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  THE JAZZ


  prologue


  Seth Halford closed the door of his room, let the music wash over him, the molasses-voiced singer urging him to lay down his troubles while the guitar snarled and railed under it and the reinforcing synth, branding its peace a lie. It was the perfect music for his mood, exhilarated and scared all at once, and he closed his eyes for a second, letting the soaring voice pierce him to the heart. Heaven and Hell, they were called; he had both their CDs and half a dozen downloaded bootlegs, complete with club video footage, on his hard drive. But he had work to do, and he opened his eyes reluctantly. He had to make the deal tonight, while jazz on the Santees was still hot, even if his parents were home. At least he had his own account, and they should still be busy with the aftermath of the workday, the supplemental courses they designed for Continuing Education’s current best client, RCD Studios, but still, there wasn’t any time to waste.


  His room was tiny, one of the downers about the current posting, along with the constant Hollywood hassle about avoiding drugs and drink and bad jazz, so small that he’d had to move his computer set-up into the closet, and keep most of his clothes in the blanket chest at the end of the bed. Luckily, he didn’t need blankets much here, and all his mother did was shake her head at the perpetually wrinkled shirts and baggy shorts. He pulled his rolling chair over to the machine, and the motion sensor relit the screen, displaying a familiar range of icons, and a clock face, ticking down the last minutes to his appointment. Beside it was the new icon, the gold-and-silver pyramid that he’d labeled with the name of a popular game hack, and he glanced at the clock again before triggering the program. The screen filled with strands of silver like sheeting rain, and he reached quickly for his gloves and helmet, switching the view from the monitor to the helmet’s broader display. The monitor screen went blank, and then the helmet’s screen darkened, the silver rain filling the space in front of his eyes, drowning the icons of the control spaces. Then the Notes file popped into view—a preference he had to change, he reminded himself, but he scanned the ornate prose anyway, looking for reassurance. This was the ultimate text analysis program, the file proclaimed, analyzing not just text but subtext, and offering the opportunity to revise text according to the generic pattern required. Seth flicked it away, and the silver rain returned to his faceplate. In other words, he thought, the program tells you how to fit your work to whatever the form is. It was a content editor, but a hell of a lot more sophisticated than anything else he’d ever seen. And it would have to be: Testify, Genericon, Nomos, Coffeetalk, Ellsworth Blue—all the big jazz sites had turned him down, most of them without bothering to do more than an anonymous bounceback, except for Nomos, which had refused to take his connection for a week, punishment for submitting work that didn’t meet their standards. He winced at the memory, shoved it aside. At least Testify had bothered to tell him what was wrong, show him where the jazz didn’t measure up—and Tin Lizzy, who’d sent him the message, was one of the best back-tech people around, one of the people who did the sets, wrote the background code that allowed the jazz to function—but he still wanted to prove she was wrong. Back-tech wasn’t content, and he could do content. He just had to show them.


  The silver rain stopped falling, the last of it pouring out the bottom of the faceplate, and a new screen appeared, windows tiling on top of each other. The top was a schematic of the finished jazz, each page reduced to quasi-grammatical symbols, the links strongly outlined, the whole thing forming a shape like an exploding firework. The checklights and the three bars at the bottom of the virtual screen all glowed green, and he clicked on the second window to confirm the changes. This was what made it all worthwhile, all the risks he’d taken, borrowing his mother’s unrestricted password, persuading Evan to copy his favorite hacking tools, then burrowing into RCD’s systems despite all the rumors that the studio prosecuted even the most minor hackers. This one program—Orpha-Toto was its name, for reasons that remained obscure; the parent company was Orpha-Tech, and it didn’t exist anymore—was his key to the jazz, would give him the edge he needed to get hosted on the major sites.


  A chime sounded, mellow in his ear, and he reached with gloved hands into the control space, closing down the program. It folded in on itself in a final shower of silver, and the icon vanished from the main screen. He kept his jazz files hidden, or at least obscured, innocuous names tucked deep into nested directories—not that he really thought his parents would search his files, despite the PSAs that urged adults everywhere to find out what their kids were doing, but he didn’t want to rub their noses in the fact that he was doing jazz. The studios didn’t really approve of the genre, and while Continuing Education was under contract, it was probably smarter to be discreet. He touched the connection icon, leaned back in his chair as the sequence started, screens flashing past so quickly he could barely read them. At least things were fast tonight, but it was early still. He held his breath as he spiraled out into the Net, the upper part of the screen morphing to a tunnel filled with flashing lights. He recognized most of them without having to think about it, RCD’s subsidized employee services, chat sites, data banks, miscellaneous locals, and brushed them gently aside. His point of view seemed to slide forward into the tunnel, as though he was flying in a midnight snowstorm, and he concentrated on avoiding the advertising dots and the persistent tide-links that wanted to take him to their proprietary services. Most of them weren’t worth the money they charged, were good only if you didn’t know the Net, and he couldn’t repress a sneer as he batted the last one away. And then the tunnel seemed to open out into a spherical cavern—in the squashed interlink screen, the text message read, “open access achieved”—and he reached for Testify’s icon floating in the central space. It opened, flowering on a screenful of color that quickly transformed itself into a barroom. Seth took a deep breath and gave his settings a last quick look. Everything was set to suppress his identity, deflect any inquiries, and his mask was in place, substituting a generic image for his usual personas and muting his voice to something equally generic, and he made himself relax in his chair as a table appeared in front of him.


  Jazzman08 was waiting for him, as promised—for sure it was Jazzman08’s presence that brought him so quickly through the maze of Testify’s primary screens, and Seth took another careful breath. The bar looked full, but most of the figures were wallpaper, part of the scenery like the dark walls and the unoccupied stage. Jazzman08 stared at him from across the table, black-goateed under a black beret, and Seth glanced again at his own settings. He was presenting pretty much the same image, the persona set to choose the most common image in a setting and modify it only slightly, and he suppressed a nervous giggle at the thought of the two identical images bargaining across the table.


  “So,” Jazzman08 said, and Seth swallowed hard, groping for a nonchalant tone.


  “Have you reached a verdict?”


