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A corner of the universe suddenly peeled back to reveal what seethed out there just beyond tidiness. What lay just north of order.

—Infinite Jest, David Foster Wallace

Opportunity

Came to my door

When I was down on my luck

In the shape

Of an old friend

With a plan, guaranteed

—“Opportunity,” Bobby McFerrin, Spontaneous Inventions


PART 4

NAKED JOURNEYS


1

AN ALLEY?

From the depths of oblivion, a pair of eyelids moved. Whether they went up or down, opened or closed, was not yet clear, nor could it be said whose eyelids they were. But their movement had been perceived. Of this there was certainty.

Perhaps triggered by this perception, something immediately began to buzz into existence beneath the eyelids. A sort of tactile cloud, a pinprick tingling that spread through an area of space as though dead TV static were coalescing into a definitive shape: a body? A human body? A man’s body?

All along his right side, the man could feel hardness, and against his right arm from the wrist down, warm grit. It was a familiar sensation. Yes, he could remember it, the touch of the metropolis’s skin—concrete. He could smell exhaust, a dusty sourness, and the musk of dirty water. He could taste the phlegmy acid of morning breath stagnant in the back of his throat.

The pair of eyelids moved again. They were the man’s eyelids. Attached to the face on his newly awoken body. But whether they were going up or down, opening or closing, he still wasn’t sure, for whichever way they went all he found was darkness.

Denied light to fully rouse him, the man could feel the pull of sleep, an undertow that threatened to drag his still-mending awareness back down into the abyss of fractured slumber from which it had just arisen. Somehow, this first brief gasp of waking life felt precious to him, and without yet knowing why, he wanted to remain there. At the same time, he sensed with helpless anxiety that the buoyancy of his mind was tenuous and could do little more in his frail state than continue to blink.

Yet this very act seemed to have significance for the man, for on about the sixth or seventh blink two words came to him suddenly—Amon, Kenzaki—and immediately they began to link to various thoughts, like a hub firing lasers to all the nodes in a vast network inside his head…. Amon Kenzaki >>> jubilee >>> Monju >>> forest >>> Mayuko >>> forest >>> GATA >>> Mayuko >>> Rick >>> jubilee >>> Birla >>> ??? >>> Sekido >>> virus >>> bankdeath >>> … Then a multitude of memories burst forth all at once, everything he remembered jumbling and blurring together like millions of Venn Diagrams flitting across a blackboard, like countless droplets of water smashing each other in mid-air.

Amidst this mnemonic tempest, the man hung on to those two words—Amon, Kenzaki—and knew this was his name, his raft, nailing his sensation of blinking and warm gritty hardness to it, clinging to it with desperation until he remembered where he was, or where he last was. Running out of cash before he could get to the Sanzu River, he had sat down in an alley to commit identity suicide. Yes, that’s what this feeling of concrete was, that’s why he could smell the water. Now he had to get there. Had to cross over into the District of Dreams. The largest bankdeath camp on Earth. There was nowhere else to go.
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Focusing on the little muscles beneath his brow, muscles over which he had mastered subtle control during his blink reduction training, Amon told his eyelids to drop and then lift. As expected, this brought the distinctive sensation of thin epidermal curtains sliding down his eyes and then up again, the direction of motion now as obvious as ever. But contrary to expectation, this did nothing to dispel the black void before him. He fluttered his eyelids, stretched them wide; he blinked and blinked and blinked and blinked and blinked. But however many times he tried, there was no blinking away this darkness.

To say “darkness” actually wasn’t quite right, for darkness implies the absence of light. Yet this wasn’t the absence of anything visible in particular, but the absence of sight itself. Eyes open or closed, Amon was blind.

And just when he realized this, another revelation came to him. Unless the metropolis had fallen into a state of torpor—a deep, quiet urban coma in which even its pulse of cars and images and people had settled into utter silence—he was deaf too.

Layered on the exhaust fumes and stench of the river, he could smell the dusty sourness of concrete beneath him, as it shook now and then, perhaps with the passing of cars or trains. In the thick humidity that seemed to settle on the ground, his skin felt sticky all over, and licking his lips, he tasted the salt of accreted sweat in the right corner. The right side of his body ached from lying on the hard ground for … How long? Just a moment earlier, it seemed, he’d been sitting in an alley. Then he’d committed identity suicide, cash crashing himself and demolishing his perceptions, experience itself collapsing like a house of cards. He’d been expecting to lose the overlay. The ImmaNet was obviously going to disappear when his BodyBank went offline. But what had happened to everything else? Why could he not hear or see anything? What the hell was going on?!

Amon felt the clenching of his diaphragm, the vibrations in his chest, the tearing pain in his throat, the stretching wide of his mouth, but no scream came out. Though his lungs ejected air as hard as they could, his ears picked up nothing, only increasing his terror. He began to writhe about, his arms and legs flailing, the wetness of his own spittle and tears spattering his face. When suddenly there was a sharp crack on the back of his head as Amon accidentally smashed himself into something solid and wall-like.

The impact seemed to knock sense into him, for he realized the stupidity of what he was doing and stopped moving, letting his limbs flop down limp. People had been after him. He had lost them many stations back in his invisible dash through Wakuwaku City and his train ride on the Oneiro Express. But drawing attention to himself was foolish, however small the chances were they might find him.

