
PRAISE FOR THE SILICON MAN:

––––––––
[image: image]


“A plausible, well-crafted narrative exploring cyberspace in a wholly new and very refreshing way.”

—WILLIAM GIBSON

“For the first time, a trip into the Heart of Virtual Reality with a Conrad who actually knows the territory. This fast-paced thriller set on the inter-face between Life and Immortality sends real chills down real spines.”

—TERRY BISSON

“The descriptions are terrific.”

—EDWARD BRYANT, in Locus

“In fascinating detail, Platt shows us what it would really be like to live—and breathe!—in cyberspace.”

—GREGORY BENFORD

“Full of good ideas . . . a thought-provoking, thoughtful novel.”

—THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF SCIENCE FICTION

“A well-plotted, fast-paced, and imaginative look into the future . . . a book where ideas drive the plot. Above all, Platt’s work is full of surprises.”

—WASHINGTON POST

“A compelling narrative . . . philosophically and psychologically penetrating.”

—THE NEW YORK TIMES

“The technical details seem pretty plausible . . . I enjoyed it.”

—HANS MORAVEC, robotics scientist, author of Mind Children.

“A furiously suspenseful novel.”

—A. A. ATTANASIO

The

Silicon Man

[image: image]

Charles Platt

STRANGE PARTICAL PRESS

The Silicon Man

Publishing History

First published by Bantam Spectra Special Editions, 1991

Limited hardcover edition by Tafford Publishing, 1993

Wired Books edition, 1997

Stairway Press edition, 2015

Strange Particle Press 2021

Interior design by Charles Platt

ISBN 978-1-58873-864-6

This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission.

Strange Particle Press is an imprint of Pageturner Editions LLC

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

OTHER BOOKS BY CHARLES PLATT


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


SCIENCE FICTION

The City Dwellers

Garbage World

Less than Human

Free Zone

Protektor

Planet of the Voles

ABOUT SCIENCE FICTION

Loose Canon

Dream Makers Vol. 1 & 2

SET IN PIERS ANTHONY'S WORLDS OF CHTHON 

Plasm (1987) 

Soma (1989) 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Fred Beyer taught me structured programming. He died tragically young, and I miss him still. Hal Pollenz facilitated ownership of my first desktop computer, an Ohio Scientific C4P, in 1980, with 48K RAM. Both Fred and Hal fact-checked this book when I was writing it.

Vernor Vinge was immensely helpful while I was thinking about the concepts in this book. Stanley Schmidt pointed me toward the work of Hans Moravec. Dr. Moravec kindly endorsed the final text. 

Jonathan Post advised me on the policies and procedures of aerospace contractors.

John Douglas, Robert Frenay Jr., Richard Kadrey, and Bruce Sterling read the finished manuscript and offered suggestions (Bruce’s suggestion was to strip the whole thing down and do a total rewrite).

Betsy Mitchell offered valuable advice. Nancy Weiner MD contributed medical information. Many other people helped me by discussing and disputing the concepts. I am grateful for all the assistance that I received.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

DISCLAIMER


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


The characters in the novel collected in this volume are not in anyway based on real people, living or dead. The cryonics organization featured in The Silicon Man is in no way similar to any such organization in the real world.
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At first LifeScan had been a challenge, luring her with the promise of freedom and power. Ten years later it had become an obsession, ruling her days and haunting her nights. When she lay in bed alone, restlessly seeking sleep, her mind still fretted at unsolved problems—how to obtain materials for the next phase, how to hide purchase orders, how to lay false trails and store fake data. The project had long since violated ethical guidelines and federal law; if they were found out now, it would ruin their lives. But even the prospect of prison sentences seemed trivial compared with their biggest fear—that LifeScan would be dismantled and their work would be lost. 

Each morning, muzzy from too little sleep and too many pills, she ate a breakfast of instant eggs and soy toast, thinking about it still—how to filter out noise that was corrupting the data, how to suppress vibration from the refrigeration unit, how to refine the scanning resolution of the probes. The project was like a metronome setting the rhythm of her life. 

Her name was Rosalind Finch and she worked at North Industries, a defense contractor just off the Long Beach freeway. Her laboratory was a big, bare, high-ceilinged room with beige walls and a black plastic floor, barred windows looking onto a courtyard of eucalyptus trees. The place was cluttered with monitoring and diagnostic gear in gray-painted aluminum cabinets, metal-working tools, a scanning-tunneling electron microscope, tissue samples in a large freezer, sheets of steel and bar stock, keyboards and data displays. At the center of the space, ringed by the other equipment, a Cray-12 computer stood like a small black tombstone beside a cylindrical stainless-steel tank the size of a baby’s crib. 

