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Home.

Home was BAMA, the Sprawl, the Boston-Atlanta Met-
ropolitan Axis.

Program a map to display frequency of data exchange, every
thousand megabytes a single pixel on a very large screen.
Manhattan and Atlanta burn solid white. Then they start to
pulse, the rate of traffic threatening to overload your simulation.
Your map is about to go nova. Cool it down. Up your scale.

ch pixel a million megabytes. At a hundred million mega-
b}{tes per second, you begin to make out certain blocks in
Midtown Manhattan, outlines of hundred-year-old industrial
Parks ringing the old core of Atlanta. ..

Case woke from a dream of airports, of Molly’s dark leathers
Moving ahead of him through the concourses of Narita, Schipol,
rly. ... He watched himself buy a flat plastic flask of Danish
vodka at some kiosk, an hour before dawn.
Somewhere down in the Sprawl’s ferro-concrete roots, a

43




WILLIAM GIBSON

train drove a column of stale air through a tunnel. The train
itself was silent, gliding over its induction cushion, but dis-
placed air made the tunnel sing, bass down into subsonics.
Vibration reached the room where he lay and caused dust to
rise from the cracks in the dessicated parquet floor.

Opening his eyes, he saw Motly, naked and just out of reach |
across an expanse of very new pink temperfoam. Overhead,
sunlight filtered through the soot-stained grid of a skylight.
One half-meter square of glass had been replaced with chip-
board, a fat gray cable emerging there to dangle within a few
centimeters of the floor. He lay on his side and watched her
breathe, her breasts, the sweep of a flank defined with the =
functional elegance of a war plane’s fusilage. Her body was = |
spare, neat, the muscles like a dancer’s.

The room was large. He sat up. The room was empty, aside
from the wide pink bedslab and two nylon bags, new and
identical, that lay beside it. Blank walls, no windows, a single
white-painted steel firedoor. The walls were coated with count-
less layers of white latex paint. Factory space. He knew this
kind of room, this kind of building; the tenants would operale 8|

in the interzone where art wasn’t quite crime, crime not (uite

art.

He was home.

He swung his feet to the floor. It was made of little blocks
of wood, some missing, others loose. His head ached. He
remembered Amsterdam, another room, in the Old City section
of the Centrum, buildings centuries old. Molly back from the
canal’s edge with orange juice and eggs. Armitage off on sOmE
cryptic foray, the two of them walking alone past Dam Squaré
to a bar she knew on a Damrak thoroughfare. Paris was
blurred dream. Shopping. She’d taken him shopping. .

He stood, pulling on a wrinkled pair of new black jeans tl“l_h
lay at his feet, and kneit beside the bags. The first one he
opened was Molly’s: neatly folded clothing and small expefi™
sive-looking gadgets. The second was stuffed with things =
didn’t remember buying: books, tapes, a simstim deck, clothing
with French and Halian labels. Beneath a green t-shirt, 9=
discovered a flat, origami-wrapped package, recycled Japanes®
paper. :
“The paper tore when he picked it up; a bright nin:“;lﬂ-"d;
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sta{‘fell-—t(? s’Eick upright in a crack in the parquet.

’ Sor'.l.vemr, Molly said. “I noticed you were always looking
at ’em.” He turned and saw her sitting crosslegged on the bed
sleepily scratching her stomach with burgundy nails. ’

.“Someone’s coming later to secure the place,” Armi
said. He stood in the open doorway with I?an oid—fashigzg
magnetic key in his hand. Molly was making coffee on a tiny
German stove she took from her bag.

“Ican doit,” she said. “I got enough gear already. Infrascan
perimeter, screamers...”

::Nq," he said, closing the door. “I want it tight.”

Suit yourself.” She wore a dark mesh t-shirt tucked into

bagg{: black cotton pants.

“You ever the heat, Mr. Armitage?”
he sat, his back against a wail. Ak i

Armitage was no taller than Case, but with his broad shoul-
ders and military posture he seemed to fill the doorway. He
wore a somber Italian suit; in his right hand he held a briefcase
of soft black calf. The Special Forces earring was gone. The
handsome, inexpressive features offered the routine beauty of
the cosmetic boutiques, a conservative amalgam of the past
decade’s leading media faces. The pale glitter of his eyes
gzlr%htened the effect of a2 mask. Case began to regret the ques-

“Lots of Forces types wound up cops, I mean. Or corpora
:ecungy,” Case added uncomfortabl;lf’. Molly handed rﬁ?m t:
teaming mug of coffee. “That number you had them do on
my pancreas, that's like a cop routine.”
s gm}ltage cl(‘J‘sed t'he door and crossed the room, to stand in
A of Case. “You're a lucky boy, Case. You shouid thank

‘:Should I?” Case blew noisily on his coffee.

You needed a new pancreas. The one we bought for you

°S you from a dangerous dependency.”

“'(l;hanks, but I was enjoying that dependency.”

“HOOCE, because you have a new one.”

Ow’s that?” Case looked up from his coffee. Armitage

Was smiling

You have fifteen toxin sacs borded to the lining of various
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main arteries, Case. They’re dissolving. Very slowly, but they
definitely are dissolving. Each one contains a mycotoxin. You're
already familiar with the effect of that mycotoxin. It was the
one your former employers gave you in NMiemphis.”

Case blinked up at the smiling mask.

“You have time to do what I'm hiring you for, Case, but
that's all. Do the job and I can inject you with an enzyme that
will dissolve the bond without opening the sacs. Then you'll
need a blood change. Otherwise, the sacs melt and you're back
where I found you. So you see, Case, you need us. You need
us as badly as you did when we scraped you up from the gutter.”

Case looked at Molly. She shrugged.

“Now go down to the freight elevator and bring up the cases
you find there.” Armitage handed him the magnetic key. “Go
on. You’ll enjoy this, Case. Like Christmas morning.”

Summer in the Sprawl, the mall crowds swaying like wind- .

blown grass, a field of flesh shot through with sudden eddies
of need and gratification.

He sat beside Molly in filtered sunlight on the rim of a dry
concrete fountain, letting the endless stream of faces recapi-
tulate the stages of his life. First a child with hooded eyes, &
street boy, hands relaxed and ready at his sides; then a teenager,
face smooth and cryptic beneath red glasses. Case remembered
fighting on a rooftop at seventeen, silent combat in the rose
glow of the dawn geodesics.

He shifted on the concrete, feeling it rough and coo} through
the thin black denim. Nothing here like the electric dance of
Ninsei. This was different commerce, a different rhythm, in
the smell of fast food and perfume and fresh summer sweal.

With his deck waiting, back in the loft, an Ono-Sendal
Cyberspace 7. They’d left the place littered with the abstract
white forms of the foam packing units, with crumpled plastic
film and hundreds of tiny foam beads. The Ono-Sendai; nexl
year’s most expensive Hosaka computer; a Sony monitor; 4
dozen disks of corporate-grade ice; a Braun coffeemaker. Ar
mitage had only waited for Case’s approval of each piece.

“Where'd he go?” Case had asked Molly.

“He likes hotels. Big ones. Near airports, if he can manage

it. Let’s go down to the street.” She’d zipped herself into 8
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old surplus vest with a dozen oddly shaped pockets and put on
a huge pair of black plastic sunglasses that completely covered
her mirrored insets.

*You know about that toxin shit, before?” he asked her, by
the fountain. She shook her head. “You think it’s true?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Works either way.”

“You know any way I can find out?”

“No,” she said, her right hand coming up to form the jive
for silence. “That kind of kink’s too subtle to show up on a
scan.” Then her fingers moved again: wait. “And you don’t
care that much anyway. I saw you stroking that Sendai; man,
it was pornographic.” She laughed.

“So what’s he got on you? How's he got the working girl
kinked?”

“Professional pride, baby, that's all.” And again the sign
for silence. “We're gonna get some breakfast, okay? Eggs, real
bacon. Probably kiil you, you been eating that rebuilt Chiba
krill for so long. Yeah, come on, we’ll tube in to Manhattan
and get us a real breakfast.”

Lifeless neon spelled out METRO HOLOGRAFIX in dusty
capitals of glass tubing. Case picked at a shred of bacon that
had lodged between his front teeth. He'd given up asking her
where they were going and why; jabs in the ribs and the sign
for silence were all he’d gotten in reply. She talked about the
season’s fashions, about sports, about a political scandal in
California he’d never heard of.