  “Yeah.” Jazzman08 took a sip of his drink, something dark in a tall glass, and Seth wished he’d thought to bring a cup into his bedroom so that he could mimic the gesture. Without a real glass to model the movement, his software tended to slip, fingers fading in and out of the image, and he ignored the shorter glass in front of him. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, Keyz, it’s not the second coming, but it’s a nice idea. We’d be interested in hosting—”


  Yes! Seth closed his teeth over the word, trying to damp down his elation. There would be a catch, there always was….


  “—assuming we approve the back-tech.”


  And there it was, the catch. Seth sighed, knowing his own work wasn’t going to be good enough to pass, not on Testify—and Evan’s probably wouldn’t, either, even if Seth had wanted to explain how he’d suddenly come up with content this sophisticated—and Jazzman08 went on.


  “In fact, we’d be willing to put you in touch with someone, if you don’t have a regular guy for it.”


  Then they did want it. Seth suppressed a yelp of sheer glee—no way would they offer him back-tech unless they really liked it—and said, “I don’t, at the moment.”


  “Then would you be willing to work with one of our regulars?”


  Seth swallowed again—Testify’s back-tech was the best on the Net, and maybe, just maybe, he would even get Tin Lizzy. She’d been decent to him when he gave her crap; it would be really nice to give her something good to work with. “Yeah, I guess so.” He was trying to sound cool, as though he did this every day, but from the amusement in Jazzman08’s voice, he knew he’d failed.


  “I’m sure somebody’ll be willing to take on the project. It’ll cut down on your profit, though—back-tech ain’t cheap.”


  “No,” Seth agreed, and over the sigh of the air-conditioning heard footsteps outside his door. Not now, he thought, and automatically muted his outgoing vocal. “Yeah?”


  “Dinner’s almost ready.” It was his father’s voice, barely muffled by the hollow door. “And we need to talk to you, Seth.”


  Shit. “I’ll be right down,” Seth answered, and waited for the footsteps to move off.


  “It’s important.”


  Seth suppressed the desire to shout at him to go away. In the helmet, Jazzman08 said, “We don’t have to talk about that until I get you somebody.”


  “I’m on the Net,” Seth said. “I’m just getting off.” He reached for the mute button, flicked it off again. “Hang on a minute, please, Jazzman.”


  He flipped it on without waiting for an answer, and heard the door open behind him. The helmet barred his view; he stared into the bar scene, glad the monitor was blanked.


  “That’s part of what we need to talk to you about,” his father said.


  “Just let me finish,” Seth said, and knew he sounded close to tears.


  There was a pause, then his father sighed. “Five minutes. Be there.”


  “I will,” Seth promised, and finally the door closed again. He took a deep breath, flicked the mute button again. “I’m sorry, something—something came up.”


  “Not a problem,” Jazzman08 said, in a tone that made it clear there was.


  Jesus, you try doing this with your parents breathing down your neck. Seth killed that answer, said again, “I apologize.”


  There was another little pause, and Jazzman08 sighed. “It’s all right. So we’ll let that ride until I have somebody to work with you?”


  “That’s fine,” Seth said.


  “Then I’ll get back to you,” Jazzman08 said.


  Seth took a careful breath, not wanting to spoil the deal. “When should I expect you?”


  “Give me a week,” Jazzman08 answered. “If you haven’t heard from me by then, drop me a line.”


  “I’ll do that,” Seth said, relieved, and imagined he heard the other smile.


  “It’s pretty good jazz, Keyz. We’re looking forward to hosting it.”


  “Thanks.” Seth hit the Escape, knowing he was being rude, and then triggered the auto-shutdown, watching the icons fold back into themselves as he lifted off the helmet. The monitor lit as he moved, showing the programs shuffling back into their standard order, and he stripped off his gloves, waiting for the final clearance. It came at last, and he toed off the power. He had less than a minute left of the five his father had given him.


  It was a lot warmer in the kitchen, partly from the stove and partly from his having let his room get so cold behind the closed door. His father pointed to the cabinet, and he went obediently to fetch the plates, setting them out on the breakfast bar in a neat row. Whatever was cooking smelled good—something spicy, maybe Cal-Mex, or something out of one of the cooking classes his mother was also editing, and he heard his stomach rumble as he poured glasses of the bottled water.


  “Smells great,” he said, and his mother managed a preoccupied smile, still stirring something in the big frying pan.


  “It’s almost done.”


  “Let’s eat out on the porch,” his father said, and Seth blinked. Normally, he was the one who asked to eat outside, and his parents who protested the heat and the occasional insect.


  “Good idea,” his mother said, too brightly, and Seth looked from one to the other, wondering what was wrong. Surely they hadn’t found out about Orpha-Toto, he’d covered his tracks too well for that. Maybe it was the jazz, they’d found out he was playing, but that didn’t seem right, either. They’d never been as paranoid about it as some of the California parents.


  “Cool,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant, and the ricemaker pinged.


  “Serve that, will you, Fred?” his mother said. “Seth, get the shredded cheese and the salsa verde.”


  Cal-Mex, then. Seth did as he was told, waiting while his mother poured the thick bean-and-onion mixture over the mounds of rice, then topped each plate as she directed. His father slid open the door that led to the deck, and Seth followed him out into the cooling evening. They’d been lucky in the housing lottery, or so everybody said, a nice two-bedroom place with a view of the hills beyond the development’s pool; the drawback was that the units to either side were bigger, occupied by studio families with two young children each. Seth glanced through the lattice that formed the shared side of the porch, seeing a scatter of toys and the hobby-truck on its side in the glare of the security lights. At least the Mendes clan seemed to have gone to bed early, and the windows on the other side were dark as well.


  “Sit down,” his father said, and Seth sat, perching uncomfortably on the bench below the outside rail.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked, and wondered if he should have pretended not to notice.


  “We’ve been put on warning,” his father said, “we as in ContEd, that someone’s been using ContEd codes to hack into some of RCD’s protected spaces. Anyone with a certain level of code is going to have to talk to the studio police. Both your mother and I have had that clearance.”


  Shit. Seth took a huge bite of the rice and beans, blinked hard as the steam scalded the roof of his mouth.


  “The codes are going to be changed—”


  “Are changed,” his mother interjected softly.


  “—but since we’ve always given you free run of the house systems, I want to know if you’ve been getting into things you shouldn’t.”


  “No.” Seth shook his head, took another, more cautious, bite of the rice and beans.