After his spastic fit, Amon found that the hardness was beneath his back now. With the weight off his right side, the compression no longer numbed his ribs and they began to throb with sharp tiddlywinks of pain. Still panicked, his breaths quivered in and out rapidly, and Amon started his blink reduction, instinctively seeking calm in this habitual exercise. As always, it would transport him back to his apartment in Jinbocho, to that sanctuary of frugality where he had practiced every day. As always, it would reassure him that he was saving money and advancing towards his dream. As always, it would make him feel like he was doing something significant with his life. But right now it was accomplishing none of these things and whenever he lifted his lids during each blink cycle, the feeling of having his eyes open and yet not being able to see only magnified his unease, so that he gave up within seconds and clamped them shut.

It was then that Amon noticed his throat was parched, his skin oozing with moisture in the heat. While one perspired constantly just staying still in the stifling, sultry air of Tokyo summer, he had been hurrying like mad through the metropolis before cash crashing, frantically struggling to save Mayuko, weeping. Now he’d been thrashing about without taking in any fluids after lying there in the alley for who knows how many hours, assuming he was still in the alley. That was a disturbing thought. How did he know he hadn’t been moved? Or hadn’t sleepwalked? He’d never been somnambulant before, but he’d never been bankdead before either, not to mention deaf or blind. From the smells, the rumble of the ground, the sickeningly warm feel of the concrete, and the dull throb in his head from when he’d smacked against some wall-like surface, it certainly seemed like he was in the alley. But how could he be sure?

As though powered by wills of their own, his hands began to feel their way around his vicinity: the hard, rough, dustiness beneath; a lumpy but smooth plasticky material rising vertically to his left, and groping upwards only empty air. Reaching to his right, his fingers brushed over more concrete and, recalling that the alley ought to have a wall just a meter or so in that direction, he got to his knees and warily began to crawl towards it. What if you’re touching premium real estate? the voice of his nerves whispered. What if you’re headed for the road? He knew it was irrelevant who owned the surfaces and what they cost now that his BodyBank was turned off. But that didn’t lessen his feeling of guilt for possibly wasting money, and his concern about the road wasn’t totally without basis. Nonetheless, he forced himself apprehensively onwards, only a few knee-paces to go, his awareness concentrated into his right hand outstretched ahead of him as it felt along the ground for signs of danger like a curb or a train track or passing shoes. His fingertips hit something, and he recoiled in fright. Then, gingerly extending them again until they touched whatever it was, he traced upwards while edging closer until he could flatten his palm against it and felt a wash of relief when he found a flat plasticky surface like the other.

Being ensconced between what could only be two walls, he felt certain for a moment that he was in an alley (the faint, muggy breeze telling him he was outside and therefore not in a room or hallway). But even if it was an alley, he realized, he couldn’t be sure that it was the alley. He’d only been in it for a few seconds before blacking out, and in that brief interval his mind had been swirling with stress and fear and remorse and thoughts of Mayuko and countless other distracting things, so his recollection of his surround was highly suspect. He did a series of subtle twitch-gestures with his fingers to open up the seg of the moment before he cash crashed, but obviously that didn’t work. And the realization that he was hopelessly lost, unable even to access his LifeStream and check how he got here, came slamming down on him like a bag of sand so that he flopped down flat on the ground. There he curled up close to the wall he’d just discovered as he shook in the darkness that was not dark enveloping him, trying to force the question of where he might be from his mind.

But this only awakened a second question and without thinking, he glanced into the bottom left corner of his eye, where, of course, he found no clock overlaid, only the same void abiding everywhere else he looked. Not only did he not know where he was, he didn’t know when he was. He wanted to think he’d only been lying here for a few hours. Yet perhaps it had been longer. Was it morning? afternoon? evening? If he thought about it, the warmth of the metropolis felt subdued, suggesting night. But if so, was it the night after he sat down here, or the following night, or maybe the night after that … ?

As his trembling began anew, Amon reverted to blink reduction, but the experience of not seeing with his eyes open only brought terror quivering outwards from his chest again and his eyelids spasmed uncontrollably. Accepting the counterproductive futility of the exercise, he automatically switched to the next stage of his frugality routine—breath reduction—focusing on the muscles around his diaphragm to extend his breath. With his nerves frazzled, he found himself panting uncontrollably, and decided to overcompensate with deep breathing. Since this action was more expensive than regular old breathing, he began to feel guilty for wasting money, and his stress intensified, until he realized that the cost probably didn’t matter. No, it definitely didn’t matter. Keeping his eyes closed was no longer more expensive than opening them or blinking or squinting or winking, just as deep breathing was no longer more expensive than wheezing or hyperventilating or anything else. In fact, none of his actions were any more or less expensive than any other. Now that he was severed completely from the ImmaNet and GATA’s vigilant tallying, his actions had no price at all, nor did blink or breath reduction bear any relation to his savings. If he thought about it more carefully, he didn’t even have any savings, couldn’t have any savings. This meant that trying to save money would not help him get to the forest. Therefore, there was no connection whatsoever between conserving his actions and the realization of his dream. But this truth undercut everything that made these practices meaningful. They were pointless!