He looked around the deserted dead end street. A sheet of
NCwsprint went cartwheeling past the intersection. Freak winds
In the East side; something to do with convection, and an
gverlal? in the domes. Case peecred through the window at the
: :;d'mgn. Her Sprawl wasn'’t his Sprawl, he decided. She'd

‘him through a dozen bars and clubs he’d never seen before,

g care of business, usually with no more than a nod.

aél:amtl}l:lg connections.
etiige s :
HOLOGR A }glx .as moving in the shadows behind METRO
Mo}lh? door was a sheet of corrugated roofing. In front of it,
: coy lS hands flowed through an intricate sequence of jive that
Uldn’t follow. He caught the sign for cash, a thumb brush-
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ing the tip of the forefinger. The door swung inward and she
led him into the smell of dust. They stood in a ciearing, dense
tangles of junk rising on either side to walls lined with shelves
of crumbling paperbacks. The junk looked like something that
had grown there, a fungus of twisted metal and plastic. He
could pick out individual objects, but then they seemed to blur
back into the mass: the guts of a television so old it was studded
with the glass stumps of vacuum tubes, a crumpled dish an-
tenna, a brown fiber canister stuffed with corroded lengths of
alloy tubing. An enormous pile of old magazines had cascaded
into the open area, flesh of lost summers staring blindly up as
he followed her back through a narrow canyon of impacted
scrap. He heard the door close behind them. He didn't look
back.

The tunnel ended with an ancient Army blanket tacked across
a doorway. White light flooded out as Molly ducked past it.

Four square walls of blank white plastic, ceiling to match,
floored with white hospital tile molded in a nonslip pattern of
smail raised disks. In the center stood a square, white-painted
wooden table and four white folding chairs.

The man who stood blinking now in the doorway behind
them, the blanket draping one shoulder like 2 cape, seemed (0
have been designed in a wind tunnel. His ears were very small,
plastered flat against his narrow skull, and his large front teeth,
revealed in something that wasn’t quite a smile, were canted
sharply backward. He wore an ancient tweed jacket and held
a handgun of some kind in his left hand. He peered at them,
blinked, and dropped the gun into a jacket pocket. He gestured
to Case, pointed at a slab of white plastic that leaned near the
doorway. Case crossed to it and saw that it was a solid sandwich
of circuitry, nearly a centimeter thick. He helped the man lift
it and position it in the doorway. Quick, nicotine-stained fingers:
secured it with a white velcro border. A hidden exhaust fan
began to purr.

“Time,” the man said, straightening up, “and counting. Yot
know the rate, Moll.”

“We need a scan, Finn. For implants.”

“So get over there between the pylons. Stand on the tape.
Straighten up, yeah. Now turn around, gimme a full three=
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sixty.” Case watched her rotate between two fragile-looking
stands studded with sensors. The man took a small monitor
from his pocket and squinted at it. “Something new in your
head, yeah. Silicon, coat of pyrolitic carbons. A clock, right?
Your glasses gimme the read they always have, low-temp is-
otropic carbons. Better biocompatibility with pyrolitics, but
thats your business, right? Same with your claws.”

“Get over here, Case.” He saw a scuffed X in black on the
white floor. “Turn around. Slow.”

“Guy’s a virgin.” The man shrugged. “Some cheap dental
work, is all.”

“You read for biologicals?” Molly unzipped her green vest
and took off the dark glasses.

“You think this is the Mayo? Climb on the table, kid, we'll
run 2 little biopsy.” He laughed, showing more of his yellow
teeth. “Nah. Finn's word, sweetmeat, you got no little bugs,
no cortex bombs. You want me to shut the screen down?”’

“Just for as long as it takes you to leave, Finn. Then we’ll
want full screen for as long as we want it.”

“Hey, that’s fine by the Finn, Moll. You’re only paying by
the second.”

They sealed the door behind him and Molly turned one of
the white chairs around and sat on it, chin resting on crossed
forearms. “We talk now. This is as private as I can afford.”

“What about?”

“What we're doing."”

“What are we doing?”

“Working for Armitage.”

“And you're saying this isn't for his benefit?"

“Yeah. I saw your profile, Case. And I’ve seen the rest of
our shopping list, once. You ever work with the dead?”

“No.” He watched his reflection in her glasses. “I could, I
Buess. I'm good at what I do.” The present tense made him
lervous,

“You know that the Dixie Flatline’s dead?”

He nodded. “Heart, I heard.”

You'll be working with his construct.” She smiled. “Taught
YOU the ropes, huh? Him and Quine. I know Quine, by the
Way. Real asshole,”
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“Somebody’s got a recording of McCoy Pauley? Who?"
Now Case sat, and rested his elbows on the table. “I can’t see
it. He’d never have sat still for it.”

“Sense/Net. Paid him mega, you bet your ass.”

“Quine dead too?”

“No such luck. He's in Europe. He doesn’t come into this.”

“Well, if we can get the Flatline, we're home free. He was
the best. You know he died braindeath three times?”

She nodded.

“Flatlined on his EEG. Showed me tapes. ‘Boy, [ was daid.””

“Look, Case, I been trying to suss out who it is is backing
Armitage since I signed on. But it doesn’t feel like a zaibatsu,
a government, or some Yakuza subsidiary. Armitage gets or-
ders. Like something tells him to go off to Chiba, pick up &
pillhead who’s making one last wobble throught the burnout
belt, and trade a program for the operation that’l]l fix him up.
We coulda bought twenty world class cowboys for what the
market was ready to pay for that surgical program. You were
good, but not that good....” She scratched the side of her
nose.

“Obviously makes sense to somebody,” he said. “Some-
body big.”

“Don’t let me hurt your feelings.” She grinned. “We're
gonna be pulling one hardcore run, Case, just to get the Flat-
line’s construct. Sense/Net has it locked in a library vault up-
town. Tighter than an eel’s ass, Case. Now, Sense/Net, they
got all their new material for the fall season locked in there
too. Steal that and we'd be richer than shit. But no, we gotia
get us the Flatline and nothing else. Weird.”

“Yeah, it's all weird. You're weird, this hole’s weird, and
who’s the weird little gopher outside in the hall?”

“Finn’s an old connection of mine. Fence, mostly. Software.
This privacy biz is a sideline. But I got Armitage to let him
be our tech here, so when he shows up later, you never saw

him. Got it?"

“So what’s Armitage got dissolving inside you?”

“I'm an easy make.” She smiled. “Anybody any good at
what they do, that's what they are, right? You gotta jack, I
gotta tussie.”
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He stared at her. “So tell me what you know about Armi-
tage.”

“For starters, nobody named Armitage took part in any
Screaming Fist. I checked. But that doesn’t mean much. He
doesn’t look like any of the pics of the guys who got out.” She
shrugged. “Big deal. And starters is all I got.” She drummed
her nails on the back of the chair. “But you are a cowboy,
aren’t you? I mean, maybe you could have a little look around.”
She smiled.

“He'd kill me.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I think he needs you, Case, and real
bad. Besides, you're a clever john, no? You can winkle him,
sure,”

“What else is on that list you mentioned?”

“Toys. Mostly for you. And one certified psychopath name
of Peter Riviera. Real ugly customer.”

“Where's he?”

“Dunno. But he's one sick fuck, no lie. I saw his profile.”
She made a face. “Godawful.” She stood up and stretched,
catlike. “So we got an axis going, boy? We're together in this?
Partners?” |

Case looked at her. “I gotta lotta choice, huh?”

She laughed. “You got it, cowboy.”

“The matrix has its roots in primitive arcade games,” said
the voice-over, “in early graphics programs and military ex-
perimentation with cranial jacks.” On the Sony, a two-dimen-
Stonal space war faded behind a forest of mathematically
Benerated ferns, demonstrating the spacial possibilities of log-
arithmic spirals; cold blue military footage burned through, lab
animals wired into test systems, helmets feeding into fire con-
trol circuits of tanks and war planes. “Cyberspace. A consen-
(s)ual halluci_nation experienced daily by billions of legitimate
mP;l_‘aiors, in every nation, by children being taught mathe-
iy ical concepts . . . A graphic representation of data abstracted
lhinl]( the banks of every computer in the human system. Un-

Nkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of

€ mind, clust i ike city li
feceding ers and constellations of data. Like city lights,
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“What’s that?” Molly asked, as he flipped the channel se-
lector.

“Kid’s show.” A discontinuous flood of images as the se-
lector cycled. “Off,” he said to the Hosaka,

“You want to try now, Case?” .

Wednesday. Eight days from waking in Cheap Hotel with
Molly beside him. “You want me to go out, Case? Maybe
easier for you, alone. ...” He shook his head.

“No. Stay, doesn’t matter.” He settled the black terry sweat-
band across his forehead, careful not to disturb the flat Sendai
dermatrodes. He stared at the deck on his lap, not really seeing
it, seeing instead the shop window on Ninsei, the chromed
shuriken buming with reflected neon. He glanced up; on the
wall, just above the Sony, he’d hung her gift, tacking it there
with a yellow-headed drawing pin through the hole at its center.

He closed his eyes.

Found the ridged face of the power stud.

