; another doorway, and then the sea. Nanocameras
swarmed in the seafront light like milt. Vic saw what |ooked like brand new people moving hesitantly
away from the Cafe Surf, unformed, emergent, puzzled but as yet un-wounded, full of expectation.

"Maybeit happensin the day too, maybe we don't watch closdly enough.”

Two boysin dress shirts. A girl who dancesinexpertly on the sand. They link elbows, ascend Maricachel
Hill towardsthe centre of the city. They try to talk, but it's better they lean together and sing snatches of
tuneslearned twenty minutes ago in the Cafe Surf. After that, they find what they're looking for, one by
one: and vanish. They gtare thoughtfully a the neon signs, they regard the street junctions with soft and
meditative smiles, then dip into the ink joints and porn parlours. One minutethey arein camera—ina
million cameras—then the city has absorbed them. The cameras al have blinked.

Aschemann switched thewall off abruptly.

"Arethey artefacts?' he asked, "or people? Maybe you can help, Vic, our equipment can't make the
digtinction. Whatever they are, they don't have any practise a life, literdly, they're without praxis. They
don't have agrip on redity.” He paused for amoment. Then he leaned forward, put his pipe on the desk
next to the ashtray and said, "My wifewasalittle likethat."

Vic gared a him. "What?"

"Theresafierce dtrition rate, Vic, most of them worn to nothing inside an hour. But the ones that
survivel" Aschemann shook his head. "How can | describe that? They learn how to est, Vic, how to
dress. They learn what the city wants from them. They get aroom—"

He shook his head in admiration.
"Vic, | haveto know what part you're playing inthis.”

"Isthiswhat you think we're doing, Paulie and me? Smuggling these people in? This has nothing to do
withud™

Aschemann shrugged. Vic gared a him angrily. No one was saying anything. Up near the celling, the
shadow operators clung and shifted, pulling themselves one over another like acolony of bats. Grainy
images began to unred acrossthe office wall again: Vic Serotonin was seen to enter the Long Bar, he
was seen to tip his new hat back on his head, exchange aword or two with the bar-keep. He was seen
to exit through the lavatories and peer across the wet sand towards the event site aureole, which the
cameras rendered as a greyish luminescence. Aschemann nodded his head asif these pictures offered not
samply new evidence but scienzanuova, new ways of looking at things. Then he said:

"Vic, | haveto apologise. | understand now fromthisfilmthat M. John Harrison you were never in
the Cafe Surf, or especialy out in back by the rusty wire, astone'sthrow or lessfrom the site itsdlf,
which you don't deny entering on numerous occasons—"

Viclaughed resentfully.

"l was never in the Cafe Surf until | heard you thought | was. | went to check it out. Believe me, it'sthe
worgt jJump-off joint | ever saw."

The detective, impressed by the professionalism of this explanation, seemed to consider it. But whatever
conclusion he cameto, he put to one Side, and when he next spoke it was to continue an earlier train of
thought. " Suppose they arefitting in, Vic? Why? What happensto them next?' He didn't know how to



answer that, so he sat there contemplating it instead. Eventually he said, "Vic, I'm not the man for this. |
need your advice here."

"I'mjust atravel agent.”

Even as he made this clam, which neither of them pretended to take serioudy, Vic suffered araw
flashback to the Site, and his encounter with the artefact he would subsequently sdll to Paulie DeRaad.
The artefact was watching him from ten yards away. It remained nervous but it had made eye contact.
Vic had taken two or three hours over the journey through the aureole and was by thistime perhapsfive
hundred yardsinto the site proper, standing under a cherry tree which he knew to have been in bloom for
sx years. There were the usua smells, asrank as rendered fat; the usua distant anima noises. The bits of
music you thought you knew. The sense you had of avoice reciting something. The sense of everything
falen away from sense. It was one of those memoriesthat foldsitself quickly out of sght; but it made Vic
think, and suddenly he didn't want to be in the detective bureau any more.

"Nicetotdk," he said. "Maybe well see each other around.”

Quickly for such an old-looking man Aschemann got between Vic and the door. He clutched Vic'swrigt.
"Don't go, Vic," hesaid urgently. "Therés more. | went to see Emil today, but he's gone along way
down. He's gone along way down."

"What isEmil to do with it?'

"Vic, thisfootage of you can be explained to everyone's satisfaction. | can forget everything you've done.
Even now."

"So what will it take for that to happen?'
"I want to go in there. | want you to guide mein there."
"Jesus," Vic said. "You'reasfucked asme.”

Helooked into the detective's face, with its Zipped-in signature features of pouchy cheeks, shocked
white hair and amiably drooping eyelids. An inexplicable excitement made the eyes watery and
vulnerable; it dackened the corner of the mouth. In forty years, no one had seen through the tailoring to
Aschemann, not his assistants, not his superiors, not hiswife; now he disclosed himsdlf for noreasonto a
chegp travel agent, in ashabby empty officein the middle of the morning, with the shadow operators
curled up in the cornerslike dead leaves. Everything that made him the police detective, everything that
had made him such ardiable antagonist when Vic met him on the sireet, was undermined. His obsessive
commitment to Site Crime revealed itsdlf, through one smpleinversion, to be the very same obsession
that had derailed Emil Bonaventure'slife, or Vic Serotonin's. Vic'singtinct was not to confront this
understanding. Instead, he pushed past the old man and out of the office. He didn't want to know
Aschemann's motives. He didn't want to know what had changed so suddenly. He didn't want to look
into a psyche as weakened and visible as his own, in case the encounter reduced his freedom to act.

"Arrest meor let mego," hesad. "I'm not comfortable with any of this."

"No oneiscomfortable,” Aschemann reminded him, "out herein the Halo." He watched Vic walk away
down the corridor. "Y ou should take care from now on," he called, "in case | can't protect you from
yoursdlf." Hedialed up his assstant. "Put every camerawe have on him,” he ordered. But the orbital
component of the surveillance system, asmart fog of microsatellites sold on from some small war ten or
twelve lights dong the line, was down for service. "Those pS engines burn too hot for their own
ceramics,”" the assstant informed him. They would be out that day, she apologised, and dl the next;



consequently there would be areduced service. There would be some loss of coverage. Even ashe
flagged down arickshaw in broad daylight at the junction of Uniment and Poe, Vic Serotonin was
becoming asinvisble ashisfriend DeRaad.

"| thought we were arresting him,” the assstant said.
"We changed our minds."

Police work, the man who looked like Einstein always tried to teach his subordinates, is an activity
drained of romance yet suffused with every possble kind of mystery. It wasthe oppositelife, he

believed, to the one hiswife had lived: dthough he knew that his ability to see himself clearly—to
encounter himsdlf as a continuity—had, quite early on in their relationship, been corrupted by his attempts
to bring her into focus. Did that matter, now that he had begun to understand what was happening in the
teeming epistemologica gap between Saudade and the event site?

Vic Serotonin went straight from the detective bureau to the Semiramide Club, the nearest place he could
think of to get adrink. It was like awarehouse at that time of the morning, with much the same ambience
if you discounted the smell of high-end pheromone patches and low-end liquor. The cleaning service was
in. A few people of Paulie's, disconcerted by his absence, sat around tables at the back, among them Fat
Antoyne Messner and Antoyne's squeeze, Irene, who were discussing the hottest subject inthe Halo at
that or any other time—what they would do with their livesif they ever got off-planet. Irene could
envisage hersdlf owning alittle business. She had as many ideas what that might be, she confessed, as she
had smiles; but she knew just what shed cdl it, however her good fortune turned out: Nova Swing. That
was a name the fat man could appreciate, indeed he received it as hereceived dl Irene's plans, with the
look of someone aready convinced. On his part, the suggestion was they buy a ship. Nova Swing would
be as good aname for arocket, he believed, asfor a boutique; and arocket was, whatever angle you
looked at it from, a business. Antoyne would aways know how to make money out of arocket. At
which Irene gripped his hand across the table and smiled with every part of her body.

"Weonly could get our start, Antoyne, thered be no limit to the thingswe did!"
That was how Vic found them.

"Hey, Fat Antoyne!" he said, pulling up one of the many empty chairs so he could sit down. "l was just
thinking of you on theway over."

This approached the truth, athough what had engrossed Vic mogt, asthe rickshaw girl plodded through
her midmorning low, was his promiseto Elizabeth Kielar. Now wasn't agood timeto take aclient into
the site. On the other hand, he had no doubt that circumstances would soon make it impossible for him to
goinat dl. He wasn't sure which he was most afraid of: being caught in whatever operation Paulie
DeRaad was running through the Cafe Surf (becauise now he was certain it must be Paulie's op, financed
for their own purposes, perhaps, by his shadowy backersin EMC); or dlowing himself to be sucked into
the meltdown of psychic confusion and professional migudgment Paulie had triggered at Site Crime,
Thinking too much about this had caused Vic acrigs of confidence. That was why he was glad to see Fat
Antoyne, though amoment's consideration might have changed his mind about the offer he now made.

"I wasthinking of how you awayswanted to go into the site," he said. "Well, now you can." He beamed
at Antoyne, who did not reply, and then at Irene, who gave him an unfriendly look and said:

"Excuse me, | got the urge for the powder room.”

"It'swork, Antoyne, if you want it."



"I work for Paulie,”" Antoyne pointed out. "Also, | don't see you for days, maybe weeks, suddenly you
want meto go in the site with you. Y ou never wanted my help when | offered.”

"That was perhapsinsengtive of me" Vic dlowed.
Antoyne only repeated, "Y ou never wanted my help when | offered.”

"l seethat,” Vic said. He knew it wasn't enough, but he didn't know what € se Antoyne wanted him to
say. After apause hewent on, "Paulie's not feding well. | expect you heard.” He shuddered. "I got it
from Paulie himself, you don't want that experience. He doesn't ook good, Antoyne. It will beawhile
before thereswork for anyonein that direction. Look around you." He indicated the gun-kiddies,
desultorily threatening to shoot one another over adice game called Three Dick Hughie. Every time
someone camein the front door they all looked up at once, their little Six- and seven-year-old faces full of
light, in case it was Alice Nylon with news. "These guys know that. Hey, what about adrink?"

Vic sa back. Antoyne stared a him asif he wasin the middle of planning what to say. They remainedin
that pogition until Irene returned from the powder room in an improved mood and accepted a cocktall, as
she put it, on both her and Antoyne's behaves. ™Y ou two men can gtill befriends,” shejudged, after the
drinks arrived, "if you just but trust each other. Y ou know I'm right." Shetried to catch Vic'seye.

"That'snice, Irene," Vic said, looking away. "That's as true as anything | heard. | wasthinking of goingin
tomorrow," hetold Antoyne.

Some discussion followed—on how they would mest, exactly where and when the jump-off would take
place, what Fat Antoyne might expect in the way of remuneration—and then Vic went home. "That isa
very londy man,” Irene concluded as she and Antoyne watched him leave the Semiramide, "whose
journey isawaysthelong way round. Antoyne, there's something | have to ask you, and | want you to
think hard before you answer because it could mean so much for our hopes and dreams.”

In one corner of Vic Serotonin's South End walk-up, on asmall wooden chest of drawers hand-painted
dark green, were arranged some items he had brought out of the site. There was nothing fatal about
them. Look away from an artefact and you dwaysfed for amoment that it lives another life—that in fact
it takes the opportunity to live another life. But these were not artefacts, or at any rate they did not
announce themselves as such; they were ordinary objects he had picked up in there—abrasslizard three
incheslong; abowl full of beadsin hot colours; one or two dusty ceramic tiles featuring pictures of fruit.

Vic examined them for amoment or two, thinking how they stood out in some reassuring way from the
cheap repro which otherwise filled the room. Then he sighed, pulled open one of the drawers and
unwrapped his Chambers pistol from the soft cloth he kept it in.

He swept the top of the chest clear, unfolded a second cloth and laid the gun out on that in pieces, these
he ingpected, cleaning the mechanicd parts carefully before reassembling them. Throughout the process,
the wegpon itsalf reminded him in agentle, persistent voice that its non-mechanical parts weren't
user-serviceable. A chip was supposed to keep the physics under control, but the Chambers pistol was
known as a particle jockey's nightmare, feared by humans and diensaike. Vic had his at adiscount from
Paulie DeRaad, who had it gratis with a crate of other stuff from an EMC armoury sergeant up theline;
they'd been in some war together. Every time he cleaned it, Vic heard Pauli€s voice advising: "Treet that
fucker with respect, maybeitll kill someone eseingtead of you.”

Oncethejob wasfinished, Vic didn't seem to know what to do next. The light moved round the room to
afternoon. Theair cooled and there was amist over the far edge of the noncorporate port. Occasiondly
he would get up and look out the window down into the street, but mostly he sat on the bed, wrapping
and unwrapping the pistol until Mrs Elizabeth Kielar knocked at hisdoor and he let her in.



"l fdt so afraid,” shesaid.

She stood awkwardly just insde the room, asif she was expecting afurther invitation. "1 walked, | don't
know why. | went to the bar but then | remembered you wouldn't be there." Before Vic could speak she
sad quickly, "Areyou dl right with this?" She turned up the collar of her coat, then turned it down again
so that the light from the window accentuated the sharp line of her jaw. "Y ou did tell meto come.”

"Don't you ever say what you mean?"' Vic asked.

Hetouched her where thelight fell. Both of them went very ill, and shelooked up a himwith a
bemused expression.

"We never know what we mean,” she said. "We act it out, moment to moment. We never know what we
mean until it'stoo late." Then, when Vic let hisfingertips dip until they found the pulsein her neck:

"Why don't you fuck me? It's what we both want."

Vic woke up later in the dark from athick and disturbing deep, haf-convinced that someone had that
moment dialled him up with the kind of message no one wanted to hear—a change of plan, adebt caled
in, adead parent, the kind of message that in 2444AD could only divert your attention from the fedings
that made you redl to yoursdlf. Elizabeth Kielar's satin underclothes were on the bed, pooled dippery as
water. Elizabeth hersalf was knedling close by, turned away alittle from the waist, feet tucked under,
iodine shadows delineating each muscle and rib. There was aharsh, dry smell about her, which Vic,
excited, took to be her sex. She had opened up her diary and was holding it towards the window so that
the street light caught the pages. When she saw he was awake, she smiled.

"Why do | do this?' she asked.
"Only you can answer that."

"I looked out of your windows while you were adeep,” she said. "And | looked through al your things.
Wasthat wrong of me?' She shivered, staring ahead asif she could see along way off. "'l write because |
don't remember anything about mysdlf. Do you remember your childhood, Mr Serotonin?”

"I'mVic," Vicsad.

He put out his hand and touched her arm above the elbow. "Y ou don't have to panic,” he said. "Read me
something.”

"I'm afraid of what will happen tomorrow," Elizabeth said.
"Areyou reading that or isit what you fed ?"
"I'mreading it and it'swhat | fed," shesad.

"You don't haveto gointhere" Vic suggested, though he knew she did. She shut the diary and dropped
it on the bed, began to put on her clothes. Vic picked up the diary, smelled its pages, leafed through
them. He could fed her watching him, trying to anticipate what he would do. When he found an entry he
could dmost understand, heread it doud. " 'Some sea-travellers,' " she had written, " 'never regain their
land legs. They come ashore but from now on, for them, walking will dways be as difficult aswalking on
amattress. But it'sworseto sit ill, or try to deep. At least when they move about the symptoms are
minimised.""

"Don't," shesad. "Don't!"



" "They cdl thismat de debar quement?”

She put her hand over his mouth to stop him. "What do my fingers smell of 7
Viclaughed. "The sea" he said.

"Wl then, make me wet."

Heturned her hand over, licked theinsde of the fingers and placed them againgt her sex. "Y ou do that,"
he was beginning to say, when hisdid-up cut in and Alice Nylon's voicefilled his head without warning.
"If thisis Vic Serotonin,” Alice said, "Pauliewantsto talk to you,” and after that, Paulie himself came on.
Vic pushed MrsKiear awvay.

"Hey, Paulie" hesad.

Among Paulie DeRaad's bolt-holes he kept an gpartment on the top floor of Beddington Gardens, a
system-built beachside tower in retro-Socidist chic circa 1965AD, its cracked curtain walls accurate
down to the wads of newspaper the origina contractors had used as separatorsin place of cement. A
bald rectilinear space with inset lighting, itswindow asingle sweep of glasstaking in thefull curve of the
bay to Suicide Point, the apartment was furnished and styled moderne, with the wet bar a one end and
at the other racks of what resembled faux-wooden TV consoles from the historical times, connected to
the FTL routers by which Paulie kept abreast of hisinterests up and down Radio Bay.

White carpet wasfitted throughout.

Alice had brought her boss there two days before, and she had been looking after him ever since. She
made what food she knew how, mainly ordered-in falafel and brownies, but Paulie wasn't interested in
egting. She mixed him drinks from the wet bar, but, inexplicably, Paulie wasn't drinking. When he was
adeep shewiped hisforehead with acloth, or stood up on tiptoe to admire his possessions. She liked
best the white singlets and underpants he kept nice and clean in adrawer, which she buried her facein
when shefirgt found them, but only looked at thereafter in case she spoiled them. Therest of thetime she
spent talking to the Semiramide people, intercepting problems, cleaning house across the city, trying to
gauge how panicked everyonewas. "He's al right,” shetold her friend Map Boy, who, because he
wasn't one of that crowd, she could open up to alittle. "On the other hand you don't want to get closeto
him. I'm cautious about it. Y ou know?"

The brief spells Paulie was awake, he didn't pay her alot of attention, uplinking instead with his offworld
contacts. Nothing much came of this, so to start with she was relieved Paulie got hold of Vic. She stayed
inthe pipein case ether of them needed her, but with a hope that the conversation would take the weight
off her. That was ashort-lived hope, because when Vic said, "Hey, Paulie" al Paulie replied was.

"Don't hey me. Who are you to hey me, you cheap fuck?'
Vic told Paulie he should steedy down.

DeRaad gave athick laugh. "Can you believe this?' he asked Alice Nylon. Whatever €se was wrong
with Paulie, he remained sharp enough to know she had stayed in the pipe with him. Security was dways
firg thingsfirgt with Paulie. She sad:

"l can't believethis, Paulie, no."
When he heard Alice's voice, Vic sounded relieved. "How are things going?' he asked her.

"You don't fucking talk to Alice" Paulie shouted, "while I'm still here. Y ou fucking tak to me." No one



could afford for thingsto develop further in that direction, so therewas asilence on al sdes. "Cheap
fuck," Pauliesaid into it, not to Alice or Vic but maybe, given his present situation, to himself. Then he
went on in acalmer voice, "What are you doing to help me, Vic? I'm hiding from my own people. I'm
sck. I'mlosing trade. It'sinme, Vic. | fed it there, | hear it trying to talk to me. They say "Shit it out,’ but
when | can't have abowel movement that's greet advice. Meanwhile what are you doing to help?

"Paulie, | don't know how to answer that."
It was easy to gppreciate the position Vic found himsdlf in.

Paulie had lost perspective on things, Alice could see that—she was still hisbest girl, but it was easy to
see he had lost his perspective on things.

"If I brought you adaughter,” Vic was saying, "that's the risk you dways knew you took." Alice could
fedl him searching around for something elseto say, but in the end he only added, "I'm running aclient in
tomorrow from the Baltic Exchange, just after dawn. Maybe I'll find something in there to help you," and
al three of them knew what that was, speaking of shit. There followed another silence, then Paulie
DeRaad sad, "Vic, you're fucked with me," and broke the connection.

"Alice?' hecdled. "Areyou gtill my best bet?’
"You know | am, Paulie
"So sat me up apipeto Lens Aschemann. | got someinformation for him.”

Thefirgt night they were at Beddington Gardens, Paulie had screamed for four hours solid in hisdeep
while lights seemed to crawl up his own arms and into his mouth. Next day, he sent her to VVoigt Street to
fetch the sick kid he kept there, who had started all this and who had radioactive blood or whatever.
When she got back, which took al morning with the kid stinking and throwing up and faling out the
rickshaw and wandering off into shopping mals singing to itself whileitsface shonewith an exultation
Alice did not envy, Paulie had rigged up a curtain to divide the main room in half. From then on he
passed histime behind that with the kid and wouldn't let her come through, or look at him again. They
had achemical toilet in there. She had to pass things round the curtain to the two of them. She did once
see that the bed was dick, and they were dick too, with something which resembled a clear resinous
liquid. Maybe they spewed up this stuff and that's why Paulie wouldn't egt the food she made him. After
perhaps eight hours asmell started to fill the room; aso, since Paulie went behind the curtain something
waswrong with hisvoice. It started out each sentence with thick tones, asif it wasfar back in histhroat
or he had been eating Roquefort cheese; then hafway through it jJumped an octave into amusic kind of
sound. Alice knew that sound. Shedidn't likeit.

"He'shere now," shetold Paulie when the police detective came on. Thistime she stayed out of the pipe.
Y ou never knew what operators Site Crime might be running in there.

Perhaps an hour before Paulie called Vic, certainly not more, Lens Aschemann could have been found
walking briskly aong the Corniche to the Cafe Surf, where, instead of entering the Long Bar and
occupying his customary seet in the corner, he took shelter in the darkness under the condemned pier
behind the building, tapping hisfoot to the faint jazz music that lesked out into the night, until he saw
Antoyne Messner gpproaching him aong the beach.

"S0o," hecdled. "A nicenight, Fat Antoyne.”

"It'sjust Antoyne," Antoyne said.



He looked doomed and sodden, asif someone had recently pushed him in the sea. The foldaway
ranwear balooning up around him in each gust only partly covered hisroya blue suit. The night's
westher had pursued him from bar to bar, The World of Today to The Breakaway Station, lacquering his
hair across his reddened face: every time he went in somewhere, the rain eased off; every time he
decided to move on, it got worse. Now he stopped short of the pier and, eyeing its pitted cast-iron
supports, said, "1 won't come under there, thanks." And, failing to take heart from the detective's smile: "l
been walking up and down for hoursin case | missed you."

"Thiswasthetime we agreed.”

"I was never good with time. | got anxietiesaround it." Therain lashed a him suddenly. To avoid it he
stepped without thinking into the shadow of the pier.

"Y ou see?" murmured Aschemann, asif Antoyne had proved something to him. "It's not so bad." They
contemplated the junk that had gathered beneath the pier, too heavy for the seato move; then the line of
rusty barbed wire and barely discernible fluorescence at the eastward extent of the event site itsdlf.

"Areyou arad of it, Antoyne?"
"| don't care about it oneway or the other.”

Aschemann pretended to give this some consideration. "'l thought | saw something move over there,” he
sad. "Just before you arrived." He couldn't quite decideif it was the kind of movement you would expect
from, say, arag, or abit of wastepaper tumbling briefly across mottled sand; or whether it was more
animate than that. "Everyone cares about it," he said. " Otherwise, what would we talk about?* Antoyne
shrugged. Aschemann struggled to light his pipe, then gave up and suggested that, since nothing was
happening now, they go into the Long Bar. "It would be warmer there, we could get that cocktail drink
you introduced everyoneto." But Antoyne didn't want to be seen in the Cafe Surf.

"l cametogiveup Vic," hesad.

"That will put adifferent glossonit," the detective admitted. "Also, | remembered you don't like the music
there. Comewith me, then, let's stare this thing right in the eye, you can tell me everything you know
about it." Hetook Antoyne's arm and urged him to look acrossthe old fenceinto the site, marvelling, "A
piece of the Kefahuchi Tract! A piece of the heart of thingsthat fell to earth! I'm afraid of it, Antoyne, |
don't mind admitting; I'm afraid of what it meansto us, and that'swhy | asked you how you fdt." All he
got in response was the white of Antoyne's eye. The fence wire was so rusty it fell gpart at atouch, into a
kind of wet grit. Rubbing alittle of it between hisfingers, the way you might crush aleaf of mint,
Aschemann smelled the strong iron smell. "No one's replaced this since the origind event,” he guessed.
"Antoyne, why would you want to give up Vic Serotonin?”'

"l don't likeit here,” Antoyne decided suddenly.

Aschemann kept hold of hisarm. "But you're used to it, aman like you. Vic's been in and out by this
routedl year."

Antoyne laughed.

