
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Dome City Blues

Jeff Edwards

Smashwords Edition

Copyright © 1994, 2011 by Jeff Edwards


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading
this book and you did not purchase it, or if it was not purchased
for your use only, please return to Smashwords.com and purchase
your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the
author.

[image: tmp_ba5df34ed70f2b4f8a56b28d54915e33_ePhhyr_html_66273e20.jpg]

www.NavyThriller.com

ISBN-13: 978-0-9830085-8-3


Los Angeles: 2063

David Stalin was one of the best detectives in the
business, running head-to-head with data-jackers, organ thieves,
and the tech-enhanced gangs who ruled the shadowy streets of Los
Angeles. He could do no wrong, until what seemed like an easy case
got out of control, and left his wife dead among the abandoned
ruins of old LA.

After four years of self-imposed retirement, David
suddenly finds himself back on the job, struggling to unravel a
crime far worse than murder. This time, he’s not the hunter. As
he’s about to discover, the past isn’t finished with him yet.


“DOME CITY BLUES is a smart,
action-packed mystery thriller set in a future reminiscent of Blade
Runner. Edwards combines the mind-twisting surrealism of Philip K.
Dick with the hard-boiled characters of Elmore Leonard. His writing
is clean and vivid, with cliff-hanger plot twists, and an
edge-of-your-seat mystery. I can’t wait for the next
one!”

— JAK KOKE, Bestselling
author of ‘THE EDGE OF CHAOS’ and ‘THE TERMINUS
EXPERIMENT’
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“Fresh and surprising at every
turn, DOME CITY BLUES by Jeff Edwards delivers first-rate
adventure, high-thrills, and a vision of the future that will keep
you fascinated. With this book, my only advice is
enjoy!”

— GAYLE LYNDS, New York Times
bestselling author of ‘THE BOOK OF SPIES’
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“Take the intelligence of a Neal
Stephenson novel, add a heaping helping of Richard K. Morgan
kick-ass, fold in a cup or two of real world technical knowledge
and an eye in the future, and then put the result in a noir
dystopia bleak enough to make Philip K Dick and William Gibson shed
a few tears. Bake at 2000 degrees. You now have an idea of what
Jeff Edwards has in store for you in DOME CITY BLUES.”

— PATRICK HEFFERNAN,
Mysterious Galaxy Books
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“Ex-private detective David Stalin
inhabits a world you might not want to live in, but you definitely
want to visit. Whether or not you’ll survive the trip is anybody’s
guess... but you won’t stop flipping the pages until you’re done.
An impressive achievement!”

— JEFF MARIOTTE, Author of
‘THE BURNING SEASON,’ and ‘CITY UNDER THE SAND’


To Don Gerrard,

who has been waiting for this
book far too long.


When you live inside a plastic bubble,

Hidin’ from the sky.

You know that this ain’t livin’,

But you ain’t got sense to die.

The air you breathe comes from machines,

It kills your soul and steals your dreams.

And you think you might be human,

But you can’t remember why.

Rusty Parker — Dome City Blues
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CHAPTER 1
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The City Planners called it Los Angeles Urban
Environmental Enclosure 12-A. Those of us who lived there called it
the Zone. By either name, it amounted to a geodesic blister
of translucent polycarbon fused to the east side of LA Dome #12
like a Siamese twin joined at the hip. It lacked the graceful
sweeping arcs of the domes that covered the rest of the city. It
was ugly, but then it was never designed to be pretty. It was an
afterthought, thrown together after the inhabitants of East LA had
made it violently clear that they didn’t appreciate being left
outside under a sky that pissed acid rain and streamed dangerous
levels of solar ultraviolet.

I leaned against a wall and pried a Marlboro out of
a squashed pack. The lettering on the box said, “crush proof.” It
wasn’t. The box, like the cigarettes it contained, was a Brazilian
knockoff—one of a hundred offshore counterfeit brands that had
sprung into existence after the collapse of the American tobacco
industry.

I stroked the wrinkled cigarette a few times to
straighten it. It was still pretty rumpled, but it didn’t look too
mangled to be useable. I touched the tip against the black circle
of the ignition patch on the bottom of the box. It took two or
three seconds for the catalytic reaction to light the tobacco. I
took a longish drag, and blew a gout of smoke into the air.

The last rays of the sun were starting to crawl up
the tops of the buildings. Night was coming to the Zone. I watched
as it crept over the decaying structures, hiding the sandstone
texture of crumbling cement and rusting steel under a humid cloak
of shadow.

Holographic facades flickered and appeared across
the faces of most of the buildings: glamorous mirages that
concealed graffiti-covered walls behind idealized projections of
fairy tale palaces and pirate ships under sail. Here and there,
enough sunlight still filtered through to weaken the holograms,
leaving patches of drab reality visible through the bright fabric
of illusion. In a few minutes, when the sun dropped a little
farther, the holographic facades would become seamless, and the
illusion would be perfect.

Above the street, triggered by the failing light,
holosigns winked into phantom existence. Neon colored lasers woke
up and began painting nightclub logos on the underside of the
dome.

Two meters above the main entrance to Trixie’s, a
hologram of a naked woman crackled to life. The woman writhed
suggestively through a ninety-second loop of canned video data. A
glitch in the software caused the dancer’s left leg to vanish in a
smear of video static for the last few seconds of the loop. Lately,
the glitch seemed to be spreading to the upper slope of her right
breast.

Somebody tried to tell me once that the dancer was
Trixie herself, the hologram built up from video footage shot when
she was young. I’ve seen Trixie up close. I don’t think so.

When half of the cigarette was gone, I ground it
into the cracked sidewalk with my shoe and started walking
again.

The strip was still mostly deserted, people just
beginning to filter in. Four or five early-bird whores staked out
their turf. A small knot of sailors cruised the bar fronts, waiting
for the action to start. The inevitable sprinkling of tourists
wandered around goggle-eyed, too ignorant of street-level protocol
to realize that their chances of making it home safely were
dropping with the sun.

A nocturnal creature, the Zone hibernated during the
day and came to life when the sun went down. After sunset, even
LAPD Tactical didn’t venture through in less than squad
strength.

I passed a pair of muscle-punks leaning against the
carcass of a vandalized police car. They were decked out in the
severely retro fashion popular in the Zone: black jeans, Gestapo
boots, and synthleather jackets with too many zippers.

Both had peroxide white hair shaved close on the
sides, left long on the top, and combed into crests like exotic
birds. Their well-used leathers reeked of old blood and chemical
reflex boosters. They watched me closely as I walked by, predatory
eyes sizing up my potential as a target. Some signal passed between
them and they decided to leave me alone.

I crossed Santa Fe Avenue, and walked in the front
door of Falcon’s Nest. I waited a few seconds for my eyes to adjust
to the dim illumination, and then scanned the room. I was looking
for John Hershell, a friend I was supposed to be meeting for
drinks.

John and I were technically cousins on my mother’s
side, through some geometry that had been explained to me once and
then promptly forgotten. We had been buddies right up through our
teens. We’d even ended up in the Army together.

John wouldn’t be hard to spot. He was strapped into
a powered exoskeleton, compliments of a perimeter defense laser
that our squad had tangled with in Argentina. The laser had sliced
through his spinal cord, leaving his body pretty much null and void
from the chest down. Turns out, he was one of those lucky
one-in-a-million people who are allergic to the DNA modifying
retrovirus that stimulates growth of spinal ganglia.

John wasn’t here yet.

Unfortunately, Preacher was here, sitting at
the bar, and he was in full cry. I slid into the booth farthest
from his stool and signaled for my usual: Cutty Sark on the
rocks.

Preacher’s real name was Robert Treach, and he was
an expert on everything. As usual, he was talking loudly to
everyone within earshot.

“Natural selection,” he was
saying. “You can’t wipe out disease. You just can’t do it. They
tried it in the Twentieth Century, right? Antibiotics, vaccines,
miracle drugs, all that. Wiped out polio, smallpox, measles, and a
bunch of other diseases.”

Someone in his general area must have asked the
obvious question.

Preacher squeezed a swallow from his tube of beer
and shook his head. “Hell no it didn’t work. It can’t work.
Not in the long run. Nature always figures out a way to restore the
balance. When the population gets too high, natural selection kicks
in and a new disease shows up, usually something real ugly. Where
do you think AIDS came from? And then AIDS II, and AIDS III? Too
many people bumping into each other, that’s where. It’s not
healthy. Nature had to cull the herd. Worked too, didn’t it? Culled
the hell out of the human race.”

I ran his words around in my head for a second:
“Culled the hell out of the human race.” Only Preacher would
choose such a banal phrase to describe the disease that had
ultimately wiped out a third of humanity.

“It’ll happen again too,” Preacher
said. “Nature will keep on weeding out our weak bloodlines until we
wise up enough to do it ourselves.”

He downed another squirt of beer and nodded in
response to something I couldn’t hear. “That’s what I’m telling
you,” he said. “Compassion is not a pro-survival
characteristic.”

I tuned him out just as he was spouting some
nonsense about Darwin.
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Falcon’s Nest was a dark and cozy little blues bar.
As far as I knew, it was the last one left in Los Angeles, maybe
even the world. It was an anachronism, with its exposed beam
ceilings, dark Portsmouth paneling, and worn leather upholstery.
The owner, Rico Martinez, had kept it as true to the traditions of
his grandfather as possible. It remained an island of quiet sanity
in a sea of designer drinks, psycho-rock, and holo-neon.

When Rico finished pouring my drink, he shooed the
waitress away and brought it to me himself. Watching him hobble
across the room made me wish I’d sat at the bar.

His round face split into a huge grin as he slid the
drink across the mahogany table. “You’ve finished a piece, haven’t
you?”

I pushed an ice cube around the top of my scotch.
“What makes you say that?”

Rico’s grin got wider. “You bastard, you
have, haven’t you?”

It was my turn to grin.

He slapped the table. “I knew it! When do I get to
see?”

I took a sip of scotch. “I’ll probably shoot a
couple of holos tomorrow. I’ll drop you a copy in a day or
two.”

“Is this piece as good as the last
one?”

I shrugged. “You’ll have to be the judge of
that.”

Demi, the latest in a long line of temporary
waitresses, slipped up behind Rico and whispered something in his
ear.

He glanced back toward the bar and nodded. “Duty
calls, Amigo. I have thirsty customers and the booze must
flow.”

I lifted my glass and toasted him silently as he
limped back to the bar.

Rico doesn’t talk about it, but rumor says—when he
was a kid—his mother sold the musculature in his left leg to a
black market organ clinic. I don’t know if that’s true, but I’ve
seen the leg. From the knee down, it’s not much more than skin
stretched over tendon and bone.

I asked him once why he’s never gotten a muscle
graft to replace the missing tissue. But Rico had given me a sad
smile, shaken his head, and told me that you never can be sure
whether organ donors are volunteers, or victims.

Lonnie Johnson’s Low Down Saint Louis Blues
found its way out of the speakers. I took another sip of the scotch
and settled down into listening mode.

“Getting started without me,
Sarge?”

I looked up into John’s grinning face.

“You’re late,” I said. “There is
scotch to be drunk, Johnny Boy, and you are not carrying your end
of the load.”

John eased himself into the booth; the servomotors
that drove his exoskeleton bleated softly as they bent his
unresponsive lower body into a sitting position.

“A problem that can be quickly
remedied,” he said. He waved Demi over and ordered a
drink.

John wore dark colors as usual, slate gray pants and
a pleated black jacket with flyaway shoulders. The dark color
scheme was supposed to hide the narrow gray ribbing of the
exoskeleton. Under the dim lights of the bar, it almost worked; the
exoskeleton was nearly invisible.

“What’s the big news?” I
asked.

“My R&D team is getting close
to a breakthrough on the neural shunt,” he said.

The neural shunt was one of a hundred crazy schemes
that John had cooked up in his drive to free himself from the
exoskeleton. I didn’t understand most of the technical details, but
the shunt was basically an attempt to wire around the damage to
John’s spine, sort of like jumpering around a bad circuit.

It consisted of a custom-designed microchip
implanted in his frontal lobe. The chip was supposed to interpret
synaptic firings from John’s brain, and transmit the signals
through a fiber optic strand that ran down his spine to a second
chip implanted below the injury. It had been an ugly piece of
surgery, and it hadn’t really done the trick.

“You’re going to try that crap
again?”

“Of course I’m going to try it
again. That’s why I built Neuro-Tech in the first place. Owning a
medical R&D team isn’t exactly my life-long dream. If anybody
else would work on the problem for me, I’d sell the company in a
nanosecond. Until that happens, I’m going to have to keep trying
myself.”

I took a swallow of scotch and tried not to frown.
“I thought the neural shunt was a dead-end.”

John shook his head. “So did I, but my engineers
have worked up a new angle on it.”

“John, you told me yourself, every
time you power up that chip, you go into a full-blown seizure.
You’ve got to stop screwing around with your brain.”

John tapped a fingernail on the carbon laminate
ribbing of his exoskeleton. “I’ve got news for you, Sarge. My brain
is about all I’ve got left to screw around with.”

I set my glass down a little too hard. “Damn it,
John. You know what I’m talking about.”

John nodded. “I know,” he said. “And I appreciate
your concern. I honestly do. But I’m going to be okay, Sarge.
Really. This is going to work.”

I bit back the obvious comment. When it came to
getting his legs back, John’s weird projects were always ‘going to
work.’

It was his quest, his single-minded obsession. In an
age where medical technology could cure cancer, transplant organs,
and rewrite DNA, John was just about the only crippled person left.
He wanted out of that exoskeleton, and he didn’t care how many
fortunes he had to spend to get there.

“What about the seizures?” I
asked.

“We’re getting a handle on that,”
John said.

I gulped down the rest of my scotch and signaled
Demi for another.

When it came, she waved away my money and jerked her
head toward a woman in the next booth. “Already paid for,” she
said. “Your secret admirer.” Her nasal accent made it sound like
saykrit admoyra.

I glanced at the woman for a second and then felt my
eyes drawn to her again. She definitely had the goods. She was also
definitely a hooker.

Her hair was a tousled auburn mane falling well past
her shoulders. She had opaline green eyes with improbably long
lashes. Her lips were a deep glossy red, with a swollen bee-stung
look that suggested she had just climbed out of bed. The soft
prominence of her cheekbones tapered to a pointed chin.

A skintight bodysuit of dark green synlon clung to
her as if sprayed on. The fabric was photo-active, oval cells of
the material cycling to transparency, revealing her white skin in
sharp contrast to the dark green synthetic cloth.

