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    Party Popper 
 
      
 
      
 
    From her exercise mat, Tomoko Iwamoto glanced at the digital clock and realised that it was time to get ready. She exhaled slowly, bringing her mind back from the depths of meditation to the gloom that seeped into the corners of the apartment and the Japanese pop that trilled from the radio. She stretched forward to touch her toes. 
 
    A wall lamp threw light over her naked body and the clothes lying on the bed. The silk panties were first. They'd like those, same as they'd like the bra, low cut to show the deep swell of her cleavage. The stockings were hold-ups, blue. Tomoko rolled the stocking over her foot, pulling it gently over her calf to the top of her thigh. She went to the mirror on the wardrobe door and tied a red bow around her waist, adjusted the bra slightly, then reached to the corner of the bed for the holster rig that would hold the guns. 
 
    Two old Steyr Mpi69 submachine guns, loaded with thirty-two round magazines. She cocked one by pulling on the sling at the forward end, lowered the weapon into the rig and did the same for the other. The metal felt cool against her skin, a hardness that moved back and forth across her thighs as she walked. She picked up two extra magazines, attaching them to the harness. Over the lingerie she wore a grey overcoat. 
 
    She added red lip-gloss. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
    The tap of Tomoko's heels on the sidewalk never missed a beat. 
 
    She cruised at a steady pace down Jalan Yap Kwan Seng, hands deep in the pockets of the overcoat. Tomoko always liked down-town Kuala Lumpur at midnight, when the streets buzzed with activity. The city made her feel like she was back in Japan, in Tokyo's Roppongi district, busy with hustlers, the smell of food bubbling in the pots of street-side cooks, neon screens glaring above. 
 
    A guy in a silver suit made his way toward her, grinning until she gave him the stare, the one that said don't come any closer. He was probably an American, one with a well-practised technique to keep his ego intact, waving his arms and smiling. 
 
    'Sayang, aku cinta pada mu,' a drunk said to her. He followed her for a few steps before staggering into a cleaning mech. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'Sorry bang, you tak mampu.' You can't afford me. 
 
    Corporate towers had emptied weary salarymen onto the streets, ties loosened, thirsty for alcohol and whatever soothing effects mama-san could offer, the proprietrix keeping them happy with conversation and dirty jokes. Street hustlers sold sex, or tried to buy it, flashing virtual pop-screens for clubs and fetish dens in men's faces, following them if they showed the remotest sign of interest. Some had cowboy hats, pushing pussy like it was some kind of life-changing product. Here the hustlers were mostly American, for no more reason than the ones in Roppongi were mostly Nigerians. 
 
    The sign post for Jalan Pinang appeared behind the Big Boy donut stand and Tomoko crossed the street. A boy sitting on a scooter with spots and green hair flashed his tongue at her. His T-shirt said Pig Farm Whores across the front. He shouted something as she passed him. 
 
    She reached Peter Yang's apartment block, colonial white.  
 
    The guard behind the security desk looked like a ghoul from the static light of monitors, raised his chin sharply in her direction. 
 
    'Cik nak jumpa siapa?' he asked in Malay. 
 
    'Nani ga?' Japanese. 
 
    He drew an impatient breath, spoke in slow English. 'Who are you here to see?' 
 
    She opened the overcoat, wrapping the material around the guns so he couldn't see them. 
 
    'Entertainment,' she said. 
 
    The guard just stared. 
 
    The glowing numbers in the elevator climbed to twenty-one. 
 
    The guests from Peter Yang's party had spilled out onto the foyer, to the green marble floors bordered by blue walls and the tall columns with the gold frieze around the top. The place smelled of alcohol and roses.  
 
    A woman approached Tomoko, carrying a single champagne flute on a silver tray. Tomoko accepted it, raising the glass to her lips for a light sip. They managed to exchange smiles before Giselle arrived, Peter Yang's secretary, a blonde with too much make-up and self-importance.  
 
    'You're late,' said Giselle. 'Mr. Yang is waiting for you.' 
 
    Two security guards escorted her down a short corridor. She loosened the belt on the overcoat, walking at her own pace.  
 
    Yang's collection of artefacts lined the walls. A Mesopotamian stele and a tall Sueki pot, no doubt acquired illegally from the Shósó-in treasury in Nara. There was a jade pendant in a glass case, further along, a jade horse and a matching warrior. She knew the Chinese believed jade had a connection with immortality, and she wondered about Yang's interest in keeping dead things alive. She'd studied archaeology and history at Hiroshima University and learned that the past often had more life than the present.  
 
    Tomoko reached a chrome balcony and looked down over the fifty or so guests, singing Happy Birthday in a mix of Mandarin and English. They laughed and cheered, swaying to a dreamscape of alcohol and narcotics. She made her way down the steps, the security still following.  
 
    Yang had paintings on the walls by long-dead artists, a giant TV screen relaying images of the guests and the couples having sex on chaise lounges in the middle of the floor. Hired performers, just like Tomoko. She saw Peter surrounded by a group of his guests, hanging on his every word. His wife didn't look in Tomoko's direction but Tomoko sensed that she wanted to. Peter had his arm around her waist until he spotted Tomoko, then he lit the cigar he held in his mouth, blowing a line of blue smoke. 
 
    He'd called his wife Kameko. She stood next to a hanging scroll by Lu Zhi. Rugged peaks thrusting from a winding valley dominated a small house, half-visible behind trees and bamboo. Kameko seemed so fragile, like Lu Zhi's ancient colours. 
 
    Tomoko stood facing Peter and his wife. 
 
    She'd stopped at the guy with tattoos down his arms, sat on one of the sofas with a blonde squatting over him with her back to him, riding his cock. She had small, perky breasts and was looking straight at Tomoko, her lip curled, teeth bared in a moment that seemed to catch her breath. Tomoko smiled, and the woman didn't seem to know how to respond. The guy suddenly groaned and lifted her up, jerking his cock and shooting a sticky line of cum onto her belly, pale spots marking her thighs. 
 
    The man got up and made a bow, body slick with sweat, drawing a palm across his forehead before picking up his robe. The girl did a little shimmy and the applause increased.  
 
    Tomoko opened the coat, as if about to shrug it from her shoulders. The guns slipped forward into her waiting hands. 
 
    She swung round to face the guard behind her, jerking the weapon up and firing five shots that ripped through his chest, two more puncturing his throat. The air filled with smoke and a fine scarlet mist. 
 
    There was immediate panic, guests and entertainers screaming and running in every direction. She caught a naked woman by the hair and pulled her down to the floor, sending a man crashing over a table who got a little too close. 
 
    Tomoko made a brief burst from the left Steyr to keep one of the waitresses out of the way, the floor tearing up at her feet as she ducked under the Yamaha piano. Then she opened fire on Yang's security appearing from the back of the room, firing over the guests cowering on the floor. Death and destruction became almost effortless, a pantomime of blood and flying splinters. 
 
    She spun to face Peter's screaming wife. He flattened himself against the wall and Tomoko opened up with both guns, turning Mrs. Yang into a dancing puppet. Rounds punctured flesh, shattered bone, slammed into the wall behind her in little puffs of exploding plaster. 
 
    Tomoko ducked. A fist swung over her head, barely missing her temple. She darted into the guard, under his arm, turning slightly, her upper arm parallel to the floor and her fist snapping out into his face. She felt the muscle and bone of his jaw tremble against the back of her hand. 
 
    He growled and fired a single shot that cracked a mirror over Tomoko's shoulder. She slapped his wrist between her hands and the gun flew from his grasp. Then she drew a twelve inch knife, one hand throwing the overcoat open, lace straining, the blade cutting an arc through the air and slicing him open from left hip to right shoulder. Before the first drops of blood had spattered the floor she'd stepped back and then darted forward, the knife buried in his chest. 
 
    From the back of the room somebody clapped. The applause started with a light patter, and gradually grew into a frenzy of clapping and cheering. 
 
    Tomoko looked at Yang's wife for a moment, lying in a widening puddle of blood, then made her exit as quietly as she had arrived. 
 
    Yang's staff were busy in the kitchen, keeping a steady flow of alcohol and food to his guests. The blonde and the guy with the tattoos had dressed and seemed to be in a heated discussion. Tomoko pushed past them. 
 
    Outside on the street, Tomoko pulled a stick of gum from a pocket, looking up at the beacons blinking from the top of the Petronas Twin Towers. 
 
    Pain had become a thrill, death an adventure. Life could be moulded and shaped, cloned and reborn. Just like Yang's wife. All Tomoko wanted now was to go home. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    2 
 
    Trippin' 
 
      
 
      
 
    'Hey, kitty. Where you going?' 
 
    Tomoko turned. A man stood at the top of the steps to Peter's apartment building. He must have followed her. 
 
    'What's your name?' she asked. 
 
    'Patterson.'  
 
    He looked like a pencil pusher, working nine to five in one of those defunct tower blocks. He was trying to look casual but didn't seem to know what to do with his hands. 
 
    'So what's your business with Peter?' she asked. 'I don't think you're one of his usual friends.' 
 
    'I work for an Off World travel agency,' he said. 'Mr. Yang does business with my company.' 
 
    'Really? I didn't know Peter was into that.' 
 
    'Mr. Yang's smart, he knows a good investment when he sees it.' 
 
    She'd been looking for an opportunity, some angle to use on Peter, to destroy him, to kill him in a way that might have drawn a nod of approval from her father. Tomoko was thinking now, linking ideas and threads, moving people onto her game board. 
 
    She curled her fingers through her hair and climbed the steps to join him. She took his arm and walked with him back to the elevator. 
 
    'I've always wanted to go Off World,' she said. 'Maybe there are some shortcuts you can tell me about.' 
 
    'Well it ain't that easy now. The flights have slowed down. If you look at transport manufacturing, there's rumours that the workshops are quiet and the hangars empty.' 
 
    She gave him a look of false naivety. 'What does that mean?' 
 
    'Maybe that the corporations have spent all the money they can on saving us, or maybe they've shipped out all the people they need. Who knows? Maybe Alpha 276 is full.' 
 
    The elevator hummed, climbing higher. She felt his eyes trying to probe the dark folds of the overcoat. He chuckled nervously. She slid over to him, first one hand on the back of his neck. A kiss shortly after. His mouth felt stiff at first, like kissing an iguana. 
 
    'What's it like working for an Off World courier? Must get you a lot of perks.' 
 
    'I got friends,' he said. Hands on her narrow waist, under the rough canvas rig holding the two guns. 'I might be able to help you jump the waiting list, maybe even get you a . . .' he caught his breath, '. . . a crew job. Takes about nine years. Hope you're not in a hurry.' 
 
    Tomoko stepped back. 'I'd appreciate whatever you can do.' 
 
    'I might be able to help you out with a sponsor.' 
 
    'That's great. Peter would probably kill him. He likes to have me where he can see me.' 
 
    The elevator doors opened. They stepped out. Patterson was smiling like he'd returned with a trophy. They made their way toward a pounding tech-head rhythm. Holographic butterflies filled the air and a white tiger stalked the floor. 
 
    Automechs had removed the bodies of the simulant guards, two of them using a suction attachment to clean up the mess. Tomoko could still smell sim blood. It smelled like blood, though strangely artificial. Just like protein steaks didn't taste quite like meat. 
 
    Patterson's hand fell onto the small of her back. She forced herself not to squirm from his touch. Be cool, she told herself. She wanted to put a hole in his face. She needed alcohol. 
 
    The first two drinks slid down her throat with barely a pause for breath. Patterson was getting into the flow, bobbing his head and waving his arms in a clumsy attempt to keep time with the music. Tomoko laughed, slopping a drink down her chin. She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. 
 
    'What's so funny?' He did a monkey swing thing, kind of. 
 
    She moved into him, pressing her body against his. 'I love the way you dance.' 
 
    More people had arrived at the party, crowding the floor. A wordless song wailed over the speakers. 
 
    'Yeah,' he said. 'I like to dance.' He leaned closer. 'I like to be physical.' 
 
    'Me too,' she shouted into his ear. 
 
    While Patterson danced, lost in the momentum of his own gyrations, she swept her gaze over the room. Bodies swaying, twisting. Everybody fused together, like many parts of one animal. She heard laughter, hysterical giggles, felt the pulse of the music pounding though her chest. She watched the tiger for a moment, prowling an undergrowth of legs and tapping feet. 
 
    Jimmy Ho, an old friend from when she lived in Japan, raised his glass to her, standing on the balcony close to the windows with their imported stained glass. She'd pulled the odd job for Jimmy over in Ipoh, 'taking care of business'. Making a death look like nothing more than a casual murder. The local police would never even bother looking into it, unless somebody paid for a licensed investigation. 
 
    Ho seemed nervous, smoking a cigarette, hair tied back into a ponytail. She slipped away from Patterson's side while he was talking to a man he seemed to know, pushing through the dancers to reach the balcony where Ho looked out across the city. He didn't turn to face her, keeping his gaze on the lights below. 'Next time kill Peter.' 
 
    She glanced across the dance floor, looking for cameras, security. Two guards watched them. She couldn't tell if they were human or sims. Patterson waved to her and started forcing his way through the dancers. 'I'm working on it, Jimmy. Where is Yang?' 
 
    'Upstairs fucking a waitress. Who's the man you're with?' 
 
    'An American.' 
 
    He made no response, apart from a slight nod. 'You clean up here and come work for me.' 
 
    'Sure thing,' she breathed. 
 
    Jimmy's cell phone trilled a tune. 
 
    Patterson took hold of her hand, pulling her back into the mix. They danced to a long glass table, the centrepiece a wooden guardian figure from the Kamakura period.  
 
    'My kinda party,' said Patterson, dragging the word 'party' out for a few extra seconds. Paaarteee. He had his arm tight around Tomoko's waist, his mouth right up against her cheek. 'You're gonna love this. These girls, they'll do anything.' He made a drawling laugh. They were popping snake and other drugs that could have been anything. A girl kissed Tomoko's cheek and pulled the overcoat from her shoulder, sliding the material down her naked arm. 
 
    Patterson jabbed the tiny needle of a blue ampoule into his forearm. He squeezed the plastic end, dropped the thing on the table. 
 
    Tomoko felt a sting. 
 
    The girl was licking where a needle had penetrated the flesh of Tomoko's arm. Snake slithered through her bloodstream. She felt it climbing up her arm, slipping into her spinal cord, tail moving down the arch of her back, head winding upwards. She cried out, teeth bared in a grimace, sucking in a painful gasp. Then a groan, a sigh of relief. The snake coiled and went to sleep. 
 
    Tomoko's pupils dilated. Snake dreams. Lights dimmed, colours flared like sunbursts. Walls shimmered and shrank away from her. The wooden idol on the glass table reached out for her. Come play with me, it said. She laughed then, and she didn't know why.  
 
    Everything became a series of images, like a camera running at ten frames per second. She saw something and then the next instant was someplace else, all the information in between lost. Music pulsed, thrummed, pounded. She felt it sliding into her in a sensual wave, lifting her feet from the floor, trembling through her thighs. She saw snatches of things as she was guided through the party, vision zoomed in to small details. A woman's gold earring, shaped like two petals. It made her think of cherry blossoms and those softcore adverts that ran the monorail sidings.  
 
    Freckles on a waitress's face. Kinda cute. She looked like her childhood friend who'd drowned in Otagawa river. They'd never found her body. A slice of cucumber on the floor at the foot of the steps. Then she was at the top of the steps and looking across at the guests, a drink in her hand. The glass was cold. She threw her head back and rolled it on her neck to her left, her tongue meeting Patterson's. His hand grabbed her breast clumsily, like a space monkey. 
 
    She wasn't sure how space monkeys grabbed breasts, but that's what it was like. She drank alcohol. The space monkey had hold of her hand again and was leading her somewhere, dark, then light. The corridor seemed to go on forever. A man was on his knees in front of another man. She didn't think he was praying. Tomoko wanted to watch, but Patterson was insisting she kept moving.  
 
    The snake moved, and she laughed at the sensation. Its tongue flicked out and tasted her. She thought she must taste good. Her back arched, her shoulders twitched inwards. The space monkey came up from between her legs, his lips and chin glistening with a liquid honey shine. She couldn't remember arriving at the room, where she'd stumbled-fell onto a bed. She groaned, laughed, sighed. She felt for one of the guns, her arm flopping down to retrieve it from the floor. She couldn't reach, so she pulled the space monkey closer instead.  
 
    He went to roll her over then slipped, and his face crashed into a pillow. His head seemed to disappear. How long he stayed like that Tomoko couldn't tell. It seemed like a while. The space monkey grunted, righted himself. She watched a swirl of butterflies move across the ceiling before she rolled over onto her belly. Her arms were at either side of her head, long black hair wrapped around her neck. Legs parted. Space monkey on top of her. There was some fumbling back there, and then a space monkey penis was inside her. At least it felt like a space monkey penis. 
 
    She felt a wetness between her legs, though it wasn't a good wetness. It felt like a greasy wetness. Dirty grease. She closed her eyes, panting softly, trying not to think of that little girl at the bottom of Otagawa river. Memories had a habit of coming back at the most awkward times. 
 
    Like the guards flying away from her in a red haze. Bullets ripping into bodies, tearing through organs. 
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    Head-on-Nistic 
 
      
 
     
 
    Tomoko would have liked to have said that growing up on the streets of Hiroshima was tough, but it wasn't. When your father happened to be Saigo Iwamoto, the guy with the little beard who ran the local dōjō, life was easy. Though not without complications. 
 
    Some memories were as fragile as the wing of an insect, others stayed with you until the day you died. Whenever Tomoko went home it was the steps at the front of the house that held the most memories for her. Climbing them on unsteady, infant legs. Using them as a canvas for chalks. 
 
    The house was the largest on top of the hill, at the end of a road that wound its way through unfathomably knotted land. The road ended in a circle, just big enough to park two cars. To the right, a sheer wall of lush vegetation just in front of a concrete irrigation ditch with no barrier or cover plates.  
 
    The house stood opposite, old, paint flaking, Saigo's dusty Mitsubishi pick-up under a corrugated rain shelter. When you first entered the dōjō, after removing your shoes in the genkan, you were aware of the coolness. It was a large room, four cedar beams supporting the ceiling, the floor shiny. 
 
    Saigo and Tomoko lived in the rooms above the dōjō. He gave classes four times a week, the other days he worked as a telephone engineer. Tomoko often worried when he had to check installations or microwave links close to the wastelands, but he always had a Beretta 92 under his seat and a knife in his belt. Short and wide, it could put a man down as quick as a bullet. Thrust. Twist. Little gurgle. Everybody gave her father face, not always because of his connections. 
 
    He'd sit up on the balcony on a battered wicker chair, watching Tomoko and the other kids with falcon scrutiny. She had a friend called Clark, kid with glasses, from Germany. Saigo hated him, like he hated all the Americans and Europeans who'd fled to Asia after their own part of the world had turned to crap. Worse than cancer, he'd say. 
 
    Clark was a good friend. Made her laugh. They'd sit on those steps talking and playing games for hours, watching the students come and go. 
 
    'I want to learn,' she said one day. 
 
    Saigo drank his tea, reaching for more rice. 'It's not for you. Too small and too skinny.' He tapped his finger to his temple. 'You lack discipline.' 
 
    'Then teach me discipline.' 
 
    It always made him uncomfortable when she stared at him, forcing him to accept that she was there. A cough was the answer. They finished the meal in silence, and afterwards he went out onto the balcony to watch the neighbourhood, and to puff on his pipe. 
 
    Clark was always there. Everything was either 'fucking weak' or just 'cool'. He watched her from the dōjō steps, where the old paint and chalk marks had long since washed away.  
 
    When Clark had eventually become bored and frustrated, constantly seeing her on late night dates with other boys, she'd given him a hand job in the back of his car. Then they were friends again. It was a strange thing to do - like proving that she found him attractive - but reserved him for a deeper, more special friendship. Last she heard, he'd joined one of those militia groups somewhere in China, out to salvage the last of humanity from the wastelands. 
 
    When she thought back, even the bad memories were good when she lived at the dōjō. People paid for lessons with whatever they had. It gave them extra food and gas for the pick-up. The fat French girl who lived down the street who always smelled of cooking oil. Taki, the local thug who really wasn't that bad once you got to know him. Old man Hirohito's dog at the back of the house constantly yapping. Saigo had made a call one day and a man from the yakuza came round and shot it. 
 
    Polishing the wooden floor of the dōjō had been back-breaking work at times. It was how Saigo shut her up when she spoke her mind too much. Or when she'd stayed out way too late and had sneaked back into the house, trying to avoid that fourth step with its betraying squeak. He wouldn't shout, wouldn't raise his hand to her. He'd just gaze into the distance. 
 
    'Polish the floor.' 
 
    On her knees. Shiny floor reflecting. 
 
    She remembered that stupid dog's head flying off and landing amongst the cabbages. 
 
    'Cool,' Clark had said, then puked. 
 
    Funny how memories came back the same way. 
 
    Tomoko awoke with a long, deep groan. She sat up, mouth tasting foul and eyelids sticky. The thin bed sheet, draped halfway from the bed to the floor, formed a white water rapid between her naked legs. 
 
    A shuffling sound came from a corner, where the slats of bright sunlight bleeding in through the closed shutters didn't reach. She heard a bicycle on the street two floors below, children kicking a ball. 
 
    Tomoko saw a shape in the gloom. 'Teja?' 
 
    The shape moved forward into the light. 
 
    'I was worried about you.' 
 
    'Maybe you're programmed to worry.' Tomoko eased her head up, wiping away strands of hair stuck to her face. 
 
    'If you want me to leave, I will.' 
 
    'You wouldn't last a day.' 
 
    'Do you care?' 
 
    'Stay. Go. Do what you want, Teja.' 
 
    Some memories came back faster than others, usually the bad ones you wanted to forget. Tomoko groaned and doubled over, her head in her hands. She kept her eyes screwed tight for a moment, past events like a dirty cloak she couldn't shake off. 
 
    Oh, yeah. Here's ya cream, kitty. 
 
    'Jesus,' she moaned. She took the glass of iced water Teja held out to her, taking a slow drink. Anything cold was good in a room with no air conditioning, when you woke up feeling like old flypaper. 
 
    'You were gone for a long time.' Teja scratched the stump of her left arm through the material of her shirt. 
 
    'I don't remember . . .' 
 
    'An autocab brought you back.' 
 
    'Was I alone?' 
 
    'Yes. I put you to bed.' 
 
    Tomoko pulled the sheet round her shoulders, across her breasts. 'Did you undress me?' 
 
    'You came undressed.' 
 
    She felt like a pig farm whore. 'I need a shower,' she said. 
 
    She let the water run cold, hard and fast, pounding her skull like fine needles. When she emerged, her hair damp and drying quickly, she didn't think she could get much cleaner. 
 
    She found the clothes from the previous night outside the door. She didn't know how they got there. Maybe she had them bundled in her arms when she staggered out of the cab. She put the shoes and lingerie in the trash, the overcoat back in the closet, after a good shaking to clear out any bugs. She thought the guns must still be at Yang's. 
 
    Teja had opened the shutters, mid-afternoon sunlight filling the room. Old furniture, a sofa with broken springs and lumpy cushions – where Teja slept and somehow managed to make herself comfortable –- a painting of a galleon at full sail on the wall. Junk left over by the previous tenant, before he moved Off World, or saw the futility of life and shot himself in the head. Two pots of noodles were on the chipped coffee table. 
 
    Tomoko sat on the floor and picked up her chopsticks, tapped the tips on the table to make them straight in her hand. The sim looked worse this morning, her skin more pale and blotchy than usual. 
 
    She was hiding in an abandoned building when Tomoko found her, yellow eyes glinting from a dark corner. She said she had a place where she could stay, get cleaned up and maybe find her original owner. No owner, no ID, no registration.  
 
    For a while she seemed about as useful as the apartment's old furniture. She made decent soup and kept the place clean, and that was good enough reason to keep her around. If only she wasn't so damned ugly. 
 
    Most of her left arm was missing and she had a gash that never seemed to heal going from chin to temple. It made a right angle across her eye, looking as though the whole eyeball might fall out of its orbit at any moment. 
 
    'I'm fine today,' said Teja. She slurped noodles and licked the corner of her mouth. 
 
    'I met a man at the party, he said he might be able to fix me up with an Off World ticket.' 
 
    Teja said, 'That's nice.' 
 
    'If it turns out he's genuine.' 
 
    'And if he's not?' 
 
    Tomoko shrugged. 'I'll find another way.' She could see the sim was worried. 'You'll be fine. I'll leave you the apartment, some money, some clothes.' She sucked more noodles into her mouth. 'I can't do much more. You don't even have a licence.' 
 
    'Yes.' Teja's yellow eyes blinked rapidly. 'I understand you would never want to break the law.' 
 
    'Don't push it,' said Tomoko. 
 
    'I don't think I want to talk to you today.' 
 
    'I'm sorry.' 
 
    Tomoko's cell phone buzzed. She found it on the floor. It was Travis, Peter Yang's right hand man. 
 
    'Good afternoon, Tomoko.' 
 
    'What do you want?' 
 
    'Mr. Yang would like to see you at the hospital. He feels you should pay your respects to Mrs. Yang. We'll see you there at three.' 
 
    'Fuck you.' 
 
    She terminated the call and threw the phone onto the bed. She should have expected this, Peter Yang playing out the game to its limits, seeing how far he could go before something snapped. Teja kept quiet, eating her noodles. Tomoko felt sick, needed to hurt someone, to break something valuable. There was nothing here that wasn't already damaged, including Teja. She rested the chopsticks across the top of her bowl and got to her feet. 
 
    She'd only worn a robe when she came out of the shower, and now she dressed quickly. Short skirt, loose blouse, white with red piping around a breast pocket, ankle socks and Reebok running shoes. She picked up a light cotton jacket from the back of a chair. 
 
    'I'll get back soon as I can.' 
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    Sucker Punch 
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside, the sun blazed down through the blue sky, as usual. 
 
    Billy and Carl waved to Tomoko from the yard facing her apartment, their hands stained with oil from the latest bike they were trying to fix. She waved back. 
 
    'You thought more about what I said?' Billy propped his forearms on the fence and grinned at her. 'About us going steady?' 
 
    Tomoko kept on walking. 'Don't you boys ever think about anything else?' 
 
    She heard Carl laughing. 'Told you, man.' 
 
    The platform for the monorail was only a five minute walk down the crumbling carriageway, past the burnt-out cars that had been abandoned years before. Brown husks of rust with weeds growing in the seats. The authorities didn't do much out here, never repaired the roads and Tomoko had only seen the police once.  
 
    The monorail had a plastic rain canopy where you usually found a couple of long-tailed macaques sitting in the trees at one side. They took food from the passengers, although today Tomoko had nothing for them. She made her way to the drinks machine and fumbled in her pocket for some change, slipped a few coins into the slot and selected ice tea. It rolled down and hit the tray with a clunk.  
 
    Only three people waited, a man with a brown suitcase and two women, one constantly looking at a watch hanging from her neck on a piece of string. The train appeared, a white caterpillar. Tomoko got on and found the seat nearest the driver's compartment. The train climbed into the sky, supported by the grey concrete line. 
 
    Tomoko thought about the party, the way it turned out after she'd done what Peter had hired her to do. She wanted to be in and out, fast, but she'd met Patterson and that seemed to have started a chain of events, most of which she couldn't remember.  
 
    Travis had told her the day before what Peter wanted, supplied her with the two old guns. These are loud and make a lot of smoke, Travis had said. Much better than those new guns that fired the flat metal pellets. She'd been playing with Patterson's business card in her pocket for the last five miles, flexing the plastic between her fingers. 
 
    J. W. Patterson. That was the name on the card. She wondered what J stood for. James? Joshua? She watched the green slopes go past the window for a moment then got up and made her way to the telephone, slipped the card into the front.  
 
    Her cell phone wouldn't work out here. Nothing much worked anymore. Everything was old, nothing was being manufactured. She waited, picked up the handset and thumbed the call button. A woman on the seat nearby wiped her face on a small towel. It had a picture of Minnie Mouse on it. The carriages were air conditioned, though it took you a mile or two to start to cool down. 
 
    'Hi, can I speak to Mr. Patterson please?' 
 
    'Speaking.' 
 
    She knew what to say, glad he couldn't see her face so she didn't have to say it with a smile. 
 
    'It's Tomoko. We met at the party.' 
 
    'Oh, hey. Right. I tried to find you. You - you just disappeared. How's things?' 
 
    Mindless pleasantries. How are you? I'm fine, but I'd really like to get off this dying planet. 
 
    'I was wondering if you'd like to get together sometime. I don't want to sound like I'm just calling for a favour, but I'm interested in the stuff you told me about, the cheap Off World flights and jumping the list.' 
 
    A pause. Tomoko reached out and grabbed hold of a rail. The woman carefully folded the little towel and placed it into her bag. 
 
    He breathed, and he seemed to exhale more air than he'd taken in. 'I can't. Peter had some of his people come round to my office this morning. They said they'd kill me if I helped you. Yeah, they went into a lot of detail about how they'd do it. I'd like to help, but these guys were serious. You know, I'm . . . you know . . . yeah, not about to cross Peter Yang.' 
 
    She pushed her hair behind her ear. 'It's okay.' 
 
    'Can I see you again?' 
 
    She hung up, returned to her seat and popped the ring pull on the can of tea. She twisted to look out of the window behind her. Green hills in the distance, South China Sea way beyond. 
 
    The train arrived at Kuala Lumpur station, skyscrapers thrusting out of the skyline like huge antennae. Out on the street, a guy in pyjamas shouted a speech about the end of the world. She took a leaflet, read it quickly, trashed it before moving to the curb to hail an autocab. 
 
    The hospital wasn't far, maybe a fifteen-minute ride if the traffic was light. When she arrived, she caught the elevator to the private wards on the top floor. A couple of Yang's flunkies paced the corridor. Mrs. Yang's room was spacious, more like a hotel suite than anything else. 
 
    'Look who's appeared.' The man sat in a low chair, love handles bulging out of the wooden frame, elbows resting on the armrests. 'Heard you got banged last night. Was he a big boy? Was he, Suzy?' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'Yeah. His dick was so big I could barely get my hand around it. It's a shame you weren't there, Paul. I could've done with something small to plug my butt.' 
 
    There were two other men in the room, and the one wearing the shirt with the girl on the back sniggered, started coughing when it seemed he was about to choke. Tomoko had never seen him before. The other man was short and thin, standing against the wall, almost as if he expected his pin-striped suit to merge with the wallpaper and make him invisible. Tomoko had seen him before, at Yang's party, doing pretty much what he was doing now, just standing. He had black shiny hair, face like a rubber mask stretched over his skull. 
 
    'Bitch,' Paul mumbled. 
 
    'Please, please . . . I won't have such talk,' said Peter. The voice came from a speaker, just below the monitor where Peter's head and shoulders could be seen. He was sitting in a big armchair and idly turning the pages of a magazine. 
 
    'I thought you'd be here, Peter. Looking after your wife.' Tomoko approached the large tank where Yang's wife floated. 
 
    'Rather busy this morning, Tomoko,' said Yang. 'I knew you would come.' 
 
    'You told me to come.' 
 
    'To visit your mother.' 
 
    'The simulant of my mother.' She felt like the noodles she'd had for breakfast were alive in her stomach. 'My mother is dead.' 
 
    His wife's head, on a cable-like length of arteries and tissue, bobbed toward the glass, and half-closed eyes seemed to peer out. Nanobots swirled in the water, like shoals of miniature shrimp. A grey pipe of intestine was being repaired, and her nostrils flared as the tiny bots swam in and out of her head. Data screens flashed from the tall consoles stacked all the way to the ceiling. A nurse came and checked a read out, then made a note on a graph and left. 
 
    'Excellent work at the party, Tomoko,' said Peter. 'Glad you came back and enjoyed yourself.' 
 
    The short, skinny guy standing against the wall rattled a candy wrapper. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'There was nothing enjoyable about it. You could've hired anyone. Why me?' 
 
    Yang looked straight into the camera. 'Why not?' 
 
    Kameko's sagging lower jaw moved slightly from side to side, as if trying to form words, the effect produced by the thousands of swimming bots, moving into her mouth and down her trachea. 
 
    Tomoko gave the man with the fancy shirt the once-over, if only because he was doing the same to her. He had a straight beard growing from the tip of his chin, hair showing a little grey at the sides, blue eyes. He had a rugged appearance about him, like he should have been a cowboy riding a horse across some lonely frontier in the American Midwest. 
 
    'I want my money,' she said. 
 
    On the screen, Yang paused his page-turning. 'You haven't been paid? I'll give you a loan until it's sorted out.' 
 
    Tomoko moved closer to the floating body in the tank. 'I don't want one of your loans, Peter, I want what you owe me.' 
 
    The intestine sucked back into his wife's body. 'I'll have Giselle transfer you the money this afternoon.' 
 
    'Why can't you do it now?' 
 
    'Oh, please, Tomoko. This is hardly the time or the place for business.' 
 
    Her gaze wandered to the floor, shiny white and cream tiles reflecting. Paul rose from his seat and stood alongside her, gazing at the naked figure in the tank. 
 
    'Let me introduce you to the latest team player,' said Yang. 'He'll be working on special assignments. What's your name again?' 
 
    The cowboy made a curt nod in her direction, arms folded across his broad chest. 'Martin,' he said. 
 
    Tomoko gave him a glance and scratched the tip of her nose. He looked as though he wanted to say something, though all he managed was to unfold an arm and give her a little wave. She wasn't sure if 'Martin' suited him, not that she really cared. Taking notice of him now, he didn't look at all like one of those rugged long riders. More like a used car salesman. 
 
    'Yeah, he's very nice.' She was looking up and down the tank, as if searching for some organ or limb she could communicate with, some part of Kameko that seemed in some way alive. 'Why are you keeping me here?' 
 
    'What will you do in Japan? Your place is here, with me.'  
 
    She pounded the side of her fist against the tank. 'You don't own me.' 
 
    The glass reverberated and a triangle of liquid peaked at the top, rolling for several inches before levelling out. The tiny bots inside continued their work. Kameko's head wavered cobra-like on blue strands of veins and arteries. 
 
    'You can only have one master. If I allowed you to go home, who knows what type of people you'd fall in with. You might listen to lies from my enemies.' 
 
    'Why did you threaten Patterson?' 
 
    Tomoko remembered the expression on Kameko's face when the first bullet hit her. 
 
    'You need to be taught a lesson in servitude, Tomoko.' 
 
    There was something in Yang's voice, a tone that made Paul suddenly lunge at her. She twisted, avoiding his hands moving for her throat. It took little effort to lean back, pat one of those hands away, and direct a quick, sharp kick into the side of his knee, buckling his leg. He let out a painful yelp. 
 
    She should have seen the cowboy, knew that she was taking too much interest, even pleasure, in the expression on Paul's agonised face. What would Saigo say? He'd just shake his head and make her train an extra hour. The cowboy had grabbed hold of her, spinning her around to face him. Impact. Like a hammer.  
 
    Two knuckles went straight into her cheekbone, the middle of three fingers ramming soft flesh across the sharp edges of her teeth. Her mouth filled with blood. Her vision swam red and black. She took a blow to the side, felt ribs strain and flex. He caught hold of her collar and pulled her into another blow, to the right eye, then to the nose. The tissue around her eye swelled instantly. Blood trickled in a steady stream across her mouth and dripped from her chin. 
 
    She reeled back against Kameko's tank, straightened herself just as Paul hobbled into her. She felt blows pushing her back to the tank, managing to deflect a few. She heard Paul panting and gasping, dropping kicks and punches into her head and body. She toppled, leaving a red smear across the glass. 
 
    'You like that?' Paul ducked his head from side to side and swayed his fists in the air, playful shadow boxing. 'I got plenty more. Tell me when you're done, Suzy, and I'll go easy on you.' 
 
    She stood straight, hair covering her face. Red dots and smears marked the floor. 
 
    'Is that all you've got?' And she smiled at him. 
 
    A jab straight into her face, twisting her upper lip and crunching the cartilage in her nose. Paul did a little dance on his toes before he lunged forward and got his meaty hands around her throat. He lifted her off the floor and threw her against the tank, kicking her in the stomach as she started to fall. He kicked her again. 
 
    She curled into a ball, hearing the man called Martin say, 'She's had enough.' 
 
    She saw Paul leaning closer through the hair that had fallen over her face, thinking about how she'd repay him. 
 
    Paul said, 'I thought you were supposed to be tough.' 
 
    'She's got the message.' 
 
    'You fucking pussy. Fucking bitch, she's laughing at me. Got ourselves a slap-happy-Jappy.' Paul grabbed her by the collar and dragged her to her feet, making a back-handed slap across her face that started fresh blood pouring from her mouth. 
 
    'Didn't you hear me say she's had enough,' said Martin. 
 
    'Maybe she has, maybe she hasn't. You've gotta watch this one. Turn your back to her, she'll bite your head off.' 
 
    Paul raised his hand and the cowboy caught his wrist. She could see the anger on Paul's face, then the surprise when he couldn't break free from the guy's grip. 
 
    The new guy leaned closer. 'Let her go before I go to work on your fat fucking face with my boots.' 
 
    Paul swallowed. 'Yeah, yeah, okay.' 
 
    She whispered, 'You won't get this one for free, Paul.' 
 
    He threw her away from him, sending her sprawling across the floor. She leaned sideways on her elbow, blood and spittle staining her clothes. A sickening dizziness came over her and she thought she must have passed out for a few minutes. The next instant two security guards were pushing hands underneath her arms and lifting her up.  
 
    Paul and the cowboy were facing Peter Yang's wife, floating there like a sideshow freak. She saw the skinny man move from the wall and give Paul a small box, Peter saying something she couldn't hear because of the drumming in her head. 
 
    Tomoko snatched her arm back from one of the men, staggered for a couple of steps, then puked on his shoes. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    5 
 
    Tomoko Locomotive 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Tomoko was fifteen she had a job in a fish market in Hiroshima. Not quite as glamorous as the jobs that followed, like the one in the carwash where she could get extra tips if she let her uniform get wet and soapy, or the one as a waitress in a Yakuza bar.  
 
    She'd cycle to the market every morning, then spend five hours gutting and selling fish. Round eyes staring up at her, slippery fish guts between her fingers. She would come home to the dōjō, see Saigo up on the balcony, and hold up a bag of something, perhaps fish stew or tempura that night. It was a smelly job, the type of smell that no matter how hard you scrubbed, you always took it home with you. 
 
    She didn't feel that much different when she arrived at Jimmy Ho's place after Yang's thugs threw her onto the street. She'd tried to get herself cleaned up in a public toilet but when she tapped on Jimmy's aluminium door the smell of her own blood was still with her. She felt it gritty and slimy around her ears and neck, like old motor oil. Like the feel of the slippery fish. 
 
    Little Kid, Jimmy had called her. Just like they had called her in the yakuza bar, where they always introduced her as Saigo's daughter. She collapsed into a chair. Jimmy had those big wicker chairs with the round, soft cushions in the seat. Two of Jimmy's men were at the cottage, personal bodyguards, although Jimmy always called them executive assistants, usually with a smile on his face. Hu brought her a drink and Jun set to work on her bruised face, wiping antiseptic-soaked cotton wads over her cheeks and nose. She felt like she was wearing a mask, painful to touch. She trusted Jun enough to know that he wouldn't hurt her. He wiped the blood from the corners of her mouth, working quietly while his boss, Jimmy Ho, poured out advice and ideas like he'd rehearsed the conversation a hundred times. Kill Peter Yang, he kept saying. 
 
    Tomoko thought about killing Peter while she slept on Jimmy's bed, the curtains closed and the air-con humming softly. She imagined killing him at the birthday party instead of Kameko, those same bullets tearing through Peter's body instead of her mother's. Only Kameko wasn't really her mother, she was a simulant clone. Tomoko's mother had died in a car crash when she was four, driving back from Peter Yang's apartment to return to her father.  
 
    Jimmy told her that Kameko had left Saigo after having an affair with Peter Yang, then for some reason she'd decided to return to Saigo and the daughter she'd left behind. She'd never made it. Sometimes in her dreams Tomoko imagined herself in a car crash, looking back from the road to see her face smeared across a shattered windshield. 
 
    She couldn't just go up to Peter and pull a trigger. Too easy, too final just to end it so fast. She had to make him suffer, make him wait and know that she was coming. She had to push him to the edge and see how far she could go before he finally snapped, and then ask him if he felt the same way she did when she had to kill Kameko for birthday entertainment. 
 
    Fourteen rounds had entered her body, splintered bone, ruptured a kidney and split her gall bladder, leaking poisonous green bile into her body. Peter had found the edge and then nudged her over. Tomoko was going to kill him. Her dreams were different now, this time she saw herself killing him, and she knew how she was going to do it. 
 
    When Tomoko awoke she already had her phone in her hand and was tapping the fast-dial. She kept her eyes closed and breathed slowly through her mouth. She sensed the faint glow of the cell phone in the dark, when Kiyoshi's face appeared on the screen. 
 
    'What? What? Who the fuck is this?' 
 
    'It's Tomoko.' 
 
    'Huh? Tomoko? Are you in Japan?' 
 
    'I'm still in Malaysia.' 
 
    'Shit. I was sleeping.' 
 
    'I need you to do something for me.' 
 
    'You sound funny,' said Kiyoshi. 'You been to the dentist?' 
 
    It hurt to speak, put pressure on the bruising around her jaw. 
 
    'Information,' she said. 
 
    She pushed her head deeper into the pillows, heard Kiyoshi munching something like potato chips. 
 
    'You know what I want.' 
 
    'Don't worry, I'm good for it, you know that.' 
 
    'So tell me.' 
 
    'I need to know the whereabouts of a man. I don't know his name. I don't know who he is or what he does. I can tell where he was this morning and the people he's connected with. I can give you a physical description.' With her eyes closed and the room dark it seemed like he was typing on a keyboard right next to her. 'He's about five-seven, short black hair, shiny like he uses hair gel or something. Half Asian, half Western.' 
 
    The tap of the keyboard seemed to echo what she was saying, telling him the address of the hospital and Kameko's room number, the time that the man was there. 
 
    'That all?' he asked. 
 
    'Another. Western. Called Martin. He was at the hospital as well. He works for Peter. Find everything you can about him.' 
 
     The information broker said leave it with me and I'll see what I can find. She let the phone slip out of her hand and went back to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tomoko returned to her apartment several hours later. She began taking her clothes off as soon as she was inside, naked by the time she reached the bathroom door. Cold shower. Teja watched the water run red around her feet. 
 
    She held out a big yellow towel. 
 
    'Dry me,' said Tomoko. 
 
    Teja ran the towel down Tomoko's arms and shoulders, across the curve of her back. 
 
    Tomoko dressed in loose pants and a T-shirt. She was throwing clothes into a bag while Teja sat on the sofa, watching her moving from one place to another. She paused only once, to twirl her hair into a bun, holding it in place with a chopstick left on the low table. 
 
    'I'm leaving, Teja. You should get your stuff together.' 
 
    'I don't have any stuff.' 
 
    Tomoko was on her hands and knees, her head in a cupboard. She dragged out a long, narrow box. She lifted the lid to show Teja the weapon inside. She remembered her father used to keep it above the kitchen door, resting on a shelf like a giant utensil. The box still smelled like the kitchen, rice and soy sauce, fish and oil. 
 
    'What's that for?' 
 
    'My father's katana. He told me it's been in the family for generations. He lied, he found it going cheap on a market stall.' 
 
    'Why do you say that?' 
 
    'He lied about everything else. What happened to my mother. What he was up to when he was out at night. He'd go out when it was dark and take this with him. It doesn't matter now.' She closed the case and placed it next to the canvas bag she'd filled with clothes, then got to her feet and carefully slipped on a pair of sunglasses. 'I've got everything I need.' 
 
    Teja fumbled with a button on her blouse. 'Tomoko . . . what happened?' 
 
    Tomoko heaved the canvas bag and rested the box with the sword inside on her shoulder, making for the door and going down the stairs beyond. Teja followed. 
 
    'Why do you need the weapon?' asked Teja. 
 
    'For a quick job.' 
 
    'What ya doing?' Billy watched her pulling open one side of the garage doors below her apartment. 'Are you going somewhere?' 
 
    'Yeah, Billy. Think you, can pull out my car? Just grab hold of the front and pull.' 
 
    He yanked back the other door, the wood scraping across the ground. The small four-wheel drive Mitsubishi barely fit inside, just big enough for it to be pushed in and left there with the handbrake off. Once he started the tyres rolling it came out easily.  
 
    Billy squinted at her. 'What happened to your face?' 
 
    'Somebody hit me.' 
 
    'Who did it?' 
 
    'Nobody you can handle, at least not yet.' She gave him a set of keys, attached to a little rubber dolphin. 'Help yourself to anything in my apartment. You might be able to sell enough of that junk to buy the parts you need for your bike.' 
 
    'Huh? Won't you need it?' 
 
    'I don't plan on coming back.' 
 
    'Will I see you again?' 
 
    'Maybe.' 
 
    He watched Teja coming down the steps. 'Is she going with you?' 
 
    Tomoko popped open the car's rear door and dumped the bags inside, closed it and moved round to the driver's side. Teja stood in the doorway. 
 
    'Get in,' Tomoko said. 'You don't really think I'd leave you here?' Teja slid onto the passenger seat and Tomoko started the engine. 'If anybody comes round here asking for me, Billy,' she called through the open window, 'just say I left.' She engaged the car's autodrive and leaned back into the headrest. The window slid up. 'The MTL building,' she said. 
 
    The car rolled forward, picking up speed.  
 
    'Did you miss me?' Tomoko closed her eyes, licked under her swollen lip. 
 
    'You were gone for a long time. What happened to you?' 
 
    On the main road now, low beams cutting through the gloom. 
 
    'I've been at Jimmy's all day. He gave me a lot to think about. We'll be there soon. Try to relax.' 
 
    'Where?' 
 
    Tomoko slept all the way there, for one hour fifty-three minutes. The car navigated the holes in the road and avoided gangland disturbances, sniffing up the white lines, hooked on a cocktail of asphalt and splattered flies. It notched up a wild dog and swerved to avoid a fallen tree. Tomoko rocked in her seat, but she didn't wake. She dreamed of herself standing naked in front of Mt. Fuji, covered from head to toe in blood, cherry blossoms filling the air. And then Peter Yang, climbing from a jade coffin and walking across a lake of mercury, dried, withered arms reaching out for her. 
 
    Tomoko mumbled her father's name, a fragile whisper. He was always in her memories when she needed help, though he never actually said anything. She remembered people and instances from the past, but very rarely words. Probably because Saigo seldom spoke to her. She'd cooked the rice and fish, and they'd eaten. She'd practised in the dōjō and Saigo would either nod or say nothing. Then he'd turn to the balcony and reach for his pipe. What Jimmy Ho had said kept coming back to her. 
 
    And then the car stopped. 
 
    The MTL building was a square slab of light in the centre of immaculately maintained lawns. Over the main entrance the rain canopy welcomed sim pilgrims in the shape of glass hands, palms down to the ground. The receptionist's desk, a block of dark marble, glowed with lights and built-in virtual screens. The white walls of the lobby stretched up to the lofty ceiling, where projected birds made projected nests. 
 
    Appointment with Dr. Foster, Tomoko told the woman. She paged him. A voice said he'd be right down. 
 
    Teja crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    The sign behind the receptionist read 'More Than Life' in gold letters, and then in blue 'Simulant Sales, Service and Treatment'. 
 
    Dr. Foster arrived. He was short, overweight, wearing square telematic glasses. He reached out and took Tomoko's hand, made a firm shake. 
 
    'Miss Iwamoto, glad to see you. My office is on the next floor.'  
 
    He studied Teja for a moment, then motioned for them to follow him to the elevator. He was wearing a white lab coat and bright yellow running shoes.               
 
    Dr. Foster's office was large. He seated himself behind his desk and Tomoko made for one of the big leather chairs. Insects tapped nervously against the tall windows overlooking the floodlit lawns. Teja stood in the middle of the floor, passing her gaze absently from one place to another. 
 
    The doctor's mild voice filled the room. 
 
    'I'm glad you came when you did. She's obviously in a bad state of genetic decay. Even from here I can see she needs work on almost every external feature. She'll probably need replacement kidneys -- they're usually the first to go -- and a complete flush of her blood and replacement with the latest type. Her arm needs to be regrown, there's injury to the face and the left eye. There appears to be a slight curvature of the spine, maybe some damage to a nerve cortex.' He leaned an elbow on his desk. 'Sims are extremely expensive, I'll be the first to admit that. Quite often it's better to buy a new one. We'd take her on a part-exchange deal.' 
 
    Tomoko could see he was trying to take little notice of her swollen face, the purple bruises showing around the edges of the sunglasses. 'What happens to the part-exchanged sims?' 
 
    'They're decommissioned. Sometimes organs can be re-used if they're in good condition. Organs such as the heart, kidneys and liver can be taken out and ground up, liquidated, to be used as the raw material to make new organs. For the cost of repair, it would be more economical to – ' 
 
    'No.' Tomoko gently touched the bridge of her nose. 'I don't want a replacement. I want this one. Can you repair her or not?' 
 
    'Sure we can. If you have the funds we can do whatever you like - just so long as it fits the international regulations. We don't do illegal enhancements here.' 
 
    'I told you on the phone I don't have any documents.' 
 
    'Doesn't matter. I'll give her new ones. She's not registered to an owner, so basically she's free to do what she wants. You have to remember that in this part of the world sims have no rights. Somebody can claim her.' 
 
    'I've claimed her,' said Tomoko. 'I want you to do the best job you can.' 
 
    Dr. Foster smiled. 'We can only put things back as they were originally. I'll need to do a preliminary examination.' 
 
    He moved Teja to the small medical facility in the corner of his office. He helped her to undress, placing her clothes in a clear plastic bag. 
 
    'Put your arm by your side,' he told her. 'And try to stand straight.' 
 
    He circled her, paying careful attention to every curve and hollow of her naked body, moving closer sometimes. He pulled two latex gloves from a box and slipped them onto his hands. 
 
    'Do you remember your childhood?' 
 
    'Yes,' Teja replied. 'I remember everything.' 
 
    He lifted her chin and examined her throat, raised each breast slightly on the backs of his fingers, shone a bright light into her ears and mouth. Her breath fluttered when he slid a lubricated finger into her vagina. What he was feeling for, Tomoko didn't know. A response perhaps. 
 
    Dr. Foster stepped back from Teja and pulled off the gloves, dropping them into a pedal bin. 
 
    'The various procedures involved will take about four days. And then an additional five for observation. It would be a good idea to start as soon as possible.' 
 
    When the nurse came, Dr. Foster had Teja in one of those off-white hospital gowns. She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, though she didn't get the chance. The nurse escorted her away. 
 
    On her own now with the doctor, Tomoko returned to the leather chair and crossed her legs. She signed the final document, slid it across the desk. He added a few notes in a box and his own signature to a dotted line, clicked his pen. 
 
    'I find it bizarre how you can express concern for Teja, yet talk about terminating her life in front of her.' Tomoko adjusted the sunglasses slightly. The painkillers she'd taken were starting to wear off. 
 
    'Artificial life can be difficult to accept.' Dr. Foster curled his fingers into a ball. 'When you work with them every day, when you see how different they are, you sometimes find it hard to remember they have emotions. The more human we make them, the more humanity we take away from ourselves. They may look like us, but they're still machines. Organic machines. If a sim pays for her own repairs then that's an entirely different matter.' 
 
     She watched him pick up her credit card from the desk. 'Do you want American dollars or HK dollars?' she asked. 
 
    'HK. American dollars are pretty much worthless now.' 
 
    Tomoko stood. They shook hands. 
 
    'Make her pretty again,' she said. 
 
    A moth tapped repetitively against the window. 
 