Tonight, like most nights, two other scientists shared the lab with her: Michael Butterworth, a tall, skinny neurophysiologist who looked down on the world around him with an enigmatic air of detachment, and Hans Voss, a Polish-born engineer and craftsman of the old school. Butterworth was something of a mystic, a dreamer who once told her he’d chosen his vocation after a two-hour stint of meditation followed by a session with the I Ching. By contrast, Voss was a little old man with a pink bald head rimmed by wisps of white hair. He was shy and unimposing, yet he had a special rapport with machinery. To Rosalind it almost seemed as if systems sensed his authority and surrendered to his special, gentle touch. 

This, of course, was irrational nonsense. But the longer she spent in the lab, the more each piece of equipment seemed to acquire a personality, filling the void that friends had once occupied in her life. Often she found herself talking to the hardware—praising it for performing correctly, or denouncing it for defying her. 

Strange behavior for someone who believed in the scientific method, and yet as the months passed she was growing more and more superstitious. If she sensed there were bad omens, she’d cancel a test-run without hesitation. Her burden of responsibility had grown so heavy, the only way she could deal with it was by going with her gut feelings. 

Tonight—a warm spring California night—the omens felt good. She waited beside the stainless-steel tank, a tall woman in her early thirties with alert gray eyes, black hair pulled severely back. Her self-control and her formal posture—the product of a venerable East Coast finishing school—allowed no clue to her inner anxieties. 

She waited, and Hans Voss waited with her. Butterworth got ready for the run, settling into his seat at the control desk, his head hidden beneath the black hemisphere of a viewing hood, his hands inside metal gauntlets lined with pressure and motion sensors. 

“Ready,” he said finally. 

Rosalind pressed the on-button of her log unit. It hung on her hip, functioning like an airplane’s flight recorder, tracking the real-time status of thousands of components. Company policy specified that archival facilities in the basement were the correct place to store this kind of data, but LifeScan’s experimental results had long since been taken off the official record. 

“Looks okay,” said Butterworth. “I’m starting the peel.” 

Rosalind stared through the observation panel in the side of the tank. It was cold in there—minus 130 degrees Celsius—and there were tiny ice crystals on the inside of the glass. Metal clamps were holding a gray lump of tissue the size of a child’s fist, glistening in the light from two halogen lamps. The red beam of a laser scalpel flicked into life. Hundreds of gossamer-thin, gleaming probes swung down, moving so slowly, they seemed to be drifting through oil. Delicately, they touched the slick gray surface of the tissue sample, conforming to it, preparing to tease secrets from its cells. 

The laser edged forward, mimicking Butterworth’s hand movements on a microscopic scale. Carefully, it began peeling a layer of cells like skin from a plum—skin so thin, it was transparent. Metal clips like tiny clothespins lifted the peel and a second set of probes started exploring its underside, digitizing the information and transmitting it from the tank along a wrist-thick cable to the Cray alongside. 

Rosalind had long ago learned to suppress her expectations. This was just another test run, and it could founder like those before it. But tonight—tonight, the omens really did feel good. She stood and peered intently into the tank like a stern mother observing her child’s first attempts to walk. 

The laser completed its pass. Voss, beside her, gave a little grunt of satisfaction. “Good,” he said. But she hardly heard him; she was only aware of the gleaming red line of the laser and the clusters of whiskery probes performing arabesques. The muscles in her neck and back were rigid with tension. 

“There’s some mistracking.” Butterworth’s voice was muffled by the viewing hood but the words were clear enough. Rosalind glanced quickly at a display depicting the operation in false colors at high magnification. It showed the surface of the tissue as a landscape of rolling hills, with the probes dancing over the terrain. But one of them had fallen behind, out of step with its neighbors. It was searching dumbly from side to side, moving like a blind man’s cane. 

She let out her pent-up breath in a groan of anger and frustration. She hit the off-button of her log unit. “Damn it, Mike!” 

The laser winked out and the probes slowly retracted. Butterworth pulled back from the hood and withdrew his wrists from the gauntlets. He sat there for a moment, restlessly flexing his fingers like a synth musician whose solo performance had been aborted by a loose connector. He gave Rosalind a faint, ironic smile. “Too bad,” he said. 

“There has to be some dumb little thing that we missed.” The omens weren’t good any more; that had been an illusion, a deception, and she felt betrayed, determined to find out how or why the hardware had conspired against her. She turned to Voss. “Hans—” 

“Is not the stepping motors.” He hunched his shoulders as if bracing himself for bad weather. “We do not strip them again, okay?” Even though he was twice her age, he looked like a kid facing a school principal. 

She studied him with her steady gray eyes. “You’re really certain?” 

“I think Hans has it right,” said Butterworth, pushing back from the control desk and getting calmly to his feet, seemingly unaffected by the tension between Rosalind and Voss. He led a life influenced by Zen, and he preached fatalism—yet in his own quiet way, Rosalind sensed he was as tenacious and ambitious as she was herself. He was just better at putting a good face on it. And that annoyed her, because it meant he was outside her control. 