  “Seth.” That was his mother, her own plate untouched.


  “You’ve been spending an awful lot of time on the Nets,” his father said. In the bleak light from the security lamps, he looked old and stern. “What’s going on?”


  “I’m not hacking.”


  “That’s not answering the question,” his mother said, with a strained smile.


  “It is so. I’m not hacking, I’m not messing with the studio systems, or your codes.”


  His mother looked at his father, and Seth felt a stab of guilt. “We’ve never exactly hidden them. Even the cleaners know about computers these days.”


  “I suppose.” His father sighed, prodded the beans with his fork. “Are you involved in the jazz, Seth?”


  Seth hesitated, not quite sure what to say. “I read some, sure,” he said, and let his voice trail off. Neither of his parents said anything, and he shrugged again. “I mean, I know how to find the sites, some of them—everybody does.”


  “Are you playing?” his mother asked, and lifted her fork before he could answer. “No, wait, I want you to think about this. It’s important what you say. We—your stepfather and I—have been trusted with another company’s access codes. If we are in any way involved in this, not only will we personally be liable, but Continuing Education is potentially liable for any damages. If you’re involved, or if you know who might be involved in this—”


  “Like Evan Terries,” his father said, and his mother gave him a withering look.


  “Evan’s not a hacker,” Seth said, and his mother lifted her hand again.


  “If you’re involved,” she said again, “or if you know anyone who might be involved in this, the sooner you tell us, the sooner those damages can be limited.”


  Seth opened his mouth, wanting to repeat the lie, promise he wasn’t involved, but his mother shook her head.


  “Wait. I’m not finished. If you’re playing the jazz, I—we—want to know that, too. Because while we personally don’t have a tremendous problem with that, depending on content, the studio does. And they employ us. They employ the company. Now. Go ahead.”


  Seth closed his mouth, opened it again, groping for words. It was weird, weird and scary, to hear his parents like this, scarier still to think that he might have gotten them into real trouble. But he’d covered his tracks. Even if RCD had figured out that it was a ContEd code that let him in, they obviously hadn’t been able to trace it back to his account, and there were plenty of other people who had those codes. He’d have to move Orpha-Toto to secure storage—tonight, if possible—but otherwise, he was OK. He’d been careful, done everything Evan told him to, and nothing he’d been warned against. He was safe—and besides, he was on the verge of getting his jazz on Testify. Once it was up, once he’d proved he was good, not just some dumb sophomore talking big, then he could tell his parents. Then they’d know it was good jazz, the kind that helped you get into college, nothing that would get them in trouble with RCD—even if the Santees were an RCD act, his satire was kinder, cleaner, even, than a lot of the real news that was out there. But it had to get hosted before he could make that argument, and that meant keeping his mouth shut just a little while longer.


  “No,” he said, “I don’t play the jazz.”
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  one


  The Dragon Garden was upscale and crowded, black china and linen and chrome trim on the walls, and not a dragon or a flower in sight despite the name. Tin Lizzy paused by the split entrance—lounge to the right, restaurant proper to the left—and heard the dainty euro hostess announce a thirty-minute wait to a trio of suited government types. Lizzy ducked past them into the quiet lounge, dodging a euro waiter with a full tray of appetizers, and slipped into one of the empty seats at the bar. Light sparkled in its black glass depths, resolved to a nicely focused menu as the bartender slid over to take her order. She was Japanese, just about the only Asian visible in the Dragon Garden, and Lizzy matched her smile.


  “Here for dinner, or just drinks?”


  “Takeout,” Lizzy said, and glanced at the menu again. “What’s the wait like?”


  “About twenty minutes,” the bartender answered, the smile widening briefly to a conspiratorial grin, and Lizzy nodded.


  “I’ll have the special, then, and a side of fried wontons—and a Singapore sling while I wait.”


  “The special’s good tonight,” the bartender said, and turned away to key in the order. She brought the drink a moment later, ungarnished except for a chaste black straw, and Lizzy suppressed a sigh, thinking of places she’d been that served mermaids and other dazzling plastic toys with every drink.


  “Twenty minutes,” the bartender said again, and turned away to deal with a waiter’s order.


  Lizzy took a sip of her drink, glancing around the dimly lit room. It was almost empty, and even as she thought that, the hostess called a name and a group of four got up from the bar, leaving only her and a business-suited man at the long counter. He seemed oblivious, nursing a bourbon while running something on his smoke—a basketball game, it looked like—and Lizzy started to reach for her own machine. There was an access plate at her seat, but one look at the connection surcharge was enough to stop her. Obviously the Dragon Garden preferred to be a no-smoking restaurant after all.


  The trio of suits had followed her into the lounge, were sitting now at a corner table, and the bartender strutted over to take their order, round hips straining the fabric of her short black skirt. Lizzy watched out of the corner of her eye, admiring both the view and the skill with which the bartender managed her silver stiletto heels, and wasn’t surprised to see the bartender’s professional smile change to something more genuine as she turned away from the table. A performance like that deserved the inflated tip she suspected the bartender had just earned. She could practically see the businessmen’s ties curling up in salute, and saw one of them hastily stuff his green temporary pass into the pocket of his jacket. She doubted it would do any good—the rumor was that the bartender was a dyke, too— and wondered if she could turn them to her own advantage. It had been a while since she’d had a date—and tonight wouldn’t be one either, she reminded herself. She was due on Testify at nine.


  Still, maybe there’d be a chance to get a name, maybe even a phone number, and she took another sip of her drink, rehearsing possible comments. Her left sleeve had ridden up, revealing the edge of her tattoos, one strand of the holographic fiber inserted with the ink catching the light from the bar. She tugged it down, not sure if the bartender would go for something that exotic, and a pair of women burst into the lounge. The one in the lead, dark and softly pretty, looked on the verge of tears, and her tanned friend looked nervously over her shoulder as they came up to the bar.


  “Look, Vee, it’s not like he’s doing it on purpose.”


  “But he is,” the dark woman insisted. She was younger than Lizzy had thought at first, looked barely out of her teens despite the carefully sophisticated makeup. “He knows I’m doing the colors, and what does he do? Brings us to a fucking Chinese restaurant, that’s what. He’s such an asshole.”