And in the bloodlit dark behind his eyes, silver phosphenes
boiling in from the edge of space, hypnagogic images jerking
past like film compiled from random frames. Symbols, figures,
faces, a blurred, fragmented mandala of visual information.

Please, he prayed, now—

A gray disk, the color of Chiba sky.

Now—

Disk beginning to rotate, faster, becoming a sphere of palex
gray. Expanding—

And flowed, flowered for him, fluid neon origami trick, the
unfolding of his distanceless home, his country, transparent
3D chessboard extending to infinity. Inner eye opening to the
stepped scarlet pyramid of the Eastern Scaboard Fission Au-
thority burning beyond the green cubes of Mitsubishi Bank ol
America, and high and very far away he saw the spiral armé
of military systems, forever beyond his reach.

And somewhere he was laughing, in a white-painted loft.
distant fingers caressing the deck, tears of release streaking hit

. face.

Mb]ly was gone when he took the trodes off, and the lof
was dark. He checked the time. He’d been in cyberspace fo!
five hours. He carried the Ono-Sendai to one of the new work:
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tables and collapsed across the bedslab, pulling Molly’s black
silk sleeping bag over his head.

The security package taped to the steel firedoor bleeped
twice. “Entry requested,” it said. “Subject is cleared per my
program.”

“So open it.” Case pulled the silk from his face and sat up
as the door opened, expecting to sce Molly or Armitage.

“Christ,” said a hoarse voice, “I know that bitch can see in
the dark....” A squat figure stepped in and closed the door.
“Turn the lights on, okay?” Case scrambled off the slab and
found the old-fashioned switch.

“I'm the Finn,” said the Finn, and made a waming face at
Case.

“Case.”

“Pleased to meecha, I'm sure. 'm doing some hardware
for your boss, it looks like.” The Finn fished a pack of Partagas
from a pocket and lit one. The smell of Cuban tobacco filled
the room. He crossed to the worktable and glanced at the Ono-
Sendai. “Looks stock. Soon fix that. But here’s your problem,
kid.” He took a filthy manila envelope from inside his jacket,
flicked ash on the floor, and extracted a featureless black rec-
tangle from the envelope. “Goddamn factory prototypes,” he
said, tossing the thing down on the table. “Cast 'em into a
block of polycarbon, can’t get in with a laser without frying
the works. Booby-trapped for x-ray, ultrascan, God knows
what else. We'll get in, but there’s no rest for the wicked,
right?” He folded the envelope with great care and tucked it
away in an inside pocket.

“What is it?"

“It’s a flipflop switch, basically. Wire it into your Sendai
her_ﬁ, you can access live or recorded simstim without having
10 jack out of the matrix.”

“What for?”

. "Thaven’t got a clue, Know I’'m fitting Moll for a broadcast
Tg, though, so it’s probably her sensorium you’ll access.” The
_Mn scratched his chin. “So now you get to find out just how
tight those jeans really are, huh?”




2

Case sat in the loft with the dermatrodes strapped across his
forehead, watching motes dance in the diluted sunlight that
filtered through the grid overhead. A countdown was in pro-
gress in one comer of the monitor screen.

Cowboys didn’t get into simstim, he thought, because it
was basically a meat toy. He knew that the trodes he used and
the little plastic tiara dangling from a simstim deck were bas-
ically the same, and that the cyberspace matrix was actually a
drastic simplification of the human sensorium, at least in terms
of presentation, but simstim itself struck him as a gratuitous
multiplication of flesh input. The commercial stuff was edited,
of course, so that if Tally Isham got a headache in the course
of a segment, you didn’t feel it.

The screen bleeped a two-second waming.

.. The new switch was patched into his Sendai with a thin
Tibbon of fiberoptics.

And one and two and—

Cyberspace slid into existence from the cardinal points.

55




—_————————

WILLIAM GIBSON

Smooth, he thought, but not smooth enough. Have to work on
Ty,

Then he keyed the new switch.

The abrupt jolt into other flesh. Matrix gone, a wave of
sound and color. . . . She was moving through a crowded street,
past stalls vending discount software, prices feltpenned on sheets
of plastic, fragments of music from countless speakers. Smelis
of urine, free monomers, perfume, patties of frying krill. For
a few frightened seconds he fought helplessly to control her
body. Then he willed himself into passivity, became the pas-
senger behind her eyes.

The glasses didn’t seem to cut down the sunlight at all. He
wondered if the built-in amps compensated automatically. Biue
alphanumerics winked the time, low in her left peripheral field.
Showing off, he thought,

Her body language was disorienting, her style foreign. She
seemed continually on the verge of colliding with someone,
but people melted out of her way, stepped sideways, made
room.

“How you doing, Case?” He heard the words and felt her
form them. She slid a hand into her jacket, a fingertip circling
a nipple under warm silk. The sensation made him catch his
breath. She laughed. But the link was one-way. He had no way
to reply.

Two blocks later, she was threading the outskirts of Memary
Lane. Case kept trying to jerk her eyes toward landmarks he
would have used to find his way. He began to find the passivity
of the situation irritating.

The transition to cyberspace, when he hit the switch, was
instantaneous. He punched himself down a wall of primitive
ice belonging to the New York Public Library, automatically
counting potential windows. Keying back into her sensoriuii;
into the sinuous flow of muscle, senses sharp and bright.

He found himself wondering about the mind he shared these
sensations with. What did he know about her? That she was.
another professional; that she said her being, like his, was the
thing she did to make a living. He knew the way she’d :
against him, earlier, when she woke, their mutual grunt of

unity when he’d entered her, and that she liked her coffee black,

afterward. . . .
Her destination was one of the dubious software rental cOfM=
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plexes that lined Memory Lane. There was a stillness, a hush.
Booths lined a central hall. The clientele were young, few of
them out of their teens. They all seemed to have carbon sockets
planted behind the left ear, but she didn’t focus on them. The
counters that fronted the booths displayed hundreds of slivers
of mlcros_oft, angular fragments of colored silicon mounted
under oblong transparent bubbles on squares of white card-
board. Molly went to the seventh booth along the south wall.
Behind the counter a boy with a shaven head stared vacantly
into space, a dozen spikes of microsoft protruding from the
socket behind his ear.
~ “Larry, you in, man?” She positioned herself in front of
him. The boy's eyes focused. He sat up in his chair and pried
a bright magenta splinter from his socket with a dirty thumbnail.
“Hey, Larry.”
“Molly.” He nodded.
“I have some work for some of your friends, Larry.”
Larry took a flat plastic case from the pocket of his red
sportshirt and flicked it open, slotting the microsoft beside a
dozen others. His hand hovered, selected a glossy black chip
that was slightly longer than the rest, and inserted it smoothly
into his head. His eyes narrowed.
:Molly’s got a rider,” he said, “and Larry doesn’t like that.”
; Hey,” she said, “I didn’t know you were so. .. sensitive.
I m impressed. Costs a lot, to get that sensitive.”
1 know you, lady?” The blank look returned. *You looking
to buy some softs?”
‘IY m looking for the Moderns.”
~You got a rider, Molly. This says.” He tapped the bla
Spltflter. “Somebody else using youryeyes." e &
“My partner.”
“Tell your partner to go.”
“Got something for the Panther Moderns, Larry.”
_What are you talking about, lady?”
Stam?asg. you take off,” she said, and he hit the switch, in-
Comp}l,exa}ﬁnm iEhf: m?tnx. Ghost impressions of the software
rspace, g for a few seconds in the buzzing calm of cy-
e ;Efn‘t‘lll:?:eMo'dems,” he said to the Hosaka, removing the
T minute precis. /
Y, the computer said.
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It wasn't 2 name he knew. Something new, something that
had come in since he’d been in Chiba. Fads swept the youth
of the Sprawl at the speed of light; entire subcultures could rise
overnight, thrive for a dozen weeks, and then vanish utterly.
“Go,” he said. The Hosaka had accessed its array of libraries,
journals, and news services.

The precis began with a long hold on a color still that Case
at first assumed was a collage of some kind, a boy’s face
snipped from another image and glued to a photograph of a
paint-scrawled wall. Dark eyes, epicanthic folds obviously the
result of surgery, an angry dusting of acne across pale narrow
cheeks. The Hosaka released the freeze; the boy moved, flow-
ing with the sinister grace of a mime pretending to be a jungle
predator. His body was nearly invisible, an abstract pattern
approximating the scribbled brickwork sliding smoothly across
his tight onepiece. Mimetic potycarbon.

Cut to Dr. Virginia Rambali, Sociology, NYU, her name,
faculty, and school pulsing across the screen in pink alphanu-
merics.

“Given their penchant for these random acts of surreal vi-
olence,” someone said, “it may be difficult for our viewers 10
understand why you continue to insist that this phenomenon
isn’t a form of terrorism.”