“So what’s the problem?” she said. “We’ve wasted three weeks, now. Three weeks, for Christ’s sake!” 

He shrugged, turning away from her. “You want to strip it down again, go right ahead.” 

It was that time of night, Rosalind realized, when it was easier to snap at him than think for herself. She tried to rein in her temper. “Am I right in thinking that both of you still believe there’s a bug in the terrain-tracking software?” 

Butterworth nodded. 

Rosalind gave a little grunt of exasperation. “Jeremy has checked that software, line by line. He’s done simulations, he’s run it under—” She paused, sensing that Butterworth wasn’t really listening. “All right. Maybe you should go upstairs and tell Jeremy to check it again.” 

Butterworth gave her a faint smile. “Nope.” 

Rosalind knew from experience, he would dig in his heels even more if she started getting aggressive. “Michael.” She switched to her softer, be-reasonable voice. “With all that we have at stake here—” 

Butterworth wandered over to the Cray. He methodically erased the persistent RAM, then started powering the system down. 

“He’s tired,” said Voss. “It is a strain, you know. We all need some rest. Even you, perhaps.” 

His concern was genuine, but she found it almost as irritating as Butterworth’s detachment. Nothing could really please her, right now, short of the equipment magically fixing itself. She felt like kicking it and screaming, why doesn’t it work? 

Butterworth finished with the Cray, picked his way across the tangle of power cables, and started shutting off servo systems under the tank. The faint whine of motors gradually died away. A vacuum pump chugged briefly, then fell silent. “You know, it’s just a matter of days,” he said laconically. “We’ve done some excellent animal scans, we’ve verified our model. All we have to do is shake out these last couple of bugs, and then—” His eyes had a distant look, as if he could already see the world that LifeScan promised to open. 

Rosalind felt her anger slowly ebbing away. He was right, she realized. It was crazy to get so worked up over this last little glitch. “All right, I’ll go upstairs and tell Jeremy you think it’s the software.” She unhooked her log unit and slid it into the pocket of her lab coat. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.” She flashed them a brief, stiff smile. “Thanks.Good night.” 



The building was silent, this late. Sometimes she would encounter a security guard checking each laboratory through the wire-glass windows in the gray steel doors, but tonight she had the hallways to herself. The quick tap-tap of her footsteps sounded loud in the stillness. 

She started up a flight of stairs to the second floor—and stopped in her tracks. She gripped the handrail, giving a little gasp as pain gripped her legs and radiated from her hips up her back. She propped herself against the wall and closed her eyes. The pain was so intense, it made thought almost impossible. 

The condition had a name—systemic lupus erythematosus—but its origins were still not understood. It was an autoimmune disorder, usually ending in renal failure. Along the way, it could cause severe arthritis. It had been diagnosed in her just over ten years ago, which was when they had told her that ten years was the median life expectancy after diagnosis. She tried as much as she could to forget that fact; but the bouts of crippling pain were getting more frequent and more severe, and sometimes, when she was tired, she feared that her muzzy-headedness might be the first sign of kidney dysfunction. 

Just a few more weeks, she thought to herself, begging one last favor from her body. After that, the work will be complete. After that, it won’t matter so much. 

She stood waiting for the stabbing sensations to diminish. She imagined how it would be to live without pain, in a future where all physical ailments were eliminated and the spirit was free. The fantasy frightened her, because she wanted it too badly. 

When she was able to, she went on up the stairs, moving slowly, tentatively, afraid of doing anything that would trigger another attack. Finally she reached the next floor and made her way to Jeremy Porter’s office. 

It was a little windowless cubicle, and since Porter had removed the fluorescent tubes from the ceiling panel, the only light came from a low-wattage bulb in a battered metal desk lamp that he’d scrounged from a thrift shop. Beyond the dim circle of yellow radiance, the room was lost in shadows. 

Cardboard boxes of hardcopy and stacks of technical magazines were scattered across the floor. The plain beige walls had been papered with a mosaic of charts listing specifications of computer components. Company-issue bookshelves had been engulfed with heaps of loose-leaf reference manuals. Once upon a time, the cubicle had been no different from all the others on this floor; but now, it had been Porterized. 

He was a rotund figure with unkempt frizzy hair and a black, bushy beard. He wore white shirts that were rumpled and stained with coffee, corduroy pants that were baggy at the seat, and he peered out at the world through antique wire-framed glasses whose lenses were never clean. When Rosalind had first started working with him she’d been exasperated to see him squinting at his computer screen through a patina of grease, and she’d gotten into the habit of wiping his glasses for him. Bit by bit, she’d found herself taking on other chores that he never seemed to notice were necessary—cooking him real meals once in a while, buying him a new pair of socks, even trimming his beard. He’d received her favors with shy, confused gratitude. Though the two of them had absolutely nothing in common beyond their dedication to their research, a bond had been created. When Porter’s landlady filed plans to turn his building into condos, Rosalind offered to let him stay in the spare room at her home. Her husband had left her the year before, and she felt she needed some company. Of course, Porter was no company at all; he seemed to have trouble remembering that she existed. Yet for some reason she actually liked having him there, and he’d stayed ever since. 