Tiny windows of nudity drifted slowly across her
body like clouds being chased by the wind. I tried not to stare as
one of the transparent patches flowed diagonally across her rib
cage and up around the curve of her breast, revealing the
cinnamon-toast brown of her nipple.

Cinched tight around her waist was a broad black
belt with leaves of ivy embroidered in metallic green thread. Her
shoes were those impossibly high stiletto pumps that street kids
call fuck-me shoes.

She was beautiful; as beautiful as surgical
boutiques and DNA-modifying viral cultures could make her.

Beautiful. Perfect. Artificial.

“Wow,” John said softly. He tipped
his drink slightly in the woman’s direction and then took a
sip.

A second later, the woman stood beside our table.
She looked at John. “Are you David Stalin?”

John hooked a thumb in my direction. “There’s your
man...”

The woman turned toward me and held out one of my
old business cards. “I called your office,” she said, “but the
number is out of service. I tried the address on your card, but it
looks like they’ve turned that whole building into a pump shop for
commercial steroids. If you’ll tell me where you’ve moved your
office, I’ll be glad to drop by during business hours.”

Her perfume was delicate, but overtly sensual. It
must have been packed with pheromones, because it was down-loading
sexual imperatives to my reproductive system on a frequency that I
barely managed to ignore.

“I didn’t move my office,” I said.
“I closed it.”

I took another sip of scotch, and paused while it
ran down my throat. “I’m out of the business.”

John watched me, nodding his head slightly as if
encouraging me to somehow take advantage of the situation.

The woman’s shoulders slumped a little. She stared
down at the table top. “I need your help Mr. Stalin.”

“I’m sorry, Ms...”

She glanced up. “Winter,” she said. “Sonja
Winter.”

“I’m sorry Ms. Winter, but I don’t
do that kind of thing anymore.”

Her eyes were glassy, as though a tear might find
its way down those long lashes any second. “I need your help,” she
said again. “I’ve run out of options. You’re the last hope I’ve
got.”

As I stared into her eyes, I realized that her eye
shadow and lipstick were not makeup. They were tattooed on.

I cleared my throat softly. “I’m not anybody’s last
hope. There are a thousand private detectives out there that are as
good as, or better than I ever was. All you have to do to find one
is walk to the nearest public terminal and access the business
directory.”

The entire situation was right out of an old Mike
Hammer vid, but even the bizarrely cliché quality of our
conversation didn’t stop me from feeling like a totally heartless
bastard as the first tear rolled down her cheek.

“If you’ll let me tell you…” Her
voice trailed off. “If you’ll please just...
reconsider…”

“Cut her some slack,” John said.
“It might do both of you some good.”

“There’s nothing to reconsider,” I
said. “I’m out of the business, and I’m not going back.”

The woman closed her eyes for a long second. The
first tear was joined by a second, then a third.

She swallowed heavily. “It’s my brother,” she said.
“He’s been... he was murdered.”

“Then you’ve definitely got the
wrong guy for the job,” I said. “You need to call the
police.”

She opened her eyes and brushed her fingers across
her cheeks, wiping away tears. “The police know all about it,” she
said. “They’re not interested in finding the killer.”

Out of reflex, I nearly asked the only logical
question. I caught myself just in time, and shut my mouth. She was
a smart one. She was dangling the bait right in front of my lips. A
murder had been committed, and the cops had decided not to
investigate. The very idea suggested either ineptitude the part of
the police, or some kind of cover-up. What detective (or even
ex-detective) could resist finding out which?

I took a swallow of scotch. If I asked that first
question, I’d have to follow it up with another one, and then ten
more after that. Before I knew it, I’d be up to my neck in this
woman’s problems. I wanted no part of that.

John nudged me under the table.

I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. He was
nodding nearly imperceptibly, urging me to go for it.

I turned my eyes back to the woman. “I don’t know
anything about your brother,” I said, “but I’m sure the cops have
their reasons. I’m not going to second-guess them.”

The white skin of her cheeks took on the slightest
hint of pink. She swallowed, and then nodded slowly. “I’m sorry I
troubled you, Mr. Stalin. Thank you for your time.”

I nodded.

She started to turn away and then turned back. “Your
new career, do you mind if I ask what it is?”

Her voice was quiet, her carriage dignified.
Somewhere behind eye shadow tattoos and fuck-me shoes was a woman
with character.

“I’m a sculptor,” I said.
“Metals.”

A feeble smile tugged at the corners of her lips.
She dropped the old business card on the table and walked away.

When the door closed behind her, John reached across
the table and pressed his fingertips against the inside of my
wrist. His lips moved, as though he was counting under his
breath.

I stared at him. “What are you doing?”

“Checking for a pulse,” he said.
“After you let a gorgeous thing like that walk out the door,
I was afraid you might be dead.”

I tugged my arm away.

John raised his eyebrows. “You sure weren’t like
this in the old days.” He grinned. “How about that gun-ship pilot
you hooked up with in Porto Alegre? The Nordic blonde with legs up
to her neck?”

“I remember,” I said.

I picked up the business card and turned it over.
The front was iridescent silver with our old logo in blue 3-D
capitals.
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The holographic lettering seemed to float two or
three centimeters above the card. Across the back was a data strip
containing the office’s address and phone number.

I’d never liked those cards. They were too flashy
and too expensive. I’d voted for black printing on white cardboard.
Maggie had loved them, though. She’d liked the final batch best of
all, the ones where her last name had been Stalin, instead
of Carter.

John reached out for the card. I handed it to
him.

He whistled softly through his teeth. “I still can’t
believe you didn’t go for that,” he said. He read the card and then
tapped the edge of it on the top of the table three or four times.
“I’ll bet you haven’t seen one of these in a long time.”

“A long time,” I echoed. I
downed the last of the Cutty in a single gulp and called for
another.

John put his hand on my forearm. “Take it easy,
Sarge. We’ve got all night, buddy.”

When my new drink came, I closed my eyes, leaned
back into the red tucked leather upholstery, and let the voice of
Billie Holiday carry me away.


CHAPTER 2
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“David, wake up.”

I opened one eye and fought to drag the green digits
of the clock into focus. The clock won the first round, its readout
remained blurry and danced in dizzying circles.

“David, wake up. There is someone
at the door.”

I opened the other eye and rubbed them both. “Okay,
House,” I grunted. “I’m awake. What’s up?”

“There is a visitor at the front
door, identity unknown.”

I sat up and stretched, my lower back making
unpleasant popping noises. “House, give me half lighting and a
picture of our guest, uh... one-way visual, far wall, life-size, no
audio.”

The room lights slowly faded up to half brightness
and the wall across from my bed sizzled to life.

I was starting to wake up. The image on the wall
screen wasn’t nearly as hard to focus on as the clock had been. It
was the woman from the bar: Sonja something... Sonja... Winter.
Yeah, that sounded right.

The insides of my teeth felt fuzzy. “House, let me
have two-way audio, please.”

A soft chime told me that House had enabled the
connection.

I cleared my throat. “Good morning, Ms. Winter. To
what do I owe the pleasure?”

She looked directly at the camera pickup. “I need to
talk to you. Can I come in?”

I squinted at the clock again; it was a little after
noon. I climbed out of bed and stumbled toward the bathroom. “Sure,
just a minute. House, audio off.”

Again the chime.

“House, run a hot shower and start
some coffee. Scan the lady for weapons and then let her in. Oh, and
keep an eye on her.”

“Of course, David.”

The sound of the shower starting told me that House
was on top of things.
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Fifteen minutes later, I was clean and reasonably
awake.

After a stop in the kitchen to grab two cups of
coffee, I went in search of my guest. I could have asked House
where she was; he knew to within a millimeter. I preferred to find
her myself. It gave me a little extra time to think.

I knew what my uninvited visitor wanted, and I
wasn’t prepared to give it to her. I was going to have to
disappoint this woman for the second time in as many days.

I found her in the loft, examining one of my
sculptures, a hammered-iron casting of a pair of woman’s arms
reaching up through a plate of blackened steel. The iron fingers
were curled and grasping, as though the unseen woman in the
sculpture were trying to claw her way up out of some dark pit. I
called the piece The Quest for Air.

Ms. Winter was dressed more conservatively than she
had been the night before: brown slacks and a cream pullover
sweater. Gone were the porn queen shoes and pheromone perfume. Only
her eye shadow and lipstick tattoos spoiled the girl-next-door
image.

She turned around and caught me staring at her.

I handed her a cup of coffee. “I hope you like cream
and sugar.”

She took a tiny sip. “This is perfect. Thank
you.”

Her eyes swept the room, taking in the polished oak
decking and vaulted ceilings. “This place is huge.”

I nodded. “It used to be the local LA-Trans office.
We bought it for a song when they pulled the MagLev trains out of
the Zone.”

Her eyes turned back to the sculpture. “I like this.
It’s, I don’t know... dark. It sort of... broods. Is it one of your
pieces?”

“Yeah. An old one. I never have
decided if I like it.”

She reached out to touch it, glancing at me sideways
to see if I objected. She gave a little gasp of surprise when her
fingers passed through it. “Oh! It’s a hologram. But it looks so
real.”

“The projector is built into the
pedestal,” I said. “I keep the lighting soft in here, to make it
hard to see the scan lines.”

She looked around the room at the other dozen-odd
pieces. “Are the rest of them holograms too?”

I pointed. “That one’s a holo. So is that one, and
those two over there. Most of the rest are real. When I sell one, I
shoot a holo of it before I let the original go. Silly I guess, but
they almost feel like my children. I hate to let them go
entirely.”

She nodded. We stood without talking for a few
moments. It became a stalemate, each of us waiting for the other to
break the silence.

I gave in first. “How did you get Rico to give you
my address?”

She raised one eyebrow.

“Come on, Ms. Winter, the business
card you handed me is four years old, and there’s nothing in the
data strip to link me to this address. In my book, anyone good
enough to follow a trail that cold doesn’t need to hire a
detective. You got the card and my address from Rico, didn’t
you?”

She nodded. “He said you were the best.”

“Rico exaggerates,” I said. “He’s
a great guy and a damned good bartender. But that doesn’t exactly
make him an expert on the private spook business. I’m tired; I’m
out of the game, and I’m not going back. Rico knows all of
that.”

“I’ve tried other detectives,” she
said. “They think I’m crazy. Rico said you would at least give me a
chance to explain. He also said something about you needing to get
back on the horse.”

She tilted her head slightly to one side. “What do
you suppose he meant by that? I’ve never even seen a horse. They’ve
been extinct since before I was born.”

I rubbed the stubble on my chin, and realized that I
had forgotten to shave. “It’s an old cliché. It means that Rico
thinks it’s time for me to come out of retirement.”

I shook my head. “Rico is starting to sound like
John. Both of them seem to think they know what’s good for me.”

She watched me without speaking.

A good detective or attorney knows how to use
silence as a tool. Most people can’t bear more than a few seconds
of silence at a time. When conversation lags, they feel obligated
to say something, anything to fill the void. If you let them
babble long enough, they will eventually slip up and say something
they don’t want you to know. Ms. Winter would have made a good
interrogator. She remained silent long enough to put the ball back
into my court.

Once again, I found myself breaking the stalemate.
“All right, I’ll listen to whatever you have to day. But don’t get
your hopes up. I have no intention of changing my mind.”

The woman followed me into the den. I climbed into
my favorite chair, an overstuffed brown wingback from another age.
She chose the couch. I lit a cigarette and wiggled into a
comfortable slouch; it was my house and she was an uninvited guest.
I had no reason to be on my best behavior.

A plume of smoke left my lips, blossomed and then
darted toward the ceiling as House reconfigured the ventilation
system to draw my smoke away from our guest. The bastard. His
manners always had been better than mine.

Ms. Winter sat stiffly erect, as if she were afraid
that I would read something sexual into casual body language.

I settled back and took a healthy swallow of rapidly
cooling coffee. This time it was her turn to break the silence. I
wasn’t going to coax her. She had come here to tell me something.
Now she would either tell it, or she wouldn’t.

She inhaled sharply, steeling herself to say
something she didn’t want to say. The breath held for a second,
then two, then three. “My brother was Michael Winter... the
Michael Winter.”

The words came out in a rush, as if they were a bad
taste in her mouth and she wanted to spit them out.

“Obviously you expect me to know
who the Michael Winter is, or was... I believe you told me
last night that he’d been murdered. I have to confess ignorance. I
don’t have a clue who you are talking about.”

The look on her face was pure surprise. “Don’t you
watch the vid? Scan the news sites?”

I shook my head. “I stopped paying attention to that
stuff a few years ago. The stories don’t really change, just the
faces and names. What is, or was, this brother of yours? A vid
star?”

Her voice was a tense near-whisper. “A serial
killer.”

Try as I might, I couldn’t come up with a clever
response. I was still working on it when she handed me something.
It was a data chip, the flat fingernail-sized kind, like they use
in holo-cameras.

“Here,” she said. “Play this. Then
I’ll explain.”

I stood up and walked across the den to the little
Queen Anne table that held my holo-deck. The table was one of
Maggie’s many ‘discoveries.’ She’d rescued it from a dusty curio
shop in West Hollywood. It was supposedly a genuine antique, but
we’d never gotten around to having it authenticated.

The holo-deck was a fat lozenge of matte black
plastic; its streamlined profile played sharp counterpoint to the
inlaid ivory and dark wood of Maggie’s table.

I hadn’t used the deck in so long that I wasn’t even
sure if it would work. I plugged in the data chip, punched the
power button, and walked back to my chair. The air above the unit
snowed video static until I found the remote and punched the
play button.

A seedy hotel room coalesced out of the snow. The
walls were painted hot pink and the paint was peeling badly. One
entire wall and—from the looks of it—most of the ceiling, were
covered with cheap plastic mirrors. Bolted to the wall just inside
the door was a blood-scanner, the kind that used to be standard
fixtures in hotel rooms before over-the-counter AIDS III tests hit
the market.

The camera had one of those circuits that
superimposed the time and date of the recording over the image. It
appeared in the lower right hand corner of the picture in electric
blue alphanumerics. The very first time code read 11:42 p.m./14APR2063.

The scene wobbled, as though something had jarred
the camera, and then someone walked directly in front of the lens.
The image was blurry for a second as the camera’s microprocessor
compensated for the change in depth of field. When it focused, a
man was sitting on the bed. The image was poorly framed, the man
well to the left of center, as though he had miscalculated the
camera’s field of view.

