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It washot, the night we burnedChrome. Out in the malls and plazas,moths
were battingthemselvedo deathagainstthe neon,but in Bobby’s loft the only
light camefrom a monitor screenand the greenand red LEDs on the face of
the matrix simulator.l kneweverychip in Bobby’s simulatorby heart;it looked
like your workadayOno-SendaVll, the ‘Cyberspaceseven,’butI'd rebuiltit so
manytimesthatyou’d havehada hardtime finding a squaremillimeter of factory
circuitry in all thatsilicon.

We waitedside by sidein front of the simulatorconsole,watchingthe time
displayin thescreen’dower left corner.

‘Go for it,” | said, whenit wastime, but Bobby was alreadythere, leaning
forwardto drive the Russianprograminto its slot with the heelof his hand. He
did it with thetight graceof a kid slammingchangento anarcadegame,sureof
winning andreadyto pull downa stringof freegames.

A silver tide of phosphene$oiled acrossmy field of vision as the matrix
beganto unfold in my head,a 3-D chessboardnfinite andperfectlytransparent.
The Russiamprogramseemedo lurch aswe enteredhe grid. If anyoneelsehad
beenjackedinto that part of the matrix, he might haveseena surf of flickering
shadowroll out of the little yellow pyramidthatrepresentedur computer.The
programwasa mimeticweapondesignedo absorblocal color andpresenitself
asa crash-priorityoverridein whatevercontextit encountered.

‘Congratulations,! heardBobbysay.‘We justbecame

195



196 William Gibson

an EasternSeaboardrissionAuthority inspectionprobe...” Thatmeantwe were
clearingfiberopticlines with the cyberneticequivalentof a fire siren,but in the
simulationmatrix we seemedo rushstraightfor Chrome’sdatabase.l couldn’t
seeit yet, butl alreadyknewthosewalls werewaiting. Walls of shadowwalls of
ice.

Chrome:herpretty childfacesmoothassteel,with eyesthatwould havebeen
at homeon the bottom of somedeepAtlantic trench,cold gray eyesthat lived
underterrible pressure.They said shecookedher own cancerdor peoplewho
crossecher, rocococustomvariationsthattook yearsto kill you. Theysaida lot
of thingsaboutChrome noneof thematall reassuring.

So | blotted her out with a picture of Rikki. Rikki kneelingin a shaft of
dustysunlightthatslantednto theloft thougha grid of steelandglass:herfaded
camouflagdatigues,hertranslucentosesandalsthe goodline of herbareback
assherummagedhrougha nylon gearbag. Shelooks up, anda half-blondcurl
falls to tickle her nose. Smiling, buttoninganold shirt of Bobby’s, frayedkhaki
cotton drawracrossherbreasts.

Shesmiles.

‘Son of a bitch,” said Bobby, ‘we just told Chromewe're an IRS audit and
threeSupremeCourtsubpoenas. Hangonto yourass,Jack. .’

Solong, Rikki. Maybenow | seeyou never.And dark,sodark,in the halls of
Chrome’sice.

Bobbywasa cowboy,andice wasthe natureof his game,ice from ICE, In-
strusionCountermeasureslectronics. ‘The matrix is an abstractrepresentation
of therelationshipdetweerdatasystemsLegitimateprogrammergackinto their
employers’sectorof the matrix andfind them
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selvessurroundedy bright geometriesepresentinghe corporatedata.

Towers andieldsof it ranged inthe colorlessnonspacef the simulationma-
trix, the electronicconsensus-hallucinatiaiat facilitatesthe handlingand ex-
changeof massiveguantitiesof data.Legitimateprogrammersieverseethewalls
of ice they work behind,the walls of shadowthat screentheir operationsrom
others from industrialespionageartistsandhustlerdike Bobby Quine.

Bobby wasa cowboy. Bobbywasa cracksmana burglar, casingmankind’s
extendecklectronicnervoussystem rustling dataandcreditin the crowdedma-
trix, monochromenonspacevherethe only starsare denseconcentration®f in-
formation,andhigh aboveit all bum corporategalaxiesandthe cold spiralarms
of military systems.

Bobbywasanothemoneof thoseyoung-oldfacesyou seedrinking in the Gen-
tlemanLoser,thechicbarfor computeicowboysfustlerscyberneticsecond-story
men.We werepartners.

Bobby Quineand AutomaticJack. Bobby’sthe thin, paledudewith the dark
glassesandJack’sthe meanlookingguy with the myoelectricarm. Bobby’s soft-
ware and Jack’'shard; Bobby punchesconsoleand Jackrunsdown all the little
thingsthatcangive you an edge. Or, anyway,that’s what the scenewatchersn
the Gentlemarioserwould’ve told you, beforeBobby decidedto burn Chrome.
But they alsomight've told you that Bobby waslosing his edge,slowing down.
He wastwenty-eight,Bobby,andthat’sold for a consolecowboy.

Both of us were good at what we did, but somehowthat one big scorejust
wouldn’t comedownfor us.| knewwhereto go for theright gear,andBobbyhad
all hislicks downpat. He'd sit back withawhite terry sweatband
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acrosshis foreheadand whip moveson thosekeyboardsfasterthan you could
follow, punchinghis way throughsomeof the fanciestice in the businessput
that was when somethinghappenedhat managedo get him totally wired, and
thatdidn’t happeroften. Not highly motivated Bobby,andl wasthekind of guy
who's happyto havetherentcoveredanda cleanshirt towear.