All the same, he found the deep breathing calming. And although a certain part of him—the self-monitoring, ambitious part—told him that this calmness merely distracted him from his aspirations, making him anxious for not taking shallower, more affordable breaths, he continued to breathe deeply and gave himself fully to the feeling. Amon, this is not about money anymore, he told himself. You don’t have any money and you may never have it again. This is just one way to cope. With these thoughts he focused as intently as ever on his diaphragm. Except now, instead of heeding the self-ingrained reflex that steered him away from “deep breathing,” he intentionally aimed for it.

Once his heart was settling to a stable trot, he began to consider what had happened to him, what had happened to his eyes and ears. His initial impulse was to check online for articles about post-bankdeath audiovisual impairment or anything that might clarify his current condition, and he did the gestures to open FlexiPedia, using a bronze search engine of course because silver was too expensive. But the window never opened, and this reminded him that not only was his BodyBank deactivated, but that a web search would be impossible without sight and hearing anyways, an awful epiphany that brought dread quaking up from his gut. No ImmaNet? With three senses? How the hell am I going to get to the District of Dreams? But he defied these despairing, exasperated doubts and returned to deep breathing once more. Innnnnnnn. Ouuuuuuuuut. Innnnnnnnn. Ouuuuuuuuut, he found himself humming in his head, and, with the help of this impromptu mantra, he soon summoned enough focus to return his attention to his predicament.

[image: images]

After entering the Death Codes into his BodyBank and committing identity suicide, the last thing Amon remembered was the overlay being torn away, and the blank patch in his memory that followed told him he must have immediately fallen unconscious. This was no surprise. In fact, he had been expecting to faint. From touch-crashing bankrupts in the course of his duties as an Identity Executioner, Amon knew that if you input the Death Codes into someone’s BodyBank without nerve dusting them and shut it down suddenly while they were still conscious, this generated a cognitive backlash that knocked them out. That was why, before executing himself, he had sat down in a small side street, beneath the shelter of a balcony, away from the crowds and traffic and other dangers. While he would have preferred somewhere more private and secure, this was the best place he could find in a hurry when inflation surged and pushed him suddenly to the brink of bankruptcy. At least here, he was unlikely to be trampled or run over.

Yet although he’d been expecting to lose consciousness, he hadn’t put any thought at all into what would happen when he awoke. He’d simply assumed that he would get up and find his way to the camps. But his job had never required him to deal with bankdead after they’d been cash crashed, and he realized now that there were gaps in his knowledge of the liquidation process. He knew how liquidation worked in outline of course, as he’d met many Collection Agents when they came to retrieve the inert bodies of bankrupts he’d executed. They were taken to the Ministry of Records for LifeStream upload and then to the Ministry of Access for surgical removal of their BodyBank, before being transported to the camps. He also knew a bit about life in the camps, how the donations of basic supplies were generous, how the bankdead were totally free (if not quite Free with a capital F), how the mysterious workings of the Market ensured that the District of Dreams was the best of all possible slums. Despite all his growing suspicions about the justice of the AT market, Amon still believed that this series of procedures was as humane as could be. But now he saw that his details on the transitional period between displacement and life in the camps were a bit spotty at best, and he wondered why it had been treated so cursorily in GATA’s usually comprehensive seminars or why it had never come up in the InfoFlux. Was there something that GATA and the MegaGloms didn’t want people to know? Could all bankdead go blind and deaf as he had?

Possibly. But if so, what would cause it? Being forced to perceive the world without any graphical overlay? No. Clearly not, as he’d experienced such moments before, like when he’d taken off his training bank as a child in the BioPen, when the activist called Makesh had hacked his eyes in Sushi Migration, when he’d accidentally clicked the wrong command in the Eroyuki bedroom … So then what about his being disconnected from the ImmaNet entirely? No. That didn’t explain it either as he remembered severing his own connection—partially at least—in the elevator when he’d fled Shuffle Boom, which had been incredibly jarring, but hadn’t taken away his vision or hearing entirely. So the reason had to be something other than losing the overlay or the ImmaNet, something at a deeper level … like the shutdown of his BodyBank maybe? Yes, that seemed to make more sense, as it was plausible that the cognitive shock that caused his fainting might have been related to his sensory problems in some way. But how exactly? Though Amon was no expert in cyberneurology or anything, he did have some common sense knowledge about how the BodyBank functioned, and, after a few minutes curled up on the ground breathing and thinking about it, this enabled him to muster a guess.

The biological sensors and chips of the BodyBank were, after all, networked into a seamless whole with his body. And along with the display in his eyes and the speaker in his ears, they had become an integral part of his perceptual system. The audio-video input-output loop that made the ImmaNet possible was ongoing even when no overlay was present, so that even naked perceptions would have been jointly constituted by his inherited sensory organs and the organic machines that were a part of them, in tandem with his brain and nervous system. This meant that his eyes and ears, along with their corresponding neural matrices, would have been habituated to receiving signals from digital devices connected to the ImmaNet, beginning when he was a child with a Training Bank and continuing for the last seven years since he received his BodyBank. Once the BodyBank had shut down and the artificial component of his senses was lost, the nerves involved would have been suddenly deprived of an information source that they had long grown to expect, which was woven inextricably into their regular function. This was probably what ruptured the awareness of people like him who cash crashed while awake. Then when they woke up still lacking the regular inflow, they would find themselves afflicted with blindness and deafness.