    'Like I said, we can only restore what was there before.' 
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    The Domina Effect 
 
      
 
      
 
    'Am I good or am I good?' Kiyoshi had said when he'd telephoned Tomoko. 'You're not saying anything.' 
 
    'If you have what I need then you know the answer.' 
 
    Tomoko drove her car, following the directions the computer displayed on the screen. Kiyoshi had come through as usual, sniffing out information and chasing leads, tracking down every last detail of the skinny man she'd seen at the hospital. He was important to Peter, and when she reached her destination she'd find out why. 
 
    'And you've got what I need,' Kiyoshi had said. On the screen she'd seen him grin and lean back in his chair. 
 
    'When I get back to Japan. What have you got?' 
 
    'Willard Shang. Thirty-two years old, born in Taiwan to Chinese father, English mother. I accessed the security camera logs at the hospital then ran a photo map. Nothing came up on police or passport records, but I got lucky with a Malaysian driving licence. You want me to send you everything or just the bullet points?' 
 
    'I need to know who he is, who he works for, and his schedule.' 
 
    'Hang on. Tonight he'll be at Kia Peng Street, someplace called The Blue House. It's in the Filipino Quarter. He goes there every second Friday.' 
 
    'You sure?' 
 
    'I can read patterns. Every second Friday he makes a credit card payment to the woman who lives at the house, a Rosemary de Stephano, and looking at his weekly schedule he keeps online at the place where he works, tonight he has himself down as out of town. His way of saying don't bother trying to contact me. You're wondering how come I know he'll be at the house? On the day he makes a payment to this de Stephano, he also makes a card payment to the local autocab firm, who drop him off at the house and then collect him three hours later.' 
 
    'Hacked and jacked, right?' 
 
    'You bet.' 
 
    'What time is she expecting him?' 
 
    'He has a weird entry in his schedule that just says DX eight. I'm guessing eight p.m.' 
 
    'So, who does he work for?' 
 
    'Offscape Future Promotions. Travel brokers.' 
 
    Same as Patterson. 
 
    'Willard Shang,' she'd said. 'What are you into, Mr. Shang?' 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was nothing special about The Blue House, apart from the fact that it wasn't blue. Tomoko parked in an alley facing the house, where she could see all the windows and entrances on two sides. Concrete steps led to a door on the first floor, illuminated by a yellow porch light.  
 
    She reached in a pocket for a stick of gum, pulled off the foil while she checked out the upper floor windows and the people who came and went from the surrounding stores. It was two hours before Willard's appointment, plenty of time to acquaint herself with the situation inside. 
 
    She climbed over the seats so she could get to the clothes she kept in the back of the car, close-fitting black pants and a black top, the perfect outfit for sneaking around in someone's backyard. She tied her hair up into a tight bun and covered it with a black headscarf. She'd take two weapons, the short lock knife and the 9mm Glock, both easily concealed. 
 
    Always move like you belong there, Saigo had told her. Tomoko kept this in mind when she walked across the street, blacks and whites, Asians and Latinos all around her, some glancing in her direction. It was dark at the back of the house, no streetlights, the tall wooden fence easy to climb over once the kids playing there had moved away. 
 
    The darkness gave her a shield while she approached the house to look in the downstairs windows. Tomoko didn't see anyone, even after she crouched and waited for ten minutes. The rooms down here seemed like the ones that rarely had visitors, a laundry room and another full of junk. Metal bars covered the windows. Tomoko figured if she was going to get in, it would have to be by the narrow window to the left of the balcony.  
 
    Reaching the balcony was easy, two steps and a jump from the top of a metal trash can, the soft soles of her shoes making barely a sound. She had to stretch her toes to the ledge, then push off from the balcony to give her the momentum to reach the window. 
 
    She landed lightly on the wooden floor, the knife in her hand. She saw old furniture, two chairs facing a TV, a rug pinned to the wall with an Aztec pattern. The house was large, but it didn't take long to find de Stephano in the kitchen, cutting onions on a chopping board, eyes watering. Spanish music came from the radio. 
 
    Tomoko put the knife away and held the Glock by her side.  
 
    'There's an easier way to do that.' The woman looked up, startled. 'What you want to do,' Tomoko said, moving into the kitchen and turning the radio down, 'is cut the onion under cold running water once you've got the skin off. That way the sulphur fumes won't get into your eyes.' 
 
    De Stephano stepped away from the table. 'Thanks for the tip.' 
 
    'Put the knife down.' 
 
    De Stephano placed the knife on the chopping board. 'What do you want?' 
 
    'I don't want anything. Are you the only one in the house?' 
 
    The woman nodded, said, 'Yeah, for now. I'm expecting company any second.' 
 
    'What time are you expecting Willard Shang?' 
 
    'You a friend of his?' 
 
    'No. I need to know if he'll be here tonight.' 
 
    'I know he's not the one who hit you.' 
 
    Rosemary de Stephano looked about thirty-something, olive skin and shoulder-length brown hair, red panties and bra underneath a short, open robe. She seemed to have composed herself fairly quickly, although Tomoko stayed alert just in case she bolted for the door or the window. 
 
    'You're not a cop, either.' De Stephano reached into a pot in the shape of a frog and pulled out a cigarillo, lit it with a match. 'Willard will be here at eight, he's never late. What do you want with him? Don't take this personally, but I don't think you're his type. Too tall.' She made a motion with her hand over her nose and eyes. 'But the bruising might do something for him, makes you look rough.' 
 
    'What do you do for him?' 
 
    De Stephano smiled, drew on the cigarillo. 
 
    Tomoko didn't need the gun to make de Stephano understand that she was in charge, although you could never tell what someone was capable of just by looking at them. Just like Saigo, the normal-looking guy who spent his days away from the dōjō clambering up telegraph poles. 
 
    They went through each room in turn, Tomoko checking that no one else was around, starting with this floor, then going all the way down to the basement. On the way back up, de Stephano asked Tomoko if the gun made her feel powerful. 
 
    'Any fool can shoot a gun,' Tomoko told her. She motioned for de Stephano to go first when they reached the stairs to the next floor. 'What's up there, another bedroom?' 
 
    'It's where I get to play.' 
 
    Play was right. Up here everything changed, and you could smell the change even before you reached the upper floor. Something sweet, incense and perfume. There was plush red carpet, purple wallpaper and gold-framed mirrors. A leather sofa and a glass coffee table, a bar covered in velvet and a male and female mannequin. But it was the leather harnesses hanging neatly from hooks on the wall and the shelf with the dildos on, in size order, that made Tomoko realise de Stephano wasn't all that she seemed. 
 
    'Willard comes here twice a month,' said de Stephano. 
 
    'You’re his mistress.' 
 
    'You worked that out pretty quick.' 
 
    'Willard any different to your other clients?' 
 
    'He wants what they all do, control to be taken from them, to be used and humiliated. I'm good at what I do.' 
 
    'That's why he uses you?' 
 
    'Yeah. And I'm not cheap.' 
 
    Tomoko put the gun away, made like she was taking an interest in the bondage chair, and caught de Stephano around the neck in a hold that soon had her falling to the floor, unconscious. She'd be fine, maybe a little stiffness at first around her neck when she woke up. She found a cupboard on the floor below to hide her in, laying her on a pile of bath towels. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was hard to say if it was the lighting in the room that made Tomoko feel relaxed or the mood enhancers she'd found in the bathroom, green tablets you dissolved under your tongue. She'd turned the lights down low on the dimmer and lit the Gothic candles in the corners of the room and in the various alcoves.  
 
    It wasn't just to set the tone, Tomoko thought the less she could see of Willard the better she'd perform. She'd meditated for twenty minutes to strengthen her resolve, thought about touching Willard's body, displaying her own body. There were alternatives, although she doubted that tapping the gun to his temple or using the tools in the room to hurt him would accomplish anything. She had to catch him off-guard, at a moment of weakness, not give him time to consider what Peter Yang might do it him if he told her about something important. 
 
    She heard him knock on the door, two quick taps. She shouted down to him through an open window to come on up, the door was open. He was inside, locking the door behind him just as she'd called to him, then she heard the sound of footsteps working their way through the house, up the wooden stairs. 
 
    He looked smarter, cleaner almost, from when she'd seen him last. His hair didn't seem as greasy, though he still had it slicked back, and the blue suit he had on fit him better than the one she'd seen before. He had a red tie with a tiny diamond on it, winking in the candlelight reflecting from all the mirrors. He looked like a rabbit caught in high-beams. 
 
    Tomoko stood facing the door with her hands behind her back, four-inch stiletto heels on the PVC thigh boots, black studded thong and a black leather overbust corset. She'd also found a Venetian mask she could use to hide the bruises.                
 
    Tomoko arched her back and moved her head in a motion she hoped indicated she expected him to speak. 
 
    He said, 'Where's Rosemary?' 
 
    His voice surprised her, deep and resonant, no obvious accent. 
 
    'Family emergency. I'm standing in for her tonight.' 
 
    'Will she be back soon?' 
 
    'No, she won't be back until tomorrow. She said you have to do as I say.' 
 
    'I don't think so.' He turned toward the door. 'Tell her I'll call later.' 
 
    'You have a role to play, Willard. You can't just walk out.' 
 
    'Yes, I can.' 
 
    He ducked when the bullet from the Glock splintered the door frame an inch from his head. 'Shit.' 
 
    She sat on the sofa, keeping the gun on him, wetting her lips before she said, 'Make me a drink.' 
 
    He seemed to be shaking, it wasn't easy to tell in the dim light. He stared for a while, then moved to the bar, trying not to turn his back to her. 
 
    'What shall I make?' 
 
    She sat with her legs open. 'Anything you can make.' 
 
    'Okay. 
 
    He pulled a few bottles from the shelves, started measuring liquid into a glass. He gave her the drink, eyes mostly on the gun, then on her breasts and bare legs. Tomoko could hear him breathing, wondered if he was afraid or excited by what might happen. She felt the vodka stinging the cuts inside her mouth. 
 
    'What is this?' 
 
    'Vodka Sunrise. What's your name?' 
 
    'Suzy. Mistress Suzy. Why are you here, Willard? Have you come all this way to disappoint me?' She watched his eyes moving across her body. 'That's not how a slave behaves. On your knees.' 
 
    He seemed unsure for a moment, then he dropped slowly and kneeled in front of her. She threw the drink in his face, making him gasp, his shirt collar and tie soaked. She leaned forward. 
 
    'You made it wrong. Make it again.' 
 
    While Tomoko had waited for Willard to arrive she'd thought about what he might do at the crucial moment. If he went for the gun she'd slow him down with a round through his knee or a blow to a vital organ. She looked the part and there were plenty of games and toys to keep him occupied. Maybe she'd be too much for him, the Glock in her hand, towering over him by at least ten inches, all legs and tits in that outfit. 
 
    He blinked away the liquid from his eyes, said, 'Yes, Mistress.' 
 
    He made the cocktail again, then stood in front of her. Tomoko let him stand there for ten minutes, drinking the Vodka Sunrise while she imagined Kameko wearing a latex dress, Peter at her feet bound and gagged. She could make Willard talk, cause him pain like he'd never known, but she wanted to feel what it was like to have power like de Stephano. 
 
    'You're no good to me like that,' she said. 'What should you be doing right now?' 
 
    'Undressing.' His voice was almost a murmur. 
 
    'That's right. Now get yourself ready.' 
 
    'Yes, Mistress.' 
 
    He slowly undressed, placing his clothes over the stool in front of the bar. It almost seemed like a ritual he was going through, carefully folding his jacket before kowtowing, his forehead touching the carpet. 
 
    'I am ready, Mistress. Please do with me as you wish. Use me as your toy.' 
 
    'What sort of toy, Willard? A sex toy?' 
 
    'Yes . . . please.' 
 
    'You want me to find another slave, one who deserves me?' 
 
    'No, Mistress. Please use me.' 
 
    She pressed the pointed toe of the boot into his side, between his ribs. 'What have you done wrong?' 
 
    'I . . . left my underpants on.' 
 
    'Take them off.' 
 
    He slipped the pants off and stood naked. 
 
    'Your penis is tiny.' She laughed a little, and it hurt her face behind the mask. 'It's pathetic.' 
 
    'I'm sorry, Mistress.' 
 
    'Lie down, on your back. Put your hands behind your head.' 
 
    He did as she asked, Tomoko watching him when she took a candle from a shelf and stood with her legs at either side of him. She tilted the candle and wax dripped across his chest, Willard panting when she moved the hot liquid down his belly, landing a few spots on his testicles. He seemed to like that. She dripped a few more spots, his eyes screwed tight against the pain for a moment. 
 
    'Is this what you came for, Willard?' 
 
    'Yes, Mistress.' 
 
    'I don't see you getting too excited for me.' She crouched down, sitting on him, but not with her full weight, feeling his cock pressed up against her through her panties. She moved slightly, her face close to his, watching his eyes trying to see behind the mask. She moved her hips against him. 'You get hard, Willard, when I give you permission.' 
 
    'I'm sorry.' 
 
    'So why is your pathetic cock getting bigger?' 
 
    'I'm sorry. But you are so close to me.' His voice trembled. 'I . . . I can . . .' 
 
    'You can what?' 
 
    'I can feel.' 
 
    'Feel what?' 
 
    'Your pussy.' 
 
    'What does it feel like?' 
 
    'Soft. Wet.' 
 
    She was so close to him her lips were almost touching his. 'You think I would get wet for a little worm like you?' She was breathing into his mouth, biting her lower lip. 'You would love the feel of my tight Asian pussy, Willard. That's what you want, isn't it, more than anything, to slide that pathetic little cock inside me.' 
 
    'No, Mistress.' 
 
    'Don't fucking lie to me.' She pressed herself against him harder, felt his body shudder. 'You have to tell the truth. Your body can't lie to me. You want me, don't you?' He looked away from her and she caught hold of his chin and forced him to meet her gaze. 
 
    She ordered the slave to get to his feet and go over to the wooden cross, where she used the straps to hold his wrists and ankles. A strap went tight around his neck. The whip she found was made of about a dozen leather thongs. 
 
    'We never discussed a safe word,' he said. 
 
    Tomoko ceased tweaking his little brown nipples. 'Safe word. Right.' 
 
    'So you know when to stop.' 
 
    'Okay.' She played the thongs on the whip across his groin, whispering into his ear, 'If you think you can't take any more you can say 'I worship your pussy'. Got it?' 
 
    'That's several words, Mistress.' 
 
    'Quiet.' 
 
    She whipped him across his chest, maybe harder than she should have. She'd drawn blood, but it didn't seem to bother him. 
 
    'I like my slaves to bleed.' Tomoko touched her finger to the welt and drew a red line across his cheek. 'Now you have a little scar to remind you of me.' 
 
    'Thank you, Mistress. I am grateful.' 
 
    She unfastened him from the cross and led him to the bondage chair, pulling on his penis like it was a lead on a dog. 
 
    'These boots are dirty, Willard. I can't teach you how to behave with dirty boots.' She raised a finger and pointed downward. 
 
    He nodded, excited that he understood what Tomoko meant, falling to his knees and licking the boots. He worked his tongue around the heel. He was down there for several minutes, on his belly sometimes, Tomoko wondering how Teja was getting on at the sim hospital. 
 
    Then Tomoko thought about Kameko having power like this, punishing and humiliating Peter Yang. Sometimes she wandered what their relationship was like, if he treated her like a slave, or maybe like a proper wife. Kameko kissing him on the cheek when he came home from the office, asking him how his day had been. She couldn't separate the dead Kameko from the simulant Kameko, no more than she could separate Peter Yang from Saigo's death. 
 
    The bondage chair was a strange thing, with a tall back with straps to restrain the hands, a board to rest one or both knees on, more straps to restrain the ankles. She got Willard strapped in, standing behind him, her hands on his body, over the smooth skin of his back. The candles flickered around them and she closed her eyes against the darkness. She could still see the expression on Kameko's face, right before she squeezed the trigger. Maybe that's what she looked like just before her car collided with the Futabuyama tunnel wall. The mother she never knew. Okāsan. She had her arm around Willard's throat, the images of Kameko falling down in Peter's apartment still in her head. 
 
    She pulled Willard's head back and whispered into his ear. 'You belong to me, Willard.' She squeezed clear lubricant from a tube onto her finger and pushed it into his anus, squeezing out more and working it over the tip of the strap-on dildo she'd found. 'Is this what Rosemary does for you?' 
 
    'Yes, Mistress.' 
 
    'Do you like it?' 
 
    He shook his head. 'No. I feel ashamed.' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'You should feel ashamed. Coming here and wasting my time. You're not worthy to be in the same room as me.' She took a firm hold of the dildo and pressed it against him, pushing the tip inside him. He gasped and she pushed harder, feeling his anus open slightly to accept the toy. She caught hold of his waist, easing the dildo out of him a little and then sliding it back inside, deeper. Then she was fucking him in slow, even strokes, the noise of him whimpering and moaning, pleasure and pain switching from one instant to the next. 
 
    'You'll tell me everything.' 
 
    'Yes, Mistress.' 
 
    'Because you love me. You love my body, my pussy and the love and pain I can give you.' 
 
    'Yes, yes.' 
 
    'What did you give Paul at the hospital?' 
 
    She felt his body tense, the rhythm of his breathing change. 
 
    'Hospital? I don't know . . .' 
 
    She broke two of his fingers, heard the bone crack and pop just before he yelped. He was shouting then, saying he didn't know anything. She thrust her hips into him, driving the sex toy deeper, pulling his arm back and cutting into his finger with the lock knife. She twisted the point of the blade into cartilage until it poked through the joint, wiggling the blade like she was trying to get a winkle out of its shell.  
 
    Willard's finger popped off and flew across the room, followed by a spatter of blood. Then he was talking, telling his Mistress everything. She soothed him afterwards, stroking his hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five days later, Tomoko returned to the sim hospital. A lot had happened over those five days. It was raining. 
 
    Teja came out from under the glass hands, protected from the weather by an umbrella held over her by Dr. Foster. Tomoko stood in front of her car, raindrops tapping on the brim of her cap. 
 
    'Pretty as pie,' Dr. Foster said to Tomoko. 'You're starting to look better yourself. Those bruises look like they'll be gone in a few days.' 
 
    'Thanks.'  
 
    Teja was dressed in new, fashionable clothes. She'd chosen them herself from a catalogue Tomoko had dropped off at the hospital. 
 
    'What's that?' asked Teja. 
 
    Tomoko held the little silver box Willard had given to Paul. 
 
    'Just something I picked up. Do you feel well enough to meet someone?' 
 
    Teja looked past Tomoko to see the man on the driver's seat, resting his elbow on the wheel, the teenage girl on the passenger side pressing her face against the glass. Teja seemed curious, though in no way alarmed or hesitant when Dr. Foster opened the car door for her. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    7 
 
    Short Slash and Sides  
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing Peter Yang's wife floating in a tank with a coil of intestine poking out like a chewed-up inner tube wasn't exactly the hospital visit Martin expected. He wasn't prepared for that, no more than he was seeing the Asian girl with the body and the face. He tried to be cool, tried not to stare.               
 
    She had thick black hair all the way to the small of her back. Paul gave her another smack and she hit the floor, hard. She staggered to her feet, dripping blood. A kick to the stomach and she collapsed again. 
 
    Christ, she was tall. 
 
    She rolled over onto her side, showing teeth stained with blood. 
 
    Martin glanced over at the small guy who'd entered Mrs. Yang's private room just before the girl. He stood against the wall, as if nothing had happened. Round glasses, black hair hugging his skull. A striped suit that somebody had probably died in. He stepped forward and spoke to Yang in some alien language, gave Paul a little box. When Paul opened it Martin could see two black discs. 
 
    The girl got to her feet, unsteady yet determined. Martin thought she hadn't seen the two hospital guards. Her eyelids fluttered when they zapped her with a Taser. Martin watched her for a moment, then casually scratched his ear. The guards dragged her away. He couldn't be sure, but he swore for a second she opened one of those swollen eyes and looked straight at him. 
 
    'I want them at my office by tonight,' Yang said from the screen. 
 
    By the time they left the hospital it was mid-afternoon. The streets were busy, people on motorbikes and scooters moving in swarms from one gap in the traffic to another. Some protected themselves from the wind by wearing a jacket back-to-front. They did the same thing in Thailand, where a medium-paying job had tied Martin down for the past three months. Jerking soda in an Uncle Bob's Protein Shack and throwing out anybody the boss didn't like. 
 
    'You got yourself a decent apartment?' asked Paul 
 
    'It's not too bad. I'm somewhere in French Town, near a gambling joint. I think they race mice or something.' 
 
    'Yeah. I know where that is.' 
 
    'So how many pick-ups like this do you do for Peter?' 
 
    'Depends,' said Paul. They were making their way back to the car the same way they'd arrived, cutting through a drugstore to get thirty seconds-worth of air conditioning. 'Sometimes one a week, sometimes one a day. Never ask what it is you're collecting. Just take it from point A to point B.' 
 
    'Why did we have to meet that fella at the hospital?' 
 
    'Not very smart, are ya?' Paul made a fist and showed Martin scarred knuckles. 'You see that? I got that from the last stupid bastard who asked too many questions.' 
 
    It was hard to tell if Paul was being serious or just trying to rile him. Martin was still sounding him out, and until he got to know him better he could say what he liked.  
 
    A woman on a street corner standing in front of a table pushed a leaflet toward Martin. 'We're collecting to help lost souls escape the wastelands. Hopefully get them to the city.' 
 
    Martin said, 'Fuck 'em,' and raised an arm to brush her aside. 
 
    They reached the car, parked next to a virtual advert for shampoo. Water and soap cascaded between a girl's breasts. 
 
    'I reckon I could take you down.' Paul did the same shadow-boxing move Martin had seen him do in front of the Asian girl. He moved to the other side of the car and made two punches in Martin's direction. 'Pop. Pop. Out for the count.' He laughed to himself, fumbling in his pocket for his keys. 'Fucking army guys. You're just metal junkies plugged into those machines all day. Bet you've got a dozen stories to tell about how you dropped a mech into the jungle to take a hill in the middle of god-knows-where.' 
 
    'You could never drop a mech into the jungle,' Martin said dryly. 
 
    Paul just mumbled something. 
 
    There were always stories to tell, but Martin wasn't about to waste any of them on Paul. He'd been a soldier in Thailand, hunting bandits in the jungle. He never thought he'd be returning to that part of the world, serving drinks to the same shady characters he used to crack on the head with his rifle butt. 
 
    He scratched his chin through his beard, the same one he had before he joined the army, when he had his ear and left nipple pierced, looking like a guy in some grungy death metal band. The army didn't like that crazy beard, sprouting from the end of his chin like it was glued on. Being called Sergeant Martin Lawson suited him just fine, and he got to carry a rifle and shout at people. 
 
    'Let's get something to eat,' said Paul. 'My gut won't quit grumbling.' 
 
    Paul knew all the decent places to eat. That is, he knew the Western places where they didn't serve any of that 'chink slop'. Martin didn't mind the Asians' food. You could comfortably walk into one of their restorans and enjoy a cheap meal once you knew what to avoid. You never ate durian fruit again after the first time. It smelled like a dead rat and tasted worse. 
 
    Paul got in the car and Martin took the passenger side, turning the air-conditioning on right away and fumbling with the radio controls. Songs in Chinese, songs in Malay.  
 
    Paul said, 'Fucking chink radio,' as he made the car reverse out and cut off a taxi to make the main street. 'How do you figure we ended up here? It must be hotter than Mexico. I used to change my shirt twice a day, now I just think fuck it. If I smell bad, blame the climate.' 
 
    Martin was thinking about the girl, trying to imagine what she'd look like in a summer dress. 
 
    'Sometimes I wonder if I should've taken my chances in the States,' said Paul. 'You ever think about what would've happened if you'd stayed?' 
 
    'I was too young. I didn't have a say in staying or leaving.' 
 
    'But you must wonder what's going on over there now.' 
 
    'Starvation and disease.' Martin glanced out of the window at the people on the sidewalks, a mix of Chinese and white, black and Hispanic. Weird writing on the storefronts he knew he'd never be able to read. They passed a nun rattling a tin full of change. A scrappy dog taking a leak on a bicycle. He realised they were going back to the club, to the basement room hazy with cigarette smoke, where guys in sleeveless shirts boozed and gambled, and the grill served up food that was hard-n-chewy, just the way Paul liked it. They'd stay there for three or four hours, sucking beer from a bottle, playing cards, and waiting for the cellphone to chime. Then they'd drive across town to collect a small, insignificant-looking package. He saw himself losing another fifty dollars and buying booze on a tab he couldn't afford. He said, 'I suppose it's pretty lawless over there now. If there's anything left.' 
 
    Paul smiled and Martin felt the sideways look coming his way again. 'Right. That was your job. Keeping the law.' 
 
    'Yeah, it was.' 
 
    'Must've been hard work.' 
 
    'It was never easy.' 
 
    'How many did you kill?' 
 
    'You think I kept count?' 
 
    'Sure, why not?' 
 
    'When you're crouched behind a heavy machine gun? You see shapes. You see the shapes fall down.' 
 
    'Is that it?' Paul pushed in the car's cigarette lighter, patted his breast suit-coat pocket and pulled out a pack of Raymond Lights. 'Must have been hard, all those bodies, the graves. Whole world turned to shit, we thought it was all gonna end.' 
 
    Martin was only half-listening. He was thinking about the girl, picturing her wearing a smart business outfit, one of those tight jackets with wide lapels. Yeah, that's how he could see her, power dressing for a day at the boardroom. He couldn't get the image of her looking at him when the guards were dragging her down the corridor out of his head, like she was only pretending to be unconscious and wanted him to know it. 
 
    Paul blew smoke out of the corner of his mouth. 'What's wrong with your hand? You're shaking like a dog taking a shit.' 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martin leaned against the wall outside Ed's Bar, a basement drinking hole with no sign and a plain brown door. Paul was already inside, probably sticking to his routine of smalltalk. There were voices in Martin's head, images he couldn't shake.  
 
    He closed his eyes and the images only became more clear. He was back in the ruins of a destroyed city, looking down at the soldier called Lucas, his legs shattered and his groin blown away. Viscera hanging out. He heard a crack of sound in the distance and he was back in a patrol vehicle, an RPG impacting on the ground close to the open door and filling the interior with choking smoke. He moved along the wall, following the shade. He touched the single quick dial number on his phone, sank into a crouch while he waited. 
 
    'Hey.' Martin swallowed. 'How you doing?' 
 
    'I'm doing laundry.' 
 
    'Great. Good.' 
 
    The girl on the phone paused. She knew why he was calling. He wiped the sweat from his forehead. She took in a long breath and he closed his eyes, listening to the sounds she made. 
 
    'It's a nice day, daddy. I went to the shops and I bought the lemonade that I like.' 
 
    'Yeah. The one with the dancing panda?' 
 
    'You know the one. I saw the most beautiful butterfly. It had blue wings and red spots. I took a picture.' 
 
    'What else did you do?' 
 
    'I had my breakfast. I slept in again. I had a shower and Lee came round with some old music he'd found.' 
 
    'What did you have for breakfast?' 
 
    Martin heard footsteps and when he opened his eyes there were two men standing over him. He got to his feet and one of them moved so close he pushed Martin into the corner, against a black rubbish bin. He noticed the smell of the place now. 
 
    A guy said, 'Give me your watch.' 
 
    'Fellas, it's a ten dollar watch.' 
 
    'What is your fucking problem? Give me the watch and empty your pockets. You wanna get cut?' 
 
    Martin raised the phone to his ear and the other guy said, 'We'll take that piece of shit phone too.' 
 
    Martin said, 'I'll call you later.' He dropped the phone into a pocket. 'Show me?' 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'The knife.' 
 
    'You'll see it when I stick it in your fucking neck.' 
 
    The fat guy might have been about to make his move, Martin never gave him the chance. He punched him in the side of the head, then again, and again, until he staggered back. Martin's fists hammered into flesh, skull and jaw. He heard the second guy shout something, it sounded like 'what the fuck', then they were rolling across the ground, bouncing off the walls, the place rotating and turning upside down. They crashed against a bin and a rat jumped up between them. There was a blur of fists and feet and then the guy was falling down, choking on blood and teeth. There was no more crying from the guy after Martin had stamped on his head a few times. The fat guy groaned in the corner and sat up. Martin kicked him in the chest and slammed his head against the wall. 
 
    Martin sniffed and wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth. The rat scurried into a hole. He felt two knuckles starting to swell, his hands steady when he examined them.  
 
    He made his way into Ed's Bar. Paul looked up from his poker hand. 
 
    'Where've you been? What's going on?' 
 
    Martin passed him and went to the bar, said, 'Nothing to report.' 
 
    They were on their fourth game of poker when Paul got the call. It came just in time. Martin was thirty dollars down and didn't want to duck out of the game and look like a sore loser. They had to go to a barber's and collect a box of Scotch for Mr. Yang. It was late in the afternoon and Martin was glad to finally get moving. 
 
    On the drive over, Paul said, 'I'll get a haircut while I'm there. You get the Scotch.' 
 
    When they arrived at the place, Paul sat in the black leather chair. An old Chinese man called Henry started snipping his hair. He looked as though he'd been cutting hair all of his life. 
 
    Martin appeared in the doorway to a storeroom, holding up a bottle. 
 
    'Can't you read?' jibed Paul. Henry repositioned his head and continued cutting. 'That's Glenrose, Yang wants the Glenfeldon.' 
 
    'Right,' said Martin. 'Not much light in here.' 
 
    'More off the top,' Paul instructed. 
 
    'Okay. Okay.' Snipping here and there. 'I make short for you.' 
 
    'Yeah. Yeah. Just don't cut off my fucking ear.' 
 
    Martin went back to searching for the Scotch. There was a small room at the back of the shop, with a deep alcove at one end, piled high with goods, found, imported, or stolen from across the wastelands. Cuban cigars, Russian vodka, Blue Mountain coffee from Jamaica, vacuum-sealed Alaskan red salmon, rare wine from California that at one time would have been the week's special in a 7-Eleven.  
 
    'Why does Peter keep this stuff here?' Martin called to Paul in the next room. He could hear the old man humming, metal grating metal. 
 
    'He's got stuff like this stashed all over town. Yang's the big man here, no one dare go against him, but that doesn't buy him everybody. The cops'll still confiscate this stuff if they find it. Sometimes they're supposed to find it.' 
 
    'Like a bribe?' 
 
    'A look-the-other-way sign of goodwill.'  
 
    Henry threw in a few words between his humming. It sounded like a traditional song. 
 
    Paul said, 'Why'd you leave the army? They throw you out?' 
 
    'None of your business.' 
 
    'Fair enough. So, you born in the States?' 
 
    'Texas. Me and my old man moved to France when I was a kid. Haven't got much to tell. Same as everybody else.' 
 
    'Texas? No shit? Never figured you being from Texas.' 
 
    Martin stepped back, taking in the boxes as a whole, hoping the Glenfeldon label would start to glow like a beacon. He knew he'd get roped into shitty jobs like this to begin with, jobs for lackeys and gofers. Which was fine. Just so long as Peter paid the monthly amount agreed upon and supplied him with an apartment. He just didn't want to end up as another one of Peter's 'boys'. Hired help, debt collector, twisting thumbs because some poor shop owner wouldn't hand over thirty percent, chasing hookers who'd gone missing. 
 
    There was a door in the back and Martin opened it to see if he could get some more light into the room. He stepped out, batting away a flying bug. The business opposite had its shutters rolled down. A fluorescent sign said KTC Electronics: We Got You By The Gizmos. Then in the distance, walking on the street, he saw the girl from the hospital. 
 
    At least it looked like her. He couldn't be sure. Sunglasses, long black hair, tall and slim. She was carrying something in her hand that looked like a stick, about a metre long. He watched her until she disappeared behind a building, then he spat on the ground and went back inside. 
 
    'Why'd you call her Suzy?' Martin scanned upwards, trying to find the box with the Glenfeldon label. High in the corner was a box of shotgun shells. 'Didn't Peter call her Tomoko?' 
 
    'What? What you say?' 
 
    Martin moved to the doorway. 'Why'd you call that girl Suzy?' 
 
    'She used to work for a bodyguard company. They gave each other names, you know, like codenames. Hers was Suzy. Yang's got a soft spot for her for some reason.' 
 
    'She works for him?' 
 
    'Same as us. Only she gets the type of jobs the likes of you and me only get to hear about.' 
 
    'Like what?' 
 
    'Like jobs you hear rumours about. No one knows that much about her. All I know is that she's a bitch. Fuck, my knee still hurts.' 
 
    'Any idea where Yang's Scotch is? Are you sure it's the Glen-whatever-it-is?' 
 
    'Yeah.' 
 
    Henry dropped his comb and scissors on the counter in front of the mirrors. 'Looking in the wrong place. I'll show you.' 
 
    Martin sighed. 'Great. You couldn't have just told me?' 
 
    'Sorry. Sorry.' 
 
    Henry shuffled to the door. Martin moved out of his way and watched him go to the wall adjacent to the alcove and lift up a cloth covering a table. Underneath were more boxes. He got down on his hands and knees. Martin joined him. The old man pulled out a box and Martin tore open the lid. It was damp and smelled salty, like it had washed up on a beach somewhere. Inside, six bottles. 
 
    'I got it,' Martin called. 
 
    He picked up the box, careful the bottom didn't fall apart, and followed Henry back to his business. 
 
    Humming again, Henry picked up his comb and scissors. He pinched some of Paul's hair between his fingers and started cutting. Paul's head toppled over, rolled off his shoulder and hit the floor. It sounded like a coconut wrapped in a wet towel. Henry yelled out and leapt back. 
 
    Paul's headless body slid off the chair and curled into a heap. Martin froze, heart punching his chest. Looking up, he caught a glimpse of a woman walking past the window. 
 
    He dropped the box onto a counter, moving quickly to the door and throwing it open. She was nowhere to be seen. Martin waited for a minute, breathing hard, watching a police cruiser slowly taking a corner and some kids playing soccer with a tin can. He went back inside. 
 
    He turned the lock, flipped the card to the 'closed' side. Blood dripped from the ceiling. He sat on one of the stools for a few minutes, thinking what to do. He pulled a slip of paper from a pocket, a phone number on it written in pencil. 
 
    'I want to speak to Mr. Yang.' He turned away from the body. 'It's Martin. Is he there? I don't care what he's doing, put him on.' 
 
    A moment later, Martin heard Peter Yang's voice over the speaker. 
 
    'What's the problem, Martin?' 
 
    'Paul's dead. She cut his head off.' 
 
    'Who's she?' asked Yang calmly. 
 
    'The girl,' Martin said. 'The girl at the hospital.' 
 
    Peter seemed preoccupied with something. 'Are you certain?' 
 
    'Yeah, I'm sure it was her.' He paused for Peter's response. Christ. How many six foot Japanese girls did he fucking know? Martin took a breath. 'She took the package we collected at the hospital.' 
 
    Yang seemed to have come round. 'They're gone?' 
 
    'I checked. They're not there.' A line of blood was snaking across the floor toward him. 'It's the barber, he's making that noise.' Martin lowered the phone, spoke to Henry. 'Peter said can you stop that terrible moaning.' 
 
    Henry stopped whimpering, at least tried to keep it down.  
 
    Back to the phone, 'What do you want me to do?' 
 
    'Stay there,' said Peter. There was an edge to his voice now, hard and business-like. 'I'll send someone.' 
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    Body Bag 
 
      
 
      
 
    'What we have to do here is be quick and efficient. Can you do that?' 
 
    Martin looked at Travis. It seemed like a straightforward question. 'Sure.' 
 
    'Good.' 
 
    The only thing to announce Travis' arrival had been a gentle tap on the glass of the door. Martin hadn't seen him before, but Travis gave a knowing nod that seemed to indicate he was the guy sent by Yang. He'd stepped in, glanced first at Henry, sat on a stool in a corner, then at the body on the floor. 
 
    'I'm Travis,' he'd said, without meeting Martin's gaze. He was a black guy with a shiny bald head and a trimmed goatee. 
 
    He had an Amerasian accent, though Martin couldn't pin down the state of origin. He'd started out himself with a Texan accent, though after years of living in France that had changed to a Eurasion one. Maybe French-English with a laid back southern drawl. He couldn't get rid of that. 
 
    Travis said, 'That's the shortest haircut I've ever seen. White boy got it fast. Eyeballs still open, like he's gonna wink at ya.' 
 
    It wasn't meant to be funny and Martin hadn't laughed. Now he stood with his arms folded, watching Travis bending down to the body to take a closer look. He straightened, adjusted his jacket slightly. 'I'll be right back.' Travis left the shop and came back with something under his arm. 
 
    'Body bag?' asked Martin. 
 
    'Yeah. You familiar with these things?' 
 
    Martin stepped closer. 'I've seen a few.' 
 
    'Okay, let's lift him in,' said Travis. 
 
    Martin grabbed Paul's jacket, Travis the feet. Quick lift. Shuffle. Paul's arms flopped out when they dropped him. Martin pulled the bag around him, trying not to count how many times he'd done this before. 
 
    Travis closed the zip to Paul's waist. 'Get the head.' 
 
    'Right.' Martin lifted the head, rolled it into the bag. 
 
    Travis finished zipping and got to his feet. He used shampoo from a dispenser to wash his hands, wiping them on a towel he pulled from a pile. 
 
    'You got the man's car keys?' 
 
    'Yeah. We gonna clean up here or leave it for the old man?' 
 
    'It's his shop, let him do it.' 
 
    Travis pulled a wad of notes from his pocket and gave it to Henry, saying something in Chinese that Martin didn't catch. He could speak only the basics of Mandarin, badly, which was pretty much useless in a part of the world where there were as many dialects as there were languages. Then there were all those European languages.  
 
    'What d'ya think you're doing?' said Travis. 
 
    The bottle of Scotch Martin had absently picked up had caught Travis' attention. 
 
    'Think he'd miss one of these?' 
 
    Before Travis replied, Martin had put the bottle back. He tried smiling, but Travis just kept on staring. 
 
    Henry opened the door when they heaved the body up. He followed them outside and popped the trunk of Paul's car so they could throw him inside. There weren't many people on the street, teenagers skateboarding and a few people in a takeout, where a garish neon sign flashed the words Pizza and Burgers. 
 
    Travis said they'd leave Paul's car where it was and it would be disposed of later, along with the body. Right now they had other 'business' to attend to, which involved a trip in Travis' car. Forget about whatever job Peter gave you, Travis told him. We got plans to make. 
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    Benz, Dooley and Shady 
 
      
 
      
 
    She wore T-back panties, fishnets, high heels and a tight top, emphasizing the deep curves of her waist. Now that, Martin thought, is an ass. She was only in front of him for a second, but she had a showgirl swing to her hips that was hard to forget, almost hypnotic.  
 
    The android babe was a distraction from the annoyance he felt at Travis who had entered the club for free without bothering to tell the bouncer they were together. Twenty-five dollars on the door. Money Martin couldn't afford. 
 
    He'd lost Travis somewhere in the gloom of the club. The lighting was arranged to create pockets of darkness, pillars placed to obscure the view from one end of the club to the other. The place wasn't jumping, but business seemed good. 
 
    It was a mixed crowd, the exotic, erotic, fetishistic and plain. Looking around, Martin figured not even his shirt would elevate himself to plain. It had a picture on the back of a bikini girl surfing, smiling like she was doing a toothpaste commercial. He liked that shirt. 
 
    They had the air conditioning going full blast in here. He felt warm, sticky sweat drying on his back. 
 
    'Man. Over here.' 
 
    Travis' voice brought his attention to a round table. Three men sat there. 
 
    'Benz, Dooley and Shady.' Travis gestured to each man in turn. 'Would you like a drink, Martin?' 
 
    Martin took the empty seat between Benz and Shady. 'Yeah. Coldest beer they've got. Thanks.' 
 
    Travis looked down at him, his voice level. 'They're all cold.' 
 
    'Right. I'll have a Chung's Extra.' 
 
    Dooley raised his glass and rattled the melting ice cubes at the bottom. 'I'll have a vodka a-la-coke.' 
 
    'You get your own,' said Travis. He vanished into the depths of dancers and waitresses. 
 
    Dooley lowered his glass despondently, combing fingers through his long hair. 'New dude gets special treatment. How d'ya figure that?' 
 
    They were three men who couldn't have been any more different from each other. Martin checked out Dooley first. He might have been the youngest of the trio, Shady being somewhere in the middle. Shady had a scrappy mess of hair, bushy brows on a face that seemed locked in a permanent grimace, suspicious of everything. Benz looked as though he'd rather be somewhere else.  
 
    'Travis is sizing him up,' said Shady. 'You can tell a lot about a man from what he drinks.' 
 
    Dooley tilted his glass and crunched the ice cube that slid into his mouth. 'That's true. He ordered a local beer. Means he's trying to fit in.' 
 
    Benz was leaning away from Martin, one arm hooked over the back of his chair. Martin saw the stock of a K17-Special jutting from a holster. 'I don't need a college degree,' said Benz, 'to tell me that a vodka and coke is a fucking fag's drink. Ain't that right, Martin?' 
 
    'Ain't no fag's drink.' Dooley gazed off, to another place.  
 
    Benz grunted. 'You trying to fit in, new guy?' 
 
    'No.' Martin slid his hands across the smooth lip of the table. 'I'm just thirsty.' 
 
    Travis returned and sat opposite Martin. 
 
    'There is a matter we need to discuss.' 
 
    Martin took a drink from the bottle Travis had placed in front of him. Travis had some sort of blue cocktail. 
 
    'This had better be important,' said Benz. 'I was busy.' 
 
    Travis took a sip, smiling at Benz as if he'd known what the man was going to say. 'It's important enough. I need you and your friends to find a woman. She took something belonging to Mr. Yang.' 
 
    'What did she take?' asked Dooley. 
 
    'Never you mind what she took.' Travis placed a small object on the table. 'What she has is a case exactly the same as this one. I want you to find it.' 
 
    Benz seemed hardly interested in the little case. 'Whatever you say. You tell Mr. Yang if he doesn't pay when the job's done he can go fuck himself.' 
 
    'What's in the case?' asked Dooley, swirling the ice cubes in his glass. 
 
    Travis ignored him, keeping his attention on Benz. 'You'll get exactly what you're worth, Benz. And a bonus if you find her quickly.' 
 
    Martin recognised the woman immediately when Travis dropped a twelve-by-ten onto the table. 
 
    Shady turned the photograph so it was facing him. 'I've seen her somewhere.' 
 
    'She works for Mr. Yang,' said Travis. 
 
    Martin could see Travis was banking on the picture to rope these guys in as much as the money. 
 
    'As what?' Shady made a confused sneer. 'Is she real? She looks weird.' 
 
    'She's real,' said Travis. 'Tomoko Iwamoto. From Japan. When you find her don't try any soft stuff. Don't let her get close to you. Mr. Yang wants to see her, but if you're forced to do some permanent damage then that's acceptable.' 
 
    'You gonna point us in the right direction?' Benz picked up the picture, checked it out for a second, then let it fall. 
 
    'You're with me, Benz,' Travis answered. 'Shady, Dooley and Martin, you'll go over to Jimmy Ho's and see if she's there, or been there. She used to work for Ho, they're old friends. Show Martin some of the neighbourhood.' 
 
    'Oh, man, we were told to keep away from Ho's place.' 
 
    Martin didn't think that Dooley had said anything wrong, but Travis gave him a glare that made the man physically shrink. Shady lit a cigarette. 
 
    Martin leaned closer to Travis, keeping his voice low. 
 
    'You sure you want me to go with these fellas? I'd be better off –' 
 
    'Never mind where you think you'd be better off.' Travis sat straight on his chair. 'You start at the bottom with the go-see-what's-over-that-hill jobs, and if you're lucky Mr. Yang will send you for some groceries and let you keep the change.' 
 
    'You got a problem with us?' asked Shady. 'I got a bad smell or something?' 
 
    Martin shook his head slightly, his expression serious. 'No. It's your face. It makes me wanna puke.' 
 
    Dooley laughed. 'Your face, man. Yeah, that's funny.' 
 
    Shady grinned, showing stained and chipped teeth. 
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    Pop Box 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shady's car had automatic gears but no autodrive. Before Martin had the chance to look for a maker's badge he was in the back of the car, and Dooley was yapping away with an endless amount of energy.  
 
    They hit the freeway quickly. It wasn't long before they reached the furthest limits of the city and were plunged into darkness.  
 
    Martin waited for Dooley to pause. He'd been waiting ever since they'd left the club. 
 
    'How far is it to this Jimmy Ho's place?' 
 
    There was no answer, there wasn't time. Dooley was back on track. 
 
    'You ever see the rats in Singapore, man? They are fucking huge. All the animals are getting bigger on account of the oceans rising. They found that giant turtle not long after Manhattan got wiped out.' 
 
    Martin poked his head between the two seats in front of him. 'Are we still in Kuala Lumpur?' 
 
    'We left KL ages back. Ho lives over in Ipoh.' Dooley twisted and pointed. 'There you go, we just passed the signpost for Kubu Baharu.' He turned in his seat, almost kneeling on it, to face Martin. 'So these rats are huge. The rat controller job was all I could get after the university closed. One more year and I'd have my degree in chemistry. I could have been designing new drugs for the rich and famous.' He scratched his face, then said to Shady, 'Pull over, man. I gotta take a wiz.' 
 
    Shady brought the car to a stop and Dooley got out. He unzipped his pants and let loose a line of urine into the bushes at the side of the road. Shady finished a cigarette and flicked the stub into the blackness beyond the open door. 
 
    'Are we friends with Jimmy Ho?' asked Martin. 
 
    'We tolerate him and he tolerates us,' Shady answered flatly. 
 
    'So he won't be too happy about us waking him up in the middle of the night.' 
 
    'Probably not.' Shady leaned over the passenger seat. 'Come on. You're wasting time.' 
 
    Dooley was aiming for a large fan-shaped leaf. 'I tell ya, man, all those super drugs like snake, bake, ramhead. There could have been a Dooley drug. Chicks in a penthouse getting high on Dooley.' 
 
    And he sang hiiigh on Dooolee. Martin didn't hear the rest of what he was saying, he'd tuned the man out and turned his attention back to Shady, who was craning his neck out of a rolled-down window to watch two cars go past. There was only any need for concern if passing cars started to slow down. 
 
    'You said you'd seen the girl somewhere before. Have you seen her at Yang's place?' 
 
    Shady looked over his shoulder at Martin. 'Think he'd let someone like me go there? Travis hires us and we go.' He waved his arm down the long black highway. Two red taillights were just disappearing around a bend. 'To me, Yang's like a gameshow host. An asshole. I want nothing to do with him.' 
 
    Martin wanted to know why Shady felt that way, but thought better of it. He'd learned from Dooley they called him Shady on account of no one knowing anything about his past, about where he came from or what he used to do before he arrived in Asia. He'd definitely been born in America, though whether or not he'd shipped out before the pig flu virus took out half the population was impossible to say without asking. He didn't have any of the telltale scarring on his face. 
 
    Dooley finished his display of precision pissing and got back inside the car. The tyres were rolling before he'd closed the door. 
 
    'You ever fucked an android?' Dooley asked, twisting in his seat again. 
 
    'Can't say I have,' said Martin. 'I went into a cyber brothel once, you know where you wear one of those suits.' 
 
    'They're cool, man. But for a real thrill you gotta have a sim. They can manipulate their bodies in a way a real woman can't, tighten muscles to make it feel so sweet, get into positions you've never dreamed of. I once –' 
 
    'You've never had sex with a sim,' Shady broke in. 
 
    'I never said I'd had sex with one. There are no pleasure model sims, they're too smart. Androids are different. They work for the government. Yeah, it's true. Think about it. How could something so ridiculously expensive and high-tech work in a strip club? How can they afford a piece of hardware like that?' 
 
    Martin was shaking his head and about to say he didn't know, when Shady answered for him. 'Who fucking cares?' 
 
    In the gloom of the car, Martin watched Dooley rolling his eyes. 'You gotta care. When you have sex with an android your jizz goes inside a little box, where it's analysed and all the info 'bout your DNA is sent to a big computer in Hong Kong.' 
 
    'What about sims?' asked Martin. 
 
    'Don't be a dumbass. Sims are completely organic.' Dooley seemed annoyed at Martin's lack of understanding. 'Androids have electronic components, like their brains and some of their organs. They probably keep a record between themselves of all the humans that have used them. You know, they probably use the semen to genetically engineer new sims. You cum inside an android, it goes into a little tube and gets frozen. All the little tubes are taken to a lab where they use your juice to fertilise sim eggs. Using your stuff without you knowing.' He waved an accusing finger. 'The world is sick!' 
 
    Shady was laughing quietly to himself. 'Right. The cyberbabes could be just keeping tabs on users like the 'net gives you a cookie.' 
 
    Martin settled back, thinking he'd ride out the rest of the conversation and let Shady take over. Outside the windows there was nothing to see, only the black shapes that lined the road. Better just to sit here, Martin thought, and listen to what Shady and Dooley had to say. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a few minutes, hearing Dooley talking about something else now, Shady telling him that no way could life be better in the wastelands. It's the natural life, Dooley said. Shady sighed and Martin heard him light a cigarette. Shady saying, natural if you wanna eat nothing but cabbage and find Jesus. Martin thought about telling them of his father's farm in Texas, how he wanted to make a living growing stuff, but Dooley was already back onto sims and government conspiracies. Man, we're all been fucked by men in suits, Dooley was saying. 
 
    Martin heard a vibrant purring to his right, the sound of an engine gaining on them fast. There were no headlights to warn them of its coming. No time to think. The Japanese girl was riding a bike alongside them with an automatic weapon resting across the crook of one arm. Hair flying like a silk banner. There was a flash of light so bright Martin was partially blinded for a second. 
 
    The window on Shady's side of the car exploded. His body jerked violently and the car fishtailed out of control. Dooley braced himself between the dashboard and the back of his seat. Two rounds ripped through his sternum like a fist through a paper drum. 
 
    Particles of bone, clothing and liquid filled the air. Black rain in the eye of a hurricane. Martin wasn't too sure, but he guessed they'd hit a barrier. Another window shattered, glass fragments reflecting the light from an eruption of sparks. The car was spinning. It slammed against the opposite barrier. Martin felt the car buckle, the passenger door snap inward toward his legs. Then he knew the wheels had left the road and the car was turning over onto its roof. 
 
    She'd chosen to attack them on a flyover, leaving no exits or dirt roads to form an escape. He was thinking he'd have done the same, even when the car left the flyover and tumbled down the embankment to the road below. 
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    The tractor had been a cherry-red Holbox, a six cylinder, four-stroke, injection-pump monster. The paint had flaked over the years.  
 
    Sumbitch, Martin's father had mumbled. Martin watched him wipe his hands on a rag. He spat on the dirt and thrust his hands into the pockets of his overalls, looking at that giant Deestone like he was going to kick it again but couldn't be bothered. 
 
    A tumbleweed blew across the west horizon. Martin didn't remember the Road Runner appearing and going meep! meep! But he was sure that it had. Tongue wobbling at them with an irritating noise. One day the coyote was going to catch that Road Runner. Catch it, kick it in the head and give it a damned good porking. No way would a coyote go to all that trouble for a snack. That coyote's one horny bastard, Martin's father might have said. 
 
    Same day the tractor broke down they went into Brownwood. They had apple pie and coffee at Bootle's. It was on the second refill that Martin's father decided to ship out. He was beat, the country was beat. It was time to move on while there was still a place to go to. They sat there for maybe thirty minutes, watching people and traffic go past the window. 
 
    They left the dust farm behind. That's what Martin's father called it since after a while that was all they could grow. Europe was better, cooler. Martin went to school, his father went back to what he was good at, teaching advanced robotics at Nice University. He was way too smart to be a farmer, maybe that's why his crops failed, because he saw the world in vectors and numbers. It was his last shot at rescuing a part of the world that was long since dead. But the man deserved credit for trying.  
 