He was young, perhaps twenty-five. His face was
familiar. I knew I’d never seen it before, but I had seen another
like it: Sonja Winter. Their features shared that too-perfect
quality that people like to describe as ‘aristocratic.’ I revised
my opinion of Sonja; maybe her beauty hadn’t come from surgical
boutiques after all.

The image made it hard to judge scale, but he seemed
to be about medium height, well built. His clothes looked European:
khaki slacks, too-white shirt, dark blue yachting jacket, black
leather shoes, and a matching shoestring belt with silver
buckle.

He turned toward the camera, his eyes a familiar
shade of blue-green. “I am Michael Winter,” he said. “This video
chip is my last will and testament. It is my legacy.”

He brushed at a stray lock of hair. It was a coppery
shade, lighter than his sister’s.

“You probably don’t know me. It
doesn’t matter.” He smiled, his teeth white and even. “I’m certain
that you know my work.”

He leaned forward, the image of his face growing
larger in the hologram. His features contorted, leered, as if some
malevolent creature hiding behind his eyes had decided to reveal
itself.

He pulled something out of the right pocket of his
jacket: one of those Japanese kitchen knives like they advertise on
the vid, the kind that cut polycarbon and still slice tomatoes.

Tilting the knife back and forth, he watched the
light run up and down the blade. Narrow bands of reflected silver
strobed across his face.

“I cut Kathy Armstrong’s heart out
with this,” he whispered. “Her soul made the most beautiful sound
when I set it free.”

I heard a squeak behind me. Ms. Winter’s face was
pale, sickly. Her eyes glistened as tears welled up. But she never
cried. Her brother’s ghastly recital was tearing her apart, but she
never quite let herself cry.

Obviously, she had seen the recording before, so the
contents weren’t a surprise, but that couldn’t have done much to
deaden the pain.

I took a last drag off the cigarette and stubbed the
butt out in an ashtray.

Kathy Armstrong wasn’t the only name that Michael
mentioned. Miko Otosaki... Felicia Stevens... Annette Yvonne
Laughlin... Charlene Velis... Amy Lynn Crawford... Linda Joan
Brazawski... The list continued. All teenage girls, thirteen to
fifteen years old. All dead. All butchered by a maniac who carved
open the chests of his adolescent victims and ripped out their
hearts.

Virginia Mayland... Carmen Rodrigez... Paula
Chapel... Jennifer Beth Whitney... Marlene Bayer... Christine
Clark... Tracy Lee...

Fourteen girls. Michael Winter described the death
of each in grisly detail, complete with dates and addresses. If
half his claims were true, he was a one-man slaughterhouse.

When his recitation wound to a close, he sat in
front of the camera. His breathing was ragged, his face flushed. “I
am finished now,” he whispered. “Not because I fear capture; I do
not. You could never catch me. I have seen the bridge. I
have crossed the bridge. I have touched the face of
God.”

His hand slid into the left pocket of his jacket.
“He is calling me now. I can hear him. He is close...”

The left hand reappeared, wrapped around the butt of
a large-caliber automatic pistol; it looked like a Glock.

“He is touching me now... I can
feel his angels dancing in the spaces between my atoms.” The left
hand brought the gun up level with his head, the muzzle touching
his scalp just forward of his left temple. “My work is done...” His
finger tightened visibly on the trigger. “I am
finished...”

The slug slammed his head to the side. A large chunk
of the right side of his skull blew off in a cloud of pink
mist.

I swallowed a rush of bile as I watched his head
come apart. His body fell to the bed, a marionette with its strings
cut. The gathering pool of blood showed hardly at all on the dark
red sheets. A gobbet of flesh clung to the mirrored wall for a
second and then began a leisurely slide toward the floor, trailing
a red smear.

The scene remained unchanged for about four more
minutes before the chip ran out. The last time code read
12:12 a.m./15APR2063.

I pointed the remote at the holo-deck and pressed
the off button. The image above the unit vanished as the
deck powered down.

I lit another cigarette and drew the smoke deep into
my lungs. “Let’s cover the obvious first. Are you certain that the
man in the recording is... was your brother?”

A nod. “The police compared DNA structure, dental
work, and retinal patterns. The body in that hotel room was
definitely Michael.”

“Okay. Do the times, dates and
circumstances of his confession agree with the police
files?”

Another nod.

I swirled the last of my cold coffee around the
bottom of my cup. “Is there any physical evidence, other than the
recorded confession, to link your brother to any of the
murders?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “When
the police found Michael’s body and saw the recording, they closed
the case. The files are sealed; I don’t know why.”

“Did Michael have an alibi for
any of the crimes?”

“Nothing that would stand up in
court.”

I sighed. “Okay, Ms. Winter, I’m confused here. Just
what is it that you want me to do?”

Her gaze locked with mine. “Find out the truth.
Prove that my brother was innocent. Find the real killer.”

I suddenly understood why all the PI’s thought she
was crazy. But, I had promised to hear her out.

“You said you were going to
explain,” I said. “I assume that you have some reason for thinking
that your brother was innocent.”

“Michael was with me on the eighth
of February.”

I searched my memory. “Christine Clark?” Michael
Winter had confessed to killing Christine on the afternoon of
February eighth.

“Maybe he got the dates mixed up,”
I said. “Maybe he did Christine Clark on February ninth, or
seventh.”

“Uh-uh, I checked the news sites.
They all quote the police as saying that Christine Clark died on
the eighth at about 3 p.m. Michael had breakfast in my apartment at
about 9 o’clock in the morning, and we spent the day together. He
didn’t leave until just before six that evening, when I had an
appointment with a client.”

The look in her eye dared me to react to her use of
the word client.

I tried to blow a smoke ring. The modified air
currents pulled it apart and snatched it into a vent on the
ceiling. “Are you sure about your dates? The day you spent
with Michael could have been the eighteenth, or the twenty-eighth.
Remember, we’re talking six months ago.”

“It was a Saturday,” she said. “I
do a lot of business on Saturdays. Mike usually worked Saturdays
too. When he called and asked me to spend the day with him, I had
to reschedule several appointments. There are notations in my date
book. It was most definitely the eighth of February. Harmony
remembers it as the eighth too.”

“Harmony?”

“The Artificial Intelligence that
runs my apartment.”

“Is Harmony tapped into DataNet?
If she is, there should be a time signature stamped over any
footage shot by your apartment’s security cameras. Your brother may
have an airtight alibi locked up in your AI’s data core. For one of
the murders, at least.”

“No good,” she said.

“You’re not on the
net?”

“I’m on the net all right, but my
apartment doesn’t have any video cameras. My clients tend to be
rather jealous of their privacy. All of Harmony’s interior sensors
are either infrared or Doppler sonar. Good enough to chase burglars
or keep house by, but not good enough for an ID that would stand up
in court.”

I sucked a lung full of smoke and put out the
cigarette. A crumb of tobacco stuck to the tip of my tongue. I bit
the crumb in half with my front teeth and blotted the pieces off
the end of my tongue with a finger. “Let’s say you’re right. Let’s
say that your brother was at your apartment during Christine
Clark’s murder. He still could have killed one of the others. Or
all of them.”

“You’re looking at it from the
wrong angle, Mr. Stalin. If my brother confessed, in vivid detail,
to one murder that he didn’t commit—maybe he didn’t commit
any of them.”

My stomach rumbled. It was starting to forgive me
for exposing it to Michael Winter’s suicide. It was starting to
think about breakfast.

I stood up and wandered over to one of my favorite
pieces, a tall, asymmetrical piece of twisted black grating that I
called Broken Concrete by Moonlight. “Why is it so important
to clear your brother’s name? Is there an inheritance, or are you
just interested in justice with a capitol J?”

She answered from the couch. “I admit that I have an
ulterior motive.”

I waited. My stomach growled again.

“Michael was a software engineer,”
she said, “a good one. He specialized in high-speed data
compression and retrieval. Several of the big companies tried to
seduce him into a contract, but he wanted to stay independent. He
wasn’t getting rich, but he was living pretty well.

“About four years ago, he started
having these fainting spells. I finally convinced him to see a
doctor. It turned out to be a brain tumor, and the tests showed
that it was malignant. He needed a major operation and he didn’t
have nearly enough money. I had a few marks stashed away, but
nothing like the kind of cash he needed. A big Eurocorp called
Gebhardt-Wulkan Informatik ended up fronting Mike the money. He had
to indenture himself to them for ten years. He was pretty screwed
up physically, and I guess the company execs were afraid that he
would die before they got their investment out of him. I had to
co-sign his indenture. If Michael died or skipped out, I’d have to
work off the remainder of his contract.

That’s the bottom line. If I can prove that Michael
was murdered, his life insurance will pay off his indenture. If the
official cause of death remains suicide, I end up working off the
indenture in GWI’s Leisure Department. Since their girls get paid
bottom-scale, it will probably take me about fifteen years.”

I scratched my jaw and thought about trying to crack
my neck. “So all I have to do is prove that your brother didn’t
commit the fourteen murders that he confessed to, find out who
did commit the murders, and figure out how someone murdered
Michael while making it look like a suicide. Sounds simple
enough.”

I walked toward the kitchen. “You want some
breakfast?”

She got up to follow me. “Breakfast? It’s after one
o’clock.”

“I had a late night.”

She pulled a small stack of pictures out of her
purse and handed it to me.

Most of them were trids, but a few were old
two-dimensional photographs. I thumbed through them quickly. “What
are these?” I asked.

“Just some pictures of
Mike.”

“I already know what your brother
looked like, Ms. Winter; I saw the vid.”

“That video is a fake. I don’t
know how it was done, or who did it, but my brother did not do
those things.” She pointed to the stack of pics. “The real Michael
Winter is in there, Mr. Stalin. I just wanted you to know a
little bit about him.”

She stood with her arms crossed. The look on her
face said she expected me to disagree.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll look at your
pictures.”

She exhaled and uncrossed her arms. “Will you take
the case?”

“I’ll think about it.”

“You will?”

I started rummaging through the kitchen cabinets,
looking for my favorite skillet. House knew where it was, but I
wasn’t about to ask him.

“I’m retired, Ms. Winter. Your
story intrigues me, but I really am out of the business. I
promise to give your request honest consideration, but if I decide
against taking the case, you’ll have to accept my decision.
Agreed?”

She extended her hand. I shook it. Her grip was
firm. Her hand was warm, fingers long, nails unpainted.
“Agreed.”


CHAPTER 3
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The next evening, I left the Zone and rode the
westbound Lev to Dome 15, West Hollywood.

Nexus Dreams was a specialty bar on Santa Monica
Boulevard, catering to jackers, wannabe’s, and techno-groupies.

The club’s holo-facade was a live video feed of the
street outside the front doors, pumped through a processor and
rendered in simple polygon graphics. The result was a cartoonish
video-mirror of the street scene in which all people and objects
within about fifteen meters of the bar appeared as computer
icons.

I watched my own icon grow larger as I approached
the front of the club. My head appeared as a truncated pyramid, my
body as two rectangular boxes (a short one for my pelvis, and a
taller one for my trunk) and my arms and legs were jointed
cylinders.

I walked past my polygon doppelganger, and into the
club. The decor inside was intended to suggest a jacker’s-eye view
of the DataNet: matte black floor, walls, and ceiling divided into
neat one-meter squares by low intensity florescent blue lasers. The
tables and stools were transparent acryliflex, edge-lit in bright
primary colors. Slash-rock pounded out of hidden speakers, an
abrasive, atonal barrage masquerading as music.

At twenty after nine, the club was packed: a
shoulder-to-shoulder swarm of human beings that seemed to writhe
and pulsate in time to the arrhythmic beat of the music.

I fought my way to the bar and wedged myself into a
narrow opening between a muscle-boy with florescent tattoos on his
face and an androgynous albino dressed in black wet-look
osmotic-neoprene. The albino’s fingernails were black acrylic, long
and pointed like tiny obsidian daggers. His/her features and
complexion were flawless testimonials to the possibilities of
elective surgery.

When I finally got the bartender’s attention, I
tried to order a Cutty on the rocks, and received a blank stare in
return. I looked at the neon-colored drinks everyone else was
having and decided that a beer was my safest bet.

The beer came in a purple octagonal squeeze-tube
with raised Chinese characters on the label. I squirted some into
my mouth; it tasted like cold aftershave.

I scanned the room. I was looking for Zeus, a
data-jacker who had hung out here once-upon-a-time, back when
Stalin and Stalin Investigations had still been a going concern.
We’d hired Zeus several times, when our need for
computer-skullduggery had overreached Maggie’s talents.

Zeus’s real name was Orville Beckley, a fact that he
went to great lengths to conceal. I’d found that out as a result of
a bet that Orville had made (and ultimately lost) with Maggie. He’d
boasted of having erased every trace of his real name from the net.
True to his prediction, Maggie hadn’t been able to catch even a
sniff of his birth records in the net. But he hadn’t reckoned with
Maggie’s tenacity. She’d gone on to teach him three simple
facts:

#1 Hospitals are bureaucracies.

#2 Bureaucracies are paranoid.

#3 Paranoid bureaucrats keep duplicate records of
everything... in hardcopy... in file cabinets.

I could still remember the look of stunned disbelief
on Zeus’s face when Maggie had whispered the Orville word in
his ear, the certain knowledge that his secret was not dead after
all. The memory brought me a smile.

I looked around again. As far as I could tell, Zeus
wasn’t in the bar, but I did catch sight of a face I recognized. I
threaded my way through the crowd until I came to her table. Her
handle was Jackal; I didn’t know her real name.

She wore a baggy maroon jumpsuit with a couple of
hundred pins and badges stuck to it. I remembered her as thin. Now
she looked anorexic.

Her hair was a thick black mop that ended suddenly
just above the tops of her ears. It looked as though someone had
dropped a bowl on her head and shaved off everything that stuck
out. Her eyebrows were shaven as well. As she craned her neck, I
saw two, no, three gold alloy data jacks set flush into the
back of her head. One jack held a program chip. A thin fiber-optic
cable ran from the second jack to a box clipped to her belt. The
box was about two-thirds the size of a pack of cigarettes, molded
from charcoal gray plastic, covered with flickering LEDs. The third
jack was empty.

She looked up at me, a bare glimmer of recognition
in her eyes. She knew she had seen me before; she just couldn’t
remember where. She reached into the right breast pocket of her
jumpsuit and pulled out a small handful of data chips. She selected
one and plugged it into the empty jack.

Her eyes closed for a second. When they opened, her
expression was totally changed. She gestured toward a stool.
“Stalin, right? Long time.”

I took the offered seat and faked a sip of the
almost-beer. “Yeah, it has been a while. You still calling yourself
Jackal?”