"No oneinther right mind would go in from here," he said. "Isthat what you thought? Vic would jump
off from here? Look at it!" There was no aureole to speak of, there was only the thinnest skin between
the different states of things. Y ou would be straight into the worst of it without warning. "L ook at the air
over therel"



It waslike aheat shimmer, only cold and dark, and its very existence seemed to bring hometo Antoyne
the falseness of hispostion. "I'm hanging by athread here," he complained. After ashort struggle, he
detached himsdlf from Aschemann's grip and began to walk rapidly away from the wire, out from under
the pier and into thewind and rain, hisraindicker flapping and cracking wildly. "I never went in there with
Vicor anyonedse" he caled over his shoulder.

Aschemann, sumbling after him, heard none of it. Even asthey talked, something had been changing on
the other side of the fence; halfway to the safety of the Cafe Surf the wavefront bowled them over. Fat
Antoyne knelt in the wet sand, opening and closing his mouth, while the detective, temporarily unable to
order hislegs, stopped and stared out to sea, where he believed he could see, moored in broad daylight,
two or three ancient, rusting cargo vessels. An electric current appeared to be arcing between his
clenched jaws. "Irenewon't like what you've doneto your nice suit,” he made himsdlf say. At that,
Antoyne's face turned up, dead whitein the streaming rain.

"| got theinformation. Where Vicll start from tomorrow. Who the client is. But it'sreasonable | get
money for it."

Aschemann continued to stare out to sea.
"I could find you something," he conceded vaguely.

Therain drenched Antoyne. It poured down hisface. His hands and knees made large smooth dimplesin
the sand, spacetime curvesin a surface that seemed elastic with water. "More than something,” he said. "l
supported Vic in hisambitions, like dl those Black Cat White Cat people. But | got to admit now he
didn't truly reciprocate, and it's time to take back from him the responsibility for my life" He looked up at
the detective. "It was awaste of my heart the day | tried to be friendswith aman aslondly asVic
Serotonin, and thisisthe only favour helll ever do me.”

But Aschemann wasn't listening; his eyes were focused off to the Side, in that vague way people have
when they are taking adia-up.

"Hdlo, Paulie" hesad.

Only shortly after these events, across the city in Globe Town, Edith Bonaventure woke guiltily from a
dream in which she was thirteen years old and nationwide, adream like the glitter of accordion chromein
smoky light, expanding and contracting as queasily as accordion bellowsin that way which seemsto the
listener to bear only the most cursory relationship to the music produced: arepeating dream which,
despiteits generd noise and dancing and evident nostalgic glamour, she sometimes thought, did not have
her best interests at heart. Globe Town, by contrast, presented to itself—or at least to the waking
Edith—as quiet and dark, alittle triangle of gentrified streets till faintly resonant with some recent
displacement of air, some implacable release of energy, some outrage committed on one kind of physics
by another. A grest tour ship (probably, Edith thought, the Beths/Hirston Skeleton Queen, destination
Santa Muerte, brochured as"Planet of the Alphane Moons," fifty lights or more down the Beach) had
just left its berth for the parking orbit.

Edith got her feet over the Sde of the bed. "'If you think I'm believing any of that," shetold her dream,
"you'rewrong." The floor was cold, her nightdresstangled around her waist, asif making music in your
deep was as much of astruggle as making it awake. She knew better than to blame the Skeleton Queen
for waking her; more probably it was Emil'skidneys. "Hey," she caled up to him, "don't do anything, I'm
onmy way. It'sOK. Leaveit to me. It's OK whatever you did."

No answer.



"I'm coming,” she called.

Emil had crawled under his bed and become wedged at the hips. She attempted to haul him out. "Hey,
areyou trying to hdp?' shesad. "Because don't.”

"We're fucked, Billy. Those things out there aren't human. Whatever we do now isthe end of us."
"Come on, Emil, it was only acruise ship."
"L ook at that fucker! That's better than any floating pile of shoes!"

The room was dark, though random blue and green lights crawled acrossthe walls: hard ultraviol €,
absorbed from the tour ship's exhaust flare by asystem of fluorescent butterfly-scale pigments and
tailored Bragg reflectorsin Emil's smart tattoos, now re-emitted in the visible spectrum. The departure of
the Skeleton Queen had aso brought on amild fit, during which his bowels, it seemed, had let go. Edith,
exhausted and suddenly depressed, began to wonder what she was doing here—what either of them had
ever been doing, wherever they were. Shelay on thefloor near her father and started crying. ™Y ou don't
help me" she said, turning angrily away from him like awife. "1 haveto do dl thismysdf." And then,
turning back, "We camein from the stars, Emil, but the stars were our home. We gave up dl that fun so
you could go mad.”

Emil returned her stare dubioudy. "Thisisn't the only bed I've ever been under.”
Edith wiped her hand across her tears and laughed.
"l know," shesaid.

"You know why | think | get this?' he said. "Neurond soft errors. We're dl brain-fried in Globe Town.
Serioudy, we should move somewhere safer. Those departures are a quantum jockey's nightmare.”

"Y ou get this because you left your mindinthe site”

"That too," he admitted. Then: "If anything, the arrivasareworse."
"Jesus, Emil, you redly smdl.”

"If you pull my arm | think | can push with my other leg.”

Eventualy, in the weird fading light his tattoos had stored up out of the physics bounty of the Skeleton
Queen, she extricated him and cleaned him up. She spread fresh twill sheets on the bed and got him back
into it. She propped him against the pillows and sat beside him. He looked nice. ™Y ou look nice," shetold
him, "like aproper old man. Y ou even have that thin white hair the best old men have." When shewas
sure he was adeep again, she went downgtairs and sat in achair leafing through avolume of hissite
journd dated fifteen years before. The room cooled. It stayed night. Looking up occasionaly at the rows
of teen costumes on thewalls, like afterimages of hersalf in some scientifically inexplicable medium, Edith
found she had forgotten where she was, or what part of her life shewasin. "Go to degp in here, you
dream entirely in tiny mad paintings," Emil had written. "Thisiswhat | got last night: aman spewsup a
snake, someone dseis helping him. They entwine, bent in the shapes of aien body language." Shewas
dozing over thiswhen Vic Serotonin dialed up.

"Hey, Edith," hesad.
"Funny you should say that, Vic," shereplied, and closed the pipe.



When Vic came on again and asked how Emil was, which she had known he would, she answered,
"He'sfine. HEs happy. Y ou can dways see what Emil's thinking, through the holesin hishead." There
was an ominous rhythmic croaking sound in the pipe, along with acommon type of visud interference
which made things spin out sSideways from under her gaze. She felt fine with her eyes closed; but when
shetried to look at things, they dipped away from her. It wasthe story of her life. "Why'd you cal me, |
wonder?' she said. And before Vic could reply, "Well, you just want to say you're sorry. Y ou're going
into the site tomorrow. Maybe | would change my mind about the book."

"Edith—"
"But who'sthere with you, Vic? Y ou see, you don't answer that one."
Thistimeit was him who broke the connection.

"So no diary for you, then, my boy," Edith whispered. She waited alittle, as much to give him the benefit
of the doubt asto clear her head. Inshore winds drove the rain down the street towards the corporate
port. A smaller ship left the ground on aline of light like a crack acrossthings. The world stopped
spinning. When he didn't get back to her she opened anew pipe and said to the voice at the other end:

"l want to report aste crime.”

Updtairs, Emil Bonaventure was propped upright againgt the pillows like a corpse, hisskin yellow inthe
dreetlight from the window, his old ribs datted with shadows. The energy had drained out of his smart
tattoos and he was bregthing ever so lightly. Edith watched the pulsein his neck. She could dmost see
thelife through the skin, the thoughtsin his head, and what were they but the dreams he couldn't any
longer have? Shallow water over cracked chequerboard tiles and cast-off domestic objects, books,
plates, magazines, empty tunnels smelling of chemicas, ablack dog trotting amlesdy round himin his
deep on some dirty waterlogged ground neither in nor out of anything you could think of asthe world,
while awoman's voice mourned open-throat from a house not far enough in the distance.

"Emil," shewhispered. She meant: I'm here. She meant: It's OK. She meant: Don't go. After amoment he
opened hiseyes and smiled.

"WheresVic?' he asked.
"Vicwon't be coming to seeusany more," Edith said.

Later that night, down by the seafront, the wind dropped. The rain turned to drizzle and then stopped; in
its place, fog stole in across the Corniche, muffling the sounds of merriment from the Cafe Surf. A man
who looked like the older Albert Eingtein sat on the cold seawadll for awhile, content, it seemed, to watch
the rickshaws come and go in the oystershdll lot, or exchange scraps of talk with the Monasin their
lime-green tube skirts and orange fake-fur boleros. He liked them to flirt with him, and in return showed
them pictures of someone they took to be his granddaughter. The limitsof vighility fell, giveor take, at a
pleasant twenty or thirty yards, describing acomfortable, colourful space lit from within by flocks of
smart ads. Everyone, redly, was having fun, when into the lot whedled a pink 1952 Cadillac custom
roadster, blessed or cursed, according to where you stood on the subject, with the low skirtsand
frenched tail lights of alater, impure aesthetic, agiant vehicle which blunt-nosed its way between the
rickshaws, scattered the ads and see-sawed to ahalt on its real mechanica suspension, while from an
unimpeachable white leather interior the sounds of WDIA, Radio Retro, Station to the Stars, thugged
their way in solid blocks across the voice of some hysterical commentator at Preter Coedr.

"Very impressve," Lens Aschemann congratulated his assstant. "1'll just fold my wet raincoat before | get
in, if you don't mind, and put it in the back here."



"Those Monas seem to know you well," the assistant said.

"It's charity work. Let'sdrive alittle before you take mein." He fastened his seatbelt. "Go anywhere you
like snceweéll only bekilling time. By theway," he said, "are you back at Sport Crime? If not, you
needn' listen to thisindifferent music thefighterslike." He leaned across and switched off theradio.
"Later we can have a proper breakfast, maybe you'd like to go to Pellici's, which | know you enjoyed
before. Then I'll let you do what you dways wanted: arrest Vic Serotonin.”

He chuckled. "That Vic," he said, "Betrayed three timesin the same night. It's hard not to laugh.”

They took the coast road. At first, when the assistant looked up into the driving mirror al she could see
was the nacre reflection of her own headlights diffused around the car; further dong, though, the fog,
stirred up by temperature differentials out at sea, broke into patches. As soon as Aschemann saw where
she was taking him, hismood changed. He folded hisarms and stared ahead. "Y ou drivetoo fast,” he
complained. "How can anyone enjoy themsdaves?' About fifteen miles out, they got perfect vishility.
Shortly afterwards, the assistant pulled into a headland viewpoint and stopped the car facing out to sea.

"It'salongtimesincel sat here" Aschemann said.

Cold air filled the Cadillac, but he wouldn't allow her to close the roof. Instead, he stood up with his
hands on the top edge of the windscreen and watched the big ocean waves shovelling the remains of
themsalvesinto the bay. Far out, the assistant could see the sSingle, desolate fluttering blue light of some
lost rickshaw advertisement: otherwise, the headland was black, the sky and the sea different shades of
grey. "Wasthis place on the record?' he said eventually. "I'm surprised. It was never part of the
invegtigation.”

"Y ou're thorough,” she said. "Everyone saysthat. Y ou came here the day they found her, so you had it
recorded.”

"It looks nicer in daylight.”

There he stuck, staring out over the sea.

*k*

Alerted by neighbours, the uniform branch had found the body of hiswife, six o'clock on ahot summer
evening, Sorawled among the broken furniture, boxes of clothes, the piles of loca dope-shests, fashion
magazines and old record abums which had divided the floor of the bungaow into narrow waist-high
dleys filled a that time of day with therich yellow light filtering between the mille-feuille das of the
wooden blinds.

"They cdled meimmediately,” Aschemann said. "It was hot in there." Up from dl the yellowed pages,
stronger than the smdll of the corpse, came astifling odour of dust and sdlt. "It got in your mouth aswell
asyour nose." She had falen avkwardly, wedged sideways with one arm trapped benesath her and the
other draped across a copy of Harpers & Queen, her left hand clutching an empty tumbler, her cheap
sun-faded print dress disarranged to show ayellow thigh: but not one of those piles of repro-shop junk,
the uniformed men remarked, had been disturbed by her fall. There were no signs of astruggle. It was as
if her murderer had been as congtrained in here as anyone el se. Tattooed in her armpit were thelines:
Send me aneon heart/Send it with love/Seek meinside.

When they turned her over, she proved to be holding in her other hand aletter Aschemann had sent her
when they were il young. Invited reluctantly to the scene by an investigator severa years hisjunior,
Aschemann examined thisfor amoment—agiving less attention, it seemed, to what he had written than to



the thin blue paper he had written it on dl that time ago—then went and stood puzzledly in the centre of
the maze. The assembled uniforms spoke in low voices and avoided his eyes. He understood al this but it
was asif hewas seeing it for thefirst time. If he peered between the dats of the blind, he knew, he would
be able to see Carmody, Moneytown, the Harbour Mole, the whole city tattooed stark and clear in
grong violet light into the armpit of the bay.

"What could | do?' he now asked his assistant.
"They wereright not to dlow you to investigate.”

"Werethey?' He shrugged, asif at thisdistanceit didn't matter. "I told them, ‘Do agood job.' | said,
‘Bring methe detailsto my officelater.' Then | had someone drive me up here, someone as bright and
ambitious as you, who could speak just as many languages. | was a suspect, though | never worked
Carmody or knew tattooing."

Helooked around.
"It'snicer intheday. Nicelight."

Nicelight, awarm wind at the edge of the cliff, the whisper of thetide far below. A few eroded
bristle-cone pines, a patch of red earth bared and compacted by tourists feet. An extraordinary sense of
freedom, which he had regretted every day since.

"Take meback," hetold her. "Wewon't have breskfast after al."

On the drive back he was as preoccupied as hed been when Vic Serotonin left his office the previous
afternoon. At the bungalow he stood with his sodden raincoat over hisarm and watched her K-turn the
Cadillac so she could head back up Maricachel towards the centre of Saudade.

"Y ou got thisfrom my shadow operators,” he accused, "that was clever. | hope it was what you wanted.”
"I will never understand you."
"No one ever understands anyone,” he said. "We should both get alittlerest.”

All her ambush had achieved was to drive him further back insgde himsdf, a place the assstant now
understood as a maze which made the one hiswife had lived in look smple. Instead of going home, she
made her way across town to C-Street and the tank farm. Against reason, she had begun to enjoy the
flabby, rather dow-witted version of herself the tank had proposed. She cleaned 1950s house; chose
1950s clothes, especidly silk knickers; and waited for 1950s man to come home, wondering what he'd
say to her if he ever did. Mogtly, sheimagined his blunt, nicotine-stained fingers on her. Thetank's
flexible programming enabled her to do the shopping in Aschemann's Cadillac, though sherefitted it with
arolled, peaked and vented hood, reshaped rear-quarter scoops and lowered skirts; and—after
consdering paint chips both authentic and inauthentic—resprayed it the pearlescent blue of aboiled
sweet. She had the steering wheel chromed, but otherwise kept the chrome down to the fenders and
grille. The front bench seat was|ong enough to lie full-length on in the fairground parking lot, so she could
watch the Meteorite spin violently above her while she masturbated, and after ten minutes or so come
with adeep sigh. It was as good as adeep.

While shewastdling hersdf that, Aschemann sat listening to the seaand trying to fit what he knew about
himself and hiswifeinto what he knew about the event Ste. As part of giving up Vic, Edith Bonaventure
had rickshawed her father's Sitejournals over to him. It was something, she said, she needed to do.
Leafing through them (alittle puzzledly, because, despite dl his experience on the other sde, Emil had so



clearly lacked the one understanding Aschemann now cameto), hefell adeep dmost asif by accident,
and for thefirg timein fifteen years found himself dreaming of something other than the dead woman:
water flowing as cool as early daylight over hisfeet and around his ankles; voiceslaughing in excitement.
It was, he assumed, some memory of childhood.

8
Boundary Waves

By the time the cats began to pour back into the event site, up Straint Street and past the yellow window
of Liv Hulas Black Cat White Cat bar, it wasraining again. Fivein the morning. A few people would be
out once the street had cleared, workers who used Straint as a short cut through to theion works. A few
shop assistants and clerks with rooms nearby, making their way down into the city proper; afew fighters
making their way back from Preter Coeur. But generaly Straint was unfrequented, and every morning at
that time, the light seemed less to be coming back into things than leaving them for good. Liv Hulas
window wasthe only lively thing in that part of Saudade. It illuminated the Sdewalk. Seen from outside,
two or three dl-night drinkers, isolated by its rectangularity so that they seemed to have nothing to do
with one another, could look like awarm crowd. They looked like people you might enjoy to know.

Liv, watching the cats go past and wondering why her life seemed like alot of separate pieces of
reasonable worth which hadn't yet added up to anything, would include hersdlf in that picture: shewas
someone you thought you might like to know when you were walking up Straint, when the colour was
bleached out of everything ese, the kerbstones, the cats, the two-storey buildings with their chipped,
greying storefronts. That was the sum of her.

"The cats never get wet," she said. "Y ou notice that? Whatever the wesather is, they never get wet."

Vic Serotonin, who had come in about ten minutes previoudy, now stood with hiselbows on the zinc
bar, saring hard at hishands asif it was an effort for him to remain dive. Hisclient had walked in five
minutes before him, and was Sitting at atable on her own. Vic had asmall bag with him, and hewas
wearing a dark-coloured watch cap. Mrs Kielar had on a short belted |eatherette jacket over fitted black
dacks; shelooked tired. They were drinking coffee with rum and pretending, for the nanocameras, not to
know each other. It wouldn't have fooled adog.

When Vic didn't answer, Liv poured him more coffee, adding milk from the covered jug, and said,
"You'reinearly, Vic. It ajump-off day? Y oure dwaysin early on ajump-off day."

No answer to that either. She shrugged and went behind the counter, which she wiped cardlesdy with a
rag. She looked over at MrsKidar and raised her voice. "Don't say anything, then, Vic," shesaid. "l
don't want to hear what you say about yourself. | heard enough about that." She switched the lights off,
then on again, then off. Without them, the air in the bar reverted to a sepia col our—although the objects it
picked out often seemed without colour themsalves and asif they werelighted in some way from ingde.
"Isthat bright enough for you, Vic? Can you seewel enough in thislight?'

When Vic refused to take the bait, Liv moved away and stood in the shadows at the back of the bar.

Thetrave agent and his client continued to ignore one another in their obviousway. They werethere
about fifteen minutes more, then MrsKidar pushed her chair back, turned up the grey fur collar of her
jacket and left, and Vic threw some money on the zinc counter and he left too. As soon asheld gone, Liv
Hula stepped out of the shadows and counted the money. Her hand went to her mouth. She rushed to
the door and cdlled, "Vic, it's your whole tab. There's no need to pay your wholetab!" But they were
aready too far up Straint to hear her, following the black and white cats into the aureole of the event Site.



"Good luck, Vic!" Liv Hulacdled. "Good luck!" But neither of them looked back.

If it was cats on Straint, it was dogs across the city at Suicide Point: Lens Aschemann woke just before
dawn, with the confused impression that he had heard them barking as they lollopped through the surf. A
trip down the hall and into the kitchen, which had the best seaward view, showed him the tide was on the
turn under fast grey clouds, whilerain blew suddenly this way and that across an empty beach. He stood
for aminute or two listening for the loose sound of the swash; he could still hear the dogs, but they were
moving away. It occurred to him that he wasn't entirely sure he was awake. Thisideamade him smile
faintly and did up his assgtant.

"Do you hear dogs?' he asked her.
"Wha?'

Sand, blown in under the kitchen door during the night, had stuck to the soles of Aschemann's bare fet.
He brushed at them ineffectudly, first one then the other, with the pam of hishand. "Every part of the
year," hetold her, "isfilled with unacknowledged acts of memory, cued by the smdll of the air, the
seasond fdl of thelight. Do you follow?' Silencein the pipe. Perhaps she did, perhaps she didn't. "There
aredogsin everything. They aren't redl, but neither are they only ametaphor. We're dogged by the things
welve forgotten.”

"I'm not sure |—"

"Do you seewhat I'm saying? The investigator must dways alow for this. The older we grow, the louder
their voices, the more inarticulate they are.” She made no further attempt to reply, so he said, "At least |
don't hear them in this datapipe, that'sablessng,” and then asked her to run the nanosurvelllance from
Straint Street, which she seemed rdlieved to do. After afew minutes following the life of the bar, he
shook his head.

"Isthisdl that happened overnight?'

"Three or four am., the system went down again. There's some footage but it's not informative.”
"l can believe that," Aschemann said.

"We should have put peoplein.”

"Who would we use? This woman knows everyone who drinks at her bar. She'sno foal, evenif Vicis™"
Liv Hulastood motionless at the zinc counter; she leaned her €lbows on the zinc counter. The footage
jumped, and she leaned on the zinc counter again. She stared emptily ahead. She looked tired. "Switch
thisoff, for God's sake."

Aschemann brushed at the sandy soles of hisfeet asif thisaction might clarify hislife, or a least connect
himtoit. Two hours deepin an armchair had given him kidney pain, but it couldn't explain the feding that
something was gpproaching him, racing towards him from what part of his past he couldn't even guess. It
couldn't explain why his hands were so giff, asif held been clenching them tightly in hisdegp. Only the
dogs could explain that. "At least we know where they're going,” he said. "We have an embarrassment of
confirmation on that." Just before he closed the dia-up, so that the assistant would have no timeto reply,
he sad, "By the way, did you enjoy that deep of yours you had in the twink-tank?'

"Watch out for the dogs you hear."

Aschemann took hiskidneysto the toilet, chuckling. "Oneday I'll givethat tank atry,” he promised
himsdf.



*k*

"How will we know werein there?"
Vic Serotonin stopped to alow his client to catch up. " Sometimes you don't,” he said carelesdly.

The event—the fall to earth, whatever you described it as—had taken place a generation or more ago, in
the city'sold industria quarter, the warren of factories, warehouses, docks and ship canalswhich at that
time connected Saudade to the ocean. Commerce had ended instantly, but its characteristic architecture
remained as afringe about haf akilometre deep, amaze of empty buildings with collapsng corrugated
roofs and broken drainpipes, their iron window frames bashed in and emptied of glass. A mileor two
past Liv Hulas bar, Straint narrowed to alane; the cobbled cross-streets became little more than
indudtrid dleys, pitted and rutted, littered with lengths of discarded cable and balks of timber. Everything
smelled of rust and precursor chemicas. The blue enamelled signs on the street corners had long since
corroded into unintdligibility. Elizabeth Kielar studied them and shivered.

"I'll know," shesad.
"Thenwhy ask me?"
"I'l fed it."

"All that happened last time," he reminded her patiently, "isyou lost your nerve.” Theonly reply she
offered was an angry look; asif he were the unpredictable one, the one both of them had to be careful
not to trust.

Over the years, Vic had given the question more thought than histoneimplied. Y ou knew you had
entered the aureole when the weather changed, that was his view. Turn acorner between two factory
yardsinwinter: sunlight would befdling into the wdl of the Street while insects described fast, wavering
trgectories from the brassy light into the darkness of the buildings. If it was sunny in Saudade, patches of
fog drifted through the aureole. Or the wind would, as now, pile up afew cold, soft short-lived flakes of
snow in the gutters. Whatever € se happened, the shadows struck at absurd anglesfor the time of year,
asif geography was remembering something ese. "Thelines of distinction aren't sharp,” Vic concluded.

Y ou had to use your intuition asto when something like that became important.

"When the Kefahuchi Tract firgt fell to earth, they tried to build permanent controls. Walls, ditches,
concrete blocks. But that stuff would be absorbed overnight.” Something went wrong with theair, and
next morning your border post had gone and you were looking across afifty-yard waste lot covered in
cheat weed and cracked concrete, at what appeared to be a huge, motionless, empty fairground in the
rain. "Now they have amore relaxed atitude. Take the wire up every so often, put it down somewhere
ese they cdl it 'soft containment.’ " Still trying to explain himsdf, and thinking of the complexities of his
rel ationship with Emil Bonaventure too, Vic added, "Even in the aureole you need luck. I'm not one of
those people who believe they'll have street light in there by next Wednesday."