Dr. Rambali smiled. “There is always a point at which the
terrorist ceases to manipulate the media gestalt. A point at
which the violence may well escalate, but beyond which the
terrorist has become symptomatic of the media gestalt itself.
Terrorism as we ordinarily understand it is inately media-re-
lated. The Panther Moderns differ from other terrorists pre-
cisely in their degree of self-consciousness, in their awareness
of the extent to which media divorce the act of terrorism from
the original sociopolitical intent...."

“Skip it,” Case said.

Case met his first Modern two days after he’d screened the
Hosaka's precis. The Modems, he'd decided, were a conten-
porary version of the Big Scientists of his own late teens. There
was a kind of ghostly teenage DNA at work in the Sprawh
sornething that carried the coded precepts of various short-liv
subcuits and replicated them at odd intervals. The Panther
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erns were a softhead variant on the Scientists. If the technology
had been available, the Big Scientists would all have had sock-
ets stuffed with microsofts. It was the style that mattered and
the style was the same. The Modemns were mercenaries, prac-
tical jokers, nihilistic technofetishists,

_ The one who showed up at the loft door with a box of
diskettes from the Finn was a soft-voiced boy called Angelo.
His face was a simple graft grown on collagen and shark-
cartilage polysaccharides, smooth and hideous. It was one of
the nastiest pieces of elective surgery Case had ever seen. When
Angelo smiled, revealing the razor-sharp canines of some large
animal, Case was actually relieved. Toothbud transplants. He’d
seen that before.

“You can’t let the little pricks generation-gap you,” Molly
said. Case nodded, absorbed in the patterns of the Sense/Net
ice.

This was it. This was what he was, who he was, his being.
He forgot to eat. Molly left cartons of rice and foam trays of
sushi on the comer of the long table. Sometimes he resented
having to leave the deck to use the chemical toilet they'd set
up in a corner of the loft. Ice patterns formed and reformed on
the screen as he probed for gaps, skirted the most obvious
traps, and mapped the route he’d take through Sense/Net’s ice.
It was good ice. Wonderful ice. Its patterns burned there while
he lay with his arm under Molly’s shoulders, watching the red
dawn through the steel grid of the skylight. Its rainbow pixel
maze was the first thing he saw when he woke. He'd go straight
to the deck, not bothering to dress, and jack in. He was cutting
1. He was working. He lost track of days.

ffAmcl sometimes, falling asleep, particularly when Molly was
gd OR one of her reconnaissance trips with her rented cadre of
N_odems, images of Chiba came flooding back. Faces and

Inse1 neon. Once he woke from a confused dream of Linda
e ‘;{ir:na‘?}; to reca_ll who she was or what she’d ever meant
i Straightm;m*:]i sd‘ld remember, he jacked in and worked for
< © cutting of Sense/Net’s ice took a total of nine days.
iSfacuf,ald a week,” Armitage said, unable to conceal his sat-

n when Case showed him his plan for the run. “You
your own good time.”
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“Balls,” Case said, smiling at the screen. “That’s good work,
Armitage.”

“Yes,” Armitage admitted, “but don’t let it go to your head.
Compared to what you’ll eventually be up against, this is an
arcade toy.”

“Love you, Cat Mother,” whispered the Panther Modern’s
link man. His voice was modulated static in Case’s headset.
“Atlanta, Brood. Looks go. Go, got it?”’ Molly’s voice was
slightly clearer.

“To hear is to obey.” The Modems were using some kind
of chickenwire dish in New Jersey to bounce the link man’s
scrambled signal off a Sons of Christ the King satellite in
geosynchronous orbit above Manhattan. They chose to regard
the entire operation as an elaborate private joke, and their
choice of comsats seemed to have been deliberate. Molly’s
signals were being beamed up from a one-meter umbrella dish
epoxy-ed to the roof of a black glass bank tower nearly as tall
as the Sense/Net building.

Atlanta. The recognition code was simple. Atianta to Boston
to Chicago to Denver, five minutes for each city. If anyone
managed to intercept Molly's signal, unscramble it, synth her
voice, the code would tip the Modems. If she remained in the
building for more than twenty minutes, it was highly unlikely
she’d be coming out at all.

Case gulped the last of his coffee, settled the trodes in place,
and scratched his chest beneath his black t-shirt. He had only
a vague idea of what the Panther Moderns planned as a diver-
sion for the Sense/Net security people. His job was to make
sure the intrusion program he’d written would link with the
Sense/Net systems when Molly needed it to. He watched the
countdown in the corner of the screen. Two. One.

He jacked in and triggered his program. “Mainline,” breathed
the link man, his voice the only sound as Case plunged through
the glowing strata of Sense/Net ice. Good. Check Molly. He
hit the simstimn and flipped into her sensorium.

The scrambler blurred the visual input slightly. She stood

before a wall of gold-flecked mirror in the building’s vast white:

lobby, chewing gum, apparently fascinated by her own refleés
tion. Aside from the huge pair of sunglasses concealing
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mirrored insets, she managed to look remarkably like she
belonged there, another tourist girl hoping for a glimpse of
Tally Isham. She wore a pink plastic raincoat, a white mesh
top, loose white pants cut in a style that had been fashionable
in Tokyo the previous year. She grinned vacantly and popped
her gum. Case felt like laughing. He could feel the micropore
tape across her ribcage, feel the flat littie units under it; the
radio, the simstim unit, and the scrambler. The throat mike,
glued to her neck, looked as much as possible like an anal gesic
derrpadisk. Her hands, in the pockets of the pink coat, were
ﬂengmg systematically through a series of tension-release ex-
ercises. It took him a few seconds to realize that the peculiar
sensation at the tips of her fingers was caused by the blades as
they were partially extruded, then retracted.

He flipped back. His program had reached the fifth gate.
He watched as his icebreaker strobed and shifted in front of
hlm,_ only faintly aware of his hands playing across the deck,
making minor adjustments, Translucent planes of color shuffled
like a trick deck. Take a card, he thought, any card.

The gate blurred past. He laughed. The Sense/Net ice had
accepted his entry as a routine transfer from the consortium’s
Los Angeles complex. He was inside. Behind him, viral sub-
Programs peeled off, meshing with the gate’s code fabric, ready
to deflect the real Los Angeles data when it arrived.

_ He flipped again. Molly was strolling past the enormous
Circular reception desk at the rear of the lobby.
12:01:20 as the readout flared in her optic nerve.

linkAt midnight, synched with the chip behind Molly’s eye, the
Odman in lersey had given his command. “Mainline.” Nine
o éms, scattered al_ong two hundred miles of the Sprawl,
X Slmultaneous_ly dialed MAX EMERG from pay phones.
i inf:'lodem delivered a short set speech, hung up, and drifted
Iiceg the night, peeling off surgical gloves. Nine different
the inf Cpartments and public security agencies were absorbing
4 rr?I'mat_mm that an obscure subsect of militant Christian
Cﬁnica]e]mahsm had just taken credit for having introduced
lue N; evels of an outlawed psychoactive agent known as
B i€ into the ventilation system of the Sense/Net Pyramid.
» known in California as Grievous Angel, had been
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shown to produce acute paranoia and homicidal psychosis in
eighty-five percent of experimental subjects.

Case hit the switch as his program surged through the gates
of the subsystem that controlled security for the Sense/Net
research library, He found himself stepping into an elevator.

“Excuse me, but are you an employee?” The guard raised
his eyebrows. Molly popped her gum. “No,” she said, driving
the first two knuckles of her right hand into the man’s solar
plexus. As he doubled over, clawing for the beeper on his belt,
she slammed his head sideways, against the wall of the elevator.

Chewing a little more rapidly now, she touched CLOSE
DOOR and STOP on the illuminated panel. She took a blackbox
from her coat pocket and inserted a lead in the keyhole of the
lock that secured the panel’s circuitry.

The Panther Moderns allowed four minutes for their first
move to take effect, then injected a second carefully prepared
dose of misinformation. This time, they shot it directly into
the Sense/Net building’s internal video system.

At 12:04:03, every screen in the building strobed for eigh-
teen seconds in a frequency that produced seizures in a sus-
ceptible segment of Sense/Net employees. Then something only
vaguely like a human face filled the screens, its features stretched
across asymmetrical expanses of bone like some obscene Mer-
cator projection. Blue lips parted wetly as the twisted, elongated
jaw moved. Something, perhaps a hand, a thing like a reddish
clump of gnarled roots, fumbled toward the camera, blumed,
and vanished. Subliminally rapid images of contamination:
graphics of the building’s water supply system, gloved hands
manipulating laboratory glassware, something tumbling down
into darkness, a pale splash. .. . The audio track, its pitch ad=
justed to run at just less than twice the standard playback speedy
was part of a month-old newscast detailing potential militar¥
uses of a substance known as HsG, a biochemical governing
the human skeletal growth factor. Overdoses of HsG thre¥:
certain bone cells into overdrive, accelerating growth by factors
as high as one thousand percent.