“THE one, THE only,”
she said.

She took a swallow from her tall green drink. “Are
you looking for Zeus?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Have you seen
him?”

Jackal shook her head. “Not in a couple of months.
The last I heard, he snooped Ishikawa Audio for some pretty fancy
technical specs. If he fenced them through the Cayman Islands, like
he usually does, he’s probably off spending his bankroll in the
skin-bars in Bangkok. We probably won’t see him for at least
another six or eight weeks.”

I nodded, and studied Jackal’s face. As near as I
could figure, she must have been about twenty-eight. She looked
forty.

Jackal returned my stare. “Are you looking for Zeus
for social purposes, or are you here on business?”

We had to lean close to hear each other over the
crowd and the music.

“Business, actually,” I
half-shouted.

“What have you got? Maybe I can
hook you up.”

I thought about it for a second. I didn’t really
know her. I’d seen her hanging around with Zeus from time to time,
but I had no idea whether or not she was any good.

She obviously had the skull modifications, and she
knew how to talk-the-talk. But, when it came time to ride the data
grid through somebody else’s security software, could she slip in
and out without a trace? Or would she leave a trail of bread crumbs
through the net that some AI could follow? Or, worse yet, tangle
with a neuro-guard subroutine that would reach through the
interface and fry her brain?

My gut instinct told me that she could cut it.

I leaned close to her ear. “I’ve got two jobs, if
you’re interested. The first is a protected database. Are you up to
that?”

“Depends. Whose?”

“LAPD. Homicide Division. I need a
complete data pull on a closed murder investigation. The files are
sealed.”

Jackal rummaged through her pocket full of chips and
selected one. She popped a chip out of one of her jacks, and
plugged the new chip into the empty slot.

“The Boys in Blue have good
security,” she said. They just upgraded their AI about four months
ago. Not cutting-edge, but real good stuff.”

Her eyes went vacant for a second as the chip
continued to download arcane technical data into her brain. “I can
crack that base,” she said. “Not easy, but I can do it.” She looked
back at me and smiled. “Also not cheap.”

I nodded. “I didn’t think it would be.”

She pushed her drink around the table top leaving a
smear of condensation on the clear surface. “You mentioned a second
job.”

“A personal database,” I said. “It
probably has fairly standard consumer-grade protection. Shouldn’t
be too difficult to penetrate.”

She smiled again. “If it’s as easy as all that, I
might just throw it in as a bonus. But if it turns up any
surprises, it’s going to cost you.”

We talked for another half-hour: price, time
schedule, data format.
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I elbowed my way out of the bar and caught a
hovercab to the eastern perimeter of Dome 12. The cab was a beat-up
old Chevy with a patched apron and a wobble in the left rear blower
that threatened to loosen my teeth.

The driver was an attractive African woman, her
proud cheekbones decorated with the inverted chevrons of ritual
tribal scars. Over her shoulder, I could see the tattletales on the
taxi’s liquid crystal instrument panel. Every few seconds, one of
the status bars would blink from blue to red. When it did, she
would tap the display with her right index finger until it blinked
back to blue.

She dropped me off at the corner of 55th and
Fortuna, a couple of blocks short of the barricade. Nobody’s been
dumb enough to drive a cab into the Zone in years.

The MagLev doesn’t run through the Zone anymore
either. People kept stealing the superconductor modules out of the
track, maybe for the resale value, maybe for the hell of it.

A few years ago, somebody stole five modules in a
row. Ordinarily that wouldn’t have been a big problem; the
computers at LA Transit Authority are smart enough to spot damaged
track and stop the train. Unfortunately, the thief managed to
bypass the track sensors and trick the LA-Trans computers into
thinking the track was safe. A Lev derailed, killing twenty-nine
people and wiping out a half dozen buildings.

Now, unless you actually have your own car, the only
way in or out of the Zone is on foot.

The cops at the barricade let me through with a
quick wave of their scanner and a token pat down. It was a
formality. They don’t much care who or what goes into the Zone.
They’re worried about what gets out.

The Fearless Leaders of our fair city like to keep
most of their bad eggs in one basket. Don’t get me wrong, they have
crime in the other domes too, but not like we’ve got it in good old
Urban Environmental Enclosure 12-A.

I should have moved ages ago. Just stubborn I
guess.
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When I got home, I laid down on the couch with my
eyes closed and told House to play some blues. House responded with
Blind Willie Johnson’s Lord, I Just Can’t Keep From Cryin’.
I tried to lose myself in the music, but even Blind Willie’s gently
gruff voice and sensuous slide guitar couldn’t distract my racing
brain.

After a few minutes, I stood up and lit a cigarette.
I couldn’t even pretend to relax.

I kept telling myself that there was nothing to get
keyed-up about. I didn’t have to take the case. I hadn’t promised
Sonja anything.

No, that wasn’t true. I had promised to give her
case serious consideration. But I was doing that, wasn’t I? Hadn’t
I hired Jackal to scope the police files on the case? When I got
access to those files, I would go over them in detail and prove to
myself what I already knew: that Michael Winter was guilty.

I would be off the hook. I could stay snuggled up in
my little cocoon, listen to ancient blues, drink scotch, smoke
bootleg cigarettes, and weld pieces of metal together in patterns
that amused my simple mind. I could tell Ms. Sonja Winter that her
late unlamented brother was a murderous psycho-pervert, who
deserved to have his brains blown out.

Except...

I didn’t want to do that. I didn’t want to tell
Sonja that her brother was a killer. I didn’t want to tell her that
she was going to spend the next fifteen years as a corporate
sex-toy.

Maybe a lot of people wouldn’t appreciate the
difference that would make in her life. She was a whore, right? So
what if she had to punch a time clock for somebody else instead of
set her own hours? She still made her living flat on her back,
right?

The difference was in control. As an
independent call girl, Sonja could select her clientele. She could
take a day off if she wanted. She could say no.

It was the difference between freedom and
slavery.

Still, none of that was my problem. I had troubles
of my own. I didn’t need to shoulder someone else’s burden.

I jump-started a second cigarette off the butt of
the first and then ground out the butt in an ashtray.

I wanted a drink. There was a bottle of Cutty hidden
somewhere in one of the kitchen cabinets. I went looking for
it.

On the counter next to the refrigerator was Ms.
Winter’s little stack of pictures.

I picked them up. The picture on top was a dog-eared
photograph of Michael Winter as a boy, twelve, maybe thirteen. He
was skinny, his hair a much brighter red than it had been in the
video. On his left hand, he wore a baseball glove; a bat was draped
across his right shoulder.

I paged through the stack slowly. A trid of a high
school graduation, Michael and two other grinning teens in caps and
gowns. Michael in his early twenties, sprawled on a couch with a
huge tabby cat sleeping on his chest. The shot had probably been
taken a year or two before North America had been hit by the
genetic plague that made cats an endangered species.

I flipped to the next picture, another flat photo,
Michael at four or five, in a bathtub full of bubbles. An obviously
staged trid of an adult Michael surrounded by electronic equipment
and wrapped in a tangle of test sensors and wires.

The last trid in the stack caught my attention.
Michael as an adult, his arm around the shoulders of a pretty young
woman dressed in orange surgical scrubs. The woman carried a data
pad and had a stethoscope strung around her neck; she was obviously
a doctor or nurse. It took me a couple of seconds to recognize the
woman as Sonja Winter; the holo had been shot before she’d gotten
the eye shadow and lipstick tattoos.

I wondered if the surgical getup was a Halloween
costume. If so, why wasn’t Michael in costume as well?

I dropped the pictures on the counter and opened the
door to a cabinet. The Cutty was around somewhere. I closed the
cabinet and opened another.

As I reached up to rummage through the shelves, I
realized that my hand was trembling.

Maybe a drink wasn’t such a good idea. I closed the
cabinet and went to bed.
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I had the dream again...

I am in a dark labyrinth of rusty steel walls and
worn cement floors. The tops of the walls and ceiling are lost in
shadow. Somewhere, I can hear water drip slowly into a stagnant
pool. The air is damp and has a weird echoing quality that makes me
think of indoor swimming pools. The darkness is interrupted by
irregular patches of light.

I hear a series of muffled thumps. Someone is
pounding on a wall. I don’t know how I know it, but I’m certain
that it’s Maggie. She’s in some sort of danger. I have to find her!
I listen carefully to the pounding, trying to figure out where it’s
coming from. I can’t tell. I touch first one wall, then another.
It’s no good; I can feel the vibration through all the walls.

The pounding becomes faster, more urgent.

I start to run through the maze, taking turns at
random. I’ve got to find her! I will goddamn it, I will!

I run faster, my feet skidding through puddles of
water, stumbling over unseen debris. Sometimes I lose my balance
and bounce a shoulder painfully off one of the walls or sprawl
headlong on the floor. When that happens, I scramble to my feet and
take off again, rushing blindly on through the labyrinth.

The pounding grows weaker, less frequent.

Every time I turn a corner, I promise myself that
Maggie is just around the next one. At each new corner, the promise
turns into a lie.

The pounding is very weak now. I have to stop
running to hear it over my own footsteps. She hasn’t got much time
left. Oh God, don’t do this to me... PLEASE God... I’ll do
anything...

I found myself sitting up in bed whispering “Please
God...” over and over as the tears streamed down my face.

I knew better than to try to stop it. I just let it
out in great wracking sobs that left me gasping like a fish on dry
land.

When it was over, I felt wrung out. I laid down and
listened to the sound of my own breathing until I drifted off
again. If I dreamed, it wasn’t anything worth remembering.
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The next morning, I was in the shower when House
played that pleasant little chime he uses to get my attention. I
paused in mid-scrub. “Yeah House, what have you got?”

“As you requested, David, I have
downloaded the morning news feed.”

I resumed scrubbing. “Great, check the Personals for
any messages addressed to Igor.”

The Igor thing was Jackal’s idea. I guess
jackers have an obsession for code names.

“There is one message addressed to
Igor,” House said. “Shall I read it to you?”

“Please.”

House made a quiet throat clearing sound. It was an
obviously superfluous gesture, since he didn’t actually have a
throat. I guess something in his programming told him that it was
an appropriate sound to make, prior to reading aloud. “To Igor,
From J — The job is done. Come see me.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes.”

“Thanks, House.”

“Don’t mention it,
David.”
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Nine hours later, I walked to Dome 12 and caught the
Lev to West Hollywood.

Nexus Dreams was every bit as crowded as it had been
the night before. One end of the room had been cordoned off into a
makeshift stage. The attraction was a computer performance artist
who billed himself as “Insanity.” The performer’s long black hair
was slicked back and pulled into a point, giving his head a sort of
teardrop shape.

He wore a white synthleather trench coat that hung
to his knees. His entire act appeared to consist of a table top
full of computer equipment jacked into a hologram projector. The
rig generated an animated hologram of the artist’s own face. The
holo was enlarged to about five times its normal size, so it could
be easily seen from all over the room. It floated over the heads of
the crowd, its features contorting themselves through a range of
weird expressions as it alternately screamed and whispered bizarre
epithets.

“Night is the contrivance of
solidified truth!” it shouted. “I am the crystal blood-mist of
hyperbolic fuel that mummifies the secret organs of the
gods...”

The holographic face ranted ceaselessly, never
making an iota of sense.

I watched the thing whimper and rave. At first, I
thought it was just a simulation, a vid recording of the artist’s
face that had been doctored by video morphing software to create
bizarre facial expressions. But I began to realize that it was more
than that. There was something hypnotic about it, as though the
hologram were a living thing instead of a weirdly distorted digital
recording.

Somehow, from across the crowded bar, the hologram’s
gaze met mine. I found myself staring into its eyes, and I saw an
agony reflected there that nearly staggered me.

“I can’t stop them,” the hologram
said. “Leaves of corruption are falling on my face, burrowing their
way like insects down into the empty chasm of my heart, and I
CAN... NOT... STOP... THEM...”

It suddenly seemed possible that I might stand there
forever, crucified by the power of the holo’s gaze. Then the
tortured eyes flicked away from me, and began wandering the room
again. The spell of pain was broken.

I tore my eyes away and stared at the floor. It took
me a couple of seconds to remember why I’d come here. Finally, I
lifted my head and started scanning the crowd for Jackal.
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I found her sitting at a table at the end of the
room opposite Insanity. Seated next to her was a kid I’d
never seen before. He was augmented cybernetically, heavily
augmented. Enough of him was hidden behind hardware implants to
make it difficult to read his age, but my best guess was about
seventeen. He was definitely too young for the bar scene, but no
one seemed to be interested in scanning his ID-chip.

Where the kid’s eyes should have been, cylindrical
electroptic lenses protruded from his eye sockets like the barrels
of twin video cameras. His camera eyes whirred softly as the lenses
spun to bring me into focus. His right hand looked normal, but his
left was cybernetic, an articulated alloy skeleton that made me
think of robotic bones. His head was shaved, his scalp tattooed
with intricate patterns of circuit runs. The servomotors in his
cybernetic hand emitted sporadic electro-mechanical whimpers
whenever he moved his fingers. He stared at me for a second and
then shifted his electroptic eyes back to Insanity’s performance
art.

I turned to Jackal. If anything, she looked thinner
than she had the night before. In place of the jump suit, she wore
blue stretch-pants and a white sweatshirt with the sleeves ripped
off. The front of the shirt was a photo-active trid depicting a
famous cartoon mouse sodomizing his cutesy mouse girlfriend in
lurid 3-D. The mouse appeared to move in and out when Jackal turned
her body.

Jackal motioned me to a seat.

I sat down without ordering. I didn’t intend to be
there very long.

Jackal started to say something, but Cyber-kid
interrupted her. “They think that shit is funny,” he said.

His voice was gravelly, obviously generated by a
speech synthesis chip. I was struck by the certainty that he’d had
his own larynx removed, just so he could speak with the voice of a
machine.

“They’re too stupid to know what
they’re doing,” he said. “Either that, or they’re too stupid to
care.”

Jackal took a swallow of her bright green drink.
“It’s no big deal,” she said.

“That asshole is torturing it,”
the kid said in his metallic voice. His camera-eyes were locked on
the performance artist’s floating hologram. “And everybody thinks
it’s funny.”

I forced myself to look down the length of the bar
room at the hologram, ready to jerk my eyes away the instant I felt
the touch of its electric gaze. From this distance, the face’s
jabbering voice was hard to hear over the murmurings of the
customers.

“It’s like it’s alive,” I said.
“At first, I thought it was just a vid recording, but it’s more
than that, isn’t it?”