"Do any of you understand anything at dl?* she said angrily. "Why do you dl act asif you know
something when you don't?"

"This areas thick with police. Sotry to keep up."

Twenty minutes later it was full dawn, and thefirst patrol of the day had caught up with them. Vic hurried
Elizabeth through the nearest door and into a derelict warehouse—puddles, ripped-up concrete and foul

earth, holesthat gaped down into cellars and sewers, everything of worth stripped out long ago—where

he pushed her to the floor and put his hand across her mouth. Elizabeth stared up at him in akind of



puzzled supplication, asif she didn't understand why humiliation should be part of this search for her own
nature, while matt-grey Site Crime vehicles forced themsdves down the narrow accessay outside,
repestedly occluding the light then alowing it to splash in again rich with steam cooked out of the standing
water by the waste heat of the nuclear engines. The air shuddered with the din of it; above that, you could
hear the faint redtime shouts of the foot police coordinating their siweep through the buildings.

"They're not looking for usl" Vic shouted into Elizabeth Kidlar's ear. Nevertheless he made her lie there,
listening, until long after the engines and the shouts had passed. Then they left, Elizabeth brushing irritably
at her clothes. After that it was more of the same, rusting tracks, flooded rocket-docks with vast
discarded machinery visible just benegth the surface of water stinking of the seabut so glamorised by
exotic radiochemicdsit would glow faintly in the dark. They made good time, and Vic Serotonin was
pleased by the professonad way things were faling out for once. But asthey passed, everything—each
alley and abandoned wharf, each collapsed or melted gantry, even the Site Crime patrols—seemed to
ettle, shift and morph indiscernibly into something else. The aureolewas al around, like awave
propagated through everything. Everything was up for grabs. Haf an hour later, when rain caught them at
the edge of the siteitself—a shower which danted in, mercurid againgt the direction of the light, to pass
within minutes—you couldn't, as Vic said, be sure where it came from, or how. Though on the face of it
things looked smple enough.

Independent of the patrols, Lens Aschemann's pink Cadillac nosed its way down the pot-holed alleys,
waited at each junction, then, accelerating briefly but wildly, left the road and bumped itsway through the
tall weeds of aconcretelot asif itsdriver had lost control of the clutch. With the detective himsdlf at the
whed, the car's character changed. It became like abig, blunt animal, some species adapted neither for
stealth nor pursuit but which, despite Darwinian congtraints, had decided to learn them both.

Aschemann drove asif he couldn't seewell, gripping the whed tightly and thrusting hisface closeto the
windshield, while his assistant suffered in the passenger seet, steadying hersdlf with both hands and
offering him an expression of open hodtility.

"I don't understand why you'reinggting on this," she said.
"Now you think you're the only driver in the world?'
"No!"

"Everyone drives. Wedl liketo drive.”

"Thisis because of yesterday."

"I won't dignify that with an answer. Sometimes we have to drive, sometimes we haveto ride. Don't spoail
abeautiful day."

Aschemann's face looked more than ever like the older Eingtein's, the eydids even more drawn-down,
the cheeks pouchier, with agreyish tinge from lack of deep. His eyeswere veined and watery. They gave
him alook of confused enthusiasm. The Cadillac's front whedls | eft the ground briefly, then banged back
down so hard the suspension bottomed out. She clutched the windshield edge reflex-ively: this stimulated
aresponse from her forearm dataflow. "Areyou familiar with theterm 'lost'?' she said. Satellite
navigation sgnaswere ill available, but her software could no longer distinguish between severd

possi ble sources, ghost emissions, particle dogs, accidents of atmospheric lensing. They might beredl,
they might not. At least one of them seemed to bein the Siteitsdlf. "As of now we don't know where we
ae"

Aschemann smiled.



"Welcometo theaureole,” he said.
"Thisisabout yesterday," she accused him.
He leaned over and patted her shoulder. "After dl, can we ever say we know where we are?"

Therewasmore orbitd traffic than usud that morning: military treffic, dien treffic, survellancetraffic. If
you just knew how to look, you found EMC up there in numbers. High-end assetsin hair-trigger orbits,
caculated to keep an eye on some dubious investment of middle management's. She had her own
investment in play. She followed the dataasit bled endlesdy down her arm, pausing only to say:

"Please keep both hands on the whed "

Along with the agency, its goodwill, and his South End walk-up, Vic Serotonin had inherited from Emil
Bonaventure the use of abolt-hole on the top floor of the old Batic Exchange building, which faced the
event Ste across a bare expanse of concrete called "the Lots." This comprised aroom twelve feet by
fifteen, once an office with frosted glass dividers. Over time Vic had been obliged to defend it against
other travel agents: in reprisd, two or three of them, led by awoman born Jenni Lemonade but known in
Saudade as Memphis Mist, had used a hand-held thermobaric device to rip ahole in the middle of the
floor, through which you could, if you fdt likeit, contemplate a thirty-foot drop into standing water.
Despite thisit remained a serious professiona location, offering views of the Lots where they rose gently
towards the faint thickening of rain-wet air which marked the interface. It offered aplace to wait while
you assessed the Situation. Vic had dept there once; the dreams he experienced convinced him not to do
it again. Now he stood at the window, which possessed neither frame nor glass, and was puzzled to hear
Elizabeth Kidar say:

"Did you ever want children?

The view frightened her. She had averted her head as soon as he brought her in and, careful to keep
facing the hole in the floor, inched her way round the walls to the corner in which she now squatted, her
armswrapped round her knees. When Vic spoke, she smiled at him confidingly, asif held caught her in
some even less dignified position. What little oblique, dirty light fell on the Side of her face served to
occlude rather than disclose. Closeto the Site something was aways wrong with the light anyway; it
struck asif refracted through heavy but volatile liquids, aromatics on the edge of evaporation.

"l had children," shesaid, "but | left them.”

She laughed at hisexpression. "To be honest, they were more grown up than me from the sart. They
were often impatient.” She fidgeted. Looked down at her hands. "I left them," she said, "because | saw
they'd bedl right." Vic didn't know what to make of this, so hedidn't reply. After amoment, she asked:

"When do we go?'

"Soon." A certain amount of waiting was required. The wise thing was dways to remember the client and
not be too hard on her in that way: but, as everyone remarked, Vic stayed well through the exercise of
caution. Some adjective from the complex vocabulary of the place, achangein thelight or the density of
the sounds you could hear, would sooner or later reassure him. He wasn't anxious, because he wouldn't
commit until he had that reassurance. It was the professional course. "It's not like waiting for adoor to
open,” Emil Bonaventure had once advised him. More something you could interpret as permission.

"Comeand look," heinvited Elizabeth Kidar.

"| don't know," she said.



Vic shrugged asif it didn't matter. Then he said, framing the experience for her in the voice he reserved
for dients

"Thisiswhat you cameto see. Thisisit."

After amoment she stepped primly round the hole in the floor and joined him, and they stared across at
the event Site. Y ou were never sure what you were looking a. Beyond the wire, beyond the remains of
the origind wall, with itsfalen observation towers, prismatic light struck off the edges of things. There
was a congtant sense of upheaval. Loud tolling noises, as of enormous girdersfaling, or the screech of
overdriven machinery, competed with the sudden hum of an ordinary wasp, amplified amillion times. It
was like aparody of the origina function of the place. But also there were snatches of popular songs,
running into one another like aradio being tuned through some smple rheostat. Y ou smdled ail, ice
cream, garbage, birchwoodsin winter. Y ou heard ababy crying, or something clatter at theend of a
street—it was like amemory, but not quite. Sudden eruptions of light; dense, artificia-looking pink and
purple bars and wheds of light; birds flying home against sunsets and other sweet momentary transitions
between states of light. Then you saw things being tossed into the air, what looked like ahundred miles
away. Scale and perspective were impossible to achieve because these objects, toppling over and over
inakind of dow motion—or so the eye assumed—were domestic items a hundred timestoo large and
from another age, ironing boards, milk bottles, plastic cups and saucers. They weretoo large, and too
graphic, drawninflat pastel colourswith minimal indication of shape, capable of liquid transformation
while you watched. Or they were too small, and had a hyper-rea photographic qudity, asif they had
been clipped from one of the lifestyle-porn magazines of Ancient Earth: individua buildings, bridges,
white multi-hull sailing ships, then acomplete city skylinetoppling across asif it had been tossed up
among flocks of green parrots, iron artillery whedls, talboys, acolander and atoy train running around a
toy track. Everything in adifferent style of mediation. Everything generating abrief norm, reframing
everything e se. At that time, in that ingtant of watching and listening, in amoment savagely and perfectly
incapable of interpretation, they were dl the thingsthat fly up out of alife, maybe your own, maybe
someone el se's you were watching. Day to day, you might have more or less of a sense that the things
you saw were describable as"redl." In fact, that wasn't adistinction you needed to make until you
crosed inside.

Vic Serotonin felt nothing but relief each time he arrived at the Lots. At this point you weren't committed,
you could aways turn around and go home. But it was another chance to engage, and asaresult akind
of peace went through you. Y ou felt stabilised again. Y ou felt both excited and relaxed.

"It'squiet today,” he said.

Elizabeth smiled uncertainly. "Thisisawful,” shewhispered. "'l can't bear this"
"Will you be ableto do it thistime?

"l can't bear not to."

"Wdl then," hesad, "we should gart.”

He went to the door calm and happy, but when he looked back she was il a the window. "Thisisthe
right timeto go," Vic encouraged her. When he took her by the shoulders, though, there was that
tautness so permanent, so designed-in, so far down in her it was like touching some stretched internal
membrane and pausing to wonder what you would do next. Elizabeth seemed to understand this. Caught
between Vic and the window, shetwisted into him; pulled hisface towards hers and bit him sharply.
"Fuck," Vic sad. Helet her go and put his hand to his cheek. She kndlt down, worrying inefficiently at his
clothes, then her own. "Yes" shesaid, "fuck. Fuck. Get inme, Vic," shesaid. "l want something to take



inwithme"
He stared at her.
"Chrig, Vic, don't you see? Fuck mewhilel look at it."

That was how the man who resembled Albert Eingtein found them. He arrived in the doorway—excited
from driving his Cadillac, alittle out of breath from the stairs—and remarked to his assstant, who was
ganding next to him giving Vic her flat amile:

"They're hot, these two. | never saw two this hot.”
"We're dways getting lots of Vic on Elizabeth action,” she agreed. "L ots of girl ongirl."

Vic reached for his Chambers pistal: the assstant's tail oring, which had reactions down in the millisecond
range, turned itself on in response: there was ablur of motion from her, during which she seemed to bein
severd places at once, and then an actinic flash, in the aftermath of which nothing much could be seen a
all except Aschemann by the door looking old, white-faced, perplexed; and Elizabeth Kielar, who
jumped nestly into the hole in the floor and vanished, only to reappear alittle later sprinting and weaving
across the L ots towards the site boundary. Aschemann's assistant strode calmly to the window and
began to shoot at her. Chambers bolts curved dowly down through the rain, making anoiselike
defective neon and setting fire to the thin vegetation.

"Stop that," Aschemann said. His voice tones shut down the assistant's tailoring and she stared at him
angrily.

"You see?' he gppeded to Vic.

"Yes" Vic sad. Something had happened to hisarm; it was tnumb to the shoulder and he hadn't even
seen her move. "Vic, | told you she could drink you with aglass of water!" Vic rested on thefloor. He
stared out the window. He'd been arrested before, but he had no dependable sense of what would
happen next. Meanwhile Elizabeth Kielar was nowhere to be seen. Fuck mewhilel look &t it. Inthe end
that was what most of his clients wanted. They never got any further than the Lots. They had sex with
you in open view of the thing out there—asiif that was how they understood it; not as astate of affairs but
asalivething, perhaps even a conscious thing, they wanted it to be watching when they came—and then
didn't speak on theway back. It was just achoice that made life more interesting. Vic wouldn't say he
made hisliving from that impulse, or that he had any opinion about it; but the risk was |essened for
everyone when that was what the client wanted. Though her resources were in disarray, he didn't think it
was like that with Elizabeth Kidar; and he was beginning to regret how little he had discovered about her
sense of hersdlf.

*k*

They took Vic out on to the Lots and put him in the back of the pink '52 Cadillac repro while
Aschemann sat in the front and lit his pipe. At the same time the detective got adia-up to the police
bureau. "It's no problem,” he said, shaking out a match, pulling open the dashboard ashtray, smiling and
nodding at Vic. "The weather's more of aproblem this morning. He's here, he'sfine, we kept himin one
piece. No, that's other business." While Aschemann was talking, the assistant walked impatiently up and
down outside the car. Every so often she stopped and peered across at the event Site, asif she had seen
something no one ese could. The outline of her body rippled alittle as her tailoring, pumped and
excitable from its encounter with Vic, cut in and out; the data-bleed ran red and green pictographs
interspersed with jet-black oriental-looking charactersin rows down her forearm. She leaned into the car
and smiled amiably inVic'sface, asif shewould like to Sart a conversation.



"Vic," shesad, "what I've got switches offwhat you've got. Do you follow? That's why your arm hurts
0.

"Go and look for hisclient," Aschemann ordered.

Vic sad, "Her name's Elizabeth. She's nervous; it might make her difficult. Please try not to shoot her for
that." The assgtant glared at him, then down at her datableed. Then shejogged off through therain.

"Dont gointheste" Aschemann called after her.

He examined the bowl of his pipe, then—asif they were of equa vauein awider context—turned his
attention to the event ste. Something vast and orange-coloured flew up into the air, but you could barely
seeit through therain. It hung there for amoment then folded itself sectiondly until it disappeared. The
wholeincident was over in forty seconds, and there was no way of describing the accompanying noise.
Aschemann watched with akind of calm approva. "A dow day today,” he said. "A few hours ago, it was
quite different. Down by the Cafe Surf, it bowled me over.” He seemed delighted by the memory.
"Literaly, physcaly. Our friend Antoynetoo. Today, | think awave is coming, nothing happens.”

Vic Serotonin shrugged. "Y ou wouldn't find it S0 quiet inside," he predicted. He wanted to makeiit clear
that while the detective was perfectly entitled to an opinion, of the two of them Vic had the bulk of the
experience. "How was Fat Antoyne?"

"A little upsat.”

"Antoyne fedsthings more than hell admit.”
"l fill wanttogoin, Vic."

"Why?

"Because my wife'sin there. What we're seeing isthe life-cycle of anew species of artefact, and | think
my wife was one of them.”

Vic made so little of this he didn't know how to respond. "What species?’ he said eventually.

"Walk round the centre of Saudade any night, vigit the clubs, the shooting gdleries, the music venues.
That species. Or come and see them in the holding cells, fresh from the Cafe Surf and still gazing around
likeidiots, wondering how they cameto be on our side of things. They love it—who wouldn't? Who
doesn't love sex, fried food, hard drugs? The tough ones do what anyone would, get aroom, go to
ground, wait out their appetites, pupate; they look wounded but that's because they're just not us. They
try to make contact, they try to strike up a conversation with our world, or someonein it. They're here
for achange of state, but we're too much who we are to have any ideawhat that might consist of. While
you think they're human you see them as having interesting qudities, but they're only confused. They're
likeinsects, Vic: after afew years, whatever ingtinct drove them out of the Site takes over and drives
them back in again.”

It was atwo-way traffic, he said, one which, asaresult of their own anxieties, peoplelike himsdf had
overlooked from the outset. "Ever sncethe Tract fell to earth, we thought we knew what an escape
looked like. 1t didn't look human. It looked like a catastrophe. We were clear on that, we could make
rulesfor that. Y ou've seen them in the quarantine centres, Vic: haf-flesh, haf-artefact, faling to pieces,
gpesking in tongues while the daughter code pours out of their mouths like light to infect awhole city
block. We weren't prepared for anything more subtle.”

"Y our wifésdead,” Vic said. "Everyone knowsthat."



Aschemann stopped talking immediately. Tearsran out of the corners of his eyes.
"I'm sorry,” Vic sad.
They stared at one another in discomfort.

"Thisrain," Aschemann said, holding one palm out flat. Do you ever wish you were on some other
planet?' He wiped the rain off hisface, which looked tired and unkempt. He fiddled with the dashboard
ashtray. Then he had abrief exchange with hisassistant by dia-up, which he concluded by telling her,
"Come back now. Y ou're wasting everyone'stime. Vic wantsto get hisarrest over with, and beput ina
nicecel.” A minute or two later she gppeared quietly out of the Lots, her face, hands and gun beaded
with water. Y ou can St in the car," Aschemann said, patting the bench seat beside him. "Come and st
herein the driver's seet, the way you like. Put the convertible roof up if you're wet."

"Weredl wet," Vic sad.
"Shut up, Vic."

They watched appreciatively asthe convertible roof, which was the same shade of white asthe
upholstery, closed dowly over their heads. Then Aschemann said, "Vic, thiswoman here had afire-team
set up to bring you in." He chuckled. "That's how determined sheis. They're till up therein thefog
somewhere, trying to find their way home. Vishility's down to ten yards and the Site is cooking their
communications. She expected more trouble from you. To be honest, so did I. How's your arm? That
numbnesswill weer off." .

When thisdidn't get aresponse, he shrugged. "The reason you'rein custody isthis: you didn't give me
what | want. Never underestimate that as a cause for arrest.”

"What about the tourist?' the policewoman wanted to know.

"Well haveto leavethetourist,” Aschemann said, without much reluctance. "After dl, they come here for
therisk." Heleaned over the back of his seat and said to Vic Serotonin, "Y ou know, | could wish it was
Emil sitting hereingtead of you. Emil would be more interested. He never saw the Site as a career
opportunity; it was always an adventure he couldn't extricate himself from. | respect that. Vic, how was
Emil lagt time you saw him?*

"Hewasn't good.”

"Hewasn't good the last time | saw him either. But Edith seemed fine." To his assstant Aschemann said,
"Start the engine. Let'stake Vic away."

This proved more difficult than he could have imagined. They werein the middle of one of the Cadillac's
wallowing long-whee base turns when arickshaw lurched round the corner at the other end of the Baltic
Exchange and sped towards them, trailing a stream of adsin coloursthat crackled against the soft wet
air, lighting up the puddles around the Annie's thudding feet. She pushed hard into her shafts, bresthing
likeahorse. Vic could hear avoice caling from ingde the rickshaw, but not what it was saying;
nevertheless, it gave him the sense that things had become too complicated to control.

From the other end of the Exchange, two dozen figures emerged wearing the sgnature raindickers and
waterproof hats of gun-punk chic. As soon as she saw them, Aschemann's assi stant knocked
Aschemann off the seat beside her and pushed him down into the footwell so that the engine was
between him and the danger. Then she shoved open the driver's door and rolled out into therain,
shouting commands into her dia-up. Her tailoring had cut in by now; she wasvisible only asasort of



fibrous blur. Aschemann, his neck bent at an odd angle, blinked at the carpeted transmission hump.
"What's happening?' he asked Vic. "Can you see what's happening?' Meanwhile the Cadillac continued
to swing through half acircle, dowing down asit went, until it halted Sde-on to the approaching
rickshaw. The driver's door now hung open to itsfull extent, alowing Vic to recognisethe little figure of
Alice Nylon riding the rickshaw step.

"Thisisafucking disaster,” he said to Aschemann. "Warn that lunatic of yours not to shoot at anyone.”
He leaned forward and stuck hishead out. "Alice," he shouted. "For fuck's sake, Alice, it'sme. It's Vic."

"Hi, Vic," Alicecalled. "Look a me!"

"Cdll your kiddies off," Vic told her. "No one wants an incident. And don't ride the step like that," he
added. "It'snot clever and you'll only get hurt."

Before Alice could respond, the rickshaw pulled up.

"Three-up'stwo too many," therickshaw girl said, "evenfor apony my size." Sheleaned forward in the
shafts, vomited with practised accuracy between her own feet and examined the result. "Nothing a
dexamil won't cure," shedecided. "I got plenty if anyone dsewantsit.”

A thick yet curioudy musical laugh came from the rickshaw'sinterior.
"Nicecar, Vic," the occupant said.

"Itisanicecar, Paulie" therickshaw girl agreed. "1952 roadster. Pushrod V8, 330 ft Ibs at 2700 rpm; |
respect an engine can pull. Y ou know?"

"Jesus," Paulie DeRaad said. "Everyone an expert here on Radio Retro. Open thisthing up, Alice, 0|
can get alook a my old friend Vic."

"Paulie, don't have anyone shot,” Vic said.
"Paulieme at your own risk," DeRaad promised him. "What are you fucking looking at?'

When Alice Nylon unlatched the hard apron of the rickshaw, afaeca smel rolled out and you saw
immediately that Paulie wasin abad way. They had crammed him in with the remains of the Point kid
and the two of them were embracing avkwardly, asif it was new to them despite dl the practise they
had. They were breathing gently into one another's eyes. Neither of them had much on, and their
china-white bodies were covered in athin, dick, resinous film which, though it looked liquid when you
first saw it, was congtantly hardening and cracking off, like something they exuded to protect them from
theair. Pauliewas gill roughly the right shape, but the boy had begun to fatten, soften and blur. He had
aged thirty or forty yearssince Vic first saw him in the building at Suicide Point. However you looked at
him, he seemed to be out of focus. He had no ideawhere he was, or what was happening to him.
Despite that, he came across as happy. Every so often, motes of light emerged from his mouth like very
small moths, accompanied by anote or two of music.

Paulie, less satisfied with his condition, flailed one arm about. "Alice, it'sfucking stuck to meagain,” he
sad.

Alice peded them apart carefully so her employer could get out of the rickshaw. It made things difficult
that Paulie couldn't bring himsdlf to look at hisown body. "Y ou got to help me, Paulie,” Alice begged; but
he kept looking up and away from himsdlf, and from Alice too. He didn't want to admit she was helping
him. Eventualy she manoeuvred him on to the concrete in front of Vic Serotonin, where he stood
swaying and stinking and opening hisarms. Part of hisface went out of focus, then back in again.



"Do you see, Vic? Do you see what you did?’

Vic was saved from answering by Lens Aschemann, who clambered out of the Cadillac on the passenger
Sde, buttoning hisovercoat. "Thisran,” the detective complained, "will never stop. Y ou should stay out
of it, Paulie, because you don't look well." He gave Paulie athin smile. "Better till, go to a Quarantine
bureau, where I'll be ableto find you."

Quarantine wasn't aredistic option for DeRaad because of what would happen to him there. Leaving him
to contempl ate that, Aschemann went over to the rickshaw and stared down with akind of puzzled anger
growing on hisface. "Don't you want me?' the Point kid sang out in histhree voices. It wasn't clear how,
but he could fed the detective there. He laughed. "No one wants me."

Aschemann stayed bent over the rickshaw for sometime, like an old man studying ababy. "What you've
done hereisn't good for anyone," hetold Vic Serotonin without looking up.

Out on the Lots, awary truce had devel oped.

Alice Nylon's gun-punks patrolled restlesdy, whispering to one another in agluey-sounding battle
language they had refined from the fight argots of Preter Coeur. Aschemann's assistant wasn't prepared
to try them out, despite the superiority of her chops. Things couldn't change, she decided, while her
fire-team remained trapped up there by a conjunction of bad weather and site-side interference. But the
Stuation wouldn't |ast forever and then she would see what happened. In keeping with this decison she
had switched hersdf off and now lounged against the offside rear-quarter scoop of the Cadillac, from
where she could exchange sneers with Alice Nylon, or stare with akind of amused distaste a what had
happened to Paulie DeRaad. Things could only get worse for Paulie. If he survived another twelve hours,
which seemed unlikely, Hygiene would sequester him in an orbita facility. There hewould be intubated in
every naturd orifice, plus some extra. They would run abunch of wires up through the roof of hismouth
and into his brain, in the hope some heavy-duty operator might gain access and fry the code before it
became afull-scale escape. Either way he was dead. M eanwhile he presented as a danger to everyone
around him, and without Alice's support he would be running out of friends.

"Bad luck, Paulie," the assstant said.

