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RAT HAD STASHED the dust in four plastic capsules and then swallowed them. From the stinging at
the base of his ribs, he guessed they were now squeezing into his duodenum. Still plenty of time. The
bullet train had been shooting through the vacuum of the TransAtlantic tunnel for almost two hours now;
they would arrive at Port Authority/Koch soon. Customs had already been fixed, according to the
maréchal. All Rat had to do was to get back to his nest, lock the smart door behind him, and put the
word out on his protected nets. He had enough Algerian Yellow to dust at least half the cerebrums on the
East Side. If he could turn this deal, he would be rich enough to bathe in Dom Perignon and dry himself
with Gromaire tapestries. Another pang shot down his left flank. Instinctively his hind leg came off the
seat and scratched at air.

There was only one problem; Rat had decided to cut the maréchal out. That meant he had to lose the old
man's spook before he got home.

The spook had attached herself to him at Marseilles. She braided her blonde hair in pigtails. She had
freckles, wore braces on her teeth. Tiny breasts nudged a modest silk turtleneck. She looked to be
between twelve and fourteen. Cute. She had probably looked that way for twenty years, would stay the
same another twenty if she did not stop a slug first or get cut in half by some automated security laser that
tracked only heat and could not read—or be troubled by—cuteness. Their passports said they were Mr.
Sterling Jaynes and daughter Jessalynn, of Forest Hills, New York. She was typing in her notebook,
chubby fingers curled over the keys. Homework? A letter to a boyfriend? More likely she was operating
on some corporate database with scalpel code of her own devising.

"Ne fais pas semblant d'étudier, ma petite," Rat said, "Que fais-tu?"

"Oh, Daddy," she said, pouting, "can't we go back to plain old English? After all, we're almost home."
She tilted her notebook so that he could see the display. It read: "Two rows back, second seat from
aisle. Fed. If he knew you were carrying, he'd cut the dust out of you and wipe his ass with your pelt."
She tapped the Return key, and the message disappeared.

"All right, dear." He arched his back, fighting a surge of adrenaline that made his incisors click. "You
know, all of a sudden I feel hungry. Should we do something here on the train or wait until we get to
New York?" Only the spook saw him gesture back toward the fed.



"Why don't we wait for the station? More choice there."

"As you wish, dear." He wanted her to take the fed out now, but there was nothing more he dared say.
He licked his hands nervously and groomed the fur behind his short, thick ears to pass the time.

The International Arrivals Hall at Koch Terminal was unusually quiet for a Thursday night. It smelled to
Rat like a setup. The passengers from the bullet shuffled through the echoing marble vastness toward the
row of customs stations. Rat was unarmed; if they were going to put up a fight, the spook would have to
provide the firepower. But Rat was not a fighter, he was a runner. Their instructions were to pass through
Station Number Four. As they waited in line, Rat spotted the federally appointed vigilante behind them.
The classic invisible man: neither handsome nor ugly, five-ten, about one-seventy, brown hair, dark suit,
white shirt. He looked bored. "Do you have anything to declare?" The customs agent looked bored, too.
Everybody looked bored except Rat, who had two million new dollars' worth of illegal drugs in his gut
and a fed ready to carve them out of him. "We hold these truths to be self-evident," said Rat, "that all
men are created equal." He managed a feeble grin—as if this were a witticism and not the password.

"Daddy, please!" The spook feigned embarrassment. "I'm sorry, ma'am; it's his idea of a joke. It's the
Declaration of Independence, you know."

The customs agent smiled as she tousled the spook's hair. "I know that, dear. Please put your luggage on
the conveyor." She gave a perfunctory glance at her monitor as their suitcases passed through the
scanner, and then nodded at Rat. "Thank you, sir, and have a pleasant..." The insincere thought died on
her lips as she noticed the fed pushing through the line toward them. Rat saw her spin toward the exit at
the same moment that the spook thrust her notebook computer into the scanner. The notebook stretched
a blue finger of point discharge toward the magnetic lens just before the overhead lights novaed and went
dark. The emergency backup failed as well. Rat's snout filled with the acrid smell of electrical fire.
Through the darkness came shouts and screams, thumps and cracks—the crazed pounding of a
stampede gathering momentum.