In other words, Amon, like every other Free Citizen, had perceived everything through a technological filter for his entire life. What he’d thought of as moments of raw, unprocessed experience, such as those moments in the BioPen, Sushi Migration and Eroyuki, had in fact been mediated by the calculating engine implanted within him. Now that his BodyBank was deactivated, now that he was perceiving for the first time without any manmade crutches, he was confronted with the naked world—the actual naked world—for the first time, and it was so unprecedented and alien to his consciousness that he was literally unable to see or hear it.

While this explanation did seem convincing to Amon, it was only a guess. And even if he was right, he had no way of knowing if it applied to all bankdead, only some of them, or just to him. For if he thought about it further, his situation was different from all the others before him. He, unlike anyone else in the history of the Free Era (as far as he knew), had committed ID suicide and so never had his data extracted or his BodyBank removed. Retaining his data shouldn’t have been affecting his mind in a distinctive way, as all bankdead were unable to access them when their BodyBanks were shut down, but the fact that he still had his hardware might. Perhaps the surgery dust that removed BodyBanks in the Ministry of Access also repaired damage done by the disconnection, and he had missed out on this standard treatment. Liquidation had to work something like that, didn’t it? GATA couldn’t just let bankdead enter the camps in the same condition he was in, could they? They’d never survive a day! So what about me then? he wondered. Am I going to survive the day? Or am I going to die like this, withering away in an alley … ?

Isolated from his habitual network of information, he felt like a star in a black hole, his confidence cracked right to the core. And a glassdust flame of remorse seared gratingly through his flesh when he remembered that Mayuko too was lost to him … At least you didn’t go bankrupt before cash crashing, he consoled himself. At least you still have the information your enemies fear, not to mention your freedom. Yes, freedom. Actually, he wasn’t sure just how useful that information would be or whether he was indeed as free as he supposed, but telling himself this helped to surmount his sense of helplessness, and he reminded himself that this wasn’t the first time he’d figured things out on his own. After his run in with Sekido and the recruiter in Shuffle Boom, he’d crouched in the Open Source Zone and woven the tattered fabric of events that had led him there into a story, without any help from the ImmaNet. Then as now, he still had hope, fragile as it might be, even if Mayuko wasn’t coming to save him this time. Somehow he would reconnect, get back online, clear his unwarranted debt. Somehow, he would find Mayuko, make it to the forest, start his life over and live it right this time.

Reassured by such positive thinking, Amon pushed himself away from the foot of the wall, rolled over onto his back, and jolted to a sitting position. He then reached his left palm for the wall, leaned on it for support, and stood up. On his feet encompassed by a great, vacant unknown was profoundly bewildering. He could have been standing beside the edge of a rooftop or a roaring highway and he wouldn’t have known it. If he was going to get something to drink, he would have to forge onwards.

But after two steps he stopped, a chill of fear freezing his spine. Which way to the Sanzu River? He didn’t know. If he got oriented in the right direction, how was he going to get there? He couldn’t say. Should he shout for help? That would only draw unwanted attention, possibly from his enemies, and likely no one would care. Was he going to grope his way along the alley or wherever he was? This would only make him sweat more and increase his thirst, wet beads already collecting along his hairline from the effort of standing up. And what if he made it out of this seeming alley? Then where would he rest? Where could he feel even remotely safe? Or if he did find another sanctuary, how would he recognize it? People could trip all over him, or he could walk out into traffic, or stumble off the bank and drown in the river itself. His dread of this silent domain, this uncharted ocean of muffled ink that surrounded him, was paralyzing. He wanted to go on, but found the trembling arising from his core with greater force than ever before and immediately sat back down on the ground. Where am I? What’s going on? What happened to my eyes and my ears? Am I going to be like this forever? Am I going to just die here? I need help. Who can help me? I want to text somebody. An ambulance. A taxi. A grocery delivery. Mayuko? Anything. Anyone. Please. Help me …

Again, Amon gave in to his helplessness and curled up with his face against the wall to focus on his breathing. This was his only mercy, he realized, his respiration. But as calm gradually spread outwards from his diaphragm to the tips of his fingers, he started to feel weaker and weaker, the hard grit and dusty sourness and stench of the river growing dimmer and dimmer until his eyes slipped closed and the undark darkness sunk into slumber once more.


2

AN ALLEY? A STREET. THE ALLEY?

Blink, blink, blink.

As the grog cleared from Amon’s eyes, he recalled where he was and what state he’d been in before falling asleep, and a titillating thrill flared up from the pit of his stomach: I can see! It wasn’t so much what he saw, just an encompassing gray blur, a single nethercolor that had consumed his world. But even this was so exciting he immediately tried to push himself to his feet.

Lying on his right side, he pressed his left palm hard against the concrete and managed to pop his torso just above the ground for a moment, but to his horror, his right arm refused to move or support his weight, and flopped back down with the rest of him, limp and senseless. Have I traded blindness for paralysis, he wondered for a terrifying moment, until his fingertips began to tingle and he realized they were asleep.

Apparently he had been using his right bicep as a pillow. He rolled onto his back to shake it out and get the circulation going, but found the light too bright now that he was facing upwards and turned his head left to avert his eyes. Pins and needles flooded down from his shoulder to his fingertips, and he noticed that the pain in his ribs had sharpened, two of them on the right throbbing with an almost harmonic agony like resonating xylophone keys. Sleeping all this time on concrete, he probably had bruises, sidewalk bedsores. But at least he could see.