At 12:05:00, the mirror-sheathed nexus of the Sense/NEb
consortium held just over three thousand employees. At fi¥€
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minutes after midnight, as the Moderns’ message ended in a
flare of white screen, the Sense/Net Pyramid screamed.

Half a dozen NYPD Tactical hovercraft, responding to the
possibility of Blue Nine in the building’s ventilation system,
were converging on the Sense/Net Pyramid. They were running
full riot lights. A BAMA Rapid Deployment helicopter was
lifting off from its pad on Riker’s.

Case triggered his second program. A carefully engineered
virus attacked the code fabric screening primary custodial com-
mands for the sub-basement that housed the Sense/Net research
materials. “Boston,” Molly’s voice came across the link, “I’m
downstairs.” Case switched and saw the blank wall of the
elevator. She was unzipping the white pants. A bulky packet,
exactly the shade of her pale ankle, was secured there with
micropore. She knelt and peeled the tape away. Streaks of
burgundy flickered across the mimetic polycarbon as she un-
folded the Medern suit. She removed the pink raincoat, threw
It down beside the white pants, and began to pull the suit on
over the white mesh top.

12:06:26.

Case’s virus had bored a window through the library’s com-
mand ice. He punched himself through and found an infinite
blpe space ranged with color-coded spheres strung on a tight
gnd of pale blue neon. In the nonspace of the matrix, the interior
of a given data construct possessed unlimited subjective di-
mension; a child’s toy calculator, accessed through Case’s Sen-
da_l, would have presented limitless gulfs of nothingness hung
with a few basic commands. Case began to key the sequence
the Finn had purchased from a mid-eschelon sarariman with
Severe drug problems. He began to glide through the spheres
as if he were on invisible tracks.

Here. This one.
him nching his way into the sphere, chill blue neon vault above
b Starless and smooth as frosted glass, he triggered a sub-
4 8ram that effected certain alterations in the core custodial

Mmands,

gut now. Reversing smoothly, the virus reknitting the fabric

€ window,
e,
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Hiro Protagonist and Vitaly Chernobyl, roommates, are
chilling out .in their home, a spacious 20-by-30 in a U-
Stor-It in Inglewood, California. The room has a concréte

slab floor, corrugated steel walls separating it from the

neighboring units, and—this is a mark of distinction and
luxury—a roll-up ‘steel door that faces northwest, giving

them a few red rays at times like this, when the sun s

setting over LAX. From time to time, a 777 or a Sukhoi/
Kawasaki Hypersonic Transport will taxi in front of the
sun and block the sunset with its rudder, or just mangle
the red light with its jet exhaust, braiding the parallel rays
into a dappled pattern on the wall

But there are worse places to live. There are much
worse places right here in this U-Stor-It. Only the big
units like this one have their own doors. Most of them
are accessed via a communal loading dock that leads to a
maze of wide corrugated-steel hallways and freight ele-
vators. These are slum housing, 5-by-10s and 10-by-10s
where Yanoama tribespersons cook beans and parboil fist-
fuls of coca leaves over heaps of burning lottery tickets.

It is whispered that in the old days, when the U-Stor-
It was actually used for its intended purpose (namely,
providing cheap extra storage space to Californians with
too many material goods), certain entrepreneurs came to
the front office, rented out 10-by-10s using fake IDs, filled
them up with steel drums full of toxic chemical waste,
and then abandoned them, leaving the problem for the
U-Stor-It Corporation to handle. According to these ru-

mors, U-Stor-It just padlocked those units and wrote them

off. Now, the immigrants claim, certain units remain
haunted by this chemical specter. It is a story they tell
their children, to keep them from trying to break into
padlocked units.

No one has ever tr.led to break into Hiro and Vitaly’s
unit because there’s nothing in there to steal, and at this
point ‘in their lives, neither one of them is important
enough to kill, kidnap, or interrogate. Hiro owns a couple
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s, but he always wears them, and
?Ss\’:reoali(iing fantastically _dangerous weap-
ts the would-be perp with inherent dangers
shd gﬁﬁ;dictions: When el wgiesth{lg f;;r g?rslieslﬁllgg
. the man with the handie awa . 1l
:rlfs: l‘i:;uaﬁ:gl)retty nice computer that he usuailyl?kes v\;l(’)cﬁ
him when he goes anywhere. Yltaly owns halt a car
of Lucky Strikes, an electric guitar, and a hangover.

At the moment, Vitaly Chernobyl is stlrett_:hfad out on
a futon, quiescent, and Hiro Protagonist is sitting crofss-
legged at a low table,d NL;;poEese style, consisting of a

allet set on cinderblocks. :
carg(?AE the sun sets, its red light is supplanted by the light
of many neon logos emanating from the frgnchlse. ghetta
that constitutes this U-Stor-It’s natural habitat. This light,
known as loglo, fills in the shadowy corners of the unit
with seedy, oversaturated colors.

Hiro has cappuccino skin and spiky, truncated dreaq-
locks. His hair does not cover as much of his head as it
used to, but he is a young man, by no means bald of
balding, and the slight retreat of his hairline only makes
more of his high cheekbones. He is wearing shiny goggles
that wrap halfway around his head; the bows of the gog-
gles have little earphones that are plugged into his oute
ears.

of nice Nippones
the whole idea o

The earphones have some built-in noise cancellation
features. This sort of thing works best on steady noise
When jumbo jets make their takeoff runs on the runway
across the street, the sound is reduced to a low doodling
hum. But when Vitaly Chernobyl thrashes out an expens
imental guitar solo, it still hurts Hiro’s ears. . |

The goggles throw a light, smoky haze across his €yes
and reflect a distorted wide-angle view of a brilliantly It
boulevard that stretches off into an infinite blacknesss
This boulevard does not really exist; it is a compuleis
rendered view of an imaginary place.

Beneath this image, it is possible to see Hiro’s ey
which look Asian. They are from his mother, who is Ko
rean by way of Nippon. The rest of him looks more Lk
his father, who was African by way of Texas by way &
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the Army-—Dback in the days before it got split up into a
number of competing organizations such as General Jim’s
Defense System and Admiral Bob’s National Security.

Four things are on the cargo pallet: a bottle of ex-
pensive beer from the Puget Sound area, which Hiro can-
not really afford; a long sword known in Nippon as a
katana and a short sword known as a wakizashi—Hiro’s
father looted these from Japan after World War II went
atomic—and a computer.

The computer is a featureless black wedge. It does
not have a power cord, but there is a narrow translucent
plastic tube emerging from a hatch on the rear, spiraling
across the cargo pallet and the floor, and plugged into a
crudely installed fiber-optics socket above the head of the
sleeping Vitaly Chernobyl. In the center of the plastic
tube is a hair-thin fiber-optic cable. The cable is carrying
a lot of information back and forth between Hiro’s com-
puter and the rest of the world. In order to transmit the
same amount of information on paper, they would have
to arrange for a 747 cargo freighter packed with telephone
books and encyclopedias to power-dive into their unit
every couple of minutes, forever.

Hiro can't really afford the computer either, but he
has to have one. It is a tool of his trade. In the worldwide
community of hackers, Hiro is a talented drifter. This is
the kind of lifestyle that sounded romantic to him as re-
cently as five years ago. But in the bleak light of full adult-
hood, which is to one’s early twenties as Sunday morning
Is to Saturday night, he can clearly see what it really
amounts to: He’s broke and unemployed. And a few short
Wweeks ago, his tenure as a pizza deliverer—the only point-
ess dead-end job he really enjoys—came to an end. Since
ten, he’s been putting a lot more emphasis on his aux-
lcl:‘?ry emergency backup job: freelance stringer for the
Vircin‘ghe Central Intelligence Corporation of Langley,

ginia,
It The business is a simple one. Hiro gets information.
P, May be gossip, videotape, audiotape, a fragment of a
iol?'lputer disk, a xerox of a document. It can even be a
€ based on the latest highly publicized disaster.
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He uploads it to the CIC database—the Library, for-

merly the Library of Congress, but no one calls it

that

anymore. Most people are not entirely clear on what the

word “congress” means. And even the word “library” is
getting hazy. It used to be a place full of books, mos(tily
s

old ones. Then they began to include videotapes, recor

and magazines. Then all of the information got converted

into machine-readable form,

which is to say, ones and

seroes. And as the number of media grew, the material
becarne more up to date, and the methods for searching’

the Library became

proached the point
ference between the Library of Congress and the Cen

Intelligence Agency. Fortuitously, this happened just

more and more sophisticated, it ap:
where there was no substantive di

La
Al

the government was falling apart anyway. So they merges

and kicked out a big fat stock offering.