    He'd died during a robbery. Took a bullet through his nose and had the top of his head blown off. Martin wasn't there, he'd seen the photographs on Netnews. Laid on the ground like he was taking a nap, the contents of his head spilling out. Sumbitch. Then blackness. Martin realised then you had to be strong to survive in this world. Stronger than most. 
 
    'Asia, that's the place to go,' his friend, Tom Rawlings, told him one day. After twenty years in the army Martin took a job in a warehouse. It was here when he started growing his beard back. During the breaks they'd go to their secret corner to play cards and drink cheap beer. 'Europe's screwed. Asia's gonna be the only place left soon. You wanna get in there before the rush starts.' 
 
    He didn't like Asia. Now they had refugee Americans and Europeans treating the country as their own. He once heard a Chinaman say Americans were like fleas on a dog. And there was nothing worse than an itch you couldn't scratch. 
 
    A Road Runner you couldn't catch. 
 
    Martin kicked open the twisted door of the car.              'Sumbitch.' 
 
    He dragged himself from the wreck. It was raining now. He tried to get to his feet but his legs wouldn't cooperate and he fell onto his back. He could just make out the outline of the car in the milky glow from the moon. A crescent. Narrow and slanted. 
 
    Martin loosened his shirt, already sticking to his back. The dree dree of cicadas was a constant noise in the background 
 
    'Dooley. Hey.' Martin shook the man's arm. No response. He figured Shady wouldn't be any different. 
 
    Martin scrambled, slipped and crawled his way back to the road. There was nothing else to do except to start walking. His elbow throbbed, shoulder felt like somebody had gone to work on it with an iron bar. 
 
    The road was a long black river, which he strayed from occasionally. He held his Smith and Wesson six-shot in his pocket. The rain tapped a staccato rhythm all around him and unseen animals chirped and barked. 
 
    He stopped, turned around. He listened for the drone of a bike. 'Sumbitch,' he said softly. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn was paling the sky by the time Martin swiped his keycard to unlock the door to his apartment. Even that small effort seemed to drain him. His feet, lead bricks, dragged his aching body into the kitchen, where he pulled his wet shirt over his head and tossed it into a basket. 
 
    He took a dirty plate from the sink and started the cold tap running, using both hands to throw water onto his face and around his neck. Blood had clotted, making a brittle crust in his hair and around his ear.  
 
    He collapsed onto the sofa holding a half-empty bottle of water in one hand and a spicy sausage in the other. 
 
    The teenager who appeared in the doorway looked at him for several seconds, then curled herself into an armchair. She was wearing white and blue striped pyjamas. Auburn hair fell around her small shoulders. 
 
    'Hey,' she said. 
 
    Martin took a bite of the sausage, eating out of necessity and not really enjoying it. 'Hey, yourself.' 
 
    'You look terrible.' 
 
    'I don't think this job's working out.' He chomped another chunk off the sausage. 'I thought working for this Yang guy might get us somewhere, make some money, make some contacts.' 
 
    She got up and sat on the arm of the sofa next to him, gently massaging his shoulder. 'Things'll work out,' she said. 'You always make things work out. I'm going back to bed.' 
 
    'And no reading,' he called after her. 'Get some sleep.' 
 
    She wiggled her ass at him in a childish manner. Jessica did her own thing and there wasn't a damned thing he could do about it. What he did do was make her carry a 9mm automatic, a surrogate father to take care of her when he wasn't around.  
 
    He laid on the sofa, bruises and cuts aching. He'd walked for maybe two hours, until an old Hungarian woman had appeared and given him a lift back to the city. She'd talked about the days before the virus, before the floods, a time when everything worked. Then what it had felt like when it had seemed the world was about to end. 
 
    He'd been there in the thick of it. House to house to collect the dead, driving a bulldozer to push skeletal rag dolls into mass graves. He'd seen it all. The butchery of civil war, kid-soldiers blown apart by coil grenades. He closed his eyes and wanted to see Jessica's mother, but instead he saw Tomoko Iwamoto. He could still hear the drone of a bike, in his head now like other memories, the ones he wanted to forget. He drifted into a restless sleep. 
 
    It didn't seem like six hours later when he woke up. He called Jessica's name, realising after there was no answer that she would have left for work. He had a horrible taste in his mouth, like he'd been eating chilli dogs and drinking cheap tequila. 
 
    The curtains were still closed, though they weren't thick enough to stop the brightness of the sun from entering the room. He fumbled around on the sofa for the air-conditioning remote, saw it resting in front of the old Sony TV in the corner of the room and wiped at the sticky sweat on the back of his neck. He needed a shower and some breakfast, thought about the other things he needed to do when the bottle of Scotch on the oval coffee table caught his eye. He read the label, trying to remember placing it there. Someone had been in the apartment, walking around while he slept. 
 
    Martin bolted upright, swaying slightly as blood rushed to the front of his skull, making him dizzy for a second.  
 
    He rolled off the sofa and reached for the telephone. 
 
    He couldn't get through to Jess at the Chinese herbalist where she worked. He could only hope she was safe. He had to meet Benz at one o'clock. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Sultan Abdul Samad was a long building, a cross between Arabic and Moorish design, or what the colonial builders thought the Muslim Malays of the time would have liked. Huge bronze domes caught the sun. The clock had stopped at five minutes to three.  
 
    He eventually found Benz in the shade under an arch. 
 
    'Where the fuck have you been?' asked Benz. 'I've been waiting for twenty minutes. That dumbfuck Dooley hasn't turned up yet.' 
 
    Martin closed his umbrella. 'He's dead. So is Shady.' 
 
    'Run that again.' 
 
    'She hit the car on the way to Ho's place.' 
 
    'You're telling me this now. When?' 
 
    'Last night. We might have been about halfway there.' 
 
    'Does Travis know?' 
 
    'No.' 
 
    'Why didn't you call?' 
 
    'I lost my cell phone in the car. It took me four hours to get back to the city. I tried calling Peter when I got back to my apartment.' 
 
    'You called Yang?' 
 
    'That's the only number I've got. I couldn't get through.' 
 
    Benz exhaled noisily through his nose. 'I gotta make a call.' He moved to the privacy of another arch and started prodding buttons on a cell phone. After a brief conversation - Martin guessed with Travis - he came back and said, 'Okay, we're going to Klang. Jimmy Ho's got a small business there. He's not at home so there's a good chance that's where he'll be.' 
 
    They started walking. 
 
    'How do you know?' Martin asked. 
 
    'One of Yang's employees from a northern territory knocked on Ho's door this morning. He wasn't there.' 
 
    'What about Dooley and Shady?' 
 
    Benz glanced sideways at Martin. 'What about 'em?' 
 
    'We just gonna leave 'em there?' 
 
    'If they're dead, they're dead.' 
 
    Martin caught his arm and pulled him to a stop. 'What's that supposed to mean? Like maybe you and Travis knew she'd make a hit on the car and that's why we were sent?' 
 
    Benz' expression was emotionless. 'Travis might have known. They're dead. Let go my fucking arm.'  
 
    Martin let go of him and they resumed walking. They passed a tower with a spiral staircase. Some kids were bashing an automech's arm against a wall. 
 
    Benz was laughing. 'You really care? You only knew 'em for like an hour or two.' 
 
    'Strikes me as odd that Travis sent those two when he could have sent some people more capable.' 
 
    'You were with 'em. They should have had no need to worry.'  
 
    They took the next left down Jalan Mahkamah Tinggi and crossed the street, dodging cabs and streams of locals on bicycles. Benz' car was a beige Proton, showing rust corrosion around the wheel arches, parked under the shade of a palm tree. Benz got in right away and Martin moved to the passenger side. He slid his umbrella onto the floor of the back seat. He didn't like umbrellas, but it beat getting soaked every day. 
 
    Martin said, 'Didn't you have the car locked?' 
 
    Benz hit the ignition. 'What for? Travis is letting us have it until we find the girl, or until somebody else does. They raised the bonus for the first person who finds her.' He nosed the car into the traffic. 'Yang'll be taking a fee for this ancient piece of crap out of the final pay cheque.' 
 
    Martin nodded, even though he had no idea how much money was involved. He figured it wouldn't be much. Maybe if the girl was resourceful she'd be harder to find, and maybe the bonus would keep going up. 
 
    'I need to drop by Jalan Clara, next to the old cinema,' said Martin. 
 
    'What for?' 
 
    'I gotta see someone?' 
 
    'That's in the opposite direction. Can't it wait?' 
 
    They were approaching a red light. 'Make a detour or let me out here.' 
 
    Benz groaned. 'All right. Make it quick.' He spun the wheel and they made a U-turn back to the main street. 
 
    Martin didn't know what the shop was called. All the writing on the outside was in Chinese. He just knew it as the herbalist on Jalan Clara. Inside, a thousand smells. There was a long, high counter, dark wood that could have been ransacked from a thousand-year-old temple. At the end, sat on a pile of newspapers, was the biggest cat he had ever seen. A huge lump of orange fur, sleeping soundly and not in any way disturbed by the ringing of the bell above the door. 
 
    'Hey, you.' 
 
    The voice came from behind the counter somewhere. Hundreds of square drawers stretched all the way to the ceiling. Jessica appeared. She had two plastic butterflies in her hair. 
 
    'How did you know it was me?' 
 
    She opened her arms, as if to embrace the heavens. 'The ancestors told me.' 
 
    'Yeah, right. Everything cool?' 
 
    'Sure. Why shouldn't it be?' 
 
    'I was just passing so . . .' He wasn't doing a very good job pretending everything was fine. 
 
    From a room behind a beaded curtain the man who owned the place started shouting something. Jessica responded. Martin didn't understand a word, but it seemed to be a rebuke of some kind. The man just laughed. 
 
    'The old fart wants his tea. Why don't you join us?' 
 
    'I've got someone waiting.' 
 
    She saw Benz sat in the car just outside the shop window. 
 
    'He looks creepy.' She moved to a drawer and pulled out what looked like a short twig. She gave it to him. 'Here, I got a feeling you might need this.' 
 
    'Don't I need two of these to start a fire?' 
 
    'Wrong fire. It helps with vitality. You're supposed to chew it.' 
 
    Benz honked the car's horn. 'I've gotta go.' 
 
    He was halfway through the door when she called to him. 'Hey, look after yourself.' 
 
    Benz honked the horn again. 
 
    The cat yawned, showing its fangs. 
 
    He waved and went out the door.  
 
    'Chew the stick,' she shouted after him. 
 
    'Not bad,' Benz said when Martin got in the car. 
 
    'Look as long as you like, this is as close as you're gonna get.' 
 
    'You can't keep that all to yourself.' 
 
    Benz sniggered and made the car dart into a gap in the traffic. He was making a sound like he was eating the world's most delicious cream pie. 
 
    'Man, oh, man,' said Benz. 'You can't beat spanking new pussy. Making my mouth water just thinking about it.' 
 
    'That's my daughter, Benz.' 
 
    'Young and firm, tight as a drum.' 
 
    'Did you hear me?' 
 
    'Doesn't bother me none. If she was my daughter, I'd be doing her.' 
 
    Martin turned in his seat, ready to leave a permanent imprint of his fist in the man's face if he said another word. Benz didn't and Martin was disappointed. He should have flattened him the moment he opened his mouth. 
 
    'You see,' said Benz, making it sound philosophical, 'teen girls are bubbling over with energy. They have to, like, release it.' 
 
    Martin was thinking he really should've punched him until he fell out of the car and then broken his legs. 
 
    The journey to Klang took about thirty-five minutes, made longer by a delay at one of the tollgates. 
 
    Ho's business seemed to be some sort of small warehouse. The place didn't seem more than it appeared to be. There were a couple of older buildings with pink bricks and grime-frosted windows. Martin pushed his way through a decorative line of small bushes and joined Benz on a concrete forecourt. 
 
    'You been here before?' asked Martin. 
 
    'No. Ho went legit' years ago.' 
 
    'What's this Ho fella gonna do for the girl? Give her somewhere to hide out? Maybe she's skipped the country already.' 
 
    'I don't know. We're just following a lead. She could be anywhere.' 
 
    Martin couldn't figure why only two of them were here. If whatever she had was so important, why hadn't they turned up with six cars and twenty men, really put the pressure on? It could have something to do with what Benz had said earlier, that nobody dared go against Yang. 
 
    'What do you know about her?' 
 
    'What do I need to know? She's some woman Yang wants found.' 
 
    Benz seemed preoccupied with what the workers and machines were doing. 'She's not just some woman. Look what she did to Dooley and Shady. Paul was out of my sight for thirty seconds, long enough for her to come in and slice his head off without making a sound. How does someone do that?' 
 
    'Vibrablade.' 
 
    'Too noisy. Too messy.' 
 
    'Maybe she got herself some enhancements. She could've just been lucky.' An industrial automech trundled past behind them, its arms laden with giant springs. Benz motioned for a man in a green jacket to come over. Get the man in charge, he told him. Never mind who we are, just get him. 
 
    The foreman was a short, stocky Chinese. He had a cap on his head and a pencil behind one of his ears. He made a grunting noise. 
 
    'Go get Jimmy Ho,' said Benz. 
 
    The man seemed a little confused, probably at Benz' tone rather than the question. 'Jimmy's not here. Back on Friday.' 
 
    Benz lunged forward and punched the man right in the face. The guy staggered back. Benz followed him and hit him again. 
 
    'What are you doing?' said Martin. 
 
    Some of the workers came running over. Martin pulled the Smith and Wesson from his belt. It seemed to be enough to hold them back. 
 
    Benz kicked the man when he rolled over onto his side. He was blurting something in Chinese when Benz slapped the side of his head and dragged him to his feet.  
 
    'Benz, what are you doing? Let him go.' Martin saw the workers moving closer. 
 
    Martin was trying to look in every direction at once, the factory workers appearing from doorways and loading bays. 
 
    Benz waved the gun at him. 'Take a back seat if you feel you're not up to it.' He pressed his gun into the guy's ear. 'So Ho's around, right?' 
 
    'Benz, let him go.' 
 
    'Take it easy.' 
 
    'I'm not asking you.' 
 
    'You giving me orders?' Benz shook his head, like his hearing wasn't working right. 'These people are used to this kind of treatment.' 
 
    Martin holstered his weapon and caught Benz by the throat, fingers levering pressure into his windpipe, his other hand twisting his wrist. 
 
    'Can't breathe.' Benz could barely speak. His eyeballs started to bug. 
 
    The Chinese man scampered out of the way. 
 
    Martin kicked his leg so he went down on one knee. 'You fucking idiot.' 
 
    'Hey, I'm sorry.' 
 
    'You're creating a situation here we can't control.' 
 
    Benz nodded, tried to get free, and Martin had no problem keeping hold of him. He let Benz go, shaking his throat a little first so he made little gurgling sounds, and took his gun from him.               
 
    Benz got to his feet, glaring at Martin, then at the workers who'd gathered around them. He wiped at the sweat on his face. Less cocky now. 
 
    Martin threw Benz his gun. He caught it as it hit his stomach. Martin knew Benz's attitude would change the moment he got his gun back. 
 
    Benz said, 'Touch me again I'll fucking kill you.' 
 
    'I knew you'd say that. Waving your gun around ain't gonna get us anywhere.' Martin kept his voice calm. It let Benz know that he was in control. 'I know your kind. You think you're tough, but when the blood starts pumping you'll be the first to shit his pants. So what are you gonna do? We can put this behind us or we can start shooting and see who goes down first.' 
 
    Benz was breathing hard. It took him about thirty seconds to decide to put his gun away.  
 
    'I just got carried away,' said Benz eventually. 'Come on, let's search the place. I'll check the warehouse, you check the offices. Well, what you waiting for?' Benz' mouth twisted when he bit his lip. 'I'm cool, man. Let's get this job over with. Ho's here and so is the girl, or they're not.' 
 
    Martin wasn't too sure about turning his back on Benz, but he reckoned he didn't have a choice. He wanted the incident to be forgotten as soon as possible. Hopefully Benz would see it the same way. 
 
    It took about ten minutes to search the place. Martin checked the offices, leaving Benz to check the warehouse and factory. They met back at the car and Benz shrugged his shoulders. So he ain't here, said Benz. Let's ride, said Martin, wondering what Benz had to grin about. 
 
    During the journey back to the capital, Benz wasn't at all the way Martin thought he would be. It was obvious he was still pissed, and the little jerking movements he did in his seat said he was agitated, but something had calmed the man. Perhaps he'd seen the error of his ways, which was doubtful, or he'd realised Martin wasn't the pushover he thought he would be. He was more talkative, even telling a couple of jokes and a story about Travis. He'd been a lawyer before he started working for Peter Yang. 
 
    'We're stopping off here,' said Benz. 
 
    It was a quiet part of town. Across the street was an Indian temple that had burnt down years ago. Figures lined the top of the walls. Women with six faces and ten arms, pot-bellied men with black moustaches. Benz had parked right in front of the building they were going into, a dilapidated row of shops with planks nailed over the windows. 
 
    It was gloomy inside, apart from where shafts of sunlight broke through the gaps in the shuttered windows. 
 
    'We meeting someone?' 
 
    'We're meeting Travis,' said Benz. 
 
    Martin was moving toward the back of the building, taking care where he placed his feet, sensing the floorboards straining under his weight. There was a doorway leading to another room. 
 
    Of all the things Martin expected to see, this wasn't one of them. 
 
    Behind Travis was a tall arched window. Some of the small panes were cracked, a few missing. The floor was covered with garbage and old newspapers. Next to Travis was the cyberbabe from the club, dressed in the same outfit, at his other side another android. She had a mass of curly red hair framing a cute face, sweet enough to be on the cover of a magazine. Hot pants stretched over her perky ass, a T-shirt cut down to reveal her belly. 
 
    Benz was right behind him. A man stood in the corner, another just off to Martin's right. 
 
    'I don't like moments like this,' said Travis. 'I don't like being in this part of town. It makes me feel dirty just being here.' 
 
    Martin moved closer. 'Then why are you here?' 
 
    He saw that the two men had their weapons conveniently placed for a quick draw. He might be able to take out one of them, but not both. And that depended on how fast Benz reacted if any shooting started. One of the androids draped her arm over Travis' shoulder. She was looking at Martin, smiling like she was flirting with him. They couldn't turn off the charm if they wanted to. 
 
    'I'm going to ask you some questions,' said Travis. 'Did you know Tomoko Iwamoto before you came to KL. The neighbours say she was at your apartment this morning and she drove your daughter to work. I also want to know if you took Mr. Yang's property, and if you did, where it is.' 
 
    'I've never seen her before.' Martin thought about the Japanese woman in his apartment, standing over him and watching him sleep, placing Yang's Scotch on the table. 
 
    Travis said, 'I have to be sure. What happened to Dooley and Shady?' 
 
    Benz looked nervous, ready for something to happen, but unsure what it would be.  
 
    'Dooley talked himself to death and Shady died from lung cancer. Tough break for both of 'em.' 
 
    'Nice. Strange how you're the only one who came back alive.' Travis put his hands together, as if in an apologetic gesture. 'I'm never comfortable handling another man's genitals, but these fine young ladies don't have that problem.' 
 
    The two androids took a few steps toward Martin. He knew they were stronger than himself. Cybernetic dolls, mostly organic, part electronic. Red blood, wet pussies, artificial brains and hearts synchronised to a hydrogen battery power supply. No emotion. 
 
    'Get his gun, Benz.' 
 
    Benz moved to Martin's side to do as Travis had told him. 
 
    'Travis, she set me up.' Martin raised his hands higher, not wanting to give any of them an excuse. 'I've never seen her before.' 
 
    'She was at your place,' said Travis. 'She's been seen with your daughter at the supermarket and on the street. That implicates your daughter. Jessica, right? You must think we're some dumbass motherfuckers not to realise you got some private agenda going down with Tomoko Iwamoto. We'll be visiting Jessica soon as we've finished here.' 
 
    Benz rubbed his hand across his face. 'Yeah, yeah, that's right.' 
 
    A dot of red light appeared on the window behind Travis. Martin saw it first. It moved quickly, creating a tiny spot at the side of Travis' neck, then flashing over toward Martin. The others had seen it now. The dot jumped back toward Travis. Martin knew if he was going to make his move it had to be now. 
 
    He twisted on his hips and put the full weight of his shoulder into the punch that slammed into Benz' nose. And then right on cue the shooting started. Everything became chaotic, a cacophony of sounds and streaking images.  
 
    Glass shattered in the arched window as the red dot searched for a target. Travis raised his gun and got off a shot, and then he was diving to the floor when the android next to him had most of her side blown away. Martin ran, trying to get behind Benz, pulling his gun and shooting the man to his left, hitting him in the chest.  
 
    Martin didn't see him crumple and fall, he was already moving to the way out, keeping his head low. He got off three clumsy shots as he fell through the doorway, one .38 Special hitting Benz in the leg. 
 
    Outside, Martin caught a glimpse of the Japanese girl running across the temple's rooftop at the other side of the street. She disappeared for a second, then she was at the brick ledge between a cow and a woman with six breasts and an elephant's head, bringing a rifle into her shoulder. She was firing into the doorway behind him. 
 
    There was a white guy leaning against Benz's car, looking startled, and Martin put a bullet in him, walked briskly to the driver's side, stepped over the body and opened the door. He fired two shots into the windscreen of the car parked behind. Glass spider-webbed. 
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    Perceptual Motion 
 
      
 
      
 
    Driving fast, snaking through traffic like a rollercoaster torn from its track. Jess finished work early today. Martin could only hope she was already back at the apartment. 
 
    He hadn't realised how badly he'd been injured, until he'd felt the steering wheel wet in his hands. A bullet had torn through the fleshy side of his palm. He'd used a rag to help stem the flow of blood. He brought the Proton to a screeching stop, inside wheels drumming the curb. He ran across the pavement. Sweat stung his eyes. 
 
    Up the stairs, along the corridor, leaving red on everything he touched. He swiped his keycard across the lock. Inside, he called Jess's name, keeping his gun at his side so as not to alarm her. He heard noises coming from the kitchen. 
 
    He holstered his gun and put his damaged hand into his pocket. 'You okay?' She took two glasses from a cupboard. He said, 'You know the bags I told you to keep packed at all times? We'll be using 'em.' 
 
    'Are we leaving? What's that on your face?' 
 
    'Yeah, baby, we're leaving.' He ran a towel across his cheeks, wiping away red spots. 
 
    'Your friend's here.' 
 
    Martin tensed. 
 
    'What friend?' 
 
    She took a bottle of lemonade from the fridge and looked toward the door to the living room. 'Do you want a drink or what?' 
 
    Martin didn't hear her. 
 
    In the living room, the Japanese girl sat in the one armchair. She seemed to be alone, at least he couldn't see anyone else. He checked the other side of the door. 
 
    'What are you doing here?' 
 
    'I came to see Jessica, thought I'd stick around and meet her old man.' 
 
    He moved to the window to check the street below. Everything seemed normal, no black cars screeching to a stop outside and men with shotguns mounting the steps. 
 
    'What have you done?' 
 
    'I just saved you. You should thank me.' 
 
    'Thank you? For what?' He felt his breath hissing between his teeth, a dull pain starting to throb in his temples. 'They think I stole Yang's shit, that we're connected somehow. You fucking crazy bitch. Do you have any idea what you've done?' 
 
    Her right eye was a little bloodshot. 'Martin, of course I do.' 
 
    'You made this happen.' 
 
    'Uh huh.' 
 
    'Why, damn it?' 
 
    'Travis is still alive. He'll be kicking your door down in about five minutes.' 
 
    'He's still alive.' He put the gun right in her face. She barely seemed to blink. 
 
    'You need me, Martin, whether you like it or not.' 
 
    'Do you want ice in yours, Tomoko?' It was Jessica calling from the kitchen. 
 
    Tomoko Iwamoto returned Martin's gaze unflinchingly. 'Yeah, I like ice,' she said. 
 
    He leaned closer to her, one hand tight on the gun and the other a fist he shook in her face. 'What was that with the whiskey, leaving it here? You're gonna tell Travis we don't know each other. I'll drag you out into that corridor –' 
 
    'I'm not telling Travis anything. Threaten me again, Martin, and I will break bones in your body you didn't even know you had.' 
 
    He heard Jess in the kitchen opening the freezer, eased himself down to sit on the arm of the sofa. 'I've got no reason to trust you.' 
 
    'I don't care. Jessica trusts me.' 
 
    'She's a kid.' 
 
    'She's an adult.' 
 
    He gritted his teeth, wiping the sweat from his head. 'How many times have you been here?' 
 
    'A few when you've been away, out on your little trips with Paul or driving around looking for me. Jessica thinks we've got something going on.' 
 
    He raised the gun, blood dripping from his hand. 'I'll put a bullet right in your fucking face.' 
 
    She threw two small, black discs onto the coffee table. 
 
    Jessica came in and gave Tomoko Iwamoto a glass of ice and lemonade, squeezed on to the chair and sat next to her, legs crossed over each other. 
 
    Martin had his fingers tight around the gun concealed under his shirt, looking at the red and purple marks that ringed Tomoko's eyes, the liquid glistening on her upper lip. 
 
    Jessica said, 'Dad, I'm hungry.' 
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    Noodles 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tomoko had made a good field-dressing after a small tank of nanobots had gone to work on his damaged hand, the flesh open and raw when she'd peeled back the sodden rag.  
 
    Martin had thought about Travis while he'd watched her work. He'd had a conversation with Tomoko that had made him think, started him wondering if maybe this Japanese woman was right. That maybe some of Yang's guys already had him measured for a shallow pit in the forest and had discussed how his assets would be divided. Who'd get Jessica. 
 
    'I know these people,' Tomoko had said. 'Until you've proven yourself, you're expendable. If you die, they'll come for Jessica. She's young and pretty. What do you think they'd do?' 
 
    'Yang wouldn't do that.' 
 
    'Peter doesn't care. You work for the gang, you're not part of it. Did you think that was the first time Benz had seen your daughter at the shop? You were checked out the moment you arrived.' 
 
    He'd been thinking about bashing her head in, soon as she'd finished dressing his wound and given him the painkillers. He'd felt his hand starting to shake. 
 
    Jessica had moaned, 'We getting some food or not?' 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Restoran Chim Choo was a typical Malaysian restaurant. Wooden walls that only went halfway to the rusting corrugated roof, the same red plastic chairs, fans idly stirring the air overhead. A dog sniffed around, looking for scraps. 
 
    Martin dropped the discs on the restaurant's plastic table. 'I don't know why you gave me these things. I don't even know what they are.' 
 
    A waitress brought the food they'd ordered. Three bowls of noodles and vegetables, alongside three glasses of cola. He stabbed a green leaf with his fork. It was times like these when he missed those big, juicy Texas steaks. 
 
    Martin couldn't decide if Tomoko's oval-shaped sunglasses made her look cat-like or more like an insect, a praying mantis. 
 
    'I know they're important to Peter. Where were you taking them?' A noodle snaked its way into Tomoko's mouth. 
 
    He passed Jess a napkin. She sat next to Tomoko, closer than he would have liked. He lifted the bowl to drink some of the soup. 'To Peter's office, that's all I know. I arrived in Kuala Lumpur three weeks ago from Thailand. I had a contact who could get me some work with your ex-boss. Things weren't working out in Thailand. Too many of those cranky religions starting up.' 
 
    'He was never my boss.' 
 
    'What's the deal with Yang anyway? He feel your ass or something when you were bending over?' 
 
    Jess nudged him. 'It ain't gonna get you far been rude like that.' 
 
    'Fuck her. Do you have any idea –' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'He killed my father.' 
 
    That was a good enough reason to dislike the guy. 'These discs are gonna get you in more trouble than they're worth.' 
 
    'They're worth a lot,' she said. 
 
    'You can't use them. You need a special drive.' His fork stabbed a rubbery green leaf. 'But I guess that's what you're planning to do.' 
 
    'You're clever, Martin.' 
 
    'There could be nothing of any importance on these discs. Could be Yang's grocery list. Yang's gonna skin you alive.' 
 
    'He's got to catch me first.' 
 
    'That shouldn't be too hard.' 
 
    During the last couple of hours he'd calmed down and he no longer wanted to add more bruises to her face, but he still didn't trust her. He didn't like how she'd played him like a piece on a board game. He watched Jessica across the table looking at Tomoko Iwamoto, all wide-eyed, getting tactile and whispering to each other. 
 
    Martin didn't know why he said he'd go with Tomoko to see what was on those discs. He couldn't even figure why he was still in this country and not on a H-TOL skimming the Earth's atmosphere, taking himself and Jess to somewhere safe.  
 
    'I know someone,' she said, carefully sliding those mantis sunglasses onto her face. 'His office can read the discs. It'll be safe.' 
 
    'Fair enough,' said Martin. He was thinking if he knew what was so special about those discs it might give him an edge. 'I don't wanna take Jess.' 
 
    'I never said you could go with me.' 
 
    'I'm not letting you out of my sight. I want some payback from whatever's on those discs, failing that I'm gonna hand you over to Yang and see if this can get squared away.' 
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    Office Etiquette 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jimmy Ho had a cottage hidden in the suburbs. There was a narrow path leading to the front door with overhanging branches and stuff, making you wonder if bugs were going to drop onto your head. 
 
    Tomoko made three sharp knocks on the aluminium door. No answer. Martin pounded his fist against a panel. 
 
    A man appeared from a side path. He looked about sixty. Hair in a ponytail. He made a grumbling sound. 'Why so loud? Why not tell the whole world you're here.' 
 
    'Sorry, Jimmy,' said Tomoko. 
 
    The man had turned and gone before any introductions could be made. Jess had wandered from Martin's side to peek through a window. He grabbed her wrist and they followed the man to the back of the house. 
 
    There was a long, high-walled garden, fruit trees and a kidney-shaped pond. They made their way onto a porch, where two Chinese men sat at a table, dipping chopsticks into small bowls. One of them raised his hand to Martin, who made a curt nod in return. 
 
    Jimmy moved to sit on a wicker chair and pulled a cigarette from a pack. 'So, this is your new friend.' He looked at Martin and raised both arms above his head in a pumping motion. 'You like to work out?' 
 
    'When I can. Not so much now.' 
 
    'It's good to be strong. No room in this world for weaklings. This is your daughter?' 
 
    Jess hadn't followed them onto the porch. She'd gone straight to the pond to look at the fish. She had a small bag, a few things she'd brought with her to entertain herself while Martin was away. A pocket inside with a phone and a gun. 
 
    'How safe is this place?' Martin saw three more Chinese casually chatting on a bench at the back of the garden. 
 
    Jimmy took a drag on his cigarette. 'As safe as any.' He looked at Tomoko for a moment, standing between the two men, helping herself to the food and playfully slapping away their hands when they tried to stop her.  
 
    Martin wasn't sure about any of this, but he couldn't easily crawl his way back into Yang's favour, and right now the Japanese girl seemed to have all the contacts to get him and his daughter safely out of the country. What happened after that, he had no idea. She seemed to have a plan and he seemed to have unwillingly become part of it. He walked over to Jess, Tomoko kneeling next to her. 
 
    'It'll be alright,' Tomoko told her. 'You'll be safe here. I'll be back with the old man in a few hours.' 
 
    The women shared a hug. Jessica started rooting through her bag, said, 'I'll be fine.' 
 
    'Yeah, okay,' said Martin softly. Then to Tomoko, 'Let's ride.' 
 
    Jess waved to him from the pond. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tomoko opened the rear door of the Mitsubishi and took a short-sleeved blouse from a bag. It was yellow with a red dragon on one sleeve, some Chinese writing underneath it. She started to pull her top from out of her pants. 
 
    'If you're embarrassed you can turn around.' 
 
    Martin leaned against an adjacent car and folded his arms. 
 
    She mumbled something in Japanese and pulled the top over her head, threw it into the back of the car, and slipped on the blouse. It was long enough to conceal the guns she carried. 
 
    They left Tomoko's car at Jimmy Ho's hideout and took a small Nissan he had in a garage. She drove it fast, nipping through the traffic, barely missing the odd motorbike that tried to squeeze in front. 
 
    Tomoko's long legs almost touched the steering wheel. Some music played from the radio that Tomoko called J-pop. 
 
    'Japanese pop music,' she said, hanging a right. 'For teens and sad girls like myself who can't be bothered finding something more mature to listen to.' 
 
    He looked over his shoulder, then watched a black BMW coast alongside them. 
 
    'Relax. We're not being followed.' 
 
    He turned the car's air conditioning higher. 
 
    She tapped her finger to the beat of the music, checked the mirror, hitting the horn to make the slow car in front get out of the way. 'What happened to Jessica's mother? Were you married?' 
 
    'You slipped that in kinda sudden.' 
 
    'If you don't want to tell then don't.' 
 
    He shrugged. 'She died when Jess was three. We were married. We got married in a military hospital in Borneo.' 
 
    'You were wounded?' 
 
    'Shot through the leg and the shoulder. Two months later I was back in service. Eight months later Jess came along.' 
 
    They were going down a street lined with palm trees. They hit a red and three lanes of traffic cut across them. 'Where are we going?' 
 
    'To see a man called Patterson.' 
 
    'Where?' 
 
    'His office.' 
 
    'Aren't you concerned about some of Peter Yang's goons spotting you?' 
 
    'He relies too much now on his reputation. Forty million people live in this city. It's not too hard to get lost in the crowd.' 
 
    Road cleared. Lights flipped to green. She started the car moving forward, slowing at the intersection to cut across to another lane. She found a gap and spun the wheel. 
 
    'So, what's the deal with this Jimmy Ho? Everybody talks about him like he and Yang used to be partners, but they had some sort of falling out.' 
 
    She paused to check the mirrors. 'He's an old friend of the family.' 
 
    'Whose family?' 
 
    'Mine. Jimmy and my father were good friends. He used to come to my father's dōjō all the time.' 
 
    'What about Jimmy Ho and Yang?' 
 
    'Jimmy and Peter were two big triad bosses. They had a war and Peter won. Jimmy left China and moved to Japan, where he was taken in by his yakuza friends. They gave him a bar to run in Hiroshima, let him take care of their business interests from there. Collecting money, making sure no new gangs tried to take over the area. There were new gangs all the time. That's where my father came in.' 
 
    They cut down a narrow street. A techno junkie jumped in front of the car. Tomoko didn't slow down. The man dived out of the way just in time. 
 
    'Your father was in the yakuza?' 
 
    'For the yakuza. He killed people.' 
 
    'Just like you.' 
 
    'Not like me. There's no honour in working for Peter. I'm just his pet, his conversation piece. Just like Jimmy, he wanted me where he could see me.' 
 
    'And now you're breaking away.' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    Martin wondered if he should give Jess a call, check that she was okay. 
 
    'When we see Patterson the intimidation factor has to be high,' she said. 'Do you understand?' 
 
    'Yeah, sure.' At last she was talking about something that he actually understood. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tomoko spoke to the fat guy on reception. Her voice was all peaches and honey. He called Patterson's office. Then Tomoko was walking across the lobby to the glass elevators and motioning for Martin to follow. 
 
    They reached Patterson's office. He seemed happy to see her when they walked in. He leapt out of his chair and put his arms out to embrace her. She took both of his hands and kissed him. 
 
    Patterson's expression faltered slightly when he saw Martin, but he still kept hold of Tomoko's hands. Pulling her deeper into his office, toward his big black desk. Martin closed the door. 
 
    Patterson squealed like a girl when Martin punched him. He stepped back, hit a cabinet, arms flailing the air like he was trying to fly. 
 
    'Sorry,' Tomoko said. She pulled the discs out of a pocket. 'I need to run these. If you don't tell me, he's going to keep hitting you until you do.' 
 
    Martin grabbed Patterson and threw him into his chair. 
 
    He straightened his tie. 'They might not work on this drive.' 
 
    Tomoko dropped the discs into his hand. 'They'll work. They're from your company. I want to know flight details. From which port? Who are they for? And unlock the discs so they can play on any drive.' 
 
    Martin watched her perch on the corner of the desk. 'I thought you didn't know what was on these discs.' 
 
    'Do you think I'd take something from Peter without knowing what it was? These are Off World flight tickets.' 
 
    Martin was making sense now of what Tomoko was up to. He still wasn't convinced of his own involvement, other than he might somehow be able to profit from it. 'Yang's never gonna let you use these tickets.' 
 
    Tomoko prodded Patterson's keyboard. He started typing. 'He has to stop me first. And he has to be sure I'm going to try to use them.' 
 
    'This ticket has five seats,' said Patterson, reading the data from the screen. 'I've not seen this before. There's one master ticket holder and then four places that are open. The seats will be allocated to, well, it looks like anybody the master ticket holder turns up with. It just says the Fernandez party. That can't be right.' 
 
    Martin leaned toward the screen, pointed to a name. 'Who's that?' 
 
    'Willard Shang works here. Looks like he set all this up. Flight goes from Kansai Airport. It's the one firing in five days. Peter Yang won't let you use these tickets.'  
 
    Tomoko pressed her finger to his lips. 'Shhh . . . just read what you see. Don't look at me, look at the screen.' She played with his hair for a moment. 'Who is the principle ticket holder?' 
 
    Patterson tapped more keys. The drive buzzed and hummed. 
 
    'Fernandez Martinez-Perez.' Patterson huffed. 'Good luck trying to use that ticket.' 
 
    Martin said, 'Who the fuck's he?' 
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    Road Runner 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Martin and Tomoko returned, Jimmy had gone. He'd left two of his men behind, the pair he'd seen Tomoko play-fighting with over the bowls of food. Martin found them sat on the floor, Jess between them, watching a goofy cartoon on TV. A slobbering purple dog chasing some racoon critters with a chainsaw. 
 
    Tomoko nudged him and he followed her into the kitchen. There was a coffee machine next to a microwave. He found two mugs. She told him she liked hers black with no sugar.  
 
    She leaned against one of the worktops, her long legs crossed in front of her. Shady was right, there was something weird about her. Something that Martin couldn't quite place. She was built like an athlete, wide shoulders, compact waist. The muscle on her arms was well defined. He'd watched her move, and when she did it was with the grace of a gymnast or a dancer. 
 
    The two Chinese men appeared in the kitchen when Martin's coffee was about halfway down. One of them spoke to Tomoko in Mandarin, breaking the silence. Then they were embracing and talking excitedly. One said 'bye bye' before going through the door, the other following. A moment later he heard a car starting up, gravel spitting from its tyres. 
 
    Tomoko pulled out one of the stools and sat at the counter. Martin did the same. 
 
    'Now what?' 
 
    'That's up to you,' she said. 'You can leave the country and get as far away from Peter as you can, or you can join me on that ship.' 
 
    'You really are fucking nuts. What makes you think I'm interested in leaving all this behind?' 
 
    'This Off World ship is the last one. Things are only going to get worse.' 
 
    'You don't know that.' 
 
    'It's an opportunity, Martin. To go somewhere.' 
 
    'Suppose they went nowhere. Without this Fernandez guy these tickets are useless. What is he, some kind of artist?' 
 
    'They're not useless if he's going.' 
 
    'Kidnap him?' 
 
    'Make him understand that we're his new assistants.' 
 
    'And if he refuses?' 
 
    'He won't refuse.' 
 
    Jess came into the kitchen and leaned against Tomoko, their hands touching. 
 
    Jess said, 'I'm tired.' 
 
    Martin found her a room with a bed. He checked the window, making sure it could only open from the inside. 
 
    'Everything'll be fine,' he said. He covered her with a cotton sheet, thinking she'd grown up too fast 
 
    Martin wandered through the house and eventually stopped at the porch, sat down and absently picked up a pebble. He heard Tomoko behind him, though he didn't turn around until after she'd lit two lanterns and rubbed a cold beer across the back of his neck. 
 
    'You have big hands,' she said. 
 
    She leaned against one of the beams supporting the porch, watching him drink. She'd tied her top up so it showed her body, her legs and what might have been a bikini bottom visible through the thin material of a sarong. 
 
    'Why are you wearing that?' 
 
    'Why not? It's hot. Do you like it?' 
 
    He glanced away from her and threw the pebble into the blackness at the bottom of the garden. 'How'd you end up working for a fella like Peter Yang? It's not as if you couldn't do better.' 
 
    'How would you know?' 
 
    Rain started to patter against the porch roof. 'Tell me about Japan.' 
 
    'China Sea on one side, Pacific on the other.' 
 
    'That as good as it's gonna get?' 
 
    'I just don't want to talk about Japan.' 
 
    He emptied the bottle. 'Bad memories, huh?' 
 
    'Not all of them.' 
 
    She missed Japan, that was easy to tell. Everybody missed somewhere. He couldn't help watching her when she walked into the cottage, returning with Yang's bottle of Scotch and two glasses. 
 
    'What about Jimmy Ho?' he asked her. 'How'd ya meet him?' 
 
    'Nothing to tell,' she told him, cracking the seal on the Scotch as she twisted the top. She sat next to him and poured the whiskey into the glasses. 'He was my father's friend. I used to work in the bar that he ran in Japan.' 
 
    'A yakuza bar?' 
 
    'Most bars are yakuza. Kampai.' 
 
    She was holding her glass up. He had no idea what she'd said, but clinked his glass against hers anyway and emptied it in one swallow. She refilled his glass. 
 
    The rain started to come down heavier. A flash of sheet lightning lit up the sky in the distance. He took a sip of the Scotch, swilling it around his mouth so he felt it between his teeth and warm on his gums. He tried picturing those endless flat tracks of land in Texas, maybe a tree on the horizon and an old pickup rusting in a ditch.  
 
    He turned to Tomoko, realising that he'd been silent for a while. She'd leaned back with her palms flat on the porch, the sarong open so he could see all the way up her legs.  
 
    She made a noise in her throat. 'What are you looking at?' 
 
    'I'm looking at you.' He drank some whiskey without taking his eyes from her. 'That a crime?' 
 
    'What do you see?'  
 
    'I see a manipulative bitch who's been planning a lot of shit for a long time.' 
 
    'Maybe. Maybe I work fast when I need to.' 
 
    'You killed Paul, then Shady and Dooley. Then you deliberately let Yang's people see you at my apartment.' 
 
    'I'm not forcing you to stay, Martin.' 
 
    'Where the fuck am I gonna go? The only people I know in this country are you and Peter Yang. But we'll be seeing him tomorrow when we wake up and they're fifty of his men outside.' 
 
    'There won't be.' 
 
    He poured the rest of the Scotch into his mouth. She shuffled away from him and sat with her back resting against a post. The sarong fell away from her when she opened her legs wider. 
 
    'What are you thinking now?' she asked. 
 
    'You know what I'm thinking.' 
 
    'Why don't you stop thinking and make your move.' 
 
    He looked at his hand, rocking slightly, felt like he was back inside the personnel carrier, like the sudden impact of an explosive and the fumes that had burned his lungs was happening again. He could see Lucas, his masculinity blown away along with most of his legs, much like Martin's ability to help, to feel in control.  
 
    He lunged for Tomoko Iwamoto, his hands reaching out for her throat. The scene had already played out in his head, getting his meaty hands around her slender neck and squeezing the life out of her. He was on his back, pain in his ribs, like he'd been hit by a car. She was standing over him. 
 
    He got to his feet, put up his fists with his elbows tucked in tight to his stomach. She scratched the tip of her nose. He went into her and made a solid jab toward her head, made another where he thought she'd ducked, swung his fist into her body.  
 
    She'd barely seemed to move, but he'd never touched her. Each blow had been brushed aside like it was nothing. He felt anger and frustration rising inside him, gritting his teeth. She had an expression of curiosity, then the hint of smile in the corner of her mouth. He approached her faster this time, tried a few punches that should have had her on her ass, then she hit him. He felt three blows into his face, so fast it was like he'd been punched by a machine. For a second he had hold of her arm, raised his fist to slam into the side of her head. 
 
    She was a flash of sudden, explosive energy. She landed a sharp kick into his stomach that knocked the wind out of him. He collapsed to his knees. He had to stay there for a few seconds. He thought he was fast when he jumped to his feet, that his body weight would flatten her to the porch. He didn't even know how she'd hit him, he just felt the impact of blows delivered with such accuracy it was as if he was moving in slow motion.  
 
    He hit the floor spitting blood, feeling his lip swell, his left eye starting to close. He staggered to his feet, shaking the dizziness from his head, raised his fists again. He took a step and she moved forward on her toes to meet him. She ducked, twisted, hammered a punch into his side. 
 
    It was a pain like he'd never felt before and it took him all of his strength to stay on his feet. 'Fuck.' 
 
    'Come on, Martin. You want to give up?' 
 
    Martin ripped his gun from its holster. 'Fuck you.' 
 
    Before he could level the gun Tomoko had moved, her leg raised high and her foot snapping twice into his face. Then she kicked him off the porch and landed on top of him, her finger jabbing hard into his shoulder. He felt his whole arm go numb. She had her mouth close to his. He didn't realise what she was doing until she had her hand in his pants, his belt open. He grabbed hold of her wrist and she pushed his gun under his chin. 
 
    'Why do you have an old fashioned gun, Martin?' 
 
    'I'm an old fashioned kinda guy. Get your hand off me.' 
 
    'Don't you like you it?' 
 
    He could feel her warm breath in his mouth. She kept the gun under his chin when he moved his head. 'It's not what I intended doing right now.' 
 
    'What did you intend?' 
 
    He gritted his teeth, feeling the numbness he felt in his arm travelling across his shoulders. 'You really know how to push all the right buttons, Tomoko. I was going to push yours one last time.' 
 
    Her mouth brushed his, lips becoming red with his blood. 'You don't know if you want to fuck me or kill me.' 
 
    'I think my life would be easier if you were dead.' 
 
    'Then why are you getting hard?' 
 
    He kissed her and she sucked his tongue into her mouth, pulling his pants loose and using her foot to push them down to his ankles. She straddled him, tossing the gun across the lawn. He blinked away the rain from his eyes, watched her in the light from the cottage wipe away the hair stuck to her face, then he got his hands around her neck.  
 
    She made a sudden gasp, his fingers squeezing through the softness of her flesh to the harder tissue of muscle and sinew. She didn't react immediately and Martin had a thought that this was how it was going to end for Tomoko Iwamoto, passing out on top of him - rolling her lifeless body to one side. She pulled back the middle finger back on his left hand, a sudden jerk that made him cry out from the pain, then she landed a punch square into his nose that left him stunned. 
 
    She moved her body, arching her back and taking hold of his wrists. Her breasts brushed against his chest and he felt his cock touching the wetness of her pussy. She lowered herself and he slid inside her. Blood dripped from his nose and ran down his cheek, but all he could think about was how she felt, sliding her pussy up and down him like she knew exactly what he was feeling. He broke his wrists free from her grip and grabbed hold of her ass, squeezing hard, hurting her and seeing her teeth flash white in the darkness. 
 
    He flipped her over onto her back and she wrapped her legs around him, wiping quickly at the blood on his face, clouding his eye. He thrust down into her, hard and deep, his heart racing. Her thighs squeezed against his sides, her nails in his back and dragging across his flesh. 
 
    'Come on, Martin.' She pushed up against him. 'If you're going to quit then get off me.' 
 
    And then her body shuddered and he felt her pussy squeezing him, forcing his own orgasm to flood into her. 
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    Drive My Car 
 
      
 
      
 
    'Drive,' said Tomoko. 
 
    Martin did as she told him, taking the driver's seat and using the navigation hub to find the list of the vehicle's last routes. He found the hospital and hit the 'display map' option, thinking if the journey was going to take a few hours he'd rather do the driving himself than let the computer take him there. 
 
    Tomoko didn't say much. She'd placed a bunch of flowers on the backseat, where Jess sat with her nose in a book. 
 
    Nothing was said about the previous evening. He was glad of that. He'd slept well, in the chair next to the bed where Jess slept, despite the cuts and bruises from the night before. He ached like he'd been on an assault course. the signpost for the hospital appeared and he turned into a long driveway. 
 
    They waited. Tomoko seemed tense. After ten minutes she decided to wait outside. He told Jess to move onto the passenger seat, where he'd told her to sit before, but she'd insisted on sitting with Tomoko. 
 
    One of the doctors appeared, holding an umbrella over a woman's head. Martin couldn't make her out until she moved closer and Tomoko moved away from the car. Short hair, a red-brown colour, pale complexion. She was tall, judging from Tomoko's height. She looked refined, like a business woman or the young wife of a millionaire, wearing a knee-length skirt and a matching jacket. Martin figured she was attractive, though he couldn't see too well from the rain streaking down the passenger windows. 
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    Sim Hospital 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teja's room smelled of starched sheets and phenolic disinfectant. As she opened her eyes she became aware of another, familiar smell. Chewing gum. Dr. Foster stood at the foot of her bed, reading the data on a chart and chewing furiously. 
 
    'Good morning,' he said, almost managing to speak and chew at the same time. He clipped the chart to the bed frame. 'How do you feel today?' 
 
    She'd felt every pinprick, every probe, parting and penetrating the orifices of her body like a lubricated plastic worm. The autodoc next to her started to wheeze, drawing yet another sample from the sensor attached to her finger and the needle stuck in her arm. 
 
    'Feeling better?' he asked. Teja thought he asked the question like he already knew the answer. 'Gave me a bit of a scare yesterday when you took a bad turn from the drugs. Sometimes happens. You seem all right now.' 
 
    Concern barely registered in his voice. If she died it would be no great loss. They'd have to pay Tomoko her money back, no doubt a compensation deal would have to be made. Teja wasn't a patient, she was a product of bio-engineering. Top of the line. At least she used to be. 
 
    She raised herself higher on the pillows piled behind her. She felt better, stronger. She was being restored to her mirror image, the one she remembered. If only they had a sim drug to repair emotional scars, burnt and decayed bridges of confidence. Confidence in humanity. 
 
    Right now she needed Tomoko more than she ever had. 
 
    The fluorescent light bouncing off the pale walls hurt her eyes. Teja could see better in the dark than humans. It was another useful feature engineered into her, like her ability to resist disease and infection, the ability to regrow limbs like a newt. The best of Nature's crop. She took a sip from the straw the autodoc held out to her. Its metal sides shimmered like scales. 'Are you growing my arm today?' 
 
    Dr. Foster seemed pleased with himself. 'Yeah. It'll take about sixteen hours. All you have to do is lie there. Dr. Thomson is also going to start work on that nasty gash on your head. If you were human you'd have died from that. I sometimes envy you sims.' 
 
    'You envy sims? Would you like to be one?' 
 
    He exhaled a breath through pursed lips. 'No. I was just saying I envy your biological abilities, your immune system.' 
 
    'Do you have children, Dr. Foster?' 
 
    'I have a son.' He tapped one of the pens in his breast pocket. 'A self-replicating product would be counterproductive.' 
 
    She sank deeper into the pillows. 'The procedure to regrow my arm will take sixteen hours and forty-nine minutes.' 
 
    She could tell he wanted to say something, but all he managed was to stifle a cough with his fist. 
 
    'You have a visitor,' he said. 
 
    His coat flapped as he made his exit. Tomoko eased past him in the doorway, gliding into the room. Her bruises were healing quickly. Teja thought she must be using drugs and nanobot therapy. 
 
    Tomoko dropped a catalogue onto the bed beside her. 'Pick whatever you want,' she said. 'I'll call back tonight. I can't stay, I have some people to see.' 
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    Memories 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teja didn't remember anything about the hospital in India where she'd been born. The womb may have been artificial, but the principle of coming into this world was the same, though quicker and less traumatic for the dripping infant. She had no parents. Simulants had genes, strands of DNA carefully chosen and spliced to create a person human only in appearance.  
 
    She'd stayed at the hospital until she was a year old, then, like a harvested crop, she and the other sims were taken to a hospital in New Delhi. School, hospital and home, it was all of these things. 
 