She waited in the doorway of his cubicle. He was slouched in his chair, staring at a screen full of code. His fingers rattled briefly on the keyboard and he addressed a couple of muttered commands to the system. Finally he squirmed around in his chair, blinking in the light from the hallway. “Uh, Rosalind.” He slid his fingers under his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “You were going to do another run, is that right?” 

“Right, Jeremy.” 

“Right. So, uh, how’d it turn out?” 

She walked in, pushed a couple of dirty coffee cups out of the way, and perched on the corner of his desk. It was heaped with scribbled notes, crumpled sheets, documentation, RAMcards, and unanswered memos. 

“One of the probes lost acquisition again. Mike and Hans are more convinced than ever that it has to be a software problem. They swear they’ve eliminated everything else.” 

Porter didn’t say anything. He continued staring up at her. He spent most of his life living inside the programs he wrote. Codeworld, she called it. Once, with an embarrassed smile, he’d told her he even had dreams in program language. The real world was of secondary importance; he put it on hold, in some sort of mental input buffer, till his brain found time to process the interrupts. 

Porter blinked, which was generally a sign he was coming back online. “So what exactly—” 

“Maybe you should review the event sequence.” She heard herself speaking, and she realized that she sounded brusque. Sometimes she was maternal with Jeremy, but the longer the project dragged on, the more she started talking to him as if he was a servant. 

She held out her log unit. He eyed it reluctantly, and chewed a shred of his beard. So far as he was concerned, he’d solved this problem six months ago. Finally he rummaged in the papers on his desk, found the wire he was looking for, and attached it to the unit. He turned toward his console. “System, external device, port five, upload data, encrypt, store in RAMcard, alpha-test folder, filename May 12, 2030.” He waited a few seconds for the acknowledgment, then returned the unit to her. 

“Thanks,” she said. She cleared its memory and put it back in her coat. “You know, apart from that one probe mistracking, it was—really a promising run.” 

Porter rooted around some more, pulled out a single white sheet, and handed it to her. “This isn’t so promising.” 

She saw that it was a memo from the State of California, Office of Science and Technology, Military Research Division, Department of Finance, Board of Audit and Review—part of the bureaucratic infrastructure that had been imposed on North Industries since it had been taken over by the government in 2019. Shorn of the bureaucratic vocabulary, the memo’s message was simple: management wanted to know what the LifeScan program was going to be good for. Porter had been concocting false test data for years—results that always looked vaguely promising but never amounted to anything definite. In the past, this had been sufficient. But now, someone was getting impatient. 

She stared at the paper, not really seeing it. “When did you get this?” 

“Um, this morning. Horton brought it in. He said he doesn’t think there’s much he can do this time. It’s gone too high up. There’s no way to avoid the funding review.” Porter paused as if replaying the conversation in his head, making sure he hadn’t lost any of the data. “He was also pretty pissed about the memory modules. You know, the ones that disappeared.” His voice dropped as he spoke the last word. 

She closed her eyes for a moment. 

Porter fidgeted. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “What do you think?” 

“I’m too tired to think.” She dropped the paper back on his desk. “Let’s go home. We can talk more conveniently on the way.” And they could certainly talk more safely. North Industries felt no great need to spy on personnel, but the state bureaucracy was notoriously suspicious of scientists involved in classified research. Jeremy swept his office and the lab regularly for bugs, but even so, they could never feel absolutely safe. 

“You can work on the software at home, right?” Rosalind said. 

Porter’s attention had strayed back to his computer screen. He looked up and blinked. “What’s that?” 

“The terrain-tracking software that controls the tissue probes. Don’t you want to compare it with the event sequence you uploaded from my log unit?” 

“Oh. Yes. I can do that.” He was back in Codeworld, she realized. 

“Time to power down, Jeremy.” She said it with a smile. 

He grunted. Finally, he forced a smile in return. He issued a shut-down command, took the RAMcard out of its slot, and flipped the switch. She noticed that there was a slight tremor in his fingers. It wasn’t just her, she realized; in his own way, Jeremy Porter was just as full of anticipation, and just as driven by the fear of failure. 



She drove along back streets, following one of several zig-zag routes that they’d established years ago. Freeways were out of the question; the traffic density made her too nervous. Another vehicle could be following behind, or even alongside, without her realizing it. From nearby it would be easy to detect their conversation; a laser scan of the vibrations of the car windows would be sufficient. Of course, she was paranoid to think that anyone would take so much trouble, but it was better to be paranoid than risk getting caught. 