He dropped to all fours and skittered across the floor. Koch Terminal was his territory. He had
crisscrossed its many levels with scent trails. Even in total darkness he could find his way. But in his haste
he cracked his head against a pair of stockinged knees, and a squawking weight fell across him, crushing
the breath from his lungs. He felt an icy stab on his hindquarters and scrabbled at it with his hind leg. His
toes came away wet and he squealed. There was an answering scream, and the point of a shoe drove
into him, propelling him across the floor. He rolled left and came up running. Up a dead escalator, down
a carpeted hall. He stood upright and stretched to his full twenty-six inches, hands scratching until they
found the emergency bar across the fire door. He hurled himself at it, a siren shrieked, and with a whoosh
the door opened, dumping him into an alley. He lay there for a moment, gasping, half in and half out of
Koch Terminal. With the certain knowledge that he was bleeding to death, he touched the coldness on
his back. A sticky purple substance; he sniffed, then tasted it. Ice cream. Rat threw back his head and
laughed. The high squeaky sound echoed in the deserted alley.

But there was no time to waste. He could already hear the buzz of police hovers swooping down from
the night sky. The blackout might keep them busy for a while; Rat was more worried about the fed. And
the spook. They would be out soon enough, looking for him. Rat scurried down the alley toward the
street. He glanced quickly at the terminal, now a black hole in the galaxy of bright holographic sleaze that
was Forty-second Street. A few cops with flashlights were trying to fight against the flow of panicky
travelers pouring from its open doors. Rat smoothed his ruffled fur and turned away from the disaster,
walking crosstown. His instincts said to run, but Rat forced himself to dawdle like a hick shopping for
big-city excitement. He grinned at the pimps and windowshopped the hardware stores. He paused in
front of a pair of mirror-image sex stops—GIRLS! LIVE! GIRLS! and LIVE! GIRLS! LIVE!—to sniff



the pheromone-scented sweat pouring off an androgynous robot shill that was working the sidewalk. The
robot obligingly put its hand to Rat's crotch, but he pushed it away with a hiss and continued on. At last,
sure that he was not being followed, he powered up his wallet and tapped into the transnet to summon a
hovercab. The wallet informed him that the city had cordoned off midtown airspace to facilitate rescue
operations at Koch Terminal. It advised trying the subway or a taxi. Since he had no intention of sticking
an ID chip—even a false one!—into a subway turnstyle, he stepped to the curb and began watching the
traffic.

The rebuilt Checker that rattled to a stop beside him was a patchwork of orange ABS and stainless-steel
armor. "No we leave Manhattan," said a speaker on the roof light. "No we north of a hundred and ten."
Rat nodded and the door locks popped. The passenger compartment smelled of
chlorobenzylmalononitrile and urine.

"First Avenue Bunker," said Rat, sniffing. "Christ, it stinks back here. Who was your last fare—the
circus?"

"Troubleman." The speaker connections were loose, giving a scratchy edge to the cabbie's voice. The
locks reengaged as the Checker pulled away from the curb. "Ha-has get a fullsnoot of tear gas in this
hack."

Rat had already spotted the pressure vents in the floor. He peered through the gloom at the registration.
A slogan had been lased in over it—probably by one of the new Mitsubishi penlights. "Free the dead."
Rat smiled: the dead were his customers. People who had chosen the dust road. Twelve to eighteen
months of glorious addiction: synthetic orgasms, recursive hallucinations leading to a total sensory
overload and an ecstatic death experience. One dose was all it took to start down the dust road. The
feds were trying to cut off the supply—with dire consequences for the dead. They could live a few
months longer without dust, but their joyride down the dusty road was transformed into a grueling
marathon of withdrawal pangs and madness. Either way, they were dead. Rat settled back onto the seat.
The penlight graffito was a good I omen. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a leather strip that
had been soaked I with a private blend of fat-soluble amphetamines and began to gnaw at it.