“It’s a Scion,” Jackal
said.

“A Turing Scion?” I
asked.



“Yeah,” the kid said. “A digital
image of a human mind. And Asshole over there is driving it crazy,
on purpose.”

I knew a little something about Turing Scions. The
concept had been around since the nineteen forties, the brainchild
of Alan Turing, the British mathematician who’d invented digital
computer logic, Artificial Intelligence, and the so-called
Machine Mind.

Turing had predicted that technology would
eventually permit a human mind to be recorded in digital form.
Thought, personality, idiosyncrasies, prejudices, the whole ball of
wax. Turing had been right; technology had caught up with his ideas
in less than a hundred years.

“How can you drive a Turing Scion
crazy?” I asked.

The kid turned his electroptic eyes toward me.
“Leave it plugged in,” he said.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I
said. “Turing Scions are supposed to be plugged in. That’s
what they’re designed for.”

“True,” Jackal said, “but they’re
only intended to be active for short periods of time. If you leave
one plugged in too long, it goes crazy.”

“I still don’t understand,” I
said.

“Look,” the kid said. “The entire
point behind the Turing Scion is to preserve the knowledge base of
our so-called civilization. In the past, if a brilliant engineer
died, his knowledge and his creativity died with him. His thought
patterns, his ideas, his personal methods of problem solving …
everything. All gone forever. That’s the way things worked
for most of human history. Then, along comes the Turing Scion and
changes all the rules. Now, if our hypothetical engineer has a
Turing Scion, his knowledge doesn’t disappear when he dies. If we
have a problem that only Mr. Hypothetical Engineer can solve, we
just plug his Scion into a computer node and start asking
questions.”

“But you can’t leave it
plugged in,” Jackal said.

“Why not?”

The kid stared at me like I was an idiot. “Scions
are sort of like software,” he said. “They’re only active when you
plug them into a computer node. Unplug one, and it’s just an
anodized box full of dense-pack memory chips. It can’t talk. It
can’t think. It can’t do anything. It’s inert. Asleep, if
you prefer.”

“But when they are plugged
in,” Jackal said, “they have dynamic memory, just like AI’s. They
continue to think, and learn, and grow.”

“How does that make them go
crazy?” I asked.

“Think about it,” the kid said.
“Even a low-end computer can process information three or four
hundred times faster than a human brain can. For every hour of
real-time that passes, an active Scion would experience four
hundred hours. That’s about sixteen days. Not sixteen days for some
piece of artificially intelligent machine code that only
thinks it’s alive. Sixteen days for a human mind who has
memories, wants, aspirations.”

I nodded.

The kid looked back toward the performance artist’s
Turing Scion. “Asshole over there has kept his Scion plugged in for
over a year. Try to imagine that. Four hundred years trapped inside
a machine.”

“It’s not like it’s a real
person,” Jackal said.

“It thinks it’s a real
person,” the kid said.

I looked across the bar at the anguished face of the
Scion, and suddenly I couldn’t bear the thought of being in the
same room with it. I cleared my throat. “This is all very
interesting,” I said, “but I have business to attend to.” I looked
at Jackal.

“Sorry,” she said. “I got a little
sidetracked.” She pulled a data chip out of her pocket and slid it
across the transparent table top.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out an envelope.
“Cash,” I said. “As agreed.”

We traded.

I wouldn’t be able to verify the contents of the
chip until I got home. Jackal knew this; out of courtesy, she
didn’t open the envelope until I was gone.
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Outside the bar, I waited for a cab on Santa Monica
Boulevard, and tried not to think about Turing Scions. I’d seen one
years before, and I hadn’t liked it anymore than I’d liked the one
inside Nexus Dreams.

John had talked Maggie into letting him make the
recording. She’d been excited by the idea: her mind, her
personality stored in a digital module. All you had to do
was plug the Scion into a computer and presto, Maggie in a can.
Sort of the electronic version of immortality.

She was in there, all right, or at least an
incredibly accurate computer approximation of her personality was.
Her memories were in there too, current up to the instant when John
had slipped the sensor network over her head.

Maggie had tried to talk me into making one. She and
John both had. I’d refused, a decision I had never regretted for a
second. Man is not meant to be factored into logic algorithms.

The Scion had just been a novelty to John and
Maggie, an interesting trinket. Every once in a while, they would
drag the module out and plug it into John’s computer. They’d talk
to it for hours, giggling over it, like children playing with an
amusing gadget. Then they’d unplug it, and it would go back on the
shelf.

It might still be there somewhere, gathering dust at
the back of one of John’s closets. I made a mental note to ask him
about it. If the damned thing was still around, I wanted it
erased.

The past was dead, and nothing that was recorded on
a stack of memory chips could change that.


CHAPTER 4
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The computer in the den was concealed in the
mahogany surface of my desktop. I plugged Jackal’s data chip into a
hidden slot in the right edge of the desk and thumbed the power
switch. A holographic display field unfolded in the air above the
desk, the translucent blue rectangle empty except for a slowly
flashing cursor. The keyboard was a hologram as well, projected
over a grid of infrared sensors that read the position of my
fingers in relation to the imaginary keys.

I called up a file menu.

I would put off the actual crime-scene recordings
until last. I’m not usually squeamish, but the fact that the
victims were all children, or practically so, added an unpleasant
dimension. I wanted to work myself up to them slowly.

I started with the text files. Most of them I just
skimmed. It takes a while to read every report generated during a
single murder investigation. I had files from fourteen murder
cases. Fifteen, if you counted Winter’s suicide.

The first murder had occurred in 2061 on the
thirteenth of August. The victim: a fourteen-year-old girl named
Kathy Lynn Armstrong.

Twenty-four days later came Miko Otosaki, thirteen
years old.

Sometime after the death of Felicia Stevens, the
third victim, an over-educated desk sergeant had started calling
the killer Huitzilopochtli, in honor of an Aztec God whose
thirst for human sacrifices demanded a regular diet of hearts.

Since none of the rest of the cops in the station
house could pronounce Huitzilopochtli, they’d quickly shortened the
killer’s nickname to Aztec. The media had picked up on the title
immediately.

The last of the killings attributed to Aztec was a
thirteen-year-old named Tracy Lee. Tracy had died on the
twenty-ninth of March in 2063: a little over two weeks before
Michael had put a bullet through his own brain.

Fourteen victims stretched out over nineteen months.
The shortest interval between killings had been four days. The
longest had been ninety-eight days. That made the average about
forty-five days.

I checked my watch. Aztec hadn’t killed in 133 days,
not since Winter’s suicide.

None of the murdered girls had been penetrated
orally, vaginally or anally. The police had never found a trace of
semen or foreign saliva on or near any of the victim’s bodies.

Christine Clark’s file I examined in detail. Sonja
was right about the date; Christine had been murdered on the eighth
of February. The coroner’s best guess was 3 p.m., plus or minus a
half-hour. LAPD’s AI estimated time of death at 3:07:21 p.m., plus
or minus two minutes.

So if Sonja was telling the truth—if Michael really
had been with her that day—then he couldn’t have killed
Christine.

But a check of the physical evidence files put
another nail in Winter’s coffin. The LA coroner had positively
identified the knife found on Winter’s corpse as the weapon used in
all fourteen Aztec slayings.

I backed out of the LAPD files and logged onto the
other file.

The second data pull consisted of one file:
twenty-four hours of data recorded by a household AI.

Ten minutes of random sampling told me what I wanted
to know. Still, the data could have been edited. I had the desktop
computer run the entire file at a compression ratio of 3600 to 1,
verifying each DataNet time code recorded. In twenty-four seconds I
had my answer: there were exactly 86,400 seconds worth of
sequential time codes. None were missing and there were no extras.
That didn’t totally eliminate the possibility that the file had
been edited, but it made it damned unlikely.

One thing was clear: on the eighth of February,
2063, an adult male answering to the name of Mike had spent the
better part of nine hours in Sonja Winter’s apartment.

Until I could prove that he was Michael Winter, I
decided to call him Mr. X.

Since Sonja Winter’s apartment wasn’t equipped with
video cameras, there was no identifiable footage of Mr. X.

The man appearing in the security system’s IR
imagers could have been anyone of the proper height and weight. A
person’s heat patterns are as individual as fingerprints, but
Michael Winter had probably never been thermally mapped. Since
thermal mapping only works on warm living tissue, it was too late
to map Michael now. Without a reference map on file, there was no
basis for comparison. Those heat patterns might have belonged to
Michael Winter. Then again, they might not have.

So, scratch visual, and scratch infrared. What did
that leave? Audio.

There were three voices in the recording, two female
and one male. One of the female voices I recognized as Sonja’s. The
other female voice was easily attributed to Harmony, Sonja’s AI.
The male voice belonged to Mr. X.

I captured three random samples of Mr. X’s voice and
compared them to the police file copy of Michael Winter’s suicide
recording. The voiceprints matched. The voice in Sonja’s apartment
on the day of Christine Clark’s murder belonged to Michael
Winter.

The court wouldn’t buy it, of course. The District
Attorney would rationalize it away.

No two voiceprints are ever perfectly identical. The
DA would call in a half dozen voiceprint experts, all prepared to
testify that the minuscule variations between two samples made
absolute positive identification impossible. The voice in Ms.
Winter’s apartment might belong to Michael Winter. Then
again, maybe not.

Or, the DA might be willing to concede the
possibility that Michael had an alibi for the murder of Christine
Clark. Which didn’t alter the fact that Michael had confessed to
the other thirteen killings.

LAPD and the District Attorney’s Office had a
solution that made them happy. Fourteen murders were solved and the
killer was dealt with. They certainly weren’t going to call a press
conference to announce that fourteen murder cases were being
reopened and a killer was still running rampant.

According to the case files, before his suicide,
Michael hadn’t been a suspect. In fact, the police hadn’t even been
aware of his existence. His confession had taken them by surprise.
Coming—as it had—complete with the murder weapon and a suspect who
knew intimate details of the crime, the whole package must have
seemed a Godsend to the police. All of which felt just a little too
convenient.

I was a long way from being convinced that Michael
Winter hadn’t killed Christine Clark, but—for the sake of
argument—what if he hadn’t? What would it mean?

By Sonja’s extension of logic, if he was innocent of
one murder, then he hadn’t killed any of them.

I wasn’t ready to make a leap that large. He might
very well have killed one or more of the others. I didn’t know
yet.

Damn. So much for the easy way out. I wanted the
bastard to be obviously guilty. Then I could walk away from
this whole mess with a clean conscience.

But there was a glimmer of a possibility that
Michael Winter was innocent. If so, he had paid the price for
someone else’s crimes. And his sister would go on paying for
years.

I stood up and reached for a cigarette. My pack was
empty. I crumpled it up and tossed it into the recycling bin on my
way to the kitchen.

I rummaged through the kitchen drawers. No
smokes.

“House, where are my
cigarettes?”

“There are two packs of cigarettes
in the top drawer of the nightstand in your bedroom. There is a
partial pack in the right pocket of your tan jacket in the hall
closet. There are three full cases and one partial case in the
storeroom. There are...”

“Okay, okay. I’ve got it.” I
walked into the bedroom and grabbed one of the packs from the
nightstand.

I peeled the foil wrapper off the top of the pack. A
neat little disclaimer paragraph printed on the foil reminded me to
keep my cancer immunizations up to date, so that I could continue
to enjoy the flavor of a good cigarette without serious risk to my
health. I opened the pack and lit one. I knew it was going to be a
long night, so I asked House to make some coffee.

A few minutes later, I returned to the den with a
cigarette in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. I sat back
down at the computer and started reviewing the crime scene
reports.

Half a pack of cigarettes and two pots of coffee
later, something caught my eye. It was an inventory of items found
in the hotel room where Michael had killed himself. Except for the
gun (I had been right, it was a Glock) and the Japanese kitchen
knife, there was nothing unusual in the items found on the body.
Six key chips on a shark tooth key ring, a packet of breath mints,
a spray can of solar block and a wallet containing five
wallet-sized trids, two credit chips, an address chip, two condoms,
and 205 Euro-marks in cash.

The police had found no cigarettes on the body, or
anywhere in the hotel room. So what had given me the idea that
Winter was a smoker? I was certain that Sonja hadn’t mentioned it,
but somewhere I had picked up the impression that the man had
smoked.

I loaded the recording of Winter’s suicide,
fast-forwarding until I came to the part I was looking for. I froze
the picture just as Winter was reaching into the right pocket of
his jacket for the knife. I advanced the recording, one frame at a
time. There. The front of the jacket was bloused open,
revealing a stretch of expensive white European shirt. There was
something in the left breast pocket of the shirt; something the
size and shape of a pack of cigarettes.

I punched a few keys, dragging a green wire-frame
box around a portion of the image. Another keystroke enlarged the
boxed image until the holographic projection floating over my
computer consisted entirely of the man’s pocket and a little of his
shirt front.

The object in the pocket was a brightly colored box.
I keyed a command for digital enhancement into the computer. The
resolution of the image increased slowly. By the time the machine
beeped to signal maximum enhancement, I could read the brand name
off the pack: Ernte 23. German cigarettes. I saved the
enhanced image under a separate file name, and backed out of the
recording.

It took me a few minutes of searching to find what I
was looking for: the report by the cops who had discovered
Michael’s body.

According to the report, at 12:10 a.m., LAPD
Tactical had received a report of gunshots from the Velvet Clam
Hotel. Two uniformed officers were dispatched to check it out. They
arrived on scene in about ten minutes. Witnesses pointed them to
room 216. They knocked on the door and got no answer. They were
about to kick the door in when the night manager showed up with a
pass chip. Officers Reba Brock and Victor Matawicz entered the
scene of the crime at 12:22 a.m. Their report said that they exited
the room, touching nothing, and guarded the scene while they waited
for a homicide team.

The night manager’s statement backed them up. The
door was locked when they arrived, and no one touched anything in
the room from the time the door was unlocked until the homicide
team was on scene.

I ran the sequence of events through my head, trying
to get things to click. At about eight minutes after midnight on
the fifteenth of April, Michael Winter shot himself in the head.
The video camera continued to record for four minutes after he was
dead. Ten minutes later, or fourteen minutes after the gunshot, two
uniformed cops arrived to secure the scene.

Where had the cigarettes gone? In the ten minutes
from the end of the video recording to the arrival of the police,
someone had removed that package of cigarettes from Michael
Winter’s left breast shirt pocket.

It could have been Brock or Matawicz, but why would
they chance it? Why would one or both of them risk ending their
careers and possible felony charges for a pack of cigarettes?
Besides, the night manager, William C. Holtzclaw, stated that
neither officer had touched anything in the room.