“You know, maybe we should show them some of our real data,” Porter said as the little car moved along a residential back street. “If we told them even a little bit of what we can really do, they’d give us all the money we want.” 

Sometimes, he could be touchingly naive. “I don’t think so, Jeremy,” she said. 

The car’s motor whined and the tires thumped over pot holes in the highway. The gutters were littered with garbage, and half of the streetlights were dead. It was a run-down low-rent neighborhood, but it was close to the lab, and the rent was cheap, and the less they had to pay in everyday expenses, the more they could spend on equipment for their after-hours activities. 

“We could show them some stuff from a year ago,” Jeremy persisted. “I can fake a fault to explain why they never saw it originally.” 

“No,” she said again. “We might fool Horton, but not the board inspectors. And besides, if we let out even a hint of what LifeScan can really do, we’d have management breathing down our necks, and we’d have extra personnel assigned to the project. We’d never have a chance to—to do what we want.” 

She turned onto the street where they lived. Behind security fences, the barred windows of small suburban homes glowed yellow in the darkness. “You know,” she went on, “Horton was probably trying to tell us something by passing the memo to you at the same time he complained about the missing modules. All the lost inventory must make him look bad. If we could somehow find those modules, he might try a little harder on our behalf.” 

Porter moved uncomfortably in his seat. He looked unhappy. “We need them. We can’t give them back.” 

Rosalind parked beside her house and pulled her key-card out of the ignition. “I can go to Little Asia and trade for some new ones. Kai could probably get them.” 

He looked at her doubtfully. “I don’t know. We’ve already pushed our luck, dealing with him.” 

“True.” She paused, brooding. “So let’s leave it for now. Hold it in reserve as an option.” 



Later, they ate microwaved soy steaks while Rosalind took the mail out of the fax and Jeremy scanned program code on a portable editor. They barely noticed their bare, simple surroundings, furnished with thrift-shop chairs and drapes, as undistinctive as a cheap motel room. In the kitchen, the sink was dry and dusty and there were bags of TV-dinner dishes waiting to be taken to the recycling center. 

Rosalind came here only at night, while Porter often preferred to work at a safe house that they maintained in San Pedro. He wrote most of the software there, working through till dawn, napping intermittently on an air mattress in the glow from his computer screen. 

“I see a possible error,” he said, after a while. “I did a patch, then a second patch when we enhanced the equipment after the last animal scan. There’s a shared variable—” 

Rosalind looked up from the text in front of her. Slowly, she put the page aside. She stared at him. “But Jeremy, you absolutely swore to me—” 

“Well, I’m still not entirely sure.” He fidgeted in his chair. His voice was higher pitched than normal. “You have to understand, normally you’d have a whole team on a project this big, checking each other. The code is extremely complex.” 

“I know, Jeremy. I know. But you are now willing to agree that an error seems possible, is that right?” 

He shuffled the papers, avoiding her eyes. Finally he nodded. 

She sighed. “We spent three weeks stripping and rebuilding the hardware.” She sounded more weary than angry. It was hard to get mad at him, perhaps because he seemed so vulnerable. In any case, scolding him was pointless. It would be more likely to paralyze him than galvanize him. 

“Sorry,” he said. His expression was hidden behind his beard. 

She walked over and put her arm around his shoulders. “You’re fallible,” she said. “I know you find that hard to accept, Jeremy. But if you could accept it a little more often, it might save the rest of us some time, you know?” 

“I guess.” He nodded. 

“So.” She straightened up. “How long will it take you to find a fix?” 

“Maybe I can do it tonight. I’d better get over to San Pedro and run a full simulation.” He was restless, now, and eager to redeem himself. Zero-error mode wasn’t just a goal for Jeremy; it was a way of life. “Is the other car charged?” 

“I think so.” She handed him the key. Their second vehicle was reserved for special trips only. It was protected with the best antisurveillance equipment they knew how to devise. “Be careful, Jeremy. We can wait an extra eight hours, if you need the sleep.” 

“No, I’m fine.” He paused, doing a quick self-test. He smiled. “Fine,” he confirmed. 



Alone in her bedroom, she lay listening to intermittent traffic humming past along the street. A warm wind bent the branches of the tree outside her window, and leaves made a tapping sound against the glass. The trees should have been cut back, she realized. Another entire year had gone by—a year under the flat glare of the fluorescents at the lab, trying not to think about the passing time. On rare occasions when she stepped back and looked at her life it seemed empty and joyless, an endless series of self-imposed obligations. 

Yet that was an irrational way of seeing things. The truth was, other people’s lives were far emptier than hers. From her perspective, most humans behaved as mindlessly as cells under a microscope, jostling one another in random motion, pairing and procreating, because that was what their DNA told them to do. 

Rosalind tried to transcend those primitive emotional drives as much as she could. And yet, of course, she had human needs like anyone else. 