But Bobby hadthis thing for girls, like they were his privatetarot or some-
thing, the way he’'d get himself moving. We nevertalked aboutit, but whenit
startedto look like he wadosinghis touchthatsummerhe startedo spendmore
time in the GentlemanLoser. He'd sit at a table by the opendoorsand watch
the crowd sslide by, nightswhenthe bugswereat the neonandthe air smelledof
perfumeandfastfood. You couldseehis sunglassescanninghosefacesasthey
passedandhemusthavedecidedhatRikki’'s wasthe onehewaswaiting for, the
wild cardandtheluck changerThenewone.

I wentto New York to checkout the market,to seewhatwasavailablein hot
software.

The Finn’s placehasa defectivehologramin the window, METRO HOLO-
GRAFIX, overadisplayof deadflies wearingfur coatsof graydust. The scrap’s
waist-high,inside, drifts of it rising to meetwalls that are barely visible behind
namelesgunk, behindsaggingpressboarghelvesstackedwith old skin maga-
zinesandyellow-spinedyearsof National Geographic.

‘You needagun, saidthe Finn. He lookslike arecomboDNA projectaimed
attailoring peoplefor highspeedurrowing.‘You're in luck. | gotthe new Smith
andWessonthe four-oh-eightTactical. Got this zenonprojectorslungunderthe
barrel,see,batteriesn the grip, throw you a twelve-inchhigh-nooncircle in the
pitch dark
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at fifty yards. ‘Me light sourceis so narrow, it's almostimpossibleto spot. It’s
justlike voodoo inanightfight.” I let my armclunk downonthetableandstarted
the fingers drumming; the servosin the hand beganwhining like overworked
mosquitoesl knewthatthe Finnreally hatedthe sound.

‘You looking to pawnthat?’ he proddedthe Duraluminwrist joint with the
chewedshaftof afelt-tip pen.‘Maybe getyourselfsomethingalittle quieter?’

| keptit up. ‘I don’t needanyguns,Finn.” ‘Okay, hesaid,‘okay,” andl quit
drumming.‘l only gotthis oneitem,andl don’t evenknowwhatit is.” He looked
unhappy.1 gotit off thesebridge-and-tunnétids fromJerseytastweek.’

‘So when’dyou everbuy anythingyou didn’t know whatit was,Finn?’

‘Wise ass.” And he passedne a transparentnailer with somethingn it that
lookedlike anaudiocassetteéhroughthe bubblepadding.‘They hada passport,
he said. They hadcreditcardsandawatch.And that.’

‘Tbey hadthe contents okomebody’'pocketsyou mean.’

He nodded. The passportvasBelgian. It wasalsobogus,lookedto me,sol
putit in thefurnace.Putthe cardsin with it. Thewatchwasokay,aPorschenice
watch.

It wasobviouslysomekind of plug-in military program.Out of the mailer, it
lookedlike the magazineof a smallassaultifle, coatedwith nonreflectiveblack
plastic.‘Me’ edgesandcornersshowedbrightmetal;it hadbeenknockingaround
for awhile.

‘I'll giveyou abargainonit, Jack.Forold times’ sake.’| hadto smileatthat.
Gettinga bargainfrom the Finn waslike God repealingthe law of gravity when
you have
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to carryaheavysuitcasedowntenblocks ofairportcorridor.

‘Looks Russianto me,’ | said. ‘Probablythe emergencysewagecontrolsfor
someleningradsuburb.Justwhatl need.’

‘You know, saidtheFinn,‘l gotapairof shoeslderthanyouare.Sometimes
I think you got aboutas much classasthoseyahoosfrom Jersey.Whatdo you
wantmeto tell you, it’s thekeysto theKremlin? You figureoutwhatthegoddamn
thingis. Me, | justsellthestuff. | boughtit.

Bodiless,we swerveinto Chrome’scastleof ice. And we're fast, fast. It
feelslike we're surfingthe crestof the invadingprogram,hangingten abovethe
seethingglitch systemsasthey mutate.We’re sentientpatcheof oil sweptalong
downcorridorsof shadow.

Somewhereave havebodiesvery far away,in acrowdedloft roofedwith steel
andglass.Somewherave havemicrosecondsnaybetime leftto pull out.

We've crashedher gatesdisguisedas an audit and threesubpoenashut her
defensesare specially gearedto copewith that kind of official intrusion. Her
mostsophisticatedce is structuredo fend off warrantswrits, subpoenaswWhen
we breachedhe first gate,the bulk of her datavanishedbehindcore-command
ice, thesewalls we seeasleaguesof corridor, mazesof shadow. Five separate
landlinesspurtedMay Day signalsto law firms, but the virus had alreadytake
overtheparameteice. Theglitch systemgyobblethedistresscallsasour mimetic
subprogramscananythingthathasn’tbeen blanked bgorecommand.

TheRussiarprogramlifts aTokyonumberfrom theunscreenedata,choosing
it for frequencyof calls,aver-
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agelength ofcalls,the speedwith which Chromereturnedthosecalls.
‘Okay, saysBobby, ‘we’re an,incomingscramblercall from a pal of hersin
Japan/Mat shouldhelp.” Ride’em cowboy.

Bobbyreadhis futurein women;his girls wereomenschangesn theweather,
andhe’d sit all nightin the Gentlemarioser,waiting for the seasorio lay a new
facedownin front of him like acard.

I wasworking latein theloft onenight, shaving dowra chip, my armoff and
thelittle waldojacked straighinto the stump.