"Y ou should keep your eye on the prisoner,” Aschemann advised her, "if you want something to do." He
treated DeRaad to an gpologetic look. "What's your interest in this, Paulie? Y ou gave Vic up, that's the
end of it."

Vic gared at Aschemann, then at Paulie, to whom he said, ™Y ou gave me up? Paulie, I'm hurt you did
thet."

DeRaad ignored him. "1 appear like thisin person, it'snot in my best interests,” he said to Aschemann,
"plusthe pain and humiliation | got to suffer. But Vic goes down for bringing out an artefact and sdlling it
on. You're hurt?' he screamed suddenly at Vic. Spit came out of his mouth and Vic stepped back in case
he got infected by whatever Paulie was incubating. "Fucking Jesus bastard, you brought me adaughter.
Look a me!" Screaming only tired Paulie out. He shook his head disgustedly. "Y ou fucked me, Vic, so |
fucked you. So much for friends.”

"Y ou fucked yoursdlf, Paulie" Vic said. "1 was only the bearer of the bad news."

But Paulie was dready making hisway back to the rickshaw in the piss-wet rain, leaning heavily on Alice
Nylon's shoulder. Heleft behind him afeding that the edge had gone off the Situation. Aschemann had
Vic. Paulie had his revenge. Aschemann's people would talk to the people who took care of Paulie, and
the additiona problem he represented would be solved at some other, higher level. Even Paulie accepted



that. EM C would send someone for him and he would not bolt, because it was important to him to
protect his brand—he was, after all, the last man out of the wreck of the old EI Rayo X, which you could
watch a genuine hol ographic record of theincident any evening at the Club Semiramide. He had amyth
to manage. As aresult, the escape would be contained. Everyone on the Lots that morning could back
down without loss of face,

So it would have remained, but the weather changed. Onshore winds pedled the cloudbase back in raw
hundred-metre dabs.

Inside the cloud unpredictable gusts and eddies came and went, full of rain and daylight one minute, wet
snow and night the next. Electromagneticaly disoriented and still awaiting ingruction, the Site Crime
fire-team—comprising code jockeys, weapons speciaists and a human pilot hardwired into the DBH
delivery vehicle— found itsdlf drifting Sdeways a abrisk seventy knotsinto the event site. No one
wanted that. The pilot weighed things up, shrugged and side-dipped blind into the first gap that offered
itself. Shewas out of there, she said, for afact.

"Abort, abort," ordered Aschemann's assistant.

The DBH breached the cloudbase, clipped the southeast corner of the Baltic Exchange and,
condensation swirling off its asymmetric weapons pods, shot low over Aschemann's Cadillac, ploughing
shortly afterwards into the concrete.

Since there was no correct interpretation of this move, everyone used their initiative. Vic Serotonin got
down behind the Cadillac. Alice Nylon's gun-kiddies engaged the remains of the fire-team with hand-held
thermaobarics and Chambers guns. The fire-team, unable to respond at that time, called for help. Alice
Nylon got off ashot at Aschemann's assistant, but the assistant had tailored up and was aready speeding
across the concrete towards the wreckage of the DBH, shedding curious frozen images of herself where
she had paused just long enough for your eye to retain some detail. Each of these pauses represented one
of Aliceslittle troops taken up, damaged, and thrown down in adigointed attitude.

"None of thiswasintentiond," Aschemann told Paulie.
"Youfucksared| dead for this," Paulie told Aschemann.

Inside the DBH, the Situation was out of everyone's grasp. The hull had been breached. The code
jockeyswere dead. The pilot's roof-of-the-mouth implant, ripped out by G-forces, hung from the
console, amass of fine gold wires, each one tipped with fresh brain matter. In an attempt to save itsdlf,
the ship had disengaged. In an attempt to save the pilot it had pumped her full of epinephrine and SSRIs,
but her eyeswere looking in different directions and her smile was as unplugged as her hardware. Worst
of al, code had begun to leak through the compromised navigationd firewalls and crawl over theliving
personnd who, hampered by their impact injuries, were kicking and screaming and struggling to crawl
away fromit.

Aschemann's assstant paused in the breach and assessed all of this. They saw her through the drifting
sparks of light, consulting her forearm datableed. They were begging and pleading with her. If you had
asked right then what they made of her expression, they might have described it as"blank.” But what did
that mean? She was a policewoman, aming her pistol from the gpproved stance. Shewasa
policewoman, shooting the survivors before she used a high temperature incendiary to torch the
wreckage. She had an gptitude for that practica kind of thing. She was a policewoman, who thought she
would watch the thick white smoke rise amoment or two longer, just to be sure, before she let her
tailoring take over again and guide her on to the next thing.

No one wanted another escape on their hands.



Anniethe rickshaw girl stood around, filled with akind of awkward dismay &t the way things were going
and wondering what her fare would want to do next. She couldn't catch his attention, so she got out of
her shafts and went behind the Cadillac, which she recognised from al over the city, especialy
downtown, and tried to strike up a conversation with the guy Vic who was sitting on the wet ground with
hislegs stretched out in front of him unwrapping agun from abit of aily rag.

"Isthisyour car?' she asked him.
"No."

"Only you'd have thought it was, from what Paulie said. | seen it around. 1952. Y ou got your V8
pushrod, 330 cubic inches, bore & stroke 3-13A x 3-%. Best engine they ever made. Nice body too."
Shetrailed her fingers down the smooth candy-and-pear! blends of the rear quarter. "And you got your
widewhites. Fact is," she said wistfully, "I'd rather be one than own one. So, are these here your
friends?'

"Not redly,” Vicsad.
"Only I work for Paulie most of thetime.”

"No one more generous than Paulie," Vic said, "when he'son the right Sde of himsdlf." Hesaid, "You
should keep your head down now." He worked aong the body of the Cadillac until he could stick his
own head out past the front fender. That moment the fudl-cell of the Site Crime vehicle went up with a
kind of damp crump and alot of white smoke trails curving randomly into the sky. Bits and pieces began
clattering to earth. Vic winced away, then made himself have another look. "Fuck,” he said. "She's il
dive" A little later he added, "In fact | think she'sthe only thing dive out there." When he said this, he
appeared puzzled but dso asif asmall duice of panic had opened inside him. He crawled back to the
rickshaw girl. "If she comesthisway," he advised, "you should makeit apoint to leave."

"l got nofare," the Anniesaid. "I don't leave without afare.”
"Suit yoursdlf."

Weird mint-coloured light broke through the overcast, angling down on to the Lots where the
policewoman, uncharacterigtically still, continued to stare at the burning wreckage asif shewasfailing to
understland something. Thismade Vicimpatient aswdl asangry, so to divert him the Annie sad, "Paulie
has agood heart, but he's often alittle too focused, you could say that of him. Y ou know, | hate gunfire. |
would leave, but for another thing they got thisboy in my rig, no one seems sure what to do with him. |
pulled him around alot in the last couple days."

"So theresyour fare," Vic pointed out.

"Hean't so much afareasalidbility,” shesad. "You smel him? Jesus" Thefact was, she said, shefelt
sorry for him, he was nothing but a Point kid who did no harm to anyone—though she believed there
were dwaystwo sdesto that kind of passivity— and she wondered if he would get home dl right. Asa
result, when Vic said that, it was like having permission. No one dse wasinterested in her—they were
just standing around in shock waiting to see what the policewoman would do next—so she went over to
her rig, got between the shafts and whedled it round to Vic's sde of the Cadillac. Vic was back to sitting
with hislegsin front of him.

"I could take you too," she offered.

At that moment, Alice Nylon stepped round the trunk of the Cadillac. "Paulie wants you to know he's



had it with you, Vic," she said formaly. She thought for amoment. "We been good friends you and me,
and I'm sorry | got to do this." Even with Vic sitting on the floor, she had to point her gun up at hisface,
gripping it hard in both hands and squinting one eye acrossthe sightsat him. "But I'm being as tuff about it
asl can."

"For fuck's sake, Alice," they heard Paulie call out, "just kill him. | got aright to fed betrayed here."

"You can seehispoint,” Vic told Alice. "Paulie should be on hisway home to Beddington Gardens now,
in the hope he can get baked enough to forget what's happening to him.”

"Fuck you," DeRaad said. "I heard that."

During dl of the foregoing, Paulie had walked about nervoudy, swesating and gesturing; or sat on the
concrete for aminute or two with his hands between his knees and followed everything that was going
on, hisexpression quiet and knowing. He stared up at the Baltic Exchange building, then down at hisown
skin, leaden and white at the sametime, and as shiny asif it had aresin laminate, and, once, across at the
dgte Hesad, "l think it'sinmy legs. | canfed it in my legs somehow." Then hewas up again and lurching
around, thrusting hisface into the face of Aschemann the police detective, to whom he spoke only when
he needed a break from sneering a Vic Serotonin. ™Y ou and me, Lens, were above this crap,” he said.
He examined the facade of the Bdltic Exchange once more, asthough puzzled by itsiron pillars, itsrows
of windowsin the blue-grey wesather light. Then he added:

"Were at another level from crap likethis."

Aschemann'sarriva on the Lots had nothing to do with Paulie DeRaed; it had, especidly, nothing to do
with DeRaad's myth-odology. So when Paulie spoke to him like this, he couldn't think what to say in
return, but stood with the rain in hiswhite hair, fedling disarranged and contentless, while smoke from the
wrecked vehicle caught in histhroat and Paulie shouted in his ear. Nothing was happening for
Aschemann'sintelligence to get leverage on; it wasn't hiskind of Stuation. In amoment everyone might
be dead. "Paulie," he managed to say finaly, "things here have tipped in the worst possible direction.” But
Paulie's attention had wavered and moved on. A level of ADHD was written into hiscuts, asa
professiona requirement. Heindicated the policewoman, locked in her inexplicable fugue out on the
Lots,; shook his head to illustrate that, despite his depth of experience, even he could be at aloss.

"Lens, those chops of hersaren't military,”" he guessed.

""She came to me from Sport Crime," Aschemann admitted, glad to find something they could talk about,
"on aone-month tria. God knows what she had them do to her there.”

At last Paulie looked worried. " Shit," he said.
"To befair, shedriveswell and she'sgood at languages.”
"I got connexions could switch her off," Paulie offered. "If that's the problem.”

Aschemann had aclear little vison of DeRaad's connexions, floating in restless fragmentary orbits
somewhere miles above, dipping down at random so their stochastic resonance software could dice
through the e ectromagnetic clutter from the event site. Unlike him, they knew exactly where they were;
where everything was. Miles away seemed too close. "Paulie, Paulie, you frighten mel" he said, dthough
it wasn't Paulie he could see so well in hismind'seye. "1 won't need that," he promised hadtily. "It's
generous of you to offer, but | won't need that." He dialled up the assistant again. "For God's sake,
answer," he begged her. He was dready opening a second pipe in case he needed more help.
Meanwhile, helaid his hand on DeRaad's upper arm in what was intended to be areassuring gesture.



Of late, Pauli€'s tailoring package had been preoccupied. Its diaogue with the daughter-code wasn't
going well. Nanopatches bolted on to Pauli€'s adaptive immune system, back in the El Rayo X glory
days, had not held up. Now the daughter was chewing itsway through the system itsalf (dowed only by
the discovery that in Paulie's casethe military Zip had used, in place of the usua im-munoglobins,
proteins with leucine-rich repesats generated from lamprey DNA). Nevertheless the package overal had
been excdlent inits day, and despite these difficulties remained aware enough of theworld outside Paulie
to misinterpret Aschemann’'s motives. Nerve impul se propagation speeds ramped up by factors of four;
smpleingructions wereissued to the rags of Paulie's centra nervous system. The conscious mind
processes at forty bits asecond, the CNS at millions. Disorder isinfinitely deep. Before he even knew he
what he was doing, Paulie DeRaad had kicked the detective twice in the upper torso and once each in
the throat and |eft ear. He looked down. He looked surprised. He shrugged and said, "Fuck you, Lens.”

Then hesaid, "Hey, | honestly didn't mean to do that. Sorry."

Acrossthe concrete, the policewoman woke up in a startled way and looked around her justintimeto
see Aschemann stumble backwards and fal over. Shetook a generous millisecond to assessthe
Stuation, then disappeared into the westher and reappeared quite suddenly in front of Alice Nylon.

"Uhoh," Alicesad.

The assgtant smiled and let her tailoring take over. After it had finished with Alice, it blurred itsway over
to Paulie DeRaad and put him down too. Then somehow she was back on Vic's side of things again,
kneeling shoulder-to-shoulder with him, so close he could fed her skin on his, staring in the same
direction as him— her body quivering, the air around her soupy with waste heat from her mitochondria
add-ons and exotic ATP transport upgrades— asif she wanted to see exactly what Vic was seeing. She
smelled as sharp and sour as an animal cage. She had alook on her face he couldn't interpret. She was
amiling. "Comeon, Vic Testosterone," she whispered. "Try me out. Show me your specia move." Vic
shivered. He kept as till as he could. The minutes passed. He closed his eyes until he felt her chops shut
down and she laughed and ran onefinger lightly acrossthe pulsein hisneck and said, "Hey, Vic, you're
safe now," and moved away. Next time he saw her she had dragged Aschemann into the back of the
Cadillac, where she could work on him out of the weather. Except for the datableed running its perpetua
Chinese Chequers down her forearm, she seemed so ordinary. She was some Sport Crimetailor's
experiment or joke, laid like an ambush for people like Vic. She was something new.

Vic had astruggleto get to hisfeet.
Hefdt cold and tiff from sitting in therain.

AliceNylon lay in ashdlow puddle, one arm flung out, her blue dicker ballooning up intermittently inthe
wind to revedl pink pedal-pushers. Her hat had fallen off. A singleline of blood ran from the left corner of
her mouth. Alice had bitten her tongue when she fell, but the damage was e sewhere. Vic found guarding
in the muscles of the abdomen and lower back—she was as hard as a pear down there. The whites of
her eyes were yellow. Hisdiagnoss, the spleen had let go; there were ruptures to other organstoo. Not
amark on her, but everything was pureed insgde. Her eyes|ooked tired, her teeth were rotten from

speed use, her spailed, peaky, unlined little face looked very old.

"Shit, Alice" hesad.
Her eyesopened. "I lost my gun, Vic," she whispered.
"Pauliewill buy you anew one.

"Y ou know what?' she said.



"What, Alice?'
"Meand Map Boy did it. We had afuck, Vic!"
She chuckled. A smdl convulsion went through her.

"I'm that bit younger than him," she said, "so | wasn't so interested. But he's nice enough, and at least |
got to do it before | died. Vic, you ever meet Map Boy?"

"l never did, no."

"Hescute. Vic?'

mWhat?

No answer.

"Alicg?"

Paulie DeRaad was kneeling on the concrete, muttering into adid-up. Vic went up to him and sad:

"Aliceisdead, and to an extent, Paulie, | blameyou.” During his encounter with Aschemann's asssant,
both of Pauli€'s shoulder joints had been popped. Hisarms didn't work, which, if nothing else, gave him
some trouble maintaining position—each time his body threatened to fal forward, heleft it to the last
moment then writhed historso in acurioudy graceful motion to stay upright—but despite thishe didn't
seem upset or even interested. He let them dangle, like the deeves of acoat. Hisface was grey, though
patches of high colour sorang up where the old radiation burns had thinned the skin.

"I got abad mouth ulcer, | know that,” he said. ™Y ou want to just pull down my lower lip and look?"

"Jesus, Paulie.”

"That police fucker won't leave me done. Everywhere | go, he'stherefirst. He's asking questions, he's
taking names. Y ou remember Cor Carali, Vic? K-ships on fire across haf the sysem? Wendy del
Muertetried to make planetfdl in an Alcubiere ship with the drive till engaged? There won't be anyone

like Wendy again."
"l wasn't therg," Vic sad.

"Yeah?| loveit!" Paulie said, and laughed asif Vic had brought to the table some reminiscence of his
own they could both enjoy. Hiseyeslit up, then dmost immediately took on a perplexed cast. He had
forgotten who hewas. "I love dl that stuff,” he said. He leaned over, vomited weekly, and fell on hisside.
Vic made sure he was dive, then eft him there.

"I want you to know I've had it with you, Paulie," he called back over his shoulder.

The job was fucked as far as Paulie was concerned; compared to him, Lens Aschemann, sprawled
awkwardly acrossthe rear seat of hiscar, head tipped back, mouth open, looked like a brand new
morning. He was conscious, and dabbing at his ear with awet cotton handkerchief. His eyesfollowed
anything that crossed hisfield of vison, but his discomposure was as evident as his brown suit, and he
seemed too tired to speak. Paulie's kicks had burst one of his eardrums and bruised someribs. "It's good
to seeyou, Vic," hesad, "and know you got through this. Don't worry about me, I'm more shocked than
anything. A little deaf perhaps. Vic, it'sgood you didn't run away."

At this, the assstant gave alittle smile. "Vic won't be running away,” she said.



Eighteen miles above their heads, one of DeRaad's connexionsfired its/HAM engine for 7.02
milliseconds, flipped lazily onto its back and, with the first wisps of displaced atmosphere aready flaring
off itshull like an aurora, raced earthwards. That was how Paulie knew he was still agood investment.
The sky opened. A flat concussion ripped the overcast gpart. A single matt-grey wedge-shaped object,
its outline broken up by intakes, dive brakes and power bulges, shot across the Lots at Mach 14 and
hated ingdeits own length perhaps thirty feet above the Baltic Exchange. Parts of the roof blew off, but
the structure held. The K-ship Poule de Luxe, on grey ops out of abasein Radio Bay, hung motionless
for amoment, hull boiling with everything from gammato microwaves, then pivoted nestly through 180
degreesto dip its snout atentively in the direction of Aschemann's Cadillac.

Paulie was on hisfeet, dancing about on the concrete, shouting and yelling and trying to wave hisarms.
"Oh fuck," he shouted. "Just fucking look at thigl"

With the care of aliving thing, the K-ship lowered itself to earth in front of him. A cargo port opened.
Paulie sumbled towardsit, hisarms swinging out haphazardly. "Hey, Vic," hecdled, "what do you think
of her?It'sthe old Warm Chicken. Isshe ugly, or what?' Tearsran down hisface. He struggled up the
cargo ramp, turned round at the top. "Can | tdl you something, Vic?' he said. "Just before | go? Even the
paint onthisvehicleistoxic." Someone pulled him inside suddenly and the hatch closed.

The K-shipraised itsdf alittle and did smoothly forward, nose down, until it hung just above the hood of
the Cadillac. There was afrying sound—the air itsdlf being cooked—as its armaments extended and
retracted in response to a change of government fifty lights down the Beach. In the Cadillac, Aschemann
and hisassgtant fet its heat and steady gaze upon them. Every time ether of them exhded, the
K-captain, buffered and secure in its proteome tank at the heart of the machine, knew. It wanted them to
know that it knew. A minute stretched to two, then three. While they sat there wondering what to do, it
mapped every strand of their DNA; at the same time, its mathemati cs was counting Planck-level
fluctuationsin the vacuum just outside the photosphere of the locd star, where the rest of the de Luxe
pod remained concealed. It gave them amoment to appreciate how capable it was of these and other
divergent styles of behaviour. Then it revolved lightly around its vertical axis, torched up and quit the
gravity well at just under Mach 42, on afaint but visble plume of ionised gas.

Lens Aschemann sighed. "Who'll save us from the machines, Vic?' he asked.
No answer. Thedriver's door swung open in the wind.

Paulie DeRaad's rickshaw girl had watched al this from a couple of hundred yards away on the city side
of theLots.

She didn't know what to make of it. She wasn't prepared to say it was the grossest or most interesting
thing she'd ever seen, because herein 2444AD, everyone saw new things dl thetime. "And when you
pull for aliving," sheremarked to her fare, "you seeit dl." In thiscase, "dl" meant bodies were scattered
over the Lots. White, thick, gritty smoke was still going up from the crashed vehicle. Two smdll
figures—kiddies, you'd say—were helping each other crawl away. She wasn't sure what happened to
Paulie DeRaad, though he didn't look well when she last saw him.

One thing: abreeze had got up for a change, so maybe they could |ook forward to better westher.
Another: asthe K-ship took off onitsline of light like acrack right acrossthe solidity of things, afigurein
ablack watch cap was sprinting away from the Cadillac. It was the guy Vic who she had talked to. "He
can run, that guy," she wasforced to admit. "He hasanice action if hewould train alittle. Or, easer, he
could get apackage." Therain turned to deet asit moved away to the west, which briefly made vishility
even poorer than before; but she could see he had hisbag over his shoulder and hisgunin hishand. After



aminute or two, the Cadillac's engine started and it rolled dowly over the concrete asif it would follow
him. But they never got out of first gear and soon drifted to ahalt. Shouting came from inside, some kind
of disagreement wasin progress. The driver's door opened and awoman got out. Then she got back in
again and dammed the door. Vic Serotonin put the Baltic Exchange between him and the Cadillac and
disappeared into the event site. Don't blame me, the rickshaw girl thought. | offered the guy alift.

"Did you seethat?' she said. "He went the wrong way."

Thefare, who had something wrong with his voice to add to his troubles, made a noise like three notes of
music played at the sametime. "Moths mated to foxes," he said, "fluttering into their facesin the desert
ar." Helaughed. A few dim motes of light issued from under the rickshaw hood to join its shod of
gponsor ads. "Thefaces of thefoxes arelike flowersto them, they circlecloser.” The Annie shrugged.
Some fares wanted your input, some didn't. That was another thing you learned.

"Hey, are we going to haul?' she wanted to know. "Because we got no business here.”
"Let'shaul,” said the three voices, one after another.
"It'syour ride, hon."

She took one more look at the pink Cadillac and sighed. That sure was her favourite car. With its subtle
paint blends and frenched tail lights, it had been the best part of her day so far. "I'd just onceliketo be
that pretty,” shetold herself. Then she turned the rickshaw around and trotted off towards Saudade at a
steady pace. "Don't you worry," she reassured the Point kid. "1 know where they kept you."

"Let'shaul.”

9

Black and White

Liv Hulasroom had a blush-pink princess washbasin on thewall opposite the door.

Y ou waked in, and on the right was the white-painted iron bed with its clean oatmeal -col oured throw
and its plain wood blanket chest at the foot. Facing that was the window, which had aview over doping
ground, across wet rooftops, lines of narrow streets, pokey yards, to factories and a narrow segment of
the event site.

In front of you would be the washbasin mirror, about eighteen inches square, chipped hafway down one
bevelled edge; and below that the washbasin itsdlf, shaped and fluted like aclamshell, with its piece of
lavender soap and single coldwater tap. In the basin beneath the tap a permanent limescale stain had
been artfully added at the point of manufacture, tadpole-shaped, but the crusty greyish-yellow colour of
the sole of afoot. Liv owned plenty of other things, but if she asked you up there with her, that wasthe
item you noticed, and it was so ugly you wouldn't understand why she choseit. When shearivedin
Saudade, the room had been her bulwark againgt dl the Liv Hulas she had dready been. She would shut
the door and look in the washbasin mirror and smile, while the cheap repro tap ran cold water on any
previousidea of herself.

Liv stayed out in the Street long after Vic Serotonin and his client had disappeared. Every so often she
stood on her toes and craned her neck because she thought she had seen them again in the distance. It
was asif the two of them were till moving away from her in astraight line, so all she needed to do was
to resolve them, detach their image somehow from the background with which it had merged. After
perhaps an hour, the sun came out. The traffic increased on Straint. Then athick white plume of smoke



began to rise from somewhere in the aureole apoint or two to the north, and Liv's uncertainty gave way
to dullness.

| can't stay here forever, shethought. | can't stand in the street like this. But she didn't want to bein the
bar either. It wastoo early to have adrink. If she stayed in the bar, she would only clean the counter and
count the bottles. So she went up to her room instead, and tried to wrench the washbasin off the wall.