And as he rotated his shoulder tenderly, he detected a faint noise. Nothing more than a kind of reverberation of a whisper. Still, it was something. I can hear! his thoughts cheered again, though this time his excitement was tempered by lethargy, a deadening weight that seemed to pool beneath his cheeks and the skin all over his body. He realized that the feeling had been there since the moment he awoke, but he had only just noticed. Now it had grown so heavy he thought he might faint, if not for the tingling in his arm just then swelling to an excruciating pitch. Then there was the pain in his chest. And his thirst too. His tongue pasty and grainy against the roof of his mouth, his thoughts frail and fuzzy around the periphery of his awareness as even his mind seemed to parch and shrivel.

Something to drink! Now! cried a voice inside him and Amon clambered to his feet, cautiously this time so as not to bang his head. It took him a few moments to straighten out his stiff body, his lower back sore now that his joints had thawed from slumber. But once he was upright he began to look around, trying to get his bearings.

On three sides of him were gray surfaces that appeared to be the walls and ground of an alley, though somehow he couldn’t tell how far away they were. When he glanced at the two walls in turn, they seemed to draw away and return again rapidly, their distance from him constantly shifting. When he looked down, the ground played the same trick, his shoes appearing only a meter away and then stretching off on the end of his pant legs as though at the base of long stilts. The texture of the surfaces refused to resolve too, fizzling constantly like boiling champagne, so that he was unable to tell what material they were made of or identify the line that separated the walls from the ground, that is, the corner. While the noise in his ears might have been from traffic, it seemed to synchronize with these frenzied optical distortions as though the city around him was an instrument playing a dull dissonant song, or else the song was painting a flickering sketch of the city.

Dizzy, Amon lurched to his right, nearly losing his balance, and cast his gaze about in search of something solid to focus on. He found the walls approaching each other infinitely into the distance, forming a V-shaped pinhole horizon, and turning his head found the same on the other side. Then, following one of the vertical gray surfaces upwards with his eyes, past the blob-like protrusions he guessed were verandas, he saw a searing gray blaze above that he couldn’t stand to look at for even a second.

Gray below, gray left, gray right, gray around. Everything as gray as the Liquidator uniform he wore. But Amon soon realized that “gray” was not the right word for what he was seeing just as the darkness of his blindness had not really been dark at all. Although he had never considered this until that moment, grayness seemed to exist only in relation to color or at least the possibility of color, as the colorless intermediate between black and white. With all such possibility banished from his experience, the metropolis had been reduced to light and dark gradations, like a jumble of shadows in various concentrations, some thick, some rarified, others in between. There seemed to be no word for this, any more than there was a word for “movement without duration” or “perspective with no angle.” And his hearing was in a similar state. He wanted to say he was surrounded by “white noise,” but his auditory experience didn’t seem to merit the word “noise” at all. Some integral aspect of sound was missing; the wispy, gray hiss filling his ears too hollow and numb to qualify.

Although Amon wanted to start off and find something to drink, fear kept his feet pinned in place once again. He guessed he was in the alley he’d crashed in, or somewhere very similar, and that was somewhat reassuring, but still he was terrified of venturing into the vast unknown around him. Thirsty, drained, half blind and deaf, he wondered how much it would cost him to traverse this seemingly infinite alley. Shit, he caught himself immediately, feeling like an idiot for still calculating the price of everything he did. But he couldn’t help himself. Even if he understood that his actions incurred no expenses, there was just no way he could accept this undeniable fact so quickly, not after a lifetime of believing and behaving otherwise. But if his doings lacked monetary value, he realized, then what value did they have? None, it seemed. All his actions were now equally worthwhile, so he had no reason to choose one over another. In other words, he might as well do nothing. It wasn’t like he was going to achieve anything in his current condition anyway. He would be better off just lying down where he was and never getting up again, giving in to the quicksand of his—

Before these thoughts could decimate his will entirely, something substantial reached out from the vague formlessness around him and gripped his consciousness firmly: the smell of water. Thick and rank with a sweet hint of chemicals, it held him so much more firmly than the wispy ephemera that he saw and heard. The perception seemed to thread its way into him, thin tendrils of air reaching inside his nostrils and weaving themselves into his flesh and brain.

I have to cross the Sanzu River, he resolved. I have to get to the District of Dreams. And thinking of Mayuko, of the forest, of jubilee, Amon tucked his bunched-up dress shirt back into his pants, put his left hand on the wall beside him, and took a step down the eternally receding alley. Solidity under foot, and bare fingers brushing the plasticky wall, he lumbered gingerly forward on stiff legs. With each step, the hollow hiss grew louder, until, after a few more paces, the lines of the never-ending V suddenly split apart. And with that, his hand found empty air, his visual field expanding before him.
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In front of Amon was an open space filled with a flux of dark movement. A torrent of charcoal blotches bubbled and blurred by in a constant stuttering onrush, distorted as though filtered through a warped fish-eye lens.

For some time, he stood transfixed by this dappled, colorless flurry, unable to comprehend or accept what he was seeing. Gradually, his eyes seemed to adjust, for slowly but surely he began to perceive its dimensionality and directionality.