She ran her hands over her body, feeling its contours. She touched herself, masturbating gently at first, as she slipped into a fantasy. She imagined a baroque palace—maybe a Greek temple—in a land where the air was clean and the water was clear and platters were piled with fresh fruits, and there were dozens—hundreds?—of servants. All of them were men, half naked, clustered around her where she sat in her chair. Or was it a throne? Yes, she was their monarch; they worshipped her. Her life was pure sensual indulgence and it would last forever. 

She climaxed, then lay there in the darkness feeling embarrassed by her own imagination. She had never told anyone about her fantasies; not even her ex-husband. She wondered how she would feel if other people could actually look into her mind and see what lay there. The concept unnerved her. Better not to think about it; and so, in the afterglow of her orgasm, she drifted into sleep.

The sky was the washed-out color of a concrete highway, bright featureless gray fading to brown around the edges. The sun was near the zenith, glaring down, making James Bayley sweat under his headware and body armor. He glanced at the time displayed in sharp green numerals beside one of the microscreens inside his mask. Not yet noon; still a couple of hours for the heat to grow more intense, reverberating between the old brick buildings. 

Here in Little Asia, just a few blocks from downtown, the air always seemed heavy and rank, the photochemical smog overlaid with odors of greasy food and disinfectant. The tiny streets were packed with people—illegal immigrants, beggars, hookers, traders, tourists, hustlers, and businessmen clad in robes and privacy masks like his own. Not that Bayley himself was a businessman; he worked for the government, and his mask was merely a means to an end.

He paced the stained sidewalk, monitoring the view on his fore and aft microscreens: the shifting crowds of people, three-story buildings hidden behind a mosaic of posters and neon, wallscreens blaring sales messages in Japanese, English, Korean, and Chinese. In the street itself, teenagers were hawking tech-toys, imaging systems, sense-players, and microcomponents off market stalls improvised from planks laid across oil drums. Loud music from cheap radios in bars and tea houses mingled with the shouts of the traders. 

Bayley paused and checked his reflection in the aluminized armor-glass windows of the Chinju Merchant Bank. In his headware and flowing black robe he looked like Doctor Death. He flexed the muscles of his face. Gray plastic smiled back at him. 

The bank’s greeter, a doll-faced Korean, clasped her hands and bowed. “Good morning, sir, nice day! Open new account, sir? Safe-deposit box? No name, no ID number, sir, very private.” 

And probably a violation of federal law, Bayley thought to himself. But here in Little Asia a lot of laws were tacitly ignored. Gray-legal import-export companies did business side-by-side with pachinko parlors, tattoo emporiums, drug houses, and psychic healers. The Los Angeles Federal Center was less than half a mile away, just the other side of the freeway, and Bayley’s own office was in one of those tall glass towers. Yet Little Asia was permitted to survive in all its illicit squalor for the same reason that Hong Kong had once been tolerated by communist China: it helped to vitalize the nation’s centralized, planned economy. 
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A fat woman tried to sell Bayley barbecued soy steak off an aluminum handcart. A teenage mulatto girl started tugging at his arm, offering sex disks. He studied her face for a moment, wondering about her life—where she’d been born, who she worked for, how she would survive as she aged. 

But the address he was looking for lay just ahead, a tenement whose windows were covered with steel shutters, themselves obscured under layers of spray-paint graffiti. Green neon displayed a business name in kanji script, an English translation below: Kai’s Personal Defense Mart. 

Bayley checked his aft video. His pattern-recognition systems indicated that he wasn’t being followed, and his gut-level intuition encouraged him to believe that. He slid his hand around under his robe and loosened the 9mm automatic that he carried in a shoulder holster. Aginst the inside of his left leg, just above his ankle, was a second weapon: a miniature pistol less than a centimeter thick, containing just a single round of plastic ammunition. It was fabricated from carbon fiber to be as difficult as possible to detect, and was intended strictly for emergencies. Bayley had never had to use it, but it felt good, like a rabbit’s foot or a lucky penny. 

He went over to the tenement’s door. The wooden panels were losing their ancient coat of red paint, and had been reinforced with steel rods embedded in transparent resin. He thumbed an old-fashioned plastic bell-push and waited. 

A steel disc slid aside, a lens looked down at him, and a synth voice told him to state his business. 

“I’m here to see Mr. Kai. I’m Frank Morello. I’m a friend of Terumi Kobayashi.” 

Bolts shunted aside and the red door swung inward, powered by a motor that made a low growling noise. Bayley stepped in, feeling a little surge of adrenaline—not so much from nervousness, more from a sense of anticipation. He upped the sensitivity of his mask’s optic amplifiers and saw a narrow hallway, dusty gray floorboards, wallpaper mottled with mold. Immediately to his right was a door faced with riveted steel plate, a reinforced window in the center revealing a room beyond, yellow paint lit by naked fluorescent tubes. 