Bobbycamein with agirl | hadn’tseenbefore,andusuallyl feelalittle funny
if astrangeseesneworkingthatway,with thoseleadsclippedto thehardcarbon
studsthatstick out of my stump.Shecameright overandlookedatthe magnified
imageon the screen then sawthe waldo moving underits vacuum-sealedust
cover. Shedidn’t say anything,just watched. Right away| hada goodfeeling
abouther;it’s like thatsometimes.

‘Automatic Jack,Rikki. My associate.’

He laughed,put his arm aroundher waist, somethingin his tone letting me
knowthatl'd be spendinghenightin adingy roomin a hotel.

‘Hi, shesaid. Tall, nineteenor maybetwenty, and she definitely had the
goods.With justthosefew frecklesacrosghe bridgeof hernose,andeyessome-
wherebetweerdarkamberandFrenchcoffee. Tight blackjeansrolled to midcalf
anda narrowplastic belthatmatchedherose-coloregandals.

But nowwhenl seehersometimesvhenl’'m trying to sleep,| seehersome-
whereout on the edgeof all this sprawlof citiesandsmoke,andit’s like she’sa
hologram
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stuckbehindmy eyes,in a bright dressshemust’'veworn once,whenl knewher,
somethinghatdoesn’tquitereachherknees Bare legdong andstraight. Brown
hair, streakedvith blond, hoodsherface,blownin awind from somewhereandl
seeherwavegoodbye.

Bobbywasmakinga showof rootingthrougha stackof audiocassettesI’'m
on my way, cowboy, | said,unclippingthe waldo. Shewatchedattentivelyasl
putmy armback on.

‘Canyoufix things?’sheasked.

‘Anything, anythingyou want, AutomaticJack'll fix it.” | snappedny Dura-
lumin fingersfor her.

Shetook alittle simstimdeckfrom herbeltandshowedmethe brokenhinge
onthecassetteover.

‘Tomorrow,’ | said,'no problem.

And my oh my, | saidto myself, sleeppulling me downthe six flights to the
street,what’ll Bobby’sluck be like with a fortunecookielike that?If his system
worked,we’d bestrikingit rich anynightnow. In thestreetl grinnedandyawned
andwavedfor acab.

Chrome’scastles dissolving ,sheet®of ice shadowflickeringandfading,eaten
by the glitch systemsthat spin out from the Russianprogram,tumbling away
from our centrallogic thrustandinfecting the fabric of theice itself. ‘Me glitch
systemsarecyberneticvirus analogsself-replicatingandvoracious.Theymutate
constantlyjn unison,subvertingandabsorbingChrome’sdefenses.

Have we alreadyparalyzedher, or is a bell ringing somewherea red light
blinking? Doessheknow?

Rikki Wildside, Bobby calledher, andfor thosefirst few weeksit musthave
seemedo herthatshehadit all, thewholeteemingshowspreadutfor her,sharp
andbright
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underthe neon.Shewasnewto the sceneandshehadall the milesof mallsand
plazasto prowl, all the shopsandclubs,andBobbyto explainthewild side,the
tricky wiring on the dark undersideof things,all the playersandtheir namesand
theirgamesHe madeherfeelathome.

‘What happenedo your arm?’ sheaskedme one night in the Gentleman
Loser,thethreeof usdrinking ata smalltablein acorner.

‘Hang-gliding,’ | said,’accident.

‘Hang-gliding over a wheatfield,’said Bobby, 'place calledKiev. Our Jack’s
justhangingtherein thedark,undera Nightwing parafoil,with fifty kilos of radar
jammerbetweenrhislegs,andsomeRussiamassholeaccidentallybumshis armoff
with alaser.’

| don'tremembehow | changedhe subjectbutl did.

| wasstill telling myselfthatit wasn’'tRikki who wasgettingto me, butwhat
Bobbywasdoingwith her.I'd knownhim for alongtime, sincetheendof thewar,
andl knew he usedwomenascountersn a game,Bobby Quineversusfortune,
versugtime andthe night of cities. And Rikki hadturnedup justwhenhe needed
somethingo gethim going,somethingo aimfor. Sohe’d setherup asa symbol
for everythinghe wantedand couldn’t have, everythinghe’'d bad and couldn’t
keep.

| didn’t like havingto listento him tell mehow muchhelovedher,andknow-
ing he believedit only madeit worse. He wasa pastmasterat the hardfall and
therapidrecoveryandl’d seent happemadozentimesbefore.He mightaswell
havehadNEXT printedacrosshis sunglassem greenDay-Glo capitals readyto
flashout at the first interestingfacethat flowed pastthe tablesin the Gentleman
Loser.

| knewwhathedid to them. He turnedtheminto emblemssigils on the map
of his hustlerslife, navigation
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beaconde could follow througha seaof barsandneon. Whatelsedid he have
to steerby? He didn't love money,in and of itself, not enoughto follow its
lights. He wouldn’t work for poweroverotherpeople;he hatedheresponsibility
it brings. He hadsomebasicpridein his skill, butthatwasneverenoughto keep
him pushing.

Sohe madedo with women.

WhenRikki showedup, he needednein the worstway. He wasfadingfast,
and smartmoneywas alreadywhisperingthat the edgewas off his game. He
neededhat onebig score,and soon,becauséie didn’t know any otherkind of
life, andall his clocksweresetfor hustler'stime, calibratedn risk andadrenaline
andthat supernaldawn calm that comeswheneverymove’s provedright anda
sweetlump of someoneelse’screditclicks into your own account.

It wastime for him to makehis bundleandgetout; soRikki got setup higher
and farther away than any of the otherseverhad, eventhough—and felt like
screamingt at him—shewasright there,alive, totally real, human,hungry,re-
silient, bored,beautiful, excitedall thethingsshewas...