From time to time he could hear the cabbie monitoring NYPD net for flameouts or wildcat tolls set up by
street gangs. They had to detour to heavily guarded Park Avenue all the way uptown to Fifty-ninth
before doubling back toward the bunker. Originally built to protect U.N. diplomats from terrorists, the
bunker had gone condo after the dissolution of the United Nations. Its hype was that it was the "safest
address in the city." Rat knew better, which is why he had had a state-of-the-art smart door installed. Its
rep was that most of the owners' association were candidates either for a mindwipe or an extended
vacation on a fed punkfarm.

"Hey, Fare," said the cabbie, "net says the dead be rioting front of your door. Crash through or roll
away?"

The fur along Rat's backbone went erect. "Cops?"

"Letting them play for now."

"You've got armor for a crash?"

"Shit, yes. Park this hack to ground zero for the right fare." The cabbie's laugh was static. "Don't worry,
bunkerman. Give those deadboys a shot of old CS gas and they be too busy scratching they eyes out to
bother us much."

Rat tried to smooth his fur. He could crash the riot and get stuck. But if he waited, either the spook or the



fed would be stepping on his tail before long. Rat had no doubt that both had managed to plant locator
bugs on him.

" 'Course, riot crashing don't come cheap," said the cabbie.

"Triple the meter." The fare was already over two hundred dollars for the fifteen-minute ride. "Shoot for
Bay Two—the one with the yellow door." He pulled out his wallet and started tapping its luminescent
keys. "I'm sending recognition code now."

He heard the cabbie notify the cops that they were coming through. Rat could feel the Checker
accelerate as they passed the cordon, and he had a glimpse of strobing lights, cops in blue body armor, a
tank studded with water cannons. Suddenly the cabbie braked, and Rat pitched forward against his
shoulder harness. The Checker's solid rubber tires squealed, and there was the thump of something
bouncing off the hood. They had slowed to a crawl, and the dead closed around them.

Rat could not see out the front because the cabbie was protected from his passengers by steel plate. But
the side windows filled with faces streaming with sweat and tears and blood. Twisted faces, screaming
faces, faces etched by the agonies of withdrawal. The soundproofing muffled their howls. Fear and
exhilaration filled Rat as he watched them pass. If only they knew how close they were to dust, he
thought. He imagined the dead faces gnawing through the cab's armor in a frenzy, pausing only to spit out
broken teeth. It was wonderful. The riot was proof that the dust market was still white-hot. The dead
must be desperate to attack the bunker like this looking for a flash. He decided to bump the price of his
dust another ten percent.

Rat heard a clatter on the roof; then someone began to jump up and down. It was like being inside a
kettledrum. Rat sank claws into the seat and arched his back. "What are you waiting for? Gas them,
damn it!"

"Hey, Fare. Stuff ain't cheap. We be fine—almost there."

A woman with bloody red hair matted to her head pressed her mouth against the window and screamed.
Rat reared up on his hind legs and made biting feints at her. Then he saw the penlight in her hand. At the
last moment Rat threw himself backward. The penlight flared, and the passenger compartment filled with
the stench of melting plastic. A needle of coherent light singed the fur on Rat's left flank; he squealed and
flopped onto the floor, twitching.

The cabbie opened the external gas vents, and abruptly the faces dropped away from the windows. The
cab accelerated, bouncing as it ran over the fallen dead. There was a dazzling transition from the
darkness of the violent night to the floodlit calm of Bay Number Two. Rat scrambled back onto the seat
and looked out the back window in time to see the hydraulic doors of the outer lock swing shut.
Something was caught between them—something that popped and spattered. The inner door rolled
down on its track like a curtain coming down on a bloody final act.

Rat was almost home. Two security guards in armor approached. The door locks popped, and Rat
climbed out of the cab. One of the guards leveled a burster at his head; the other wordlessly offered him
a printreader. He thumbed it, and bunker's computer verified him immediately.

"Good evening, sir," said one of the guards. "Little rough out there tonight. Did you have luggage?"

The front door of the cab opened, and Rat heard the low whine of electric motors as a mechanical arm
lowered the cabbie's wheelchair onto the floor of the bay. She was a gray-haired woman with a rheumy
stare who looked like she belonged in a rest home in New Jersey. A knitted shawl covered her withered
legs. "You said triple." The cab's hoist clicked and released the chair; she rolled toward him. "Six



hundred and sixty-nine dollars."