By the time the homicide team arrived, it would be
impossible for anyone to snag something out of the pocket of the
corpse without being seen by a dozen people.

The conclusion was unmistakable; in the ten minutes
from the end of that video recording to the entrance of Officers
Brock and Matawicz, someone else had been in that hotel room.

I decided to carry my thinking one step farther.
According to the clock, it was a little after midnight. Too bad. I
punched up Sonja Winter’s number.

She answered on the third ring. Her face wasn’t
puffy and her hair was perfect. She hadn’t been asleep. Somehow I
found that annoying.

“Ms. Winter, was your brother a
smoker?”

She shook her head.

“Never? Are you
certain?”

“I’m positive. Michael hated
cigarette smoke. He thought it was disgusting.” Her tone told me
that she agreed with him.

“Thank you.” I reached to
terminate the connection.

“Wait.” She looked puzzled. “Why
is that important? Have you discovered something?”

“Nothing concrete. Just a notion
I’m kicking around.”

“Does this mean you’re on the
case?”

“It does not mean that I’m on the
case. It means I’m giving your request fair consideration, as
promised. Goodnight Ms. Winter, or rather, good
morning.”

“Good morning.” The look of
puzzlement on her face deepened as I terminated the
call.
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The autopsy report on Michael Winter confirmed it.
Except for some evidence of scarring from childhood asthma, his
lungs had been clean. He was a non-smoker.

Who would break into a hotel room and rifle a
corpse’s pockets to steal a pack of cigarettes? Or had they broken
into the room at all? Someone might have already been in the room,
outside of the camera’s field of view. In the bathroom,
perhaps.

I exited the autopsy file and stood up and
stretched. It was time. I had been putting it off for long enough;
I had to look at the crime scene footage.

I found my simulator gear in the top of the hall
closet: a pair of Nakamichi wraparound data-shades molded from
iridescent high-impact plastic, and two gray Kevlar data-gloves,
each studded with tiny octagonal sensors. A long thread of ribbon
cable with a three-way splitter on one end connected the gloves to
the data-shades. The free end of the cable was wound several times
around the entire package. I pulled the bundle down, began
unwinding the cable, and walked back into the den.

Technically, it was an arcade setup, designed for
kid’s games, but the graphics resolution was excellent and the
audio was state-of-the-art, a VRX bone-conduction rig with active
noise reduction.

The connector on the end of the cable looked clean.
I blew it out anyway, inspected it for bent pins, and plugged it
into the interface port in the edge of the desk, next to the slot
that held Jackal’s data chip.

I pulled on the gloves and slipped the shades over
my eyes. It took me a few seconds to adjust the audio conduction
pads against the bones behind my ears. I spent another few seconds
getting the focus just right on the test pattern that appeared in
the eyepieces, making unnecessarily minute adjustments. I was
stalling, and I knew it.

I punched the phantom space bar, and the test
pattern disappeared, replaced in the eyepieces of the shades with
the computer’s menu display. Green three-dimensional
representations of the data-gloves floated in the foreground,
superimposed over the menu.

I curled the fingers of my left hand in that
peculiar fashion that means browse. The iconic
representation of my hand repeated the gesture in instant
synchronization, and a highlighted selection bar scrolled down
through the file menu. I stopped when the highlighted selection
read:

> CLARK, CHRISTINE, L:
CRIME-SCENE: 08FEB63/5:21p.m. <

Five twenty-one. The footage had been shot roughly
two hours after her death, probably very shortly after the homicide
team had arrived on scene.

I took a breath to steel myself, and pointed the
index finger of my right hand at the highlighted entry. The sim
recording blossomed in front of my eyes.

I found myself in a smallish room, powder blue
wallpaper flocked with Victorian carousel horses and royal blue
ribbons and bows. Pinned to the walls were at least a dozen
holo-posters of what I took to be young rockers and vid stars.

The furniture was small and delicate, burnished
blonde wood cut with intricate curves and inlays. The dresser and
bureau tops were lined with porcelain dolls in frilly dresses. It
was the bedroom of a little girl who was almost ready to be not so
little anymore. Now she would never get the chance.

A block of bright yellow text covered the lower
right hand corner of my vision: temperature readouts, humidity, the
time, the orientation of my point of view to true north. When I
turned my head, the color of the data readouts changed so that they
always contrasted with the background.

I reached out with my virtual hand and picked up one
of the dolls from the top of the bureau. When I moved the doll, the
computer drew a yellow wireframe outline around the part of the
image where the doll had been. It was the computer’s way of
reminding me that the picture inside the wireframe wasn’t part of
the actual recording. The camera had never actually seen the wall
behind the doll, so the computer’s imaging software was taking its
best guess, based on what it had seen of the rest of the wall. A
flashing red disclaimer appeared at the bottom of the text readout,
reminding me that the images inside the highlighted areas were
extrapolations and were not admissible as evidence.

I turned the doll around. The backside looked real
and natural, but the computer flagged it with a wireframe as well.
Another best guess. I put the doll back on the bureau.

I turned my head again. My field of view passed over
the mirror on the vanity. I could see the reflection of the
panoramic sim camera and its tripod standing in the center of the
room like one of the three-legged alien machines from H. G. Wells’
War of the Worlds.

Past the reflection of the camera, on the other side
of the room, I could see the reflection of a four-poster canopy
bed. The pastel blue canopy and the wall above the headboard were
flecked with dark spots.

I decided to get it over with. I turned my head
quickly, and took in the other half of the bedroom. The blood that
peppered the canopy and wall was just the beginning. The bed sheets
and pillows were doused with great gouts of blood, turning glossy
black as it dried. Christine lay sprawled on her back in the middle
of the black slick.

The size of the data readout doubled as the computer
began to throw in potentially relevant information on the body:
skin temperature (based on surface thermographics), height, width,
and estimated weight, coordinates and attitude as measured from
three fixed points on the walls and ceiling.

She was dressed in a tight green sweater jersey and
white French-cut plastic pants that were probably supposed to make
her look grown up. The blood had beaded up on the slick plastic of
the pants, still oddly red and liquid in contrast to the dark pool
drying on the fabric of her sheets and sweater.

The hole in her chest was larger than my fist, the
edges ragged, reddish-black and wet looking. The killer had cut
directly through her sweater.

Enough blood had sprayed her face and matted her
mousy brown hair to make it difficult to make out her features, but
the look in her still-open eyes burned itself into my brain.

I spent twenty more minutes in Christine’s virtual
bedroom. Then I checked out the crime-scenes of three more of the
killings at random.

The MO was identical, variations on a theme.
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I pulled off the data-shades at a little after two
in the morning and shut down the computer. I was tired of looking
at files and recordings. I wanted to ask some questions of my
own.

My brain must have been on autopilot. Halfway out
the door, I caught myself strapping on the shoulder rig for my 12mm
Blackhart. Surprising how old habits could still sneak up on
me.

They weren’t my habits. They were the habits of a
David Stalin who no longer existed. I put the automatic and
shoulder holster back in the desk drawer.

I was not that man anymore, and hadn’t been for a
long time.


CHAPTER 5
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The decor of the Velvet Clam Hotel was no more
tasteful than its name implied. The central theme was retro-Art
Deco sleaze, the vision of a designer who had obviously made no
attempt to reign in his or her baser impulses. The front counter
was a thick oval pane of smoked acryliflex stretched across the
naked back of a kneeling woman, rendered in the style of the chrome
angels that used to decorate the hoods of cars in the nineteen
thirties. The woman was painted a tarnished gold, the paint scaled
and flaking, brassy chips of it flecking the gray fake-marble tile.
The door frames, the columns flanking the main entrance, and the
wall sconce candelabras all had the same cheesy look about
them.

At 3:12 a.m., there was no one in the front office.
From the customer’s side of the counter, I could see through a
half-open door into the back. There, in a worn-out easy chair, a
man sat reading a book. It was a real book, not a data viewer, but
an actual hardcover with pages. From my vantage point, it looked
like Kipling.

Presumably, the man in the chair was the night
manager, William Holtzclaw. If so, he defied any preconceptions I
might have had about what sleazy hotel managers should look like.
He was in his mid-fifties, tastefully dressed and had the sort of
indefinable good looks that people call distinguished. Any
self-respecting talent agent in the world would have cast him in
the role of a college professor.

I pressed the service button and a bell rang in his
little office. He looked up, set down his book and joined me at the
desk.

His voice and gestures were as refined as his
appearance. “Will it just be a room, or will you require a lady? We
can provide an excellent selection of companions.”

I shook my head. “No. No ladies. I...”

He interrupted smoothly. “We can also provide
gentlemen companions.”

“No. No thank you. I just want to
ask you a few questions.” I reached into my breast
pocket.

Holtzclaw tensed, possibly expecting me to pull out
a badge, or worse. He relaxed when he saw the sheaf of Euro-marks
in my hand.

I dropped a twenty on the scratched acryliflex
surface of the counter and slid it toward him. “Michael Winter. You
were working the night he committed suicide?”

Holtzclaw nodded and made the twenty disappear.

I replaced it with another €m20. “You checked him in yourself?”

Another nod and another disappearing act.

I slid a third €m20
bill across the counter. This one I hung on to. “Tell me about
it.”

He rested his fingers on the other end of the bill.
“Not much to tell, really. Mr. Winter checked in at a bit after
eleven that evening. Perhaps an hour later, I heard the gunshot and
called the police.”

“Was he alone when he checked
in?”

“Yes. I offered to provide a
suitable companion, but he declined. I assumed that he had made his
own arrangements.”

“Did he have any
luggage?”

“Hmmm... I believe that he was
carrying a small case. Smaller than a briefcase.”

“Could it have been a video camera
case?”

Holtzclaw considered it for a few seconds. “It might
very well have been.”

I looked around and spotted an ashtray at the far
end of the counter. I relinquished my hold on the twenty and
reached for the ashtray. As I lit up, out of the corner of my eye,
I saw the bill disappear. “Could someone else have been in the room
with Winter?”

Holtzclaw produced a pipe and began the elaborate
ritual involved with packing and lighting it. “Someone could have
been. I cannot say with certainty.” He looked thoughtful.

“Are your door locks
electronic?”

“Of course.”

“Are they monitored by your office
computer?” I indicated a desktop machine visible through the door
to the back office.

Holtzclaw hesitated. I dropped another twenty on the
counter.

“They are electronic,” he
said. He motioned for me to slip around the end of the counter and
I followed him into the back office.

The book wasn’t the only antique in the office. The
computer was a gravely misused relic. The holo display was badly
skewed; the characters on the left were two or three times larger
than those on the right, giving the impression that the text
trailed off into infinity. I leaned my head to the side in hopes
that it would make the display easier to read.

Holtzclaw looked at me expectantly.

I straightened my neck. “Call up April fourteenth
and fifteenth.”

He stroked a few keys and the projection changed to
two columns of data: time/date stamps on the left, and five digit
alphanumeric codes on the right. There were only three types of
code entries: 00216, 00000, and PPPPP.

I pointed to the column of code entries. “What do
those mean?”

Holtzclaw poked the stem of his pipe at a line that
ended in 00216. “This indicates that the door was unlocked using a
key chip. Entries ending in five zeros mean the door was opened
without a key chip, from the inside.”

The entry for 12:14 ended in zeros. Someone had
opened the door to Room 216 from the inside, four minutes after
Michael was dead.

“What about the two records marked
PPPPP?”

“That’s the system’s way of
showing that the door was opened using a pass chip. That first
record would have been Housekeeping opening the door just before
noon to clean the room. The second entry was from when I let the
police in, after Mr. Winter shot himself.

Twenty marks bought me a chip with a copy of the
door lock files. For another twenty, Holtzclaw agreed to let me
into room 216.

“Consider yourself fortunate,” he
said, as he led me down the hall. “Two sixteen has been extremely
busy of late. We were afraid that Mr. Winter’s death would
adversely affect business, but quite the reverse has been true.
Apparently, a great many people find death sexually stimulating.
Instinct, perhaps. The reaffirmation of life in the face of one’s
own mortality.”

From behind a closed door, I heard the crack of a
whip and a scream. Agony? Ecstasy? Either way, it didn’t sound much
like the reaffirmation of life to me.

“Right.”

On the stairs, we passed a tall brunette in a
skintight red latex skirt and heels that made Sonja’s stiletto
pumps look like flats. The top of her outfit seemed to consist
entirely of a coating of oil and a sprinkling of glitter across her
nipples. She pursed her lips at us and raised one elaborately
arched eyebrow. Her lipstick and nail polish were the exact same
glossy shade of red as her skirt. Holtzclaw winked at her and shook
his head once as we climbed past her.

When we were in the hall, and out of earshot, he
nodded back over his shoulder in the direction of the stairs. “That
young lady’s name is Kenya,” he said in his pleasant voice.
“Surgical hermaphrodite, both sets of sexual organs. Nobody’s
really quite sure which set she was born with, and which came from
the clinics. Personally, I don’t believe I care to know.”

He stopped in front of a door and slid a key chip
through the lock sensor.

Room 216 looked pretty much like it had in the holo.
Large irregular areas of the red carpet were stained a darker shade
of red. Someone with a flair for theatrics had created those
stains. There wasn’t that much blood in the human body. Besides,
Winter had fallen on the bed, so the mattresses and sheets would
have absorbed most of the blood. The management of the Velvet Clam
was obviously playing up the scene-of-the-crime angle.

The air had a strange scent, a bizarre combination
of raw sexual musk and cinnamon air freshener.

I walked around the room for a few minutes, trying
to reconstruct events in my head. The camera would have been about
here, facing the bed. Winter had sat there, on the bed.

From this angle, I could barely see my own
reflection in the mirror on the left wall. I couldn’t see myself in
the mirrored ceiling at all. I took a small step backwards and
disappeared from the wall mirror. The camera had been here. Someone
had positioned that camera carefully, to insure that it didn’t
appear in any reflections. Anyone behind the camera would have been
similarly screened from reflection.

“Someone was with you, Michael,” I
said quietly. “Someone stood here and watched you pull the trigger.
Someone leaned over your body, took a pack of cigarettes out of
your pocket and calmly let themselves out the door.”

“It’s a pity that the video chip
didn’t run longer.” Mr. Holtzclaw stood in the hall just outside
the room. His voice startled me. I’d almost forgotten
him.

“I’m sorry?”