The street door shut itself behind him and he waited passively, his arms by his sides, his pulse and his breathing sounding loud inside his headware. Finally, the second door opened and he moved forward across the threshold. 

His microscreens showed glass-fronted display cases stacked to the ceiling, crammed with weapons. The opposite end of the room was blocked off by a massive wooden counter and a wall-to-wall slab of milky Lucite layered with wire mesh. A wrinkled, silver-haired Japanese man was sitting on a stool behind the barrier, peering at Bayley. He gave a perfunctory little nod. “Good morning, sir.” His voice was amplified through a cheap loudspeaker. 

“You’re Mr. Kai,” said Bayley. 

“I am Mr. Kai, yes.” He grinned, showing nicotine-stained teeth. “And you are Mr. Morello. You are referred by Miss Kobayashi.” 

Bayley glanced again at the cases full of equipment. Stunners and hunting knives; billy clubs, nunchucks, and samurai swords; gas guns, bolos, time-bombs, and ceremonial daggers—the place was a weapon freak’s wet dream. “That’s right, I’m Morello,” he said, pacing himself, deliberately taking his time. “Terumi said you could help me out.” His voice sounded alien, modified by his mask’s scrambler. 

“Ah.” The Japanese paused. His smile became stiff, as if the subject embarrassed him. “You are aware, of course, of her untimely death.” 

Bayley blinked. For a moment, time seemed to gel around him. “She’s dead?” 

“You are not aware?” 

“No.” He tried to keep his voice level. “Ah, how long ago did it happen?” 

“Six months.” The little man removed his glasses and polished them on his tie. “Two reports appear in the newsfax. And her family notify all close friends. How strange, you do not know.” 

Bayley decided to take the risk. He forced a laugh. “Come on, Kai. I saw Terumi just last week.” 

The Japanese put his glasses back on and clasped his hands. Suddenly he laughed and inclined his head as if conceding the loss of a couple of stones in a game of Go. “Please excuse, Mr. Morello. My, little story. So, you a genuine friend of Miss Kobayashi. What can I do for you?” 

Bayley let out a pent-up breath. He grunted with irritation; the little old guy had almost faked him out. “Look, I have serious business here,” he said. “I understand you’ve got something new. Some kind of electronic handgun.” 

“Stunner in display case, there? Very popular item.” 

Bayley turned and glanced it, then gestured dismissively. “The thing I’m talking about matches phase with brain activity, and blanks it. It’s a lethal weapon.” 

“Ah.” Mr. Kai paused carefully. “Of course, if such device exists, it is illegal. Not for sale even in Little Asia.” 

“Yeah, of course.” Bayley reached under his robe and pulled out a stack of metal disks rolled in oiled brown paper. He held them up so that Kai could see them through the thick Lucite barrier. 

Mr. Kai eyed the disks. “One kilo platinum?” 

“Right.” 

Kai remained silent for a long moment. “Please put there.” He nodded to a little turntable set in the surface of the counter, subdivided so that the inside half was accessible to him, while the outside was available to his customers. 

Bayley set down the coins and waited. 

Kai reached under the counter, took out a small pistol, and placed it on the inner half of the turntable. He spun it and the weapon and the coins switched places. 

Bayley picked up the gun. It was fashioned from stainless-steel plate bent into a box shape, a length of tube serving as a hand grip. The design was crude but the workmanship was good—surprisingly good. “What’s the range?” 

“Five, six meters.” Kai’s voice was dispassionate. “Please observe, grounded metal-mesh screen is complete protection to your target.” 

“Is it directional?” 

“Highly directional.” Kai had placed one of the coins in a small weighing-analysis unit and was watching the readout. He nodded to himself, and the coins disappeared somewhere under his loose-fitting tunic. 

Bayley slid the gun under his robe. “How many hits is it good for?” 

“Only one, Mr. Morello, and not rechargeable.” 

“But if I want more of these, I can come back to you?” 

Kai nodded. “I am sole source of supply.” 

“You got any more right now?” 

Kae shook his head. “Very sorry, Mr. Morello, as it happens, is last one. But it is fortunate, today I expect new shipment quite imminently.” 

Bayley wondered whether to believe him. “How about if I come back in a few hours?” 

“As you wish. It is possible, I think.” 

Bayley considered his options. He could complete his assignment right now—identify himself as an FBI agent working in the Department of Technology-Related Crime, notify Kai of his rights, and take him in. The entire transaction had been monitored on the systems in Bayley’s headware, and the recordings would be admissible as evidence. 

But something about the gun was—wrong. It wasn’t a street item. The technology was too slick. It had a pedigree. He sensed a mystery behind it, and that alone was enough to sway his judgment. 

“I’ll come back,” he said. “Thank you, Mr. Kai.” He turned toward the steel exit door. 

“My pleasure, Mr. Morello.” 