"No luggage, no." Now that he was safe inside the bunker, Rat regretted his panic-stricken generosity. A
credit transfer from one of his own accounts was out of the question. He slipped his last thousand-dollar
bubble chip into his wallet's card reader, dumped $331 from it into a Bahamian laundry loop, and then
dropped the chip into her outstretched hand. She accepted it dubiously: for a minute he expected her to
bite into it like they did sometimes on fossil TV. Old people made him nervous. Instead she inserted the
chip into her own card reader and frowned at him.

"How about a tip?"

Rat sniffed. "Don't pick up strangers."

One of the guards guffawed obligingly. The other pointed, but Rat saw the skunk port in the wheelchair a
millisecond too late. With a wet plot the chair emitted a gaseous stinkball that bloomed like an evil flower
beneath Rat's whiskers. One guard tried to grab at the rear of the chair, but the old cabbie backed
suddenly over his foot. The other guard aimed his burster.

The cabbie smiled like a grandmother from hell. "Under the pollution index. No law against sharing a little
scent, boys. And you wouldn't want to hurt me anyway. The hack monitors my EEG. I go flat and it goes
berserk."

The guard with the bad foot stopped hopping. The guard with the gun shrugged. "It's up to you, sir."

Rat batted the side of his head several times and then buried his snout beneath his armpit. All he could
smell was rancid burger topped with sulphur sauce. "Forget it. I haven't got time."

"You know," said the cabbie, "I never get out of the hack, but I just wanted to see what kind of person
would live in a place like this." The lifts whined as the arm fitted its fingers into the chair. "And now I
know." She cackled as the arm gathered her back into the cab. "I'll park it by the door. The cops say
they're ready to sweep the street."

The guards led Rat to the bank of elevators. He entered the one with the open door, thumbed the
printreader, and spoke his access code.

"Good evening, sir," said the elevator. "Will you be going straight to your rooms?"

"Yes."

"Very good, sir. Would you like a list of the communal facilities currently open to serve you?"

There was no shutting the sales pitch off, so Rat ignored it and began to lick the stink from his fur.

"The pool is open for lap swimmers only," said the elevator as the doors closed. "All environments except
for the weightless room are currently in use. The sensory deprivation tanks will be occupied until eleven.
The surrogatorium is temporarily out of female chassis; we apologize for any inconvenience ..."

The cab moved down two and a half floors and then stopped just above the subbasement. Rat glanced
up and saw a dark gap opening in the array of light diffuser panels. The spook dropped through it.

"... the holo therapist is off-line until eight tomorrow morning, but the interactive sex booths will stay open
until midnight. The drug dispensary ..."

She looked as if she had been water-skiing through the sewer. Her blonde hair was wet and smeared



with dirt; she had lost the ribbons from her pigtails. Her jeans were torn at the knees, and there was an
ugly scrape on the side of her face. The silk turtleneck clung wetly to her. Yet despite her dishevelment,
the hand that held the penlight was as steady as a jewel cutter's.

"There seems to be a minor problem," said the elevator in a soothing voice. "There is no cause for alarm.
This unit is temporarily nonfunctional. Maintenance has been notified and is now working to correct the
problem. In case of emergency, please contact Security. We regret this temporary inconvenience."

The spook fired a burst of light at the floor selector panel; it spat fire at them and went dark. "Where the
hell were you?" said the spook. "You said the McDonald's in Time Square if we got separated."

"Where were you?" Rat rose up on his hind legs. "When I got there the place was swarming with cops."

He froze as the tip of the penlight flared. The spook traced a rough outline of Rat on the stainless-steel
door behind him. "Fuck your lies," she said. The beam came so close that Rat could smell his fur curling
away from it. "I want the dust."

"Trespass alert!" screeched the wounded elevator, A note of urgency had crept into its artificial voice.
"Security reports unauthorized persons within the complex. Residents are urged to return immediately to
their apartments and engage all personal security devices. Do not be alarmed. We regret this temporary
inconvenience."

The scales on Rat's tail fluffed. "We have a deal. The maréchal needs my networks to move his product.
So let's get out of here before ..."