  Oh, no. Lizzy suppressed a grimace, caught between laughter and guilt. It’s a joke, damn it, it always has been—but some people are just too stupid to get it. Once upon a time, back when she was first into the jazz, she’d written a page devoted to the color diet: the key was to eat only foods of the same color, and to adjust those colors according to the chakras, to keep yourself in perfect balance internally and externally. She’d shown it to a couple of friends, all bodies and experienced dieters; they’d howled and made suggestions and when it was perfected, she’d posted the thing to a couple of lists. The next thing she knew, there was an entire site devoted to the idea, with recipes and food lists and endless terrifying testimonials to the diet, explaining how the colors had changed their lives and made them happier, saner, richer, sexier. She’d tried talking to the site’s owner, an otherwise sane, responsible programmer from Minnesota, but the woman had refused to believe she’d written it. When she’d collected the evidence—original files complete with time stamps, copies of correspondence, everything Lizzy could think of that might convince her it was only jazz—the programmer had waved it away. Whatever the intention had been, she said, the results spoke for themselves.


  “Then you got to break up with him,” the other woman said.


  “I don’t want to break up with him,” Vee said. “I just want him to stop being a jerk.”


  “Can I help you ladies?” That was the bartender, her wary look not quite masked by her smile. No surprise there, Lizzy thought. I wouldn’t want somebody having hysterics in my bar, either.


  “Two gin and tonics and a couple of beers,” the tan woman said, and the bartender nodded, looking at Vee.


  “You all right?”


  Vee managed a smile, nodded. “Yeah, I guess. My boyfriend’s just being a jerk.”


  “If he’s giving you trouble,” the bartender began, and Vee laughed shakily.


  “Not like that, but thank you. It’s just—look, you ever done the colors?”


  “Yeah.” The bartender’s face changed, became newly animated. “Isn’t it the greatest?”


  “Yeah, except when you’re eating Chinese—I mean, no offense, but what’s to eat if you’re on a white day?”


  “Oh, girl.” The bartender leaned forward. “Our chef‘s a genius, he’s got it all worked out. Look, you got a smoke?”


  Vee fumbled for the purse dangling at the end of its long cord, drew out a small fat smoke in a metallic blue case that matched the fabric of her shirt. She set it on the bar, tugging the built-in mini-cable to its full fluorescent length, and the bartender reached under the counter to touch a hidden keypad.


  “No charge.”


  Vee smiled back and slipped the cable into the nearest port.


  “Now.” The bartender tilted the smoke so that they could both see the tiny screen, and the tanned girl stretched onto tiptoe to see over her friend’s shoulder. “See, he’s figured out how to break down everything, and you can order by the numbers, so your boyfriend won’t hassle you.”


  “This is so cool,” Vee said, staring rapt at the screen, and Lizzy drained the last of her drink, rattling the ice. The bartender gave her an including smile, but kept her attention on the screen.


  “So for a white day, you can have the special velvet soup, he leaves out the corn and the scallions, and then rice, obviously, and then something like the white cut chicken or maybe puffed shrimp and fava beans.”


  “What about the jellyfish salad?” Lizzy asked, and all three women turned to look at her. “Sorry. Couldn’t help overhearing.”


  “That would work, too,” the bartender agreed, and Vee wrinkled her nose.


  “I’m not sure I could handle that. Are you doing the colors, too?”


  Hell, no. I just wrote the stupid thing. Lizzy shook her head.


  “Oh, you should,” Vee said, and blushed. “I mean, not that you need it or anything.”


  The look on her face said she was less sure. Lizzy sighed, remembering when she was a size six—two sizes smaller than Vee, if she was any judge, for all that she was four or five inches taller—and said, “I thought I read somewhere it was just jazz.”


  “Definitely not,” the bartender said. “There’s all kinds of proof.”


  There was an indignant note to her voice that made Lizzy glad she hadn’t tried to get the other woman’s phone number. Anyone who believed any jazz as unlikely as the colors was not someone she wanted even for one night.


  “I’ll have to try it sometime,” she said, and was glad to see a waiter emerge from the kitchen carrying one of the restaurant’s trademark black bags. She paid for her dinner, ignoring the bartender’s veiled disapproval, and headed for her elevator.


  The apartment had cooled nicely—the house system had worked for once, no brownouts to upset the timing—and she left the bag of food on the breakfast bar and went to open the long blinds, curious about the day’s weather. The lights from the other buildings made it impossible to tell if it was cloudy—even on a clear night, you couldn’t see anything less than a full moon—but she was startled by the puddles dotting the courtyard. It had been sunny that morning when she left for work, though of course she hadn’t been outside in weeks. Or was that a month or more? she wondered. There was no need to leave CC Underground, not with her job at one end of the tunnels and her apartment at the other, and plenty of shops in the mall or willing to deliver. That was one of the advantages of living here, the way that the whole city seemed to flourish underground, out of sight of the weather—one of the reasons she’d stayed, even after Sandy left. For a second she hesitated, feeling faintly guilty, then shrugged the worry away. The fountain was running, at least, which usually meant no more rain was expected. If she wanted to go out, it would at least be dry.


  She started to turn away, drawn by the savory smell of her dinner, but a movement between the buildings caught her eye. She moved closer to the window instead, to see a man and a woman, foreshortened by the angle and the height. They paused beside the fountain, and the woman tossed something into the water; they embraced, passionately, and Lizzy caught herself looking for the cameras. They had to be exhibitionists, making out like that in full view of the towers—and tourists, not to know how unlikely it was that anybody would be interested.


  She clicked on the television to check her mail, sweeping smokes aside to scroll through the messages while she unpacked her dinner. There was nothing of importance, just a note from Jazzman08 confirming the meeting at nine, and she switched to the weather channel while she ate. At least her meal was satisfyingly polychromatic; she grinned and shook her head, thinking of the women in the bar, and poured herself a glass of wine.