Dust sfted down. The basin made a cracking noise and pulled away alittle. But the pipework held it in
place; so, even though what her muscles needed wasto fed it tear |oose by their unaided effort, she went
to look for something to help her break it up. About then she heard the long sonic boom of an ascending
K-ship, thunder which seemed to rall al the way round the world and meet itself coming the other way.
She glimpsad the ship through the window. It was gone so quickly! A line of light across everything, then
only the afterimage downshifting from violet to purple then black, flickering up again, bright sharp
neon-green as she blinked, then dimming away for good. Liv Hulas eyesfollowed it thoughtfully. She
strode over to her bed and stripped the bedcl othes. She opened the window and tossed them out into
the air, where a breeze caught them so that they ballooned and folded and sidedipped asthey fdll. Then
she went back to the sink and wrenched and wrenched &t it. Nothing, except she could see hersdlf in the
mirror, red face, shoulders pumped.

Under the bed she kept a heavy tin box, enamelled black, with gypsy-looking red and yellow
hand-painted roses. This she hauled out, and used it to bang at the washbasin until the washbasin
shattered into three large pieces, two of which fell off thewall. Only then did she go and sit on the bed
and look around her angrily. The box stayed whereit had fallen. For the moment she couldn't remember
where she had put the key to it. She sat there until the morning was over.

Vic Serotonin arrived at the abandoned checkpoint on the edge of the Lots. Hed heard Aschemann's
Cadillac start up behind him, then stop again. He knew he was safe. Whatever happened to him next, he
could forget dl that. He followed the fence a hundred yards north to where houses had collapsed across
it from ingde the Site, leaving a steep shingle of bricks and broken tile thinly grown with local weeds. The
interface mist closed round him, damp and absorbent. He stood till. Just the other side of things, he
could hear water drip; further off, the rhythmic banging of adoor in the wind. He smiled, closed hiseyes
and pushed hisface forward asif to receive air kisses. Gentle pressure on cheekbones and lips, asif they
were stretching some membrane; it felt cool like the migt.

Perception of astate is not the state.

The phenomenology of the site, Emil Bonaventure had often reminded him, asif Vic needed reminding,
wasthis: what could be observed from the outside, you rarely encountered inside; inside or out, what
could be seen or smelled or tasted bore no relationship to physics data collected by EMC's many
expensive orbital assets. Asaconsequence—for Vic asfor Emil and al those earlier Saudade entradistas
with their particle guns, their scarsand their easy air of knowing something no one else knew—the
moment of trangition was the moment of maximum uncertainty, maximum payback. That was the rush for
him, Vic was ever willing to admit: but it was not asimple one, and you could not writeit off entirely to
body chemicals or temperament (although on any given day both might be involved). Nether wasit the
kind of rush people experience from contemplating possible injury, madness, death or sudden persona
disfigurement (although a proportion of those things might easily happen to you insde); because, this
being 2444, consequences adways seemed negotiable—in fact reusable to adegree.

So what kind of rush wasit?

"How can | explain?' Vic would haveto ask in the end. "Y ou should go in there one day and get it."



When the membrane broke, there was a smdll like apile of woollen coats and ataste in his mouth like a
bad avocado, and he knew he was inside. Vic opened his eyes. The dope was where he expected. It
was as barren and dusty asif the houses had just fallen down. No mist. The air was cold. Hafway up he
could seethe cherry treein blossom. White petals flushing to pink, bathed in light. An organ sound.

Wind chimes would be acceptable. Wind chimes were within the margin of error, but if ever the petals
seemed to emit asoft light of their own, you went some other way; or you left things where they were
and went back to Liv Hulas bar. Otherwise something bad would happen. Y our options would close
out. Vic struggled up the dope, which fell away from hisfeet a every step inloose musica cascades of
brokentile. Luck was an issue at this point. But if you entered from the L ots, closed your eyes asyou
passed beneath the cherry tree, turned round three times then opened them again, you would be likely to
find next that the dope had turned into a short flight of internd sairs.

Water ran down its yellowed left-hand wall, under intermittent flashes of light. Between one step and the
next, day changed to night and back again; while in the room at the top of the flight, it was dways
afternoon, with unreal warm-coloured light streaming in through the open window. There was dwaysthe
question of what you might seein there, and the day of the week seemed to have bearing on that: for
instance, Vic had noticed early in his career that if you left the Lots on a\Wednesday, the room would be
empty, but there would dways be a cigarette burned hafway down in an ashtray on thewindowsllI. It
was hard not to feel someone had just left, in which case you could only suspect they'd passed you on
the sairs.

Today the room was dow with thetick of amechanicd clock. Every flat surface—the gate-leg table with
its green chenille cloth, the huge brown furniture, the mantel piece, the shelves, everything but the
floor—was covered with black and white cats.

Y ou smelled their sour cat smell in here the way you never would in Saudade; it was as heavy and thick
astalcum powder. They sat motionless, pressed together too tightly to move. Wherever Vic went in the
room, they werefacing away from him. Even Emil Bonaventure agreed: if you entered between dawn and
dusk, from the Lots, these catswould be filling the outer regions of the site. Accounts varied, asthey
awaysdid: but youwould, in Vic's experience, dways have some catsin your life; and in placesthey
would cometo resemble athick fur on everything, akind of deposit. They were dways motionless,
turned away from you, Stting on their hauncheswith their faces pressed into the walls, the corners, the
cobwebs, each other. It was asif they wereignoring you. But it was also asif they had no
choice—wherever your gaze fell, they had to face away from it. Emil believed that this was evidence
which, though anecdotal, might one day be correlated with science from outside the Site.

Vic Serotonin had no theory about the cats.
He stood in the middle of the room.

A dreet ran left to right just below hiseyeline. There was areal sense of bustle down there. Laughter.
Women's hedls tapping back and forth. Rickshaws rang their bells. Degp summer lunchtime, and the old
New Nuevo Tango issued from every open door. There were the smells of Cafe electrique, Calpol, and
other exotic stimulants from the history of Ancient Earth. There was hammering and banging, the scrape
of spadesthrough wet cement, trowel s through mortar, the rattle of construction machinery. Everyone
down there was busy, or they were having aworking lunch, pearsin brine with aredly interesting small
sdad of dienleaves. It was dwayslike that until you went to the window and looked out. Then the
noises cut off instantly and you saw that something was wrong with the street. It was a representation.
Curving sharply away in both directionsto identical early sunsets, the offices and shops, the sidewalk
cafes and street lamps, were drawn on, in unrealistic sunshine tones, thick poster yellows cut with blues
and reds, strong blacks to make the outlines.



It was empty. It was silent. Vic stared out.

After aminute or two, an accordion started up, then, haf abar into Hernando's Hideaway, stopped
again; and he saw, as he had hoped he would, Elizabeth Kidar struggling away from him down the
middle of the street. Time doesn't pass the same way in there, and sometimes luck will help you with that,
and sometimesit wont.

"Elizabeth!" he cdled, "Elizabeth!"

When she turned, her face was rubbed-out white, the features gone, and he wondered for amoment if it
was her after al. By then hewasin the sireet and Elizabeth was twenty yards away, walking fadt, asif
she wanted to get away from him, asif Vic was part of the place, just another weird thing you couldn't
depend on and didn't want to engage. Nothing was the same down there, but Vic had expected that. The
street looked real again, but it looked older and dirtier too. Ripped awnings over the shop windows.
Brick with ahard finish, ametdlic, clinkered look. When you passed an open doorway, smells of old
carpet, leather chairs, furniture polish, someingstently medical smell you couldn't name. Elizabeth
stopped suddenly and waited for him to catch up.

"I'm frightened. How did | get here?'
"I thought I'd lost you," Vic said. When he tried to embrace her, she backed away.

"No," shesaid. "Look, | was on abeach. And now it'sthis." She stared around her with abruised
expression. "l didn't pay for this. Where have you been?' She put her handsin the pockets of her coat.
"Where have/ been?' she asked hersdlf.

"Perhaps you could tell mewhat wasit like," Vic sad.
"l don't remember.”

"Do you remember anything at al after you left the Baltic Exchange?' He meant, | warned you. He
mesant, It's dangerous to come here looking for any part of yourself.

"l was on abeach,” she said. "A man was exercisng two dogs." She had watched him walk hisdogs
backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards, over the same two hundred yards, even though he
had miles of beach available. His reflection kept pace with the reflections of the dogs along the wet sand.
Every s0 often, she said, he seemed to stop and, cupping his hand, splash their undersides with seawater.
"They were s0 patient and accepting!" They stared ahead in whatever position they had cometo rest, and
eventudly one of them curved itself into ataut, €l egant hoop and tried to defecate. After that, al three of
them trudged away up a steep shingle bank, the rain dissolving them into a single wobbling cipher.

"Y ou followed them. It was evening, you saw lights."
"No."
"Y ou found yoursdf here" Vic sad.

"They were asfagtidious as schoolgirls, those dogs,” shesaid. "l had to laugh.” Shesaid, "1 felt like alittle
girl agan."

"It wasn't abeach. They weren't dogs.”
She turned her back on him and began to walk away. "I'm going in, whatever you say."



"Elizabeth, youredready in."
"Do you know anything, any of you? Anything a al?'
He couldn't answer thét.

Smoke was till rising from the Lots haf an hour after Vic Serotonin had made himsdlf scarce. Bodieslay
in extreme positions where they fell. One of the surviving gun-kiddies had died. The other had stopped
crawling and begun to make apeculiar thin keening noise; it had suffered significant head injuries. Site
Crimewas arriving in numbers, mainly loca uniformsin their huge patrol vehicles, responding to the
origind conflagration: but also specidist teams from Hygiene, Quarantine and Surveillance; teamswhose
job it wasto co-ordinate with EM C; and teams whose job it was to co-ordinate teams. They held
informal meetings on the Lots to discuss protocol, collars raised against the rain; or stared up at the roof
of the Baltic Exchange, which had collgpsed shortly after the departure of the Poule de Luxe. A group of
them gathered round the punk, some taking bets, some repeeting in loud voices, "'Can you hear us?' and,
"Canyoutdl uswho did thisto you?" then advising each other tiredly:

"Forget it guys, thisone'sfucked.”

They avoided Aschemann's car, athough they sometimestried to catch the eye of his assstant, whose
reputation had reached them via one Bureau pipe or another. On her part, she had nothing to say. She
leaned againgt the rear quarter of the Cadillac, radiating heat from her ramped-up metabolism—uwhich,
like most contemporary Preter Coeur product, had a stage by which it burned forty per cent of itsown
cellular waste—and treating everything but her datableed with contempt. She hadn't spoken since Vic got

avay.
"I'm fedling very shaken up,” Aschemann told her.

He put hishand on her arm. "Thank you for everything you did; perhaps next time you could kill afew
less people.”

She shrugged.
"Areyou angry?' hesad.
"Thiswas never aninvedtigation. It wasamess.”

Her eyeswent out of focus; she said something flatly into her dia-up. She had caled down another
fire-team; but it wastoo late to catch Vic, and Paulie had never been her respongbility. When
Aschemann reminded her of that, she levered hersdf angrily away from the Cadillac and stood off afew
paces, looking in any direction but his. She knelt next to Alice Nylon and tidied the hair out of the peaky,
dead littleface. "1 don't understand why any of this had to happen!" she said to Aschemann. "' don't
understand why you have to pretend to be old, and get driven around in acar from the historica times.
No onein this culture hasto be old any more." Shelifted Alice by the shoulders, shook her lightly—asif
Alice had gone to deep on some secret which if she had shared it would have changed both their
lives—then dlowed her to drop back again. "An escapeisinvolved here" she reminded Aschemann. "l
don't understand why you can't investigate the way everyone e se does."

"I'm sorry," Aschemann said.

Thisresponse caused her to return to the car, look in a him in athoughtful way and say, "What's your
name?'

"Pardon?’



"What's your name?"
"Y ou shouldn't haveto ak," he said. " Aschemann.”

"And that's how your wife spoke to you, isit? Aschemann, pass the hummus, Aschemann, didethe chair
over to meso | can stand on it and fetch down this bottle of dark rum. Aschemann, we're old and will die
oneday."

Aschemann fdt hurt at this.
"It'sLens” hesad.

"Wl then, Lens, it'sbeen nice. Y ou never once asked me my name, but at least now | asked yours. |
resgn.”

"l dont—"
"I'minfor atransfer as soon asthis disaster windsitself up.”
Hedidn't ssemto hear.

"When | |eft Utzie" he said, "shewould did me up and say, 'Peoplethink it'safailureto live done, but it
isnt. Thefalureisto live with someone because you can't face anything se™ He chuckled. "Two days
later it would be, ‘Cooped up with yourself twenty-four hours aday, that's life, without remission. Lens,
thewordt thing in the world isto be inside yourself, you don't even want to be rescued. Y et to be as
happy as we were—to be so open to someone else—invitesthe failure of everything." One minute she
would be phoning to tel him her plans, she was going to have agarden behind the

bungd ow—wadlflowers, poppies, an irismodified to smell of chocolate—the next her brother had died of
bowe cancer. Who died of bowel cancer since the twenty-first century? It was achoice. That whole
family had disaster asalifestyle.

"No one hasto |ose anyone now," Aschemann said to his assstant. "Perhaps | wanted to know what that
waslike. Utzie—"

"I know al about Utzie," the assistant interrupted.
Aschemann stared at her. "Who made you responsible for me?"
"Y ou make everyone responsible for you."

He watched her walk away and get into conversation with the uniforms. They weredl clustered round
the dying child now, he couldn't see why. "Y ou were agood assistant,” he caled after her. "What are you
afraid of, that you might learn something? How could you, when you know everything aready?' Then he
did behind the whed and started the car. He was happy enough with the way things had gone. He had
lost Vic, but he till had Emil Bonaventure's notebook. He thought he would drive with the roof down, it
was anice enough day. He picked up first then second gear, nice consderate changes with the unhurried
old enginewell below itsred line. Despite that, he was soon up to fifty or sixty miles an hour. He dabbed
the horn a knots of uniforms. People were beginning to shout into their did-ups. All acrossthe Lots, they
watched with mounting puzzlement as the roadster plunged across the concrete and into the interface
mist. The assstant— who, if she were honest with hersdlf, had dl dong expected something like
it—loaded her tailoring to its operationd limitsin an attempt to cut him off; but it was dready too late.

Perhaps ten minutes after Vic caught up with her, Elizabeth Kielar discovered abandoned in theroad a
plaster mannequin meant to represent achild of five or sx yearsold.



It was naked, bald, agreyish-fawn colour, with a swest, Strange expression, the sort of demonstration
piece you saw in the window of any Uncle Zip, outfitted with ablack uniform beret from some
recently-glamorised interstellar war, torso crawling with colourful live pins, the proteinsfor which had
been derived from phyllobate DNA. Itsarms were jointed at the shouldersto alow movement, but
otherwise its body was moulded in one seamless piece. To the best of Vic's knowledgeit had been lying
therefor ayear and ahaf. He had to persuade her not to pick it up. She looked mutinous, then smiled
and sad:

"How sad he must be that he has no genitald™

The shadow of an unseen bird flickered across awindow at the end of the street.
"Vic, let'sgo that way!"

"Do you know why you're here?'

Shewouldn't say. It was acontest of wills. "It's safer,” hetried to explain, "if you keep your expectations
low." But Elizabeth was dready working them in deeper by the minute, her expedient smple: if he
disagreed with her she smply walked away. The further off the beaten path Vic got, the more nervous he
became and the easier it was to persuade him to take another wrong turn. It was what he had aways
feared.

The landscape continued to change, one moment residentia and deserted (though you saw women
waiting expectantly at a corner in their best clothes, they were gone as soon as you reached them); the
next industrial and derdlict. Flares rose from something like a coking plant in the distance, but everything
close at hand was fdlen down and overgrown. Old separation tanks became shalow lakes, with
mudbanks streaked adark chemica maroon. Something huge passed across the sky: you winced away
from its shadow, then saw it was atoy duck looking down—Ilooking in—at you from above with its
intelligent bright-blue painted eyes. It was ahypermarket of the meaningless, in which the only
mistake—as far as Vic could discern—was to have shopping gods. Theideathat you might map things
intherein terms of your needs was what had so entrgpped and confused Emil Bonaventure's generation.
It was safer to learn how things worked, then assemble the portfolio of habits, behaviourd ticsjust this
sde of the psychoatic regime, that stood in for having aclear frame of reference and kept the travel agent
from harm.

"Everything smells of sulphur,” Elizabeth said. "Doesit smdl of sulphur to you?' Shesaid, "Do you ever
go into abuilding while you're here? Vic, let's go in one of these buildings! We could fuck in abuilding,
wouldn't that be nice? Wouldn't you be excited by that?' He explained to her why it was abad idea.
Soon after, her mood deteriorated. She was silent for long periods, then said bitter thingsin atired,
desolate voice, asif she wasin conversation with some ex-lover. "Don't you see” she said, "that | can't
talk now?Here?' Vic hadn't asked her to talk. "Thelife I'm living now," she said, "thelife I've been living:
| wasn't like this, but now | am." She said:

"It never getsany further away."

mWhat?

"That factory. Y ou know, Vic, wewalk towardsit but it never gets any further away.”
"Youll find that in here," he said, just to contribute.

Eventually they were driven off the streets by the rain and the gpproaching dark. Vic wasn't keen to enter
any space he didn't know—they could so quickly become the arena of your worst expectations. But it



was night as Saudade knew it, and Elizabeth was cold. Shelooked up into the rain, which seemed to fall
towards her through layers of unsourced light, then down at her clothes. "I'm shivering, Vic," shesaidina
surprised voice. "Take me home now." Somehow it wasthe least human thing she had said dl day.

Everywhere they tried wasfull of cats, facing into the corners, lined up aong the walls, balancing on the
arms of chairs, pressed together too tightly to move. Vic wasrdieved to find them at such densities. "It
meanswe aren't too far in yet." The ground floor of the building he chose had no internd walls, although
you could see the stub brickwork where they had been. A recent flood had |€ft it banked with dirt, which
had a packed and crusty look until you touched it, when it fell in onitsdf in soft wafery structures
marbled with colour. There was some kind of expansion chamber fifteen or twenty feet below, through
which they could hear volumes of water rushing at intervals. Otherwise it was empty but for echoes.
Elizabeth listened for amoment, then nodded asif acknowledging theinevitable. "I remember snow falling
very dowly," shesaid, "the Size of coins. Into thelong garden in the dark. | remember trodden snow on
the pavement outside. Then | remember a street market, adead cat in the gutter.” Vic thought she was
describing a process, a sequence, not the memories themselves. He put his coat, then hisarm, around her
shoulders. They huddled againgt one of the walls, asfar away from the sound of water asthey could get.
She held hisface and began kissing him, then opened her legs and guided his hand down there.

Later, when he asked, "Where were you born?' she answered, as he had expected shewould, "Vic, |
don't know."

A little over amonth after they gave up Vic Serotonin to Site Crime, Fat Antoyne and Irene the Mona sat
at the Long Bar in the Cafe Surf. Antoyne had on anew suit—yellow double-breasted drape with
hologram buttons of Irene laughing and saying how Antoyne would dways be astar to her—and they
were drinking Boiru Black with chasers of something locd Irene had never tried before, which she called
"dickweed," dthough Antoyne thought he could have misheard that. It was early evening after aday of
sunshine and showers aong the Corniche, both heartbreaking and heartwarming; aday, asIrene said,
which alowed you to see the true, beautiful balance of things, with both positives and negatives of your
mood reflected back to you in the weether.

"It'sgood,” shetold him now, "that we take part in the great see-saw of life, but never forget, Antoyne,
that the balance for this girl must aways be on the positive side.”

It wasadow night under the Live Music Nightly sgn. Twenty minutes ago, its equipment assembled, its
ginrickey appreciatively swalowed, the two-piece had begun chasing down a groove viathe twenty
minute interrogation of atune of their own they caled Adipose Annie. But Annie wasn't disclosing hersdlf
to them or anyone el se tonight. Offered a solo, the saxophone shrugged no. They took fours briefly,
restated the theme and | eft town on the first rocket out, while the paying clientele shook their heads
judicioudy and dug into their reserves of goodwill. Band and audience saving themselvesfor later on: a
recipe for mutua misunderstanding.

Antoyne and Irene clapped desultorily, long with the rest, and Antoyne ordered more drinks.
"l amblue" hesad. "l admit that."

"And | know why, Antoyne," the Monasaid, resting her hand on hisforearm. "Don't think | don't. At
least," shesaid, "it'sgood to get an evening away."

When Paulie DeRaad's connexions came down to Saudade two days after Vic and Paulie disappeared,
the first thing they did was take over Paulie's club. The Semiramide wasless fun after that. Aslrene said,
the work was there but you missed Paulie, who always had something to say to agirl. All these EMC
guyswanted wasto track down Pauli€'s bolt-holes, which no one could tell them much about; dso his



habits after he got ill. They stayed in the back office dl day; they had filled it with FTL routers, dso they
were going through Paulie's shadow operators with heavy-duty professiona software, looking for
something, they wouldn't say what, perhaps they didn't even know. All thiswould befine, Irene said, but
they didn't do much business themsdves, whereas until hisillness Paulie was dwaysinterested that way.

"That man was as ungparing with his money as he was with himself," she concluded. "He had the knack
of making you fed wanted."

Antoyne looked into hisdrink.
"Hell be missed,” wasdl he could think of to say.

"Antoyne," the Monatold him, "you lost the art of enjoying yoursdf sincedl this. How arewe going to
get that back?"

Antoyne shook his head and looked away.

The bar now madeitslong day's journey into night. In addition to her Sgnature dish, chocolate lasagna,
the chef offered Emmenthal & capersin choux pasiry followed by a cappuccino of chickpess, asif in
response, keyboard and saxophone discovered their missing groove hidden in achamame remix of the
popular stlandard Barking Frog Buzz. Smells, music, kitchen heat: a seachange could now take placein
the room, shy and emergent at first, in little pockets al around, then catastrophic, irreversible, global.
Noiselevelsrose. Theregular clientde, settling into the irradiated zone under the Live Music Sgn, began
volume consumption of Ninety Per Cent Neon and Giraffe beer. Soon it was like any other night at the
Surf. Deep into the first s, figures began squeezing themselves out of the space between the band and
the bar. They were tentative—unsure what was required of them or what they required for
themsalves—yet young, pliant, labile, willing to dance. Their faces were asyet unwritten-to, their eyes
only reflections of the lightsin the bar, lightsflickering off glass and battle, reflections of reflectionswhich
though warm had no expression you could read. At first it was asif they were meant to be viewed only
under thiskind of illumination—and only for amoment, before your eyestook in something else. They
had appetites, but didn't yet know what they were. They blinked in the neon, they drank thirdtily at the
bar, they struck up the quick friendships of children or animas and, arms linked suddenly, adventured out
into the night.

Looking, Irenewondered, for what?

She thought love. She thought fulfilment. "Don't you think that too, Antoyne?
Antoyne said he had no opinion.

"But don't you hope that'swhét it is?"

He could only reiterate what he aready said, Antoynetold her. Then he stood up so suddenly he
knocked over hisstoal. "Jesus," he whispered to himself. He tipped back his drink, wiped his mouth on
the back of hishand and, without aword to Irene, pushed hisway through the Long Bar crowd until he
could stand trembling on the Corniche looking down at the beach where, a month before, he had sold
Vic Serotonin to Site Crime. Thetide was high. Two women and aman were trying to have sex on the
thin strip of sand under the Cornichelamps. Laughter rosein the cold air. "Here! No, here!" Someone
sang two or three bars of tango music. The man's face was awhite smear of pleasure under swept-back
black hair. Antoyne wanted to cal out but could not. Hefet asif he wasfrozen in some other kind of
time. As hewatched, they came up from the beach adjusting their clothing and, arms linked, wandered
off into the lamplight.



Irene found him standing there, staring along the Corniche towards Saudade. Tears ran down hisface.
"Antoyne, honey," shesad, "what isit?"
"ltwasVic. | saw him."

"Honey, you didn'. Vic is gone now and he won't return. He was too inner aman to know another way.
Don't do thisto yoursdlf any more! Vic Serotonin had no heart, but Antoyne, you have dl the heart in the
world! Come back inside. Please come back in." Antoyne shook his head, no, but alowed her to lead
him back to the Long Bar. The two-piece played, the people were squeezed out into the room. He
waiched them leave.

"Lifedwaysgoeson, Antoyne. It dways goeson.”

That wasthe crissfor Antoyne Messner. It got easier for him after that, and he was increasingly ableto
learn the gifts of happiness and salf-belief.