“I was just thinking what a shame
it is that the camera wasn’t loaded with a longer chip. If some
unknown person disturbed the body before the police arrived, as you
seem to believe, a longer running chip would have recorded them.
Caught them in the act, so to speak. As it is, the camera shut
itself off well before the police arrived.”

“Good point. That probably wasn’t
an accident.”

Holtzclaw nodded. “My thoughts exactly.” He looked
around the room. “Are you about finished in here?”

“In a minute. I want to get a look
at the bathroom and the closet.”

The closet was empty, except for six of those steel
coat hangers that stay locked to the rod, and a few dust
bunnies.

The bathroom was no more helpful.

After one last look around, I thanked Mr. Holtzclaw
for his help. I didn’t have any business cards, so I wrote my name
and phone number on the inside of a Velvet Clam matchbook, and
asked him to call me if he thought of anything I might find
interesting.

He closed the matchbook and slipped it into a
trouser pocket. “Are you a detective, Mr. Stalin?”

I thought about it for a second. “It’s starting to
look that way.”


CHAPTER 6
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Outside, I stopped under the hotel’s sign to light a
cigarette. The sign was predictable: an animated hologram of a
cartoon clam slowly opening and closing. Its fleshy pink lips were
overtly vaginal. The words Velvet Clam in bright red cursive
lettering endlessly orbited the sign at a forty-five degree
angle.

My gaze wandered until I found myself staring
through the dome at the night sky. It was one of those rare nights
where the air was clear enough to see the stars. A three-quarter
moon hung low over the western arc of the dome. The transparent
polycarbon panels of the dome facing repeated the moon’s image
hundreds of times, a brilliant collage of ghostly silver orbs. Each
image was slightly different, the distortions growing more
pronounced in the reflections farther removed from the single
perfect moon at the center.

This eerily beautiful collage reminded me that there
was an entire world outside the domes. I hadn’t been out there
since the night Maggie died. I wondered how many other people were
caught in the same rut, going through their daily routines without
ever considering the world outside. How quickly the rats become
accustomed to the cage.

I yawned and started walking toward the Melrose
Avenue Lev station.

By the time the sun was dragging its hundred
reflections up the eastern panels of the dome, I was in bed.
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House woke me up less than two hours later with his
someone’s-at-the-door routine.

“Who is it?”

“Two persons, identities
unknown.”

I asked House to throw a projection of my visitors
on the bedroom wall. No real help. One woman, one man. She was in
her early thirties and looked like a professional body builder. He
looked like an aging used car salesman. I didn’t recognize either
of them, but their body postures and off-the-rack suits said
“cop.”

“House, scan them for
weapons.”

“Both persons are armed with
semi-automatic hand guns, stun wands, and handcuffs, all of which
appear to be standard police issue. The gentleman is carrying a
briefcase-sized object that is emitting low levels of
electromagnetic energy, consistent with active electronics. If you
like, I can run a signature-analysis of the electromagnetic
emissions, and attempt to identify the contents of the
briefcase.”

“No thank you.”

I was pretty sure that I already knew what was in
the briefcase: a Magic Mirror. That was the street slang for it,
anyway. The technical jargon was a string of polysyllables about a
kilometer long:
Multifaceted-Electro-something-something-something.

“Uh... give me two-way
audio.”

I waited for the chime. “Can I help you?”

The woman turned her head and stared into the
camera. “David Stalin?”

“Who are you?”

She leaned toward the camera. Forced perspective
made her image seem to grow larger and closer. It’s a good trick if
you do it right. It feels threatening, even when you know it’s a
projection. She did it right.

“Don’t fuck with me,” she snapped.
“Are you David Stalin? Give me visual. I want to see your
face.”

Her partner pulled out a badge. “Los Angeles Police
Department. We’re here to...”

The woman glared at him. “We’re gonna kick this
fucking door down.”

I took a hit off the cigarette. “I wouldn’t. My
house is equipped with an extensive anti-intrusion system. Starting
from stun level and escalating to lethal-mode in ten seconds. All
registered, and all perfectly legal.”

She flipped out a badge, flashed it at the camera
for a millisecond and put it away. “We need to...”

“Name and badge
number?”

She glared at the camera. “Detective P. L. Dancer,
Alpha Two Seven Six One.”

Her partner leaned in. “Detective R. Delaney, Alpha
Two Nine Two Four. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“Do you have a
warrant?”

For a second, I thought Dancer would explode. Then
she visibly swallowed and spoke in a tense voice. “No, we do not
have a warrant. I can have one transmitted to me in about five
minutes. Is that what you want?”

“I don’t think that will be
necessary.”

I told House to open the front door and start a pot
of coffee.

I met them at the door and led them into the living
room. “Sorry there’s no coffee ready; I’m just getting up. I’ve got
a pot on now.”

Detective Dancer scowled. “We’re not here for tea
and biscuits. We’re here pursuant to a murder investigation.”

I motioned them toward chairs. Delaney sat down.
Dancer did not.

I sat in my favorite wingback. “I thought the
investigation was closed.”

Dancer arched her eyebrows. “Closed? What in the
hell are you talking about?”

“The Aztec investigation. It’s
formally closed, isn’t it?”

Dancer’s brow furrowed. “Aztec? What does Aztec have
to do with this?”

Delaney pulled an audio recorder out of his pocket
and loaded a fresh chip. “Are you David Stalin?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m David
Stalin.”

“For the record, Mr. Stalin: do
you object to our recording this interview?”

“What if I say yes?”

Dancer tried to stare a hole through me. “Then we
get that warrant, and things start to get ugly.”

I shrugged. “No, I don’t object.”

Delaney punched the record tab and put the
little unit on the coffee table. Then he set his briefcase on the
table and opened it. The lower half of the case was packed full of
electronics modules and the anodized louvers of heat sinks. The
inside of the lid was a flat-screen crystal display with an
integral keypad. It was a Magic Mirror all right.

Dancer smiled a hard little smile that had no joy or
amusement in it. “You know your rights, Mr. Stalin?”

“Why? Am I accused of
something?”

Delaney pulled a worn plastic card out of a small
pouch inside the case and began to read. “This is a Multifaceted
Integrated Electroencephalographic Response Analyzer and Recorder.
It measures physiological changes that take place in response to
certain visual stimuli. It incorporates...”

“I know what it does,” I said.
“It’s a Magic Mirror. An electronic mind-probe. You can skip the
dissertation.”

“This is just a little EEG scan,”
Dancer said. “You give us any shit, we’ll drag you down town and
wire your ass up to the Inquisitor. Then you’ll find out
what a fucking mind-probe is.”

Delaney paused for a second, to see if we were
finished interrupting, and then continued to read. “It incorporates
four dermal sensor pads that measure electrical brain activity,
galvanic skin reflex, and fluctuations in skin thermography.”

I noticed that his pupils stayed locked on one spot
of the card as he talked. He wasn’t reading; he was reciting from
memory.

“Although you are not currently
accused of a crime, it is our intention to interview you regarding
an on-going homicide investigation.”

He flipped the card over and continued to pretend to
read. “You have the right to terminate this interview at any time.
If you refuse this procedure, we reserve the option to take you
into physical custody and transport you to the nearest Police
Forensic Electronics facility for questioning under controlled
conditions. You have the right to have an attorney, real or
virtual, present during this, and any subsequent interviews. If you
desire an attorney and cannot afford one, you will be granted
real-time access to a fully cognizant Artificial Intelligence
attached to the Public Defender’s office.”

He looked up at me again. “Do you understand your
rights as I have read them to you?”

“Whose murder are we talking about
here?”

“Just answer the question, Mr.
Stalin. Do you understand your rights?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Do you wish to have an attorney
present during this interview?”

“Not really.”

Dancer peeled off her jacket. Underneath, she wore a
cross-draw shoulder holster strapped over a light blue
short-sleeved shirt. Even through the shirt, I could see that the
muscles of her arms and upper body were impressive. She could
probably bench press me a couple of dozen times. She tossed her
jacket across the back of a chair. “Are we done with the
formalities?”

“We’re done,” Delaney
said.

“Good,” she said. “Then hook him
up to the fucking machine.”

Delaney slid the briefcase down to my end of the
coffee table and unreeled a set of electrical leads. He plugged one
end of each of the leads into his machine, and connected the other
ends to self-adhesive sensor pads. He turned toward me, the sensor
leads dangling from his left hand. “I’m going to connect these to
your forehead. They will not hurt, and the adhesive is
hypoallergenic. Do you understand?”

Dancer had angled well to his left. It struck me
that she had taken off her jacket to clear the way to her shoulder
holster. She was ready to draw on me if she had to.

“Yes,” I said. “I
understand.”

Delaney stuck two of the pads to the skin above the
outer edges of my eyebrows. The adhesive was cold and had a cloying
fake-lemonade smell about it. Delaney glued the remaining pair
close to the center of my forehead, just below the hairline. He was
careful to stand to the side, out of Dancer’s line of fire.

I was equally careful not to move while he was close
to me. The last thing I wanted was for Dancer to show me her
quick-draw routine.

Delaney turned back to his briefcase and thumbed a
switch. The screen of the analyzer came to life, the electro-tropic
crystal wafer strobing with shifting rainbow abstracts for a second
or two before blooming into a full-color high-definition display.
Two internal cooling fans spun up, each emitting a tone that nearly
harmonized with the other.

Delaney sat down and punched a few buttons on the
keypad and a data window popped open in the upper right corner of
the screen. A series of jagged waveforms appeared in the window,
complex, constantly changing, and looking very much like the
scribbling of a small child. Presumably, between them, they
described my skin temperature, electrical conductivity, and some
component of my brain waves.

Delaney gave Dancer a thumbs-up and turned the
briefcase to an angle that hid the display from me.

Dancer nodded. “Do it.”

Delaney pulled a stack of trids out of the pocket of
his jacket. He handed me the first one: a picture of a building
that I didn’t recognize. He watched the display. “Miss.”

He handed me another: the Eiffel Tower lying in
ruins, the shot that had become so famous after the European
Liberation Front had tried to nuke Paris back into the Stone Age.
“Hit. Irrelevant.”

...a young woman eating a slice of pizza.
“Miss.”

...a storefront with broken windows. “Miss.”

...a pair of brown shoes. “Miss.”

...a front view of my house from the street. “Hit.
Irrelevant.”

...the lobby of the Velvet Clam Hotel. “Hit.”

Dancer and Delaney exchanged glances.

...an overflowing dumpster. “Miss.”

...a matchbook from the Velvet Clam, enough of the
inside visible to reveal the last three digits of my phone number.
“Hit.”

Dancer flexed the fingers of her right hand
slightly. What in the hell was going on here? Was she expecting me
to try something?

...a man’s body sprawled on a floor, a lake of blood
congealing around him on the tile. “Miss.”

Dancer stepped toward the coffee table. “What do you
mean, miss?”

I stared at the image. The man’s throat had been
cut. Not just sliced, but hacked open as though someone had been
trying to take his head off.

“Have a look,” Delaney said. He
pointed to something inside his briefcase. “This is what Mr.
Stalin’s recognition-characteristic looks like. He definitely did
not recognize that image.”

I continued to stare at the trid. The man was older,
somebody’s grandfather. There was something familiar about him. “Oh
Jesus,” I whispered. “It’s Holtzclaw.”

Delaney pointed to the screen again. “Hit,” he said.
“Delayed.”

“Goddamn it,” Dancer said. “Are
you sure?”

“I’m certain,” Delaney said. “Mr.
Stalin recognized the victim, but he was clearly not aware that Mr.
Holtzclaw is dead.”

“When was he killed?” I asked
quietly.

“Some time around four thirty this
morning,” Delaney said.

Dancer snatched her jacket off the back of the chair
and jammed her left arm down a sleeve.

“Who killed him?” I
asked.

“That’s a stupid fucking
question,” Dancer snapped. “If we knew that, we wouldn’t be dicking
around with you, would we?”

She wrestled her right arm into the other sleeve and
looked back to Delaney. “Pack it up, Rick. Let’s get out of
here.”

I peeled the pads off my face and handed them to
Delaney. The skin where they had been felt cool and prickly.

Delaney rolled up his leads and closed the case.

Dancer began buttoning up her jacket. “Let’s slide,
Rick. There’s a killer out there somewhere.”


CHAPTER 7
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I stepped into the shower stall; the door slid shut
silently behind me. I didn’t feel like going back to bed, and a hot
shower seemed like the next best thing.

“What will it be this morning?”
House asked.

“Let’s go with Program Six,” I
said sleepily.

“Starting program now. Enjoy your
shower, David.”

“Thanks, House.”

The walls and ceiling of the shower stall cycled
from featureless high gloss white to shifting patterns of mottled
green and then, with a rapidity that was almost startling, the
projection snapped into focus and I was standing in the middle of a
rain forest. The footage had been shot in the eco-modules in Dome
7, and the trees and foliage were a lush and vibrant green. Vines
hung in fat loops from the branches overhead. The shower floor
under my feet was the only flaw in the illusion; it remained its
usual white porcelain, rectangular self, a safety feature designed
to keep me from walking into the walls or shower doors that were
now invisible behind the projection.

I could hear birds singing in the distance, the
chittering of monkeys, and wind blowing through the leaf canopy.
House added those parts himself; there were no monkeys, or birds,
or wind in Dome 7.

A fat drop of water hit my left shoulder, followed a
couple of seconds later by another drop that struck me square on
the top of the head. Suddenly, drops were falling all around me,
gaining in speed and density. Except for the temperature, which I
kept as hot as I could stand, it was as much like an actual squall
in a forest as I could imagine.

No, that wasn’t quite true. I’d been caught in
several downpours, in a real rain forest, at Iguazu, in Argentina.
But that was an experience so far removed from the make-believe
forest in my shower as to seem like something from another
planet.

At Iguazu, we’d worn snow cammies, because the
dappled grays had blended in with the dying vegetation better than
green jungle camouflage. The sky had been the color of old concrete
and the dead leaf mulch had been thick under our boots. We’d
slathered our skin with protective ointments against rain with a pH
factor so low that it bore little resemblance to water, and we’d
been damn careful not to swallow any.

A psychiatrist would probably say that Program Six
was my way of denying Argentina, or that showering in a rain forest
signaled my refusal to face the realities of our ruined ecology.
Personally, I think it was simpler than that. I think I just liked
it.
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After my shower, I was half way through shaving when
I decided to call Ms. Winter. I was naked except for a towel around
my neck and shaving cream on half of my face, so I selected
voice-only for my end of the call.

It took her about six rings to answer.