  She finished well before nine, and with nothing to clean up, just a single black carton of leftovers folded neatly shut and set into the almost-empty refrigerator. That left time to play, and she moved into the bedroom, switching on the computer there. Her headpiece and gloves lay on the bed, where she’d left them that morning, and she put them on, working her fingers into the stiff metal while she watched her system come to life in the darkened glasses. The gloves warmed rapidly, unfocused feedback tingling against her skin, then the internal menu appeared and the sensations stopped abruptly. She reached for the menu, watching the shadow of her hand slide over the points of light, feedback pulsing from each one, until she found the one that was almost hot and as sharp as a pinprick against her fingertip. She selected it, the pinprick dissolving as her fingers closed on it, and in her glasses a new menu burst into view, bright as a firework. She let the automated routines handle the passwords, presenting the comfortable Tin Lizzy persona she generally used on Testify, and then, quite suddenly, she was falling through the neon night of her own Bourbon Street. It wasn’t much like the real thing—no drunks vomiting on their shoes, no skinny addicts lurking in the shadows, no police copters sweeping lights across the alleys. She had kept only the houses, with their wrought-iron gates like lace hiding secret gardens and green parlors, that and the splashing light as a door opened far away, and the music floating almost too faint to be heard. At the moment, she had the scene to herself, except for her own creations: an old man nodded from the doorway of the corner store, a knowing smile creasing his face, and a woman leaned on her balcony, framed in flowers paler than the moon. The music swelled as she passed an open door, and she glanced left to see a woman dancing in a red dress, bright as blood against the dark walls and faces and the glittering steel of a guitar.


  A chime sounded in her ear, overriding the music, and an icon bobbed into view, inviting her to a private conference. She started to bat it away, but then the codes registered: Jazzman08 had spotted her already. She sighed, and reached for a pull-down menu, switching herself into Testify’s bar.


  Bourbon Street dissolved, messily, colors smearing to mud, then slowly reconstituted itself as a reasonable facsimile of a smoky bar. Thrash sounded in her ears, and she turned slowly, to see the band in the corner leaning into the song, the lead guitarist snapping his head back and forth so hard that his long hair sprayed sweat in bright arcs, glittering in the stage lights. She recognized the source of the clip—a two-year-old concert video, one of Leo9’s last performances with Aggie Martino on drums—but she had to admire the way it had been integrated into the bar setting. And the way the setting had been subtly altered to match the band: the wallpaper patrons wore the usual leather and denim, but the vivi-tattoos and T-shirts all carried symbols from Leo9’s CDs. It wasn’t her work, or any hand she recognized, and she made a mental note to look up the person who’d done the back-tech on this one.


  Leo9 had always sounded better in the small spaces, where the crowd could get bleary-drunk, but that would make conversation difficult, even with Testify’s filters. She sighed, and tugged down a setting menu. It popped to life, offering a dozen different possibilities, and she hesitated for an instant before choosing cabaret. It was a good signal, showed she meant to listen—not as ironic a choice as jazz would have been, but she couldn’t stand the music. The images swam around her, long hair and leather morphing to nu-rad suits and expensive casuals, and she glanced down to see that her bottle of beer had become a long-stemmed martini. The air thickened with smoke—every third person held a cigar, a holdover from the Millennium styles of forty years ago—and she glanced over her shoulder to see a cream-skinned diva in a skintight black sheath leaning on a white piano. She was someone Lizzy knew she should recognize, a face in the jazz, a provider rather than a player, but she couldn’t remember the name until the woman started to sing. Sierra Skye had been a rising star in RCD’s music lineup, but she’d been connected to Njeri Shida somehow, and RCD had dropped her the minute Shida’s first suits were filed. Now she was reduced to realworld appearances, and the occasional clip for sites like Testify.


  Lizzy looked away, scanning the crowd—all unreal, so far, mere wallpaper—and sat down on the end of her bed. The program slid a table in front of her, complete with ashtray and crumpled bills for a tip, and she took a cautious sip of her drink. The taste of wine startled her, and she glanced under the edge of the display to remind herself that she was really holding a tumbler of cheap chardonnay, not an icy-clear martini. The air smelled faintly of incense, but it took an effort of will not to convert it to the pungent scent of the tobacco that hazed the imaginary air.


  A door opened—not quite in the far wall, but close enough—and a spotlit figure strolled toward her through the crowd. The program drew Jazzman08 as a model-boy, broad shoulders broadened by a padded suit jacket, hands casually in his pockets. Lizzy lifted her glass in greeting, and with her left hand reached to check his choice of setting. To her surprise, he’d chosen haut country, and she caught a quick glimpse of herself in a flippy skirt and mile-high hair, and Jazzman08 in tight jeans and snakeskin boots, before she dismissed the inner screen again.


  “Glad you were early,” he said, and a chair appeared as he sat down. His drink appeared as well, another martini, but he ignored it, so Lizzy couldn’t tell if it was a prop or a representation of something real. “You’ve looked at the file.”


  That was Jazzman08, always straight to business. In her earpiece, Sierra Skye began a Judy Garland song, one of the great queer-boy anthems, and the crowd morphed with it, half the women transforming into men. Lizzy ignored the effect—not one of hers—and kept her eyes on Jazzman08. “Yeah, I looked at it.”


  “And?”


  “I think it’s good.” Lizzy took another sip of her wine, the martini glass sparkling in the display.


  “Good enough for us to host?”


  Lizzy nodded, reluctantly. “Yeah. Good enough for that.”


  “So we’re all agreed,” Jazzman08 said. “It’s good enough—personally, I think it’s better than good enough, but I’ll take y’all’s word for it. So what’s the problem, Lizzy? Money? You don’t hold me up—nobody holds me up—but I could see my way to finding a bonus for working with new talent.”


  “It’s not the money,” Lizzy said. “Though if I take this job, I will hold you to that bonus, Jazzman, let me tell you. It’s just—” She hesitated, shook her head. “When did Keyz get this good? The last piece we saw, that wasn’t five months ago, and it was just OK, nothing like this. And the piece before that was so bad, I banned him for a month for putting up crap like that. I don’t trust this kind of sudden improvement—I don’t believe in it.”


  “So maybe he really put his mind to it this time,” Jazzman08 said. “For that matter, maybe it’s not the same Keyz.”


  Lizzy lifted an eyebrow behind her glasses, knew he couldn’t see the gesture, and took a deep breath, groping for the right words. “If it’s not the same person, it’s the same public account. And why would anybody pretend to be Keyz?”


  “Exactly,” Jazzman08 answered. “There’s no reason not to take this. What the hell is your problem, Lizzy?”


  “I told you. I don’t trust sudden spurts of genius.” Lizzy paused. “I’m almost certain we’re dealing with a kid, or we were—”


  “Maybe he’s not a kid,” Jazzman08 interjected. “Maybe you’re wrong, Lizzy.”