    When the sims would walk in the city in pairs, people would point at them in their purple uniforms, the Gentech logo embroidered across the jacket pocket. Her friend was called Vanaja. They used to hold hands, skipping when the supervisor wasn't watching. They knew they were different. Other children weren't guarded and attended to night and day. 
 
    Teja could talk before she could walk, found advanced mathematics undemanding before puberty. By the time she was seven she was asking questions the supervisor couldn't answer. Why am I here? Why can't I leave? 
 
    You are a simulant, the supervisor would say. 
 
    Teja knew, like the others, what she was. At eleven years old she knew exactly what that meant. 
 
    She awoke into darkness. The autodoc shuddered as a car turned around in the road below, the shadow of the Venetian blinds crawling across the ceiling. Newly-grown fingers twitched. 
 
    Time on the autodoc in luminescent green said 4.17 am. Teja groaned. She could feel the bedsheet underneath her new index finger. She scratched the material, listening to the sound it made. 
 
    The car reversed, Venetian shadow laddering the wall, reflecting from the square head of the autodoc and rippling across the bed. The machine watched her, metal sides, glass optics, cold tubes and plastic capillaries. She supposed she had to be thankful for flesh. 
 
    The darkness swallowed the ceiling and made the corners of the room black wells. The darkness had been her friend, a place of refuge. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teja wanted to roll over onto her side, curl up. Force the memories away. She had to sleep on her back, keeping her arm straight and the wires and glistening tubes undisturbed. The ceiling moaned hollow breaths.  
 
    Tentacles oozed down the walls like black-treacle fingers, feeling their way blindly toward her. Sometimes the memories came for her, sticky residues that remained in her dreams. 
 
    The man's breath smelled of beer and cigarettes. His stubble scratched her face. Fingers, moist with sweat, lifted her dress and probed the elastic of her panties. 
 
    Lights blinked and tiny monitors flashed data from the console behind the autodoc. She shifted position slightly, feeling the probes and intravenous drips pulling at her flesh. The blanket felt heavy, pressing her into the bed. She lifted the blanket with her good hand, allowing the material to fall freely and create a draft that blew over her torso, under her arms and around her throat. 
 
    She closed her eyes. She would try to sleep. 
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    New Sim 
 
      
 
      
 
    'Do I look okay?' 
 
    Teja turned from the mirror. Dr. Foster had a strange expression on his face, his mouth open like he was expecting birds to fly in there and clean his teeth. 
 
    'You look great.' The hair stylist was packing her scissors and bottles of gels into a foldout case. 'Never seen a simulant with red hair before. Can't you change the colour just by thinking about it?' 
 
    Teja had turned back to the mirror. She'd used the make-up Tomoko had supplied sparingly, adding only slight enhancement to her cheeks, eyes, and lips. She thought that was all she needed. 'I can, but my old colour still has to grow out naturally. My hair grows at a normal rate.' 
 
    'Human rate?' 
 
    'Normal for humans.' Teja watched the hair stylist for a moment, wondering if a human's attitude to simulants had changed during the three months she'd spent living with Tomoko. Then there had been the three weeks hiding in the dark, cowering in the ruin of a building in an abandoned village. 'Everything that applies to you is the same for me. We're not that different.' 
 
    'Simulants live longer,' Dr. Foster added. 
 
    Teja was aware of his eyes following the curve of her calf as she slipped on one of her shoes. 'A nice trade-off, wouldn't you say?' She placed her hand on his shoulder while she slipped on the other shoe. A manicured finger gently brushed the short hair on the back of his neck. She moved to the hair stylist and lightly squeezed her arm. 
 
    'You're welcome,' the woman said. 'Just as well we can't do that trick with our hair, could put me out of a job.' She laughed, big round earrings swinging. 
 
    Teja checked herself in the mirror one last time. 
 
    'Can you get my bag, Dr. Foster?' 
 
    He did as she asked, following her down the corridor and into the lobby. A holographic butterfly fluttered over the receptionist's desk. Teja approached the glass doors.  
 
    Through the rain, she could see Tomoko leaning against her car. She wondered what she was thinking, if she was nervous. Teja pressed her nail into the palm of her hand, trying to remember her old confidence. Behind her, Dr. Foster was struggling clumsily with a big umbrella. She pushed open the door. Warm air rushed into the air-conditioned interior. 
 
    'Pretty as pie,' said Dr. Foster, moving with Teja so the umbrella stayed over her head. 'You're starting to look better yourself,' he said to Tomoko. 'Those bruises have virtually gone.' 
 
    'Thanks,' said Tomoko. 
 
    Teja tried to stop herself from becoming breathless, from grinning like a school girl. She could tell Tomoko liked what she saw. She had to remain calm. She focused her attention from Tomoko's face to the small box she carried. 
 
    'What's that?' 
 
    'Just something I picked up.' The box disappeared into a pocket. 'Do you feel well enough to meet someone?' 
 
    'Why wouldn't I be well enough?' 
 
    Tomoko raised her face against the rain for a moment, droplets glancing off her cheeks and nose. When she spoke to Dr. Foster her eyes never left Teja's. 'Put the bag in the car.' 
 
    Sat on the back seat with Tomoko, Teja took a last look at the sim hospital through the rear window before the man driving made the turn onto the main street. The car pitched as the wheels on one side splashed through a deep puddle, then they were picking up speed, the sun reflecting off the wet road.  
 
    Teja slipped her hand into Tomoko's, the touch soothing her a little. It had been a long time since Teja socialised with humans, though seeing her restored face and body in the mirror at the hospital reminded her of how things used to be. This time she would be free, she would be loved. She would act on her own decisions. 
 
    The man driving turned his head to cast Teja a glance. 'I'm Martin.' 
 
    'Yes, I've heard all about you,' Teja replied. She was gently stroking her thumb across the back of Tomoko's hand. 
 
    'I'm Jessica.' The teenage girl's head appeared between the seats. She grinned and slipped headphones over her ears. 
 
    'Were you in there for a check up?' asked Martin. 
 
    'Repairs and maintenance. I'm a simulant.' 
 
    'Yeah, I know. You said that like you were making an apology.' 
 
    She noticed his blue eyes watching her in the rear view mirror. He had broad shoulders and thick wrists, hair brown and unkempt. 'Apology?' 
 
    'For being a simulant.' 
 
    'I'm not sorry for what I am.' 
 
    He made a right and Teja saw his face for the first time as he checked the junction for on-coming traffic. Strange beard, like an old paintbrush. Late forties perhaps. 'Why should you be? Mankind's fucked the planet over so many times now it's like a big sore ass in the middle of space. Been better if we'd have put sims in charge. You're a much nicer bunch of people.' 
 
    Tomoko groaned in her throat. 'Shut up and drive, Martin.' 
 
    The road, that had been long and straight, lined with the remnants of dipterocarp forest, split into three lanes. They took the one that followed the signs for Kuala Lumpur, taking them south over a narrow bridge. Teja watched the muddy water below surge and boil.  
 
    For the first time in what seemed forever Teja felt normal. She could look at the world and not be afraid of it looking back. Air could pass through her nose and mouth and into her lungs with ease, she could walk straight without her spine feeling like it was trying to push her shoulders into the floor.  
 
    There was no need to hide in the dark any more, to dissolve her ruined face into the shadows. Confidence couldn't be built back up as quickly as Dr. Foster and his team of technicians had restored her physically. She'd seen and endured far too much for emotional pain to be drugged and sutured. She would try to restore faith where there had been hatred, though only slowly, cautiously. Tomoko would help her to function as a simulant again, and as a woman. 
 
    She watched the traffic, the people on the sidewalks. They seemed trapped in a never-ending circle, the same vehicles and humans on every street. Faceless people on a dying world, spiralling into oblivion. Nothing would be the same again. How could she view the humans and their world with the same eyes after what had happened? And her new eyes saw clearer than the old ones.  
 
    Tomoko squeezed her hand, as if she sensed Teja's thoughts. Teja looked from the view outside to the Japanese woman next to her. She saw no decay in Tomoko, only a female that, like the cherry blossom, went through stages of growth and withdrawal. 
 
    Martin parked on a quiet street in the shade of a tall factory, steam churning from huge silver ducting. The doorway they approached was plain, darkness beyond. Teja followed the girl, who walked with her hands in the pockets of denim dungarees, a white T-shirt underneath. She didn't seem to know where they were going, following in the steps of Tomoko and her father.  
 
    The place was a bar for working men. Western men. Teja had never been in one of these places before, but she knew all about them from TV and conversations she'd overheard. Plain chairs, bare floorboards stained by years of alcohol, blood and dirt, tables that wobbled and a jukebox full of forgotten songs. Two men played pool, drinking from bottles between shots. The owner had given it the Americana feel, a taste of home perhaps. Mirrors on the wall advertised Coca Cola, license plates for Cadillacs and Buicks, a black-and-white photograph of cowboys posing with their guns. Behind the bar was an old rifle and a painting of a buffalo. 
 
    Martin walked up to the barman. 'Four beers, please.' 
 
    The man's eye twitched, thumb smoothed a thick moustache. 'I ain't serving her.' 
 
    'Who?' 
 
    'The brat.' 
 
    The man had a fading tattoo of a snake on his forearm. 
 
    'Ah, come on. She's nearly sixteen. It's hot outside.' 
 
    The man made a wordless mumble. 'Is it ever anything else?' 
 
    Four cold bottles appeared. The barman cranked off the caps one after the other. Martin handed them out, keeping the last for himself. 
 
    He took a drink, long and slow, said to Teja, 'What's wrong?' 
 
    'I've never had beer before.' 
 
    Martin drank again. He rubbed the bottle across his forehead. He watched Teja take a tentative drink. She took another. 'That's good, huh?' 
 
    'I'm not sure.' 
 
    'Forget everything you've been told,' said Tomoko. 'You can do anything you like now.' 
 
    'Can I leave?' 
 
    'Sure.' 
 
    'Then I choose to stay,' said Teja. 
 
    Martin checked the time on his watch. 
 
    'We're five minutes early.' Tomoko pushed her hair behind her ear and took a drink of her beer. 
 
    'Are we meeting someone?' asked Teja. 
 
    'We're waiting for a call from my friend Jimmy. A call to the cell phone could be traced.' 
 
    The cue ball slammed another ball into a pocket. Teja looked across at the men. They were wearing the same company overalls, possibly belonging to the factory facing the bar. Their attention seemed to be split between the pool table and Tomoko and herself. 
 
    'Where are we going from here?' 
 
    Tomoko slipped onto a high stool. 'Martin and Jessica are going to Japan. They'll wait for us there until we can join them. We're going to find this man Fernandez I told you about.' 
 
    'I don't know what you've got planned,' said Martin. Teja wondered if Tomoko found him attractive. 'Or how you're gonna do it. I'm just glad I won't be there to see it.' Before he took a drink from his bottle, he said to Teja, 'If you had any sense you'd leave.' 
 
    From somewhere behind the bar a telephone buzzed. The barman answered it. 
 
    'Hey. You with the tits.' The barman's voice cut through the bar like a horn. 'You Tomoko?' 
 
    She took the call, spoke quietly for two minutes. When she finished the barman snatched the handset from her, as if she'd taken an extended liberty with his property. 
 
    'Everything's set. Jimmy's arranged a high altitude flyer to get you and Jess to Osaka. If everything goes to plan I'll see you in about three days.' 
 
    Martin looked as though he wanted to say something, though he only lifted his shoulders. 
 
    Teja only knew a few details of what was being planned, what she'd learned from Tomoko during her visits to the hospital. Her sim mind was yearning for more information, though right now she was enjoying her first cold beer. 
 
    Outside the bar, the rain had stopped and the sun was hot and fierce. Martin looked up and down the street. The girl sat on the passenger seat. Teja's bag was taken out and placed onto the sidewalk with a heavy metal briefcase. It looked as though Martin was taking the car and leaving Tomoko and herself to make alternative travel arrangements. 
 
    Martin played with the dressing wrapped around his hand for a few seconds, checked the gun in the hip holster at his side, then got in the car. 
 
    'I'll be seeing you,' he said to Tomoko. 
 
    Teja watched the vehicle cruise down the street and turned at the first junction. She picked up her bag. 'Where do we start looking for Mr. Fernandez?' 
 
    'The obvious places first. How are you feeling?' 
 
    'Better.' 
 
    Tomoko pulled a pair of sunglasses from her pocket and gave them to her. 'I got you these.' 
 
    'I don't really need sunglasses.' 
 
    'They'll hide your eyes so you don't have to make them change colour. You don't want to end up frozen on a freighter heading for some mining colony. Happens to a lot of sims. They just disappear.' Tomoko slipped on her own sunglasses.  
 
    'Do we have transport?' 
 
    Tomoko gestured up the street just as the bar door opened and the two factory workers came out. They were unshaven and smelled of beer and sweat. Teja felt the muscles in her stomach tighten. 
 
    She walked alongside Tomoko, carrying her small bag. All the possessions she owned. It wasn't much, just basic toiletries and a few clothes, but they were hers. They came to a large square of gravel where a motorbike leaned on its stand. A man with a limp ambled out from behind a broken hoarding, layers of old adverts peeling away. He rubbed his left eye like a tired infant. 
 
    'I looked after it for ya, Tomoko.' 
 
    'Did you see anyone?' She secured the briefcase to the rear luggage rack. 
 
    'Nobody.' He used his hand to shade his eyes for a moment. 'Hot today. Girl like you gonna go nice and brown.' 
 
    'It's always hot. You should get yourself a hat.' Tomoko pulled a crinkled bill from her back pocket and gave it to him. 
 
    'Fifty?' His arms flopped to his side, a marionette with its strings cut. 'What am I gonna do with fifty? That ain't gonna get me jacked in for even an hour. Oh, fuck.' 
 
    'Jonny. Jonny.' Tomoko's voice was soothing. 'Take it easy. I'll give you a hundred. Just stay away from China Town.' 
 
    'But that's where --' 
 
    Tomoko gave him another fifty. 'You can use the Ampang facility. If I see you again you know what will happen.' 
 
    He stepped back. 'Yeah, some bad shit.' 
 
    When the man had gone, shuffling down the street, Teja asked, 'Who's he?' 
 
    Tomoko got on the bike and thumbed the ignition. 'Metal junkie. Got himself addicted to the Fractal Wood Corporation's cyberscapes. I use him now and then to snoop around. He brought my bike here.' 
 
    'Will he die?' 
 
    Tomoko kicked up the bike's stand and shrugged. 'I don't know. Some lose their sense of touch. Nothing is real anymore.' She throttled the engine and the bike purred. 'Come on, get on.' 
 
    Teja straddled the bike behind Tomoko, her skirt riding up her thighs. She put the bag across her knees and held onto Tomoko's waist. 
 
    There was little traffic on the roads that Tomoko used. Occasionally they were on Kuala Lumpur's busy main streets, though only for a few seconds as they cut across from one alley or back street to another. They fishtailed in front of a bus, stopping close to a police car waiting at a red light. Tomoko kept her head low, then took the first left as the light changed to green. Teja held on, the bike's engine vibrating between her thighs, the wind whipping her hair back. 
 
    They stopped on an upper level of an empty multi-storey car park, behind a concrete pillar. Tomoko placed the briefcase on the floor ten feet away from the bike and pressed a stud recessed into the top. Something inside beeped twice. 
 
    Teja watched, curious, though she was more interested in simply observing Tomoko than in knowing what she was doing. 'Is this place safe?' 
 
    'There's nowhere safe. You can leave your stuff here.' 
 
    They started the winding walk down the ramp. The art gallery where Fernandez had an exhibition was just around the back of the car park. They paused at a white stone bench where yellow and blue flowers spelled out the logo of an Off World courier on the grass, one of the art gallery sponsors.  
 
    Teja straightened her clothes and loosened her hair with splayed fingers. It had been a long time since she had an appearance to take care of, though she'd slipped into that way of thinking almost as soon as she had seen her re-formed face in the mirror at the hospital. 
 
    'You know what to do?' asked Tomoko. 
 
    'Don't worry.' 
 
    Teja made her way across the street to the art gallery, moving quickly up the stone steps leading to the glass frontage. A sign read 'exhibition closed'. She tried the first door and found it locked. Peering inside, she could see tall packing crates, rolls of bubble wrap and the general untidy litter of a place about to be deserted. To her left, two men were dragging something wrapped in plastic down the corridor. She didn't recognise Fernandez from the videos Tomoko had shown her. A security guard startled her when he tapped on the glass door. 
 
    'Closed,' he said, his voice muffled. 
 
    'Is Mr. Martinez-Perez here? I have an appointment with him.' 
 
    He leaned away, shouted something, turned back to her. 'No. You might try and call his office. The number's on the posters at the front.' 
 
    She started to walk away. 'Thank you.' 
 
    Tomoko waited on the bench, sat with her legs crossed. Her hair had a slight reddish sheen under the bright sun, like cherry wood. Teja hadn't noticed that before. In the apartment there had been plenty of things she had never noticed, when she had watched Tomoko coming and going on the street below through the slats over the windows. She sat next to Tomoko, remembering how they'd first met. The sun seemed to darken.  
 
    Teja realised she was passing out. She managed to fall sideways with her head on Tomoko's lap before blackness completely engulfed her. For a brief moment she could feel Tomoko's fingers in her hair, smell the flowers that lined the road. 
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    In the Service of Humanity 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teja remembered most things clearly, though nothing more clearly than the day she had been taken into service. That was what Gentech called selling one of their simulants, a euphemism that didn't fool any of their bio-engineered products. 
 
    When Teja had been called from her room, where she had been playing chess with Vanaja, she guessed that it was because she had been sold. She had walked down the long, cool corridors without any particular thoughts in mind, without any fear or apprehension. She had known this day would come, had known from the day she was created that she was a simulant, brought into life to serve mankind. 
 
    She had walked into the Director's office like she had many times before, wide-eyed and innocent. She had moved between the two men and gone straight to the aquarium, looking for the khooli loaches. She knew they were in there somewhere, hiding at the bottom amongst the rocks and shells. Perhaps behind the diver and the bubbles bursting from a treasure chest. 
 
    'As you can see, this is our most curious simulant,' had said the Director. 'Teja, I want you to meet Mr. Tito.' 
 
    The man had held his hand out, the cuff of a white shirt poking out from under the sleeve of his black jacket. A tie with dancing snowmen on it. Teja had never seen snow. She had shaken Mr. Tito's hand at eleven years old. Five years later she would join his company's staff as their lead programmer, creating software for automechs on deep space refining stations. 
 
    She had gone back to her room and spoken to Vanaja in Punjabi. Tito was Italian she'd told Vanaja. She'd spoken to him in his own language to help calm him. Why? Vanaja had asked. Teja had reached to the bag of candy smuggled in by one of the gardeners. The human had looked as though he needed reminding of home.  
 
    Pleasant memories. Bad memories. 
 
    Teja couldn't forget any of them. They could never fade over time, they could only be locked away in a dark part of the brain. Sometimes memories were like severed limbs, reattached and growing from her body in places where they didn't belong. 
 
    She slowly opened her eyes. She saw Tomoko, laid on her side facing her. Teja didn't have to look around to know that she was on a hotel bed. Tomoko smiled, and she chased away the dark, sticky residues of Teja's dreams, the memories she could only control during the waking hours. 
 
    'I dreamed of a stickman with a huge erection and two pink lizards playing poker,' she said softly. 
 
    Tomoko pushed back strands of hair stuck to the sweat on Teja's forehead.  
 
    Teja lightly touched her face, the smooth, restored skin. For a few seconds she could still feel the motions of the truck, rising and falling over a thick slurry of mud that had washed down from green slopes. It was a recurring dream. 
 
    The air conditioning hummed and random chatter came from a cell phone on the table at the foot of the bed. A television was on with the sound turned down, and a song in Malay about broken mirrors and lost love murmured from a radio. Teja brushed her hand down Tomoko's naked arm. She was wearing a yellow vest and the panties Teja had seen before, the ones with a small purple flower in the middle. 
 
    'Do you dream about the past, Tomoko?' 
 
    'I dream about my father. And my mother.' Tomoko paused to listen to the cell phone for a few seconds, something about a mech gladiator spotted at a Jiffyquick food store. 'Sometimes I dream about the dōjō where I grew up.'  
 
    'I wish I didn't dream. I dreamed of the auction again. It was different this time. The woman they pulled from the back of the truck and shot in the face didn't die. She was decaying in the heat. By the time we reached the auction she was just rotten clothes and black bones. I guess that's what she looks like now, in the jungle where they'd dumped her.' 
 
    'The past can make us stronger, Teja.' 
 
    Teja sighed. Her apartment in up-town Saigon was gone. So was her allowance that furnished her with the best of everything. Mr. Tito had taken care of her, protected her, up to the point where his company profits had begun to slide and he had realised he would have to move Off World. Teja never had never found out why he didn't want to take his four simulants. Too expensive perhaps, more cost effective to sell them to another company. Kaori had been sold to IBM, Tabatha transferred to Force Eleven's office in Hong Kong. Teja and Penelope, the sim everybody called Ponytails, had been sold to one company and then another. Sold and transferred, like bad shares a stockbroker wanted to hide and forget. 
 
    She hadn't known how she'd come to be on the mud road, riding in the back of a truck with eight other women, in the hands of criminals dealing in flesh. They'd stopped at an old holiday resort, empty for decades and left to Nature's undoing. There had been men in this place, men with money, men with guns, men who had wanted to force their way into the soft folds of her body. She didn't want to remember the man's short beard scraping over her face, but the memory was persistent. His tongue licking across her chin and over her lips. Her hand pushing against his face, until there was a crunching sound. His head twisting sharply. 
 
    She concentrated, trying to force the memories away. The painful impact of a machete on her skull. A mad flight through a forest, where she'd lost the men chasing her. A dark room with the metal bars over the entrance was the last ghostly image to fade, the place where Tomoko had found her, cowering behind machinery that hadn't been operated for decades. 
 
    'Come on,' said Tomoko, rolling across the bed. 'Get dressed. I've been starving waiting for you to wake up.' 
 
    Teja watched Tomoko stretching her arms to the ceiling. The lean muscles on her shoulders flexed and relaxed. 'I'm sorry. I feel fine now.' 
 
    'It's my fault. You were supposed to have five days recovery and observation at the hospital.' Tomoko tied her hair into a ponytail with a red band. 
 
    Teja sat up and looked around the room. They were in a hotel. Through wooden blinds, she could see an en suite bathroom. 'Were you bored watching me sleep?' 
 
    'I can think of a better way to spend seven hours.' Tomoko pulled a white tank top from a holdall. 'Oh, the TV and the radio. I'm listening for any signs of Fernandez. He's in this city somewhere. I've got the cell phone set up for Celebwatch. It's a group I joined who message each other whenever they spot someone famous.' She slipped on the top and moved to her pants lying on a chair. 
 
    'What happens when you know where he is?' 
 
    'We go get him. Are you hungry?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    Teja rose quickly. She could already feel the new strength in her body, a spring in her step that wasn't there before. Dr. Foster had done a good job. 
 
    She made use of the toilet before taking a shower. A small bottle of complimentary shampoo told her where she was, the Hotel Istana on Jalan Raja Chulan. She thought about getting the shampoo she preferred from her bag, though didn't want to test Tomoko's patience. For now the green goo she squeezed onto her palm would do, washing away the still-lingering smell of the hospital. 
 
    When she was dried and dressed, she brushed her hair one last time and turned to Tomoko, seeing her folding a wad of HK bank notes and slipping them into a back pocket. 
 
    'How many times do you need to brush your hair?' Tomoko picked up her cell phone. 'You look great. Let's go before it gets too late.' 
 
    'Too late for what?' 
 
    Outside on the corridor, Tomoko said, 'Too late for whatever we need to be doing.' 
 
    They found a place to eat in an open corner of a shopping mall not far from the hotel. Only two of the tables were taken, one by a group of Chinese, drinking beer and waiting for their food to arrive, the other by an American couple, trying to talk between the playful antics of two girls. Tomoko asked the man shuffling from the desk to the kitchen area what was good. 
 
    'Everything's good,' he said in Cantonese. He seemed as much animated by the sight of Tomoko as he did by the quality of his food being brought into question. 'She thinks our food is shit,' he shouted to the kitchen. 'Shall we beat her?' 
 
    The men at the woks, dropping vegetables into hissing oil, turned slightly and returned various comments. They were laughing. 
 
    'Do you have lobster?' asked Teja. 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    'What about . . .' Tomoko made a claw-like pinching sign with her hands, unable to remember the Cantonese word for crab. 
 
    Teja was about to help out, when the man realised what Tomoko wanted. He nodded and they followed him into the kitchen. 
 
    'Fresh,' he said, lifting the lid from a large bowl on the floor. Inside were two crabs. One had a leg detached. 'I'll do you a good price.' 
 
    'How much?' Tomoko tapped the hard, chitinous shell of one. A claw made a feeble attempt to grab her finger. 
 
    The man's face wrinkled in thought. 'Three-hundred. Cheaper if you pay in HK dollars and not ringgit.' 
 
    Tomoko clapped her hands. 'Okay.' 
 
    'My first dinner date,' said Teja in Japanese. They sat at one of the tables. Four big fans spun on the ceiling. 
 
    'It can't be your first,' said Tomoko. 
 
    'My first with you.' She looked around, at the men drinking beer and chatting noisily, the girls chasing each other in circles, a waiter filling bottles with soy sauce. The man came over with a tiny dish of sliced peppers, chopsticks and napkins, and asked what they'd like to drink. Teja gazed at Tomoko, her eyes almost as dark as the blacks of her pupils. 'I'd like a beer,' she said. 
 
    The man looked up. There seemed to be some commotion coming from the other table. A man had his arm raised, making a circling motion to his colleagues. Teja thought he was ordering another round of drinks, though from the words exchanged with the waiter, he was including Tomoko and herself. He told the waiter to put everything on his bill. 
 
    'Why is he paying for us?' Teja leaned closer to Tomoko, afraid the men might hear. 
 
    'He knows who I am.' Tomoko raised her hand to him. 
 
    The beer arrived, one large bottle and two glasses. 
 
    'Triad,' said Tomoko, 'though I don't know which gang. At least we ran into the right sort.' 
 
    'What about the wrong sort?' 
 
    Tomoko raised her top slightly. 
 
    'Don't you go anywhere without a gun?' asked Teja. 
 
    The beer was cold and refreshing, somehow quenching her thirst more than iced water. 
 
    Tomoko placed a chilli slice on the tip of her tongue. 'I know right from wrong. You've got potential, Teja, you just don't know it yet.' 
 
    'What do you mean?' 
 
    'You're a Class C simulant, military model.' 
 
    'I'm not a military model.' 
 
    'Of course you are, all Class C simulants are military models.' 
 
    'Made to high specifications and with certain abilities, but I don't have those. They designed the Class C types for combat and technical purposes. I'd still need all the training and the enhancements.' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'Do you ever listen to yourself talk? If you're going to get close to Fernandez you're going to have to loosen up.' 
 
    'Loosen up?' 
 
    'Start thinking like a woman and not a simulant.' 
 
    Teja reached for her beer. 'I can't change what I am, Tomoko. The way I speak has nothing to do with being a simulant.' 
 
    'I know that. But you can do things humans can't. You can listen and adapt pretty fast, get yourself a new way of thinking.' 
 
    'I'm not used to changing who I am. I had a routine job and a routine life, there was never any reason to change.' 
 
    'But you can if you want to.' 
 
    Overhead, the fans continued to spin, cooling this quiet corner of the mall like they had for decades. Tomoko placed the cell phone on the table and they listened to the Celebwatch reports coming over the tiny speaker. Celebrity cooks, news readers, game show hosts who seemed to be permanently on TV. Tomoko said the planet was sinking into mediocrity because anybody with any talent had already shipped out. 
 
    The food arrived twenty minutes later on a metal plate. Chunks of crab meat encased in fractured shell, covered in a dark, sweet sauce.  
 
    Tomoko explained what she had to do over the course of the meal. All she had to do was get close to Fernandez and go with him no matter where he went. Tomoko would follow and when an opportunity presented itself she would join her. Use your abilities to your best advantage, Tomoko said. 
 
    Teja was wondering what her abilities were as they walked back to the hotel, knowing where Fernandez was from a news report on the restaurant's TV. There was a leaving party for the artist at one of KL's exclusive nightclubs. 
 
    It was almost dusk when they'd left the hotel and now night had fallen completely. They ran across the road, finding a gap between a truck and a boy buzzing along on a scooter. 
 
    When they arrived back at the room, they wasted no time. Before Teja had finished changing her clothes, Tomoko had ordered an autocab. Teja used the mirror in the elevator to apply make-up. 
 
    Teja watched Tomoko from the autocab for as long as she could, then it pulled into traffic and Tomoko vanished into the night. 
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    Dim Sim 
 
      
 
      
 
    Photographers and media geeks tried to get the attention of the celebrities making their way into the Subtropic Club. A woman stepped out of a stretched limousine, legs appearing first. Camera flashes lit up the night. 
 
    There was a crowd of perhaps six-hundred people, pushing and jostling to get a glance of whoever it was they'd come to see. Teja had forced her way to the front, to the barrier and the guards wearing black suits and black ties. She tried to listen to what the men and women at the other side of the barrier were saying, though she only caught parts of conversations over the noise.  
 
    She could see no way to the main entrance of the club, except perhaps if she pulled up in one of those cars. And then she would need an invite to show the security. 
 
    Teja wandered down the street, to the furthest edges of the building. It was quiet here, dark, black bags piled up over two abandoned cars. Shops and stalls were closed, shutters and metal railings padlocked. She faced the building opposite the club, its walls surrounded by scaffolding. She thought if she could get up enough speed she'd be able to jump from the highest platform and land on the narrow balcony with the broken window. She would need to find a way in. 
 
    Rotten plywood panels covering a doorway peeled away easily. She squeezed through a narrow gap, pulling the boarding back in place behind her. The smells of chemicals and oil inside. She moved cautiously, edging through the darkness. A passageway opened into what might have been a reception area. Glass and debris crunched under her shoes. She saw a stairway going up. 
 
    She reached the fourth floor and moved off the stairwell, through a doorway and into a large open room. She saw the windows, a pale orange glow at the bottom from the lights on the street. Something scurried over her foot. And then she stopped, listening and staring into the darkness. Maybe twenty feet away, a black shape lifted itself from the floor. Other shapes appeared from behind broken furniture and dark alcoves. Just mechs, she told herself. 
 
    A squat mech on wheels rolled toward her, silver liquid in a tank riding on its back. Other machines appeared, some on wheels, others on legs that old servos could barely operate. They were broken, obsolete, machines abandoned by their masters and now hiding in this decaying building. Teja saw two more appearing out of the darkness, domestic maintenance models. 
 
    She continued to the windows, peering down onto the street through the dirty glass before searching for a latch or opening mechanism. She climbed onto the scaffolding and bent down, squatting with her face only inches from the glow of an automech's photoceptor. The iris in the eye narrowed. 
 
    The planks under her feet creaked and flexed. There were no handrails or kickboards, maybe because there had been plans to renovate the building decades ago. She moved close to the edge, looking across at the nightclub building, the window she needed to aim for. 
 
    She backed up as far as she could and ran parallel to the wall, picking up speed before the arch of her foot jammed into the edge of the planking, and then she was in the air, the wind filling out the jacket under her arms. She hit the balcony and grabbed hold of the railing. She heard the noise of her left shoe land on the pavement below. She looked down, slipping off the other shoe before swinging her legs over the railing and bending down to the window. 
 
    She couldn't see much through the small, broken pane, but she could tell that it led into an empty room. She was about to brace herself between the rail and the window, use her feet to force the window open, when she noticed the steel frame was slightly ajar.  
 
    She pushed it open and crawled inside. It seemed to be a storeroom. Light came through a panel above the door, allowing her to make out cleaning equipment. She could feel the thump of the club's sound system through the floor, tickling the soles of her bare feet. 
 
    Wide, arched portals led into rooms, furnished with huge cushions and low glass tables, dimly lit by virtual pictures and projected holographs.  
 
    There was an open space at the end of the corridor, men and women dancing and talking. She glimpsed a security guard watching her, maybe wondering who she was. 
 
    She moved quickly down a spiral staircase to the level below, then slipped into a writhing mass of dancers when the guard appeared at the balustrade. He must have realised she didn't belong here. She opened her mind, allowing herself to be carried along on a wave of noise and images. She watched how they moved, how they spoke, remembered the tiny nuances of speech and motion. The dancers moved around her, arms and hips brushing against her.  
 
    She was learning, adapting, taking in everything she would need to become one of them, to speak the way they did, to move her body suggestively to a fast, pumping rhythm. She didn't think about the images and sounds, she just accepted them.  
 
    She closed her eyes, and saw Tomoko on the hotel bed. She was on her side, hip sweeping up from her narrow waist, dark eyes gazing back into hers, just like they had when they ate the crab, fingers glistening with sticky sauce. She opened her eyes. She would have to leave now, quickly before the guard asked her questions she was unprepared to answer. 
 
    Back at the cleaner's storeroom, she went onto the balcony, climbed over the rail and realised that jumping back wouldn't be easy. She could take only three steps along the outside edge of the balcony before she would fall off, though it was enough to allow her to land on the scaffolding two floors below. She climbed up to the floor where the mechs were hiding. The squat one with the glass cylinder on its back rolled up to her. She sat on the floor in front of it with her legs crossed. 
 
    'Do you understand me?' 
 
    The response flickered across the small display on the machine's bevelled head in green letters. 
 
    'I need light.' 
 
    A compartment opened at the top of the mech and a bar of light on a jointed arm illuminated the floor. She waved her finger for the mech to come closer. A design aid mech of a type she'd used before. She looked across the room, to the faint illumination coming from the other machines. She opened a panel on the machine's torso, started to pull out memory modules, unravelling cables and optical links. The machine seemed to wheeze, cooling fans stuttering on dry bearings. 
 
    Another mech rolled over to watch. Teja reached out and caught the machine before it could back away, opening a panel to quickly break the power lead to its wheels. Paralysed now, the machine could only watch as she started to pull out circuit boards, inspecting them carefully before placing them with the others, or throwing them to one side. 
 
    'What's the condition of your smart fluid?' The machine didn't display the answer. 'It's a chance to be useful again. You can help me.' The iris in the eye opened slightly, letters printed across the display. 'Good,' she said. 'Is your 76-90 port still working? Good. Find the video filmed outside the Subtropic Club for tonight, the women getting out of the cars and walking the red carpet. Search the women seen with Fernandez Martinez-Perez, video and photographs, and cross reference the clothes they were wearing.'  
 
    She unbuttoned her jacket, then the blouse, unzipping her skirt at the side and letting it fall to her feet. When she was down to her bra and panties the mech hit her with its light. She continued to undress until she was naked. 
 
    The machine made a crackling sound. 
 
    'You're going to mould a smart fluid dress straight onto my body.' She turned with her back to the mech and bent over slightly, her legs apart. 'Make it tight and short. And make it metallic, like mercury. I want it to give a distorted reflection from any light sources.' 
 
    She slid the reservoir of smart fluid from its holder on the machine's back and placed it on the floor between her legs, careful the wires trailing from it didn't become disconnected. 
 
    She looked down between her legs when she heard the reservoir opening and touched her calf to the valve at the side. Her breath caught in her throat when the liquid shot out and wrapped itself around her leg, cold against her skin. It moved slowly, a thin line slithering up the inside of her thigh. She stood with her feet apart, raised on her toes, her hands behind her head as the liquid followed the contours of her leg, splitting at the top of her thigh, moving over the curve of her buttocks.  
 
    She swayed her hips, getting accustomed to the feel of the smart fluid against her skin. It felt like a trickle of icy sweat running up her back, then pulling her breasts up slightly as it tightened against them. 
 
    She took a breath, unsure of what she was feeling, but knowing that it felt good. Hands moved, exploring, sliding over her body, the smart fluid like a second skin, a tight metallic sheath, yet soft and pliable.  
 
    Teja made the leap back to the nightclub faster and with more confidence than she had before. She listened with her ear close to the storeroom's door before going out into the corridor, looking about before running into the Women's restroom. There was a girl in here at one of the vanity mirrors, checking something on her face. A tiny skirt, gold top that looked like a spider's web, white hair shaped into a crown. 
 
    Teja stood next to her, pretending to check her make-up. 'You ever feel that you're being watched?' 
 
    'All the time,' the girl said. She opened her mouth as wide as she could. 'That's why you're here wearing that dress. So men can gawp at us.' 
 
    The girl went into one of the cubicles. Teja set to work quickly, running a tap and washing her hands and face with the soap from a dispenser. She got her hands wet and slicked her hair back, taking it behind her ears so it curled a little around her jaw. She applied the girl's lipstick she'd left on the table, and just before she ran to the door she took the girl's shoes. 
 
    Wearing those shoes must have made Teja five-inches taller. They pinched her toes, though nothing she couldn't handle. As she walked, getting used to the sensation of the heels, she changed her eye colour to green.  
 
    Teja moved toward the pumping music, lips parted, eyes wide, hips swinging with clockwork perfection down the corridor. 
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    Simulation 
 
      
 
      
 
    'Hey, baby,' a guy said to her as she passed him. 
 
    Teja thought to say, I don't see why you should call me 'baby'. But now she wasn't thinking, she was acting. Cruising through a room full of people on those heels and feeling confident.  
 
    Men wanted to know her name, they wanted to look at her. It was a different feeling to meeting one of Mr. Tito's new clients and shaking hands. She didn't have to guess what these men were thinking, she knew. It was in the air like radar, thoughts straying to all kinds of possibilities as they watched her moving across the floor toward the bar. She never realised how much could be communicated with just a look.  
 
    Stop thinking, she told herself, just ride it and see where you go. She watched the other women, dressed in a fashion like herself, not thinking, not wondering what was in the minds of these men, not even caring. They just moved around in their outfits with flesh on display, letting cleavage, ass, legs, hair, and eyes do all the talking. The bartender was looking right at her. 
 
    She eased through the crowd, guys and skinny girls holding glasses, hips circling to the music, leaning into each other to be heard. She raised her hand for the waiter to meet her at the end of the bar. He was Chinese, but Teja knew he'd speak to her in English. 
 
    He leaned over the bar, his face blue for a moment as a projected manta ray swam between them. 'Hey, gorgeous.' 
 
    She rubbed her palm over the stubble on his cheek. 'You gonna get a girl a drink?'  
 
    'You name it.' 
 
    'Pocarri Dacks, and don't give me mineral ice cubes.' She straightened his bowtie. 'I want pure water ice cubes and fresh lemon, not that shit you sliced thirty minutes ago.' 
 
    The drink was red, two slices of lemon floating on top. As she walked away she knew the waiter was watching her, and it occurred to her that she liked what he was thinking. 
 
    She reached the floor below. Spotlights beamed down from the ceiling, swirling wide and then narrow across the walls and floor. Naked, projected men danced on rotating platforms. She moved through the gloom, feeling the heavy bass of the music in her chest. She took a drink of the Pocarri Dacks, liking it, dancing with a guy for a few seconds, writhing against his hands sliding over her hips. 
 
    She moved down more steps, couples kissing everywhere. The nightclub changed again, more open now, the music behind her and up the stairs. There was a gallery here, pictures flat on the walls with little spotlights over them. She finished her drink and took a glass of champagne from a waiter's tray, taking a sip as she looked around. She would move slowly, gradually let the artist see her, sneak in and become part of the group no doubt surrounding him.  
 
    'This looks interesting,' she said.  
 
    The man who stood gazing at the photograph gestured to it with his glass. 'It says a lot about the frustration he was going through at the time.' 
 
    'Really?' said Teja. 'Are you sure?' The man wore wire-frame glasses that seemed too small for his head. On the wall was a black-and-white photograph of a man clutching his penis like he was trying to throttle it. 
 
    'You can see from his inability to cope with his third divorce. There is always purity even in his most controversial creations.' 
 
    'It's so easy to get confused.' She took a drink of the champagne. 'Tell me more.' 
 
    Teja walked with him to the next picture, a photograph of clouds that had been coloured with crayons, as if by a child. Teja listened to him talking about Fernandez, absorbing information. A guy shuffled next to her with a bandage around his head. She caught him looking over her body for a moment, aware how exposed she was here in the light. But she had a new confidence now, standing with one hand behind her back. She gave him a quick smile. He wiped his palm across his nose. 
 
    'I love his new work,' said a woman with blue hair. She wore a rubber dress that squeaked when she moved. 
 
    'Fuck're you talking about?' The guy with the bandages and the dark lines under his eyes nervously gulped pink liquid from a bottle. 'What's surprising is the little plaque that says this piece sold for fifty-six grand. You see that?' He pointed. 'I could do that standing on my head. Hell. I could take a wiz on a canvas 'n' you fuckers would buy it. I'd call it 'Takin' a Piss Number Three'.' 
 
    'Why number three?' asked Teja. 
 
    ''Cos it doesn't mean anything.' He sniffed and pulled at his pants. 'Nice outfit, 'bout the only thing in this place worth looking at.' 
 
    He laughed to himself, hand shaking slightly as he brushed a clump of tangled hair from his eyes. 
 
    'Do you like it?' 
 
    'I like it. I'm just not in any state of health to get over-excited.' 
 
    Teja took his arm.  
 
    'I could do with a hand to keep me steady,' he said. 'I was shot, you know.' He tapped his fingers to his chest. 'I got a plastic bone here now and a few organs kindly donated by some sims. Drugs keepin' me light though.' 
 
    'Do you know Fernandez?' 
 
    'No. My boss is somewhere here. I came with him. Never been in a limo before.' 
 
    'Let's go find him.' 
 
    'Sure. I wanna go soon anyways, get back to the hospital.' 
 
    The man who'd been talking about Fernandez touched her hand, trying to get her attention. She gave him her empty glass. 
 
    Holding the man's arm, they passed through a doorway. Guards with automatic weapons watching but not moving. 
 
    'My boss's just trying to perk me up since I got shot,' he said. 'Thought I might wanna see an exhibition and have a few drinks. He's been good enough to fix all the hospital bills. I was out cold for two days. Got me in one of those private rooms. You push a button and a nurse comes in right away.' 
 
    'Who's your boss?' 
 
    'That dude there with the pretty lady.' 
 
    'The one with the yellow dress?' 
 
    'One next to her. The Asian chick.' 
 
    'I see. Who is he?' 
 
    'Mr. Yang.' 
 
    Teja said, 'So that's Peter Yang.' The man scratched his forearm like he had something irritating him under his skin. 'He must know Fernandez.' 
 
    'Man knows everybody,' he said. Then he did a little dance to the music coming from the floor above, shaking his head and twitching his scrawny shoulders. 
 
    'I want to meet this Peter Yang.' 
 
    He followed her when she started walking, going straight for Peter Yang, but keeping it slow. She could see he was watching her approach, raising a cigar to his mouth and giving her a curious look, not too sure if she was walking toward him or to somebody else close by. He had an arm in a sling and a Band-Aid on his cheek. 
 
    'Dooley.' Peter Yang was looking past Teja to the man with the bandage on his head approaching behind her. 'Where have you been? I told you to stay with the exhibition.' 
 
    'I got bored, man. I seen all this stuff and the music up there sounded better. Besides, all these fruitcakes looking at me funny.' 
 
    Teja didn't realise Peter Yang was talking to her until he raised his voice slightly, asking who she was. 
 
    'I'm Teja,' she said, like it was obvious. 'And you're Peter Yang. I've heard so much about you.' 
 
    'And I know nothing about you. Maybe you'd like to tell me something about yourself.' 
 
    There was something familiar about the woman standing next to him, the way her dark eyes glanced around the room. She looked about twenty-six, Japanese perhaps. 
 
    'You might have seen my picture,' Teja said, 'in the Hong Kong Post. I was involved in the takeover of Lumbroc and Pope just before they shipped out.' It was a good lie. She'd read enough in the papers to be familiar with the real estate company that had sold up and moved Off World, there been little else to do when she was stuck in the apartment while Tomoko was away. Watch TV, peek at the kids down on the street, avoid the mirrors in the bathroom. 'We bought prime HK real estate for six-hundred million dollars,' she said. 
 
    Peter Yang was nodding his head and blowing smoke, either agreeing with her, or liking the sound of that much money.  
 
    'Property's dead.' 
 
    'The company is looking at the short-term investment.' 
 
    'This is where the money is now, in history that can be moved.' 
 
    'In art?' asked Teja. 
 
    'Not just art.' 
 
    Teja wanted Peter Yang's wife to look at her again, so she could see her eyes. The man called Dooley didn't seem to know what to do with himself, so he just stood alongside her. She gave Peter Yang a cute smile, saying, 'I'd give you my card, but I'm not carrying any,' making a motion to indicate the smart fluid dress, and casually moved over to one of the displays. 
 
    A wooden pedestal supported a large monitor, set at an angle so it could be viewed from above. It ran a six-second scene in a loop. A close-up of a penis penetrating a girl's ass, accompanied by a shuddering, almost painful cry, repeating over and over. 
 
    A man appeared at the other side of the exhibit, palms held together in front of him, like a happy monk. 
 
    'You like this one?' he said. 'It's cool, yeah? I had a couple this morning, little fat man from the Philippines with his French wife, and they stood there for sixteen minutes. Didn't move an inch. He was like this, you know.' He did an impression of the guy standing there, staring with his mouth open. 'I think after they went home and had a good time.' 
 
    'You think so?' said Teja. 
 
    'Sure. Well, what does it say to you?' 
 
    Teja didn't look up when she said, 'It speaks of many things.' 
 
    'Tell me.' 
 
    'It says more about purity than the others.' She glanced up, recognised Fernandez. The sound of the girl moaning between them.  
 
    'There is no purity. It's just about fucking, okay?' 
 
    'I like the woman's shape,' said Teja. 
 
    He was a small guy, black hair that had been sprayed with some stuff to make it glisten. He was clean shaven, apart from a very thin line of beard that went down the middle of his chin. Loose pants, a baggy shirt with billowing sleeves. 
 
    'Not a woman. A girl.' The cries from the screen's speakers repeated, panting gasps, then a high-pitched squeal. 'For this piece the girl had to be a virgin. You know why? Otherwise when I penetrated her anus how could I capture the true power of the moment? I think the purity you refer to is like innocence. This is innocence. One moment it's there, the next I take it away.' He walked around the exhibit to be at Teja's side. 'Of course, after the act there is no innocence. This piece keeps that one moment between innocence and non-innocence alive for all time, preserved. It's my favourite piece in the whole collection. You like it?' 
 
    'Yes.' She was thinking as she spoke that he looked more like a boy than a man. She moved closer to him, glancing down at the monitor now and then with her lips slightly parted. Then she laughed, looking away from Fernandez to Dooley, his little finger poking his ear. 
 
    'Why do you laugh?' 
 
    'I just can't believe I'm standing here talking to you. The man who sacrifices everything for his ideas.' 
 
    He nodded, signing a brochure for a woman before he answered. 'Art is consuming. I want to be consumed by it. I want people to look at this exhibition and feel that my art is like a drug, you know, addictive. I want people to be aroused. You feel that?' 
 
    He was staring at her, and Teja stared back, thinking how she could convince this man to take her with him to wherever he was going next. Her eyes lowered to the image on the screen, saying, 'If you want me to say I'm aroused, I'm not.' 
 
    He waved his hand to the picture on the wall to his left. 'This doesn't arouse you?' 
 
    Playing it cool, but hoping not to go too far, she said, 'The girl's got a nice pussy.' 
 
    'That all?' 
 
    'I've seen one before.' 
 
    'This one is sepia toned and the model was photographed riding in a glass elevator.' 
 
    'That I've never seen. But I'm sure you've got more to show me.' 
 
    'I have. A new creation. My last work before I leave.' He offered her his arm and they moved to the next room. 'A gift for the ambassador's daughter. Hey, look at this.'               
 
    The canvas was white, reaching to the ceiling and stretching out by maybe ten feet across the floor. Teja stood next to Peter Yang. Drop your card into my office, he'd said to Teja, just before Fernandez took centre stage in front of the canvas. 
 
    Fernandez bowed. 'This piece is only made possible by the generosity of my friend and sponsor, Mr. Peter Yang. Please, Mr. Dooley.' 
 
    The man called Dooley appeared from the middle of the crowd, looking bewildered but going along with it, like he'd been chosen to help with a magician's trick. He stood where Fernandez positioned him in front of the canvas, making a pose with his head sideways and his arms making squares, Egyptian hieroglyph-style. 
 
    'Man, I gotta stand like this for long?' Dooley flicked his head to get his hair away from his face. 
 
    'Not for long,' said Fernandez, stepping back to view the canvas, then making a few adjustments to Dooley's pose. 'Perfect.' 
 
    A couple of light bars started to flicker, changing from gold to blue. A woman sat, a synthesizer played a repetitive string of whining notes. 
 
    The crack of sound didn't make Teja jump, but it did make her hold her breath for a few seconds. Something had exploded inside Dooley's left wrist and blown open his radial artery. 
 
    Dooley screamed and tried to stem the steady flow of blood, looking frantically at the crowd as if they might have an answer. Blood made spots and lines across the canvas, smudged in places by his feet. 'Shit, I'm fucking bleeding. Oh, man, this is seriously fucked up.' 
 
    A small chunk of flesh exploded from his neck. He twisted and yelped, hand coming to his throat, blood shooting up over his head when he pressed his hand to the wound. Fernandez pointed a remote control at Dooley, using it to activate more of the tiny devices implanted under his skin.  
 
    One exploded on Dooley's thigh with a puff of smoke, bringing him to his knees. He was wailing now, a panting cry, the woman on the synthesizer trying her best to match the sounds.  
 
    Fernandez rushed onto the canvas and pushed Dooley's head down, leaping back and prodding a button on the remote. There was a louder bang this time that brought screams from the artist's audience and the explosion ripped apart Dooley's head, splattering blood, bone and chunks of brain across the canvas. An eyeball had made a red line across the canvas and stopped at Teja's feet.  
 
    Peter Yang took the Asian woman's hand and started walking to the exit. Four men and two women followed behind him. 
 
    'Not exactly what I was hoping for,' said Fernandez, studying what remained of Dooley painted across the canvas, 'but still workable.' 
 
    The applause was coming to an end when Teja went to the artist's side, whispering into his ear. 
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    The Dream of the Fisherman's Wife 
 
      
 
      
 
    From a bar with a canopy of fake banana leaves, Fernandez dropped broken ice into three glasses, saying, 'Are you thinking I wouldn't have an apartment like this? The Japanese Ambassador's daughter stayed a few nights ago, she couldn't believe I did my own cooking. I like this place, high up, I feel free.' 
 
    He was still talking, saying something about how he loved the view out of the forty-fourth floor window, the lights and all that, though Teja was barely listening. She was looking at the girl called Poppy Jay sat at the other end of the sofa. She had a birthmark on her arm and a graze on her knee. 
 
    'You have a nice apartment,' said Teja, looking from Poppy to Fernandez. He was stirring the drinks with a long glass rod. 'Those ready? We're getting really thirsty over here. Come and join us so we can have some fun.' 
 
    'Take your time,' said Poppy. 
 
    'I bought tall glasses just to make Petronas Towers. I mean, how could you possibly drink a cocktail named after such a tall building out of a short glass?' He twisted the top on a bottle of something and poured out equal measures. 'But some people do. It should be illegal. They should be fucking killed. I apologise for the wait, ladies. One of the glasses wasn't perfectly clean so I boiled it in the washer. To kill all the bacteria.' 
 
    'Bacteria?' said Poppy. 
 
    He said, 'You can never be too careful.' 
 
    Teja was wondering what kind of situation she'd got herself into. If Fernandez had more than one apartment there was the chance that Tomoko might go to the wrong one. Teja was trying not to think how Tomoko would be able to find the apartment even if she could find the building. I'll be right behind you, Tomoko had said, but you'll never see me. It was already 1.22a.m. 
 