"The dust."

Rat sprang at her with a squeal of hatred. His claws caught on her turtleneck and he struck repeatedly at
her open collar, gashing her neck with his long red incisors. Taken aback by the swiftness and ferocity of
his attack, she dropped the penlight and tried to fling him against the wall. He held fast, worrying at her
and chittering rabidly. When she stumbled under the open emergency exit in the ceiling, he leaped again.
He cleared the suspended ceiling, caught himself on the inductor, and scrabbled up onto the hoist cables.
Light was pouring into the shaft from above; armored guards had forced the door open, and were
climbing down toward the stalled car. Rat jumped from the cables across five feet of open space to the
counterweight and huddled there, trying to use its bulk to shield himself from the spook's fire. Her stand
was short and inglorious. She threw a dazzler out of the hatch, hoping to blind the guards, then tried to
pull herself through. Rat could hear the shriek of burster fire. He waited until he could smell the aroma of
broiling meat and scorched plastic before he emerged from the shadows and signaled to the security
team.

A squad of apologetic guards rode the service elevator with Rat down to the storage subbasement where
he lived. When he had first looked at the bunker, the broker had been reluctant to rent him the
abandoned rooms, insisting that he live aboveground with the other residents. But all of the suites they
showed him were unacceptably open, clean, and uncluttered. Rat much preferred his musty dungeon,
where odors lingered in the still air. He liked to fall asleep to the booming of the ventilation system on the
level above him, and slept easier knowing that he was as far away from the stink of other people as he
could get in the city.

The guards escorted him to the gleaming brass smart door and looked discreetly as he entered his
passcode on the keypad. He had ordered it custom-built from Mosler so that it would recognize
high-frequency squeals well beyond the range of human hearing. He called to it and then pressed
trembling fingers onto the printreader. His bowels had loosened in terror during the firelight, and the
capsules had begun to sting terribly. It was all he could do to keep from defecating right there in the



hallway. The door sensed the guards and beeped to warn him of their presence. He punched in the
override sequence impatiently, and the seals broke with a sigh.

"Have a pleasant evening, sir," said one of the guards as he scurried inside. "And don't worry ab—" The
door cut him off as it swung shut.

Against all odds, Rat had made it. For a moment he stood, tail switching against the inside of the door,
and let the magnificent chaos of his apartment soothe his jangled nerves. He had earned his reward—the
dust was all his now. No one could take it away from him. He saw himself in a shard of mirror propped
up against an empty THC aerosol and wriggled in self-congratulation. He was the richest rat on the East
Side, perhaps in the entire city.

He picked his way through a maze formed by a jumble of overburdened steel shelving left behind years,
perhaps decades, ago. The managers of the bunker had offered to remove them and their contents
before he moved in; Rat had insisted that they stay. When the fire inspector had come to approve his
newly installed sprinkler system, she had been horrified at the clutter on the shelves and had threatened to
condemn the place. It had cost him plenty to buy her off, but it had been worth it. Since then Rat's trove
of junk had at least doubled in size. For years no one had seen it but Rat and the occasional cockroach.

Relaxing at last, Rat stopped to pull a mildewed wing tip down from the huge collection of shoes; he
loved the bouquet of fine old leather and gnawed and gnawed it whenever he could. Next to the shoes
was a heap of books: his private library. One of Rat's favorite delicacies was the first edition of Leaves
of Grass that he had pilfered from the rare book collection at the New York Public Library. To
celebrate his safe arrival, he ripped out page 43 for a snack and stuffed it into the wing tip. He dragged
the shoe over a pile of broken sheetrock and past shelves filled with scrap electronics: shattered monitors
and dead typewriters, microwaves and robot vacuums. He had almost reached his nest when the fed
stepped from behind a dirty Hungarian flag that hung from a broken fluorescent light fixture.

Startled, Rat instinctively hurled himself at the crack in the wall where he had built his nest. But the fed
was too quick. Rat did not recognize the weapon; all he knew was that when it hissed, Rat lost all feeling
in his hindquarters. He landed in a heap but continued to crawl, slowly, painfully.