Millions of other CIC stringers are uploading
lions of other fragments at the same time. CIC's clie
mostly large corporations and Sovereigns,
the Library looking
find a use for something that Hiro put into it, Hiro g
paid.

A year ago,
script that he stole from an agent’s wastebasket in
bank. Half a dozen studios wanted to
vacationed off of that one for six months.

Since then, times have
learning the hard way that 99 percent of the info
in the Library never gets used at all.

Case in point: After a certain Kourier tippeﬂ'

he uploaded an entire first-draft fill

been leaner. He has BEE

TLRL

rifle througt
for useful information, and if Hh&

see it. He ate all

off to the existence of Vitaly Chernobyl, he put @ &
intensive weeks into researching a new musical FE
nomenon—the rise of Ukrainian nuclear fuzz-ETEEE
collectives in L.A. He has planted exhaustive HEREg

this trend in the Library, including video and au 12 58

onie single record label, agent, or Tock critic ha
to access if.

The top surface of the computer is smooth €%
dome with & PP28

for a fisheye lens, a polished glass
optical coating. Whenever Hiro is using the machitis

B
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lens emerges and clicks into place, its base flush with the
surface of the computer. The neighborhood loglo is
curved and foreshortened on its surface.
: Hiro fmlds it erotic. This is partly because he hasn’t
itee}?ifg‘gpfartﬁ la_ud i—lll several weeks. But there’s more to
. er, who was stationed in Japan for many
years, was obsessed with cameras. He kept bringing them
back from his stints in the Far East, encased in many
}p{rptec_tlve liay_ers, so that when he took them out to show
iro, it was like watching an exquisite striptease as they
emerged from all that black leather and nylon, zippers
and straps. And once the lens was finally exposed, pure
geometric equation made real, so powerful and vulnerable
at once, Hi Id onl ink | ; '
: » Hiro could only think it was like nuzzling
E wough skirts and lingerie and outer labia and inner la-
ia. b [t made him feel naked and weak and brave.
P he lens can see half of the universe—the half that
i iE; :3;: t_l:[:e computerﬁ wﬁich includes most of Hiro. In
¥, 1t can generally keep track of where Hiro i '
what Dchrectllon'he’s looking in. T,
b Jown inside the computer are three lasers—a red
eno;ldhgtreen one, and a blue one. They are powerful
& bugrn t% make a bright light but not powerful enough
Lias rough the back of your eyeball and broil your
1eaméd i¥1 yﬁur frontals, lase your lobes. As everyone
gl rslin'leciltary school, these three colors of light
SR thatn;[ d, with different intensities, to produce
i Iro’s eye Is capable of seeing.
OUt of the inna};,d Esl (l;lfdglow beam of any color can be shot
&ve lens, in o e computer, up through that fish-
Mirtors fnside i irection. Through the use of electronic
'k and fort, fi computer, this beam is made to sweep
e ‘;EFO‘SS_I the lenses of Hiro's goggles, in
oults the innc, y as the electron beam in a television
R Ulting { 8 aSIl]lffagre of the eponymous Tube. The
ty. 2s In space in front of Hiro’s view of
eye "1-" 'd.rawing a slig} :
il'lg’th:t- image o il)% 1ty different image in front of each
Wage Seve11t§§&?de- three-dimensional. By chang-
Y-Iwo times a second, it can be made
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to move. By drawing the moving three-dimensional image
at a resolution of 2K pixels on a side, it can be as sharp
as the eye can perceive, and by pumping stereo digital
sound through the little earphones, the moving 3-D pic-
tures can have a perfectly realistic soundtrack.

So Hiro’s not actually here at all. He’s in a computer-
generated universe that his computer is drawing onto his
goggles and pumping into his earphones. In the lingo, this
imaginary place is known as the Metaverse. Hiro spends
a lot of time in the Metaverse. It beats the shit out of the

U-Stor-1t.

Hiro is approaching the Street. It is the Broadway,
the Champs Elysées of the Metaverse. It is the brilliantly
lit boulevard that can be seen, miniaturized and backs
ward, reflected in the lenses of his goggles. It does na
really exist. But right now, millions of people are walkiri
up and down it.

The dimensions of the Street are fixed by a protacal
hammered out by the computer-graphics ninja overlord
of the Association for Computing Machinery’s Glabdl
Multimedia Protocol Group. The Street seems to b€ s
grand boulevard going all the way around the equator of
a black sphere with a radius of a bit more than ten thot
sand kilometers. That makes it 65,536 kilometers arousi
which is considerably bigger than Earth.

The number 65,536 is an awkward figure to everyat
except a hacker, who recognizes it more readily than i
own mother’s date of birth: It happens to be a power s
2—216 power to be exact—and even the exponent 1008
equal to 2%, and 4 is equal to 22. Along with 256; 32,748
and 2,147,483,648; 65,536 is one of the foundation SEOTISE
of the hacker universe, in which 2 is the only really I
portant number because that’s how many digits # =g
puter can recognize. One of those digits is 0, HT}J 5
other is 1. Any number that can be created by fetisite
cally multiplying 2s by each other, and subtracting &
occasional 1, will be instantly recognizable to 2 hiackss

Like any place in Reality, the Street is subj
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velopment. Developers can build their own small streets
feeding off of the main one. They can build buildings,
parks, signs, as well as things that do not exist in Reality,
such as vast hovering overhead light shows, special neigh-
borhoods where the rules of three-dimensional spacetime
are ignored, and free-combat zones where people can go
to hunt and kill each other.

The only difference is that since the Street does not
really exist—it’s just a computer-graphics protocol written
down on a piece of paper somewhere—none of these
things is being physically built. They are, rather, pieces
of software, made available to the public over the world-
wide fiber-optics network. When Hiro goes into the Me-
taverse and looks down the Street and sees buildings and
electric signs stretching off into the darkness, disappear-
ing over the curve of the globe, he is actually staring at
the graphic representations—the user interfaces—of a
myriad different pieces of software that have been engi-
Itll_fl:_ered by major corporations. In order to place these
thmgs on the Street, they have had to get approval from

¢ Global Multimedia Protocol Group, have had to buy
mfi)tntage_ on the Street, get zoning approval, obtain per-
cors’o ribe inspectors, the whole bit. The money these
: trpuéaif'lon; pay to build things on the Street all goes into
s fOrucll]ev é}l\gngd andd operated by the GMPG, which
enabl?s th;}e Stre;:&goa;{ istej:scp:anchrrag the machinery that
: o has a house in a neighborhood j f -
R neighborhood just off the bus

tmgtagtta(gd?rlg Sgttt)et. It is a very old neighborhood by
Brotoco) WHSC firs-t out ten years ago, when the Street
Pooled theps . st written, Hiro and some of his buddies
Ment Jicoqoe oney and bought one of the first develop-
At the tine :?’E created a little neighborhood of hackers.
Vast blac nésls \gas Just a little patchwork of light amid a
OF Streetligh . . ack then, the Street was just a necklace

ro 2hts around a black ball

ice then, the pe; hb st
€ Street has B ighborhood hasn’t changed much,
BOt a hey g S‘ - Dy getting in on it early, Hiro’s bud-

B0t very rig?}rt{)%?;}"i -Whole business. Some of them
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That’s why Hiro has a nice big house in the Meta-
verse but has to share a 20-by-30 in Reality. Real estated
acumen does not always extend across universes.

The sky and the ground are black, like a computer
screen that hasn’t had anything drawn into it yet; it is al-
ways nighttime in the Metaverse, and the Street is always’
garish and brilliant, like Las Vegas freed from constraints
of physics and finance. But people in Hiro’s neighborhood
are very good programmers, so it’s tasteful. The houses!
look like real houses. There are a couple of Frank Lloyd
Wright reproductions and some fancy Victoriana.

So it’s always a shock to step out onto the Streel
where everything seems to be a mile high. This is Down
town, the most heavily developed area. If you go a coupl
of hundred kilometers in either direction, the develop
ment will taper down to almost nothing, just a thin chail
of streetlights casting white pools on the black velve
ground. But Downtown is a dozen Manhattans, embral
dered with neon and stacked on top of each other.