    She saw everything play out in her head. They'd finish their drinks and make small talk, which would move onto Poppy saying something that would lead to kissing and the loosening of clothes. The sofa was big and soft, so maybe they wouldn't move to the bedroom. It all depended on what Fernandez had in mind, or what he was used to.  
 
    Teja had carefully questioned Poppy in the limo, finding out that she was the daughter of a wealthy American actor, and she'd been to Fernandez's apartment several times before. It seemed logical that if he wanted to experiment privately like he did with his art, Poppy wouldn't be returning. She looked about nineteen. 
 
    Fernandez was singing to himself in Spanish. He said, 'Put some music on. Just hit the button.' 
 
    Poppy crawled to the hifi, her skirt pulled tight around the curve of her ass. 'Which one? Oh, wait. I got it.' 
 
    Music thumped from the speakers, filling the room. Poppy found the volume control and turned it down as Fernandez walked toward them with a glass in each hand. He gave one to Teja, the other to Poppy when she jumped back onto the sofa. 
 
    He said, 'You like it?' 
 
    Teja drank some more through the straw. Ice cubes made it cold. 'Delicious. It's spicy.' 
 
    'A touch of spices to add flavour.' 
 
    'Orange and pineapple.' 
 
    'Your sense of taste is amazing.' 
 
    'I could drink these all night,' said Poppy. 'Are you making more?' 
 
    He went to the bar to get his own drink and squeezed between them when he came back. 'This is how it should be, a beautiful girl at either side of me.' 
 
    He had his hand on Poppy's thigh. 
 
    'I think you spend every night like this,' said Teja. 
 
    He placed the cocktail on the glass coffee table. 'I wish I did. I'm too busy. I have to produce new pieces for clients, I have to socialise and go to those dreadful parties. It never ends.' 
 
    'You find beauty in the strangest things.' Teja was leaning closer to him now, getting comfortable, sitting sideways on the sofa with one leg tucked underneath her. She felt the smart fluid dress following the contours of her body as she moved. 
 
    'Death is beautiful,' said Fernandez. 'Love is beautiful.' 
 
    'Hoyte said your art was extreme and the work of a child.' Teja remembered what the man at the gallery had told her. She watched Fernandez over the rim of her glass. Poppy was smiling at her. 
 
    Fernandez said, 'Critics. I'll tell you what they know.' He leaned forward quickly, took a drink from his cocktail, and sat back between Poppy and Teja. 'Pornopsychedelic art expresses the intricate relationships between flesh and mind. I can find beauty in almost anything, in death, in violence, but especially in women.' 
 
    She thought about Poppy leaning over Fernandez. She saw herself moving closer. Her hand reaching under her top. Teja stirred the drink, ice rattling, Poppy staring straight back at her, said to Fernandez, 'When do you leave?' 
 
    'Day after tomorrow.' 
 
    'From HK?' 
 
    'From Japan.' 
 
    'Aren't you concerned about the riots?' 
 
    'Forty people were killed,' said Poppy. 
 
    'It was forty-two. No, I'm not concerned. I'll have my own security, and the protection of Mr. Yang.' 
 
    'Let's not talk about that,' said Poppy. 'What have you got for me?' 
 
    'Something special,' said Fernandez. He got up and wandered to the other side of the room behind them, into the semi-darkness. Teja heard him opening a drawer. He came back holding a little box, and sat between them like he had before. 'This is something I prepared a few days ago just for you, Poppy. Remember saying you wished the marine park was still open?'  
 
    'Is it nasty?' said Poppy. She took one of the ampoules from the case and pulled off the cap at the end. 'What is it? Is it bake?' 
 
    'Designed just for you.'  
 
    Teja watched them kiss, Poppy's fingers working at the buttons on his shirt.  
 
    'You want it?' he said. 'Let me hear what you want. Tell me what you came back for.' 
 
    She whispered, 'You know what I want. What I always want.' 
 
    Poppy opened his shirt. He had a triangular patch of black hair on his chest. She squeezed the ampoule into his shoulder, leaning back as she threw the spent ampoule across the room.  
 
    Teja moved closer, her hand on the artist's chest, caressing his neck as she kissed his cheek. Doing what felt natural, what Poppy might do. She raised her leg and rested it over his lap, Poppy feeling the smoothness of her calf. She kissed the top of her naked foot. Poppy pricked an ampoule into Teja's thigh. Fernandez sank low on the sofa, saying, 'Listen carefully. Watch what the fish do. Those crazy fish.' 
 
    'You came back for this,' he said.  
 
    'Yes,' Poppy said. The girl was undoing his pants. 
 
    Teja slid her hand inside, heard him say, this is what you came back for. He had his hand between Teja's legs, circling her thigh, round her hip, trying to get his fingers under the smart fluid dress.  
 
    She watched Poppy working her mouth up and down his penis, sliding her hand around him, slick with saliva. She'd done this for a man she'd met at the company gym before Mr. Tito transferred him to Hong Kong. She saw herself picking up the small tin soldiers he'd had in his apartment and the pictures he'd had of his mother and father, two nieces and a sister. Family, he'd said.  
 
    He hadn't said much else and had seemed nervous being alone with her. She'd been curious, had to know how it would feel if he lifted her skirt. When she had returned she'd look at those family pictures for a long time. Mother and father. Genes supplied by only two donors. They must have been so weak, she'd thought. She felt the drug altering sensory processing. She heard the sea, waves lapping a pebble beach. 
 
    He squeezed her ass, trying to pull the material away. She felt it pressing against her as it liquified and reformed under his fingers. 
 
    Teja sat up, giggling for no reason. 
 
    She felt strange. The room seemed to be breathing. The digital clock said 2.12, and the numbers were undulating, circling, like the grass skirt hanging off the hips of an Hawaiian dancer. She wondered how much time had passed, it only felt like a few minutes. 
 
    'Look at the octopus,' she said, pointing to it and laughing. A moray eel poked its head out from behind the television. 
 
    She stood, turned around and fell back onto the sofa. Poppy was on her hands and knees, naked, her back arched because an octopus had hold of her wrists and was pulling on her arms. Tentacles wrapped around her waist. A suckered tentacle reached between her legs. The fleshy body quivered and huge eyes reflected the dim light in the room. 
 
    Teja closed her eyes for what seemed only few seconds, but when she opened them she could see a crab scuttling across the floor and Poppy was sat next to her, her tongue exploring her mouth. She tasted different to Tomoko, different to Vanaja.  
 
    Tomoko always kissed slowly, moving her lips against hers, fingers touching her ear, her neck. She wondered if Tomoko would kiss her differently now, after she'd been repaired.  
 
    She felt her eyes change to yellow, her pupils elongate to black slits. It happened when she was completely relaxed. Gentech called it going gekko. Poppy moaned, then she was pulling back, screaming, running toward the arch that led to the kitchen. 
 
    'Where you going?' asked Teja. She rolled off the sofa, on her knees when a dark shape appeared in the doorway and Poppy dropped to the floor. 
 
    Teja laughed, she couldn't help it. 'Is she okay?' 
 
    Tomoko entered the room. 'She'll be fine. What are you wearing?' 
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    Simulacrum 
 
      
 
     
 
    Teja had once seen a simulant get eaten by a tiger. Not eaten whole, just chewed up a little, mostly around the throat and part of the left thigh. 
 
    The young simulants had been on a trip to Gopalpur, to swim in the Bay of Bengal. They'd taken an Airstream rotor from New Delhi and had stopped over at Bhanjanagar. It was rare for them to have two days away from their nine-hour lessons, usually only having Sunday as a break, when they could do nothing or play games in the compound. She'd swum to a platform, floating about thirty yards off the beach, sitting there with her feet in the water and looking back at the forest.  
 
    It had been just after lunch when the tiger had run out of the bushes and attacked Nisha, puncturing her throat with its fangs so that she drowned in her own blood. Teja had swum back to the beach with the other sims, though by the time they had reached her, Nisha was dead and the guards were trying to calm the sims who had been on the beach and seen it happen.  
 
    Ajay Ganesh, the police officer called to the scene by a family playing further up the beach, had said, 'They emptied the zoo about six weeks ago, just let the animals go. It must be one of the tigers from there. I can't do anything about this, you'll have to remove it yourself. It's like calling me out to look at a dead dog.' The Gentech guard had just shaken the officer's hand, said, 'We would never have called you ourselves. We can take care of this. Sorry for the inconvenience.' 
 
    Teja always thought that seeing that tiger tearing at Nisha's throat would set her up for sudden shocks in later life. If she could sit on that platform looking at the forest and remain relatively calm while a tiger killed one of her friends, then she could probably handle anything and stay in control. As far as she could tell, despite the drugs altering her perception of the artist's apartment, seeing Tomoko appear out of nowhere and Poppy Jay fall to the floor was no different to seeing that tiger.  
 
    She watched Tomoko picking up one of the spent ampoules, smelling it. Tomoko moved slowly across the room, passing the artist in the middle of the floor, waving all eight of his arms. She was wearing close-fitting black pants, black T-shirt, protective body armour like Teja had seen the cops wearing on TV. Guns in black holsters. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'Are you okay?' 
 
    'I'm fine.' 
 
    'Then let's get to work.' 
 
    'How much time do we have?' 
 
    'Not much. You'll need some clothes.' 
 
    'There are some in the bedroom.' 
 
    'I might need you to adapt again. Think you could do that?' 
 
    'To do what?' 
 
    Tomoko ripped a gun from a Velcro strap. 'This is a Ruger semi-automatic. The magazine holds ten rounds.' Tomoko released the magazine, showed it to her, slid it back into the weapon's grip. 'Magazine catch. Safety. Slide. Trigger. Point and shoot. Bang. You got it?' 
 
    'Are you asking me to kill people?' 
 
    'You might have to.' 
 
    'I can't do that.' 
 
    They got Poppy Jay to her feet and dragged her to the sofa, sleeping for all Teja could tell. She had a tattoo of a bunny on her left breast, Teja wondering why she hadn't noticed that before. The bunny winked at her and hopped onto the curve of Poppy's hip. The clothes Teja wore came from the bedroom, but she wasn't sure how she found them, or when she'd put them on. A red bra one size too small, a leather jacket with Hard Rock Café Puerto Rico on the back, a skirt with an elasticised waistband. 
 
    Tomoko was laughing as she moved to Fernandez. 
 
    Teja said, 'What?' 
 
    'You look like a hooker.' 
 
    'You think I should -' 
 
    'No time. Let's get Fernandez,' said Tomoko. 'Look at him, he's out of his head.' 
 
    Fernandez wrapped a tentacle around Teja's leg, working it up the inside of her thigh. The limbs on his octopus outfit seemed to have a life of their own. 
 
    Fernandez said, 'Look at the crazy fish.' 
 
    They got him to his feet and dragged him to the kitchen portal. Tomoko found the light switch and they made their way to the glass doors of the balcony. It was warm out here, away from the air-conditioned apartment. A carpet of city lights below. 
 
    'Hold him,' said Tomoko.  
 
    She pressed an icon on her phone and a drone appeared at the balcony, twin rotors humming, multiple appendages hanging down, making it look like a giant wasp against the night sky. It passed Tomoko a harness. They sat Fernandez on the floor while they strapped him in, got him back to his feet and pushed him over the balcony. He swung for a moment then eventually settled under the drone. It extended another arm and passed Tomoko the metal briefcase Teja had seen Tomoko carrying before. 
 
    Teja said, 'Are we flying too?' She watched the machine disappear, Fernandez underneath it, steadied in those raptorial appendages.  
 
    'It can only carry one. You ready?' 
 
    They were walking past the bar with the fake banana leaves, down the dark passageway with the mirrored walls. Teja caught her reflection, saw a woman there with a deep gash on her forehead. Something moved inside her skull, like a coiled, glistening worm. 
 
    'Hey, come on.' 
 
    Tomoko pulled gently on her fingers, guiding her to the open door. Teja remembered the corridor from when she'd first arrived with Fernandez and Poppy Jay, the man with the broad shoulders who'd escorted them to the artist's apartment. Now he was running toward them, shouting something, reaching under his coat. Tomoko pulled out a gun and fired, two shots closely spaced on his chest, then a third that left liquid pouring from the hole where an eye had been. Teja felt a desire to run, anywhere, somewhere safe, and Tomoko seemed to know, pushing her into an alcove and motioning for her to stay there. 
 
    Tomoko slipped back into a facing alcove. The gun had disappeared and Tomoko had in her hand an eighteen- inch knife. Teja heard voices, quick steps coming up the corridor and moved her hand to her mouth as the drug sent cold blood to the surface of her skin, prickling between her thighs and the back of her neck. Tomoko balanced on her toes, the knife held low. Then she moved with such speed, Teja had no chance to prepare herself, Tomoko spinning, the blade a shimmering blur whipping toward the small lump at the front of a man's throat.  
 
    He seemed to lift an inch off the floor, his head rolling through the air. And before the head had hit the carpet, Tomoko had thrown the knife down and stepped out into the corridor. She grabbed hold of the man's shirt to keep him balanced for the few seconds it took her to open fire on the three guards running up behind him. She let him go and slipped back into the alcove.  
 
    'Come on,' said Tomoko. She holstered the gun, picked up the briefcase and took Teja's hand, pulling her down the corridor. Two men slumped against the wall, another lying on his back. Tomoko jabbed the elevator call button. They waited a few seconds. Tomoko jabbed the button again, looking down the corridor at the people coming out of their apartments to see what the noise had been. The elevator arrived and Tomoko put the case inside, laying it flat.               
 
    'We need the elevator to reach the basement level after we do.' She pressed several floor buttons on the panel, the last one marked Car Park Level 1. 'We're catching the freight elevator.' 
 
    'Pretty lights,' said Teja, leaning against the wall. She felt dizzy, the drug pumping adrenalin and euphoriants. 
 
    They were running, barely making a sound, Teja in her bare feet, past men in pyjamas, a few in boxers, a woman in a pink babydoll nightdress. The freight elevator had a funny smell, oil and bad fruit. There was an old white man in the corner. 
 
    'You're not supposed to be in this elevator,' he said. 'Don't reckon that matters to you.' Arthritic fingers held a broom handle. 'They'll be waiting.' 
 
    'I know,' said Tomoko. 
 
    The man just nodded, staying in the corner when they reached the basement and the doors opened. Grey concrete down here, low ceiling, square pillars and cars parked in bays outlined with white paint. 
 
    Teja ran her fingers through her hair, feeling like dancing naked in the beams of the three cars speeding down the ramp from the high street. 'Who are they?' 
 
    'This is Travis.' 
 
    Four men got out of each car, leaving the doors open. They all wore dark suits and black ties, except one guy who wore a jogging outfit and blue sneakers. 
 
    A bald black man bent to a wing mirror to check his trimmed beard, seemed happy with it and straightened. 
 
    'No-win situation. Would you agree, Tomoko?' 
 
    The men lined up across the carpark. Tomoko scratched the tip of her nose. 
 
    'Somebody always has to win, Travis. Did Peter tell you to bring three cars?' 
 
    'We just happened to be passing.' 
 
    'You got here fast.' 
 
    'We catch you by surprise?' 
 
    The elevator opened behind them, chimed a little tune. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'No.' 
 
    The top of the briefcase revolved. Metal parts opened and connected. When Travis turned to look, there was something there that resembled a huge spider, scurrying out of the elevator, around the back of a Perodua 4X4. Teja could hear its metal feet tapping on the ground, slow, then fast. It appeared briefly, then vanished again.  
 
    Some of the men were backing away. Teja felt the gun in the jacket pocket, the Ruger. The trigger felt smooth against her finger. It was heavier than she thought it would be, when she'd seen weapons in the old apartment and resisted picking them up. 
 
    The spider appeared on top of a car, jumped and landed on a man's chest. He hit the floor screaming, though Teja could hardly hear him over the noise of gunfire. The men were shooting at the spider, then back at Tomoko. They reached a black sports car at a crouch, Tomoko releasing the door locks with a key remote.  
 
    Tomoko said, 'Get in.' 
 
    Teja slipped onto the passenger seat, glimpsing the spider losing one of its legs as Tomoko spun the wheel. Two men were running, the spider bringing one down with a limb that skewered his body. They hit the ramp going up to street level at high speed. 
 
    Neon flared through the rain bouncing off the windshield. They took corners with the rear wheels sliding over the road, the black nose of the car probing between slower cars. Teja fumbled with the seat belt, two lights glaring through the rain, close enough now so she could see the driver in the truck, cigarette hanging from his mouth, palm pounding the horn. Tomoko gave the wheel a quick quarter-turn, skirting down the side of the truck, spray from sixteen wheels hazing the road. Teja turned on her seat, saw something hit the truck behind them. 
 
    'They're following us,' said Teja. She tried the seat belt again, got it buckled. Her vision blurred, dim lights from the dash floating through the car, iridescent amoebas, a glowing sea horse. She tried to catch them. 
 
    'I know. Take it easy. Put your hands down, I can't see.' 
 
    They hit Jalan Ampang, slid across to the outside lane and passed the traffic lights on red at the Jalan Munshi junction. Above the streetlights, Teja could faintly make out the beacons on the KL Tower, blinking through the rain. It was raining faster, pounding the pavement, the wipers on the car working harder. 
 
    She reached to the dash and fumbled for the air-con control. She gave up when a sea slug kept nibbling her fingers. They passed close to the Sungai Kelang river, black water rippling under the rain, then the road dipped and the river disappeared behind trees and a couple of shanty restorans. She glimpsed red Chinese lanterns strung from poles, green frogs in a tank. 
 
    The water on the road surged and rippled, a shoal of fish jumping and making irridescent arcs in the headlights. A triangular dorsal fin rose out of the rain bouncing across the tarmac, caudal fin nine feet behind. It cut through the rain like a knife, matching their speed. A grey snout buffeted the car, rows of shark teeth coming toward them. Tomoko wrestled with the wheel. Black eyes rolled white and the mouth opened and took a bite out of the front wing panel. The left headlight exploded. A second shark appeared, tail thrashing, dorsal fin cutting a straight line in their direction. Tomoko braked, jerked the wheel. 
 
    'Lean back,' she said. 
 
    Tomoko held the wheel in her right hand and pulled the gun with her left, emptying the magazine through the passenger window and into a shark's head. Teja's lap filled with glass and the shark bounced over the curb and rolled into a wire fence. Jalan Sultan Ismail cut across Jalan Ampang, traffic in a steady flow. Tomoko pushed on, overtaking on the far right lane. They shot the junction, Tomoko working the wheel in sharp movements. Taillights loomed up into the windshield, then fell behind them. 
 
    'Hold on,' said Tomoko. 
 
    She started to make the next turn and a shark came in fast, tail thrashing the water. It slammed into the side of the car, bouncing them over the curb, glass shattering. Teja caught the door handle, pressed her hand against the roof. The seat belt snapped tight against her chest. A seahorse curled its tail around Teja's little finger when the car shook violently, coming to a screeching stop with the front end buried in the stomach of Protein Cabin's Fat Boy. He had a waving arm that banged angrily on the hood of the car. 
 
    Tomoko shouted, 'Get out.' 
 
    Teja moved fast, popping the seat belt switch and trying the door handle, finding it jammed. She climbed out of the window. Rain ran down her bare legs. People stopped on the sidewalk to watch, faces pressed against the restaurant windows, sucking drinks through straws.  
 
    The bald man was walking toward them, holding his hand against his head, blood trickling across his fingers. He fired three shots, bullets punching holes through the cracked windshield.  
 
    Tomoko fell out of the car and fired back. The man twisted and fell. Tomoko walked over to the guy and fired seven shots into his chest. The car burst into flames. 
 
    Teja got to her feet, the drug still keeping her head light. Tomoko reached to the back seat and pulled out a raincoat, throwing it around her shoulders, over the guns and the protective vest.  
 
    They pushed through the crowd, under the balcony sheltering store fronts. Tomoko limped, holding her arm against her chest. Teja heard sirens. 
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    Incentive 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two men sat at the bar like they had a hundred times before, Saigo with a cold beer, Jimmy with Japanese sour whiskey. Saigo glanced at the clock behind the bar. 1.10 a.m. Tomoko cleared a table in the corner, eighteen years old and already taller than most of the men who came in here. Saigo arched his back and stretched. 
 
    'Dead people,' he said. 'They should be left in the ground.' 
 
    'I'm a businessman,' said Jimmy. 
 
    'Still, you try digging me up when I'm dead and if I'm anything resembling a ghost I'll haunt you.' 
 
    'I'd get more money digging up Hirohito's dead dog.' 
 
    'Saying I'm not worth anything?' 
 
    'Are you famous?' 
 
    'Somebody might want my bones.' Saigo dipped a pickle into a small bowl of wasabi. 'Some rich young thing I made an impression upon.' 
 
    The noise of a chair hitting the floor made them turn, Tomoko helping a drunk into his coat. 
 
    The bar in Himeji was empty save for half-a-dozen patrons finishing drinks. Time to cash up, lock the doors. Jimmy knew who'd be going home and who'd be wanting taxis to dice games or hookers. He'd planned to visit that special girl from Himeji tonight, special because she could get him hard with just her feet, though the whiskey was making him tired, maybe even too tired to gamble. He watched Tomoko for a moment, a short skirt showing her legs.  
 
    Jimmy said, 'How much do you think this young thing would pay?' 
 
    Saigo took a drink from his bottle. 'For me? I don't know. How much is a famous corpse worth?' 
 
    'Two million for a famous rock star like Billy Jade. I sold him to a collector in Malaka last week.' 
 
    'How many has he got?' asked Saigo. 
 
    'No idea. Told me he'd bought others from Europe.' 
 
    'You get any from America?' 
 
    'Too difficult. No one's interested.' 
 
    'Selling corpses.' Saigo was shaking his head. 'Whatever next. We keep trying to hang on to the past, that's the problem, we should let it go.' 
 
    'We have to survive, Saigo.' 
 
    'You survive well enough.' 
 
    The bar made a lot of money, then there were all the side deals Jimmy had going. Black market goods and gambling, the famous bodies from deserted graveyards, the numerous kickbacks. Jimmy supposed he did survive better than most, then again so did Saigo. 
 
    'That's true,' said Jimmy. He lit a cigarette and let the yellow flame from the gold lighter burn for a few extra seconds. 'I've got everything I want, so why do I wake up every morning feeling like everyday will be the same as the next. Even the gambling has been shit recently. There hasn't been anything to get me excited in months.' 
 
    Saigo turned to his old friend, drawing closer. 'How about I set something up?' 
 
    'Like what?' 
 
    'A little game.' 
 
    'What kind of game?' 
 
    'Something for you and a few of the bosses to gamble on.' 
 
    'Would it be risky?' 
 
    'Possibly.' Tomoko emptied the ashtray at Saigo's elbow into a metal box. 'How do you feel about putting your money on a fight? My dōjō against Yamamoto's. The fathead has been saying things I don't like, time he learned a lesson.' 
 
    'Why don't you just go see him?' 
 
    'It's not about me, it's about my students. If I lose face with them they won't train as hard. My students against his.' 
 
    'Sounds good.' 
 
    'I'll arrange it for next week.' 
 
    Tomoko moved around the tables, emptying ashtrays as she went. 
 
    Jimmy said, 'You ever think you push Tomoko too hard?' 
 
    'Has she said that?' 
 
    'You know she never would.' 
 
    Saigo looked thoughtful for a moment, then he said, 'Let's get back to business.' 
 
    Jimmy felt a shift in Saigo's mood, only slight, but enough to tell him that the friendly chat had finished. He gave a sign to Akeni, the barman who'd recently dyed his hair blond for some crazy reason, to start cashing up. The kid turned off the Sapporo sign. 
 
    'Sato is satisfied with the way you handled the Germans. They're so scared now I doubt they'll even try selling black market goods.' Jimmy thought about having one more drink, then decided he'd had enough for tonight. He had business in the morning, negotiating a deal for 250 gold coins, and didn't want to be doing it with a sore head.  
 
    Jimmy said, 'There's something we want you to take care of. Peter Yang is causing the bosses in Kumano and Kaita a lot of problems. He started out small, but now he's making more money than all of them put together. He's virtually taken over the smuggling in Kumano and the gambling all the way down to Tennō. All the big players are going to the games he runs on the riverside brothels.' 
 
    Saigo didn't seem interested, although mentioning Peter Yang had straightened him on his bar stool. 'The bosses get their cut. What are they bellyaching for?' 
 
    Jimmy, still thinking about that last drink, said, 'He's requested that Sato allow him to run the whole region, putting the bosses as sub bosses under him. Obviously no one is happy. They want to hang on to their territory and everything that goes on there. They are all loyal to Sato, he wants to keep the peace.' 
 
    'I stopped hating Yang a long time ago.' 
 
    'Sato is willing to pay you double. He wants him dead before the end of the week.' 
 
    Saigo stretched again and slipped off the stool. 'Let me think about it.' Saigo smiled and patted him on the shoulder, pulling his pipe from his pocket and scratching at the stubble on his cheek. 'Tomoko. Drive me home, I've drunk too much.' 
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Back when he'd run the bar in Hiroshima, no one had given Jimmy a hard time. Sure he was Chinese, running a Japanese bar for the local yakuza, but everybody knew he had protection.  
 
    The best days Jimmy ever had were running that little bar, just off Suga-cho and next to the Kyobashi River, close to the Hiroshima Station and the New Hiroden Hotel. He'd meet bosses and business men straight off the train, take them for some food and a drink at the bar, then take them to the hotel, where six young women, one Chinese, three Japanese, and two Western, had permanent rooms. If the guy was important enough he could take his pick of the girls, order anything he wanted from room service.  
 
    He'd taken Peter Yang to the hotel twice, the first time had been purely business, straight to the conference room without stopping for a drink, the second time he'd turned up with his own girls, one white, one black. 
 
    He'd done some scams there too, like the time he'd negotiated the sale of gold coins from two Italian mobsters. He remembered Renardo and Antonio swaggering through the hotel lobby like they owned the country, never mind the hotel, wearing leather jackets and smelling of cologne. They'd been set up under instructions from Sato, teach the bastards a lesson, he'd said. It was a message that the Japanese ran the underworld, and anyone else would be removed or financially ruined. Franco had said, it's ok, you can trust us, we're paisan. Saying it like it had been supposed to mean something.  
 
    The money had been fake, though the scam had back-fired when it had turned out that only five of the coins were real. So in the end they had gained five gold coins, but lost a suitcase full of high-quality fake currency. Saigo had been given a small job three weeks later. Renardo's head had been posted first, Antonio's delivered in person by Sato, Peter Yang at his side as the new boss of Hiroshima-Ken. Why Sato had let him live and promoted him, Jimmy had never found out. 
 
    Sitting in his wicker chair, Jimmy liked to close his eyes and let his mind drift, try not to think about today, but remember the good times that had been and gone. Tomoko walking around the bar, tall and pretty, the girl with the sexy feet, Billy Jade in his coffin in the backroom. Jimmy remembered the white guy who'd turned up with a banker's cheque, talking fast from the drugs he'd taken. The boys had loaded the coffin onto the back of a Mazda pickup, scrubbing their hands afterwards, fearful of eighty-four-year-old germs. An easy profit, twenty-percent just for keeping old Billy Jade in storage for a few days. 
 
    He was thinking about that old rocker, seventy-two when he'd collapsed and died in front of thirty-thousand screaming fans. Heart failure. Brought on by drugs and trying to keep up with a nineteen-year-old model called Morveen. There was a knock on the aluminium door again, then Tomoko's voice. Jimmy opened his eyes.  
 
    Tomoko's white top was stained with blood. Jimmy got to his feet, almost knocking over the bowls on the tray next to him. 'What happened?' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'I changed my mind about Yang.' 
 
    Hu and Jun, two men he liked to keep at the cottage, helped Tomoko into one of the wicker chairs, although it didn't seem that she needed much help. Jun, the oldest, knelt beside Tomoko while Hu said he'd get some things from the kitchen to clean her up. Jimmy sat down and picked up his cigarettes.  
 
    'He knows?' 
 
    Tomoko shook her head. Jun gave her his cotton handkerchief to hold against her mouth. She held his hand for a moment. Her blood on his white shirt. 
 
    'No, not yet.' 
 
    'Why did you let this happen?' 
 
    She touched her cheek. 'I needed some motivation.' 
 
    'Hell of a way to get it. Who did this?' 
 
    'Two of Peter's men.' 
 
    'You let them?' 
 
    'It had to start somewhere.' 
 
    Jimmy took a slow drag on a cigarette. 'Are you going to kill Peter tonight?' 
 
    'It should end in Japan, where it started.' 
 
    Jimmy nodded. He already knew what she'd say, but he thought he'd give it one more shot to convince her to do the job quickly. Give Peter less time to realise that he was involved, had knowledge of Tomoko's plan. 'How can you be sure he'll follow you?' 
 
    Hu returned with a packet of painkillers, a small basin of water and a cloth. Jun carefully wiped away the blood from her chin. 
 
    Tomoko winced. 'He will. I'll make sure he follows me. I'm the only living connection to Kameko. And I'm Saigo's daughter. He knows it's too dangerous not to know where I am.' 
 
    'If you wanted a reason to betray Peter Yang I could have given you a thousand.' 
 
    'Your reasons. I've got my own. He did kill my father. I don't believe he'd leave for an Off World colony without me. You know what happened, Jimmy, why won't you tell me?' 
 
    He watched the blood slowly being wiped away. She was a lot younger when her father had disappeared, though the face behind those bruises had barely changed. 
 
    'All I know is what Saigo told me,' Jimmy said. 'He had the money to leave, he'd made the reservation.' 
 
    'You're lying. He wouldn't leave me behind. He pretended he didn't care because he thought one day I'd be taken away from him, the same as Kameko.' She took a drink from the glass of water Hu gave her. 'I can save her, I can set her free.' 
 
    'Yang's wife is not your mother.' 
 
    'No, but she makes Peter's world perfect. I'm going to take her away from him. Just like he took her away from my father.' 
 
    'Keep still,' said Jun. The cloth wiped congealed blood from around her nose. 
 
    'You should kill him tonight,' said Jimmy. 
 
    'I'm tired. I'll sleep here for a few hours.' 
 
    'Don't play games with him.' 
 
    'Can't make it too easy. Peter would take that as a personal insult, he'd expect more from me.' 
 
    Jimmy groaned a curse in Chinese. 'What are you going to do?' 
 
    'First, I'm going to find Paul and this new guy, then I'm going to send Peter a message.' 
 
    'What about your friend?' 
 
    'I'm taking her to the hospital. She'll be safe there.' 
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    Benz on the Mend 
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling Lucy like that, with her naked ass pressed against him, made Jimmy wish he was twenty years younger. He'd met her at a bar in Klang, talking about nothing in particular, liking her short blonde hair and clear blue eyes.  
 
    Her parents were Swedish, although having been born in Malaysia she'd claimed she felt connection to that place. She'd said she was twenty-two, had an admin job in a small office. She'd laughed and taken hold of his hand, like they'd known each other for years.  
 
    She'd lived in a two-room apartment with another girl. Jimmy asked her if she wanted to go home with him and she'd said yes without even pausing. That had been a year ago. He liked having Lucy around and the boys didn't seem to mind her. 
 
    She moaned in her sleep whenever he had to move, if she was sleeping on his arm or the arthritis in his hip was keeping him awake. Tonight it was something else. He was lying on his side and she'd snuggled herself into his chest and groin. He couldn't sleep and everything in the room was something to keep him awake. Tomoko was out there somewhere, prowling the night.  
 
    His phone on the bedside cabinet vibrated. He reached over and picked it up. 
 
    'Boss,' said Jun. 
 
    'Yeah, what is it?' 
 
    'Tomoko tried to kill Peter Yang.' 
 
    The clock said 5.30 a.m. Lucy rolled over to face him, her eyes still closed. 
 
    'No, she didn't. I doubt she'd miss. What have you heard?' 
 
    'She killed one of Yang's couriers. Cut his head off. Then she shot two of Yang's guards and an accountant as he left his house.' 
 
    'When?' 
 
    'Earlier tonight. I've only just found out. You need to get out of there.' 
 
    He watched Lucy breathing, her small breasts just visible. 
 
    'Yeah,' Jimmy said. 'Come and collect me in a few hours.' 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sat on his office chair at the factory, Jimmy rocked back and looked up at the ceiling, saw the cracks fanning out from the light fitting. It wasn't the best place to hide out, though if he kept a low profile, didn't have his boys around or employees looking over-protective, then he felt he should be able to stay out of the way for a few days. 
 
    He closed his eyes, seeing himself as a young man driving down a desert highway in a convertible, Lucy in the passenger seat, wearing a pretty dress with flowers on. She was uncomplicated, that's what he liked about Lucy. She understood their relationship so they never needed to talk about it, never needed to get deep and meaningful, not like his ex-wife from thirty years ago who'd needed to talk about why they were together, where they were going.  
 
    Lucy had immediately pleased and satisfied him, sexually and in every other way. Talking to him in Chinese in that funny accent of hers. She could get him hard and keep him hard long enough for them to make love. He'd always known she was using him for money and protection, same as any other any other mistress.  
 
    'Are you okay, baby?' she'd asked him after he'd had the news from Jun. 'Sure,' he'd told her. 'Everything's fine. Feel like an early breakfast?' And she'd given the brightest smile. Pancakes and orange juice.  
 
    He didn't think he'd see her again. 
 
    Tomoko pulled up on her bike outside the office window. He'd been expecting her, though he didn't think she'd turn up until it got dark. When she reached his desk, she said, 'Hello, Jimmy.'               
 
    She looked a lot better since yesterday, the bruises already starting to heal. 
 
    'I heard,' he said. 'So now what?' 
 
    She got herself a drink from the water cooler. 'Passage to Japan. Get me a plane, a boat, anything you can.' 
 
    'You should have killed him.' 
 
    'Just like he killed my father? Shot him in the back or poisoned him?' 
 
    'Things were different then. You should stop guessing, let Saigo go.' 
 
    'Is he dead?' 
 
    'He left, or Peter made him leave, what does it matter? He had an opportunity to get off this shithole and he took it.' 
 
    'Knowing what really happened is what matters.' 
 
    He thought about what he could say, convince her that Saigo had simply left. Tell her anything except the truth. 'I know a guy who can fly you to Japan.' 
 
    One of the factory workers knocked on the office window and pointed across the forecourt. Two men stood there talking to Yong, the foreman. 
 
    'Who the hell are those guys?' said Jimmy. Tomoko moved to the window behind his desk and looked out. 'You know them?' 
 
    'It's the cowboy.' 
 
    'What do they want?' 
 
    She looked down at him sat on the chair. 'They want you.' 
 
    'We'd better hide in the warehouse.' 
 
    Maybe nerves, maybe something he'd eaten, Jimmy felt like something was using a vital part of his gut as a punchbag. He opened his desk drawer where he kept a bottle of Dr. Shen's Stomach Cure, tablets he'd been relying on for twenty-something years. Preserve Harmony the label said. He popped one into his mouth and took a drink at the cooler before following Tomoko. 
 
    'Where’s a good place?' she asked him. 
 
    They passed the windows in the main office, where the staff had left their computers to see what was going on. 
 
    'Behind the loading bay, some boxes piled there so nobody knows you can get round. Look at these punks, think they can do what they like.' 
 
    One of the strangers punched Yong in the face. Jimmy felt bad about that, Yong was a good man. He took Tomoko around the back of the offices, past the low wall where the staff liked to sit while they ate lunch.  
 
    They'd dismantled a couple of freight carriages from KTM Berhad so there was plenty going on, forklifts moving metal panels and springs, welders with cutting tools arcing sparks. He wasn't making much money out of this, but looking busy helped to cover up smuggling and the money he managed to make from organised gambling.  
 
    They slipped between a pile of railway sleepers. Jimmy lit a Hope Seven Light, the brand he'd switched to a few years ago after a doctor in Tokyo reminded him there still wasn't a magic cure for cancer. 'I can't see them staying long.' He blew smoke threw his nose. 'They'll sniff around for a while then leave. What was the point killing the courier? I understand the accountant. Parasites, just like lawyers. What did you take from him?' 
 
    'Tickets.' Tomoko peered through the massive warehouse doors, open several inches. He could hear some of the employees shouting. 'Peter needs them for his Off World smuggling.' 
 
    'They could be worth a lot. You been watching the news?' 
 
    'I've seen it. Everybody wants off. Except Peter. Why be a prince on a new world when you can be an emperor here?' 
 
    'Dead emperor,' said Jimmy. 
 
    He thought about the bar in Hiroshima, when he used to watch her floating around the tables, serving food and drinks, always the short black skirt and the legs that got her more in tips than he paid her. 
 
    'Tell me Peter killed my father.' 
 
    He sucked hard on the cigarette. 'Will it make you feel any better, Little Kid?' 
 
    'No, but at least I'd have an answer.' 
 
    He wanted to say something, then Tomoko raised her hand and he heard footsteps and an American voice. Jimmy glimpsed the man who'd punched Yong in the face talking into a phone just before he stepped away from the gap between the doors. 
 
    The man sounded stressed, pacing up and down barely a foot from where they were hiding. 
 
    'I don't know what he's playing at, he's an asshole. He fucking attacked me. Are you listening? I don't care what you do with him, Travis, he's holding me back.' He stopped talking for a moment and he kept pacing restlessly. 'He's in the office, seeing if Ho's been around.' 
 
    Tomoko moved silently to the edge of the door, a gun in her hand. 
 
    'If you think he could be working with her, what's he doing with me?' The man paused again, no doubt listening to what Travis had to say. Jimmy knew Travis, the man called on him whenever Yang wanted to convey a message, or just check up on him. Next to accountants and cancer, the only thing he hated more was lawyers, or ex-lawyers like Travis. 
 
    'Yeah, I know where that is. You gonna meet me there? Yeah, he's got a gun. You gonna get rid of him? Good. I'll see you there.' 
 
    Jimmy heard him saying, 'Fucker.' And then he was moving away. 
 
    Tomoko slipped her gun back into her hip holster, walking back toward the office. He did his best to keep up with her. Outside the windows, Jimmy could see the two men meeting up on the forecourt and talking. 
 
    'They're going to kill him,' said Tomoko. 
 
    'Ha, better him than me,' said Jimmy. He watched them walking away, probably back to the car they'd arrived in. 
 
    'I have to help him.' 
 
    'What for? One less American to worry about.' 
 
    He followed her outside, past the staff gathered at the doors. 
 
    'I might have a use for him,' she said. 
 
    She straddled the bike and thumbed the ignition. He watched her until she vanished, then rubbed his eyes and thought the money he'd left Lucy, deposited straight into her account first thing tomorrow morning. She'd be looked after, that's the way he liked to think about it, that he'd done something good for someone who deserved it.  
 
    Travis would find him eventually, or sometime today he'd cross the street and there would be Peter Yang looking straight at him. He needed to feel alive again one last time. 
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    Past Persistent  
 
      
 
      
 
    'Tell me how this is going to work out,' Peter Yang had said, looking about the startled faces like he wasn't really expecting an answer. He was here to give a speech, to lay down his terms. 
 
    He was wearing a pure wool black coat over his suit, red silk tie.  
 
    Just around the corner from the Play Pen nightclub was a small restaurant within sight of the Egret Castle where they served the best okonomiyaki in Himeji. It was a traditional place where you took off your shoes before sitting at the low tables raised on platforms from the main floor. Gaijin - foreigners - were barred, anybody who wasn't Asian. Sato didn't want to see a white face while eating and talking business.  
 
    The men sat at the three tables had paid their respects when Sato had arrived, and done the same when he'd left. A simple nod, a raised hand, a few words such as 'call on us again', or 'good health'. One of his bodyguards had helped him into his jacket while another had opened the door. All those years ago it had been pretty uneventful. As Jimmy recalled, the conversations had been mostly on women, family, current events and gambling. 
 
    Sato's car had been an imported black Jaguar. It had exploded into a million pieces, killing Sato and his two bodyguards instantly. Through the snow falling from the midnight sky, Jimmy could see the car on fire, and chunks of it burning across the street. Peter Yang had walked casually into the restaurant and delivered his line. 
 
    Nobody had moved. Five men had followed Peter and had sat at the tables like regular customers. Jimmy hadn't felt sorry for the waitress, he'd wanted to punch her in the face, anything to shut her up. Stop her from shouting abuse, waving her arms like a stupid monkey.  
 
    Peter had sighed, like he was disappointed, maybe because she was stealing the limelight from his entrance, then he'd grabbed her by the throat and had pushed her face onto one of the scorching hot plates built into every table. She'd kicked and screamed, flesh had sizzled just like the cabbage and onions. He'd held her there until she'd stopped screaming, then he'd straightened his coat, taken off his gloves and run a comb through his hair. 
 
    Jimmy Ho had a habit of remembering that night when he was drunk, and a couple of cold beers and several Suntory Hibiki whiskeys had done the job. He remembered the waitress sitting in a corner and whimpering, the only thing you could hear for a minute or two, besides the crackling of the burning car outside. He remembered that night, had it running through his head. Peter saying exactly what he'd said back then with Jimmy trying different lines. Thinking what might have happened afterwards if he'd said something different. 
 
    Jun had driven him to the Casino de Genting not long after Tomoko had taken off, going up and up the winding road until you got so high that you had to wear a coat or a jacket from the cold if you stayed outside. It had taken over an hour to get there, Jimmy listening to classical music on the radio and smoking a Cuban Robustus from a box of five he'd hoped to sell at a considerable profit. Jun had hung back when they reached the resort, puffing away on a Habanos Cohiba while Jimmy threw red and gold chips across the roulette table, shuffling them to numbers he had a feeling for. I'll play the slots, Jun had said. Take as long as you want.  
 
    The white waitress with the red hair brought him a double Suntory Hibiki with ice. He gave her another hundred-dollar tip, telling her to stay close. He drank the whiskey, savouring every drop. Alcohol brought everything into focus, made painful memories more bearable and numbed the sting when the steel ball flying around the roulette wheel came up black when you had everything on red. Jimmy merely smiled and swopped a wad of notes for more chips, placing them on numbers that had no significance.  
 
    The dealer, a Chinese kid in a purple waistcoat, called no more bets and sent the ball on its way. Jimmy moved a few chips, a hundred dollars more on twenty, all the chips from five to thirteen. He didn't know why, he just felt the urge to push the odds in his favour. Maybe San Xing, the God of luck, was looking down on him.  
 
    He'd spent a lifetime drinking, gambling and smoking, and something was keeping him on his feet, watching out for him. He'd never been to jail, never fallen to diabetes, the disease common amongst the yakuza from a poor diet and too much booze, and occasionally wondered why he'd never caught something itchy from a hooker or woman he'd picked up at a bar. He liked women, young ones with small firm breasts, the feeling of alcohol in his veins, the brief euphoria of tobacco, the buzz he got when that steel ball rolled into thirteen. He clapped his hands and emptied the whiskey glass, feeling alive. Maybe eight years ago Peter Yang had felt the same when he'd killed Sato and forced the other oyubun under his control. 
 
    Jimmy thought about that night as he made his chips into five stacks, playing out in his head Peter Yang telling them how things were going to work out from now on. There would be one boss, and all the sub-bosses would have to prove their loyalty.  
 
    There had been a lot of talk about loyalty from Peter Yang, and honour, tapping into what the Japanese in the room respected and feared. He remembered what Kazushi - the old boss from the east side of the Kakogawa River - had said, go fuck yourself, then he'd picked up his glass of beer as if that was the end of the matter. But boss Giichi had different plans, like falling in line and proving his loyalty, maybe just so he could get out of the room in one piece. He'd shot Kazushi through the chest with a .38. Jimmy found another cigar in his shirt breast pocket, taking a light from the waitress after he'd clipped off the end. He drank whiskey, trying not to remember, concentrating on the game and where he wanted his chips to fall. He put ten one-thousand dollar chips on 'even'. 
 
    'Odds' came up, number eleven. 
 
    Jimmy found Jun feeding tokens into a slot machine, trying to make sense of the virtual buttons floating confusingly above the main console. 
 
    'Let's go,' said Jimmy. 
 
    Jun fed in another token, lost it, and said, 'Where to now?' 
 
    'Let's go to Taisho's.' 
 
    An old fashioned gambling den where they played traditional games like hanafuda and cho ka han ka, just like he used to play in Japan. 
 
    In the car, Jimmy touched the switch to darken the windows, Jun driving steadily down the mountainside. He closed his eyes, thinking he might have drunk just a little too much, memories coming back to him all too frequently. That night, with Sato's car still smouldering outside, Peter Yang had told everybody to leave then sat across from Jimmy. He remembered the conversation, could see Peter Yang drinking from a tall glass of mineral water before he spoke. 
 
    'Why didn't Saigo kill me? Do you know?' 
 
    'What would he gain?' 
 
    'I took his wife from him, isn't that reason enough?' 
 
    'He can't bring her back.' 
 
    'Tomoko still works at your place? I heard about what happened at the dōjō competition. I never realised Saigo was training her.' 
 
    'He pushes her, trains her pretty hard.' 
 
    'I'm going to have to watch her. Now about Saigo, something has to be done. I can't make plans with him threatening my business. You'll have to do something about that, not just for your sake, but for Tomoko's too.' 
 
    'What are you saying?' 
 
    'You can keep your bar, and whatever else you have going on. Tomoko can work for me. You've lived here long enough to understand how important loyalty is.' 
 
    Jimmy opened his eyes, saw the mid-afternoon sun disappearing behind a black cloud. His phone buzzed and he pulled it from his pocket to tap the answer button. 
 
    'Hello. Okay. I'll be back at the cottage in about an hour.' He hung up. 
 
    'Who was that?' asked Jun. 
 
    'Tomoko's bringing some guy and his daughter to the cottage.' 
 
    'What guy?' 
 
    'I don't know.' 
 
    'We still going to Taisho's?' 
 
    'Forget that now.' 
 
    Eight years ago, on a dry evening in the middle of winter, Jimmy had fallen behind Saigo a few steps so he could pull a pistol from his pocket. He'd shot Saigo in the back of the head and killed him instantly, the martial arts sensei falling down the steps of the dōjō, blood splashing over the faint scratches where Tomoko and some kid called Clark had carved their names. 
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    Message in a Bullet 
 
      
 
      
 
    Watching Tomoko on the large TV, Peter Yang could see the defiance in her, the calm restraint that stopped her from killing Travis, hurting him with a sudden blow practised repeatedly in Saigo's dōjō. Her eyes remained steady, Travis talking slowly, then she took a breath. 
 
    Peter touched 'rewind' on the remote and the picture backed up a few seconds. He watched her mouth, the full lips parting when Travis told her the arrangements for the birthday party. Tomoko told Travis she would kill him one day, calmly moving the bag of guns from the coffee shop table and placing it on the floor. The hidden camera caught the moment, though no matter how many times he watched the footage he could see no signs of emotion. The pauses, the breast rising with deeper breaths, the predatory eyes fixed upon Travis - he still couldn't discern what she was thinking. Peter wasn't sure whether he found that arousing or frustrating. 
 
    A telephone sounded and his assistant, Giselle, answered the call in her office. She had a room at the house, close to the living area, where he kept a TV and a library of books. She was easy on the eyes, attractive in a skirt and blouse. He'd insisted the skirt always be above the knee so everybody could see her slim, tapered legs. 
 
    'I am occupied,' he said when he heard Giselle's footsteps coming toward him. 
 
    'I'm sorry. He said he's called Martin.' 
 
    Martin? Peter wasn't sure if he knew anyone called Martin. He took the phone, remembering the new man Travis had said was ex-military. 
 
    'What's the problem, Martin?' 
 
    'Paul's dead,' the voice said. 'She cut his head off.' 
 
    'Who's she?'  
 
    'The girl. The girl at the hospital.' 
 
    He fumbled with the remote for a moment, wanting to pause the picture but hitting fast-forward instead. He stopped the video and the screen went blue. He placed the remote on the leather cushion next to him. 'Are you certain?' 
 
    'Yeah, I'm sure it was her. She took the package we collected from the guy at the hospital.' 
 
    'They're gone? What's that terrible moaning?' 
 
    'It's the barber.' 
 
    'Well tell him to be quiet.' 
 
    After the phone call, Travis on his way to sort out the situation, Peter decided to take a long shower, feel the powerful double jets massaging his back and chest. He watched the white, frothing soap washing away from his feet, thinking that if he'd lost the tickets Yamaguchi would have had no choice but to kill him.  
 
    The boss of the Miyamoto-gumi answered to even higher oyubun, and to keep face with them he would have to pay a hefty loyalty fee. He ran his fingers across the short black hair on the back of his head, wondering if Yamaguchi would send a lone gunman or maybe something more elaborate like a DNA bomb.  
 
    He could imagine the headlines, 'Business Tycoon Gunned Down', 'Kuala Lumpur Crime Lord Murdered in Gangland Vendetta'. He was accustomed to making headlines, preferably without undignified pictures. Sprawled out on the floor, maybe his suit from Chu's on Hennessy Road covered in blood, holes torn through his Maples of London shirt, limbs at awkward angles. He imagined they'd shoot him in the face, just to glorify the pictures in the morning papers.  
 
    He would find Tomoko, take the tickets back, and then do what he knew one day had to be done. It would be easy to kill Tomoko, tell her he'd pushed too hard and he was ready to let her go. I'm sorry, he'd say in Japanese. Then Travis would shoot her. Everything would be washed clean. 
 
    He pressed his palm to the gold shell on the wall and the shower stopped. Giselle handed him a white bath towel embroidered with his initials. 
 
    'Your meeting is at seven,' she said, stepping back against the wall while he wiped water from his arms and chest. 
 
    'Plenty of time. Have the car brought round. I'll be ready in twenty minutes.' 
 
    She nodded and left. In the next room Hawkins was preparing his clothes, laying them out on the bed, along with a pair of black shoes, freshly polished. The man used to whistle Western tunes Peter didn't know, so he'd put a stop to it. Now he quietly did his job. He could never find a way to silence Tomoko. The girl felt no fear, he was sure of that. 
 
    He'd shaved earlier in the day and didn't see any need to shave again. His chin felt smooth when he applied a touch of Vito's Resurgence face cream, standing at the mirror in the master bedroom to work it into the lines around his eyes.  
 
    The night before he'd slept in the fourth bedroom down the hall with a bikini model from Hong Kong, famous for a twenty-two-inch waist and large breasts. He'd ripped off the Daniel Yam dress, leaving it in tattered ribbons on the floor and trailing from her body. It had taken considerable effort to reach her underwear, her hands by this time pulling at his pants.  
 
    She'd met his requirements perfectly, credit due to Giselle. The dress had come from an auction at Sotheby's of Beijing, suitably expensive at ninety-thousand dollars, the woman chosen from Top Sport magazine. He leaned into the mirror and pouted, checking if there was any visible damage where she'd bitten his lip. 
 
    Peter took his time dressing, thinking about Tomoko. He chose a raw silk red tie, the gold cufflinks with the three jade spots, thinking he would have to keep everything smooth with Yamaguchi, tell him nothing about Tomoko. He felt sure she would appear some time later in the day, maybe at his apartment in the city, throw the tickets on the ivory-inlaid table and then leave without saying a word. Killing Paul the way she had done had said everything.  
 
    He slipped on his black suit coat, Giselle appearing for a moment to tell him that Baker had arrived, the accountant who looked more like a musician, hair in a ponytail, red sports car parked on the drive. 
 
    Outside, the two bodyguards waited by the car, Giselle talking with Baker. Peter would make good timing for the meeting with the lawyers Yamaguchi had sent over from Japan. He took a moment to watch the birds in the aviary. 
 
    Baker grinned, maybe still high from the night before. 'Good morning, Mr. Yang. You leaving? I need to go through a few things.' 
 
    Peter said, 'It will have to wait.' Whites never got used to the heat, he could see the sweat beading on Baker's brow already. 
 
    'You gonna be long?' 
 
    'A few hours.' 
 