‘Men hewentout oneafternoonabouta weekbeforel madethetrip to New
York to seethe Finn. Wentout andleft us therein the loft, waiting for a thun-
derstorm.Half the skylight wasshadowedy a domethey’d neverfinished,and
the other half showedsky, black and blue with clouds. | was standingby the
bench,looking up at that sky, stupid with the hot afternoon,the humidity, and
shetouchedme, touchedmy shoulderthe half-inch borderof taut pink scarthat
thearmdoesn’tcover. Anybody elseevertouchedme there,theywenton to the
shouldertheneck...

But shedidn’t do that. Her nailswerelacqueredlack,
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not pointed,buttaperedblongs thelacqueronly a shadedarkerthanthe carbon-
fiberlaminatethatsheathesy arm. And herhandwentdownthearm,blacknails
tracingaweld in thelaminate downto the blackanodizedelbowjoint, outto the
wrist, herhandsoft-knuckledasachild’s, fingersspreadingo lock overmine,her
palmagainsthe perforatedduralumin.
Her other palm cameup to brushacrossthe feedbackpads,andit rainedall

afternoonyaindropsdrummingon the steelandsoot-stainedjlassaboveBobby’s
bed.

Ice walls flick awaylike supersonidutterfliesmadeof shade.Beyondthem,
thematrix'sillusion of infinite spacelt’s like watchingatapeof a prefabbuilding
goingup; only the tape’sreversedandrun at high speedandthesewalls aretorn
wings.

Trying to remindmyselfthatthis placeandthe gulfs beyondare only repre-
sentationsthatwe aren't, ‘in’ Chrome’scomputer,but interfacedwith it, while
thematrix simulatorin Bobby’sloft generateghisillusion.... Thecoredatabegin
to emergegxposedyulnerable. . Ibis is thefar sideof ice, theview of the matrix
I've neverseenbefore,the view thatfifteen million legitimateconsoleoperators
seedaily andtakefor granted.

The coredatatoweraroundus like verticalfreight trains, color-codedor ac-
cess.Bright primaries,jmpossiblybrightin thattransparentoid, linked by count-
lesshorizontalsin nurserybluesandpinks.

Butice still shadowsomethingatthecenterof it all: theheartof all Chrome’s
expensivaelarknessthevery heart...

It waslate afternoonwhen| got backfrom my shoppingexpeditionto New
York. Not muchsunthroughthe
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skylight, but an ice patternglowed on Bobby’s monitor screen,a 2-D graphic
representationf someone’somputerdefenseslines of neonwovenlike an Art
Decoprayerrug. | turnedthe consoleoff, andthe screenwentcompletelydark.

Rikki's thingswerespreadacrosany workbenchnylon bagsspilling clothes
andmakeup,a pair of bright red cowboyboots,audiocassettegjlossyJapanese
magazinegsboutsimstimstars.| stackedt all underthe benchandthentook my
armoff, forgettingthattheprogrami’d boughtfrom theFinnwasin theright-hand
pocketof my jacket,sothatl hadto fumbleit outleft-handedandthengetit into
thepaddedawsof thejeweler’svise.

Thewaldolookslike anold audioturntable, thekind thatplayeddiscrecords,
with the vise setup undera transparentlustcover. The armitself is just over
a centimeterlong, swinging out on what would've beenthe tonearm on one of
thoseturntablesBut | don't look atthatwhenl've clippedtheleadsto my stump;
| look atthescope pecausehat’'smy armtherein blackandwhite, magnification
40x.

| ranatool checkandpickedupthelazer.lt felt alittle heavy;sol scaledmy
weight-sensomput downto a quarter-kilopergramandgot to work. At 40x the
sideof the programlookedlike atrailer truck.

It took eighthoursto crack:threehourswith thewaldoandthelaser andour
dozentaps,two hourson the phoneto a contactin Colorado,andthreehoursto
rundowna lexicondiscthatcouldtranslatesight-year-oldechnicalRussian.

ThenCyrillic alphanumericstartedreelingdownthe monitor, twisting them-
selvedanto Englishhalfwaydown. Therewerealot of gapswherethelexiconran
up againstspecializednilitary acronyms irthereadout’d bought
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from my manin Colorado,butit did give me someideaof whatl'd boughtfrom
theFinn.

| felt like a punkwho’d goneoutto buy a switchbladeandcomehomewith a
smallneutronbomb.

Screwedagain,l thought. Whatgood’sa neutronbombin a streetfight?The
thing underthe dustcoverwasright out of my league.l didn’t evenknow where
to unloadit, whereto look for a buyer. Someonéhad,but hewasdead,someone
with a Porschewvatchanda fake Belgianpassportput I'd nevertried to movein
thosecircles. The Finn’s muggersfrom the 'burbs had knockedover someone
who hadsomehighly arcaneconnections.

The programin the jeweler'svise wasa Russiarmilitary icebreakera killer-
virus program.

It wasdawnwhenBobbycamein alone.l'd fallen asleepwvth abagof takeout
sandwichesn my lap.

‘You wantto eat?’| askedhim, notreally awake holdingout my sandwiches.
I'd beendreamingof the program,of it's wavesof hungry glitch systemsand
mimetic subprogramsin thedreamit wasan animalof somekind, shapelesand
flowing.

He brushedhe bagasideon his way to the console puncheda function key.
The screenlit with the intricate patternl’d seentherethat afternoon. | rubbed
sleepfrom my eyeswith my left hand,onething | can’t do with my right. I'd
fallen asleeptrying to decidewhetherto tell him aboutthe program. Maybe |
shouldtry to sell it alone,keepthe money,go somewheraew, ask Rikki to go
with me.