  “Maybe I am,” Lizzy said. “But if he’s not a kid, I’d really like to know how he got this good this fast. He’s got to have had help, Jazzman, and you know it.”


  There was a little pause, the music sounding in her ears, and then the song ended, the crowd fading back to a mostly straight mix with the applause. Jazzman08 sighed noisily. “The jazz is, he’s got some kind of deal—yes, some kind of helper.”


  “Great. Does this—helper—get credit?”


  “Don’t start.”


  Lizzy could almost hear his scowl. “Come on, Jazzman, you know this is important. It could be a sting, for chrissake. Copyright’s always after the jazz sites—like I need to tell you that.”


  “No.” Jazzman08 reinforced the word with a shake of his head. “I’m absolutely sure it’s not a sting—and, yeah, I know about copyright, probably better than you. Don’t try to teach me my job.”


  She’d hit a nerve. Lizzy made a face behind her glasses. “Sorry. I just don’t like silent partners.”


  “As far as I know, no credit’s required,” Jazzman08 said. “And I don’t even know for sure if there is a partner. There’s a lot of whispers, nothing solid.”


  “What kind of whispers?” Lizzy asked.


  “Jesus Christ!” Jazzman08’s hand appeared out of nowhere, slammed into the tabletop, disappearing for a second below the fuzzy surface. “What the hell does it matter?”


  “I want to know,” Lizzy answered, and after a moment Jazzman08 sighed again.


  “The jazz is: one, it’s somebody who’d been off-line for a long time, wants to get back in the game, but can’t hack the regular channels. Russ Conti’s name has been mentioned in that connection. Two, it’s a program, some kind of expert or even an artificial intelligence, but there’s not much chance of that. Three, it’s somebody else using Keyz’s name—personally, I think that’s the most likely, especially if it’s some kid.”


  “Russ Conti,” Lizzy said, startled in spite of herself, and Jazzman08 swore under his breath.


  “You know it’s not going to be Russ. He’s out of it, long gone.”


  Lizzy nodded, acknowledging the truth of that, but said anyway, “If it is Russ, Jazzman, I’m out of here. I want that up front.”


  “It’s not going to be Russ,” Jazzman08 said, through clenched teeth.


  “If it is.”


  “Whatever. Fine.”


  Lizzy nodded again, satisfied, and Jazzman08 went on.


  “Or, four, it’s one of Njeri Shida’s games. And that’s why I really want you doing the back-tech, Lizzy, just in case it’s him.”


  That was pure flattery, but Lizzy smiled, appreciating the compliment. Not that this file was Shida’s work, the jazz that came out under his name tended to be tighter, flakier, at once more pointed and more off-the-wall. This was truly clever—genuinely funny, a cute idea carried to real absurdity—but it sat squarely in the middle of the jazz tradition, if you could call anything tradition when the whole form had only existed for the last fifteen years. Shida’s stuff tended to lie on the edges, the sort of thing that people loved and hated in about equal numbers. Pretty much everybody was going to like this piece, and she doubted that would ever be Shida’s style. Not after the man had sued the biggest studio in the country to get control of his own image, not when his films for RCD had been some of the highest grossing—and stupidest—pop hits ever made. “I don’t think it’s Shida,” she said, and Jazzman08 set his glass back on the tabletop.


  “Will you do it?”


  Lizzy sighed. “Yeah. I’ll do it. And I want the bonus.”


  “You’ll get it,” Jazzman08 promised. “You got models?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then let’s talk to Keyz.”


  Before Lizzy could answer, Jazzman08’s figure flickered, winking out for an instant before the image was restored. Another door opened, still not quite in the far wall, and a slim man in an expensive suit moved through the wallpaper crowd toward their table. The image was thoroughly enhanced—one of the good commercial masks, she thought, her attention sharpening. Masks, personas, were her other speciality, the other side of the same skills that made back-tech, or, more precisely, those skills turned on a person rather than spread out to create a place. She reached for the right menu, and her probe flashed like a camera, momentarily drowning the bar in a haze of white light. She caught a quick glimpse of a shadowy shape, an extrapolation from the extremely limited input of the goggles-and-glove interface, before the bar reasserted itself, a security icon wagging its finger at her from the bottom of her screen. She saved the resulting file anyway, knowing it was probably pointless, and shifted her hand to check Keyz’ choice of interface. The second screen formed, showing her the bar remade by the beat template, transforming Keyz’ slightly too-sharp suit to a cardigan and narrow tie, dark glasses hiding the face above the model-perfect jawline. Across the table, Jazzman08’s image became angular, the suit shrinking to a black turtleneck and beret. Lizzy nodded to herself and let the screen disappear again. It wasn’t anybody’s favorite music, but it worked for this situation, let Keyz submerge his personality in a format that had no realworld analog.


  “Keyz,” Jazzman08 said, and a chair appeared for him to join them. “This is Tin Lizzy—you’ll know her work, she’s one of the best back-tech guys around. The best around.”


  “Hi.” The voice that went with the mask was enhanced, too, but subtly, a pleasant, undistinguished tenor, and Lizzy wondered for an instant if Keyz were actually a girl. It wasn’t like a boy to choose something so unimpressive.


  “I think we’ve met,” she said, and Keyz tipped his head in ambiguous acknowledgment.


  “Now,” Jazzman08 said, and leaned forward. His hands appeared on the tabletop, wrapped in a shimmer of light, and Lizzy dragged her mind back to business.


  “As I told you earlier, we’re interested in picking up your scenario,” Jazzman08 went on, “and I’ve asked Lizzy to do back-tech and she’s agreed. The only thing now is to work out the details.”


  “Not a problem,” Keyz answered, still in the bland false voice that matched the movie-star look. It was going to become annoying after a while, Lizzy thought.


  “Let’s start with the models,” Jazzman08 said. “Lizzy?”