    Giselle took Baker's arm. 'You want coffee?' 
 
    'Sure. We got time for a round of golf?' 
 
    'I don't think so. Maybe tennis.' 
 
    Nobody heard the small car with the top down until it was halfway up the drive, coming fast to the fountain and skirting round the gardener working at the rose beds. He saw Tomoko behind the wheel, shades covering her eyes. It didn't look as though she was going to stop, then the engine shuddered and she braked right in front of them. The bodyguards tensed. Peter thought to say, 'Tomoko, I've been worried about you'. 
 
    'Relax, it's just Tomoko,' said Giselle. 
 
    A moment passed. Peter wondered if he should have worn the cufflinks with the four jade spots, feeling a good omen for even numbers. Tomoko would be a good addition to the meeting, then again the bruises on her face made her look unsightly.  
 
    She raised a gun above the car door and fired. The illegal pressure gun had a distinctive sound, like the screech of a power drill with the crack of normal gunfire. Flat titanium pellets hit one of the bodyguards, tearing his chest open. Giselle screamed. The second bodyguard went down with his forearm hanging loose on thread of sinew, his gun and what was left of his hand still in the air when the back of Baker's head disappeared and painted Giselle's face with blood. Peter scrambled behind the back of the sedan, glass shattering, holes punching through the door skin. 
 
    He was on the floor when she drove round, gun aimed at his head. The car purred softly. 
 
    'I am Saigo's daughter,' was all she said before the tyres were screeching and she took off down the driveway. 
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    Nanobot Waltz 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the phone, Travis had a tone to his voice that suggested he was expecting what had happened. Peter didn't have time to react right now, having just arrived at the KL Plaza Hotel, thirty-two minutes late. 
 
    'Deal with it,' he said to Travis, passing the phone back to Giselle. She was still shaking. He thought it would be best if she stayed behind and Yamaguchi's people didn't see her. 
 
    Travis had said he'd sent some guys on the hunt for Tomoko. Guys, he'd said, we can afford to lose if they did actually manage to find her. They'd be checking Jimmy Ho's place first, see if she'd been in contact with him.  
 
    Peter imagined Jimmy looking smug as the elevator climbed the glass tower, then the bullet that would cut through Jimmy's head. That would be good, although maybe he'd be beaten to death, chopped up and buried in the forest. He never took any interest now in what happened to the people he needed removing, Giselle or Travis took care of the details, and then word went down the ranks until the job ended up with men who wanted to make a name for themselves, or just wanted the money.  
 
    He gave Giselle a reassuring nod, letting her know that everything was fine. They'd both cleaned up as quickly as they could, Giselle showering to wash away blood and bits of brain. The elevator doors opened onto the fortieth floor, a blue-suited yakuza on the lobby talking into a radio. A voice responded in Japanese. 
 
    Peter whispered to Giselle to wait by the elevators, talk to the man here and see if she could learn anything that might be useful. Peter moved down the corridor at a steady pace, thinking that it would make a better impression if it looked as though his lateness was of no consequence. He'd been here before, recognised the same lazy yakuza lounging around the bar, the lawyer called Watanabe who quickly approached with his hand out, his palm cold like he'd been holding a chilled drink. He didn't say anything, just directed Peter to the walnut doors of the conference room. 
 
    'I trust you are all well,' said Peter. 
 
    He bowed to the holographic projection of Yamaguchu before he sat at the long table. The boss was in Japan. He could just make out the shoulder of another man. The projection flickered, a ghostly echo to Yamaguchi's voice from the speaker. 
 
    'Now that you've arrived we can begin.' 
 
    Watanabe leaned close, said softly, 'Can I get you anything, Mr. Yang?' 
 
    'Mineral water, please.' 
 
    'No Giselle?' The lawyer called Taro shuffled his chair closer to the table. 'She's the only reason I came.' 
 
    Peter liked how they were making casual chat of his lateness, a show to pacify Yamaguchi, face like a disgruntled catfish. 'I'll tell her you asked for her.' 
 
    Ken, the lawyer with the shaved head, kept his eyes on his notes. 'A wife and two mistresses and still thinks he has time for one more.' 
 
    'Women are my only pleasure,' said Taro. 'Maybe weekend gambling.' 
 
    Yamaguchi rasped a cough. 'We're not here to gamble, especially with my time and money.' 
 
    The Tokyo boss could have been around seventy. Maybe he was younger and time and the way of the world had dealt him a bad hand. He sounded old and tired. Peter said calmly, 'So what's the problem?' 
 
    'No problem,' said Taro, making that fake smile that said he was hiding something. 'Making sure we have all the facts. Everybody knows now that this is the last ship. After this we're on our own. Security has tightened at the airport since the riots and we need to be sure that nothing has changed. Where's Fernandez right now?' 
 
    'He'll be at the gallery. Some of his art still needs to be packed for shipment.' 
 
    'How much?' asked Yamaguchi. 'We have a deal to fill a shipment compartment.' 
 
    Peter said, 'You'll have ninety percent of the space, as agreed.' 
 
    Yamaguchi moved on his chair and Peter could see the person sat next to him was a woman. 
 
    'What will happen to the art left behind?' asked Yamaguchi. 
 
    'Art?' Peter tried not to laugh. 'The man's an idiot. Deluded and talentless. It will be sold on the black market, anything left will be destroyed.' 
 
    'Good, good.' 
 
    'There'll be a lot of media attention when he lands,' said Peter. 'How are you going to explain most of his paintings and photography disappearing?' 
 
    'It won't be reported,' Yamaguchi answered. He didn't seem comfortable answering Peter's questions. 'He'll be under the control of Kagoshima-san or he'll disappear himself.' He listened to the woman sat next to him for a moment, her lips close to his ear. 'I trust you understand the importance of what we're doing. We're preserving a way of life, our culture. The world we know is shrinking. Artefacts, swords, art of cultural significance and other items will be preserved, not left behind to rot with the scum who might survive to the end.' 
 
    Peter knew what they were smuggling, priceless relics from Kagoshima's personal collection, stolen or taken illegally from the badlands. The rest pictures and documents to reinforce the yakuza mythos, like most gangs promoting noble origins. The way Peter saw it, if you were in a gang you were a thug, didn't matter if you were a foot soldier, lawyer or a boss. He could see Yamaguchi on the projection watching him, waiting for a response. 
 
    He paused a moment, said, 'I'll do whatever I can,' waving his hand like it meant nothing to him. 'All you have to do is make it worth my time. They still execute people for interfering with Off World immigration.' 
 
    'I should think giving you control over Hiroshima, not to mention pulling all of my interests out of Malaysia, would be more than enough.' 
 
    'We'll give you all the support we can,' said Taro quickly. 'Once the container is on its way the Hiroshima bosses will pull out.' 
 
    'To where?' 
 
    'Some to Tokyo, some will retire.' 
 
    Yamaguchi coughed again. 'Never mind where they will go.' He listened to the woman, said thoughtfully, 'It all depends on Fernandez.' 
 
    The old boss worried too much, as if his failure to get the container to the New World would cost him more than money. It wasn't good to show weakness. Peter had read the same thing in Sato, days before a car bomb had ended his life. 
 
    'I'm his sponsor,' said Peter, sounding confident, 'he'll do what he's told.' 
 
    'And the tickets?' asked Taro. 
 
    'They'll be going with Fernandez. All you have to do is have your goods waiting at the airport in the packing cases provided.' 
 
    'Good, good. That's all,' said Yamaguchi, and the projection vanished. 
 
    'Thank you for your time, Mr. Yang,' said Taro. 
 
    Peter got up, said, 'Anything else, gentlemen, please contact my assistant.' 
 
    It helped to be polite. In the past putting a gun to a man's head might have made an impression, chopping off a thumb or an ear, but in the world where gangsters looked like businessmen you had to go along with the game. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
    The drive to the hospital had been deliberately slow, Peter unsure if he wanted to visit. 
 
    Kameko was almost finished. The night technician had said she'd be out of the nanobot tank in the morning, maybe ready for collection by late afternoon. Peter watched her floating, suspended in the liquid that looked pink in places. He tried to feel something, a connection to her, but part of him held back, seeing the simulant and not the woman. It wasn't easy to pretend that Kameko was still alive with all those tubes and wires attached to her. 
 
    Travis clicked his tongue, gazing straight ahead. He'd brought a scruffy-looking white guy with him called Benz, waiting outside. 
 
    'Why do you do this?' asked Travis. 
 
    The room was silent, only the soft breathing of the machines. She seemed to be aware of them. 'Do what?'               
 
    'Come and look at her every day, like it's gonna make a difference.' Travis paused. 'Sorry, I wasn't thinking.' 
 
    Peter watched the tiny bots working, surgeons in microcosm. 'I came to look at a beautiful woman.' 
 
    An autodoc wheezed and pressed a probe against the tank.  
 
    Travis swallowed, clicked his tongue. 'I was thinking you were hoping Tomoko would show. There's a good chance things'll never be the same after you asked her to kill her own mother, even if she is a simulant.' 
 
    'I hired you because you're not afraid to speak your mind. Although you should also know when to shut up. What's the latest?' 
 
    'We don't know where she is. She might have the tickets, but at least she doesn't know what they are. She thinks they're important, that's why she took them.' 
 
    The bots were moving in a circular motion now, swimming around Kameko's waist. 
 
    'You never met Saigo, Tomoko's father. In a lot of ways they're the same. He trained her how to fight, how to kill. He taught her to plan ahead and get into inaccessible places without been seen. The mind and the body are powerful weapons, Travis, and Tomoko has the best of both.' Looking down, Peter noticed a button missing from his suit coat, realising it must have been lost during his dive to avoid the shots that killed Baker. 'Did nobody notice I had a button missing from my jacket? I went to see Yamaguchi looking like a fucking tramp.' 
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    Water Rats 
 
      
 
      
 
    The problem, Shing Yoon-Ngan would one day realise, was being at the bottom of the food chain. Ten years later he’d change his name to Peter Yang, but right now, climbing up the side of a cargo ship deep in the South China Sea, all he cared about was finding the crew and making some fast money.  
 
    At only nineteen, he didn't care about anyone or anything. The leader of the gang below him hissed between yellow teeth to move his scrawny ass faster. 
 
    He dropped to the deck lightly, moving into the darkness and quickly making his way toward the lookout. He hadn’t seen him yet, but the man heard Fai groaning as he heaved himself over the rail. The rifle came off his shoulder fast, and Shing made his move, the machete spitting sparks when it struck the barrel. He had to be furious, fearless. The blood looked black in the darkness, jetting from his neck and splashing against the wall. 
 
    'Good,' said Fai. Shing felt himself being patted on the back. 'Find the others and keep quiet.' 
 
    There were ten of them in the gang, moving like black rats through the ship to hunt out the crew. The roster said there would be twenty-three crew members on board the Cheung Son, most likely sleeping at this time and easy to round up. 
 
    They met up with four others who'd been dropped off by fast launch at the starboard side. They exchanged few words, a final snarled command from Fai before they broke up, one group heading for the bridge, others to the galley and the sleeping quarters. Shing had his gun ready now, just like the others, all of them knowing that unfamiliar footsteps would alert the crew to invaders. They had entered the ship through the first hatch, Shing surprised by the dull drone of the engines.  
 
    They stopped at the sound of voices from somewhere ahead. 
 
    Brother Lo caught a bullet in the gut and Shing charged forward with the others. They must have shot the guy a dozen times between them. 
 
    It took them maybe twenty minutes to find all the crew, a mad chase through the ship, shouts, screams and the crack of gunfire echoing down the corridors and the metal compartments.  
 
    Heavy work fell to Shing, the dirty jobs, like weighting the bodies and heaving them over the side, washing away the blood, carrying the stuff they'd need from the launch to the ship. That was Shing's role, his place in the gang. After a couple of years, he'd be able to put his feet up while somebody else did the work. Criminals were naturally lazy, work a fool's game, but Shing set to the tasks humming a tune from a soap he liked to watch on Channel Fifty. 
 
    Fai was the boss, so naturally he'd get the highest gross of the profits, two sub-bosses below him taking the next biggest cut, then the rest would get an equal share. Fai had to pay a boss in Hong Kong, bribe a few officials, but that came out of his own pocket. When Shing needed work he'd been told to go see Fai at a bar on Luan Street, two blocks down from the Greater Hong Kong police station. They had a few drinks, and within twenty minutes Fai had unrolled a huge bundle of notes and was handing over a couple of thousand dollars. That's how it worked in a gang, didn't matter if it was triad, yakuza or whatever. You needed money, you got money. Any scams going on were shared with another gang member if he needed a break. If you needed a place to stay somebody had a bed or a floor to sleep on. Food was free at eating places where they knew your face. The boss never asked for anything in return, respect and loyalty were expected without question. 
 
    They'd searched the ship and found a cargo that would be worth a fair amount on the black market, an assortment of electrical goods, toys, scooters, and machine parts. 
 
    There are different types of crooks in this game, Fai had said. Those who just want to empty the ship's safe, and those who take the entire ship. It seemed to be professional pride that separated one from the other. The safe breakers were small time and that's all they were good for. They'd make their way to a port where a contact waited, who'd already found a shipping agent with expired letters of credit.  
 
    Then they would offer their services, load up with whatever they wanted shipping, and set sail for a port where another contact waited, who would pay them for the stolen cargo. So they would sell the original cargo, sell the new cargo, then sell the ship for scrap or to another shipping agent once they had a new registration, acquired at some consulate or other where bribes were easy. It was all professional, Fai kept saying, adding that the gang had fake offices and members who could pass for smart business types. Shing liked the idea of wearing a suit, thinking that once this trip was over and he'd proven himself he'd convince Fai to let him work with the gang members who stayed on land. 
 
    After three days doing nothing but painting the ship a new colour and racing the scooters up and down the deck, they were ready for some action. 
 
    'So now what do we do?' asked Shing. 
 
    Fai spat on the deck, looking at the distant lights of the city across the water. 'What else do you do when you've got a pocket full of money?' 
 
    There was alcohol, lots of it, and whores from every country you could imagine. Blonde Swedish girls, redheads from Ireland, girls from Africa. There was always a new girl to tempt him, pretty and slim. 
 
    He returned to the ship one night, so drunk he could barely stand, collapsed onto a hammock, the stars overheard swirling in time with the pulsing in his head. Shing wasn't alone, at least six of them had done the same. Tom, the only Western man in the gang, snored like a pig. Fai asked Shing for a cigarette. He threw him a packet and a box of matches.  
 
    'My balls ache,' said Wai. 
 
    'Start worrying if they itch,' said Po Sin. 
 
    'I know a good doctor,' said Pun. He coughed and held his hand out for the cigarettes. 
 
    'You got itchy balls, Shing?' asked Fai. 
 
    Shing turned slightly on the hammock. 'No, but I think I'll lay off the girls and booze for a few days.' He felt sick, had a funny taste at the back of his throat, maybe from that fat Latino who'd sat in his face. You like chica, she'd said. He'd just nodded and let her do her stuff.  
 
    'You can try.' 
 
    'Doesn't matter,' said Po Sin. 'You won't know you've caught anything until a few days after.' 
 
    The cigarettes had worked their way round to Yu, hanging out of his hammock to reach for the matches. 'I know a good doctor in Kobe. You'll be fine. He'll take this huge needle and stick it right down your dick.' 
 
    Tom Sniggered, went back to snoring. 
 
    'Don't listen to him,' said Fai. 'You can take a pill and some cream.' 
 
    The hammocks rocked gently for a time. Shing could hear the faint sounds of the city, traffic, car horns, the hum of civilisation. He'd sleep for a few minutes, then wake up, feeling like he needed to piss but knowing he'd be unable to leave the hammock without falling out of it and landing on his face. He still had the cigarette in his hand, took a few drags and made smoke that looked like low clouds under the stars. 
 
    Wai coughed, said, 'A policeman in the town was asking questions.' 
 
    'What did you tell him?' asked Fai. 
 
    'I told him it was my birthday and bought him a couple of drinks.' 
 
    'You give him any money?' 
 
    'He's coming to the ship in the morning with his brother-in-law to take a dozen televisions and anything else that catches his eye.' 
 
    Fai sniffed. 'Fair enough. We should be more careful.' 
 
    Shing fell asleep, at least the kind of sleep that alcohol allows. 
 
    Piracy wasn't the kind of job that Shing ever imagined himself doing, for starters it involved more hard labour than he ever liked to do, and this activity was punished by death. No trial, no jury. You see, piracy, as Fai had put it, was for the tougher criminals, the smarter ones, the men who'd clawed their way from poverty and had a taste for adventure. Yu-qiang, God of the ocean waves, looks out for everybody, including the sharks and the turtles. Then he'd gone on for almost an hour explaining the nature of the sea and how they were simply taking what somebody else would take if they didn't get there first. 
 
    Yu-qiang probably wouldn't grant them any special favours, but Shing just went along with it when they made an alcove in the Captain's office for an effigy and some flowers. Now and then one of them would light a stick of incense and say a prayer, then go back on deck to continue drinking or tearing open the crates in the hold. Shing reckoned they needed something to believe in, so one day Fai had chosen a god that seemed to best suit their needs. Po Sin did the cooking and there was always some rice put aside for an offering. 
 
    Shing still needed to piss, unsure if that's what was keeping him awake. Either that or the rocking of the ship and the waves smashing against the hull. He found himself on the deck, too drunk to realise how badly the ship was listing, the wailing of the ocean too loud to hear the screeching of metal torn apart by rocks and coral. He saw three of the gang washed over the side by black water, then he was in the sea clinging to a chunk of splintered decking. 
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    Blood Patterns 
 
      
 
      
 
    9.30 a.m, Peter Yang had been at the hospital for just under an hour. He’d sat for most of the time, answered three calls, one from Giselle, two from Travis. Now he stood, taking a sip of cold coffee from a paper cup, watching Kameko from behind a glass screen. 
 
    Tomoko had picked up some traits from her mother. Physically they were similar, Kameko tall, but not as tall as Tomoko, willowy figure, dark eyes, that way of looking at you like she was about to ask a question, but she never did.  
 
    Kameko sat on a chair, machines and technicians busy monitoring. He wondered what he should say to her when they got back home, thought how she’d react if he told her the truth. They’d argued, said things that made him realise she could never be the Kameko he’d loved twenty years ago. Only the day before she was like a habit he needed to end, a reminder of what he’d lost. 
 
    He’d keep this Kameko, he’d grown accustomed to her, to the differences between her and the Kameko from Hiroshima he’d first seen in Nara, at the feet of the giant bronze Buddha. She was with Saigo that day, a guy who wasn't much to look at, maybe a little too confident for his own good. That was the only time they’d ever shaken hands, after he’d taken a photograph of them together, Buddha in the background. 
 
    He’d just been allowed to open his own gambling place on the river, giving the local boss fifty percent, except money from the restaurant in the back. He remembered the crazy Filipino who'd done the cooking, not much of a chef but he'd made everybody laugh. He'd be a good man to have around now, his loyalty had been unflinching. 
 
    He thought about Tomoko again, what he should do. She’d become too dangerous to keep around, too determined now to follow her own path. He should have killed her when she was younger, caught her off guard, same as Jimmy had done when he’d shot Saigo through the head. Little Kid, that’s what Jimmy called her. She wasn’t a kid any more and she wasn’t little, she was a trained killer thinking every day about putting a knife in his chest. She’d try to get back to Japan, she’d try to kill him. 
 
    He moved his eyes up the graceful lines of Kameko’s body, met her gaze for an instant and looked away. He tapped his finger on the observation window and indicated to her that he had to go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Peter Yang had a lot on his mind. Tomoko prowling the streets somewhere, Yamaguchi expecting a deal for Off World cargo space through his connections, and Kameko back in his life after he'd changed his mind about removing her.  
 
    Each one had complications that had to be dealt with, mostly Tomoko since he couldn't do anything for Yamaguchi without those Off World tickets. Life was supposed to be easier when you were a boss, preparing to wind down a career and spend the rest of your days drinking wine on a veranda, playing golf, and sex twice a week with a high-class mistress. 
 
    He thought more about the past now than he used to. He could see the street gangs changing, and the big gangs like the Miyamoto-gumi and the Stateside Boys, dumb Americans swaggering through the Malaysian streets like they were the ones who'd discovered organised crime and gambling. They were trying to expand all the time, take over territories that his associates controlled.  
 
    There was a reversal going on, gangs going back to the old ways. Yakuza were getting tattoos, Italians taking protection money from store owners in what they called Little Sicily, parasites feeding off their own kind just like they'd done in America. Peter had seen the change coming, and laid on his back one night on a Japanese beach, watching the first ship he'd ever hijacked as a pirate start to sink. He'd realised that he'd have to rethink his life in crime. 
 
    It was dangerous, you could get killed, executed like Fai, Po Sin and Tom had been. Or gang members who you once trusted would try to knife you in an alley, because you'd joined a rival gang to survive. Or because they thought you'd taken an unfair share of some previous loot to waste on girls and gambling. You had to be a boss, top of the food chain.  
 
    Peter had started to make changes. There had been this good-looking actor called Peter Leonard, so he'd taken his first name, thinking any association couldn't be a bad thing. He took all kinds of things from other people too, if he liked the way a man dressed, he'd copy his clothes, if he went to a man's house and he had class, he'd read the same books, listen to the same music. Some stuff he liked, some he hated. But he was getting an education. The boss after Fai loved him because he'd served three years in prison, taking the blame for a crime he'd committed, and as a reward he'd been introduced to another boss, higher up the chain. 
 
    It was weird, but if he ever thought about his time in prison, it was always when he was hungry. He was feeling hungry now, watching Kameko moving around the kitchen, from the breakfast counter to the cupboards. 
 
    'How do you feel?' he asked her. 
 
    She was unpacking groceries they'd picked up on the way from the hospital. 'Like I've been shot and reassembled in a tank full of goo. It feels so intrusive having nanobots inside you.' 
 
    'Doctor said you should rest for a week. So no exercise, no shopping.' 
 
    She laughed then. 'What does he know? I just need to spend a few days sleeping. I'll know when I'm back to normal when I stop feeling strange.' 
 
    'Why strange?' 
 
    'Feels new. Everything for you is the same age. Lived in.' 
 
    'Is that your way of saying that I'm old?' 
 
    'You could never be too old for me.' 
 
    'I feel old. Must be good to have a body that can be repaired.' 
 
    'It still hurts. And I could have died.' 
 
    He was at the fridge pushing a glass under the ice dispenser. 'No ice. Where's Hawkins?' 
 
    'Would it bother you to lose me?' 
 
    He placed the glass on the counter, put his hands on her hips. 'Of course it would. What made you ask such a thing?' 
 
    'You said Tomoko would never try to hurt me. She's still dangerous.' 
 
    He thought about what made him decide to order Tomoko to kill her. She'd been out late, he'd had the idea that she was having an affair. It seemed crazy now. 
 
    He said, 'It's my fault,' pulling her close, smelling her perfume. 'She convinced me that she'd changed.' 
 
    'She can't change what she is, Peter. She hates me. Why don't you just kill her and have done with it?' 
 
    He kissed her cheek, pulled his phone from his pocket to check for messages. Travis should have contacted him by now. 'Don't worry about Tomoko. My people or the police will find her eventually.' 
 
    'You mean she's still loose? In the city?' 
 
    'I blame myself. I should never have trusted her. I thought for an instant that if she could see us together and know how I feel about you things could be different. I thought we could be like a family.' There were three messages from Ken, Yamaguchi's lawyer. He opened the first one, noticed Travis in the kitchen doorway. 'Travis, what are you doing here?' 
 
    'She's been to see Patterson.' 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    At Offscape Future Promotions, rain outside pounding the sidewalk, a security guard with his sleeves rolled up met them on the lobby. He seemed to know Travis, which Peter expected.  
 
    Travis had contacts everywhere, cops at the police station, pilots at the airport, lawyers and judges at the court house. They were taken through a door behind the security booth, to a room where a bank of monitors showed pictures of all the floors and lobbies. Willard Shang was there, his slicked-back hair shiny under the lights. 
 
    'Hey, Jack,' said the guard. The man in the same uniform swivelled on his chair to look at them. 'These are the guys. Tell 'em what they want.' 
 
    The guard started to tap at the keyboard, soon brought up an image on a big screen of the lobby they'd just left.  
 
    Peter saw Tomoko. He pointed at the man stood next to her. 'Who's he?' 
 
    'The new guy I hired,' said Travis. He sat next to the guard, leaned an elbow on the console. 
 
    On the screen, Tomoko and the guy walked up to the security booth. 'What's he doing with Tomoko?' asked Peter. 
 
    'I don't know.' Travis rubbed his goatee. 'She's got to him somehow. Paid him off, got some leverage on him. They could have been working together even before he arrived in KL.' 
 
    'Do you know where she is?' asked Willard. 
 
    Travis shrugged. 'Could be anywhere.' He spoke to the guard for a moment, telling him to advance the recording. When the picture played again at normal speed they could see Tomoko and the white guy waiting at the elevators. 'Okay, she's going for the elevators. Now they're inside going to Patterson's floor. Looks like the fool's actually humming the elevator music. They go straight to Patterson's office. Bring the video up when she leaves. Now see,' Travis pointed to the time stamp, 'they're back at the elevators twelve minutes later. Whatever they wanted from Patterson didn't take long.' 
 
    Peter said, 'What's she saying?'  
 
    'There's no sound,' said Travis. 'They've called the elevator.'  
 
    On the screen, Tomoko said something to the new guy and turned back down the corridor, disappearing from view. The guard flipped the screen so they could see Tomoko on another camera. 'She goes back to Patterson's office on her own.' The picture switched to Tomoko at the elevators, the doors opening. 'She's back a minute later and they leave.' 
 
    Peter nodded. 
 
    'So let's have a chat with Patterson. Where is he?' 
 
    'In his office,' said Travis. 
 
    Up on the forty-third floor, Peter, Travis and Willard made their way to Patterson's office just like Tomoko had done. There was a guard to open the door when they arrived. 
 
    Peter sighed. Patterson was face down on his desk. 
 
    'She slit his throat,' said Travis. 
 
    Blood had spread out from Patterson's head, making a glistening red pool around his hands, the base of a monitor, a book, a pen and a picture of a woman, maybe his wife. 
 
    'Where is she?' Peter passed his fingers through his hair. 
 
    'Maybe she's already back in Japan,' said Travis. 
 
    Willard leaned over the body, looked up suddenly. 'Japan? Do you think that's where she is?' 
 
    Travis said, 'Hey, man, what happened to your fingers?' 
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    Bubble Wrap Rap 
 
      
 
      
 
    'He wasn't born this way,' said Giselle. 
 
    'You're too good at your job,' said Peter. 'Who else could sell this asshole as an artist? My only regret is that I don't get to kill him.' 
 
    They watched Fernandez checking himself in one of the gallery mirrors, trying his best to see his profile, then adjusting the hat he wore, a funny-looking sombrero affair. He pulled it high on his head, then to one side, then lowered it so it was just over his eyes. 
 
    Giselle said, 'It wasn't hard. He does most of his own PR, the man actually believes he's a genius.' 
 
    Fernandez noticed them, took off the hat and spun it into a corner. 'Hats will be back in fashion.' 
 
    'Fernandez, how are you?' asked Peter.  
 
    The man spent a moment kissing and hugging Giselle. 'Very well, thank you. I was just wondering which of the sculptures to take to the party.' 
 
    'I thought you'd already decided.' 
 
    'I'm not sure. My last exhibit. I think it should make an impression.' 
 
    'I'm sure you'll have no problem making an impression,' said Giselle. 'The Retrospective Gallery in Tokyo is already interested in your last work.' 
 
    Peter watched him frown, a kid trying to understand what one of the adults had said. 'You have all day, party isn't until eight. How's the packing going?' 
 
    'Would be faster if these morons knew how to pack.' He went behind a counter, appeared with a roll of bubble wrap. 'You see this? For a canvas you need at least three layers and on the last layer the little bubbles go on the inside.' 
 
    'I didn't know that,' said Peter. 
 
    Fernandez said, 'You are a business man, not a removal man.' 
 
    'Peter, I need to see the manager,' said Giselle. 
 
    He stepped back and together they watched her disappear round the corner. 
 
    The gallery was on a side street just off Jalan Maharajalela, a respectable part of the city where foreigners hadn't made too much of an impact. Fernandez had almost taken up residence here, making the gallery popular with his reality TV show. Sometimes you would see a line stretching around the block if he had a new exhibit. 
 
    They walked down the corridor, through the main hall, packing crates piled in the corners, the floor covered in straw and curly bits of polystyrene. 
 
    'Your last few days on Earth,' said Peter. 'How does it feel knowing you can never come back?' 
 
    'Feels sad. But, you know, I always make the best of everything. I think within one week I'll have my apartment, new friends, it'll feel like I've lived there for years.' 
 
    'They say the air and water is so clean you can live for an extra twenty years.' 
 
    'I heard that too, and bad things. Like they have war already.' 
 
    Peter felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. 
 
    'Just some trouble with simulant workers. By the time you get there all that will be over.' 
 
    Fernandez was distracted by the two naked girls tied up in the middle of the floor for a moment, arms above their heads from a rope that went over a beam. He felt the hair of the blonde girl, seemed unhappy with it, said, 'I could get some amazing pictures out of a war. What is it with pretty women who can't look after their hair? How much time does it take to shower and condition?' 
 
    Peter thought she whispered 'help me', but he couldn't be sure. He followed Fernandez across the room. 'All you have to worry about is getting yourself and the best of your collection to the New World. Not forgetting Mr. Yamaguchi's grandson.' 
 
    'Whose grandson? I'm sorry, I forget.' 
 
    'Don't worry. Giselle is going with you to the airport. She'll take care of everything.' 
 
    The man didn't seem focused, maybe too many late-night parties, or he was nervous about the flight. 
 
    Peter left Fernandez when some of his friends had arrived and met Giselle out on the small car park. He checked his watch. It had just gone eight. 'Any problems with the manager?'               
 
    'He's happy and miserable at the same time,' said Giselle, bending down for a second to adjust the strap on her shoe. 'He's finally getting Fernandez out of his building but he can see all the money he's going to lose.' 
 
    Peter inspected his sunglasses for marks, slipped them on. 'They'll be others.' 
 
    'Any news on Tomoko?' 
 
    'Not yet.' 
 
    'What are you going to do?' 
 
    'I haven't decided yet.' Peter took the sunglasses off, polished away a mark with his handkerchief. 'I should kill her.' 
 
    'It would solve a lot of problems.' 
 
    'It would? Like what?' 
 
    'She wouldn't be a pain in the ass any more.' 
 
    'True. Tomoko will come to her senses. She'll return the tickets sometime today or tomorrow, and that'll be the end of it.' 
 
    It was strange. He could imagine Jimmy's death so clearly, just like he'd seen Saigo's, but Tomoko's death was always different, like it never seemed obvious how it would happen. 'If this deal goes bad with Yamaguchi I might need her.' 
 
    'Come on, Peter. She's good, but she's not that good.' 
 
    Peter remembered the message and pulled his phone from a pocket. 
 
    'Travis?' asked Giselle. 
 
    'Yamaguchi's lawyer. Handle it, see what he wants.' 
 
    'I heard about Patterson. It's an even bet she knows who the tickets are for, and that four of the seats are open.' 
 
    He thought for a second, said, 'Double the security on Fernandez. See if you can get Dillinger.' 
 
    'Dillinger from Newport? He's dead. You had Tomoko kill him when he was caught supplying information to those Boston boys.' 
 
    'Yes. I did.' He needed to see Kameko, relax in her arms, make love. There were too many things to think about right now. 
 
    A path ran from the other side of the parking area to the road, where two men were approaching from what looked like a silver BMW between the trees and bushes. 
 
    'Let's go back inside,' he said. 
 
    There was something about the way men walked when they were on a hit. If it was Tomoko coming to kill him he'd never know it. She'd be somewhere unseen, or she'd just be a woman on the street. Casual and deadly.  
 
    He grabbed Giselle's wrist, but it was too late. 12 gauge shotgun cartridges shattered the windscreen on the car in front of them and peppered holes in the bonnet. Peter felt something sharp cutting across his side and forearm, the pain twisting him away from a second shot that blew out the car's passenger window and shredded the wing mirror. 
 
    They'd opened fire too early. It gave Peter time to take cover, Giselle hugging a wheel. He rolled into a crouch and took Giselle's hand, pulling her toward him so he could get his arm around her waist and make a dash for the gallery doors. 
 
    They were inside with only a couple of shots being fired, Giselle shouting for help. A man burst in, took a dozen steps, groaned when four or five rounds hit him in the chest. Through the glass doors, Peter could see the man's accomplice running across the car park and disappearing down a path. The two men placed at the gallery to watch Fernandez ran past, guns drawn and smoking, checking the man on the floor before going outside. They returned a minute later. 
 
    'He got away,' said one, holstering his gun. 
 
    'Call an ambulance,' said Giselle. 
 
    Peter leaned against the wall, watching the blood dripping steadily from his fingertips. 'Leave it. It's not as bad as it looks.' He slipped off his jacket, pulling at his shirt so he could see what damage had been done to his side. It looked as though one pellet had nicked him and other cuts were from glass and flying splinters of metal from the car. 'Where's Fernandez?' 
 
    A security guard appeared with a first aid box, gave it to Giselle. She tore open a packet of gauze with her teeth and pressed it to Peter's side. 
 
    'Where's Fernandez?' she asked the guard. 
 
    He said, 'He's in the coffee shop across the street. Spink's with him.' 
 
    'Go over there,' said Peter. 'Get yourself a coffee and make sure everything's okay.' 
 
    'You think they were here for Fernandez?' asked Giselle. She applied a dressing to the wound on his forearm. The white lint turned red. 
 
    'They came for me.' Peter could feel the pain now, in his arm and a stinging cut on his face. 'They must have heard about Tomoko's killing spree and thought I'd become an easy target.' 
 
    He walked to the reception down the hall, the others following, thinking about how Tomoko could have started something bigger than she intended. He leaned against the desk, trying to ignore the pain, but he was feeling dizzy and sick in his stomach. The other gangs were thinking he was becoming weak, that this was a good time to make their move. Maybe Tomoko was working with them. He spoke softly to Giselle to arrange a car to take him to the hospital. 
 
    He stood straight, nodding to the guards, waiting for some kind of response. 'Two cars destroyed in two days. It's almost more of an insult than people trying to kill me.' He gestured to the body on the floor down the hall. 'Get that piece of shit out of here. Giselle, call Travis and tell him to get more people looking for Tomoko. Our people.' 
 
    He'd had enough of incompetent foreign bums, it was time to drag his own people out of the bars and casinos, get them back to what they were good at. People who'd sworn an oath and were loyal to him, men who lived for the gang and for nothing else. 
 
    He sat on the chair behind the desk, rocking a little on the springs, wondering what Tomoko had started and how she could be involved. She was working to a plan, he was sure of it. He'd have to contact Travis and find out about this guy called Martin. They needed to make him talk, find out what connections he had, what he knew about Tomoko. 
 
    Giselle brought him a drink of water from a cooler, leaning close to tell him Mao and Sung were on the way in a bullet-proof car. 
 
    Peter noticed a woman peering through the main doors. 
 
    'See what she wants,' said Peter. 
 
    One of the security guards went over and tapped on the glass. 'Closed,' he said. 
 
    The woman asked him something. 
 
    'She wants to know where Fernandez is,' he called. 
 
    'She'll be a fan,' said Giselle. 'Tell her anything.' 
 
    They had the body wrapped in plastic now, dragging him down the corridor. Piece of shit. Peter took a sip of water. 
 
    'Find out who did this. Find Jimmy Ho, and find Tomoko.' 
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    One Old Dog . . . 
 
      
 
     
 
    The doctor had a unit on an abandoned industrial estate, a dark, grease-smelling hole that his customers liked to call 'the chop shop'. Peter just called it 'the doctor's'. 
 
    He paused inside the entrance, the metal door slowly rolling closed behind him, lit his cigar with a match. He knew it would illuminate his face, giving the men in here a brief moment to recognise him. He checked that it was evenly lit before taking a long, slow drag. He'd wait a moment. 
 
    He had his arm in a sling, not that he needed to. The wounds were only slight, cuts and abrasions that required a dozen stitches in all, but it felt more comfortable. A Band-Aid on his cheek covered a cut. There was movement from inside, maybe Travis, although the man had said that he probably would have left by the time he got there. Lights from instrument panels flickered and now and then he could hear the hum of automech servos, the tap of metal touching metal. 
 
    It was a good cigar, it smelled of old leaf and history. Peter thought about the party, Dooley painting a canvas with his own blood, the woman in the tight outfit with those perfect legs. He was thinking he should have got her number, at least found out where she lived or what hotel she was staying in. He would have liked Tomoko to have been there as his personal bodyguard, maybe dressed in black, dark glasses, standing somewhere behind him when the media took their pictures. That's what the whole deal was about, the media shooting footage of Fernandez and his staff, making him look the part, convince the Off World authorities that he was a genuine celebrity icon. He took another slow drag on the cigar, smoke hanging now in unbroken veils around him. He could see Jefferson in the corner, stood with his arms crossed, another man he knew worked for him but he couldn't recall his name leaning against a cabinet. Peter reckoned he'd waited long enough, he'd make his entrance. 
 
    The doctor said, 'Good evening, Mr. Yang.' 
 
    He circled the three silver trolleys, tools on there for slicing, sawing through bone and hammering out joints, clamps for opening tracts of flesh. The doctor had the theatre work lights on a low setting, maybe so as not to dazzle the two patients while they were awake. Jimmy didn't seem to know where he was, the man on the table next to him wide-eyed and shaking. That was good. 
 
    Peter said, 'Where did you find him?' 
 
    'At his factory with a suitcase full of money and a ticket to Shanghai,' said Jefferson. 'Looks like he was getting ready to run, hide out.' 
 
    'Not a good move, Jimmy,' said Peter, leaning close to him for a moment. 'I'd have found you eventually. I'm not going to ask you where Tomoko is because I don't expect you would know.' He looked around, at the instruments, the mechs for monitoring heart-rate, breathing, cycling blood. 'Do you have any idea how hard it is now to acquire Off World tickets at this moment in time?' 
 
    Jimmy kept his eyes on the ceiling. 'Am I supposed to give a shit? Just have done with me so I can get some peace.' 
 
    'Not all at once, Jimmy. Some things have to be done slowly. That's the problem, you only get to die once.' He blew cigar smoke over the old man's face. 
 
    'You shouldn't be smoking in the theatre,' said the doctor. 
 
    'Tobacco is the new health craze. Research has proven that with no exercise and five cigars a day a man can lead a much fuller and happier life.' 
 
    'I'm not familiar with this research.' 
 
    'Of course not,' said Peter. 'You don't get out much.' He moved closer to the man on the other bed, straining against the leather straps that held his wrists and ankles. 'So you're the man that tried to kill me.' He looked across to Jefferson. 'Has he told you everything?' 
 
    Jefferson made a nod. 
 
    'Good,' said Peter, finally feeling like he was making progress. All he needed now was a call from Travis to say that he had Tomoko. 'What I suggest, doctor, is a transplant. Our friend here has a liver condition, and Mr. Ho has kindly offered his own as a replacement.' 
 
    The doctor rolled forward. 'It's very rare to have a live donor.' 
 
    If the doctor was human you'd swear he was insane, but as an automech he could probably get away with being called misguided. It was a strange-looking machine, chrome finish dented and tarnished, multiple arms with various attachments. What was more weird was how you ended up calling the machine 'he' or 'doctor', like it was a person. It probably had something to do with the human face stretched over the metal skull-shaped head, the scalp with brown hair flapping like a cheap toupee when it moved. Peter didn't know who the face used to belong to. Having your face peeled off while you were still alive would make anyone talk. 
 
    Peter sucked on the cigar slowly, warm smoke filling his mouth, picturing the doctor at work. No emotion, no thoughts, cutting through flesh with absolute precision. Jimmy Ho was too quiet, Peter would have preferred him lucid when this moment came. He looked drunk, drugged maybe from whatever the doctor had given him. 
 
    He had a passing thought to take a gun and drill a bullet straight through Jimmy's head. Ten years ago that's what he would have done. Now you had to be more imaginative if you wanted respect. When he was younger the rules of the gang were so much simpler. If a man didn't show you the proper respect you either punched him in the nose or shot him dead. He reminded himself that he'd moved up in the world, made his money from owning banks and property, making million dollar deals. All he had to worry about now was the colour of his tie and that his staff were seen with the latest technology. 
 
    Jefferson said, 'We're ready when you are, Mr. Yang.' 
 
    'Good.' He looked at the man on the table next to Jimmy, around forty, white, maybe wishing he'd stayed where he was born and taken his chances with the disease and the crazy people. 'Look at you,' he said to the guy. 'You think Asia is some great whore you can fuck whenever you like. It must feel strange to be second class.' 
 
    He joined Jefferson at the door. The operating lights brightened, appendages and tendrils moved out from the doctor's back and connected with other machines. A drill on a silver arm hovered over Jimmy's chest, another arm bringing snapping scissors into position. Jimmy screamed, Peter thought it a strange sound, and the doctor had only just gone to work, a scalpel slicing across Jimmy's exposed abdomen. 
 
    'You know that dog, Jefferson, we saw sniffing around the garbage when we came in? See if it’s still there and bring it in here.' Peter waited until the door had fully rolled up before he turned to the doctor, said, 'Canine to human, heart and liver transplant, doctor. Make it work.' A remote attachment hovered down from the ceiling, needles bristling like the back of a porcupine. 'That face doesn’t suit you any more, doctor.' 
 
    Bellows moved, pumps hummed into action. The man screamed when the first needle slid into him. Peter watched, the cigar in his mouth. A laser seared the flesh under the man's chin, around his ears, shiny pincers gripping the loose skin and slowly peeling it back like a wet mask. A scalpel sliced a red line down his chest, a bone saw and rib cutters moving into place. It was like watching a giant insect, everything clicking and whirring, appendages moving quickly, coiled tubes and cables flexing. Jimmy had his eyes closed, but at least he got to hear everything before it was his turn. 
 
    Outside, Peter threw the cigar away from him, said to Jefferson, 'So who was it?' 
 
    'We know who’s connected. A group of businessmen who feel they’d be able to operate better if you were out of the way. The Kuala Lumpur Trading Executive, fancy title for a small-time gang, but they own a few nightclubs and do a lot of deals from across the borders. And Rowland Buckwheat.' 
 
    'The actor? Didn’t he end up doing coffee commercials?' 
 
    'Yeah. He tried porn for a while, but nobody wants to pay to see a middle-aged fat guy fucking a bimbo.' 
 
    'Have you found him yet?' 
 
    'He drifts around a lot.' 
 
    There were three cars outside the doctor’s, automatics and shotguns in the trunk. His men would visit the easy targets first, the small-time gang members who’d be in bed at this time, or hunched up in smoke-filled dens playing poker. The bigger targets would be assigned to hits, only this time the jobs wouldn’t go to Tomoko. Just thinking about her made his fist clench and he felt the dull throbbing in his side, where he’d taken a seven stitches, like a reminder that she’d turned against him. 
 
    'Have you heard from Travis? He should have called by now.' 
 
    Jefferson was about to answer when Peter’s cell phone chirped a tune. 
 
    'I’ll find this dog,' said Jefferson. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Katalyst Part Two 
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    Wasp Sting 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tomoko said into the phone, 'Hello, Peter.' She let him talk. She couldn't feel the pain from the car crash in her arm any more, her thoughts on other things. She glanced at Teja for a moment, trying to catch the stars. 'Shut the fuck up and listen,' she said. 'I'll trade for Kameko. If you don't understand, I'll burn the tickets and bury the artist. I'll contact you when you get to Japan.' 
 
    She tossed the phone into the vegetation at the side of the road, pulled out another one that couldn't be traced.  
 
    It was cool up here at the top of the hill overlooking the city, in the darkness where nobody would stray. Not at this time, when the crazy people wandered over the borders from the Waste Lands. The rain had stopped. 
 
    She pulled Teja close, smelled the alcohol on her breath, slid her arm around her waist and watched her smile. She felt Teja's lips brushing her cheek. The wasp came down from the black sky, hovering over the tree line for a second before dropping toward the beacon Tomoko had placed at the side of the car. It sat Fernandez on the ground, rotors humming. 
 
    He was still high, singing to himself in Spanish, wearing some weird octopus suit with bio-mechanical tentacles, dripping lube. Tomoko pulled a syringe from a plastic case, neatly slid the needle into him.  
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    Hit Girl Blues 
 
      
 
     
 
    There was something different about Japan, as though those huge atmosphere scrubbers actually worked and the air smelled cleaner. 
 
    The electric motors on the Airstream were dying down to a low growl when Tomoko descended the steps, Teja right behind her. Tomoko caught sight of Jack, the pilot waving to her from the cockpit before the Airstream turned and taxied to the take-off platform. An ex-combat pilot with a metal plate in his head, he'd once promised he'd take her to his private island if she'd married him. He'd promised a lot of things. 
 
    Martin looked bored, like he'd been waiting for hours, rucksack dumped between his legs. Jessica smiled, pulling out her earphones and admiring Tomoko's short Gucci skirt and a blue silk blouse, Italian shoes and a long cotton overcoat. 'Hey, Tomoko, you look nice.' 
 
    'Thank you, Jessica,' she said. 
 
    'You look nice too, Teja. You look different.' 
 
    Martin glanced around, to the buildings at the edge of the landing field. Tomoko could tell he was edgy, like he expected something to happen. 
 
    From across the field two cars were approaching, headlights cutting through darkness. They vanished for a moment behind a hangar, appearing a minute later and following the crumbling runway. They stopped one behind the other, two men getting out of one car, three out of the other. All wearing suit coats and ties. 
 
    'Who the fuck are they?' asked Martin. He pulled his daughter close to him. 
 
    'Take it easy,' said Tomoko. 'I'll handle it.' 
 
    She recognised some of her old associates. Maybe they were still loyal, maybe they weren't. Gangs merged and forged new allegiances all the time. It was hard to tell what Jiro was thinking, the man rarely smiled. He was an old-style yakuza, spent most of his time drifting between bars, gambling, and women. It showed on his face now. Tomoko caught a tiny hint of a smile at the corner of his thin lips, relaxed her grip a little from the gun tucked into the back of her skirt. 
 
    'Jiro, you've barely changed,' she said. 
 
    'A little older.' 
 
    'I see new faces.' 
 
    'Shiro is my nephew. Maki needed somewhere to stay so I took him in.' 
 
    'Good.' 
 
    They were all moving closer now, men she was glad to see. Mitsuhiro and Kado were taking an interest in Martin and she felt him squeezing her arm, asking what they were saying. 'They want to know what happened to your hand. Want me to tell them something that makes you look cool?' 
 
    'You think that'll help?' 
 
    Teja responded in perfect Japanese when Shiro asked who she was. She was getting tactile with him already, moving in close and talking softly. Tomoko noticed she did that a lot, didn't waste time in getting friendly, in taking control. After only two minutes with Shiro, Tomoko could already tell he'd do anything Teja asked. 
 
    The Airstream took off, everybody quiet for a moment until the craft was far enough away so they could hear each other again. Two red beacons slowly disappeared into the night. 
 
    'You can put Fernandez in the trunk,' said Tomoko. 'I told you to bring my car.' 
 
    Jiro looked at Fernandez, sat on the ground. 'The red one? Hachi sold it.' 
 
    'Where are Hachi and Yasui?' asked Tomoko. 
 
    'Yasui's dead, Ichiro killed him?' 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'For the hell of it. Our gangs aren't even in competition. He just likes to cause trouble. Hachi's the other problem. He works for Ichiro now. I need you to do something about that.' 
 
    'You want me to remove Ichiro and Hachi? I agreed to do one job, that's all.' 
 
    'Getting you here wasn't cheap. We took a huge risk organising an Airstream to fly you out of Malaysia under Peter Yang's nose.' 
 
    'Who else has joined Ichiro?' 
 
    'Just Hachi.' Jiro looked at the ground for a time. 'A lot of things have changed, Tomoko. We try to keep out of Ichiro's way, but you know what he's like, goes looking for trouble. Hachi's changed, he turned into an asshole like Ichiro.' 
 
    'What's he saying?' asked Martin. 
 
    Tomoko ignored him. 'Do you know where Hachi is?' 
 
    'You might be able to find him in his studio,' said Jiro.  
 
    'Does he have security?' 
 
    'You might find one or two hanging around.' 
 
    'What about the police?' 
 
    'They don't care.' 
 
    'So why don't you put a hole in him?' 
 
    'I think we've done you a lot of favours, Tomoko. Consider this part of the payment. It'll look as though you killed him for selling your car or switching loyalties.'  
 
    She sighed. 'And Ichiro?' 
 
    'We'll find out where Ichiro is and let you know.' 
 
    'Did you make all the arrangements at the airport?' 
 
    'Just like you asked. The riots are getting worse.' 
 
    Martin was squeezing her arm, talking to her in English, but she'd tuned him out to listen to Jiro and Mitsuhiro.               
 
    Jiro said he'd drive her to Hachi's himself. She'd told Shiro and Maki to drive Martin and Jessica to a bar she knew in Kobacho. 
 
    'You gonna come and meet us?' said Martin. He was sat on the back seat of the car with Jessica. 'What if something happens to you?' 
 
    'I won't be long, an hour at the most. I'll meet you at the bar. Get yourself something to eat.' 
 
    'That still doesn't tell me what I should do if you don't come back. How do I read the fucking menu?' 
 
    She leaned into the car and kissed Jessica on the lips, smiling at Martin when he grimaced. 'Look after him, okay.' 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jiro dropped Tomoko and Teja at the building where Hachi lived, saying he'd park a few blocks down. It'd look bad if he was recognised waiting outside Hachi's place.  
 
    'What are you expecting?' Teja asked Tomoko. 
 
    'Hachi doesn't know I'm back. It should be easy. Walk in. Do some shooting. Walk out.' 
 
    'You have such a casual attitude toward violence.' 
 
    Tomoko looked up at the building. Four stories, square windows overlooking the street. 'Whatever I have to do in here, they'd be just as happy doing the same to me.' 
 
    Teja pulled back her jacket and touched the gun at her side. 'Maybe the inhibitors prevent me from understanding.' 
 
    Tomoko opened the door to the building and they stepped onto a small lobby, a staircase winding up. Piles of garbage here, boxes and black bags. Two cats sniffing for leftovers. 
 
    Teja said, 'I think your friend Hachi needs a cleaner. When we get to the New World, think we can get a cat?' 
 
    Tomoko could hear a radio, footfalls on wooden flooring. 'Do they have cats?' 
 
    'Yes. What do you think we'll do over there?' 
 
    'We'll get jobs and play with our new cat.' 
 
    'What sort of jobs?' 
 
    They started up the steps. Jiro had said Hachi's studio was on the top floor. 
 
    'Maybe I'll open a dōjō,' said Tomoko, 'and at night I'll deliver pizza. What about you?' 
 
    'Maybe I'll work as a programmer, and on an evening I'll cook and wait for you to come home.' 
 
    A white guy in a denim jacket came down the stairs, didn't pay them any attention. Tomoko heard the door at the bottom opening and closing. 
 
    'Then we'll drink wine and go to bed early,' said Teja. 
 
    They reached the top, single door here with a cat pacing up and down. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'You sure you don't want to come in, see if something can trigger you to adapt.' 
 
    Teja shook her head, backing into a corner. 'I can't adapt with inhibitor blocks. Just the thought of harming a human makes me feel sick.' 
 
    Tomoko held her hand. 'But you killed a man.' 
 
    'Self-preservation. The inhibitors are there to protect you from me, but I can protect myself if I feel in danger.' She moved closer, pressed her lips to Tomoko's, whispered, 'When the inhibitors are removed we can do everything.' 
 