The torrent was made up of four streams. The one closest to him rose to about his neck, with currents going left, some right, and others mingling or eddying back. The one behind this went right and the one behind that went left, both of them undulating by at varying heights like a landscape of Rorschach tests being reeled away. Beyond these was yet another multidirectional stream like the one right in front of him, and behind that a sheer wall rising into the bright gray blaze above.

Gazing at what could only be a busy street sandwiched between two bustling sidewalks, Amon remembered when he had crouched in the Open Source Zone on the verge of bankruptcy and tried to imagine what bankdeath would be like. He had pictured naked consciousness as something similar to a mirror with missing shards, reflecting existence incompletely. That was exactly how he felt now. The flowing, shapeless layers each emanated a different noise—a faint sibilant popping from the foreground, something more gravelly and gargling from the middle—as though his auditory experience were being sluiced through a fractal honeycomb, echoes of echoes colliding again and again with other echoes before finally reaching his ears. Until that moment, Amon never would have imagined that sounds could have shadows, but that was the best way he could think of it. Shadow sounds. Shadow things.

Although the thick breeze no longer carried the scent of the Sanzu River, its memory lingered in his awareness. It reminded him not only of where he needed to go, but conjured the image of water, further goading his already ravenous thirst. And he saw himself bent over the edge of the bank, lapping at the peaks of waves like a dog, though from the effluent-rich smell he knew this wasn’t even an option. Instead, he would need to find something to drink before he went there, which meant, of course, that he needed a vending machine.

Amon wondered how he was going to purchase anything given that he had no money, but decided he would have to deal with that problem when he came to it. For the time being, his first task was to locate one, and he automatically did some finger-flicks to open Scrimp Navi and ask it for directions. When the program didn’t respond, he felt a hot pulse of irritation, and even when he remembered that his access to the ImmaNet was totally cut off, his fingers continued to jitter of their own volition. They twitched out the command to pull up Career Calibration and ask his decision network for advice, then tried to access his inner profile to call Mayuko … Amon felt his frustration swelling at these failures and then got annoyed with himself for being frustrated about something he had no control over, his emotions and impulses at odds with his knowledge that what they sought was pointless. Only when the implications of his total solitude, his disconnection from any and all networks, set in, did his scuttling fingers finally relent and drop limp on the end of his palms, his chest quivering with dread. For if he couldn’t get directions to a vending machine, how the hell was he going to find one? And if he couldn’t message anyone for advice, how was he going to solve this problem, or any problem? He had never tried going to a new place without a navi, even in areas of the metropolis he was familiar with, but now he was on the edge of Tokyo—as far from the familiar as he’d ever been. Caught in the most bizarre, perplexing predicament of his life, he needed input from other minds more than ever, and yet he was severed from them all, even Mayuko. Survival seemed impossible. He might as well be on a desert island, though he stood in one of the most populous cities on Earth.

He couldn’t feel any sunlight—if it was even day—but the summer heat was getting to him. Pooling moisture clung to the fuzz of his buzzed head, his skin sticky everywhere, his mouth itchy with dryness. Beginning to feel light-headed, his fingers did the gestures to open MyMedic, wanting advice on resolving these symptoms as though he was connected to such an app, and he was left to guess as a layman what diagnosis his sensations might signify. I must be really thirsty, he supposed, as if he didn’t already know that, and started to worry that he might pass out if—

Ah. Out of nowhere an idea took form. From experience he knew there were vending machines somewhere on every city block, so what if he wandered around and tried to, well, look for one? Amon had never thought to search for something without an engine before. It struck him as an oddly inefficient way to do things, and in his present condition he wasn’t confident he could safely cross the road or even recognize a vending machine if he saw one. But after pondering the issue for a few moments—his throat seeming to parch as he watched the insipid muddle froth by—he could think of nothing better.

And to his relief, he found the shifting silhouette of a street growing more definite before his eyes, spaces opening up to carve out shapes in the flow. Though every passing thing continued to blend and blur by so that he couldn’t tell where one ended and another began, outlines were beginning to trace themselves around the loci of distinct swirls. At the same time, he started to catch spikes in volume and pitch as his ears learned to discern peaks and valleys in the mish-mashed soundscape.

Heartened by the apparent improvement in his senses, Amon shifted his will and attention to embarking on his search. Unsure of what lay ahead, he continued to waver at the threshold of the alley, hunching over with his hands on his thighs and watching the rush of the city. Could what his dysfunctional eyes and ears took for the sidewalk in fact be the road? Could it all be one big hallucination? Only one way to find out! Courage, Amon, courage! he rallied himself, and tentatively stuck out his arm. Immediately a passing lump in the flow knocked it aside and kept on going. Relatively soft and warm and covered in fabric, Amon had no doubt it had been a person, for touch didn’t lie. But how much had the collision cost? Nothing, you idiot. Nothing.