  Lizzy reached for the prepared files, hit the upload switch. The images blossomed just above the tabletop, her own expanded versions of Keyz’ original images. The scenario was simple enough in outline, an expose site that purported to reveal that Gwayne and DeLoy Santee, RCD’s most notorious act, were really quiet, sober men whose only scandal was that they’d been happily married fathers of five for the last ten years. Keyz’s faked photos were good, compiled, Lizzy guessed, from published shots and retro-90s ads, showing Gwayne Santee barbecuing by the pool while DeLoy played with a grinning, pigtailed toddler. The baby’s mother sat drinking iced tea beside them—a particularly nice touch, Lizzy thought, how he’d made her cute rather than pretty, wholesome-looking—while another child paddled in the bright water. She’d taken that lead and ran with it, packaging it in acid pinks and pearls, trippy and saccharine all at once, like something by the legendary Martha on a sugar high. The links and side-tech artifacts had a bizarre, handcrafted quality to them, as though they’d been made of gilded chicken bones or some other organic leftovers. She heard Keyz catch his breath and then subdue the reaction, was impressed with the way he waited, studying the files, before he answered.


  “I like this look a lot.”


  “Then you’re willing to work with it,” Jazzman08 said.


  “Yes. Absolutely.”


  “We—Testify, that is—are prepared to offer you our standard contract,” Jazzman08 said. “That’s a two-week hosting with an option for week three and a further option for a revised weeks four and five if interest warrants. For that, you get five hundred v-dollars, with a riser of one hundred v-dollars for week three and two hundred-fifty v-dollars for weeks four and five. Plus, of course, a rebate on any connect charges.”


  That was less than half what Testify would offer a known talent, less even than the deals they usually offered promising novices, and Lizzy hid a smile. He must think Keyz is a kid, all right—and it’ll be very interesting to see if he takes it. And maybe that’s what Jazzman is counting on, so he’ll find out one way or the other.


  “I heard—I understood that Testify paid double time for revisions,” Keyz said.


  “Two hundred fifty v-dollars for each week,” Jazzman08 said promptly. “Of the revisions, that is.”


  “And what would you pay in real money?” Keyz asked.


  “We don’t pay real,” Jazzman08 answered. “And you’re better off taking virtual anyway.”


  That was true up to a point, if you came from a country with a dicey currency, and if you were good at judging the money markets—but it was also true that Testify did pay in real currencies sometimes. Lizzy herself was paid in real dollars, and saw the draft cleared through her accounts before she began working.


  There was a little pause, then Keyz said, “I’ll take virtual. But if I have to do revisions, I want five hundred for them, plus the fees for the week.”


  “Not possible.” Jazzman08 shook his head. “That’d be as much as you got for writing the thing.”


  “Well, I’d be writing it again, wouldn’t I?” Keyz asked, and Jazzman08 sighed.


  “All right, we can do it this way. Five hundred for the first two weeks, another hundred for week three, then three hundred up front for the revisions and one-fifty for each subsequent week. After all, you’re not starting from scratch.”


  There was another little pause, and Lizzy wondered suddenly if Keyz’ mysterious adviser was with him right now, passing along the right move.


  “All right,” Keyz said, and despite the enhancement sounded at once nervous and excited.


  Or maybe not, Lizzy thought. This wasn’t a great deal, especially not in v-dollars—though on the other hand it was probably better to take it and get hosted on Testify, the best known of the jazz sites, than to risk the deal by annoying Jazzman08.


  “Great.” Jazzman08 laid his hand flat on the tabletop, not quite disturbing the images. “Then let’s talk a little about the tech.”


  Lizzy leaned back, remembered in time that she was sitting on her bed instead of the chair she imagined, and reached to call up a secondary screen to hold the outline of Keyz’ scenario. “What did you have in mind, Keyz?”


  She could almost hear Jazzman08’s scowl. “I think we should start with what you can reasonably provide.”


  He laid heavy stress on the word “reasonably.”


  “I’m not seeing anything too tech-heavy,” Keyz said quickly. “I’ll provide files to be cleaned up. I’m afraid I don’t have access to a full-image processor.”


  “They shouldn’t need too many changes,” Jazzman08 said. “There’s no actual editing, just cleanup.”


  Lizzy nodded, disappointed, scrolled through her file. “What about micros?”


  “I’ve noted what they should do,” Keyz answered.


  But you’ll have to write them: no wonder the kid sounded embarrassed. Players were supposed to be able to do at least some of the programming—a lot of them prided themselves on being able to do most of it, not just providing the content. For sure it isn’t Russ, if he’s got a helper: Russ would never let him get away with it. Lizzy nodded again, mentally added another five or six hundred to her fee. “I can take care of that.”


  “Then it’s settled?” Jazzman08 said. “At least for preliminaries.”


  Lizzy suppressed a sigh. “If you get me the files, I’ll build you a prototype with all the tech in place, and pass it to you for Keyz’ approval.”


  “To Jazzman—?” Keyz began, and sounded embarrassed again. “Of course. Yeah.”


  “Privacy’s important,” Jazzman08 said smoothly.


  Not to mention it keeps the talent from ganging up to cheat the host sites. Lizzy said, “You’ll have to give me”—she scrolled through the file again, calculating—”say forty-eight hours from when I get the full version.”


  “We’d like to get this up as soon as possible,” Jazzman08 said.


  “I’ll get it to you as soon as I can,” Lizzy answered. “No later than forty-eight, but not a lot sooner.”


  “All right,” Jazzman08 said. “Keyz, you have my drop address. Get me the files as soon as possible, please.”


  “I will,” Keyz said. “Um, as soon as I get the credit, please.”


  Lizzy laughed in spite of herself—maybe the kid did have somebody cuing him after all—and Jazzman08 nodded. “Of course.”


  “I’ll be waiting for it,” Keyz said, and his image abruptly vanished.


  “Well,” Lizzy began, but Jazzman08 lifted a glowing hand.


  “Hang on.”


  “You don’t think that kid’s going to try ghosting,” Lizzy said.


  “Never hurts to check,” Jazzman08 answered, and Lizzy swallowed the last of her wine.


  “OK, I think we’re clear.”


  “You still think this kid is working on his own?” Lizzy asked, and Jazzman08 rose to his feet, the chair vanishing as he moved.


  “I doubt it, but you know what? I don’t care. I want this jazz, Lizzy, and I want you to do the tech.”


  Lizzy tilted her head back. “We haven’t talked about my fee. Or that bonus.”


  “I’ll give you your usual rates, plus ten percent for working with a stranger, and another five if you have to do more than one revision,” Jazzman08 answered. “And I’ll add on an even thousand if you can get it done in twenty-four hours.”