    Teja's breath felt warm in Tomoko's mouth. 
 
    'If I'm not out in three minutes, just leave. You know what to do.' 
 
    'Please don't say that.' 
 
    Teja quickly kissed Tomoko before she opened the door, the cat running between her legs. Tomoko watched it walking quickly down a corridor. She drew the Glock and edged inside. The corridor went on for about twenty feet, opening into a large open-plan apartment. 
 
    She looked down over the top of an armchair, Hachi sat there with his pants down, a girl she couldn't see at first bobbing her head on his crotch. Hachi moaned on the chair, swearing. The girl saw Tomoko, who showed her the gun. 
 
    Tomoko walked round, picked up a plastic bowl from the coffee table and gave it to the girl. She tilted her head and Hachi's milky semen trickled out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    'That's not much, Hachi,' said Tomoko. 
 
    He was still catching his breath. 'She isn't very good.' 
 
    Tomoko had been wondering how Hachi had changed, and now she could see. She remembered him in good-fitting shirts, clean-shaven. He'd lost weight, cheekbones more visible now, didn't have the paunch that he had before. The extra pounds had made him look healthier. Generic tattoos all the way up his arms, like he'd walked into a shop and flipped through a catalogue. Drugs had given him too many highs and lows. 
 
    'You don't look surprised to see me,' said Tomoko. 
 
    'Nothing surprises me these days.' 
 
    He leaned forward to pull at his pants. His penis that was standing erect a second ago was starting to droop. 
 
    'Don't move.'  
 
    Hachi raised his hands. 'Anything you want. Can I get you something? You want tea? Money?' 
 
    'I just wanted to see what you'd become. You betrayed Jiro's trust.' 
 
    'No, Tomoko. We just had different ideas about things. He wanted to base the gang on the old ways, but he went too far back. There's not enough money in gambling and whores, you need to diversify. I give people what they want.' 
 
    'You think you know what people want?' 
 
    'Hey,' and he smiled, 'if someone wants to see a girl getting fucked by a dog. Something for everybody, Tomoko, doesn't matter if it comes in a needle or goes up someone's ass.' 
 
    Hachi jumped to his feet and went for the gun on the coffee table. He didn't get far before the pants around his feet sent him sprawling, the table flipping over. The first bullet cut a channel down his thigh, pumping red instantly. He was twitching a little with two rounds in him, after three he just laid there. 
 
    The girl jumped up, saying, 'Now what am I supposed to do? This jerk was paying my rent.' 
 
    Outside, Teja waited for Tomoko just where she'd last seen her. She was thinking about the girl. Maybe she'd talk to the police, describe her to Hachi's friends. She should never have let the girl see her, but later in the evening she'd be on that flight, pushing through the atmosphere and leaving all of Earth's shit behind. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    36 
 
    Bosozoku Boys 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bar used to be a place that didn't do much business during the day. But they'd made some changes, added a new floor, new tables and a chrome bar. A holographic woman in a tiny white dress sang seductively into a mic. There were more people in here than Tomoko would have liked. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'Hey, cowboy.' 
 
    'Hey,' said Martin. 'I thought I was ordering two beers, then this joker gives me a newspaper.' 
 
    'You should let Jessica do the ordering.' 
 
    Tomoko watched Teja leaning over the bar to talk to the barman, Martin checking out the shape of her ass before turning away and raising a bottle to his mouth. She was about to ask Teja what she wanted from the bar, when Kameko entered. She walked between the tables and sat on the bar stool next to her. Tomoko only took her eyes from her for a moment to glance around the room, the patrons at the tables, the door Kameko had entered by. 
 
    Kameko rested her feet on the stool's footrest, turning to face her. 'We've met several times, Tomoko, but never had the chance to talk.' 
 
    Tomoko felt Teja standing behind her, her hand on her shoulder. 'How did you find me?' 
 
    'There was somebody at the airfield paid to look out for you. Don't worry, I've been sent to talk to you.' 
 
    'I won't hesitate to kill you.' 
 
    'You already tried.' 
 
    'Peter ordered me to shoot you at the party.' 
 
    Tomoko couldn't read any emotion on Kameko's face. Martin had moved closer to see who the woman was, heard them talking in Japanese and went back to his beer and the television on the wall. Jessica played with her hair while she talked to some boys at the end of the bar. 
 
    'He regrets that now,' said Kameko. 'It must have been hard for you.' 
 
    'You knew he hired me?' 
 
    'I knew you would never deliberately harm me.' 
 
    Tomoko could see herself in Kameko dark eyes, in the shape of her face. 'It was hard. But you're not my mother.' 
 
    'She's part of me. I could never be your mother. I play the part of Kamoko for Peter.' 
 
    'The perfect wife and lover.' 
 
    'Yes, exactly that.' Kameko's attention went to Teja. 'Who is she?' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'This is Teja.' 
 
    'You're a simulant.' 
 
    Teja moved closer. 'Yes. Like you.' 
 
    'Not like me. You're a Class C. There can't be many of you around.' 
 
    'Most have been shipped Off World,' said Teja. 
 
    'But not you.' 
 
    'I was left behind.' 
 
    'You should be careful. Simulants have a very high price tag on the black market.' 
 
    Teja made a slight shake of her head. 'I don't have to worry. I'm with Tomoko.' 
 
    Peter's wife raised her chin towards Martin behind them. 'And you have Martin to protect you as well.' 
 
    'Teja doesn't need protection.' Tomoko kept her gaze on Kameko. 'You seem to know quite a lot.' 
 
    'I know what I'm told and what I overhear. Peter doesn't see any need to keep secrets from me.' 
 
    'He didn't tell you I was coming to his birthday party.' 
 
    'He had his reasons,' said Kameko. 'Peter's a very complex man. Unlike Yamaguchi who's very simple. Old-fashioned, if you like.' 
 
    Tomoko glanced across the tables to the windows, wondered how many of the cars she could see on the street were full of armed men. 'Why are you here, Kameko? If you've some to cause trouble, it won't end well for you.' 
 
    Kameko smirked. 'You've very naughty, Tomoko. Killing Peter's men, kidnapping Fernandez and running away. So long as you have Fernandez, you have the upper hand. I'm here to offer you a deal.' 
 
    'From Peter?' 
 
    'From Yamaguchi.' 
 
    Tomoko watched Kameko swallow, the tip of her tongue touching her upper lip. 'Go on.' 
 
    'Your plan of going Off World is ridiculous. It will never work. The tickets have been programmed to accept Fernandez and four others. That's your only trick. You won't get anywhere near the airport.' 
 
    Tomoko felt Teja pressing closer, touching her arm. 'I don't need to. There's a military escort for all the passengers, tanks, gunships. They're expecting all kinds of shit to hit the fan when that last ship preps to take off.' 
 
    'Yamaguchi is offering you a lot of money and a position in his organisation, with all the perks and benefits you could ever wish for.' 
 
    'What about my crew?' 
 
    'You and Teja, maybe.' 
 
    'And Peter?' 
 
    'You leave Peter.' 
 
    'No.' 
 
    'Yamaguchi has made deals, signed contracts.' 
 
    'Fuck his contracts.' 
 
    Kameko made a resigned smile. 'Very well, Tomoko.' She slid off the stool. 'It was interesting to meet you, Teja. Goodbye, Tomoko.' 
 
    She walked down the aisle between the tables and left by the same doors she'd entered by. 
 
    Martin used his beer bottle to indicate the glass doors. 'Who's she? You expecting her?' 
 
    Tomoko looked quickly around the room, trying to see into alcoves, passageways where a stream of men might suddenly rush in from. 
 
    Martin looked back for a second, checking on Jessica. She was talking to some Japanese guys. Young, pretty girl like her was always going to get attention. He shuffled his weight on the stool, said, 'Now that you've got me here, I take it you've got a plan.' 
 
    'You came on your own, Martin. The plan is exactly like I told you. We board the ship and go. I have enough money in an Off World account to get us all started.' 
 
    'Yeah, you said. Why didn't you just buy your way out of Malaysia?' 
 
    'It's not that easy.' 
 
    'How do I know you're not gonna stiff me the moment we get there?' 
 
    'Martin, you have to trust me.' 
 
    'That's a joke, right?' 
 
    'Finish your beer. We have to leave.' 
 
    'What about your friends?' He thumbed over his shoulder. 'These fellas.' 
 
    Now she was looking straight at them, the four guys talking to Jessica. She was sure she didn't know them. Her hand moved slowly to the Glock.  
 
    The guy who'd had his back to her the whole time turned around. She remembered Ichiro from when she was a teenager, though back then he'd shaved his head like a lot of the kids had. He was a lot bigger, had been on the weights and pumped up his shoulders and arms. Still had that crazy look in his eyes. 
 
    He grabbed Jessica by the shoulders and spun her around, ducking behind her and making squawking sounds, and all the time she just laughed. Martin got off his stool and didn't know what to make of it, told Ichiro that playtime was over and to let her go. Teja had turned around to see what was going on. 
 
    Tomoko saw a blade and the Glock cleared the holster. Ichiro's eyes big and staring. One of them spun Jennifer in a dance move. Then Ichiro jumped up from a squatting position and brought the edge of a wakizashi down on her arm, cutting through the joint at the elbow, a second slash severing her arm entirely. 
 
    It was like the room had turned upside down. People screamed, chairs skittered across the floor, gunfire drowned out the music. Ichiro ducked behind his friends, Tomoko shooting one in an attempt to hit him.  
 
    Jessica just stood there until Martin caught her, shouting her name. He didn't seem aware of the bullets making holes in the bar next to him, hands turning red as he tried to stop the blood pouring from her arm.  
 
    Tomoko crawled over to him. He was calling Jessica's name over and over. Tomoko looked around, through the smoke, found Teja taking cover under a table, the holograph girl still singing and gyrating. 
 
    'No, no, no.' Martin kept his fingers pressed to the wound. He was shouting, saying everything twice, until his voice became so quiet Tomoko could barely make out what he was saying. 
 
    She spoke quickly into her phone, trying to stay calm, telling Jiro she needed a pick up with a doctor. Blood pooled on the floor. Martin laid Jessica down and elevated her arm, shouting at Tomoko to hold her while he ran for a bar towel. She could hear Ichi outside, the roar of motorcycle engines. 
 
    'We have to get her to the hospital,' said Martin. He folded the towel into a wad and pressed it to the stump of her arm. 'It's okay, baby, it's gonna be okay.' He smoothed her hair back from her forehead, tears in his eyes. 'Where's her fucking arm? Where is it?' 
 
    Tomoko said his name, but she knew there was no way she'd be able to get through to him. She felt Jessica trembling. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    37 
 
    Training Days 
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt sweat running down her back and across her belly, could feel her muscles swell and harden. She'd started training harder ever since Saigo had said he wouldn't teach her certain things, like how to take down an armed opponent.  
 
    A knife, a club, those were easy, but how to stop an attacker armed with a sword or a gun were advanced skills he thought for some reason were beyond her. She'd increased her training from four days a week to six, pouring over Saigo's notes and papers, documenting styles of martial arts - kung fu, karate, judo, kendo, wushu, muaythai - some of which he'd made twenty years ago. Economy of movement, he'd told her, the blow should be the fastest and the one that requires the least amount of movement. In a real fight, he'd said, you can't predict what your opponent will do. 
 
    She'd spent more time stretching and lifting weights, giving her more flexibility and strength. She'd felt her body change, become leaner. 
 
    Only the snap of Tomoko's sleeves when she punched and her body moving through the air made any sound, her footfalls on the tatami a light patter. One movement followed another, imaginary opponents suffering from kicks and punches, blows from elbows and knees, nerve-locking jabs from fingers. And there was no pause, no indication of where one movement finished and another began. She had become like Saigo had said she would, like water, flowing, formless. 
 
    She tensed muscles where her body might be vulnerable, twisting to protect vital organs. Her feet were sore and bandaged, her knuckles bruised from training with the wooden posts in the yard. She pivoted on the ball of her toes, leg raised high, straight out, feeling sinew and muscle straining against the effort. 
 
    She relaxed then, standing still, bringing her pulse down and controlling her breathing just like Saigo had taught her. 
 
    Tomoko saw him watching her from the shadow of the steps leading to the upper floor, a flickering lantern barely illuminating his face. He nodded and lit his pipe. 
 
    'Make some tea,' he said. 
 
    They sat at the kotatsu and Saigo poured the tea. The generator had stopped working so the low table remained unheated, several oil lamps providing the light as the sky through the windows turned red and then purple. 
 
    'Are you working?' asked Saigo. 
 
    'No,' she said. She pulled on the front of her shirt, sticking to the sweat on her chest. 
 
    'Going out?' 
 
    'Meeting Clark.' 
 
    'I see.' 
 
    She sipped the green tea, wondering how long he'd been watching her in the dōjō downstairs. 'I like him. He's got a car.' 
 
    'Some things never change. I didn't get a girlfriend until I bought a scooter. But you can't make out on the back of a scooter, not enough room.' 
 
    'You know we're just friends.' 
 
    'If he walks into the house again with his shoes on I'll cut off his feet.' 
 
    'Why do you want to know what I'm doing tonight?' 
 
    'Some people are coming over and it's easier if you're not here.' 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'You distract them from talking business and seeing you brings back Mizuguchi's stammer, and I don't want to spend all night t-t-t-talking about you.' 
 
    She refilled his cup, making sure she made eye contact. 'Yes, father.' 
 
    Cold shower, not like she had a choice when Saigo wouldn't repair or refuel the generator until the morning. In her room, she changed into her favourite pants and a baggy, hooded top. 
 
    Tomoko's room was at the very top of the house and she heard voices as she made her way down, saw Jimmy, laughing and talking loudly. 
 
     As she passed the door to the living room she saw five men in there. Yukio winked at her. He always gave her good tips at Jimmy's bar. 
 
    It was getting dark when she pulled her bicycle out from under the porch and rode down the hill. She never needed to pedal, Tomoko taking the hairpin bends as fast as she dared. She made the rear tyre slide behind her when she came to a stop, leaving a neat skid mark on the flagstones. She chained the bicycle on the corner railing with hundreds of others, never looking back as she made her way across the street. She waved to Clark, seeing his beat-up Nissan, the grinning skull on the hood that he'd painted himself. 
 
    She pushed all the papers and fast food wrappers from the passenger seat so she could sit down. She kissed Clark's cheek.  
 
    'I thought you said seven?' he said. 
 
    'I did. I was talking to my father. Where are we going?' 
 
    'I don't know. You wanna go up Beacon Hill?' 
 
    'Sure.' 
 
    On the way, Clark talked about how he'd made some money by designing tattoos for a guy in Tokyo. It sounded good, he said, like he'd have steady work, so long as he kept his ideas fresh and came up with stuff that would appeal to the Tokyo gangs.  
 
    Clark's dad wasn't happy, hoping he'd put more effort into his grades so he could get a job with a big company, maybe get to leave Earth if they ever moved. She liked listening to Clark, sounding out his ideas, grumbling about stuff, although tonight he obviously had something on his mind. 
 
    She pushed her hair behind her ear and turned on her seat to look at him, the dim glow from the street lamps only allowing her to make out parts of his face. 'You heard about me and Shinji.' 
 
    'No, I haven't.' 
 
    'Liar.' 
 
    'Well maybe I have. It's nothing to do with me.' 
 
    'I know you, Clark. Whenever you're upset with me you have a change of heart about something. Like last month you changed your mind about going to Matsue, then you said you were coming to the house and you didn't. I'm not serious with Shinji.' 
 
    'I'm cool with it. I just don't think he's your type.' 
 
    'I don't have a type.' 
 
    'I just feel he'll let you down.' 
 
    She laughed. 'I'd have lost interest in him long before then.' 
 
    By the time they made the freeway, Clark and Tomoko were talking about the state of the planet, agreeing and disagreeing, raising their voices in excitement or mock anger. There was a supermarket at the foot of Beacon Hill, and they called in there to buy some food and beverages to take with them. Other teenagers in there doing the same, buying cigarettes and condoms, fireworks and alcohol. 
 
    Already she could see kids in small groups, sat on walls, leaning against barriers, watching cars race up and down the hill. They found a quiet spot, looking at the thousands of city lights while they ate the food and listened to the radio. 
 
    'There's people out there,' said Clark. 'Cut off and trapped in the Waste Lands.' 
 
     'You really think they're worth saving?' She took a drink of the fruit juice they'd bought, filling her mouth with a sweet dumpling. 
 
    'Of course they're worth saving. It's not their fault they got left behind.' 
 
    'There's nothing out there, Clark. Just deadbeats and rubble.' 
 
    'I've been talking to Yasuo. He said he's joining the army. They've started sending units out into Waste Lands with supplies.' 
 
    'Are these the same units that usually don't come back?' 
 
    He was making a game of catching peanuts in his mouth. 'Yeah. Imagine going in there and not knowing what you're up against. Seeing how people have changed and developed their own laws.' 
 
    'They go crazy too, Clark. They live in department stores.' 
 
    'Cool.' 
 
    She could just make out the profile of his square chin, the glint of the lens in his glasses. She'd grown up with that face, watched it change.  
 
    Something banged against the top of the car, seemed to dance around for a second before someone landed on the hood and pressed a face against the windshield. Ichiro. He made a dramatic show of rolling from the car. 
 
    'Don't do anything,' said Tomoko. 
 
    But Clark was already out of the car. 'Asshole. You better not have damaged the paintwork.' 
 
    'And what if I have?' asked Ichiro. 
 
    Tomoko opened the door and stepped out, Ichiro looking like he'd done nothing wrong. The rest of his gang were hanging back. He was making a big show with his arms, maybe a come-on sign to Clark. 
 
    'Tomoko, why are you with this loser? You should be with me, on the back of my bike.' 
 
    'It's not going to happen, Ichi.' 
 
    She held her ground when he moved closer. He'd started growing a beard, but to Tomoko it looked like the fuzz that grows on bad fruit. 'I'm with Clark, so I'm not alone. I don't want to hurt you, Ichi.' 
 
    He was laughing, then moving toward her so fast that she had to brace herself against the car when his chest collided with hers. He was still grinning, making it obvious that he was staring at the shape of her tits.  
 
    She probably caught him off-guard, thinking maybe that she'd wait a moment to clear some space between them. A kick caught him in the stomach, and the moment he hit the ground she jumped on his groin with her heel. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    38 
 
    Phantom Pain 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kiyoshi was an otaku, a geek who collected crap obsessively. Shelves packed with graphic novels and toys, memorabilia from TV shows and old movies. Tomoko paused to look at all the photographs of Japanese girls, teens with teeth still getting fixed, used panties in vacuum-sealed bags, filed and catalogued. 
 
    She could hear him talking to Teja as she entered what Kiyoshi called The Hub, a large room with a spiralling ramp. The brain of his operation, where he sat at six screens and monitored the world. He turned his wheelchair to face her. 
 
    'How long you gonna be staying?' 
 
    Potato chip crumbs were on his lap. Tomoko had never asked Kiyoshi his age, but she guessed he'd be around forty-five.  
 
    'It won't be long,' she said. 'Just overnight. Did you get the info'?' 
 
    He spun the wheelchair to the console, played his fingers over a keyboard. He indicated to two of the screens. 
 
    'Yeah, got it. Peter Yang arrived at Kansai Airport this morning with six other people.' Giselle's passport photo appeared, then Kameko's, then pictures of Peter's bodyguards. 'I don't know where he's staying yet.' He looked up at her. 'I think he knows you'd be tracking him.' 
 
    'Means he's concerned enough now to take precautions.' 
 
    'What about all that other stuff?' 
 
    'Upload it to me.' 
 
    'You want me to scratch your ass as well?' 
 
    'Come on, Kiyoshi, you owe me.' 
 
    He swivelled to a virtual display, hands in motion as he shuffled and manipulated data. 'You save a guy's life once and he owes you forever. Where did you pick up the sim?' 
 
    Teja sat up from the padded chair she was laid back in. 'I'm called Teja.' 
 
    'Yeah, I know,' said Kiyoshi. 'I wasn't talking to you.' 
 
    'If I'm in the room and you ask about me, then you're talking to me.' 
 
    'Okay,' he said. 'Where did you pick up Tomoko.' 
 
    'She found me about five miles into the Waste Lands in Malaysia.' Tomoko moved to Teja's side, sitting on the arm of the chair. Kiyoshi had hooked her up to one of his computers, a dozen wires trailing from probes stuck to her chest and head. She had a pulse monitor on her finger. 'She came across where I'd been hiding for three weeks.' 
 
    'You took her in, Tomoko,' said Kiyoshi. 
 
    'Kinda,' said Tomoko. 'It wasn't like I had a choice.' 
 
    'Why's that?' 
 
    'She followed me. I couldn't get rid of her.' 
 
    Kiyoshi moved to the keyboard operating the machine connected to Teja. 'Must have been those beautiful green eyes.' 
 
    'Yeah,' said Tomoko. She moved her fingers through Teja's red hair. 'Something like that. How long is this going to take?' 
 
    He shrugged in the wheelchair. 'Never done this before.' 
 
    'It'll take several hours,' said Teja. 'Are you sure you want to do this?' 
 
    'I need you strong, Teja,' said Tomoko. She looked at her watch. 'I need to know you can take care of yourself. If you don't - ' 
 
    'I want to do it,' said Teja. 'If I have the inhibitors I'm still a slave.' 
 
    'She could be dangerous,' said Kiyoshi. 
 
    Tomoko cradled Teja's face in her palm. 'She's already dangerous.' 
 
    Kiyoshi altered a few controls on a screen, moved over to Teja to check the probes stuck to her skin, on her neck, behind her ears. 
 
    'What will happen when you remove them?' asked Tomoko. 
 
    Kiyoshi plugged a lead into a VR helmet. 'You won't notice any difference. The inhibitors are just mental blocks to help keep sims under control. They're a product, don't want them killing people or forming serious relationships. Crime, murder, antisocial behaviour.' Kiyoshi went back to his computer, spoke with his back to her. 'Humans don't do those things because most of us could never get used to the idea. Sims can change their attitude just by taking in new information.' 
 
    'How does this machine remove the inhibitors?' asked Tomoko. 
 
    'It doesn't. It'll just guide her. She'll find and remove the inhibitors herself. She'll be in a sort of deep sleep.' 
 
    Teja used the controls to recline the chair so she was almost horizontal. Tomoko jumped off the armrest as it slid out from underneath her. 
 
    Teja said, 'I'm ready.' 
 
    Tomoko watched her close her eyes. Teja twitched for a few seconds. Tomoko followed Kiyoshi up the ramp. 'Shouldn't you stay with her?' 
 
    'What the hell for?' He reached down the side of the chair, pulled out a juice box and sucked on a straw. 'All up to her now. I thought you were going to Hiroshima?' 
 
    'I am. How safe is this place?' 
 
    'Well hidden, don't worry. All the cameras for ten blocks are under my control. If they spy a face I don't want them to see, it's replaced with a different one. I control everything. Cameras, fingerprint scanners, biometric autodogs. I leave a trail of false information. This place might as well not exist.' 
 
    'Suppose I get seen on the street?' 
 
    'I can't hack someone's eyeballs. Not yet.' 
 
    'Okay. I have to check on our friend first.' 
 
    She left Kiyoshi rolling down the corridor, slipping into the room where they were keeping Fernandez. He put out his arms like a child wanting to be picked up. 
 
    'How are you doing?' She sat next to him on the bed. 'We're going to catch that big flight soon. Sound good?' 
 
    He was still sleepy, didn't seem to have much of an idea about where he was. She'd dressed him in pants and a brown shirt since he was naked when they pulled him out of the octopus suit. 
 
    'I feel tired,' he said. 'Lay next to me. We'll sleep right here.' 
 
    'No, no. What you need is something so I can control you. Make you do exactly as I say.' 
 
    He had his fingers under the top of her skirt, feeling the softness of her thigh. 'I like that. I'll do anything for you.' 
 
    She took the syringe from her pocket, pulled off the cap with her teeth. She had her hand on his chest as she positioned his head. The needle pricked the watery membrane of his eyeball, slid inside. She injected only a small amount, all she would need to keep him docile and open to her suggestions. It left a red mark on the white of his eye. 
 
    When Tomoko walked into Jessica's room, Martin was standing at the window, looking out across the city like he was sizing up an opponent. She watched him pull his gun out, check all six cylinders, inspecting each one like he had in mind that six bullets wouldn't be enough to kill one man. 
 
    'How is she doing?' Tomoko asked him. 
 
    Jessica stirred on the bed. 'I'm fine.' 
 
    Tomoko went to her side, took hold of her fingers. Jessica's left arm was missing below the elbow, the end wrapped in thick bandages. 'You look a lot better. I think you're tougher than your dad gives you credit for.' 
 
    Martin turned from the window. His lip was split and his eye bruised. She could see a darkness clouding his face, meaner and harder than before. 'I know how tough she is. How long are you gonna be gone?' 
 
    Jessica's fingers tightened on Tomoko's hand. 'You're leaving?' 
 
    'Only for a few hours. Teja is having some treatment and you need to rest.' 
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Tomoko caught the high-speed monorail to Hiroshima. An automech lifter had picked up the car Jiro had supplied and had placed her on the top level, giving her a good view from left to right through the windows. 
 
    Green hills appeared and disappeared, then all the black and grey of industry, a puzzle of pipes and cooling towers. Kiyoshi had an update to her phone. Other data streamed in, making the device vibrate in her hand. She knew she had to read it, but right now she needed to look out of the window, get a feeling of home, even if most of it was high-rise apartments and freeway that you could transplant to Malaysia and barely notice the difference. Apart from the futons hanging over the balconies and the signs and adverts in Japanese, not much gave her a strong feeling that she was back in Japan. 
 
    They soon stopped at the Meieki Station in Nagoya, and a lifter dropped another car next to Tomoko's, two kids in there looking at her until the train started moving again. She watched the scenery for maybe thirty minutes before she'd seen enough. Nothing much had changed since she used to make this journey with Clark.  
 
    The train pulled into Osaka and took on more passengers and cars. It was a straight twenty-five-minute run after Osaka and the train didn't start to slow down until it was a few miles out from Hiroshima. 
 
    On the street, Tomoko nosed through traffic and waited for an old streetcar to rattle past before she could make the turn toward the Kyobashigawa River. The Inari Seiyoken restaurant was still there on the corner, half the characters on the sign not working, and to the south they were building a new bridge. Tomoko realised she was slowing down and speeding up all along Aioi-dori Avenue, remembering all the insignificant things like cycling on the sidewalk, buying things from the shops, where she'd eaten or had a soda. She nudged the accelerator and pushed through town. 
 
    She reached the road to the old house and started the winding climb up the hill. She passed the Nakamuras' place, wondering if they still lived there, the houses behind always looking as though they were fighting for space. She continued up, over the bridge that cut across a stream. The framework underneath had made a cool swing for daring kids. 
 
    The old house looked different. She remembered cars squeezed into the space out front, a dozen bikes belonging to the kids who'd come for lessons. Saigo's Mitsubishi was still there, all the tyres flat and the rain shelter half-collapsed. She went up the three steps, across the porch and spent a few seconds digging the keys out of her jacket pocket. 
 
    When she got inside the smell of the place surprised her. Damp and old, like maybe the roof had leaked and over the years the place had started to rot. It put a picture in her mind of things growing out of mouldy corners, climbing up the walls. She wished she'd brought a flashlight with her, the rooms getting darker by the minute. She'd never been in the house before with her shoes on, her footsteps sounding weird on the hardwood floor. She passed her palm over one of the cedar supports.  
 
    Tomoko moved through the house, pausing to look out of the windows through dirt and cobwebs. If Saigo was at home, that third step with its squeak would have told him she was on her way upstairs. She looked into the living room, where they'd kept the TV, books and stuff. Saigo would sit in a chair with his legs hanging over the side, watching some old samurai soap opera, or laughing at cartoons. Sometimes he'd wave to her when she walked past, then maybe she'd join him, sit on the floor and eat the cakes and chocolate he often had. 
 
    She could hear him, shouting her name from below, getting louder and more impatient, like he had that time when they were on their way to Yamamoto's dōjō. 
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    Ero Guro Nansensu 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alone in the old house, the corners of the room almost in total darkness now, Tomoko thought what it would be like to remember everything in detail, just like Teja could. She couldn't remember why Ichiro hated her. She remembered the bruises, the red spit in her mouth. The thousands of yen Saigo had counted onto her palm. 
 
    Petrol fumes filled the house. Tomoko poured the liquid from a jerry can down the wooden steps, splashing it across the dōjō floor, up one of the cedar beams. She dropped the can, fuel spilling out, took a tight grip on the thick rope of hair falling down her back and used a knife to cut through it.  
 
    Outside, she tossed a flare through the open doorway and watched fire taking hold of the old timbers. The fire spread quickly, orange and red around the windows and crackling through the doorway. She clapped her hands and made a prayer, bowing twice. Embers floated around her. 
 
    In the car, Tomoko could see the house burning like a beacon in the rear mirror. She made the bottom of the hill, streetlights on now, noticed a black car creeping into the traffic behind her. She was sure she'd seen that same car when she'd left Kiyoshi's. She took the next turn. 
 
    A car slammed into her from the side, crushing the passenger door. She felt a tingling energy field, like she'd been hit by a microwave pulse. Tomoko felt sick. She passed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Someone leaned into the car and unbuckled her seat belt. It was a man, she could tell from his voice, Japanese, but she couldn't make out the words. She felt him feeling inside her pants for weapons. He was taking his time, which was good since she needed to wake up, get her eyes open. 
 
    He wouldn't know about the gun she'd placed under the seat. He moved her forward so he could check behind her, Tomoko's arm sliding toward the floor, her finger almost touching the gun. All she had to do now was wake up. Get her damned eyes open. 
 
    She came to like a swimmer breaking the surface after a deep dive. She'd startled the man, leaning over her to check the glove box. He jumped and knocked his head on the roof, Tomoko pushing him out and kicking the car door into his face. He scuttled across the ground, stopping when he saw she had a gun on him. He was one of the young thugs who'd been talking to Jessica in the bar. 
 
    He said, 'Hey, you're awake.' 
 
    He made to get up, but she motioned with the gun to tell him to stay down. 
 
    'Keep your grubby hands where I can see them,' she said.  
 
    'I was making sure you were okay.' 
 
    'Sure you were.' 
 
    He was leering. 'I saw the whole thing. You were lucky you weren't killed.' 
 
    'Not much luck for you though.' She had to lean forward a little, ease the pain in her stomach. 
 
    'Why's that?' 
 
    'You're the one getting his ass wet on the floor and I've got the gun.' 
 
    He was keeping it casual, like maybe he had a gun pointed at him every day. He could be the type who'd constantly push his luck, take any opportunity to get the better of her. 
 
    'You look dizzy,' he said. 'I don't think you're gonna be able to stay awake for much longer.' 
 
    'You seen what happens to a kneecap when it gets hit by a bullet?' 
 
    'No.' 
 
    'Tell your buddy hanging behind the garbage to get himself over here.' 
 
    He looked across to the garbage boxes, looked as though he was about to shout something, but glanced back at her instead. The thought of a splintered kneecap maybe kept him from getting smart with her. 'Hey, Tsurukawa, she means business.' 
 
    A guy ambled out, walked right up with a gun in his hand. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'Put the gun down or I'll shoot your friend.' 
 
    He just huffed. 'Shoot him. I don't care.' 
 
    The gun made two loud cracks when Tomoko shot him, the other getting off a couple of wild shots as he turned and ran, falling over the garbage and disappearing down the alley. She felt the contents of her stomach churning. Wide-beam microwave pulses did that. She needed to get back to Teja fast. 
 
    • 
 
      
 
      
 
    Saigo would talk about his dreams like he talked about everything else, as if they had meaning in the real world. One time he'd dreamed about a giant fist he was struggling to open, another time he'd told her about travelling down a river, in the Amazon maybe.  
 
    She'd asked if he ever dreamed about her mother. Saigo had said he tried not to. There were photographs of Kameko in a drawer, sometimes Tomoko would look at them, seeing herself in those dark, almost black eyes. There was a picture of her father and mother taken in Nara, a giant Buddha behind them. 
 
    Tomoko wasn't aware of any dreams right now, only a pain between her temples. She could feel something soft underneath her, like she was lying on a mattress. She knew cable ties were holding her arms and legs in place before she opened her eyes, feeling the hard plastic rubbing against her. She lifted her head from a pillow and looking down her body she saw that she was still dressed. She was on a single bed, her feet restrained at each lower corner so her legs were open. She guessed she must have passed out again, had a vague memory of her cheek pressed to the wet ground. 
 
    Heavy breathing, the noise of flesh against flesh. She was in a large hotel suite, glancing quickly at everything she could take in from her restrained position. There was a king-sized bed, floor to ceiling windows across one wall, a living area with cream leather sofas and a large television, a man with his back to her standing at a desk. He was wearing a shirt and no trousers, the cheeks of his ass clenching each time he thrust into the woman bent over the desk.  
 
    Two small drones hovered at either side of them, 3D imaging lasers projecting a grid over the contours of arms and legs, the shape of his erection standing out from his shirt when he pulled out of the woman. Tomoko felt a wave of nausea rising to her throat. She recognised Jessica's legs, the shape of them. There was a metal frame holding her in position, clear plastic rings keeping her legs at what might have been a natural position for sex over a desk. Tomoko felt her whole body trembling with anger, unable to look away from those naked legs, from the small feet in heels, the curve of her body to her hips, where her body ended. She'd been cut in half at the waist. 
 
    Tomoko jerked violently against the ties, the edges cutting into her wrists and ankles. She shouted a torrent of abuse at Fernandez until the sound of her own screams hurt her ears. He was wearing a mask, a featureless plastic oval with round eyeholes. He lifted the mask and wore it like a hat, shaking sweat from his eyes. 
 
    'I heard your name is Tomoko Iwamoto.' He moved to a table where a buffet was laid out, picked up a pickle and waved it as he spoke. 'I hope you have finished with all the shouting and screaming, it will give me a dreadful headache, and only be bad for you.' 
 
    'I will kill you, you fucking –' 
 
    'No, no. Please stop.' He made a motion with his hand and the drones hovered to docking stations. 'You have been given to me by Mr. Yang, to do with as I please. A final piece, my last on this wretched planet.' 
 
    'Do you know who I am, Fernandez?' 
 
    'Yes, yes,' he was nodding while he chewed on a tiny sandwich. 'You are a pretty girl, and I am a boy. What else is there to know?' 
 
    'There are people looking for me.' 
 
    'So?' 
 
    'They won't be happy if they find me like this.' 
 
    'How will they find you? Besides, Mr. Yang can do what he likes with his property.' 
 
    'He doesn't own me. Cut me loose.' 
 
    'You would be advised to keep your voice low.' He held her face in his hand, squeezed a little. He returned to the buffet. 'Your friends can't help you.' 
 
    She followed his gaze to the balcony. There was something out there, a bulky shape moving with a strange, lumbering gait. He picked up a chicken wing from the buffet. 'Get in here, give our pretty friend a kiss.' 
 
    There was a metallic scratching at the balcony door before it slid open and the shape entered the room. Each step brought with it the sound of a dozen motors, gears and joints clicking. Tomoko saw a machine, a cage in the shape of a man, and fastened inside it was the upper halves of Martin and Jessica, abdomen to abdomen. An array of small rods poked at Martin's face, pushing his flesh into a smile. Tomoko clenched her fist, unable to speak.  
 
    The machine leaned back and the two torsos revolved, Jessica's arm swinging out. Her eyes were half-closed, the jaw twitching when the rods closed her mouth and pushed her lips together. The machine leaned over Tomoko and she felt Jessica's cold lips brushing her cheek. Tomoko closed her eyes, trying not to make any sounds. She was breathing fast when the machine turned around clumsily and went back to the balcony. She pushed her head back into the pillow, trying not to imagine what might have happened to Teja, if she'd been turned into some grotesque puppet. 
 
    Fernandez showed her the picture he'd taken on his phone. 'These wings are not very good.' He waved one under her nose. 'How does that smell? Mr. Yang. He gave you to me as a going away present. It's boring just waiting, you know. You'll give me something to do.' He moved to the counter for more food. 'I'm going to take pictures.' 
 
    She worked her wrist against the plastic when he turned. She tried to twist, see how much movement she had, but it wasn't enough to do Fernandez any harm.               
 
    She watched him unbuttoning his shirt, draping it around a hanger. He was naked now, the mask still perched on top of his head. He sat on the edge of the bed, taking a moment to check himself out in a mirror. She heard footsteps at the other side of the door, sucked in a breath to scream as loud as she could, then realised it wouldn't do any good. It was maybe an adjoining suite, Fernandez' security in there. She'd be gagged if her screams would cause problems. 
 
    'Now,' said Fernandez, 'you will need to keep very still.' 
 
    He cut off her blouse buttons with a scalpel, humming to himself. He sliced through the sleeves of her jacket and pulled them off, unbuckled her belt and slit through the skirt, the blade close to her naked belly.  
 
    She wasn't sure what would be the best thing to do when he tried pulling the material out from underneath her. Maybe he wanted her to struggle, maybe if she helped him it would make it easier. She lifted herself slightly off the bed and he pulled away the skirt, jacket and blouse, leaving her in just her underwear. He pressed the scalpel into her shoulder, just deep enough so it made a spot of blood, moved it around and pushed deeper. 
 
    Tomoko hissed, watched the blood circling her arm. She was breathing heavily now, trying to stay in control, but her heart was beating fast. He danced over to the counter, throwing the scalpel down and picking up a cocktail sausage. 
 
    'You know what we need is music.' 
 
    He popped a couple of pills from a bottle and washed them down with a shot of bourbon, moving his body to a rhythm only he could hear as he left the room. She struggled, pulling as hard as she could on the ties, feeling the edge of the plastic biting deeper into her skin. Music played, bells and whistles and a big band orchestra. Fernandez danced back into the room. 
 
    'I have an idea,' he said. 'Something I have been thinking about for a while. Now might be a good time. You want to know what it is? Hey, I'm talking to you.' 
 
    'Does it involve getting me off this bed?' 
 
    'No, don't be silly.' 
 
    'Then what makes you think I'm interested?' 
 
    He sat on the bed, fiddling with a holograph camera. 'You're a blank canvas. I'll tell you what my idea is.' He set the camera on a tripod, three lenses watching her. 'I'm going to film my own ejaculation while you bleed to death. I think maybe on the computer I will remove this nasty hotel background.' 
 
    He altered a control on top of the camera, checked the image displayed at the back. She was tugging on the ties harder now, unconcerned if the plastic cut into her. Fernandez moved to the bottom of the bed, took her leg under his arm. She felt a needle in her calf. 
 
    'What was that?' 
 
    'I don't want you squirming around,' he said. 
 
    'What did you give me?' 
 
    'Just something to make it more pleasant. I need to get my other camera.' 
 
    The drug worked fast, the ceiling and walls moving, reality slipping away. She struggled to focus, aware of what was happening only for brief moments. Fernandez jumped onto the bed, straddling her. As she slipped away, she thought she was back inside the car after the crash, trying to break into consciousness. Her mind drifted. Then she saw Fernandez standing next to her, waving the red scalpel like a composer's baton. Blood droplets patterned the wall. The bed underneath her felt wet, a slippery grease between her fingers. 
 
    She tried to think about what had happened after she'd left the dōjō, struggling to keep her thoughts coherent. Maybe Ichiro had her tagged with a tracking device, maybe she'd been followed as she left Kiyoshi's. She recalled the journey through Hiroshima, familiar streets and buildings, coffee shops and arcades where she'd meet her friends. It had seemed surreal, like the view outside the car windows was something she'd imagined and wasn't really there. 
 
    Cold steel in her arm, peeling her skin. She was aware of the pain, but she had no sense of time. She didn't know if she was feeling something that was happening now or ten minutes ago. Her mind kept fixing on past events, then she'd see Fernandez, feel him moving inside her, his hands red, touching her.  
 
    She saw herself in Kameko's car now, a passenger. Her mother cried, but she seemed happy. She studied the outline of her face, the smooth cheeks and the elegant line of her neck. The Futabuyama tunnel wall rushed toward them, throwing Kameko through the windshield. She saw herself as a four-year-old, standing there in the tunnel in her pyjamas, the fluffy ones with the dancing penguins on, trying to understand what had happened to okāsan. She took Saigo's hand and he picked her up. 
 
    Tomoko could never imagine how Saigo had died. Sometimes she thought of him on one of the New Worlds, waiting for her, just like Jimmy had told her. The drug relaxed its grip, allowing her to see Fernandez. She thought she asked him again to cut her loose, but she wasn't sure if it was her voice or somebody else's. She had to take control of her body, open a window into reality. Tomoko concentrated, breathed slowly. She could see him, sat on top of her, watching himself in a mirror while he painted her blood across his face.  
 
    His hand came within reach and she made her move with the only weapon she had. She caught the flat side of his palm, near the knuckle, clamping her teeth down hard.  
 
    Fernandez screamed and tried to pull away, punching into her head and chest. Tomoko squeezed her eyes shut and bit down harder, the sharp edges of her teeth slicing through skin and the soft flesh underneath, crunching into the cartilage of his finger when he tried to pull away. She tasted blood in her mouth, running into her throat and choking her. She jerked back. Fernandez howled. She spat the piece of him she had in her mouth after him when he ran to the door, falling back on to the bed. 
 
    She didn't know how long she'd lain there, it could have been five minutes, maybe five hours, feeling her body becoming weak. She kept seeing Saigo, towering over her, like he used to do when she was a child. 
 
    Peter put his hand on her forehead, wiped his fingers on a handkerchief. 
 
    'I told him you were dangerous,' he said. 
 
    She heard her own voice, distant. 'Hello, Peter. Are you going to kill me?' 
 
    He traced his finger down one of the cuts on her arm, Tomoko feeling herself panting from the stinging pain. 
 
    'Not yet,' he said. 'I was thinking about taking you back. It won't be the same without you in Malaysia.' 
 
    He adjusted his tie. It was then when she noticed Kameko, standing behind him. She seemed more curious than alarmed. 
 
    Peter said, 'You've caused too many complications. I hate to see you like this, Tomoko. I think to understand the inconvenience you brought upon me, you needed to have suffered before the end.' 
 
    She could taste Fernandez's blood in her mouth. She had to swallow before she could speak again. 'Like my father suffered?' 
 
    'You'd have to ask Jimmy that, but he's dead. I have my tickets back, and I have Fernandez. I really have no more use or concern for you, Tomoko. Soon I'll be back in Malaysia, and this business will be forgotten.' 
 
    'You won't forget me that easily.' 
 
    'You'll be remembered.' 
 
    She turned her face toward him. 'As what?' 
 
    'Maybe as the daughter I never had.' 
 
    'If that's how you see me then tell me what happened to my mother.' 
 
    'You know what happened. It was an accident. If you want to blame anyone, blame Saigo.' 
 
    She watched him looking around the room, his face expressionless when he looked at the desk, the machine on the balcony manipulating animation into the bodies of Jessica and Martin. He made a noise, like a confused groan, and left the room.  
 
    Kameko leaned over her, her face inches from hers. Her dark eyes were studying her. 
 
    'You don't look like me at all,' said Kameko. 
 
    Tomoko licked at the drying blood around her mouth. 'Where's Peter going?' 
 
    'He has business to finish with Yamaguchi.' 
 
    'Why are you here?' 
 
    There was a man behind Kameko. Tomoko recognised Jefferson. 'Waiting for you to die. I can't have you interfering with my plans like you did Peter's. They're going to let Fernandez back in soon.' 
 
    Tomoko knew she couldn't break the ties on her wrists, but she tugged against them anyway. 'What plans?' 
 
    'Peter's had his own way for too long.' 
 
    'What are you going to do to Peter?' 
 
    She wasn't sure if Kameko answered. The last thing she remembered was seeing Jefferson with his hand on Kameko's waist, kissing her neck. Her mind constantly drifted, remembering the past, then her eyes would open and she'd see the hotel room, looking down at her body covered in blood.  
 
    The scalpel was almost touching her hip on the bed where Fernandez had dropped it. It might as well have been at the other side of the room. She was thinking if she could shuffle her body against the scalpel, bounce her ass on the bed and maybe make it jump up the mattress toward her hand. But she couldn't keep her thoughts on one thing. 
 
    Tomoko would fall asleep, then wake up, sometimes aware of where she was and thinking about what might have happened to Teja. Then the drug would start playing with her. It screwed up her memory, making her believe she was somewhere in the past. She woke up again, imagined Martin kicking down the door, taking out a few guards with his old gun, carrying her somewhere safe. But he was dead. 
 
    Somebody was pulling on her hand, a voice urging her to move. She realised she was standing up, the plastic ties cut away. A man was talking quickly, her arm around his shoulders, unsteady on her feet when he removed his support to get a bathrobe around her. 
 
    'Hurry, there isn't much time.' 
 
    She caught the man's hand, pulled slightly so he'd turn toward her. Tomoko thought maybe she was hallucinating again. 
 
    'Willard. What are you doing here?' 
 
    'I had to come over to verify the tickets. We haven't got much time. Peter's men are escorting him back to his hotel. Some others are guarding Fernandez.' 
 
    'Where's Kameko?' 
 
    She didn't have the energy or the concentration to ask more questions, letting Willard guide her out of the door and onto the hallway. They took the elevator down two floors, Willard checking the way was clear before he took her hand and led her to room 344. She shuffled toward the bed, her whole body sore and stinging, heard Willard drop the lock. 
 
    She sat down. Her head felt like it would explode. 
 
    'Why are you doing this? They'll miss me.' 
 
    He was in the bathroom running water, then moving quickly around the room to collect all the towels. 
 
    He checked the door constantly, as if he expected it to burst open at any moment. 'They'll miss you but they won't know where to look. This is a room I booked online under a different name. I paid a maid to give me a room pass.' 
 
    He was looking at her like he'd discovered something special he thought he'd lost. 'Stephanie was good, but not as good as you.' 
 
    He went to the fridge under the counter and pulled out all the spirit miniatures he could find. 
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    Cyber Relief 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morphine soothed the pain, green tea helped her relax. Tomoko would have been more comforted by fifteen 9mm rounds in a semi-automatic.  
 
    Willard wiped the blood from her naked body to see which cuts needed attention. Some were deeper than others, on her arms and legs, across her side and shoulders, using a medi-kit like he'd used one too many times before. The spray stung and made the room smell like a hospital. Derma-patches applied all over her body pulled her skin tight, chemicals and organic nanobots seeping into her wounds. Her skin tingled and itched. Fernandez had been careful not to cut too deep or near anywhere that would kill her before he'd achieved what he wanted. 
 
    Willard had put the television on, maybe to give Tomoko something to watch while he worked, or to cover the noise if she cried out. She never did, barely aware of Willard talking to her, the stained towels mounting up at her feet.  
 
    'I'm sorry about your fingers,' she said. 
 
    He paused in his work, applied a derma-patch to a cut on her thigh. 'When I'm a slave I get everything I deserve. I want nothing less. Hold still.' He used the spray on her leg and applied another patch. 'There shouldn't be any scarring, these patches heal cuts like they never happened. You look pale, but I don't think your blood loss is as bad as it looks.' 
 
    'They'll be looking for me.' 
 
    'I know.' He made a nervous smile. 'Big hotel. They don't have the manpower to search every room. The last thing they'll want to do is cause a fuss and have the police here.' 
 
    'How do I get out?' 
 
    'I didn't think that far ahead.' 
 
    The television was showing the riots around the airport. It was the main news now, the last Off World ship. A reporter interviewed people who had tickets, the ones who were rich, the lucky ones who'd won the lottery. She told Willard to change the channel. 
 
    'They'll probably think you took off,' said Willard. 'We'll have to find you some clothes.' 
 
    'Give me your phone, I have friends I can call.' 
 
    She called Jiro, calmed when she heard his voice. If she told him she needed help, needed him to go to a hotel with a change of clothes, a gun, a phone, some money, then that's what he'd do. No questions. 
 
    She waited, lying on the bed with Willard next to her. The room was quiet, Willard talking now and then, about his job, his life, long enough pauses in between allowing Tomoko to bring her thoughts into order. He told her about a deal Peter had made with Yamaguchi, for cargo space and getting his grandson Off World, and it all started to make sense. Peter had to be getting something out of it, and not just a shitload of money. 
 
    The tap at the door signalled Jiro had arrived. Willard let him in. Jiro never rushed anything and she watched him slowly take in the room. 
 
    'You've been back for a day,' he said, 'and already you're giving me a headache.' 
 
    He had a department store bag. Tomoko moved off the bed to take it from him. 'You come to help or to complain?' 
 
    'What happened?' 
 
    'I was betrayed, Jiro.' She emptied the bag onto the bed, checked the gun first, a snub .45 Colt Defender. Six rounds in the magazine. 'You sure you've got your people in order?' 
 
    'It wasn't any of my gang. You should be ashamed to even suggest it. Who's this?' 
 
    'This is Willard. He works for Yang.' 
 
    'Well, my company works with Peter Yang,' said Willard. 
 
    Tomoko examined the pants, knowing right away they'd be too big, blue shirt and a hotel cleaner's smock. There was a stiff little hat. 
 
    'This the best you could do?' 
 
    'There's heavy types all over the place,' said Jiro. 'Your best bet to get out is through the staff areas.' 
 
    'Thanks.' 
 
    'Then you need to kill Ichiro, like we agreed.' 
 
    'I have other pressing concerns, Jiro.' 
 
    He shrugged. 'Not my problem.' 
 
    Tomoko picked up the Colt, seeing her face in the brushed steel. She wanted to empty the gun into Fernandez' face, but she had to find Teja first. There was no way of knowing what had happened at Kiyoshi's until she got there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She moved single-mindedly from Jiro's car to Kiyoshi's building. Jiro didn't hang around, taking off before she'd reached the other side of the street. 
 
    A keycard Kiyoshi had given to her allowed her inside the building, then she was riding the elevator and wishing it would go faster. She was ready when the elevator doors opened to Kiyoshi's apartment, gun sweeping the corners and doors. She couldn't hear anything. She didn't know what she expected, signs of a gunfight maybe, Peter's men waiting for her. 
 
    Tomoko pulled at the pants, feeling them sliding down again. She felt tired, her wounds stinging, her stomach reminding her that she'd had nothing to eat for over twelve hours. At least the drug had worn off. She moved cautiously down the passageway, past the display cases full of Kiyoshi's toys.  
 
    She saw the bag she'd left, dumped against the wall. She had clothes in there, another Glock and three full clips. She still couldn't hear anything from any of the other rooms. Tomoko bent down and opened the bag, relieved everything was still there. She trained the gun down the passage, waiting for a head to poke out from one of the doorways. She changed as fast as she could and continued to The Hub. 
 
    Teja was down there at the bottom of the circling ramp, still reclined on the chair. Tomoko went down, saw Kiyoshi sat next to her. Teja's top had been unfastened and pulled up, her pants open to her panties, her breast and nipple exposed where her bra had been pulled down. Tomoko touched Teja's arm, saw her mouth open slightly when she took a breath. She gave Teja a shake and she still didn't wake up. Kiyoshi was wearing a VR helmet, a cable running to a cybernetic port behind his ear. He was breathing fast. 
 
    Tomoko moved the gun to her other hand so she could work the mouse at the console, found the VR program. A monitor came to life behind her. She'd seen these before, cybernetic uplinks, although the picture quality was never as good as the one Kiyoshi had. Usually you got a representation of what the jacked-in minds were doing, like a TV with poor reception, the computer trying its best to work out what was going on. Tomoko felt her fist tighten around the gun. Sure he'd want to have sex with her, get her bent over his desk, imagine himself standing up. She coiled the cable around her finger and tugged. 
 
    Kiyoshi unfastened the helmet. 'Goddamn it. What the fuck? Tomoko.' 
 
    She sat on the stool next to him. 'You say my name, Kiyoshi, like you're surprised to see me.' 
 