His heart thumping in his chest, Amon took the first step. As he slipped into the rush going left, he was bumped from behind and heard a shrill, granulated whine radiating from that direction like microphone feedback through a cheese grater. A person’s voice? Who could say for sure? All he could do now was walk onwards, following the direction of the current, and was surprised to find himself carried along smoothly, without any further collisions. Though he couldn’t consciously see the obstacles he negotiated, some deeper part of him seemed to, guiding his feet with raw instinct so that he weaved fluidly along his course. Awed by the wisdom of his own body, he looked down at it and saw that he too was a splotch of molten nethercolor. His absorption into this mass of inscrutable beings was unnerving, like becoming a drop that could not quite dissolve in an ocean. But unlike everything else in his visual field, he could confidently sense where he ended and the surround began, feeling the air on his face and hands, the fabric of his suit brushing his skin, the pressure of his shoe-swaddled feet against the ground. With visceral rhythm, he matched the pace of the pulsating jagged blots around him, dodging and sidestepping oncoming forces until suddenly he bumped hard into the person in front of him. The entire crowd had come to a stop and Amon guessed the light must have turned red, though he could see no signal up ahead, just a square gap where movement had momentarily ceased. An intersection surely … leading to another block?

Suddenly Amon thought of the alley—the only place he knew in this vague baffling metropolis, the last link to his former life—and the idea of crossing when the signal changed was terrifying. For in his present state, he would likely be unable to find his way back and so would leave the alley behind forever. But was he ready to do that? Since any block was just as likely to have a vending machine as this one, shouldn’t he stick close to his lone sanctuary until there was good reason to abandon it?

The crowd started forward but Amon carved his way left to a wall and began to follow it back the way he had come. Now the gray forms pouring past him were beginning to take on the contours of humans, though their forms were murky. Three-dimensional upright shades with four limbs, a torso, a head, and even a hat or hairdo on some of them, their faces still a frizzling blank, the digits of their hands webbed together like the blade of a spade or large spoon. VREEEEEEr. He heard the unmistakable whine of a motorbike accelerating, and looking to his left saw vehicles—cars, trucks, even a few bicycles—rolling and roaring by, one after the other. He was glad for this returning acuity, but as the intermerged liquid continuity of the city resolved into sharper focus, Amon began to feel ever more thirsty and light-headed. With a new burst of urgency, he trotted ahead, his right hand on the wall brushing across glass, then concrete, then glass, before reaching a gap. Looking to his right he saw two walls hung with rows of balconies bordering a narrow walkway. An alley to be sure, but was it the alley he’d started in? Either way, Amon wasted only a heartbeat before stepping into it and away from the crowd.

Sweat dripping from his forehead and down the back of his neck, Amon was feeling weaker by the second. He put his palms against the right wall with his head down and leaned there for a moment to collect himself. Wondering how much his walk down the street had cost, he glanced into the bottom right corner of his eye to check his AT readout. But obviously it wasn’t there and this reminded him that he was no longer part of the market, that his actions had no value, that his existence—Best not to look at that area of his visual field anymore. What he needed to do now was find a vending machine quickly. And reluctant to waste any more of his waning energy venturing onto that busy sidewalk again, he wondered if there was some other way, not using the ImmaNet, to find what he was looking for.

For several minutes he leaned there, his hands on the plastic wall, drawing a blank on what to do next and frowning hard as if the force of his brow muscles would gestate a plan in his head. It was only when he sensed a headache coming on and gave up at last with a (somewhat guilty) sigh that he suddenly had another epiphany. What if I … ask someone for directions? He had never considered this wild idea before either, and now that he had, it seemed even stranger than searching for something without an engine—the navigational equivalent of rubbing sticks together to start a fire. Given the state of his hearing, he wasn’t sure if he could understand the answers of people he asked, but he seemed to be gradually recovering and it was worth a try anyway. As his strength drained rapidly away, he felt the urge to lie down and knew he had to do something before he let himself sink into oblivion again, maybe never to resurface.

When Amon took his hand off the wall, stood up straight, and looked back to the street, he was grateful to discover that the bodies in the crowd now had hands with separate fingers and wrists on the ends of arms, which now had sleeves! He could make out outfits (mostly suits as far as he could tell). And faces, their mouths and noses taking shape. And eyes too, though their pupils and irises were indistinguishable from the speckled, buzzing patina that danced over their bodies.

Excuse me, he tried to say to the passing streetwalkers, but all that seemed to come out was a chinkling whir as though he were gargling with a blade-sharpener throat, and not one head turned to acknowledge his utterance. Excuse me, he tried again, this time fatty-cartilage-chunks-ground-in-a-blender flute stutters, but again he was ignored. A dozen more times he tried, raising and then lowering his voice, attempting polite singsong or barking abruptly, unable to tell how any of it sounded to others because all that accompanied the sensation of air rushing out between his lips was incoherent noise.

By about the twentieth time though, he began to recognize his own words. “Awckskyuews nmee,” was all he could parse at first, the vowels and consonants bleeding into each other. But after repeating himself again and again, the syllables found their identity and cohered in relief against the background hum of the city. “Excuse me.”

At the same time, human voices began to stand out as reverberating grunts, and the twanging grumble of each passing car bobbed up from the traffic. Given hope by these improvements, Amon rapid-fired his phrase, “ExcusemeExcusemeExcusemeExcuseme,” and raised his hand over the sidewalk to wave for their attention. But while a few turned their heads to glance at him, no one stopped, and his mouth was so pasty now that forming speech with his tongue and lips was extremely uncomfortable.