Momentum ran the Cadillac halfway up along bank of broken earthenware tiles before it dowed
suddenly, did alittle way back, then rolled on to itsdriver sdein acloud of dust. For aminute or two, as
the dope restabilised itsdf through the medium of small random avalanches decreasing in force and
frequency, the man who looked like Einstein did nothing. He was content to rest, hanging awkwardly
againg the seatbelt with his chin pushed into hisclavicle.

A bluish, sourcelesslight lay over everything. Everything seemed mixed together. Just asfluidstrickled
out of the car, dl sorts of thoughts and imagestrickled out of hismind. "Thiswas never an investigation,”
he heard his assstant complain. Hiswife said, " Aschemann, you would give the world the whole of
yoursdf—if only you could find it." Meeting her for thefirgt time, he had thought the same of her. That
was on the Corniche, late one summer afternoon, with the light on the sealike mild stedl. Shewas sitting
outside acafe, in ayelow sk frock and glasses so dark that she had to raise them to see him, eating an
ice. Her air was one of disorientation, her eyeslooked as bruised asif their life together had dready
occurred. An hour later she was Sitting on hislap in the back of arickshaw, with the silk frock up round
her wais.

Aschemann smiled a thismemory.
He extracted himsaf from the seatbelt, and then the Cadillac.

Heturned over the broken tileswith the toe of his shoe. "So now you'reinsde," he thought, "whatever
happens can't be good.” Then, opening apage of Emil Bonaventure'sjourna at random, he attempted to
compare it with the landscape, asif Emil's memories could be used as aguide to his own relationship with
theworld.

"Vehicle broke down immediatdly,” Bonaventure had written. "We dept in the old outfal pipe. G woke
often, heard ratsin the night. His ulcers no better. Four litres of water remain.” Thiswas accompanied by
something between amap and adrawing, in which dotted lines connected various roughly sketched
featuresin an arrangement without perspective, height on the page replacing distance from the viewpoint.
"The expansion chamber flooded repeatedly, & we were forced to retrace our steps. Lupercu records
'parliament of insects here, but | saw only woods on high ground, and an [illegible].”

"Emil, Emil," Aschemann chided, asif the old entradistawas at hisside. "None of us do anything for the
right reasons.”

He threw the book away and walked off in the direction he was facing, which happened to be updope.



After that, he seemed to wander about for some weeks. He didn't get hungry or thirsty, athough he was
cold at night, and his clothesfell apart rapidly. What he took to be devastation stretched away under
what he took to be moonlight. Waves of difference passed through the landscape, but it remained
obstinately coated with buildings. Though many of these remained intact, their doors and windows had
been stripped out, and they had been emptied of anything domestic, or even human. Y ou could see down
into basementsfilled with tight flattened clusters of large bone-whitelice, or anionised durry of broken
smart adslike ectoplasm. To begin with, black and white cats lined the gutters, al facing away from him.
There was always a note in the window; arickshaw disappearing round a corner; alaugh but no one
there. Therewasasmell over everything like rendered fat, which made him recal aconversation with Vic
Serotonin, that corrupt tour-operator of the soul.

"Only thesmple ever clam it'ssmple down there," Vic had said. "And what do they bring back? Fuck
al. You couldn't pay for amotel room with sheetsthat used. Theair'slikelard. It'sthe smell of code.

Y ou see something, you break the rules, ptoof: death. Worse than death. Never pick anything up. Never
let anything pick you up.” Asif to confirm this, or at least to glossit, the dying advertisements detached
themsalves from their basement durry to make him half-remembered promises, offers no one could ever

accept or fulfil:
We carry dl sex medds at bargin price

99% agpprovdl rate to take advantage of this Limited Time opportunity do not reply They werethetida
dogs, the unremembered memories, of a place never the same place twice. The most determined of them
followed him for days, taking the form of smal coloured lanterns or, less often, drawings of small
coloured lanterns, which bobbed in the air dightly behind hisleft shoulder. The attrition rate wasfierce.
Soon only onewas | eft. Such eloquent timepieces, it tirelesdy informed him, are supposed to be owned
by gorgeous females. And: Y ou can get your deplomatoday. Did this count as being picked up? The
detective couldn't tell. He had lost his assstant. He had lost his car. He had lost his purchase on the
ordinary. In return, the site awarded him thiswispy companion, lacking in saminayet full of persistence.
Hewasn't sure yet what it would require of himin return. When helay dl night half-adeep in some
shallow stream, he drew comfort from the ad's smple tune and soft mothy flicker; he cameto fed an
equaly smple affection towardsit.

What isadaughter?

L ate one evening eight weeks after Vic Serotonin and Lens Aschemann disappeared, Edith Bonaventure
sgueezed into the costume she had worn at seventeen years of age and took hersdlf to the gates of the
Saudade corporate port. There, she opened an accordion case on the cement sidewalk, strapped on the
instrument it contained and began to play. Cruise shipsfrom dl the mgor lineswerein, towering above
her like amobile downtown, their abraded, seared-looking hulls curving gently into the low cloud-base.
That time of night it was both raining and mist. The port haogens shone out blurry white globes, the
pavement was black, dick, cut with trangtory patterns of rickshaw wheds. Edith's costume, stiff
faux-satin afierce maroon colour, il fitted; though it made her look alittle stocky. Unaccustomed
excitement reddened her cheeks and bare thighs. For once, Edith had left her father to his own devices.
He could chooseto fal out of bed or he could choose to stay there: this evening, she had informed him,
that was up to him. It was everyone'sright to choose.

"Emil, you can watch the tour shipslift off, or maybe enjoy throwing up on yoursdf. Me, | am off to The
World of Today to pick up aman.”

"If it's convenient, the two of you can bring me back a bottle—"

"Youwish."



"—then do what you do quietly for achange." Emil seemed well, perhaps he was getting over Vic's
defection. Why shetold him such alie, shedidn't know. All shewas sure of, she wanted this other thing,
she wanted to play. She had picked an accordion to match the outfit, maroon metalflake blends under a
thick lacquer finish, with stamped chrome emblems of rockets and comets which caught the spaceport
light like mirrors. Sometimes, asachild, Edith had lesswanted to own an ingrument like thisthan to be
one, to find hersdf curled up insde one, like atiny extradimension of the musicitself. Edith played
Abandonada. She played Tango Zen. She played that old New Nuevo standard, A Anibal Lectur. She
was quick to merge with the night, to become part of its possbility for the paying customer. Rickshaw
adsfluttered round her the colours of fuchsia. The rickshaw girls called out requests as they passed; or
stood a moment listening despite themsdlves, puzzled to be till for once, their tame bresth issuing into the
wet air. While up and down the rickshaw queues, the off-world women shivered—as the sad passionate
tango songs made, in chegp but endlesdy inventive language, their self-fulfilling prophecies of the
entangledness and absurdity and febrile shortness of life—and pulled their furs around them. It wasthe
briefest mal de debarquement. Saudade! 1ts very name was like abdll, tolling them back to their true,
enjoyably complex salves! They laughed to wake up so far from where they started, so momentarily at a
lossin the face of night and anew planet, yet so in control of the brand new experiences awaiting them
there. In search of agesture that could contain, acknowledge and cel ebrate thisincons stency, they threw
money into the saimon pink silk interior of the fat, odd little busker's open accordion case. Sometimes the
banknotes they threw floated around Edith hersdlf like confetti at the marriage of earth and air, while she
played | Am Y ou, Motel Milongueros, and an up-tempo version of Wendy del Muerte shelearnedina
pilot's bar on Pumal Verde. She had no ideg, redly, why she had come to the gates. She was forty-two
years old. She was a black-haired woman with wide, blunt hips who couldn't afford to be anyone but the
sdf she had chosen at e even and who, consequently, blushed up quickly under her olive skin. Shewasa
woman of focus, awoman of whom men said to each other:

"Y ou can't blame Edith. Edith understands her own needs.”

When the stream of rickshaws had abated and she felt she had had enough, she gathered up the money,
packed the instrument in its case and shuddered suddenly, struggling into her old maroon wool coat. "The
winds of memory," she misquoted to hersdlf, "approach this corner of my abandonment.” At least it
wasn't far dong the Side Streets to the bar they called The World of Today, by then, alittle like hersdlf,
just alighted yellow window from which al custom had fled. Edith pulled up astool and counted her
cash. It was more than she hoped, |ess than she imagined when she saw those fur coats, the cosmetics by
Harvard and Picosecond, the Nicky Riveraluggage custom-titched from dien leathers.

"Give me abottle of Black Heart to go," she suggested to the barkeep; then, "in fact, why don't | drink it
here"

"It'syour party,” the barkeep said.

Later she asked him if he thought she wastoo old to get asmart tattoo. Still later, unable to remember his
answer, shefound hersdf on the sidewalk in front of an Uncle Zip outlet two doors down.

Uncle Zip the gene cutter had turned out to be his own most successful product. Y ears after his
mysterious disappearance in the Radio RX-1 wormhole, you found an Uncle Zip franchise, maybe two
or three of them, on every Hao planet. Y ou found the man himsdf on astool inside, sweeting with his
own energy, afat clonewith asallor's mouth who'd tailor you by day then—well known to be the patron
saint of the piano-accordion—play hismusic dl night. His cuts were il fresh and new. He was cutting
for EMC, he was cutting for the glitterati and the common man aike; he was cutting, they said, for dien
beings. He was nationwide, al the way to the Core. If therewas ardigion of the Beach stars, Uncle Zip
was its theol ogian, because he showed you how you could adways change and move on, how you never



needed to be an old-fashioned fixed entity, with al the gravitationa pendtiesthat might incur. Uncle Zip
was tender to you, as he was tender to everyone, in that if you hurt you could stare in hiswindow, the
way Edith was staring now, and see liquid new possibilities for yoursdf in athousand drifting holograms
which looked as beautiful as boiled sweets, or ancient postage stamps glowing in the true colours of
dragonfly and poison dart frog. Y ou just had to have them! Y ou could be Audrey Hepburn in Roman
Holiday and st cute and hungover on Gregory Peck's lap wearing his pyjamas. Y ou could be Princess
Dianaand sing like aBronx nightingae a the fata Kennedy fundraiser in your see-through Givenchy
gown. Y ou could go missing from your own life as someone no one ever heard of, by courtesy of DNA
pulled at random from a prison hulk a Cor Caroli. Y ou could go haf dien, or, it was rumoured, whole
hog. Y ou could have the chegpest smart tattoo (known traditiondly as a Fifteen Dollar Eagle); or you
could get neura chops complex enough, and comprehensive enough, for amanagement postion in the
supply-side sex economy of Radio Bay. Whatever you chose, the amost spiritud light spilling out of
Uncle Zip's window suggested, you would come out not just new. Y ou would come out someone ese
and go far away.

Edith shrugged.

She stood there amoment, asking hersdlf if she had truly worn her heart on her deevein thislife. No
answer came. "You had your turn a being new," shetold hersdf. Shefelt good. Shefdt like going home
and saying to Emil, "When you named the daughter-code after me, you were wrong. While adaughter is
al of those things you implied, shesnone. Sheiswhat comes out of you, why do you need to go in the
dtetolook for her?' But when she found him waiting up for her like any father, in the blue darkness of his
room, what she actudly said was:

"It'sraning agan.”

Acrossthe bed lay scattered the remaining volumes of hisjournd. All of them were open, someflat and
broken-spined, some with their yellowing pages fanned out stiffly in the Streetlight. Smart diagramsin
sharp bright reds and greens. Minute brooch-like maps which would speak when you knew the code for
them. Directionsto placesthat shifted and vanished twenty years—or twenty seconds—ago, if they
could ever redly have been said to bethere a all. So much of it put together after the fact, which as
everyoneinthislifeknowsisfar too late. Emil's eyes were inflamed from trying to read his own history
written thisway, caked at the corners, deeper-set than when she left the house. Over the last two days,
he had developed a smdll growth on one eydlid. It was fantagtically delicate, convoluted and infolded like
petas of flesh, and in some lights resembled arose.

Edith sat down on the edge of the bed with her elbows on her knees. Shefelt tired now.
"So read me something you wrote," she said.

"You read. HAf alifetimeisin there, | can't even understand my own handwriting. Here, you can read
this™

"H. clamed to have made adrawing in Sector Three. Expected [illegible] but got more. A rolling, endless
landscepe of tal grass. In the foreground, lying in the grassin front of a bench, something that looked
partly like awoman partly like acat. Though it ssemed immobile at first, H. said it was dowly changing
from one shape to the other. H. said he was 'struck silent’ by the potentia of this. He was 'full of a
tranquil sense of hisown possibilities.’ Cat akind of ivory-white colour.”

As sheread, Emil's face became |oose and unfocused, like aface seen at the bottom of a stream.
Eventualy she saw he was crying. She put down the book and, taking his handsin hers, brought them
together so he would be in touch with himsdlf for once. " Are you entradistas dways as brave asthis?' she



sad. Emil tried to smile, then something caught his attention, someflash of light on the wallstoo quick for
Edith to see, and she knew he was back in there, with his plans faling apart before he had a chance to
put them into practice. He said:

"] dreamed of Vic. | dreamed that Vic came back."
"Y ou never dream, Emil."

Vic Serotonin and his client spent their third night site-side in an abandoned cafeteria. It wasin acurious
state. Loops of power cable had been dragged out of the walls by some event you could only describe
asviscerd, while at the same time the stainless steel ranges and glass-fronted food cabinets remained
intact and spotlessy clean. Snow fell steadily from near the ceiling, below which, for acouple of hours
around midnight, the body of a child about eight years old materiaised, wrapped in a crocheted shawl so
that only itsface was visible. The snow never reached the floor. Elizabeth Kidlar stared up at the child
and would not look away. He was careful with her after that. In the morning, sun poured in through the
knocked-out windows. Vic woke up and found her knegling in the middle of the black and whitetiled
floor staring into aflat clear trickle of water. At first she seemed fine. "Look! Look!" she called excitedly.
"Fsh!" Therewere smudges of dirt on her face, but her smilewasradiant. "Two tiny fish!" By thetime
Vicjoined her, the sun had gonein, so dl he saw in the water was his own reflection. It seemed tired,
and under some gtrain, and its hair had turned grey. He looked away before anything else could happen
toit.

"That'snice" hesad.

"Do you think we can drink this?'

"If you'rethirsty, drink thewater | brought in. Nothing hereiswhat it seems.”
"After dl, thefish drink it."

"Thefish," Vicexplained, "arent fish."

"| used that water to wash mysdlf. If you fuck often you have to stay clean." She shrugged. "When one
fish turnsthe other turnswith it. Did you know that everywherein the universe shoding is controlled by
the same very smple dgorithms?'

Vic gared at her, unsure what to say next.

It was adifficult morning. Though he tried to persuade her, she wouldn't eat anything. Before they could
leave, the child was back, wrapped tightly in its shawl, spinning thisway then that below the ceiling likea
chrysalisin ahedge. Elizabeth crouched asfar awvay as she could get from it, and when hetried to put his
arm round her, bit his hand. It was behaviour he recognised from their previoustrip. The sensble thing
would beto leave her and try to make hisway back to Saudade, but they were too far in, and he had
broken too many of hisown rules. Without persond goas, he was at the mercy of whatever had driven
her into the Site.

"Y ou must be careful of me, Vic. I'm not redly here”
Vic stood up, rubbing hishand. "Where are you, then?' he said.
"l don't know."

"Where did you come from?"



When she didn't reply, only staring up a him asif he ought to know the answer to that dready, he
shrugged and went outside and sat in the warm sunlight and cool air. The cafeteria, asingle-storey white
building that looked asif it had been built for some heavier duty, lay on the bank of atidd inlet, hddina
crook of hillsand woods. Gulls, green weed, dappled sunshine on the hum-mocky ground between the
trees. Thetidewaslow, thelight sof bright on the revealed mud he couldn't [ook at it. The trees
tum* bling down the opposite shore of the inlet vanished into a dazzle of reflectionsin which
stranded multi-hulled ships rested like insectstired after some long intense flight to mate. Beyond that, it
wastwo or three kilometres of dried-up chemica ponds, then long rolling dopes of tal grass. Vic fet
hollowed out—asiif the Site was about to present him, if he wasn't careful, with asdlf he didn't want.
After an hour or two, he went back inside in the hope of persuading her to eat, or leave, at least make
some decision he could take a position on. It was cold in there. Elizabeth had spent some time squeezing
into the gap between two food cabinets. She was il staring up at the celling. Something happened to the
light when it reached her. It was wrapping itsdf around her in away that made her face smooth and
eroded, less featured than you would expect. The rest of the room looked acceptable.

"Hlizabeth?'
"Don't come near me, Vic."

He caught her hand, pulled her out; she broke away and huddled in a corner, watching him intently. All
afternoon, white-faced but quick and deft, she kept the room between them, aways moving off to the
next corner if he got near her. Vic was cautious. He didn't think shewould harm him, but he didn't want
her to harm hersdf. He thought that eventualy she would tire, although he had no ideawhat he would do
then. Nothing he aready knew about her seemed to apply. After an hour or two, she began to pull off
her clothes, as awkwardly asif she had forgotten how clothes worked, or asif she had never known in
thefirgt place.

"l don't want these," she said. "Why should | want these?”
"Elizabeth,” hesad. "Please”

She laughed, then crouched down to urinate fiercely. "No," she said. "Y ou don't know enough to stay
sfe, Vic."

"Hlizabeth!"

"l got your sperm anyway."

By dark, her skin had deep, ivory qudlities, asif each layer had accreted over timethen died, achieving a
dull shine. She smelled of distress and unknown hormones. She lay panting from aheat Vic couldn't fed,
watched him sidelong as she lapped up water from the black and whitetiles. Thelight in the room
frightened him. He was only afacilitator here. He thought again of leaving; but when he looked outside,
theinlet had curled itsdlf away like amissing dimension, and al he could see was adune-like landscape
with isolated patches of fog, protruding rocks, alitter of fluorescent white bone. There were flickers of
what might be lightning, or rocket-exhaust on the horizon. She called him back. Her voice, dwaysapure
contralto, had taken on harmonics, asif someone was speaking in unison with her but not quite loudly
enough to hear. She positioned herself in the centre of the abandoned cafeteriain the loose darkness,
adopting one desperate, open posture after another.

"Vic," shesaid, "peoplelose their way as an act of defence. Then they panic and decide they haveto find
itagan.”
She darted past him and out of the door, moving away quickly into the drifting chemical fogs, her gait



aready not quite human, her skin fluorescing in the dry fitful lightning glare.
"Blizabeth!"

All night sheran amlessy back and forth across the faces of the dunes. It was hard to say at what point
she became something e se. Thisthing—pivoted sharply at the hips so that it could walk on al four limbs
with the palms of its hands flat on the ground, its head too small and streamlined, somehow, to
accommodate the great blue candid cartoon human eyes—cdled Vic's name until he put his hands over
his ears and went ingde. Next morning he set out to follow itstracks; but he lost them quite soon, where
the dunesturned to rolling purple grass.

Over the dusty months and years of searching that wereto follow, Vic Serotonin penetrated the Site
deeper than he, or anyone, had ever done before. He threw away his gun. He ate what he found. He
lived alifein there. Every day he waked until he found somewhere safe to deep, somewhere heliked,
and at night he grew used to the sound of radios shifting randomly from station to sation; girderstolling
asthey fdl; theintrusive quack of the plastic duck. He heard the landscapes swing apart and grind
themsdlves together again. The empty rooms no longer smelled foul to him. He never met anyone else,
though he woke one morning in a deserted plazato the sound of awoman's voice Snging some
passionate open-throat lament. Pigeons flew up; they flew up again. The cold air was perfectly till, but
full of old shoes—old shoes cracked and wrinkled, soles hanging off, floating around one another asif
they'd been lifted up on a strong wind—as if shoes were an organism, one which, given the correct
conditions, could exhibit flocking behaviour. Vic knew then that Emil Bonaventure had been right about
onething; but he understood too that neither this location nor any other could be said to be the centre of
anything. Vic aged. Wind and sun whitened and bleached him. His memories of Emil and Edith, his
memories of caning it nightly a the Black Cat White Cat bar with hisfriends Liv and Antoyne, eventually
even hismemories of Vic Serotonin, faded. But he never forgot his client, and he searched for her until
the day he died.

Aschemann the detective followed rising cindery ground for aweek, only to find himsdlf facing a
three-hundred-metre vertical drop into what seemed to be avast replica of the Long Bar at the Cafe
Surf. This he took to be a metaphor.

He stood at the edge. His coat blew out behind him in agale of music and light. He held on to his hat. He
looked down thirdtily at the Black Heart spirit optic, glittering in the warm barlight. Everything around him
tottered on the edge of change, but when the wave came it was Aschemann who fell. He saw an
architect's drawing. Pies. Polaroid snaps of dogs. A man's bracelet chronometer, very large. He saw
playing cards. A wooden toy penguin with rubber feet. Then hisold friend and sparring partner Emil
Bonaventure, adeep on amudbank in risng water. He saw bluebirds and chipmunks against asunset. In
response, akind of seizure overcame him and when he recovered from it he was lying afew metres
downdope, unable to move hislegs. It was only what you expected in here, where plate tectonics held
sway and one redity was dways diding beneath the next. It was night. He examined hislegs. nothing
seemed untoward, but he couldn't deny they felt peculiar, perhagps with al the walking.

"'Something has happened to you," he acknowledged. ™Y ou can't do anything while you don't know what
itis"

He was able to accept that. He lay there along time. Night replaced day replaced night. Equally regular
pulses of change propagated through the ground beneath him. From updope, close and comforting, could
aways be heard the sounds of alively evening at the Long Bar. He was content; but the smart ad, which
had accompanied him thus far without demur, grew increasingly anxious. Y ou can have the pe[nig] of
yOur dre ams, it suggested, and: Call out Gouranga be happy. It roamed upd ope and down, straying
further and further away, fading to the ghostly blue and orange of burning acohol; amarsh light aslost as



itsvictim, anignisfatuusin reverse.
Findly it gave up on him and drifted off.

"Send measign,” Aschemann caled. "Seek meingde." This made him chuckle. On baance hefelt more
sympathy for the ad than he did for himsdlf. " Send me a neon heart.”

Thismade him think about his crime. About hiswife, expecting everyone to cometo her in her minotaur's
cave, about the Marilyn Monroe look-alike, going out dong the high wire from her room to everyone. He
thought about the damp sand at the back of the Cafe Surf, squeezed together daily by the implacable
shaping forces of the Long Bar—improvisation, iconolatry and red light— to make new inhabitants for
the city. What if he were part of that cycle too? Later hetold himself in surprise: "Aschemann, | think
you'redying!" He fet enlarged—swollen, but not exactly sck. Sometime on thethird, or perhapsthe
fourth day, helooked down at himsalf and saw the lower part of hislegs dissolving into thousands of
bright, energetic white sparks. He felt no pain. Despite that—and though no sound accompanied the
process—he had alively sense of himself as part of the entertainment. He wasfizzing and crackling into
the dark like afirework. He wondered what would happen when the fire reached his cock. The sparks
blew away uphill on alight breeze, and out over thelip of the dliff, where they rained down, he could only
suppose, on to the Cafe Surf two-piece under itssign Live Music Nightly. His legs had plenty in reserve.
They went on pouring out the benefit in them as sparks and illuminated smoke. They were certainly good
vauefor money. Then he saw hiswifetoiling up the dope towards him at last, waving and smiling across
the wasteland. She was calling his name. She had on the yellow silk dress he remembered so well. No
shoes.

"Aschemann, istha you?' she cdled. "Isthat you? Aschemann, dways something new! Y ou'll never
change!”

What if there was no new species, after dl, only the same old one trapped in its same old circularity of
reinvention? Would some fresher version of himsalf soon be staggering down the Corniche away from the
Cafe Surf, singing, full of appetites, ready to be amazed? Or had that aready happened?

What if wereal code?

"Utzie, hurry!" he cdled. "Hurry, or I'll be gone before you get herel”
Hewas glad to have been dive.