"You have something I want." The fed kicked him. Rat skidded across the concrete floor toward the
crack, leaving a thin gruel of excrement in his wake. Rat continued to crawl until the fed stepped on his
tail, pinning him.

"Where's the dust?"

"I... I don't.. ."

The fed stepped again; Rat's left fibula snapped like cheap plastic. He felt no pain.

"The dust." The fed's voice quavered strangely.

"Not here. Too dangerous."

"Where?" The fed released him. "Where?"

Rat was surprised to see that the fed's gun hand was shaking. For the first time he looked up at the man's
eyes and recognized the telltale yellow tint. Rat realized then how badly he had misinterpreted the fed's
expression back at Koch. Not bored. Empty. For an instant he could not believe his extraordinary good
fortune. Bargain for time, he told himself. There's still a chance. Even though he was cornered, he knew
his instinct to fight was wrong.



"I can get it for you fast if you let me go," said Rat. "Ten minutes, fifteen. You look like you need it."

"What are you talking about?" The fed's bravado started to crumble, and Rat knew he had the man. The
fed wanted the dust for himself. He was one of the dead.

"Don't make it hard on yourself," said Rat. "There's a terminal in my nest. By the crack. Ten minutes." He
started to pull himself toward the nest. He knew the fed would not dare stop him; the man was already
deep into withdrawal. "Only ten minutes and you can have all the dust you want." The poor fool could not
hope to fight the flood of neuroregulators pumping crazily across his synapses. He might break any
minute, let his weapon slip from trembling hands. Rat reached the crack and scrambled through into
comforting darkness.

The nest was built around a century-old shopping cart and a stripped subway bench. Rat had filled the
gaps in with pieces of synthetic rubber, a hubcap, plastic greeting cards, barbed wire, disk casings,
Baggies, a No Parking sign, and an assortment of bones. Rat climbed in and lowered himself onto the
soft bed of shredded thousand-dollar bills. The profits of six years of deals and betrayals, a few dozen
murders, and several thousand dusty deaths.

The fed sniffled as Rat powered up his terminal to notify Security. "Someone set me up some vicious
bastard slipped it to me I don't know when I think it was Barcelona... it would kill Sarah to see..." He
began to weep. "I wanted to turn myself in ... they keep working on new treatments you know but it's not
fair damn it! The success rate is less than ... I made my first buy two weeks only two God it seems ...
killed a man to get some lousy dust... but they're right it's, it's, I can't begin to describe what it's like ..."

Rat's fingers flew over the glowing keyboard, describing his situation, the layout of the rooms, a strategy
for the assault. He had overridden the smart door's recognition sequence. It would be tricky, but Security
could take the fed out if they were quick and careful. Better risk a surprise attack than to dicker with an
armed and unraveling dead man.

"I really ought to kill myself... would be best but it's not only me ... I've seen ten-year-olds ... what kind
of animal sells dust to kids ... I should kill myself and you." Something changed in the fed's voice as Rat
signed off. "And you." He stooped and reached through the crack.

"It's coming," said Rat quickly. "By messenger. Ten doses. By the time you get to the door, it should be
here." He could see the fed's hand and burrowed into the rotting pile of money. "You wait by the door,
you hear? It's coming any minute."

"I don't want it." The hand was so large it blocked the light. Rat's fur went erect and he arched his spine.
"Keep your fucking dust."

Rat could hear the guards fighting their way through the clutter. Shelves crashed. So clumsy, these men.

"It's you I want." The hand sifted through the shredded bills, searching for Rat. He had no doubt that the
fed could crush the life from him—the hand was huge now. In the darkness he could count the lines on
the palm, follow the whorls on the fingertips. They seemed to spin in Rat's brain—he was losing control.
He realized then that one of the capsules must have broken, spilling a megadose of first-quality Algerian
Yellow dust into his gut. With a hallucinatory clarity, he imagined sparks streaming through his blood,
igniting neurons like tinder. Suddenly the guards did not matter. Nothing mattered except that he was
cornered. When he could no longer fight the instinct to strike, the fed's hand closed around him. The man
was stronger than Rat could have imagined. As the fed hauled him—clawing and biting—back into the
light, Rat's only thought was of how terrifyingly large a man was. So much larger than a rat.