  Lizzy hesitated. Twenty-four hours probably wasn’t nearly enough time—except that the back-tech wasn’t all that complicated. If she cut back on sleep, called in sick to her other jobs, she could probably do it. “All right. It’s a deal.”


  “Glad to hear it.” Jazzman08’s image was already receding toward a new door, though his voice didn’t seem to move. “I’ll get you the files as soon as I have them. Your clock starts when you get them.”


  He was gone before she could protest or even agree. Lizzy sighed, found the shutdown switch, and watched the bar dissolve into the darkness of the smoked glass. She set the glasses and gloves on the shelf beside the boxy miniframe, and went out into the kitchen to get herself another glass of wine. She hadn’t closed the curtains, and the lights from the apartments in the opposite tower glowed golden, a few dark shapes moving against the brightness. She watched them idly as she refilled her glass, wondering if it was an image she could use—not on this jazz, though. This jazz didn’t call for anything that subtle. She reached for the keypad beside the main door, touched the button that slid the shutters into place, wondering if Sandy had been right after all. The jazz wasn’t getting any better— but it isn’t getting worse, she told herself, and I’m not getting old. This was just a job, even if Keyz was getting help from somewhere. There was no reason to think it was anything more than just the same old jazz.


  two


  Mail filled her workshop, an explosion of brightly colored squares between her and the wall that held her tools. Lizzy stared at the symbols for a long moment, then, swearing, reached for the nearest square. It was what she’d expected, yet another message querying her about Keyz’ site, and she slapped it away with more force than was necessary. One of her new filters had failed, that much was obvious—probably from simple overload, judging by the look of the workspace—and she swore again, dragging crooked hands through the active space to conjure a virtual keyboard. A smaller screen formed in the same instant, offering command-line input, and she typed a string of commands, fingers clumsy in the gloves. The new sort parameters appeared on the screen, blinking for confirmation, and she touched the virtual button, leaning back against her pillows as the squares began to disappear. She should never have let Jazzman08 talk her into being listed as Keyz’ back-tech provider—though of course any serious player would have recognized her hand. This was one place her multiple personas didn’t help at all: it was Tin Lizzy the players wanted, not any of the dozen or so other people she’d built over the last few years.


  She sat up reluctantly as the last square vanished, leaving her with a tidy mail list of no particular importance, and brushed away keyboard and secondary screen. This whole thing was getting seriously out of hand. Maybe it was time to check out the jazz, see what the players were saying—and see what Testify was making off this particular scenario. If it was doing well, maybe she could hit Jazzman08 for a bonus, just for the annoyance value.


  She waved her hand through the lower control space, brushing aside her workshop, and reached for the access menu to select her service. She had over a dozen different accounts, set so that each of her personas had a home account, and individual access for their customized smokes, but tonight she chose one of the unenhanced accounts, one she kept for nights like this, when she wanted to lurk without attracting notice. It was low-profile, too, offering only the legally required source number without even a hardware code, and she let it launch, dropping her into a familiar staging area. The main portal rotated in front of her, the icon a spinning torus, revealing a new scene with each turn, but she ignored it, scanning the secondary logos. This was one of the easy ways into the jazz; with any luck, Testify would have a portal up tonight. Another icon slid closer, attracted by her gaze, flashing the familiar cactus logo of the Tijuana Bar and then a cascade of celebrity faces. Lizzy rolled her eyes away and saw Testify in full session, its logos almost drowned by the bright red of its nielsens. The demos flashed beside it, trumpeting a prime eighteen-to-thirty-five catch, and Lizzy’s eyebrows rose. No wonder she was getting questions, if Keyz’ scenario was drawing this much attention.


  She hesitated, then reached for a preset, touching it to drop her into the heart of the scenario. The space behind her glasses turned bright blue, icons tumbling behind the wash of color, her point of view swooping down on and into Testify, and she swallowed hard, dizzied by the movement. The preset slammed her down into the middle of the site, bypassing menus and chat rooms, and she blinked as the bright yellow and red scandal headlines formed around her.


  NEW REVELATIONS IN SANTEE SCANDAL!


  “THE TRUTH WAS WORSE THAN I THOUGHT,”


  SAYS GRIEVING FAN


  RCD Studio Spin Doctors Attempt Damage Control


  So far, there was nothing special, nothing she hadn’t put there herself, and she reached for the toggle that let her view as much of the underlying code as Testify was willing to reveal. To her surprise, instead of the lines of code, a new text screen appeared.


  :: Due to overwhelming interest in this new piece—a twelve


  :: share for Testify!—we have set up a special discussion area


  :: exclusively for this piece.


  :: If you’d like to view sections of the code, or to debate the mer-


  :: its of the presentation, just go on in.


  Lizzy’s eyebrows rose again at that. Jazzman08 should have warned her if he was going to do something like this—it was no wonder her mailboxes had overflowed. She touched the link, already guessing what she was going to see, and blinked hard as the headlines vanished, replaced by a grey background filled with blazing letters.


  :: >>>jazz is that somebody’s helping him, maybe Russ Conti


  :: >>Bullshit! Conti’s dead, or near as makes no difference. This


  :: >>Keyz is just good


  :: >The jazz I hear is that Keyz is working with a program, some


  :: >kind of expert that tells him how to get effects. It does all the


  :: >work and Keyz gets the credit.


  :: If you’re stupid enough to believe that, you’re even more of a


  :: loser than you look! Nobody’s ever written a program that


  :: could do that complex an assist.


  Below the message, a new icon blinked steadily, offering live chat. Lizzy shook her head, hesitating—the last thing she needed was to be dragged into this—and a new message popped into view.


  :: >If you’re stupid enough to believe that, you’re even more of a


  :: >loser than you look! Nobody’s ever written a program that


  :: >could do that complex an assist.


  :: Apparently you’re an ignorant asshole. Orfanos’s research from


  :: ’30 on proves that AI complexity is not needed to produce these


  :: effects. It’s very possible that this Keyz person is using a pro-


  :: gram built from that research—if indeed he isn’t the program


  :: himself.


  Lizzy laughed aloud at that, wondering if Keyz would be angry or flattered at having been mistaken for a machine. Flattered, probably; she would have been at his age
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