10

The Nova Swing

In subsequent weeks, better weather came to Saudade. The dogs of April raced up and down Straint
Street from the Site to the ses, rattling the boarded-up windows. Above, the sky was bluer than usudl,
wider and emptier than the buildings would seem to permit. Y ou could smell the ocean. People had a
feding of energy and wanting to be outsde. In the New Men warrens, they aired the bedding. Even the
chopshops opened their doors, giving sidelong views of matt-black interna walls, dusty shoot-up
posters, out-of-guarantee proteome tanks crawling with LEDs and smart readouts, while the tailors
played Three Dick Hughie on the pavement or showed off their chopsto apassng Mona.

Black Cat White Cat was not exempt from this change of habit: Liv Huladeclared aholiday. First she
went updtairs.

In the tin box she had used to smash the princess sink, among dl the other junk of being forty yearsold,



she kept a cheap hologram which related some of her exploits before she arrived in Saudade, the
voiceover of which began, "Liv Hulawas mediated Halo-wide after she dived her flimsy dipship, the
Saucy Sd, five thousand kilometresinto the photosphere of France Chance IV." A long, amost
documentary item, it went on in that vein for afull ninety seconds, over imagesof Liv asachild, Livasa
teenage rocket-sport bum in the bar of the VVenice Hotel on France Chance; then a sequence of the ship,
if you could cal anything that small aship, the paint job fried right off it, cooling in the parking orbit. They
had most of it wrong. Saucy Sal wasn't adip, for instance: she wasthefirgt of the true hyperdips, with a
lot of subtle magnetic field action and some kind of hot aien sponge-carbon hull. But they had footage of
Liv being hugged by Chinese Ed himsdf, who she best to that particular achievement, which wasniceif
only because Ed—tall and undependable, with the usua Halo tan and associated burden of debt—was
acknowledged a dipship legend in his own time. The record didn't hold long, she never expected it to;
but, "Go deep!" they had shouted for the cameras, her and Chinese Ed, pilots of the future gurning out at
the Halo together, rocket-sport being so fully hot at thetime, and al of that made the trip worth it. How
do you get rid of ahologram? Liv, who never invested in agadget patch, didn't even know what they
were made of . She decided to throw it in the sea.

She shut the box and then the bar and walked down Straint to the noncorporate port, where she stood
for awhilein therim of thick, silky weeds by the chainlink fencein the morning light in her black
wraparounds, watching the rockets come and go; then caught arickshaw the rest of the way to the
beach.

"Y ou don't want the Vientide," the rickshaw girl warned her. "It'swall-to-wall. It's crawling.”
"Maybe| want crawling."
"Y ou don't."

Mongter Beach waswall-to-wall too: after aglance at the rammed fish restaurants and boardwalk
amusements, the shod's of beautifully turned-out M onas, the famous sign pointing not to the sand but
crazily upwards at the parking orbit, she had the girl take her to the Point end of the bay. There she could
get down to her white singlet and black boy-leg underpants and watch children running in and out of the
tide. She played the hologram again. Y ou couldn't tell what she was thinking when she watched it. Her
haircuts were just as short in those days, only in bad colours. She gazed out to sea. She ate an ice cream.
She picked up aman. The way that happened, she was walking back empty-handed from the ocean,
feding suddenly light and needing something to hold her down. Hewas alot younger than her, with a
swest, candid smile, bleached-out yellow hair and anest triangular tuft of beard under the lower lip.
Maybe, he suggested, shewould likeanice.

"That'ssuch agood idea,” shesad. "But I'll buy."

While they were walking dong eating theices, he said, " Sun and shade sometimes seem like equd things?
Both, in away, kind of illuminating? And both so ungrudging?'

"I've often thought that,” Liv said.

Shetook him back to the bar anyway. L ate afternoon he said tentatively, "1've seen you somewhere
before. Are you someone?’

"It's 2444. We're all someone.”

Up in her room, he stared at the broken sink. She could see him trying to find away of asking abouit it.
The middle of the night, Liv woke and couldn't get back to deep. Shelooked down at his body, the
colour of honey and just thisside of beautiful. Redly, he seemed alot too young for the sex subtletieshe



knew. It was probably a chop anyone could get these days. After she thought this over she got up and
went down to the bar, where she wrote out arough sign, FOR SALE, and propped it in the window,
low down on the right-hand side. When she got back upstairs, the boy was awake and on hisfeet. He
was worrying about the sink again.

"You didn't try to pissin that, did you?' she said.

"l could get it fixed."

"Anyone could get it fixed. | don't want it fixed. Fix meinstead, | need fixing."
He gave her along dow smile, which reminded her of Ed.

"But redly," heingsted, "are you someone?”

Liv pretended to look around her room. "Would anyone who was anyone live here? Just come and fuck
m"

"How about | fuck you and come?"

After dl, shethought with acertain relief, he was as young as he looked. She laughed. " So what was dll
that crap about sunshine and shadows?' she said. "Down at the beach?' Next morning she felt lots better
about herself. She cleaned bar. She cleaned tables. She wrote out a neater version of the FOR SALE
sgn, on apiece of white card she found behind the bar. Her energy was back. Asif in response, her first
customer of the day came in and ordered hot mochawith cream and rum. It was none other than
Antoyne Messner, out on hisown for once. "l walk past earlier,” hesaid, "l seeyour sign. I'm
fascinated." He was on hisway to Carver Fidld, heinformed her, to do business. Asif to substantiate
that, he had on al new clothes. A short brown leather zip-up pilot jacket; cavary twill chinoswith their
own expendve bdt. It looked asif he dready cameinto money. "Irene," he made sureto say, "sends her
regards. She don't forget how you were kind to her when Joe Leone died.”

"How islrene?’ Liv sad.
"Iren€'s good. We're both good.”

That morning, theworld did seem different. Liv fdt light, but not so light she would escape gravity and
float away. She could convert that into achievements. She cleaned glass. She cleaned the floor. Caught
by surprise, her shadow operators furled and clustered round the ceiling fans; then wheeled as one,
outdoorsinto the light and back. Fat Antoyne seemed full of energy too. Out of Vic Serotonin's shadow,
he had amore relaxed way with him. He engaged you more directly, and seemed liberated. Also, as
became clear after acouple of drinks, he had aproposition for her; which when she heard it made her
think.

*k*

Edith Bonaventure, the accordion case dung with akind of sexy gallantry over one shoulder, trudged
home from her by-now-regular gig at the gates of the corporate port. She loved Globe Town. Thelights
wereon. Later, amist would rise up in the little streets between the tall houses, but for now the air was
soft, full of small winds, cooking smells—bream baked in sea-sdlt, three-way herring. If Edith had atired
look, she could at least afford anew coat, which she wore open over her costume; it wastoo warm for
the evening, but she wasn't ready to be sengble about something so nice. Edith'swalk said something
new too. Edith herself wasn't sure what. The talent, she would tell her audience silently as she played one
more encore (Carmen Sylva, in the verson made popular by Olavi Virta, king of the old New Nuevo



Tango), isfractious now, and hungry. It isready to take its money and run. The talent getstired, but
never forget it will dways have that good specia glow.

It was a short commute. One drink with Curt, the barkeep a The World of Today, and Edith was home.
She went up the steps and into the hall. She dropped the accordion on the floor.

"Emil," she cdled up the sairs. "What do you want to eat?'
When he didn't answer, she laughed.

"You are abad old man," she called. "Emil, you don't like me to go to the port you should just say, don't
aulk." She arranged her new coat carefully on ahanger. "Be nice, Emil. I'm having abath, well eat then.”
Shelay for half an hour with the hot water up to her chin, up to her pink aureolae, and counted from
memory the money she made that afternoon. Saw hersdlf a the port gate, asif from the outside, afixture,
an isolated but energetic figure of awoman in apool of halogen light, rain or shine. It wasaliving. Emil
dept alot while she was out. He was going down alittle faster now. Sometimes he had arelapseto tell
her he missed her.

He had an accident. Every day she came back, cleaned and fed him, they looked at his diaries together,
he had his halucinations, his syncopes, his periods of absence far into the night when he would say
conversationdly, "We're fucked here, Atmo. We should never have tried to follow the map." Or:
"Wheré'sthe fucking gun?' Edith would wait him out, deep afew hours from dawn, go down to the port
todoitdl agan.

She hauled hersdlf out of the tub.
"Emil, it'stime you forgive me now!"

Her father sat propped up in his bed with his emaciated legs stretched out in front of him. The sheets
weretangled and yellow with swegat. He had been trying to write something and lost patience with
himsdlf. Books lay on the floor where they had fallen. She gathered them up. "1 waslooking,” sheread,
"a something no one else would ever see” Emil's face was papery and grey, with an air of being both
exhausted and rested at the sametime, asif he had just that moment given up and leaned his head back
againg thewall and closed hiseyes.

"Emil?'

Heamiled. "All my dreams rushed back," he whispered, "while you were out." Edith squeezed hishand
tight. Y ou would have loved them,” he said.

"Emil, you had aswest, you threw up alittle, it's nothing to worry about."

He opened his eyes. They were a perfect, excited blue she hadn't seen since he wasforty; and that was
how they stayed, looking at something no one else would ever see. The smart tattoos crawled dowly
about in the crust of white hair on his chest for awhile, then stopped. She leaned down to examine one of
them before it faded—not amap but aline from a poem, perhaps, in smple red |etters: Send me an eon
heart. "Emil?" She sat there and held his hand for perhaps an hour, perhaps more, waiting for him to
wake, or notice her, or whatever would happen next. Nothing did. She was too warm after the bath; then
too cold. Streetlight filled the room.

"Emil, that was crud," she said.

Hewas my father, shelet hersdf think eventualy. Hewas my lovely father and | misshim so. After a
while she went downstairs and got dressed. She fetched out the money she received for giving up Vic



Serotonin and counted it. She took down her new coat and looked at that. When | waslittle, she
thought, | wanted nothing except to stop travelling. | wanted time for each new thing, each new feding, to
be held properly in sugpension until it could be joined by the next. Given the chance | could easily hold dl
those beautiful thingstogether. | could be like abox in which they would be held new forever. Instead,
everything aged and changed. Peopletoo. | wanted him to mysdlf, she thought. | wanted him to myself.
Edith didn't know quite how to be on her own yet, so she went back upstairs and held his hand again and
sat by himal night.

She knew it was dawn when the black and white cats began to pour into the room through the open door
behind her. Those catsl she thought. They would come in anywhereif you left the street door open.
Silent, fixated, their eyesflat and acurious dry spici-nessto their smell, they packed themselves close to
her father's bed, flowing around it, rubbing heedlesdy againgt any part of Emil they could find in thetight,

cramped space.
Hewasmy lovely, lovely father.

At Carver Field, even the tubbiest of the ships on sale tower ahundred feet high. They stand in rows.
They'reold. They're used. They legk. They exhibit the gentle patina of being too long on the ground.
They have nameslike Radio Mary and Soft Error. They have always hauled their guts on behalf of
others. They have muled and trafficked and smuggled and led alife. They have been the maingtay of
commerce, the prey of outlaws. By day they emit radiation. By night cheap navigationa code trickles
through their corroded firewalls like a contract between Marburg fever and atrail of sparks. They began
their career five hundred lights across the Hal o as someone's dream and took fifty yearsto work their
way here, where they will inevitably become someone ese's; because even for these tubby little ships
thereis dways someoneto exclam:

"l never saw athing so beautiful!™

Five-thirty am., two or three days after Antoyne Messner called in at Liv Hulas bar. The gates were
aready unlocked. Buyerswere aready out, craning their necks, pointing upward, resembling from a
distance thelittle accurate figures inserted to provide scale in an architectural model. Pale strong light
bleached the machine sheds and pedling moderne administration block. All that month Carver had
sported acrop of aien weeds, silky, poppy-looking copper-coloured blossoms forcing their way up
through the concrete, going strong in the light of thisto-them distant sun.

Irene the Mona, box-fresh in metallic linen bolero with matching shorts and transparent sidebutton
ankle-boots, glanced sdeways a her companion. Hints of anxiety touched her little mouth.

"7sit beautiful, Antoyne?' she said.

The ship looked no different than ahundred others. Its hull wasjust as shot. Itsthree-fin tail and
outboard reactor casings were streaked with just as much birdshit and re-entry stains. But Antoyne and
Irene had read in the catalogue that it had carried out many years efficient service under the livery of the
famous circus and dien show, Sandra Shen's Observatorium & Native Karma Plant; they were
impressed. The story wasthis, Madame Shen had not been heard of for many years. A man caled
Renoko now |looked after the circus, stripping its assets from an office on some planet light-years down
the Beach. So here the ship was, the usua tramp freighter past its best and renamed a dozen times,
aready warming up for take-off in Antoyne Messner's mind. He felt thetremblein thetips of itsfins. He
felt themystery of it. The aily pre-flight roll of the Dynaflow driversrose up to him from somewhere
below deck, causing, for the millionth time, the hair to rise on the back of his neck.

Beautiful, Antoyne didn't know. He had, he said, no remit for beautiful. "This herelookslike agood



workaday unit," hetold Irene, "though for that it is priced alittle high.”
Irene saw right through him and out the other sSide.

If you understood ships like these, Antoyne had often said to her, thiswas how your CV could be
expected to run:

At thirteen you lived on an orbital factory. Or afarm planet with infinite horizons and no room for you
anywhere. Or you lived in aport city which stank of the outright bizarreness of things and made you raw
al your childhood with . . . what? Delight. Anticipation. The desire to escape. The desire to know.
Thirteen years of age, you looked older. Y ou were agirl, you were aboy, your gender was
indeterminate. Y ou were pressganged by EMC. Or you met a salvage expert from Nueva Cardoso. You
loved her ingtantly for the sheer breadth of stuff she knew; aso her alien smut tattoos and nesat prosthetic
arm. She made you an offer and that's how you came to ride the rockets. Y ou flew with Fedy von Gang,
you flew with Chinese Ed. Y ou spent five yearsin aresearch tub at Radio RX-1 with the Kefahuchi
Tract hanging over your shoulder like ahuge boiling face, stripped, raw, heaving with some emotion you
couldn't recognise. It's been fun. 1t's been heartbresk al the way. It's never been lessthan atrip.

Whose story was he telling when he said these things?

Irene thought she knew. "Antoyne," she felt bound to remind him now, "I'm beautiful, and you understood
enough to find your way to methrough thislife."

"Anyway," Antoyne said, "we got to wait to find out more."

They didn't wait long. Soon enough, Liv Hulathreaded her way across the crowded field to find them.
She checked out the gathered ships, and had the air of someonein her own world. For amoment they
thought she would walk right past, and when Antoyne caled her name, she seemed surprised to heer it.
A bar-keep aways looks vulnerable away from the bar. Liv Hula, it was the Monas opinion, seemed
often too defensive in her persond presentation; yet when Liv considered that ship—its ripe-avocado
geometry, its hull blackened by tail-down landings from Motel Splendido to the Core—she certainly was
busnessitsdf.

"It'sadog," shesad.
Antoyne chuckled. "Goingde," heinvited, "tell me something | don't know."

The ship smelled of old food, swest, Black Heart. It smelled of refugees, contraband, anima shows. It
hed the air of aplacejust vacated. Liv Hulawasn't sure how shefelt about being there done. Her
footstepsfilled the dimly lighted hull, then echoed out past it and into some other kind of space. Shadow
operators, clustered round the portholeslike tourists, whispered and touched one another as she passed.
Theair in there was colder than outside. Liv found the dusty pilot seat and sat init. At the sound of her
voice the equipment didled itsdf up. Direct connexions made themselves available, intheform of a
nanofibre mass.

Liv said, “Accept.”

She sat back and gaped. The system grew itself deftly through the soft roof of her mouth and into her
brain.

Thisused to be her professon. A sun-diver like the Saucy Sd was more mathematics than substance. It
didn't redly know whét to be, and without an active pilot interface would revert ingtantly to adurry of
nanotech and smart carbon components, afew collgpsing magnetic fields. It wasin the class of emergent



artefacts, aneurosis with an engine. Y ou don't so much fly your hyperdip as nurseit through a
programme of dynamic self-reinvention. Y ou haveto tdl it astory about itsdlf. Long before she went
deep a France Chance—which in asense ended her career because she never matched that
achievement but just did the rocket-sport circuit like anyone el se—Liv bought the best chops you could
get for that kind of work. So now there was a disconnected moment when she wasn't even Liv Hula but
some New Venusport code monkey, then shewas dl over the freighter's mathematics like alife coach.

"So then. What can you tell me about yourse f?!

Navigationa holograms, dull. Star charts and fakebooks, dull. Fifty years of cargo manifests, agency fuel
purchases and parking orbit slamps, dull, dull, dull. Main deder service record (none). Infrastructure
schematics. Cabins and crew quarters. Holds (empty); fud tanks, empty, empty. The mathematics could
show her aview of Carver Fidd, on which she easily discerned the little architectura figures she knew as
Irene and Antoyne. It could even show her, via proxies and an ageing FTL uplinker, and for reasons
unclear, redtimeimages of selected parking orbits from three to a thousand lights along the Beach.

Liv viewed dl thiswithout sympathy.
"I don't know why you're 0 shy," she said. "Y ou've got nothing | haven't seen before.”
She waited a nanosecond, then added:

"What I'm aready reading here, just in this short time, you have the most extraordinary quditiesif you
would only let people know about them. Y ou won't mind me saying this, but somehow you've forgotten
that it'sall about you. And about presenting yoursdlf.”

Twenty minutes later, alittle nauseous, alittle nostagic, she was blinking in the sunshine again.

"I need breskfast," she said, and took her friends back to Straint Street, where she made arelaxing rum
no icefor hersdf and their favourite cocktail drink for Irene and Antoyne. Then she sat across atable and
laid out the information Antoyne had paid to hear; aso the benefit of her experience for what that was
worth. "Y ou got fifty years of guano in there," she advised him, "but what's new? Also they used the code
to run something my chops don't get, sometype of aien bolt-on. Maybe, and thisisweird, | admit, some
kind of an outboard motor?' The concept caused her to look perplexed for amoment, after which she
made a gesture of who knows anything, thisworld we'rein? "Whatever it was, it's not there right now, so
| don't think you need worry about it. Otherwise the ship's clean. Navigation tools don't leak. Good
hygiene, given itsage. The code itsdf? Pussy for me, but not for some. Antoyne, you will haveto
upgrade, or one night wake up with it crawling into your nose."

At this point Antoyne opened his mouth to confess something. If Liv had let him speak, perhapsthat
would have changed her mind about the whole deal as Antoyne had put it to her, but she didn't, only
went on, "By theway, | dialled up hardware reports too. Jesus, don't even talk about them. Those
enginesit has? With the power cable, and big flywheds? What kind of physicsisthat about? Antoyne,
don't look likethat, I'm teasing you. Anyway, they'll last two, maybe threetrips.” Shefinished her drink
and said asideto Irene, "Be sure and make him wear hislead pants; the hull's ablated to awafer.”

The Mona, who had been looking out the window and thinking about poor Joe Leone, repeated, "L ead
pants,” and laughed.

"Il fix dl that," Antoyne said.

"Rather you than me."



If you understand ships like the one Antoyne wanted to buy, you can dways make a connexion. Y ou can
walk into abar on Motel Splendido or New Venusport and always see someone you know. They owe
you money. They owe you adrink. They owe you an explanation. And it's true that you owe them dl or
most of those thingstoo; in fact it's the only reason you can do business at all. Perhaps Liv wasthinking
about thiswhen she nodded judicioudy and said:

"At least change the name, Antoyne."
Antoyne took Irene'sarm. They smiled at each other. "We plan on that," the Mona said.
Thirty thousand miles above Liv Hulas bar, Paulie DeRaad had recently arrived in the quarantine orbit.

He was not the Paulie they had known. Gone were the sharp nose, the lively blue eyes, the shock of
white-blond hair in its signature widow's pegk, the fragile radiation-thinned skin which in somelights gave
you theillusion you could see right down into the musculature of hisface. Like everyone on the ship that
brought him in, Paulie was by now more of anotion than a person you could actually describe. Individua
voices might gill be heard in the human quarters. But while, in asense, Paulie was ill being Paulie—that
is, someone who never closed, who il liked and wanted everything—and you had the clear fedling that
someone was dill genuinegly divein there, you knew it would be hard now to separate Paulie from the
members of the vacuum commando that had brought him in. What these connexions—volunteersto a
man—said oftenest about Paulie was:

"Y ou fucking fuck, DeRaad. Y ou fucking tourist." Most of the quarantine ships were huge; pocked and
used-looking; dive with the dim crawling lights of beacons and particle dogs. Typicaly you found old
pipdinersthat had worked the Carling line, obsolete Alcubiere warps the size of planetismals even with
their relativity driverstorn off, anything with athick strong hull, especidly if it was easy to reinforce
further. Other things they had in common: they were mined, with high-yield, top-shelf assetsfrom the
EMC catalogue; and their hatches were welded tight. No one was sure what kind of atmosphere they
now contained, if any. Insde, whatever their age or origin or state of outer preservation, they had only
two qudities: pitch dark or light too bright to bear. Hundreds of them, asfar asyou could see, rolling
around forever in gluey braided orbits, drifting together and then apart. Once in six months, complex
resonance effects put them on collison courses. Alarms went off. An enginefired for amillisecond or two
in the dark. For aday or two afterwards the vacuum between the hulks took on an ionised look, as
phase-changes rippled through a smart gas of nanodevices designed to monitor hull thickness, skin
temperature, core temperature, and emissonsin al regimesincluding, curioudy, soundwaves, generated
by so-far undescribed eventsinside.

How many human beings were stored in the quarantine orbit? How many escapes did they represent?
No one knew.

Any number of smdler vessds could be found drifting between the hulks. They were dlill volatile. Their
trgjectories were impossible to map. They were adanger to everything with their fragile contemporary
hullsand lively contents. They ill had windows and hatches. One of them was the K-ship Poule de
Luxe, originaly on grey ops out of Radio Bay, but lately seconded to Quarantine.

Poule de Luxe, everyone's favourite survivor of the Nastic Wars, tumbled amlessly end over end, her
armaments extending and retracting meaninglessy, her riding lights off. She had come along way since
exfiltrating Paulie DeRaad from the Saudade L ots. When they understood it was too late to find DeRaad
aplacein ahygienefacility—too late not just for Paulie but for themseal ves— the vacuum commando had
tried to stedl her. To their credit they got halfway across the Halo before her K-captain regained control.
It had been along flight back. There had been some problems. There had been shrieks and screams from



the human complement asthey redised fully what Paulie had brought them. Now, its mission completed,
the mathematics had switched itself off. The K-captain had switched hersdlf off too, in case she could be
extracted at alater date. Power was down.

Aft, inthe crew quarters, it was cold but not dark. Charred and buckled bulkheads contained the
escape, which presented, like the mgjority of escapes, asaloose, luminous fluid medium sometimesthe
congstency of rice pudding or lentil soup, sometimes having the visua qudities of apoal full of
chlorinated water agitated gently in powerful sunlight; often too bright to ook at, and developing intricate
interna flowsindependent of input. If there was code in there, no one knew what it was doing. No one
knew how it bound to the substrate of proteins and nanomech. It looked beautiful, but stank like
rendered fat. It would absorb you in seconds. Was it an end-state? Was it a new medium? No one
knew. The hulks were full of it. No one knew what to do with it. No one knew what it was: except that,
inthiscase, in apreviouslife, some of it had been a Saudade gangster and some of it had been hisfriends
from EMC. Shock fronts raced through it. Random state changes were precipitated. Every so oftena
shape assembled itself with difficulty and made its way to the porthole, and a barely audible voice
whispered:

"Wow. Fuck. Seethat? Alcubiere, right off the port bow! See?' Hard to know if the shape was Paulie; if
he was able to retain that much of a sense of himself. But perhaps nothing is hopeless, and perhaps he
had found away to enjoy life again. Meanwhile the remainder of the mass boiled resentfully and said:
"DeRaad, you cunt."

Edith Bonaventure, in the aftermath of Emil's deeth, found it hard to know what to do with hersdlf. She
worked the port gate and the tourist traps. She visited anew bar every night, after which she went home
determined to throw out Emil'sthings, and couldn't, and couldn't deep either, and in her state only ended
up stting on thefloor asif hewas il dive, reading hisjourndsaoud.