Bayley walked back into the noise, the color, the smells of the street. He pushed through a group of tourists, ducked into a tea house directly opposite, and climbed creaking wooden stairs to the upper floor. A red code started blinking in his mask’s data display as sensors detected narcotics nearby—opium smoke, probably, from private rooms on the top floor. He killed the telltale; in this part of town, the bureau had no interest in drug use. 

He sat at a small table by the window, ordered a pot of peppermint tea, and looked through grimy glass at the street below. The permissive atmosphere in Little Asia was deceptive; there were limits that all the traders understood. Lethal weapons were not the only contraband; recombinant DNA or radioactive isotopes were forbidden. 

He upped the magnification of his headware so that the entrance to Kai’s Mart filled one of the microscreens, then sat quietly, sipping his tea through a straw that fit the mouth-slot in his mask. The room was quiet, almost empty. Two pre-teens in motorcycle jackets were drinking beer laced with vodka at a table by the door, and a geisha sat watching a vidbook, glancing up occasionally, maybe waiting for her pimp. In Little Asia, early afternoon was always a slow time. 

Bayley told his headware to connect him with his home. The system at his apartment recognized the origination code and picked up. “There’s one message for you, Jim,” it said, “from Sharon.” 

His wife’s face appeared in one of the microscreens. “Hi, honey.” She smiled, making dimples. She wasn’t conventionally beautiful—her face was a little too round, her features not quite symmetrical—but there was an alive, enticing quality about her. She had bright eyes, a wide, expressive mouth, black hair in a page-boy haircut. “I’m at work. I just had my meeting. Looks like there’s some good news. I’ll tell you when you get home. Don’t be late! I love you!” And the screen blanked. 

Bayley replayed the message, then erased it. She worked in the news department at KUSA, the government-owned channel, and she’d been hoping for a promotion for months. He wondered if she’d finally got it. It was like her to tease him a little, make him wait for the facts till he got home. 

He thought of their apartment building in Granada Hills, beige stucco walls shaded by elms and jacaranda trees, flowering cactus in the courtyard, new cars in the basement garage. Compared with the grime and sleaze of Little Asia it seemed impossibly remote, a middle-class fantasy. 

A kid in gangland colors paused in the street, looked each way, then pressed Kai’s bell and disappeared inside. Bayley decided that the kid was of no interest to him. He took another sip of his tea, and he waited. 

An hour passed. More customers arrived in the tea room. He ordered sushi sandwiches—thin-sliced tuna-substitute on nutty brown bread. He widened the mouth-slot to feed himself, and waited some more. 

Finally he spotted a prospect—a slim figure striding through the crowds, moving purposefully, lugging a black fiberglas suitcase with dented corners and scuff marks down the sides. The man was wearing a blue robe, his face concealed by a mask like the one that Bayley wore. 

Bayley jumped up, hurried down the stairs to the street, then paused by a market stall as his suspect entered through Kai’s grimy red door. Time passed: one minute, two. 

Bayley waited impatiently. Finally the caped figure reemerged, still toting the suitcase. But he walked with a straighter posture, as if the case was lighter, now. Bayley started walking quickly, threading his way through the crowds till he was a couple of paces ahead of his target. 

He watched the aft screen to judge the moment precisely, then turned without warning. His shoulder caught the man high in the chest, just under his jaw. There was a muffled sound of surprise as the man staggered backward, tripped over Bayley’s foot, and fell. His suitcase tumbled free, bursting open as it hit the sidewalk. 

Bayley bent down, quickly maneuvering his mask to face his adversary. “Sorry. My fault. You okay?” As he spoke, he activated camera systems built into the headware. “Here, let me get your case.” 

“No.” The man scrambled up. 

But Bayley was already moving to the suitcase. He’d expected it to be empty, or maybe containing some cash; but inside it were ten little electronic modules packed in anti-static blisters. He glanced at them long enough to vid their serial numbers. “Hope I didn’t break anything,” he said. 

The other man seized the suitcase and snapped it shut. For a moment he confronted Bayley, mask-to-mask in the crowded alley under the hot, hazy sun. Then he strode away down the sidewalk without looking back. 

Bayley followed at a slower pace. He saw the blue cape turn the next corner, onto a main street. By the time he caught up the man was getting into a car parked in a loading zone. Bayley zoomed in on the license plate and then the vehicle was gone, receding into the mass of traffic. 



Much later, when the heat had spent itself and the land was softened with long purple shadows, Bayley drove north on the San Diego freeway, a straggler in the great commuter-convoy that flowed to and fro each working day. 

For eight years, now—ever since he’d finished college—he’d maintained basically a nine-to-five routine. But it still felt just a little odd. No matter how he tried to adapt himself to it, it never quite fit him. 

As far back as he could remember, he’d had trouble blending in. Growing up in a small town in northern California he’d been a shy, quiet kid who
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