‘Whoseis it?’ | asked.

He stoodtherein a black cottonjump suit, an old leatherjacketthrownover
his shoulderlike a cape. He hadn’t shavedfor a few days,andhis face looked
thinnerthanusual.
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‘It's Chrome’s,’he said.

My armconvulsedstartecclicking, feartranslatedo themyoelectricghrough
the carbonstuds.| spilledthe sandwicheslimp sproutsandbright yellow dairy-
produceslicesonthe unswept woodefioor.

‘You're stonecrazy,’ | said.

‘No,” hesaid,‘you think sherumbledit? No way. We’'d be deadalready. |
lockedonto herthroughatriple-blind rentalsystemn Mombasaandan Algerian
comsat.Sheknewsomebodywashaving alook-see put shecouldn’ttraceit.’

If Chromehadtracedthe passBobby had madeat herice, we weregoodas
dead. But he wasprobablyright, or she’dhavehad me blown awayon my way
back fromNew York. ‘Why her,Bobby?Justgive meonereason..’

Chrome: I'd seenher maybehalf a dozentimes in the GentlemanLoser.
Maybe shewasslumming,or checkingout the humancondition,a conditionshe
didn’t exactlyaspireto. A sweetlittle heart-shapethceframingthe nastiespair
of eyesyou eversaw. She'dlookedfourteenfor aslong asanyonecouldremem-
ber, hypedout of anythinglike a normalmetabolismon somemassiveprogram
of serumsandhormonesShewasasugly acustomeiasthe streeteverproduced,
but shedidn’t belongto the streetanymore. Shewas one of the Boys, Chrome,
amemberin goodstandingof the local Mob subsidiary.Word was,she’dgotten
startedasa dealer,backwhensyntheticpituitary hormoneswverestill proscribed.
But shehadn’thadto movehormonedor along time.Now sheownedthe House
of Blue Lights.

‘You're flat-out crazy, Quine. You give me one sanereasonfor havingthat
stuff on your screen.You oughtto dumpit, andl meannow...’
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‘Talk in theLoser, he saidshruggingout of theleather jacket:Black Myron
and Crow Jane.Jane she’sup on all the sexlines, claimssheknowswherethe
moneygoes.So she’sarguingwith Myron that Chrome’sthe controllinginterest
in theBlue Lights, notjust somefigureheador the Boys.’

‘ “The Boys,” Bobby, | said. ‘That’s the operativeword there. You still
capableof seeingthat? We don't messwith the Boys, remember?That's why
we're still walking around.

‘That’s why we're still poor, partner.’ He settledbackinto the swivel chairin
front of theconsole unzippedhis jump suit,andscratchedis skinnywhite chest.
‘But maybenot for muchlonger.

‘| think maybethis partnershigust gotitself permanentiydissolved.’

Thenhe grinnedat me. Thatgrin wastruly crazy, feral andfocused,and|
knewthatright thenhe reallydidn’t give a shitaboutdying.

‘Look, | said,‘I've gotsomemoneyleft, you know? Why don’t you takeit
andgetthetubeto Miami, catcha hopperto MontegoBay. You needrest,man.
You've gotto getyouracttogether.

‘My act, Jack,he said punchingsomethingon the keyboard,;neverhasbeen
this togetherbefore. The neonprayerrug on the screenshiveredand woke as
ananimationprogramcutin, ice linesweavingwith hypnoticfrequencyaliving
mandala.Bobby kept punching,andthe movemenslowed;the patternresolved
itself, grewslightly lesscomplex,becamenalternationbetweertwo distantcon-
figurations.A first-classieceof work, andl hadn’tthoughthewasstill thatgood.
‘Now, he said,there,seeit? Wait. There.Thereagain.And there.Easyto miss.
That'sit. Cutsin everyhourandtwenty minutes
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with a squirttransmissiorto their comsat.We could live for a yearon whatshe
paysthemweeklyin negativeinterest.’

‘Whosecomsat?’

‘Zurich. Her bankersThat'sherbankbookJack.

That'swherethe moneygoes.Crow Janewasright.’

| stoodthere.My armforgotto click.

‘So how'd youdoin New York, partner?You getanythingthat’ll helpme cut
ice? We're goingto need whatevewe canget.’

| keptmy eyeson his, forcedmyselfnotto look in the directionof thewaldo,
thejeweler’svise. The Russiarprogramwasthere, undethedust cover.

Wild cards, luckchangers.

‘Where’'sRikki?’ | askedhim, crossingo theconsole pretendingo studythe
alternating patternsnthescreen.

‘Friends of hers, he shrugged,’kids, they're all into simstim.” He smiled
absently.I'm goingto doit for her,man.’

‘I'm going out to think aboutthis, Bobby. You want me to comeback, you
keepyour handsoff theboard. ‘I'm doingit for her, he saidasthe door closed
behindme. “You know| am.’

And downnow, down,the programa roller coasteithroughthis fraying maze
of shadowwalls, gray cathedralspaceshetweenthe bright towers. Headlong
speed.

Blackice. Don’t think aboutit. Blackice.

Too manystoriesin the Gentleman_oser; blackice is a part of the mythol-
ogy. Ice thatkills. lllegal, butthenaren’twe all? Somekind of neural-feedback
weaponandyou connectwith it only once.Like somehideousWordthateatsthe
mind from theinsideout. Like an epileptic
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spasm thagjoeson andon until there’snothingleft atall. ..