"Theste" he had written, "behavesjust like a child with asecret. No one must know, but everyone has
to try and guess.”

Edith had other needs than working her father through her life and into his proper place, if ever that
turned out to be possible. These needs were less readily defined. They sent her to the fightsin the soft
early darkness of summer evenings, but at Prefer Coeur the smells of fried food, alcopops and
haemoglobin held |ess goodness than before. (Y ou can claim, and people do, that every fighter is
different: but it isadifference, Edith had begun to fed, that worksitsdf out within sameness: so that when
you've seen one monster cock you've truly seen them al.) They sent her to stand in the pool of light
outside the Uncle Zip and Nueva Cut franchises, but though she wanted to be new, she couldn't believe
in newness, though she wanted to travel, she was reluctant to leave. Window shopping Straint Street one
early evening, for a cheap deal on adifferent slf, she passed the Black Cat White Cat bar, where she
saw the notice in the window and insde found the barkeep standing in the usua trance behind the zinc
counter.

"Do you redly want to sall this place?"

Liv Hula, who had spent the morning wiping arcsin adecade's dirt and the afternoon in bed, yawned and
sad, "Itisn't much.”

"] seethat.”
"For instance, that wall was whitewhen | came here.”

Edith tuned out. She closed her eyes, so that when she opened them again they would be adjusted to the
gloom. Thefirg thing she saw wasthe light running like water over black floorboards, reflecting off the



bottles behind the bar, seeping into the plastered wall, which remained yellow despite the barkeep's
efforts. She saw the mismatched tables of different heights with their chrome legs and chipped marble
tops; and above them, up in the ceiling corners, the cobwebby mass of shadow operators. She saw the
wet cloth on the zinc bar. There were two or three customers at tables but she could tune them out
too—she could see that there were times of day when dmost no one cameinto Black Cat White Cat
because it wastoo late to eat and too early to get bagged. She went to the window and looked up and
down Straint Street, which for amoment she visualised as anew Globe Town: after Edith started her
busi ness people would come home a night to live there, or at least visit for more than just amakeover.
That wasn't quiteit, though. That wasn't what you wanted from abar. Nevertheess she said:

"You know whét | see here?'

mWhat "

"Nothing yet. But | hear music. That'sthething | hear."
"Can | get you adrink?' Liv asked.

Edith said she could. She could makeit rum. ™Y ou can makeit rocks." She put half the drink down her in
one brisk move, then leaned on the bar. "At any time," she felt bound to point out, "you could have had
the shadow operators clean the wdls for you."

"It wouldn't seem authentic.”
"I'll never be sentimentd that way," promised Edith.

Between them they contemplated the implications of thisform of words. Eventudly, Liv sad, "Maybe
you don't remember me. Y ou were here before." This received no response. "'l was sorry,” she pressed,
"about what happened with you and Vic."

"] don't think about him," warned Edith.

They talked another five minutesin the same fashion, during which Liv's beach bunny came downgtairs
and smiled shyly at Edith. "Hey," he said. He poured himself aglass of tapwater, put hisarm round Liv's
wais while he drank it thirgtily and wandered off to stand in the doorway where theillumination danting in
from the street could show off hislegs through the calf-length unbleached linen pants he wore. Liv made
more drinks. Then Edith asked what Liv wanted for the bar, and Liv told her, adding, "Thereis
accommodation upgtairs. Though the plumbing is not complete at the moment.”

"Thisisagood ded for me" Edith said, after some thought.
"Y ou could movein as soon asyou liked."

"Onething," asked Edith, "does he come with it?" They laughed, and Edith counted out money on the
zinc counter, and she left, and that was how it was done. Ten minutes later, without thinking once, Emil
Bonaventure's daughter, a property devel oper with no coherent plans that would limit her increasing
sense of vison, had made her way to the site end of Straint. There she stood for along time, watching the
sunlight shift towards red—uwhich everyone knows is a measure of the speed at which things get away
from you—and thinking about Emil. It was the first time she had ever been there. She was jealous, but
puzzled too. Thiswaswhat he had enjoyed al those years. adventures in broken houses and factories,
heaps of rubble like streets bombed in awar; rusty road signslike signals from your own unconscious,
acres of empty concrete reaching away to standing waves of fog, atmospheric lensing and other forms of
optica confusion. A lot seemed to be going on there, but it was hard to make out. She could hear music,



asof afairground. Then asecond sunset gppeared, great whedling bars of light flashing aternately purple
and green like a cartoon drawing.

"Do you expect meto bdievethat?' Edith said.

After Edith Bonaventureleft, Liv felt too light for comfort. She washed glasses, just to have her handsin
warm water. She stared at the money on the bar. Then she counted it again. She sheafed it up into two
piles, carried the larger pile over to one of the corner tables and placed it carefully on the tabletop.

"Sonow | amdl theway in," shetold Antoyne Messner.

Antoynetook histurn at counting the money. When he had finished, he didn't look as pleased as she
expected.

"Hey, it'sred," she assured him.
Heknew it wasred, he said.
"Then is something the matter, Antoyne?'

He'd come around every afternoon since they looked at the ship together, sometimes with the Monaon
hisarm, sometimes without; but it wasn't like the old days when he caned it night after night with Vic
Serotonin. Antoyne said less than he used to; and if his mood was generally more stable and energetic,
hislows arrived lower. He drank more. His legther flight jacket grew shabby, his chinos oil-stained. He
was adways on did-up, saying something like, "Jesus Christ, Andrei, thiswas supposed to be afavour.”
Now heturned sideways on his chair and looked away from Liv for afew momentsto compose himself.
Helooked back, and toyed with his glass, which had a quarter of an inch of his cocktail left init.
However low that drink got in aglass, however often you swirled it around, smart molecules built into the
mixer ensured it was still made up of precise pink and yellow layers. The planets where Antoyne had
gpent histime, that was the height of sophistication. He drank it and made aface.

"l can't fly no more," he admitted. "1 was going to tell you al dong.”

He thought about when he rode the Dynaflow ships, and dl the places he saw then, and the things he saw
on them. Gay Lung, Ambo Danse, Waitrose Two and the Thousand Suns: he had scattered himself like
easy money across the Beach stars and down into Radio Bay. He had gone deep in those days. Surfed
the Alcubiere warp. Owned one rocket after another; for want of imagination he caled them al the Kino
Chicken. Smuggled this and that. Kept one step ahead of both EM C and the rogue code from his own
navigational systems. But in the end hefailed at looking after himsdlf, which men like Antoyne often do,
and on Santa Muerte inhaled something that deviated both his septum and his sense of where things
were. That wasit for being asky pilot. That wasit for believing yourself indestructible. What the hell, he
had aways tried to think, until he wound up in Saudade as Vic Serotonin's gopher: nothing keeps. He
was surprised to find himsef blinking when hetried to think it now.

"Hod thefed for it."

Liv Hulastudied Antoyne for aminute or two. Then she got up from the table and made him put his pilot
jacket on.

"Comewithme" shesad.

Ten minutes later they sood on Carver Fidd, in amild wind and gathering greenish twilight, with the Halo
gtars coming out, sharp actinic points at the top of the sky, where their ship, the tubby curves of which
now gave back abargain brass glitter to the scattered halogen lights of the port, stood almost ready to



fly. Antoyne put his handsin his pockets. He shrugged.
"Sowhy arewe here?' he said.
"To enjoy thishegp of shit you had usbuy.”

Liv took his hands between both of hers. She made him look in her eyes and understand what she meant.
"Antoyne," shesaid, "l didled up Irene to meet us here. Later we can get adrink, the three of us, we can
celebrate how our liveswill soon move on from what they were. Y ou can explain these stupid
old-fashioned engines to me one more time. But for now, look up in the sky. Seethat red giant there?
That'sMcKieg, fifteen lights out. We can go there. Or we can go there, to American Polaroid. Or there,

Y ou're Worth It. We've got aship. We can go anywhere now in these million starsl™

"Do you think | don't know places?' hereplied, "or the names of them?"

"Thefirgt timeyou cameinto my bar | saw that though you had been apilot al your life, piloting was over
for you." Antoynetried to pull away from her, angry that she should express such an intuition, eveninthe
middle of an empty field where no one but Antoyne could hear; even though it was only whét everyone
knew about him aready. "l always understood that," she said. She kept his hands between hersa
moment more. Then shelet go, because it cameto her that they had aready |eft Saudade ahundred
light-years behind them anyway. When she looked up at the ship again, it was black and comforting
againg the afterglow. "In the end, Antoyne, what does it matter to you?' she said.

"Because it means| am not anyone any more."

"None of usisanyone any more. Weadl lost who we were. But we can dl be something else, and | will
be so happy to fly this rocket anywhere you suggest, even though you and Irene called it Nova Swing,
which isthe cheagpest name | ever heard.”

Antoyne stared at her, and then past her. Hiseyeslit up.
"Hey," hesad, "hereisIrene now."

Site Crime accountants had followed the money from the back office of the Club Semiramideto aroom
off Voigt Street, one of the many DeRaad bolt-holes they were rinding and closing dally.

Voigt wasfull of vehicles and flashing lights. Fire-teams had been deployed. Code jockeys worked on
the locked, reinforced door. Quarantine and Hygiene were aso in attendance, represented mainly by
midrank uniforms, exchanging precedence issues by dia-up while they waited with smulated patience for
the action to begin. It was the usua scene, except that atall, heavily tallored young woman with a
forearm datableed had overall charge of the operation. They all knew who she was, but no one trusted
her, or understood how she had advanced hersalf so far so quickly. Since the debacle out on the Lots,
they were uneasy working with Site Crime anyway, but their body language and hers confirmed they had
no choice.

The lock proved to be mechanical, which no one knew how to finesse. They blew the door off instead.

The teams went in looking confident but feeling nervous. No one wanted to befirst at the scene of abig
escape. In the event, they were too late. Something weird had happened here, but now it was over. How
you would describe it wasthis: the room stank. It was the same sméll, rank and fatty, you got ina
quarantine facility, but reduced because it had settled into the fabric—the bare floor, the bed and its foul
grey sheetslike adisordered shroud, the white wallswith their freight of dried human secretionsand
undecod-able graffiti. The room was vacant, but only just. The Site Crime people al understood this. It



was acategory of fact they were familiar with. Something had lived here until very recently, but how you
described that something—or what you understood by the term "lived"—was very much up to you. If
you had been able to stand there twenty-four hours ago, they knew, you might have seen the composite
entity formerly known as"the Weether" leave its hiding place for the last time. The door would have
unlocked itself without agency, then closed and locked itsdf again. There would have been sllence
outside, except perhagpsfor the strong, calming sound of summer rain, children laughing and running for
shdlter, the bang of adoor further down Voigt. Those sounds would have had, for a second, too sharp
an edge. The woman with the datableed checked out the graffiti. She consulted the discreet codeflows
rippling up theinside of her forearm. She shook her head thoughtfully.

"Y ou canfinish up here," shetold Hygiene.

She drove herself back to the uptown bureau at the intersection of Uniment and Poe. There sheran
nanocam footage of the other big unsolved mystery in her career.

Thisimpeccable record, assembled by the vanished detective himsalf and projected across the walls by
his shadow operators, |eft no one the wiser. In the year after the death of hiswife, Aschemann had
continued hisinvestigation of the Neon Heart murders. All the details were there. They summed to zero.
He watched, he asked questions and took names, he went by the gates of the noncorporate port and
smelled the money and the violence in the air. He went from bar to bar. (At onetime or another,” hetold
the cameras, with the impish, inturned smile his co-workers had begun to recognise, "dl brave men have
seen the sky through bars.") He had himsdlf driven to and from the Bureau every morning and afternoon
inapink Cadillac roadster, 1952. He sat in his office with hisfeet on the green tin desk, and wrote | etters
to women, and to Prima. Had he killed her? Was he the Tattoo Murderer? The fact was, the assistant
thought, he didn't know, any more than she did. All he knew was what Saudade wanted from him: that he
be a detective, and have some plan for how that worked. That year, and every year after, hewaslikea
man reassembling himsal f—not as something new, but not entirdy in hisown image ether. His sense of
guilt dated from Primals death. But his sense of discontinuity dated from marrying her in thefirst place.

"All crimes" she remembered him advising, "are crimes againg continuity—continuity of life, continuity of
ownership, systems continuity.”

Shesghed.
"Switch this off," she ordered.

Not yet midnight. It was too soon to visit the tank farm on C-Street. The office blinds were down,
admitting erraticaly pulsed strips of neon light, rose-pink and alively poisonous blue. The furniture
amelled of authentic furniture polish. Every so often the assstant said something into her dia-up. Or the
shadow operators fluttered close, murmuring, "If you could just Sgn this, dear.” Or they pulled
themselves about on the desk in front of her like grounded bats, through the jJumbled papers and stripes
of neon, hoping that she would notice them. Dataran down the insde of her arm. It was her office now.
She had amajor escape to deal with. She had operations of her own. She could wait another hour
before she made her next move. She could wait another hour after that. But she was restless and didn't
know what to do this minute. Damp winds chased wastepaper across the intersection outside, to where a
lost blonde stood in her short white dinner frock, smiling vaguely at the deserted pavement and holding
both her shoesin one hand.

*k*

Another month passed, the Nova Swing completed her refit. They had port authority approval. They had
anew paint job. They had acompany name, Bulk Haulage, thought up after hours of numb effort by



Antoyne; and a corporate mission statement which Irene discovered written on her heart, "Aimto the
Future." They had hot new upgradesin the drivetrain. Early one wet autumn day, with rain lashing across
Carver Fidd, Liv Hulaheated up the rocket engines, swalowed the pilot interface with the usua
combination of optimism and salf-disgust, and with Antoyne strgpped in the second chair, went all-out for
the parking orbit.

"Shit," she was saying five minutes|ater, her voice issuing eerily from the ship's speskers. "It works."
"lan't that something,” agreed Antoyne.

They stared out at space amoment, then at each other in wild surmise. Space! Tests on the infrastructure
showed what they aready knew. "It'satub but it actually works!" Scared and elated, anxious, yet
somehow secure in their professiondism, they scuttled for home, where they found Irene the Mona
looking pale but happy in rose-pink peda-pushers, refreshing her make-up from her little shiny red
urethane vanity case Antoyne remembered so well. " So doesit work?" she wanted to know. During the
take-off, she admitted, she sat in the administration building bar with aWhite Light sundae and didn't
even dare watch. "But | saw the flash went over everything. Youl lit up therain, | got to say that. | had my
legs crossed for you."

"l can't bdieveit works" Liv Hulasaid.

After that, they lived in the ship, dl three of them, and made frequent baby stepslikethis, little journeys
into space. Though they had their differences of viewpoint, Liv and Irene got on well together, aslong as
they could manage Antoynein their different styles. Antoyne was content to be managed. Inthe end, it
was what he was used to, athough he wouldn't admit that to the Mona. There was aways something to
talk about. Antoyne and Irene talked about their persona devel opment and aspirationa goals. Irene and
Liv talked about the importance of self-presentation. Liv and Antoyne talked about Vic Serotonin, who
had in so many senses brought about their present business venture.

"l dways got involved with people stronger than me," Antoynetold Liv. "In the end you would have to
say it was apattern. But it can work out well."

Liv shuddered.
"Peoplelike Vic are too strong for everyone around them.”

But when she repeated this opinion to Irene, it received only asniff. "Vic Serotonin was asweak aman
as| ever saw," the Mona tated firmly. "Trust me, | seen afew of them." Shelaughed. "And fucked them
al," she added, "disnduding Vic himsdf."

This conversation occurred about thirty thousand miles off-planet. Without they took her off the beach,
Antoyne said, and into the surf, everything was known about the Nova Swing that could be known. So
now they were going to switch on the Dynaflow driversfor ananosecond or two and seeif she survived
that blatant challenge to physics. But before they could do that, they had to fly through this huge
secret-looking region of derdlict shipsthey found themselvesin. Cutting arcsflared asbright aspS
engines, through asmart fog of nanotech like ionised gas. Tugs were pushing and pulling the enormous
rusty hulks about. It was aregion of activity stiretching away like ashdl round the whole planet, an
expanding wavefront a thousand, two thousand miles deep. Irene stared out the porthole. She knew
human beings alittle, she said, and that was hard enough because there were so many of them to know;
but she would never cease to be surprised about the endless wonders you saw up herein space.

"What are those things?" she whispered to herslf.



"The quarantine orbit,” Liv Hulatold her, "gets bigger every day."

**k*

Straint Street: Edith Bonaventure knocked out Liv Hulas old zinc bar and had asmall stage built where it
used to be. Thefloor was ripped up and replaced with black and whitetiles. A contractor fixed her some
wall pandls of faux mahogany in awarm burnt-orange shade. Edith dispensed with the ceiling fans and
fitted chandeliersin their place. She had anew bar manufactured from one long block of artfully melted
glass, backlit glass shelves behind.

With the change of theme she wanted light. The theme was Edith. It was dl of Edith's memorabilia, with
which she could now experience a different, much more certain, much more creetive relationship. Light
was everywhere, gilding the keyboard ivory of fifty or sixty accordionsin their del uxe presentation cases
lined with every shade of pink from salmon to neotony; glittering as off shallow water from clear resins
over maroon and ginger met-alflake finishes, spiking the corner of your eye with reflections and
interference patterns of otherworldly weirdness. There were silver buckles on every strap to catch it, and
brass-plate rocket ships craftsman-tacked to silky alien wood finishes: but chrome shooting star emblems
predominated.

"Because," Edith would explain, "that'swhat | was, inmy day."

Twice aweek she got up on stage and played tango standards to a packed house, adding curios and
margind itemsfor variety and to demondtrate the strength in depth of her technique. Some of
these—Lindiegs Alcine Rein, for instance, which wasredly a polkawritten for afive-million-year-old
instrument no one was sure how to play—grew popular in their own right. Despite the fading ads
recovered from venues dl over the Halo, which she st to fluttering round the room with news of gigs she
had played twenty years before, no one remembered her. Instead, they received her act as something
novel and surprising. This hardly mattered to Edith, to whom it seemed enough that she should rediscover
herself. Shestood dazzled in the spotlight in her straps and taps, her pipeclayed face, her
too-tight little costume, perhaps with a cowboy theme that night, and she could hardly tell hersalf from the
thirteen-year-old Accordion Kid in the hologram. She had begun to fed awkward again without the
burden of the instrument, asif perpetualy released to lean backwards from the waist. She practised new
tunesin the afternoon.

Edith was always on the premises, but she didn't keep bar. For that, she had hired Liv's ex-beach bunny,
who, it turned out, called himself Nicky Rivera because he liked that upscale brand of luggage. Nicky
was asuccessful choice. Helived quietly above the business. He fixed the sink. His people skills proved
pivotd in atracting trade. He helped out with new actstoo: Edith was picking up musiciansfrom al over
the city. Within monthsthey were crammed every night.

The crowd was new to the tango, pleased with itsalf becauseit learned so quickly when to cheer and
when to be rapt. Its sgnature was high-end cocktails, honey-coloured fur; its underwear, Nicky could
confirm, was from Uoest. It was adumming crowd, and if she hoped to gentrify the street by her efforts,
Edith could only be disappointed. But asaresult of her investment in hersdlf, the reputation of her venture
grew out beyond Straint, and even Saudade itsdlf, out into the Beach stars and across the Halo, and she
had to be content with that. Not many people get two chancesto be new. She stopped playing the gates
of the corporate port. Instead, she placed her own ads with the rickshaw companies, and later with the
tourist linesthemselves.

Sometimes the applause at the end of the evening caused her some tears. Then she would whisper, “This
encore | would like to dedicate to the one who meant most to mein thislife, Emil, my father: Le Tango
du Chat, which he particularly enjoyed,” which washow Liv Hulas bar came by its new name.



One afternoon near Christmas, Liv hersalf could be found sitting at atable with the Accordion Kid,
drinking vodka and Brilliantine, no ice. Out on Straint the chopshops were closed early. Little hard gusts
of wind ran up and down the street, driving the flurries of snow before them; whileinside, on the dusty
unlit stage, three teen sistersin sequinned one-pieces cast Sidelong glances at Nicky the barkeep, who sat
on the edge of the stage in conversation with their manager. " Sun and shade sometimes seem like equal
things" Liv heard him say. "Both, in away, kind of illuminating?'

At thisthe Accordion Kid, her sengbilities honed by thirty yearsin bars, smiled and closdly watched Liv
Hulasface.

"So now how do you likewhat | did?' shesaid.

Liv wasn't sure. It was Christmas. It was coming dark. Next day she would be out on the cusp of anew
life, arocket jockey ddivering unwaybilled cargoes to ports she didn't know on planets shewasthe last
to hear of; some of those cargoes would be more clandestine than others. Thefirst time Liv came back to
the Tango of the Cat, some weeks before, she had been ready for change, but also nervous what she
would find. When she went insde, ten years of her life tucked themsdves avay in aningtant, likethe
theoretical dimensions of long-ago cosmology. Thiswas how lifewent. A sngle moment seemed to
extend forever, then suddenly you were snapped out of it. The forward motion of time stretched
whatever rubbery glue-like substance had fixed you there until it failed cata-strophicaly. Y ou werent the
person you were before you got trapped; you weren't the person you were while you were trapped: the
mercilessthing about it, Liv discovered, wasthat you weren't someone entirely different either. Pondering
these notions, she heard hersdlf say:

"It ssemsvery successful.”
"l promised you | wouldn't be sentimental,” Edith said, and fetched Liv another drink.

They werejoined by Irene and Fat Antoyne, whosefirst timeit was at Le Tango. Anyone would have
mixed fedings, was Irene's belief, about returning to a previous stamping ground. She had forgotten, she
had to own, what Black Cat White Cat |ooked like in those past days; though it would aways stay mixed
up inapart of her life she could not find it in her heart to rgect. The fat man, meanwhile, rubbernecked
around, then fell into agame of Three Dick Hughie with Nicky the barkeep, so no one knew what he
thought. Night drew on. After afew more drinksthey left for Carver asathreesome. It was a pity, Edith
said asshewalked Liv Hulato the door, that it had been too early in the day to get an ideaof what a
good trade she did.

"Though | never knew it so dow, even a thistime."

When they had gone, calling to one another, "Hey, thissnow!" in receding voices down the street, she
picked up her instrument of choice at that time—aworn old three-row diatonic in pearlescent mint-blue,
with a contrasting bellows which reveded in its open phase the ace of hearts, or perhaps awelcoming
vulva—and played afew notes. That didn't seem to suit her. She refused another drink. She picked up
one of Emil's notebooks she dways kept by her, and leafed through it. Five o' clock, atal woman
entered the bar and sat down at atable by the door.

Thiswoman had blonde hair cropped down to nothing much, and afuck-off way of moving only the
heavily tailored can achieve. Some kind of datableed ran oriental-looking ideograms down her arm. She
parked apink 1952 Cadillac roadster at the kerb outside. Known to everyone as a police detective
operating out of what used to be called Site Crime, she was afrequent visitor at Le Tango. Y ou aso saw
her at the fights. She knew the talent, she knew their chops. She knew Straint. She would come by early
and stay late. Her order: double Black Heart rocks. She would stare around at the clientele asiif they



puzzled and amused her in equd parts. This evening she sent Nicky the barkeep away with asmilewhich
said she would probably see him again soon; then nodded over at Edith Bonaventure.

"Good book?' shesaid. "You'reawaysreading it."

It was abusy night in the end. They had a guest two-piece over from some surf bar down on the
Corniche, an old man who'd had himsalf Zipped to look like Samud Beckett, ayoung manin asuit asize
too big, keyboards and saxophone, bebop jazz, complicit, clever deconstructions of smple popular
tunes, stuff Edith didn't get, but aclear winner with the corporate clientele who came in once aweek to
hold shouted conversations and spill Giraffe beer. Threeam. it was al over. The two-piece packed itsdlf
away, took its money, melted into the night. Dry snow continued to blow up and down the street outside.
It didn't settle. After the barkeep said goodnight and went upstairs, only Edith and the police detective
remained. It worked out like that most nights. They sat at their separate tables. Every so often one of
them might look up and smile at the other, or go to the door and stare dong Straint Street towards the
event ste. A rocket from the noncorporate port cut the sky like scissors.
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