She had a wild, disheveled look. Her hair was
mussed, her cheeks were puffy, and her eyes were rimmed with red.
For a second, I was afraid that I’d caught her with a client. I
reached for the disconnect, thankful that she couldn’t see my
face.

She let out the tiniest sniffle and I jerked my hand
back from the button. This wasn’t the aftermath of passion; she’d
been crying.

She tried to focus on the phone, her eyes bleary.
“Who is it? Can I have video please?”

“It’s David Stalin. You can’t have
video, I’m naked.”

She sniffed again and tried to smile. “Is this an
obscene phone call, Mr. Stalin?”

“No. I called to invite you to
lunch. My place, around one... If you like seafood.”

This time she did smile. “A call from a naked man
who wants me to come over to his house. This is an obscene
phone call. My day may be looking up.”

I angled the camera so she could only see me from
the waist up and switched it on. “If I’m going to make an obscene
call, I want to get it right.”

She smiled as soon as she saw me. “I didn’t know
that anyone still shaved that way.”

I touched my cheek and grinned when I felt the smear
of shaving cream. “I’m a little old fashioned.”

Her grin matched mine. I was glad to have chased her
tears away, even if only for a few moments.

“You’re not old fashioned, Mr.
Stalin. I think you like to do things the hard way.”

“About that lunch...” I
said.

She ran her hands through her hair. “Are you asking
me out on a date, Mr. Stalin?”

“No,” I said. “Not at all.” I
paused for a second. “I’ve got a friend coming over, and I thought
you might like to join us.”

It was her turn to pause for a second. “Okay,” she
said. “One o’clock? Do you want me to bring anything?”

I shook my head.

“One, then.” She hung
up.

I washed the rest of the shaving cream from my face
and punched up John’s number.

The phone screen filled with the logo for Neuro-Tech
Robotics: the winged staff and entwined serpents of a medical
caduceus laid out in drab green and striped with shiny foil runs
like a circuit board with no components attached. Hundreds of tiny
data chips flew in from random corners of the screen and affixed
themselves to the circuit board until the letters NTR were spelled
out in silicon.

“Good morning, Neuro-Tech
Robotics, how may I help you?” The voice was flatly artificial. It
belonged to the AI that ran John’s company offices on Hawthorne
Boulevard. John had never bothered to give the AI a name, or even
the rudiments of a personality. As far as John was concerned, his
research needed every byte of memory that could be squeezed out of
his computer’s data cores. When he had to address the machine, John
just called it Mainframe.

I didn’t bother with niceties, because I knew that
Mainframe was programmed to ignore them. “Let me speak to John,” I
said.

“One moment, please.”

Ten seconds later, the NTR logo was replaced by
John’s face. He smiled when he saw me. “Hey, Sarge! Que
pasa?”

“I’m just getting ready to throw a
pan on the stove. Got time to join me for lunch?”

John looked back over his shoulder at a partially
disassembled surgical robot. “I’m kind of in the middle of
something here. Can I take a rain check?”

I gave him an exaggerated grimace. “I’d rather you
didn’t. I’ve got a guest coming, and I don’t want her to think I’m
hitting on her.”

John’s eyebrows went up a millimeter. “A lunch
guest? It’s about time you let a woman into that mausoleum. Who is
she?”

“Sonja Winter. The woman from
Falcon’s Nest the other night.”

John’s eyebrows went up again.

“I know what you’re thinking,” I
said. “And she’s probably thinking the same thing. But it’s not
like that.”

John grinned. “You need a chaperon?”

I sighed, and then grinned myself. “Okay,” I said.
“If that’s what you want to call it. I just want to make sure that
she doesn’t think I’m trying to get into her pants.”

“Here’s a stupid question for
you,” John said. “Why aren’t you trying to get in her pants?
That woman is a knockout!”

“Fine,” I said. “She’s a knockout.
Are you coming to lunch, or what?”

“I think I can make a window in my
schedule,” said John. “What time?”

“About one o’clock.”

John narrowed his eyes as though trying to look past
me. “Did you call her just before you called me?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Why?”

He nodded at something over my shoulder. “Ask her
how she liked the show.”

“What show?”

John winked at me. “See you at one, Sarge.” He
reached out to terminate the connection.

His image was replaced by static. What show?

When I turned around, I saw what John meant. My
camera-angle modesty was a failure. The sliding doors on my shower
stall were set to mirror-mode. By looking over my shoulder, Ms.
Winter would have had a clear view of anything she wanted to
see.

Had she looked? Probably not, I thought. In her line
of work, she saw a lot of male flesh. I wasn’t vain enough to think
mine was anything special.
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I busied myself in the kitchen, digging out spices
that I hadn’t used in ages.

House had come up with a couple of dozen tiger
prawns, each the size of a child’s fist. They’d probably come from
the tank farms in Dome 16, but I didn’t ask. House was in charge of
procurement. I just handled the consumption end of things.

I timed it so that the first handful of prawns went
into the pan at one o’clock. They were just beginning to sizzle
when Ms. Winter showed up at the door.

House had to let her in; by then I had my hands full
with the prawns. They tend to smoke a bit when you cook them the
way I do, and you have to be really careful not to scorch the
butter.

She walked into the kitchen wearing a hound’s-tooth
jacket over a champagne-colored jersey dress. Her hair was pulled
back and around so that it spilled over her left shoulder like a
dark waterfall. The effect was simple, but stunning. She set her
purse on the kitchen counter and smiled. “Hi. Am I early?”

“Just in time,” I said. “Lunch is
almost ready.”

She looked around. “Am I the first to arrive?”

“John will probably be late,” I
said. “He usually is.” I smiled. “You met him at Falcon’s Nest the
other night. He was late then too. Don’t worry; we don’t have to
wait for him.”

She looked surprised. “Won’t he think we’re
rude?”

“Not at all,” I said. “It’s the
only way to get him to show up.”

Her eyebrows narrowed.

“Really,” I said. “It’s a
cause-and-effect relationship. Like lighting a cigarette to call a
bus. That one works, by the way. If you’re ever in a hurry, and you
don’t want to wait for a bus, just light a cigarette. The bus will
show up within about thirty seconds and you’ll have to put the
cigarette out. It’s a natural law, I think.”

“I don’t smoke,” she
said.

“It works for the shower too,” I
said. “If you’re ever lonely and you want someone to call you, just
climb in the shower. As soon as you’re soaking wet and your hair is
full of soapsuds, your phone will ring. Cause and effect. You can’t
stop it.”
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Ten minutes later, we sat down to ice-cold pasta
salad, piping-hot Cajun garlic prawns a la Dave, and a
fairly good bottle of wine.

House was kind enough to serenade us with a little
Robert Johnson.

I watched Ms. Winter’s face carefully when she first
tasted the prawns. Her look was one of total surprise. “What’s in
this?”

I grinned. “Garlic, butter, onions, cayenne pepper,
lemon, a dash of wine. The rest of the ingredients are a family
secret, handed down to me by my grandmother. Do you like it?”

“It’s wonderful!”

I laughed. I can be modest about most things. My
cooking isn’t one of them.

I speared a prawn and was in the act of raising it
to my mouth when House played a little chime and announced John’s
presence at the door. I smiled and set my fork down. “Told you.
It’s cause and effect.”

“Shall I let him in, David?” House
asked.

“Of course, House. And tell him
we’re in the dining room.”

“Are you always right?” Ms. Winter
asked.

“I’m usually right about John,” I
said. “Not so much about other things, but I’ve pretty much got
John pegged. We’ve known each other since we were kids.”

The quiet whining of John’s exoskeleton preceded his
entrance into the room by about two seconds. “Starting without me,
Sarge?”

“Not me,” I said. “It was Ms.
Winter’s fault. I begged her to wait for you, but she flat-out
refused.”

“Please,” she said, “call me
Sonja.” She motioned John to a chair, and rewarded me with a mock
steely-eyed glance. She lifted a fork full of prawn. “And since
we’ve already established that I have unspeakably bad manners, I
have nothing to lose by eating like a pig.”

John’s exoskeleton eased him into his chair. He
picked up a fork and tasted the garlic-prawn. When he had
swallowed, he nodded in my direction. “I’ll bet Sarge here told you
that he cooked this, didn’t he?”

John shook his head. “Not a word of truth in it.
Sarge has a two-headed dog-boy locked up in the cellar. The
wretched little creature does all the cooking, while David here
gets to invite beautiful women over for lunch and take all the
credit.”

Sonja laughed. “Is that how it works?”

“I don’t have a cellar,” I said.
“I keep the poor creature up on the roof, like a
gargoyle.”

“I have to ask,” Sonja said.
“Where on earth did you find a two-headed dog-boy?”

“Actually, it’s John’s twin
brother,” I said. “Dog-boy got all the looks in the family, and
John was so jealous that he sold the poor fellow into
slavery.”

John nodded. “At least we think it’s my
brother. It could be my sister. I asked Sarge to check, but I’m not
altogether sure that he knows how to tell the difference between
boys and girls.”

Sonja laughed again. She pointed her fork at John.
“Why do you always call him Sarge? Are you guys ex-cops? Is it
Sarge as in Police Sergeant?”

“Not cops,” John said. “The
Army.”

Sonja turned to me. “You were a sergeant in the
Army?”

“I was never a sergeant,” I said.
“Just a plain old mud foot, Private First Class.”

Sonja put down her fork. “Okay,” she said. “Now I’m
really confused.”

“There used to be a kid’s
cartoon,” I said. “Sergeant Steel. Huge muscles, scar down his
cheek, ran around with a rocket launcher in one hand, and a machine
gun in the other, blowing the enemy-of-the-week into bite-sized
chunks.”

Sonja touched a finger to her chin. “Was he the one
with the tattered uniform that showed off his biceps?”

“That’s the guy,” I said. “John
named me after him. Just a joke, really.”

“Right,” John said. “Now tell her
why you got the name.”

Sonja’s eyes widened a fraction. “Well?”

I took a bite of prawn and pretended that I hadn’t
heard.

John winked at Sonja. “He hates it when I tell this
story.”

I swallowed. “I don’t hate the story,” I said. “I’ve
just heard it too many times.”

“Well I haven’t heard it,” Sonja
said.

John leaned back in his chair. “Iguazu Falls,” he
said. “Misiones Province. Our squad was running flank and cover for
a demolitions team. It was an easy job; the demo squad was supposed
to slip a few kilos of plastique into the hydroelectric plant, and
all we had to do was cover their butts. If we pulled it off, half
the radar sites in Northeast Argentina would be without power.”

He took a sip of wine. “The forest must have been
beautiful once, but when we were there, you could see that it was
dying. The trees were gray, and the ground was covered with rotting
leaves. The only real color was from patches of the stickiest red
clay you ever saw. It was almost the shade of blood that isn’t
quite dry yet.”

“Okay,” I said. “You’ve
established a suitable air of melodrama. Now, finish it off and
let’s talk about something else.”

Sonja’s eyes were locked on John’s face. She
fluttered a hand in my direction without looking at me. “Ignore
him,” she said.

“Always do,” said John. “Where was
I?”

“The laser,” I said.

John looked at Sonja. “He’s rushing me,” he said.
“But I guess we can humor him; he is getting old, you
know.”

“The laser,” I said
again.

“Right,” John said. “The laser.”
He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “It was a perimeter
defense unit, a big tripod mounted thing with a robotic control
loop. Chinese-built, probably. Stacked plastic armor, photo-active
camouflage, infrared-suppression, and enough electromagnetic
razzle-dazzle to give it the radar cross-section of a grape.
According to our intelligence reports, the locals weren’t supposed
to have anything like that kind of technology. But the local
boys apparently hadn’t bothered to read our intel.”

He smiled a thin little smile. “So the first we knew
about it was when Bad Suzi Jabarra went down. I just thought she
had tripped over a root or something. I bent over to help her up,
and I was just realizing that she’d been hit, when the laser nailed
me. I don’t know how powerful the beam was, two hundred and
fifty—maybe three hundred megawatts, but it cut through two layers
of woven carbon armor like it was nothing and punched a hole right
between my shoulder blades.”

He took a sip of wine and looked down at his glass.
“Actually, this story goes better with beer than with wine.”

He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Then I was on
the ground, and my legs didn’t work. I remember being surprised
that there wasn’t any pain. People were screaming and diving for
cover, and the laser kept reaching out like the finger of God,
burning everything it touched.”

John looked at me and grinned, the way he always did
when he came to this part of the story. “And then I saw him.”

Sonja cocked her head to one side. “Saw who?”

John nodded toward me. “You should have seen him,
running through the trees toward that damned laser. His helmet was
gone. His flak vest was half open and flapping in the breeze. He
was screaming at the top of his lungs, his M-279 blazing away. And
you should have seen his face.”

John laughed and shook his head. “I swear to God…
Davie here looked just like Sergeant Steel from the cartoon. He
would have made a perfect cover for one of those animated comic
books.”

Sonja waited a few seconds for John to continue, and
then asked, “what happened?”

John skewered a prawn and raised it half way to his
lips. “Tell her, Sarge.”

I shook my head. “It’s your story.”

John laughed again and turned his eyes back to
Sonja. “He took it out.”

“The laser?”

“Yep,” John said. “The crazy
bastard went toe-to-toe with an automated perimeter laser, armed
with nothing but a couple of grenades and a smart-rifle. And he
took it out. He blew that laser all to hell. And that’s how he got
the nickname.”

Sonja stared at me. “Is that true?”

I felt my ears burn. “John exaggerates a bit,” I
said. “But the truth is hidden in there somewhere.”

“That makes you a war hero,” Sonja
said.

I shook my head. “I was young and stupid. And I’m
damned lucky that I got a chance to be old and stupid.”

John leaned toward Sonja and whispered, “don’t let
him kid you. He’s a hero.”

I sighed. “Are we done with Story Hour yet?” I
stared at them both. “Good. Let’s eat.”
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After lunch, I led John and Sonja to my workshop.
Before I let them in, I had House darken the room except for the
pedestal supporting the new piece.

The sculpture consisted of twenty-eight bars of
stringer-steel, welded together into a climbing arch that resembled
a section of struts and rafters from the roof of an old partially
collapsed building. I had chemically stained the steel to give it a
weathered look.

Sonja walked around it slowly, her eyebrows drawn
close together. “City of shadows,” she said.

“What?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Just
some words that came to me when I first saw it. City of shadows.”
She looked up at me. “Maybe that’s what you ought to name
it.”

“I’ve already named it,” I said.
“It’s called No Resurrection.”

John just stared at the piece in silence for a long
time. Finally, he shook his head once and looked up at me. “It’s
still there,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Sonja
asked.
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