And we're diving for thefloor of Chrome’sshadowcastle.

Trying to bracemyselffor the sudderstoppingof breath,a sicknessandfinal
slackeningof the nerves Fearof thatcold Word waiting, downtherein thedark.

| wentout andlookedfor Rikki, found herin a cafewith a boy with Sendai
eyes half-healedsuturefinesradiatingfrom his bruisedsockets Shehada glossy
brochurespreadopenon the table, Tally Ishamsmiling up from a dozenpho-
tographsthe Girl with the Zeisslkon Eyes.

Her little simstim deck was one of the thingsI'd stackedundermy bench
the night before,the oneI'd fixed for her the day after I'd first seenher. She
spenthoursjackedinto thatunit, the contactbandacrossherforeheadike agray
plastictiara. Tally Ishamwas her favorite, and with the contactbandon, she
was gone, off somewheran the recordedsensoriumof simstim’s biggeststar.
Simulatedstimuli: theworld—all the interestingparts,anyway—agerceived by
Tally Isham.Tally raceda black Fokkerground-effecplaneacrossArizonamesa
tops. Tally divedthe Truk Islandpreserves.Tally partiedwith the superrichon
privateGreekislands heartbreakingurity of thosetiny white seaportatdawn.

Actually shelooked alot like Tally, samecoloringandcheekbonesd. thought
Rikki's mouthwasstronger.More sass.Shedidn’t wantto be Tally Isham,but
shecovetedthejob. Thatwasherambition,to be insimstim.Bobbyjustlaughed
it off. Shetalkedto me aboutit, though. ‘How'd | look with a pair of these?’
she’dask, holding a full-page headshot Tally Isham’sblue Zeisslkons lined up
with herown amber-brownShe’dhadhercorneas
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donetwice, but shestill wasn’'t 20-20; so shewantedlkons. Brandof the stars.
Very expensive.

‘“You still window-shoppindor eyes?’l asked as$ satdown.

‘Tiger justgot some, shesaid. Shelookedtired, | thought.

Tiger was so pleasedwith his Sendaisthat he couldn’t help smiling, but I
doubtedwhetherhe’d havesmiled otherwise. He hadthe kind of uniform good
looksyou getafteryour seventttrip to thesurgicalboutique;he’d probablyspend
therestof hislife looking vaguelylike eachnewseason’snediafront-runner;not
too obviousa copy, but nothingtoo original, either.

‘Sendai,right?’ | smiledback.

He nodded.| watchedashetried to takemein with hisideaof a professional
simstim glance. He was pretendingthat he wasrecording. | thoughthe spent
toolongonmy arm. ‘They’ll be greaton peripheralsvhenthe musclesheal,’ he
said,andl sawhow carefully hereachedor his doubleespressoSendakeyesare
notoriousfor depthperceptiordefectsandwarrantyhasslesamongotherthings.

‘Tiger’s leavingfor Hollywood tomorrow.’

‘Then maybeChibaCity, right.” | smiledat him. He didn't smile back. ‘Got
anoffer, Tiger? Know anagent?’'Justcheckingit out,” he saidquietly. Thenhe
gotup andleft. He saida quick goodbye taRikki, butnotto me.

‘That kid's optic nervesmay startto deterioratansidesix months.You know
that, Rikki? ThoseSendaisareillegal in England,Denmark,lots of places.You
can’treplacenerves.

‘Hey, Jack,no lectures.’ Shestoleoneof my croissantandnibbledat thetip
of oneof its horns.
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‘| thoughtl wasyour adviserkid.’

‘Yeah. Well, Tiger'snottoo swift, buteverybodyknowsaboutSendaisThey're
all he canafford. Sohe’staking achancelf he getswvork, he carreplacethem.’

‘With these?’| tappedthe Zeisslkon brochure. ‘Lot of money,Rikki. You
know betterthanto takea gamblelike that.’

Shenodded.| wantlkons.’

‘If you're goingup to Bobby’stell him to sit tight until he heargrom me.’

‘Sure. It’'s business?’

‘Business,’| said.Butit wascraziness.

| drankmy coffee,andsheatebothmy croissantsThenl walkedherdownto
Bobby’s.| madefifteencalls,eachonefrom a differentpayphone.

BusinessBadcraziness.

All in all, it took us six weeksto setthe burnup, six weeksof Bobbytelling
mehow muchhe lovedher. | worked everhardertrying to getawayfrom that.

Most of it wasphonecalls. My fifteeninitial andvery obliqueinquirieseach
seemedo breedfifteen more. | waslooking for a certainserviceBobby and |
bothimaginedasa requisitepart of the world’s clandestineeconomy,but which
probablyneverhadmorethanfive customerstatime. It would beonethatnever
advertised.

We werelooking for theworld’s heaviestence for anon-alignednoneylaun-
dry capableof dry-cleaninga megabuclonline cashtransferandthenforgetting
aboutit.

All thosecallswereawaste finally, becausé wasthe Finnwho putmeonto
whatwe neededl’'d goneupto New York to buy a newblackboxrig, becauseve
weregoingbrokepayingfor all thosecalls.
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| putthe problem tohim ashypothetically agpossible.

‘Macao, he said.

‘Macao?’

‘The LongHum family. Stockbrokers.’

He evenhadthe number.You wantafence,askanotherfence.