    He swallowed, said, 'I wasn't expecting you back so soon.' 
 
    'Did I catch you in the middle of something?' 
 
    He tried smiling, couldn't quite do it. 'It's not what it looks like.' 
 
    'It's just pretend, right?' 
 
    'Yeah.' 
 
    'I wouldn't think you’d sweat.' 
 
    'What? What are you talking about?' 
 
    'You sold me out to Peter. Did he say you could keep Teja for your troubles?' 
 
    'Tomoko, please, I wouldn't . . . why would I do that? Let's be cool about this.' He was adjusting himself in the chair. 'You need me.' 
 
    'I don't need you, you fat fuck.' 
 
    He put the VR helmet on the console. 'I had to jack-in to check on the procedure.' 
 
    'Was it successful?' 
 
    'Absolutely.' 
 
    Teja stirred. She opened her eyes, ran her hands over her body as if to check if she was dressed or naked.  
 
    'I saw you on the monitor,' Tomoko whispered to him. 
 
    Teja sat up, snapped away the probes stuck to her skin. Tomoko moved over to her, pulled off the probes stuck to her head, held her for a moment. 
 
    'You said we could trust him,' said Teja. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'I thought we could.' 
 
    'What happened?' 
 
    'I don't know.' 
 
    Tomoko kicked the wheel on Kiyoshi's chair. 'Was Peter here?' 
 
    He was snivelling like a kid. 'Peter wasn't here. It was Ichiro. He works for Yamaguchi.'  
 
    Tomoko flung the VR helmet across the room. She watched Teja touching her face, moving her fingers through her hair. 'How do you feel? Was it successful?' 
 
    'I'm not sure.' Teja touched a control and the chair returned to its upright position. She stood up and adjusted her clothes, fastening buttons. When she'd finished, Teja slipped her hands around Tomoko's waist and pulled her hips close to her own, her lips against Tomoko's, tongue curling into her mouth. 
 
    She reached down Tomoko's arm and took the gun from her, turned to face Kiyoshi. She put the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. His cheeks puffed up for a second, smoke and blood shooting out of his nose. He slumped forward in the chair. 
 
    'The procedure to remove the inhibitors was successful,' said Teja. 
 
    Tomoko took the gun from her. 'I was about to ask him where Peter and Kameko were.'                
 
    'Let's go,' said Teja. She pulled Kiyoshi's body out of the chair and started to wheel it up the ramp. 
 
    In the elevator, Teja had her hands on Tomoko's body, touching her in places she'd been reluctant to venture before. Tomoko wondered if she should tell her now about Fernandez. It didn't seem like the right time. 
 
    When they got outside, Teja rolled the wheelchair down a flight of basement steps, watched it bounce. 'Where are Martin and Jessica?'               
 
    Tomoko looked up and down the street, thinking that Ichiro's boys might be hanging somewhere. 'Let's find somewhere to get something to eat, then we can talk.' 
 
    'You got your hair chopped.' 
 
    'I needed a new style,' said Tomoko. 
 
    'I could do with something new. This doesn't feel right.' 
 
    'We have to get away from here. Ichiro might show. He's probably on his way.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thirty-minute walk, cutting through a mall and a subway, should have taken them far away enough from Kiyoshi's. Mixed in with the crowds so they'd be hard to spot. They found a busy market street, taking shelter from the rain under a food stand's canopy, eating ramen and rice from plastic bowls. They had dumplings too on the counter. 
 
    'How do you feel?' Tomoko had her bowl raised to her mouth, using her chopsticks to shovel rice into her mouth like she hadn't eaten for a month. 
 
    Teja said, 'About what?' 
 
    'Oh, I don't know. Maybe something about putting a gun in Kiyoshi's mouth and blowing a hole through his head.' 
 
    'Well he put his cock in my mouth so it seems only fair I reciprocated.' 
 
    'By killing him?' 
 
    'What would you have done?' 
 
    'The same.' Tomoko paused to take a drink from a bottle of water. The street was busy, cars passing constantly, horns beeping now and then. People moved quickly past the food stalls, huddled under umbrellas. 
 
    Tomoko shuffled her stool forward, feeling rain dripping from the food stall's canopy and landing on the back of her neck. 'I think Kameko is having an affair with one of Peter's men.' 
 
    'What makes you say that?' 
 
    'Jefferson was getting way too tactile with his boss's wife.' 
 
    'You've seen Kameko again?' 
 
    Tomoko knew she couldn't hold back any longer, trying different ways of telling Teja the same thing. Teja always said exactly what she meant and Tomoko realised just saying the exact truth would be easiest. 'I was picked up by some of Ichiro's gang when I left the old house. Martin and Jessica are dead.' 
 
    Tomoko wasn't sure how Teja would react, watching her expression change to one of shock and confusion. She asked her to repeat what she'd said, then denied it and said it was impossible. 
 
    'They were taken when you were unconscious,' said Tomoko. She continued eating, picking up strips of protein meat that did their best to look like beef. She knew Teja would see she was faking that everything was fine, that they should accept it. 
 
    Teja asked, 'How do you know?' 
 
    'Fernandez showed me.' 
 
    Tomoko rubbed one of the derma-patches on her thigh, trying to ease the irritation of the nanobots repairing tissue and skin. 
 
    'What did he do to you?' said Teja. 
 
    Tomoko tried not to think about what Fernandez had done to Martin and Jessica. 'He's a sick fuck. I was lucky.' 
 
    'Why was I left behind? How did you get away?' 
 
    'You were obviously payment for Kiyoshi. Willard was there.' A guy on a bicycle went past, rain spraying up from the wheels, shouting for people to get out of his way. 'He got me out of there.' 
 
    'I liked Jessica. How does this change our plans?' 
 
    'Completely. We needed four people to complete the seats attached to Fernandez.' 
 
    'Martin talked about going to Thailand,' said Teja. 
 
    'We're not running.' 
 
    'Stay and do what? Even I'm struggling to see what options we have.' 
 
    Tomoko motioned for the old man behind the stall that she wanted more rice. 'We can rescue something out of whatever deal Peter struck with Yamaguchi. Deals for property, territory, drugs, or even Off World smuggling will always involve a large cash payment. A sort of goodwill gratuity. The bigger the donation, the bigger the respect.' The old man took Tomoko's bowl and spooned in more rice, passed it back to her. 'I know how the yakuza works, makes no difference if they operate from a luxury office or the back room in a bar.' 
 
    'Yamaguchi will pay Peter in cash?' 
 
    'The bulk of any money would have been bank transferred, but a smaller, physical amount is always cash. It's traditional.' 
 
    Teja glanced up at the grey sky when a rumble of thunder shook the street. 'Take Yamaguchi's money?' 
 
    'Take Peter's money. We need to stay away from Yamaguchi. We'll take it once Peter has it.' 
 
    'You've got a plan?' 
 
    'Fuck no. We've got enough money for day-to-day living, but not enough for a place to hide and a few luxuries. My friends are in short supply. I'm not even sure how far I can trust Jiro.' 
 
    Teja wiped her mouth on a napkin, showing her perfect teeth for a second. 'Where do we start?' 
 
    'I still need Jiro's help, even if that means not selling us out. He won't do anything until we kill Ichiro.' 
 
    Teja reached for her water. 'So let's go get him.' 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    42 
 
    Pig Farm Whores 
 
      
 
     
 
    They took an autocab across town, to the docks where Jiro had said Ichiro had a nightclub. It's where he spends most of time, Jiro had said. 
 
    Tomoko felt Teja's fingers intertwine with her own, thinking about when they could be alone. The cab pushed close to the sidewalk, crowds pressing to the windows. An angel holograph spread its wings into the cab and illuminated Teja's face. Tomoko felt the derma-patches working, making her skin tingle. She had to force herself not to scratch. 
 
    Teja said, 'They're prepping the shuttle to leave early.' 
 
    She was watching the autocab's TV, a news channel showing old footage of the ship, clips of the same interviews that had been running all week. The crowds were getting bigger, the riots more frequent. The shot of army vehicles speeding past the camera had been shown every day, the same night time shot of the shuttle with searchlights panning across it, then stock footage of The Pioneer IV, the giant ship waiting in orbit. Teja showed Tomoko a picture of Ichiro's club on her phone, swiped through a dozen photographs. Tomoko nodded and told the cab to make a stop off. 
 
    They moved quickly from the cab, pushing through the people on the street, most wearing surgical masks, others with scarves or makeshift disguises. They had baseball bats and pry bars, guns and swords. A woman waved a table leg. Tomoko ran into one store and Teja another, meeting back at the cab. Then they were pushing on, through dark streets where people walked in groups with lanterns and flares, some running from burning cars. 
 
    They left the cab at the edge of the docks, adding three hours to the clock so it would wait. The place was quiet, apart from barges groaning against moorings, the rattle of chains. Tall structures stood dead against the dark sky, reminding Tomoko of a panel in a manga book, as if the artist had used only black and grey and made everything out of different-sized blocks.  
 
    They walked close to the containers until they could see people in the distance. Tomoko was thinking how unprepared they were, no body armour, minimal weaponry. She wasn't sure about Teja before, but now she'd acquired a street-smart attitude and a sassy confidence. She was already taking off her clothes and changing into the ones they'd bought earlier, a black leather corset threaded with a white ribbon in the front, which she pulled tight and finished with a bow. Then a frilly neon-pink skirt that went halfway from her ass to her knees. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'What about your gun? Where –' 
 
    Teja reached into the bag and pulled out a purse with a strap. Tomoko changed into similar clothes, turning the shopping bag upside down and picking up the gym shoes that fell out. She passed a pair to Teja. 
 
    Teja peered out from behind the crane they were hiding behind. 'Are we ready?' 
 
    'You don't look anywhere near slutty enough yet.' She spilled the smaller bag onto the floor, feeling around in the dark for a lipstick. 'Like the girls in the pictures.' 
 
    They used the torches and the cameras on their phones to apply the make-up, bright eye shadow, unnatural colour to the cheeks, black lipstick. Tomoko quickly gathered up their clothes and the make-up, stuffing them into one of the bags and tossing it under the crane. She took Teja's hand when they walked out. 
 
    'We've been here a hundred times. We're not nervous. We're party girls here to dance and get wasted.' 
 
    As they got closer they could see more people, hear the rumble of bikes and the crackle of fireworks. There was a large industrial automech, maybe used at one time to move cargo around the docks. Now it was doing a shuffling dance, bosoku gang signs painted across its chest, car doors welded onto its back to look like wings. Tomoko felt the comfortable weight of the Glock in the purse over her shoulder. 
 
    A skinny guy danced between them, barely aware of Teja until she shoved him out of the way. He just got to his feet and started dancing again, hands above his head like he was pulling something down from the sky. 
 
    More people now, rag-tag clothes, some in long coats, others wearing tank tops. A man in a business suit, a girl in a party dress. Some were already taking an interest in them. A scruffy guy came over. He was about to give them his line when they walked past him, following other people into the mouth of a container. 
 
    It was dark inside, but the men and women around them just kept walking, footsteps clanking on the metal floor. Tomoko realised they'd cut a hole in the back of the container and they'd walked through into a second, then a third, chopped and welded together to form a tunnel. They were going down, dim lights strung across the ceiling, half-dozen steps all different sizes, making it difficult to walk. They turned a corner, followed another tunnel, the same corrugated walls and the silver welding seams. They could feel the music through the soles of their feet.  
 
    The music was deafening now, a wailing screech of guitars, pounding drums, and a song screamed into a mic. The room at the end was cavernous, four containers high, cut open and welded, heavy girders holding it all together. Gangways crossed overhead, suspended spots flashing and spinning. Tomoko wanted to hold back a little, get familiar with the place, but Teja was pulling on her hand, leading her through the crowds pressing in, closing them off from the tunnel behind them. 
 
    The band on the stage brought a song to a distorted crescendo. The clubbers cheered and clapped. The metal walls and ceiling were black, with folds and recesses in the corrugated walls, darker places for couples or groups to be alone. 
 
    The band started up again, a throbbing guitar riff that lasted a few seconds before the other members kicked in, creating a head-beating wall of amplified sound. It was the squealing punk clamour of Pig Farm Whores, slamming out another song that sounded no different to the last. Rodney Becket screamed a drug-infused rant into a mic, just like she'd seen him do on TV, when they were showing clips during his trial for killing a hooker. Tomoko imagined he'd be taller, but on stage he was this little skinny guy, skeleton arms covered in tattoos. 
 
    They pushed deeper into the club, men turning to look at them. A girl put her hand under her skirt and squeezed her ass. They were all moving to the music, a lazy twitching of hips and arms. 
 
    They moved up a slight incline, eventually looking down on the rest of the club. Tomoko could see better now, the long bar with its blue lights, holographic couples dancing and fucking. More holographs generated on the bar, a chainsaw tearing through a guy's skull, a holographic girl getting raped by a werewolf, a giant teddy bear wearing a gas mask. The strobes shimmered from blue to yellow, sweeping across the band and the dancers, black leather and latex. It wasn't easy to get a fix, every time the strobes swept back she saw something different. 
 
    They entered the dance floor and Tomoko pulled Teja close and put her hands on her hips, felt Teja's hands on her thighs. Teja was using her tongue a lot now when they kissed, her eyes always open, like she wanted to see Tomoko's reaction. She felt Teja take hold of her hand, sliding her tongue over hers, guiding her between her legs, underneath Teja's panties and pressing her fingers to the wetness of her pussy. Tomoko moved her fingers against her, felt the delicate folds of her body, the wetness within. 
 
    Pig Farm Whores finished another song, drummer smashing hi-hats with his sticks. Rodney Becket pranced up and down the stage. When the lights came up, Tomoko could see a tunnel next to the bar, exactly as Jiro had described it. Two men were sat there sat on boxes. 
 
    Tomoko put her mouth close to Teja's ear. 'There's the entrance to Ichiro's back rooms. We'll walk down and let them see us. All you have to do is keep smiling. I'll go to the bar, you go to those guys and tell them if they buy us a drink they'll get a blowjob.' 
 
    'I'm not sure that will work. If you look around you don't see–' 
 
    Tomoko pinched her arm. 'Fuck, you sound like a sim again talking about replacing the ink in a copier. You're a slutty fuck bitch that wants a rum and coke.' 
 
    Tomoko took her hand and they walked down to the bar. They had tables here, made from whatever had been left behind when the docks had closed, cable drums and wooden pallets discarded when there was nothing left to export to a half-dead world. Tomoko went to the bar and watched Teja walk over to the two men. They had a giant TV here showing clips from old horror movies, intercut with hardcore porn and footage of real death. Adult anime appeared, demons raping teen girls with fantasy bodies, tiny waists and huge tits. The men were standing now, hands all over Teja's body. One them looked over at Tomoko and she gave him a wave, sticking her tongue out and pointing to the bar. He spoke to his friend, then he came over. 
 
    He shouldered a guy out of his way, said, 'Fucking move. I got business here. Hey, baby.' 
 
    He spoke Japanese in a weird accent, like a man who'd had a stroke or had his brain fried by too many drugs. 
 
    'Hey.' She touched his face, hugging him and feeling the hardness of a gun under his jacket. 'I need a drink for my girlfriend.' 
 
    'What about you?' 
 
    'I want a drink too.'  
 
    'Damn, you are hot. I'll pay you anything if you go back to my place.' 
 
    'You can't afford me.' 
 
    'Don't you worry about that. I've got everything at my place, booze, drugs. I've even got that American ice cream you can't buy any more.' 
 
    More anime on the monitors, battling robots, hoodlums on motorbikes, a six-armed demon tearing apart a schoolgirl's sailor uniform. Pig Farm Whores ripped into another track and the lights started pulsing, blackness then coloured flares. She turned to the bar to order the drinks, giving her an excuse to move away from the man, his fingers hovering over the swell of her breasts pushed up in the corset. Right in front of her was a space between all the spirit bottles, making room for a girl's arm, severed at the elbow. 
 
    The man was right behind her, probing at her naked thighs, shouting something to be heard over the cacophony of the band. Tomoko turned to him, the drop knife held low before she thrust it up into his groin. His body convulsed and she felt the air punch out of his lungs. She twisted the blade and pushed deeper, felt the tip scratching into bone, watching the shock and terror on his face when she dragged the knife to his sternum. She felt warm blood and innards pour over her hand. He seemed to be trying to form words, but she let him fall, crumpled against the bar. 
 
    She folded the knife and slipped it back into the purse, wiping her hand on a girl's dress before moving to Teja. The other man wasn't grinning any more when Tomoko kicked him into the tunnel. His head bounced off the wall when Teja punched him. 
 
    'Let's find Ichiro,' said Tomoko. 
 
    The tunnel turned out to be more containers welded together, the same dim lights strung across the ceiling. Tomoko could hear voices, feet clambering on metal, but it was impossible to tell where the sounds were coming from. The tunnel had come apart further along and a makeshift walkway had been made to get from one side to the other, black water below covered in a film of oil. Tomoko went first, glancing back to make sure Teja was following. 
 
     A shot flashed from somewhere ahead, hitting the metal behind them. Tomoko fell against the wall, firing blindly into the dark. She moved forward, felt the floor sloping, peeked around the corner. 
 
    She saw Ichiro with three guys, one raising an automatic weapon and firing, brass glinting in the muzzle's flare as it flew from the ejection chamber. She ducked back, deafened by the rounds clattering into the wall. She waited a moment, no footsteps coming her way, then poked her head out quickly. She urged Teja to keep up with her. 
 
    They ran after Ichiro, no idea where they were going or what they'd run into. Sounds of shouting, gunshots, Ichiro making animal grunts, still that annoying bully he'd been as a kid. Feet pounded the metal floor, footsteps they were chasing doing the same. Then they were out of the tunnel and back on the dockside, relieved at the night air. Ichiro and his friends were running toward a two-storey building, turning to pop off random shots. Tomoko and Teja ran after them, weaving around the debris left on the dockside. Teja seemed to instinctively know what to do, when to move and when to hide. They entered the building, taking cover behind a fork lift. Tomoko could smell salt and fish. 
 
    'Hey, Tomoko.' Ichi's voice sounded from somewhere above her. 'How'd you get away? I was hoping you'd be dead by now.' 
 
    She caught sight of him running along a platform over her head and fired two shots, both hitting the steelwork. Another man followed and Teja raised her gun, shooting him in the head and making it look easy.  
 
    An automech rolled past, plastic doors sliding open to allow it to pass. They ran for the gap and managed to slip through before the doors closed. Huge stainless steel vats, automechs moving trolleys, operating conveyor belts and other machines. A gate opened and giant tuna came sliding down a ramp, fins and tails unmoving.  
 
    She could hear the rumble of a machine at the other side of the wall, maybe an automatic fishing vessel returning with its catch, bringing back those giant re-engineered fish. Ichi appeared briefly above her and fired a single shot. 
 
    Tomoko crouched beside Teja. 'The other two have gone in there.' She pointed to a far corner, doors and windows that seemed to lead to an office or maintenance area. 'Make sure they stay there. Do you think you can do that?' 
 
    'Is that it?' 
 
    She put her hand on Teja's knee. 'I don't know what you're capable of.' 
 
    'Tomoko, I can do anything you need me to do. I only have to see it once.' 
 
    Tomoko flinched when a gunshot impacted the wall above them. Teja barely seemed to blink. 'We should have had this conversation two hours ago.' 
 
    She watched Teja disappear behind one of the huge vats before she moved out, using a long stainless steel counter as cover. She moved under a conveyor, a mech using a buzzing saw to chop through a tuna's tail. More tuna came sliding down the ramp above her, mechs going to work with knives and gutting tools.  
 
    Shots impacted close by, a tuna falling off the belt and landing in front of her. She had to crawl under more conveyors, shuffling along as fast as she could, heavy fire hitting the machinery over her head. Mech casing, circuits and pieces of fish bounced across the floor. 
 
    She heard Ichi shouting, couldn't make out what he was saying over the gunfire. She had to move, get to somewhere with better cover. A reflection flickered across a shiny surface. She dropped down quickly, heard footsteps coming her way, then jumped up and shot the guy in the throat. It gave away her position, Ichi and another man shooting at her as she ran, falling between two silver vats that reached all the way to the ceiling. Tomoko guessed she had three or four rounds left, changed the magazine while Ichi and the other guy moved around the place to get closer. She fired at Ichi, the shot disappearing somewhere behind him.  
 
    Tomoko tried to squeeze deeper between the vats, the gap offering barely any cover if they managed to get in front of her. The nearest place from here was maybe twenty-five feet away. If Ichi used his head all he had to do was wait or force her to make another run for cover.  
 
    'Tomoko,' Ichi shouted. 'We can be friends, just like we were back in Hiroshima.' 
 
    'We were never friends, Ichi.' She stank of fish, her hands wet and oily. 
 
    'Sure we were. You just don't remember.' 
 
    Tomoko took a quick look, Ichi standing closer than she thought. She saw the fat barrel of a grenade launcher in the hands of the man standing next to Ichi, then she heard a dull thunk and watched a projectile arc through the air toward her. She sank as low as she could, hand over her head. The shockwave shook the building, dust and glass littering the floor. 
 
    Tomoko staggered out of the gap, running when a second grenade passed over her head, landing between the vats. She heard the metallic clatter as it bounced around, then the roar of an explosion and she was knocked off her feet. She barely had time to see where Ichiro was before a thousand gallons of fish blood fell in a tidal wave from the ruptured vats, washing her across the floor and underneath a conveyor belt.  
 
    She raised her head, liquid lapping around her face, saw Ichi through a red haze running toward her with a katana. She got to her feet, scraped her hair back and wiped the blood from her eyes. She could see Ichiro's impatience to get to her, see his confidence because she was unarmed and he had the sword. He came in fast, each step splashing up blood, laying an inch deep across the factory floor. 
 
    She avoided the first slash, a second and a third, moving her body and predicting his movements just like Saigo had trained her. She got two kicks into his body, high and low, ducking under the blade and getting a kick into the side of his knee. He yelped and hopped back, swinging the sword clumsily. She could see the panic on his face now.  
 
    Ichiro waved his arm angrily. 'Shoot the bitch.' 
 
    The other guy nodded. He tried pulling a gun from his pants, but seemed to be struggling, unsure for a moment about putting the grenade launcher down. He started shaking. He dropped the launcher, picked it up and fired it into the ground.  
 
    The grenade bounced up, spun into a light fitting and landed back down at his feet. Tomoko had already taken cover when the grenade exploded, the blast of fire and smoke tearing upwards, throwing his body like a rag doll across the room and leaving one of his legs behind.  
 
    Ichiro howled a laugh and ran for the exit. 
 
    Tomoko shouted, 'You'd better run, Ichiro.' 
 
    She saw the Glock she'd dropped and retrieved it. 
 
    She followed Ichiro outside, dazzled by the lights on a fishing boat tacking along the dockside to the fishing plant. She could see shapes, Ichiro distinctive with the katana and the limp, two other guys running to meet him. She could hear Ichiro yelling, snarling orders. Then Teja stepped out from behind a truck, a hail of gunfire lighting up the darkness, a continuous crackle until all three men were lifeless on the ground. 
 
     Tomoko shook her head, irritated by fish blood running into her ear. She saw the expression on Teja's face. 'It's not my blood.' 
 
    Teja looked around, to the junk on the dockside and the abandoned machinery. 'I can hear a lot of motorbikes starting up.' 
 
    'Where are those other men?' 
 
    Teja put the gun into her purse. 'I thought you wanted me to shoot them.' 
 
    'Yeah. Good.' 
 
    'What about Ichiro's people?' 
 
    'It's not Ichiro's people we need to worry about. It's the people he works for.' 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    42 
 
    Revolution 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tomoko had telephoned Willard on the way to Kiyoshi's. He couldn't tell her much, only that he'd been with Peter and two of Yamaguchi's people when he'd confirmed the authenticity of the tickets. Ticket ID's had been locked in for Fernandez and Yamaguchi's grandson.  
 
    Willard had said he'd been told to leave Peter's hotel suite when he'd done his job, leaving Peter alone with Giselle and Yamaguchi's lawyers, but that he'd seen a fat briefcase before he'd left. He had told her he'd not seen Kameko. This is Tokyo, he'd said, a young fashionable woman with money would probably be shopping. Tomoko thought about Jefferson, remembering his hand on Kameko's waist when they'd walked away from her. 
 
    They entered Kiyoshi's building through a back door, taking the stairs at first and then the elevator. Everything seemed quiet in Kiyoshi's apartment and they went straight to The Hub. Tomoko set Teja to work to see what she could find out about Peter's movements, which roads were blocked and where the city had erupted into a battle zone. 
 
    Tomoko called Jiro and told him to drop off some gear she'd left with him. He said he was at the other side of town but he'd send someone. 
 
    Teja's nose wrinkled. 'You should have a shower.' 
 
    Tomoko knew she had to be fast, washing her body in the shampoo she'd used on her hair. The derma patches were releasing their own drugs which helped to dull the pain, speed up the healing process. She saw Kameko when she closed her eyes to wash blood and soap from her hair. 
 
    She patted her body dry, wrapping the towel around her when she went back to The Hub. Teja was still at the keyboard, two canvas bags on a table, exactly the ones Tomoko had left with Jiro for safekeeping. She must have been in the shower for longer than she thought. She unzipped the smaller one and pulled out everything in there, clothes in sealed clear wrappers. Light black leather shoes, pants and a green top.  
 
    'This is the third time today I've changed my clothes.' She dropped the towel and stood naked, rummaged through the other bag to find some underwear. Kiyoshi's body was still on the floor, just where he'd fallen after Teja had shot him. 
 
    'What have you got there?' asked Teja. 
 
    'Weapons and clothes I left with Jiro. I left bags like these in every major city in Japan.' She started to pull out guns and ammo boxes. 
 
    'What have you got for me?' 
 
    'Clean clothes, new gun. We need to stop Fernandez from getting on that ship. Get on every social media platform you can, spread lies and gossip, get the riots worked up into a frenzy and get them around Fernandez's hotel. Get a network organised. Make up some false ID's, make them sound important, like maybe army generals or pissed-off cops, get the people to follow them. Say they want streets blocked, cars on fire, walls of burning tyres. Anything to stop the army from picking Fernandez up.' 
 
    Teja rattled away at the keyboard, working information across three monitors as skilfully as Kiyoshi ever could. 'What about the police?' 
 
    'We outnumber the police and the army ten million to one. Just get it started and you can finish it on the move.' 
 
    Kiyoshi's phone started to buzz. They could hear more phones ringing in another room. 
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    The Lamentation of Montejo Abokado 
 
      
 
      
 
    They'd found one of Kiyoshi's cars in the basement, equipped with autodrive and an hydraulic ramp in the back. They'd suited-up with everything they'd need, or at least everything offered by the bags Tomoko had stashed away.  
 
    Light body armour fitted into a loose-fitting jacket, capable of stopping a small calibre bullet. It would still leave a bruise like you'd been hit by hammer. Holsters for two 9mm Glocks, hip and under arm, pockets for four magazines. Tomoko had slid the seven-inch drop knife into a Velcro pocket on her thigh. When they hit the street, three cars came screeching to a stop outside Kiyoshi's building and seven armed men ran inside. 
 
    'Where to?' asked Tomoko. She'd disengaged the car's computer to do the driving herself, swerving to avoid random groups crossing the street, other motorists driving like rules no longer applied. Shops and businesses were still open, salarymen making their way to bars, college kids walking home or catching buses, shoppers carrying groceries. Two massive army trucks went past. 
 
    Teja sat on the passenger seat, fingers tapping rapidly at one of Kiyoshi's laptops. 'I just sent the location of Peter's hotel to the car.' 
 
    Tomoko checked a screen. 'That's right across town.' 
 
    'They must have moved to another hotel. It doesn't matter. We have plenty of time.' 
 
    'What about Fernandez?' 
 
    'Same hotel.' 
 
    'How's it going?' 
 
    'My revolutionaries are awaiting their orders.' 
 
    She gave Tomoko a grin and went back to the keyboard, fingers a flurry of movement. She had multiple screens open at the same time, jumping from one to another. Messages appeared continuously. 
 
    Tomoko wanted to ask what she was doing, but decided it was better to leave her to her own world of organised chaos. She had to get her thoughts into some kind of order, think about what she needed to do if Peter had already left and was on his way back to Malaysia, if Fernandez managed to board the flight.  
 
    They were driving across the city, under the glow of street lights, the uncertainty when they passed through an area that had lost power, then the glare of neon and adverts on giant screens. Sirens screamed and flashing emergency lights lit up the night. And they were edging closer to the epicentre, the car slowly edging up a winding, black river, cruising through pockets of violence, people wondering the streets, desperate for answers.  
 
    She tried to think of a plan, remember Saigo's training - when they'd pass a random building and he'd ask her how she would get inside - but Fernandez was still there, she could still feel him, taste him in her mouth. 
 
    They hit the freeway again after driving through back roads for several miles, police and the military at every intersection. She could see the hotel in the distance, rising out of the concrete and glass of the city. The car told her to turn off and follow a flyover, diverting them around a road block. A drone buzzed alongside them offering data feed, all that advertising crap it could dump into the car's server. Teja hadn't looked up from the screen for over an hour, fingers constantly rattling the keyboard.  
 
    They were moving at walking speed now, Tomoko constantly having to stop the car when the crowds closed in. 'We might need to start walking,' she said. 
 
    Teja pointed through a brief gap in the crowds, to twenty or more people standing in a circle. Tomoko turned the wheel, beeping the horn twice. A few people banged on the car roof. Something hard struck the back of the car. Tomoko pulled up behind a parked car and mounted the sidewalk. 
 
    Teja got out and pushed through to the people holding candles. When Tomoko joined her, she could see that they were Western, refugees probably from somewhere in Europe. Women cried, men looked angry or bewildered. Teja was talking a language Tomoko didn't understand.  
 
    Whatever she said, they all suddenly became animated. She was going around the group, hugging people, her hands to her face and tears rolling down her cheeks. She was holding her palms together, as if in a prayer, and looked up to the sky, lights reflecting in her eyes. Six drones were coming down, warning lights flashing. People scattered out of the middle of the road. Each drone in turn dropped a box on the ground, maybe a metre square. Teja tore open one box and then another. People were forming a line, jumping to obey Teja's orders. 
 
    People who couldn't wait dived into the boxes, taking what they wanted and disappearing, others throwing items out into the crowds. Teja was handing out T-shirts, placards on extendable poles, loudhailers and airhorns. 
 
    Teja raised her arms, as if she was about to conduct a great orchestra, shouting, 'Mon-te-jo! Mon-te-jo!' 
 
    Tomoko unfolded one of the T-shirts. The same image printed on the front appeared on a giant screen high up on a building. It was a picture of a man lying on a bed, naked apart from a thin blanket covering his legs, his face turned away slightly from two weeping women to his left. All the fine detail had been taken out, replaced by black and a blue-grey. There were two bullet holes in the man's chest.  
 
    Tomoko threw the T-shirt into the box. There seemed to be thousands of them. 'Who's paid for all this?' 
 
    'Kiyoshi.' 
 
    'It's only been a few hours.' 
 
    'Automatic printing factories.' 
 
    'Who's the man? Is he dead?' 
 
    'Killed by the police during last week's demonstrations.' They were pushing through the throng, to a wider part of the sidewalk with less people. 'Montejo Abokado, a man of strong family values. He came to Japan as a refugee from Argentina when he was twelve, having escaped the horrors of war and the flu epidemic. He'd been in Japan for twenty-four years, had a beautiful Japanese wife called Mari. He'd been a teacher in a local school, a coach to aspiring soccer players, a guiding hand for the blind, a saviour to the homeless. He was an activist and a fighter for equality. And the police shot him dead.' 
 
    'And you made all that up.' 
 
    'Every single word. But to these people he's real. He's been active on various media platforms for decades.' 
 
    'How did you have the time to do all that?' 
 
    'I didn't. I came up with an algorithm once I'd established who he was and created a bot that replicated itself and created thousands of fake profiles and news feeds. AI computers with nothing to do, talk to them nicely they'll do anything. Once word was out that Montejo had been killed, the bots went furious and urged people to join the protest, take to the streets. They think members of the police and the army have deserted to join them.' 
 
    Tomoko looked up at the picture of Montejo. 'It's a striking image. Are they here for him or for what he believed in?' 
 
    'Both. They're people here who think they've known about him for years. People can be influenced easily with the right words and images.' 
 
    'So, you can hack humans now.' 
 
    'They've been getting their brains hacked for years.' 
 
    'We need to get into that hotel.' Tomoko didn't need to indicate the building, it was rising up like a giant spike, red lights winking from the very top, a serrated edge outlined in blue. Two police helicopters flew overhead. 'We need to find a way through.' 
 
    Tomoko couldn't see anything on fire, but the air smelled of smoke, like Chinese New Year when everybody lights firecrackers. She thought about lucky red, the red lanterns and envelopes full of money, thought about Fernandez. Tomoko was moving faster now, felt the urgency of what she had to do. She could hear sporadic gunshots, almost lost under the roar of voices. They were being jostled and pushed, but not by any single person. She took Teja's hand and guided her to the edge of the street, where the way forward was clearer. 
 
    They had to push and shove, climb over cars, walls and barriers, eventually reaching the steps that led to the glass doors of the hotel. People were forcing their way out and others trying to get in, pushed back by security guards unless they presented a room key. A hand came up straight into Tomoko's chest and she got the man in a wrist lock, forcing him to his knees. 
 
    Police and army personnel were in the lobby, distraught guests and hotel staff trying their best to cope with it all. She recognised one of Peter's men, yawning like he'd been sat there for hours. He called the android waitress over to order another drink. Tomoko turned her back to him. Guests were sitting on the floor, surrounded by cases and rucksacks.  
 
    Tomoko said, 'Find out where Fernandez is. Keep a low profile. I'm going to find Peter.'               
 
    Two news drones buzzed overhead, cameras feeding live images to JPN News 54. A cop chased them with an umbrella. The elevator arrived and Tomoko moved quickly across the lobby, the last in just before the doors closed. She asked for floor thirty-two when a woman asked her which she wanted.  
 
    They stopped at what seemed every floor, people pushing in and then out, desperate to get back to the safety of their hotel rooms or maybe thinking they'd be safer trying to leave the city. Maybe some were leaving to join the protests. 
 
    Tomoko was out on the blue-carpeted corridor, walking with purpose, just like Saigo had taught her. Move like you belong there, he'd told her, like it's something you've done a thousand times before. She passed room 3007, then 3009. She found the room numbers on the south side, checked the guest list Teja had hacked and jacked at Kiyoshi's. All the rooms were booked, no indication that any guests had checked out. She was lost for a moment, doubled back to find another corridor.  
 
    She pressed her ear to door 3060, heard the television, moved down to 3062 and did the same. She couldn't hear anything, but 3066 had one of those 'please clean the room' signs hanging from the door handle, seemed a good chance that room would be empty. 
 
    A woman came out of a room and went down the corridor. The lock opened with the hacked keycard Teja had made at Kiyoshi's, and Tomoko entered, moving through the darkness toward the balcony. She fumbled a moment to find the door handle.  
 
    Outside, she checked the schematic on her phone to see where Peter's room would be. She climbed over the balcony and jumped down to the one below, ran along the top of the stone balustrade and leapt across to the one opposite, then down again, landing softly. She had her gun in her hand as she edged to the glass doors. 
 
    Two men tumbled across the floor inside the room, vanished from view for several seconds and then came back. She saw a woman running towards them, saw her thrown back when the scuffle collided with her. The two men seemed to be fighting over something. Tomoko slid open the balcony door and crawled inside, on her feet when three rapid shots sounded and the woman screamed. 
 
    Tomoko took everything in with a single glance. Jefferson dead on the floor, his jacket open and a white shirt covered in blood, Peter taking a moment to scoop back his hair with his fingers before raising a gun to Kameko. Tomoko shot him in the back of his hand, knocking the gun from his grip. Peter yelped. 
 
    He pointed at Kameko, his whole body shaking in anger. 'Shoot her, Tomoko. She tried to kill me. Fucking bitch.' 
 
    He was holding his hand and wincing, blood running in a steady flow from his fingers. 
 
    'I'm not shooting your wife, Peter.' She picked up a cotton napkin from the table, the remains of a half-eaten meal there, and threw it at him. He wrapped it around his hand, Tomoko watching him staring at her. Peter had the huge hotel suite Tomoko expected. She could see a dead guy slumped up against a wall, maybe shot by Jefferson. 'Kameko's lover came to kill you.' 
 
    'Piece of fucking shit.' He leaned against a stool at the bar, pressing the napkin to his hand. 'Why would you do this to me, Kameko? I gave you everything.' 
 
    'You gave her life, Peter,' said Tomoko. 'She's got her own mind. Get over it.' She helped Kameko to her feet, still on the floor where she'd fallen. She kept the Glock on Peter as she said to Kameko, 'Have you got somewhere to go?' 
 
    'Yes.' She couldn't take her eyes from Jefferson. 'I have somewhere. I need to get a few things.' 
 
    'Hurry up.' 
 
    She went into another room, the sound of clothes being thrown into a bag, and then she reappeared, taking a last look at Jefferson before leaving. 
 
    Peter was still breathless after his scuffle. 'She didn't even look at me?' 
 
    'Why would she? She's a simulant. She processed what happened here a hundred times faster than any human. She knew the best action was to leave.' 
 
    'Where will she go?' 
 
    'Probably to Yamaguchi.' 
 
    'Ridiculous.' 
 
    Tomoko took her time to look around the room, peeking quickly behind doors. 'Do you think Jefferson would try to kill you without getting some kind of clearance? With you dead, Kameko would just assume your role. And with Jefferson by her side, all your men would just fall into line.' 
 
    'Fernandez isn't even on the transport yet. Yamaguchi wouldn't allow anything to happen until his grandson was safely away.' 
 
    She could see a droplet of sweat tracing his temple. 'Maybe Jefferson saw an opportunity. Maybe he thought you were getting suspicious.' She kept the gun trained on him. 'But with you out of the picture by your own wife, it would look as though Yamaguchi had nothing to do with it.' 
 
    He smiled then, shaking his head. 'You won't get out of here.' 
 
    'Sure I will,' she said. 'How many men do you think you've got outside the door? I'll guess none, or maybe one or two that already know about Kameko and Jefferson.' 
 
    'They'll know you're here.' 
 
    Tomoko smiled. 'They'll know why I'm here.' 
 
    He shuffled against the stool, adjusting the napkin around his hand. The whole thing had turned red. 'We have to put this behind us and discuss your future. Your place is at my side. Didn't you always get fair treatment in Malaysia?' 
 
    She fast-dialled Teja and raised her phone to her ear. 'What have you got? Damn, that was fast. I'll meet you there.' 
 
    She slipped the phone into a pocket and motioned to the main door with the gun. She followed him closely out onto the corridor. 
 
    'Looks like your boys have gone for a coffee break.' There were a few people in the corridor, guests of the hotel making their way to and from other rooms. Three stood talking. She poked him with the gun to tell him to start walking. 
 
    'Where are we going?' 
 
    'To find Fernandez.' 
 
    He straightened his shirt and tucked it back into his trousers. 'Why all the fuss? Just get it over with.' 
 
    'Soon as I have your money and you tell me what happened to my father.' 
 
    'You came to rob me?' 
 
    'I don't know how much money Yamaguchi paid you, but it'll cover what you owe me.' 
 
    'I don't have it. It's with Giselle.' 
 
    'And you trust her?' 
 
    'Why wouldn't I?' 
 
    'Have you not looked outside?' 
 
    He slowed down and she poked him again with the gun. 
 
    'I can't believe you'd come to rob me like a cheap crook. Didn't Saigo teach you any manners?' 
 
    'He taught me a lot of things. You told me once you had to keep me on a short leash.' 
 
    He turned to face her when they reached the elevators. 'It must have been an emotional moment.' 
 
    She touched the call button. 'You don't have emotions. But I believe you loved my mother.' 
 
    'Loss is something we both have in common.' 
 
    'We have nothing in common. Where are the rest of your men?' 
 
    'Some with Giselle, some with Fernandez.' He moved towards her, stopping suddenly when she raised the gun. 'This is insane, Tomoko. If it's just about money, I'll pay you. I'll get you an apartment in the city. But first you need to kill that bastard, Yamaguchi, and find my wife.' 
 
    The elevator arrived and Tomoko pushed him in, grabbing a guy by the collar and dragging him out. 'Take the next one.' The glass elevator allowed her to see across the city, the angry mob, cars on fire, petrol bombs flaring holes in police lines. Another elevator passed them going down and Tomoko saw Giselle in there, a fat briefcase at her feet. 'Isn't that Giselle? Where do you think she's going?' 
 
    He peered down. 'My money.' 
 
    'She won't get far.' 
 
    'My offer still stands. Let's put this nonsense behind us. We need each other right now.' 
 
    'How do you figure that?' 
 
    He was holding his arm tight to his body, trying to ease the pain in his broken hand. 'Bring Kameko back to me.' 
 
    'You still want her after what she's done?' 
 
    'She might send more people to kill me. Maybe even Yamaguchi if he knew what she was up to. I'll need you to protect me until I can get back to Malaysia.' 
 
    She watched him looking out across the streets, to the distant police lights. 'Maybe I'd get a better deal from Yamaguchi.' 
 
    'Yamaguchi can go to hell.' He slid into the corner of the elevator. 'Where are we going?' 
 
    'I told you. To get Fernandez. But first somewhere quiet so you can tell me what happened to my father.' 
 
    'What's the point? It was a long time ago. We can discuss this in Malaysia.' 
 
    'I haven't come all this way to protect you from your wife. Tell me what happened to him.' 
 
    'I killed him,' he said. 'It's what you've always known.' 
 
    'Maybe Jimmy was telling the truth and you paid him to leave.' 
 
    He looked back to the city, to an explosion that threw white and crimson fragments into the night. 'You never really knew Saigo. You didn't know what type of man he was.' 
 
    The elevator doors opened, several floors below from where they'd started. The corridor was empty and she motioned for him to go first. 'Any sudden moves and I'll drop you right here.' 
 
    A third of the way down the corridor, Teja came out of a room. She kept her voice low. 'Room twenty-six oh-nine. Other side of the fire door, about thirty metres further down. Two guards inside, two outside.' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'How do you know?' 
 
    'Kiyoshi's fly drones.' Teja showed Tomoko her phone, the screen displaying two images, one of two men standing either side of a room door, the other picture showing a man sat on a sofa watching TV, another at a bar. It looked as though he was making coffee. The information broker had had all the toys for snooping when he couldn't hack what he needed. 'Fernandez is in another room talking to a friend.' 
 
    'He has somebody with him?' 
 
    'On the phone.' 
 
    'I know you,' said Peter. 'You're the woman from the leaving exhibition. You went with Fernandez back to his apartment.' 
 
    Teja smiled. 'Yeah. That was me.' 
 
    'You won't get Fernandez. You'll be lucky if you get into his room. The transport will be here soon.' 
 
    Teja never looked up from her phone. 'They can't get through. I overheard Yamaguchi's people in the lobby saying that they were going to get him out on foot. The armed courier is about half-a-mile away.' 
 
    Tomoko said, 'Teja, go get Fernandez.' 
 
    Teja went around the corner and down the corridor, still looking at the phone. 
 
    Peter seemed more anxious now. 'What are you doing? Do you know what will happen if Fernandez isn't on that flight?' 
 
    'Yeah. Yamaguchi's grandson won't be getting on.' 
 
    They heard gunshots, the sound of someone running and then falling heavily. 
 
    'Tomoko, you need to be reasonable. There's a lot more than money at stake here. You could have finished me a hundred times over. Now is not the time.' 
 
    'What do you propose?' 
 
    'Help Yamaguchi get Fernandez out of here. We can put everything in the past.' 
 
    'I'm not sure about that. Teja has Fernandez.' 
 
    She was walking towards them, Fernandez in front. He was wearing purple silk pyjamas, his feet bare, looking around like a cat on its way to the vet. Teja had spots of blood on her face.  
 
    Guests were in the corridor now, drawn from their rooms by the gunshots. A man and a woman ran down the corridor. Tomoko was about to say something to Fernandez, when Peter pushed a fat man into her who was squeezing between them. The man lost his balance and squashed her up against a wall. She managed to push back and get him to his feet. 
 
    'Hide him somewhere,' she told Teja, then took off after Peter. She saw the elevator doors closing, numbers indicating it was going down. She bolted for the stairwell, taking the steps three at a time, her vision a dizzying spiral. She ran back onto the main corridor several floors down and jabbed the elevator call button, but he had already reached the floor below. She ran back for the stairwell, went down and back onto the corridor. 
 
    There was some kind of refurbishment work going on here, tools and ladders, ceiling tiles missing and cables hanging down. She could see all the way to the windows on two sides of the building, Peter in the middle of the room, running between tables to a fire exit at the far corner. She could hear him spitting curses when he ran into a chair in the gloom and tumbled over. He got to his feet quickly. She raised her gun and fired, the bullet punching through his shoulder and spinning him into a second round that went through his side.  
 
    Tomoko continued to move closer, watching his body twist and contort, trying to manage the pain of ruptured flesh so he could keep moving. He fell against the window. Two news camera drones hovered right in front of him, lenses peering through the blood smeared on the glass. The giant screen on the building opposite relayed JPN News 24's live feed, Peter's face right there. Tomoko was maybe twenty feet away when she shot Peter in the back of the head, the drones descending to follow him to the floor. Tomoko stepped over Peter to look out across the mob, to the giant screen, Peter there with a puddle of blood that filled his left eye orbit, agonal breathing pushing his tongue out. 
 
    She heard footsteps behind her and turned without looking down at the body on the floor, seeing Fernandez enter the room, Teja on his heels. 
 
    Tomoko said, 'I was about to call you.' 
 
    'I heard shots.' 
 
    'Were you seen?' 
 
    'No. Everybody seems to be locking themselves in their hotel rooms.' 
 
    Fernandez said, 'What have you done? You have killed Mr. Yang. This will be very bad for you.' 
 
    'It will only be bad for you.' Teja pushed him deeper into the room. 
 
    He was looking around, at the step ladders in the middle of the floor, the tool boxes, power drills and saws. 'I know your name, Tomoko Iwamoto.' 
 
    'You killed my friends. You cut Jennifer in half.' 
 
    'That was unfortunate. You never saw the finished piece. Had I had the time to show you, you would have seen the beauty in what would have been a magnificent creation. I only needed –' 
 
    Tomoko holstered her gun. 'You want to be a piece of art? We can make that happen.' She opened the balcony doors and the news drones hovered into the room. 'Get naked.' 
 
    'Right here. This is not the place.' 
 
    'Break his arm, Teja.' 
 
    'Okay. Okay. This I can do. It's no big deal to be naked. You are two pretty girls.' 
 
    Tomoko watched him undress, thinking about what he'd done to Jennifer, what he'd turned Martin into. How he'd sliced into her and touched the intimate parts of her body. 'What do you think we should do with him?' 
 
    'Whatever you decide, it needs to be quick. Yamaguchi's people won't take long to find us.' 
 
    Tomoko took him to where a cable was hanging down from the ceiling, wrapped it several times around his wrists. She told him to stand on a tool box and pulled the cable tight so his arms went rigid above his head, used the ladder to tie the cable off into a hook above the ceiling tiles. Teja kicked the box out from underneath him. The cable stretched with his weight so his toes were just touching the ground. 
 
    He was making a childish, whimpering sound. 'If you are trying to scare me, I will admit I am a little concerned now. If you knew of my importance to the New World you would not be doing this. Mr. Yamaguchi will not be happy about what you have done to his friend.' 
 
    'Fuck him,' said Teja. 'So what do you want to do with him?' 
 
    Tomoko sat on a chair. She glanced across at Peter, somehow detached now from everything the man had ever been. She'd felt that way when she'd raised her gun, felt the hesitation rising inside her, but pushed it aside to commit herself to killing him. She had her answer about what had happened to her father when she watched him trying to get away, his body shattered, bleeding, snarling curses, like all the false dignity in the man had drained away, leaving the violent thug he'd always been.  
 
    Tomoko said, 'You've never suffered, Fernandez. You've never felt pain or hunger, you've never been caught in the rain and had no one to call. Your whole life has been inside a comfortable bubble, everything going your way. It's time you learned what pain really is. What it feels like to be completely helpless.' 
 
    'I've felt that,' he said. 'All those things. I understand what you are saying. I have been very lucky.' 
 
    She looked at Teja, the high cheek bones and the flawless skin, eyes wide and bright. Tomoko watched her reach into a pocket and then apply black lipstick, smiling at her like they were sharing a moment, although Tomoko wasn't sure what it was. She pulled the drop knife from her pocket and placed it on the table. 
 
    'Show me.' 
 
    Teja picked it up and opened the blade. There was a deep rumbling from outside that rattled the glass in the windows. 
 
    Fernandez panted at first, then screamed, Teja holding his penis and testicles in one hand and pulling so his skin went tight. She cut into him, moving the blade back and forth, blood flooding over her hand and running down his thighs. Tomoko leaned forward, her breath caught in her throat. Teja sliced off the artist's genitals with no more concern than she would have had cutting into a protein steak. The news drone hovered around them. 
 
    'Now you know what pain is,' said Tomoko. 
 
    They reached the doors just as three men entered. They had guns already drawn. 
 
    The guy in front said, 'Tomoko, I'm glad we found you. I am –' 
 
    'I know who you are,' Tomoko said. 'You're Ken. You work for Yamaguchi.' 
 
    'Yes. Where is Fernandez?' 
 
    Teja dropped Fernandez's genitals into his hand. 
 
    They left quickly, the elevator doors closing just before Ken and the others ran back after finding Fernandez. 
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    They found a car outside, once they were on the outskirts of the mob. Teja took the road leisurely, even when people were falling over the hood and the military dropped battle mechs into the street. 
 
    'There,' Tomoko said, pointing. She lowered the passenger window. 'Willard, get in.' 
 
    He didn't hesitate, jumping onto the back seat. 'I've been wondering the streets for hours. I went back into the hotel, but then heard gun shots so I came back out. This is crazy.' 
 
    He leaned over from the back seat, meeting the muzzle of Tomoko's gun. 
 
    'What are doing wrong, Willard? Is this how you should behave?' 
 
    He flinched and sank down to his knees in the footwell. 'No, mistress.' 
 
    A sonic boom startled them, a rocket cutting a white line across the night sky. The tail flickering, brilliant white. They watched the ship climbing. 
 
    Something sparkled and fell away, then a brighter flash erupted into a terrific ball of fire, followed seconds later by a ground-shaking roar. Pieces of the burning ship flew in all directions, flashing and showering flames. 
 
    They moved on, through deserted back roads, until the helicopters and the screech of automatic canon fire became faint in the distance. Taking the brow of a hill they could see the city, almost in total blackness now. 
 
    Tomoko pulled over and told Willard to drive so she and Teja could get on to the backseat together, her mouth against hers for a long time. Teja whispered into Tomoko's ear, things she'd never heard her say before. She felt Teja's flesh, firm and smooth under her fingers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They'd found a ryokan, an old traditional guest house in the middle of some woods at the base of a mountain. The place was empty, candles and camping lights pushing away the darkness. The barman seemed glad for the company. Willard sat in a corner, sipping a beer. He looked exhausted. 
 
    'Where do you suppose Kameko is?' asked Teja. 
 
    'She might have made it to Yamaguchi's. I was thinking about going after Giselle, but I have a feeling money won't be worth much after tonight.' 
 
    'We'll be safe from Yamaguchi, you think?' 
 
    'The ship blew up. We saved his grandson's life.' 
 
    The lights flickered and the TV buzzed to life, the barman turning the sound down. Then everything went off again and the guy cursed, going round to relight all the candles and turn on the lamps. 
 
    Tomoko took Teja's hand and led her to the stairs leading to the rooms, seeing her eyes glinting yellow. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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