In the real world—planet Earth, Reality—there @@
somewhere between six and ten billion people. At af
given time, most of them are making mud bricks or fiel
stripping their AK-47s. Perhaps a billion of them ha®
enough money to own a computer; these people hdl
more money than all of the others put together. Of the
billion potential computer owners, maybe a quartef
them actually bother to own computers, and a quarte@is
these have machines that are powerful enough to hafit
the Street protocol. That makes for about sixty |
people who can be on the Street at any given fime: £8
in another sixty million or so who can’t really affarss
but go there anyway; by using public machines, Of ¥
chines owned by their school or their employer, 488
any given time the Street is occupied by twice e
ulation of New York City. ]
_That's why the damn place is so overdevelope®s
:gﬂ?_ Sign or a building on the Street and the

-nmn richest, hippest, best-connected people 0t =5
VIR £ It every day of their lives.
tis a hundred meters wide, with a narrow B

track running down the middle. The monorail i

piece of public utility software that ena(iilr:sl.l :fsearsfrfg
change their location on the Street rapidly and smoothl
f;l éosti ggtge‘%)ée ]quIt' ridf back and forth on it, looking gt

- When Hiro first saw this place

the monorail hadn’t been written yetl;) he élfgixi};egfd?l%gs’
had to write car and motorcycle software in order to get
around. They would take their software out and raceg it
in the black desert of the electronic night.
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As Hiro approaches the Street, he sees two young cou-
]eS, probably using their parents’ computers for a double

bihich is the local port of entry and monorail stop.

He is not seeing real people, of course. This is all a
part of the moving illustration drawn by his computer
w ordmg to specifications coming down the fiber-optic
cable. The people are pieces of software called avatars.
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‘ the audiovisual bodies that people use fo com-
12?1%01::2 with each other in the Metaverse. Hiro s_avataf;
now on the Street, too, andllf the couples comm% 0
1e monorail look over in his direction, they can see him,
1st as he’s seeing them. They could strike up a conver-
Jtion: Hiro in the U-StorIt in L.A. and the four teex;
gers probably on a couch in a suburb of Chlc%go, eac
Ath their own laptop. But they probably won't talk to
ach other, any more than they would in Reality. These
re nice kids, and they don’t want to talk to a solitary
rosshreed with a slick custom avatar who's packing a
ouple of swords. _

pYour avatar can look any way you v,vant it to, up to
he limitations of your equipment. If you're ugly, you can
nake your avatar beautiful. If ypu’ve just gotten out ocii'
yed, your avatar can still be wearing beautiful clothes an
srofessionally applied makeup. You can look like a gorilla
r a dragon or a giant talking penis In the Metaverse.
Spend five minutes walking down the Street and you will
ee all of these. _ \ . .

Hiro’s avatar just looks like Hiro, with the difference
hat no matter what Hiro is wearing in Reality, his avatar
ilways wears a black leather kimono. Most hacker types
fon’t go in for garish avatars, because they know that it
-akes a lot more sophistication to render a realistic human
‘ace than a talking penis. Kind of the way people who
-eally know clothing can appreciate the fine details that
separate a cheap gray wool suit from an expensive hand-
ailored gray wool suit. )

You can’t just materialize anywhere in the Meta-
serse, like Captain Kirk beaming down from on high.
This would be confusing and irritating to the people
sround you. It would break the metaphor. Mat;arlahzlpg
sut of nowhere (or vanishing back into Reality) is consid-
ared to be a private function best done in the confines
5f your own House. Most avatars nowadays are anatom-
ically correct, and naked as a babe when they are first
sreated, so in any case, you have to make yourself decent
sefore you emerge onto the Street. Unless you're some-
thing intrinsically indecent and you don’t care.

SnNaw DRASH a7

If you are some peon who does not own a House,
for example, a person who is coming in from a public
terminal, then you materialize in a Port. There are 256
Express Ports on the street, evenly spaced around its cir-
cumference at intervals of 256 kilometers. Fach of these
intervals is further subdivided 256 times with Local Ports,
spaced exactly one kilometer apart (astute students of
hacker semiotics will note the obsessive repetition of the
number 256, which is 2% power—and even that 8 looks
pretty juicy, dripping with 2% additional 2s). The Ports
serve a function analogous to airports: This is where you
drop into the Metaverse from somewhere else. Once you
have materialized in a Port, you can walk down the Street
or hop on the monorail or whatever.

The couples coming off the monorail can’t afford to
have custom avatars made and don’t know how to write
their own. They have to buy off-the-shelf avatars. One of
the girls has a pretty nice one. It would be considered
quite the fashion statement among the K-Tel set. Looks
like she has bought the Avatar Construction Set™ and
put together her own, customized model out of miscel-
laneous parts. It might even look something like its
owner. Her date doesn’t look half bad himself.

The other girl is a Brandy. Her date is a Clint. Brandy
and Clint are both popular, off-the-shelf models. When
white-trash high school girls are going on a date in the
Metaverse, they invariably run down to the computer-
games section of the local Wal-Mart and buy a copy of
Brandy. The user can select three breast sizes: improba-
ble, impossible, and ludicrous, Brandy has a limited rep-
ertoire of facial expressions: cute and pouty; cute and
sultry; perky and interested; smiling and receptive; cute
and spacy. Her eyelashes are half an inch long, and the
software is so cheap that they are rendered as solid ebony
chips. When a Brandy flutters her eyelashes, you can al-
most feel the breeze.

Clint is just the male counterpart of Brandy. He is
craggy and handsome and has an extremely limited range
of facial expressions.

Hiro wonders, idly, how these two couples got to-
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gether. They are clearly from disparate social classes. Per-
haps older and younger siblings. But then they come
down the escalator and disappear ‘nto the crowd and be-
come part of the Street, where there are enough Clints

and Brandys to found a new ethnic group.

The Street is fairly busy. Most of the people here are
Americans and Asians—it’s early morning in Europe right
now. Because of the preponderance of Americans, the
crowd has a garish and surreal look about it. For the
Asians, it's the middle of the day, and they are in their
dark blue suits. For the Americans, it’s party time, and:
they are looking like just about anything a computer can
render. ]
The moment Hiro steps across the line separating his
neighborhood from the Street, colored shapes begin @
swoop down on him from all directions, like buzzards ofl
fresh road Kkill. Animercials are not allowed in Hiro
neighborhood. But almost anything is allowed in e
Street. |
A passing fighter plane bursts into flames, falls oW
of its trajectory, and zooms directly toward him at i
the speed of sound. It plows into the Street fifty feet 1
front of him, disintegrates, and explodes, blooming it
a tangled cloud of wreckage and flame that skids acTed
the pavement toward him, growing to envelop hirm ¢
that all he can see is turbulent flame, perfectly sim
and rendered.
Then the display freezes, and a man materializes &
front of Hiro. He is a classic bearded, pale, skinny o
trying to beef himself up by wearing a bulky silk W
breaker blazoned with the Jogo of one of the big MEE
verse arnusement parks. Hiro knows the guy; they £
to run into each other at trade conventions e
He’s been trying 1o hire Hiro for the last two moTUEE
“Hiro, I can’t understand why you're holding %

me. We're making bucks here—Kongbucks and yer—g
we can be flexible on pay and bennies. We'Te pLrs
together a swords-and-sorcery thing, and we call h
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hacker with your ski
okay?” your skills. Come on down and talk to me,
Hiro walks straigh
e t through the display, : i
‘f{:;;lslteii' (f?f‘gll{sement_parks in_the Metavperas% c?annd blé
dimensiénal ering a wide selection of interactive three-
e _I;llOVIGS. But in the end, they're still nothin
el Vs d co games. Hiro’s not so poor, yet, that hg
owned%) ‘c}clﬁ $F1t6‘ video games for this coml;:any It’(:
el manz edebl 11;13011?56, which is no big deal. Bu;c it’é
programmg h)’ the Nipponese, which means that all the
Bt in t%rs ave to wear white shirts and show up at
_ e morming and sit in cubicle d ¢
meetings. s and go to
)‘ears“ill;zn ? go lfamed how to do this, way back fifteen
R
sible. Softw rimself. Now, that's no 1 &
{ g;ﬂéaigft\;arle comes out of factories, and hacl?er:'%?rg (1;8
i mrayeisgecrofxtent, assembly-line workers Wo’rsg
m ,_ ‘
g 9101-? % themsel\fres.e managers who never get to write
lhe :
gives Hjmpﬁgslje?t of becoming an assembly-line worker
i tc‘m_e I1;1(:(3111;1\16:_ to go out and find some reall
tries to brﬁaknolﬁt t.fl—tlhe tries to get himself psyched u;,.y
employed, This intel tt lethargy of the long-term under-
¥ou get S thing can be a great rack
ection yourself jacked into the grid. And '(}:16t', s
socions, it shouldn't be any problem IR S
0 getssab.oﬂt it. Get serious %et sz;n et },}as to get
erious about al’lythizig, fous. But it's so hard

€ ow . 3
BO0d ronc. the Mafia
;oason to get Seri-:)utj,16 cost of a new car. That’s a

€ cuts .
ﬁglﬁﬂ line, ?’!téildgt};dt faCI’Oss the Street and under the
t’n'at & traord or a large, low-slung black building.

ordinari]

Y so 2 !

with 1}, Go0° forgot A AR e i
= 1o cut off. Tt

evelop. It’s a squat bl '
It ack pyramid
has one single door—since this is

nn iy {'me €re Z]I"e no re X - -
Mothjp, | - T8en gulations dictating the num-

Cy exits
. There are no guards, no signs,

SBEArs p.oy AL Deop, :
il arey Ple from going in, yet thousands of

o :
[t &%
peering inside, looking for a glimpse
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of something. These people can't pass through the door
because they haven't been invited.