The Long Hum peoplewere so oblique that they mademy ideaof a subtle
approachlook like a tactical nukeout. Bobby hadto maketwo shuttlerunsto
Hong Kong to getthe dealstraight. We were runningout of capital,andfast. |
still don’t know why | decidedto go alongwith it in thefirst place;l wasscared
of Chromeandl’d neverbeen allthathotto getrich.

| tried telling myselfthatit wasa goodideato bumthe Houseof Blue Lights
becaus¢heplacewasa-creepoint, butl justcouldn’tbuyit. | didn’t like theBlue
Lights,becaus#'d spentasupremelydepressingveningthereonce,butthatwas
no excusdor goingafter Chrome.Actually | halfwayassumeadve weregoingto
diein theattempt.Evenwith thatkiller program the oddsweren’texactlyin our
favor.

Bobbywaslostin writing the setof commandsve weregoingto pluginto the
dead centeof Chrome’scomputer.Mat wasgoingto be myjob, becauséobby
wasgoingto havehis handsfull trying to keepthe Russianprogramfrom going
straightfor thekill. 1t wastoo complexfor usto rewrite,andsohewasgoingto
try to hold it back forthetwo secondd needed.

| madea dealwith a streetfightenamedMiles. He wasgoingto follow Rikki
thenight of thebum, keepherin sight,andphonemeata certaintime. If | wasn'’t
there,or didn’t answerin just a certainway, I'd told him to grabherandput her
onthefirst tubeout. | gavehim an envelopéo give her,moneyandanote.
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Bobby really hadn’tthoughtaboutthat, much, how things-would go for her
if we blewit. He just kepttelling me he loved her, wheretheyweregoingto go
togetherhowthey’d spendthe money.

‘Buy herapair of Ikonsfirst, man. That'swhatshewants.She’sseriousabout
thatsimstimscene.’

‘Hey,” he saidJooking up from thekeyboard,shewon’t need towork. We're
goingto makeit, Jack.She’smy luck. Shewon’t everhaveto work again.’

‘Your luck, | said. | wasn’thappy. | couldn’t remembemwhen| hadbeen
happy.‘You seenyourluck aroundlately?’

He hadn’t,but neitherhadl. We’d both been todusy.

I missedher. Missing herremindedme of my onenightin the Houseof Blue
Lights, becausd’d gonethereout of missingsomeoneelse. I'd gottendrunkto
beginwith, then'd startedhitting Vasopressinnhalers. If your main squeeze
hasjust decidedto walk out on you, boozeand Vasopressirare the ultimatein
masochisticpharmacology;the juice makesyou maudlin and the Vasopressin
makesyou remember] meanreally remember.Clinically they usethe stuff to
countersenileamnesiaput the streetfindsits own usesfor things. Sol'd bought
myselfan ultraintensereplayof a badaffair; troubleis, you getthe badwith the
good.Gogunningfor transportof animalecstasyandyou getwhatyou said,too,
andwhatshesaidto that,how shewalked awayandneverlookedback.

I don'tremembedecidingto goto theBlue Lights, or how| gotthere hushed
corridorsandthis really tackydecorativevaterfalltrickling somewheregpr maybe
just a hologramof one. | hada lot of moneythat night; somebodyhad given
Bobbyabig roll for openingathreesecondvindowin someoneelse’sice.
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| don’t think the crewon the door liked my looks, butl guessmy moneywas
okay.

| hadmoreto drink therewhenl’d donewhat| wenttherefor. Thenl made
somecrackto the barmanaboutclosetnecrophiliacsandthatdidn’t go downtoo
well. Thenthis very large characterinsistedon calling me War Hero, which |
didn't like. | think I showedhim sometricks with the arm, beforethelights went
out, andl woke up two dayslaterin a basicsleepingmodulesomewherelse. A
cheapplace, noevenroomto hangyourself.And | satthereonthatnarrowfoam
slabandcried.

Somethingsareworsethanbeingalone.But thething theysell in the House
of Blue Lightsis sopopularthatit’s almostlegal.

At theheartof darknessthestill centertheglitch systemshredthedarkwith
whirlwinds of light, translucentrazorsspinningaway from us; we hangin the
centerof a silentslow-motionexplosion,ice fragmentdalling awayforever,and
Bobby’svoice comesin acrosdightyearsof electronicvoid illusion -

‘Bum thebitchdown. | can’thold thething backThe Russiarprogram rising
throughtowersof data, blotting out the playroomcolors. And | plug Bobby’s
homemadeommandpackaganto the centerof Chrome’scold heart. The squirt
transmissiortutsin, apulseof condensethformationthatshootsstraightup, past
the thickeningtower of darknessthe Russianprogram,while Bobby struggles
to control that crucial second. An unformedarm of shadowtwitchesfrom the
toweringdark,too late.

We've doneit.

Thematrix foldsitself aroundmelike anorigamitrick. And theloft smellsof
sweatandburning circuitry.
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| thoughtl heardChromescream, aaw metalsound,butl couldn’thave.

Bobbywaslaughing,tearsin his eyes. The elapsed-timdigure in the corner
of themonitorread07:24:05.Theburnhadtakenallittle undereightminutes.

And | sawthatthe Russiarprogramhadmeltedin its slot.

We'd giventhe bulk of Chrome’sZurich accountto a dozenworld charities.
Therewastoo muchthereto move,andwe knewwe hadto breakher, burn her
straightdown, or she might comeafter us. We took lessthanten per centfor
ourselvesandshotit throughthe Long Hum setupin Macao. Theytook sixty per
centof thatfor themselvesindkicked whatwasleft backto usthroughthe most
convolutedsectorof the Hong Kong exchangelt took anhourbeforeour money
startedo reachthetwo accountsve’d openedn Zurich.

| watchedzerospile up behindameaninglesfigureonthemonitor. | wasrich.

Thenthephonerang.It wasMiles. | almostblewthe code phrase.

‘Hey, Jack,man,| dunno—what’st all about,with this girl of yours?Kinda
funnything here.

‘What? Tell me.’

‘I beenon her, like you said, tight but out of sight. Shegoesto the Loser,
hangsout, thenshegetsatube. Goesto the Houseof Blue Lights

‘Shewhat?’

‘Side door. Employeenly. No way | couldgetpasttheir security.

'Is shetherenow?’

'No, man,| justlosther. It's insanedown here,like the Blue Lights just shut
down,lookslike for good,seven
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kinds of alarmsgoing off, everybodyrunning,the heatout in riot gear... Now
there’sall this stuff goingon, insuranceguys,real-estateypes,vanswith munici-
palplates...’

‘Miles, where’dshego?’

‘Lost her,Jack.’

‘Look, Miles, you keepthemoneyin theenveloperight?’

‘You seriousHey, I'm realsorry.| | hungup.

‘Wait'll wetell her, Bobbywassaying,rubbingatowel acrosshis barechest.

‘You tell heryourself,cowboy.I'm goingfor awalk.

Sol wentout into the night andthe neonand, let the crowd pull me along,
walking blind, willing myselfto bejusta segmenbf thatmassorganismjustone
moredrifting chip of consciousnesgnderthe geodesicsl didn’t think, just put
onefoot in front of another,but aftera while | did think, andit all madesense.
She’dneededhemoney.

| thoughtaboutChrome,too. Thatwe’'d killed her, murderedher, assurely
asif we'd slit herthroat. The night that carriedme alongthroughthe malls and
plazaswvould be huntinghernow, andshehadnowhereto go. How manyenemies
would shehavein this crowd alone?How manywould move,now theyweren’t
heldbackby fearof hermoney?We’'d takenherfor everythingshehad. Shewas
back onthestreetagain.l doubtedshe’dlive till dawn.

Finally | rememberedhe cafe,theonewherel’d metTiger.

Her sunglassetold thewhole story,hugeblack shadesith atelltale smudge
of fleshtonepaintstickin the corner
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of onelens.‘Hi, Rikki,” | said,andl wasreadywhenshetook themoft.

Blue. Tally Ishamblue. The cleartrademarkblue they're famousfor, ZEISS
IKON ringing eachiris in tiny capitals,the letterssuspendedherelike flecksof
gold.

They'rebeautiful,’| said.Paintstickcoveredhebruising.No scarswith work
thatgood. You madesomemoney.

‘Yeah, | did.” Thensheshivered.But | won’t makeanymore,notthatway.’

‘| think thatplaceis outof business.’

‘Oh. Nothingmoved inherfacethen. The newblue eyeswerestill andvery
deep.

‘It doesn’t matter.Bobby’swaiting for you. We just pulled downa big score.

‘No. I've gotto go. | guesshe won’tunderstand, butve gotto go.

I nodded,watchingthe arm swing up to take her hand;it didn’'t seemto be
partof meatall, butsheheldontoit like it was.

‘'ve gotaone-wayticketto Hollywood. Tiger knowssomepeoplel canstay
with. Maybel'll evengetto ChibaCity.

Shewasright aboutBobby. | wentbackwith her. He didn’t understandBut
she'dalreadyservecherpurposefor Bobby,andl wantedto tell hernotto hurtfor
him, becausé couldseethatshedid. He wouldn’t evencomeoutinto the hallway
aftershehadpackedherbags.| putthebagsdownandkissedherandmessedip
the paintstick,andsomethingcameup insideme the way the killer programhad
risenaboveChrome’sdata.A sudderstoppingof the breath,in a placewhereno
wordis. But shehada planeto catch.

Bobbywas.slumpedn theswivel chairin front of his
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monitor,looking at his string of zeros.He hadhis shade®n, andl knewhe'd be
in the GentlemariLoserby nightfall, checkingouttheweatheranxiousfor asign,
someondo tell him whathis newlife would belike. | couldn’t seeit beingvery
different. More comfortable put he’d alwaysbe waitingfor thatnextcardto fall.

| tried not to imagineher in the Houseof Blue Lights, working three-hour
shiftsin anapproximationof REM sleep,while herbody anda bundleof condi-
tionedreflexestook careof business.The customersievergot to complainthat
shewasfaking it, becaus¢hosewerereal orgasms But shefelt them,if shefelt
thematall, asfaint silver flaressomewher@ut ontheedge ofsleep.Yeah,it’'s so
popular,it's almostlegal. The customersaretorn betweemeedingsomeonend
wantingto be aloneat the sametime, which hasprobablyalwaysbeenthe name
of that particulargame,evenbeforewe hadthe neuroelectronicto enablethem
to haveit both ways.

| pickedup the phoneandpunchedhe numberfor herairline. | gavethemher
realname herflight number.‘'She’schangingthat, | said,'to ChibaCity. That’s
right. Japan.’| thumbedmy credit cardinto the slot and punchedmy ID code.
‘First class.’ Distanthumastheyscannedny creditrecords. ‘Make thatareturn
ticket.

But | guessshecashedhereturnfare, or elseshedidn’t needit, becauseshe
hasn'tcomeback. And sometimedate at night I'll passa window with posters
of simstimstars,all thosebeautiful,identicaleyesstaringbackat me out of faces
thatarenearlyidentical,and sometimegshe eyesare hers,but noneof the faces
are,noneof themeverare,and| seeherfar out on the edgeof all this sprawlof
nightandcities,andthenshewavesgoodbye.