Above the door is a matte black hemisphere about 8
meter in diameter, set nto the front wall of the building.
It is the closest thing the place has to decoration. Under-
neath it, in letters carved into the wall’s black substance,.
is the name of the place: THE BLACK SUN.

So it’s not an architectural masterpiece. When Da5id
and Hiro and the other hackers wrote The Black Sumn,
they didn’t have enough money to hire architects or des
signers, so they just went in for simple geometric shapes.
The avatars milling around the entrance don't seem 10
care.

If these avatars were real people in 2 real street, Hira
wouldn’t be able to reach the entrance. It's way tod
crowded. But the computer system that operates i€
Street has better things to do than to monitor every single
one of the millions of people there, trying to prevems
them from running into each other. It doesn't bother iy
ing to solve this ‘neredibly difficult problem. On the
Street, avatars just walk right through each other. [

So when Hiro cuts through the crowd, headed (08
the entrance, he really is cutting through the cfe Wi
When things get this jammed together, the computer S8
plifies things by drawing all of the avatars ghostly af!
translucent so you can s€e where you're going. Hiro-ak
pears solid to himself, but everyone else looks like a 2068
He walks through the crowd as if it’s a fogbank, CIE58
seeing The Black Sun in front of him. .

He steps over the property line, and he's in the 888
way. And in that instant he becomes sotid and visi¥ L
all the avatars milling outside. As one, they
screaming. Not that they have any idea who the het
is—Hiro is just a starving CIC stringer who lives 2
Stor-It by the airport. But in the entire wol Ers
only a couple of thousand people who can step ©
line into The Black Sun. -

He turns and looks back at ten thousand ST
groupies. Now that he's all by himself i the £
no longer immersed in a flood of avatars, he calSg

Jpﬁﬂl’s
I Mis, ¥ . 1
gy tach::onslst of to see the tattoo clearly, but it ap-
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of the people in the front row of th i

clarity. They are all done u inoh I
;vaiaﬁrs,_ hoping that DaSidE—ThL glra:]:lgii’sa r;r‘;’lvfanmest

acker-in-chief—will invite them inside. They ﬂiczgr ang
E}firlgewt;gether \mto a hysterical wall. Stunningly g:-:u-
i, -trngnf’r co_mputer—alrbmshed and retouched at
v c{im Tames a second, like Playboy pinups turned
Biree discgnsmréal——_these are would-be actresses hopin
b hghtve;e .kWﬂd-lookmg abstracts, tornadoes of gg-
L tghei tT ackers who are hoping that Da5id will ng-
T - akle_nt, invite them inside, give them a job. A
fnl ng;m mﬁ of black-and-white people—persons who
nac a{nizlng }t1 e Metaverse through cheap public ter-
N twfo are rendered in jerky, grainy black and
e A tc}i Of these are run-of-the-mill psycho fans, de-
o lfe antasy of stabbing some particular actress
S o thy cga/{nt even get close in Reality, so the
L e rocke etaverse to stalk their prey. There arg
i f—f:'t.e\}rls. done up in laser light, as though the
[ cnpec o the concert stage, and the avatars of Nip}i
e stsmen, exquisitely rendered by their fanc

Thens, c:.t utterly reserved and boring in their suitg

e ol thagetﬁlaCk-and-White who stands out because
ity E rest. The Street protocol states that
?’fﬂv?nt T me anly_taller than you are. This is to
i e walking around a mile high, Besides
}l; 38 Fromm ther- 1% a pay te.rmmgl——which he must be t(;
It jist shovws Lo ?Ee quality—it can’t jazz up his avatar

g to blaCk-and~W§ _\tvay he is, except not as well. Talk-
p&“c::; Who bas 1o 15 e on the Street is like talking to a

2 i ace stuck in a xerox machi -

el Sharace _ ine, re

LI€ Ghtpyt ¢ opy button, while vou stand by

ra -
g gt thegq pulling the sheets out one at a time and

{o r&\rE

T
Ieve g hair, p: : .
lul;,on, E‘ErLa tattog onrhparted in the middle like a curtain

16’5 1o way is forehead. Given the shitty reso-
ords. He has a wispy Fu Manchu

o real;
1zes th
at the guy has noticed him and is

-




42 MEAL STEPHENSON

staring back, looking him up and down, paying particular
attention to the swords.

A grin spreads across the black-and-white guy’s face.
It is a satisfied grin. A grin of recognition. The grin of a
man who knows something Hiro doesn’t. The black-and-
white guy has been standing with his arms folded across
his chest, like a man who is bored, who's been waiting for
something, and now his arms drop to his sides, swing
loosely at the shoulders, like an athlete limbering up. He
steps as close as he can and leans forward; he’s so tall that
the only thing behind him is empty black sky, torn with
the glowing vapor trails of passing animercials.

‘“Hey, Hiro,” the black-and-white guy says, “you want
to try some Snow Crash?”

A lot of people hang around in front of The Black Sun
saying weird things. You ignore them. But this gets Hiro's
attention.

Oddity the first: The guy knows Hiro’s name. But
people have ways of getting that information. It’s proba-
bly nothing.

The second: This sounds like an offer from a drug
pusher. Which would be normal in front of a Reality bar.
But this is the Metaverse. And you can’t sell drugs in the
Metaverse, because you can’t get high by looking at
something.

The third: The name of the drug, Hiro’s never heard
of a drug called Snow Crash before. That's not unusual—
a thousand new drugs get invented each year, and each
of them sells under half a dozen brand names.

But “snow crash” is computer lingo. It means a sys-
tem crash-—a bug—at such a fundamental level that it

frags the part of the computer that controls the electron
eam in the monitor, making it spray wildly across the’

screen, turning the
rating blizzard. Hire
But it's a very

The thing
fidence. He ha

perfect gridwork of pixels into a gy-

_has seen it happen a million times.
peculiar name for a drug.

that really gets Hiro's attention is his con-

s an utterly calm, stolid presence. It’s like
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talking to an asteroid. Which would be okay if he were
doing something that made the tiniest little bit of sense.
Hiro's trying to read some clues in the guy’s face, but the
closer he looks, the more his shitty black-and-white avatar
seems to break up into jittering, hard-edged pixels. It’s like
putting his nose against the glass of a busted TV. It makes
his teeth hurt.

“Excuse me,” Hiro says. “What did you say?”

“You want to try some Snow Crash?”

He has a crisp accent that Hiro can’t quite place. His
audio is as bad as his video. Hiro can hear cars going past
the guy in the background. He must be goggled in from
a public terminal alongside some freeway.

“I don’t get this,” Hiro says. “What is Snow Crash?”

“It’s a drug, asshole,” the guy says. “What do you
think?”

“Wait a minute. This is a new one on me,” Hiro says.
“You honestly think I'm going to give you some money
here? And then what do I do, wait for you to mail me
the stuff?”’

“I said try, not buy,” the guy says. “You don’t have
to give me any money. Free sample. And you don’t have
$0 wait for no mail. You can have it now.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a hypercard.

It looks like a business card. The hypercard is an av-
atar of sorts. It is used in the Metaverse to represent a
chunk of data. It might be text, audio, video, a still image,
or any other information that can be represented digitally.

Think of a baseball card, which carries a picture,
some text, and some numerical data. A baseball hypercard
could contain a highlight film of the player in action,
shown in perfect high-def television; a complete biogra-
Phy, read by the player himself, in stereo digital sound;
and a complete statistical database along with specialized
software to help you look up the numbers you want.

. _ A hypercard can carry a virtually infinite amount of
information. For all Hiro knows, this hypercard might
contain all the books in the Library of Congress, or every
Cpisode of Hawaii Five-O that was ever filmed, or the
Complete recordings of Jimi Hendrix, or the 1950 Census.
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. Or—more likely—a wide variety of nasty computer
viruses. If Hiro reaches out and takes the hypercard, then
the data it represents will be transferred from this guy’s
system into Hiro’s computer. Hiro, naturally, wouldn’t
touch it under any circumstances, any more than you
would take a free syringe from a stranger in Times Square
and jab it into your neck.

And it doesn’t make sense anyway. “That’s a hyper-
card. I thought you said Snow Crash was a drug,” Hiro
says, now totally nonplussed

“It is,” the guy says. “Try it.”

“Does it fuck up your brain?” Hiro says. “Or your
computer?”’

“Both. Neither. What’s the difference?” -

Hiro finally realizes that he has just wasted sixty sec:
onds of his life having a meaningless conversation with a
paranoid schizophrenic. He turns around and goes into
The Black Sun.
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