Seized by a desperate impulse, Amon hopped into the middle of the sidewalk and spread his arms out to his sides to block the oncoming crowd. “Please!” he begged. “Can anyone tell me where to find a vending machine? I’m thirsty, you know?” But all he got from the passersby was a moment’s confused pause, where they bumped and bunched up in front of him, before resuming their walking, some ducking under his arms, others sidestepping him into the gutter or alley. A few turned back the way they’d come rather than bother with him, and one man in a bowler’s cap proceeded straight into Amon’s right arm to shoulder past him. As if encouraged by this violence, several salarymen brushed by in the man’s wake, buffeting Amon from both sides until he nearly lost his balance and stumbled back into the alley.

It was as he stood there with head bowed, stewing in exasperation, that he suddenly felt a strange tingle in the back of his neck, as though someone was watching him. Struck with fear, Amon swept his gaze around the street, scanning the crowd carefully. He could now make out the darker circle at the center of their gray eyes well enough to tell that everyone seemed to be focused elsewhere, all gazes averted as they marched by. Could Sekido or one of the Birlas be hounding me? Amon thought, looking to the faces floating past in cars and on the far side of the street, glancing up to scope out the windows and balconies above, crooking his neck to check down the alley behind him …

Wait! There. In the alley. Not the lurking spy he sought, but something else. Protruding from the wall just short of the busy street on the other side.

Down the alley he hurried and soon saw it clearly. A tall block. A vending machine!
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The machine standing against the wall had a rectangular frame with a groove running down the middle. This divided it into two equal halves, each embedded with a bin enclosed by an opaque plastic flap around knee height. The frame was just slightly shorter than Amon, and as he went closer, he could see dust and grime accumulated on the flat top. If this was the alley in which he’d awoken, it had only been a few paces away, but he’d gone in the wrong direction. And Amon reflected momentarily on how an arbitrary choice, between say left or right, could transform a life, perhaps the future of a whole corporation or empire.

He was unsettled to find that no logos or vending attendants appeared upon his approach, as this left him no way of determining what the machine sold. For all he knew, it could be beer or corned beef or umbrellas. The left-to-right mirroring design did remind him of the all-purpose feeding machines he’d often used that provided beverages on the left side and food on the right, but he couldn’t be sure. And as he stared at the vending machine, wondering how he might figure this out, the full severity of the even worse problem he’d been putting off began to dawn on him. While he’d meant to find some way to buy goods without money or the ImmaNet when he found a vending machine, now that he faced one directly—its hard, impenetrable shell seeming to confront him defiantly—he couldn’t imagine what that might be. Promise to build its CPU a human body in exchange for freebies? Propitiate its algorithms with a song and dance?

Aw ssshiiit … he groaned with resignation and put his face in his hands, leaning the top of his head and elbows against the machine. How the hell am I going to get something to eat and drink? Vending machines were where food and drinks came from. If you were hungry or thirsty, you spent money and out came edibles and drinkables. Sure, he’d been to restaurants before, but most of them cooked with vending machines in the back or at least got their ingredients from them. About the only dish he’d ever had that tasted different than all the machine-printed ones was the sushi the Birla sister had treated him to, but that was gourmet cuisine reserved for the world’s wealthiest. Regular people had to eat regular food and that meant vending machines. The idea that his access might be cut off had been impossible to entertain seriously. But by committing identity suicide, it seemed, he had unwittingly condemned himself to desiccate and die. With his head against the machine, he could feel it vibrating, the cooling mechanisms keeping (what was probably) his sustenance fresh, so close and yet unreachable.

“FUUCK!” he howled, jerking his head up from the hard plastic and slamming the surface of the left segment with his right palm. To his small satisfaction, a little dent appeared in the surface, but he immediately heard a strange hum emanating from inside, like a wine glass being rubbed around its rim, yet sharper, more strident. Warily he took one step back, but when the sound quickly faded his helpless anger surged again and he kicked the right side as hard as he could with the sole of his dress shoe.

Shwew, chrinkle. Without warning a cloud of tiny particulate enveloped Amon’s face before instantly dissipating. He frowned at the machine in surprised horror, when suddenly the mere sight of it made him extremely nauseous. It was as though he were watching someone eat their boogers or lick infected wounds, but he endured the awful feeling, staring stubbornly at the dent left by his kick. It was deeper than the last, and he mustered his will to deliver another, to smash his way into this stockpile of wonderful refreshment as though cracking an egg filled with golden ambrosia, until he began to dry retch convulsively and had to look away.

What did that thing do to me? He tried glancing back and then away, hoping the nausea might fade, but it seemed to get progressively stronger each time and he gave up, resting his eyes on the wall. It must have been revulsion dust, he realized: nanobots that stimulated the precise areas of their target’s brain to form an association between intense disgust and the first thing they beheld. Their liquidation coaches had gone over it briefly during training when covering the different types of psychosomatic security systems they might encounter.

Amon was stunned to find such an expensive weapon installed in a mere vending machine, as the AT market was supposed to make defensive measures like these superfluous. Anyone who broke into a vendor would be fined enough to at least fully compensate the company that owned it for any damage, loss of merchandise, or other associated expenses, a legal arrangement that discouraged such illicit behavior. So the companies that maintained the machines had no reason to invest in additional preventatives, since they made profits whether the crime succeeded or not. Unless vending machines were specifically designed to keep out bankdead, who could not be fined and therefore needed to be deterred by force, which made sense now that Amon thought about it … though it was still a difficult idea for him to swallow, after all these years believing their sole purpose was convenience.

Whatever the justification for keeping him out, Amon had to find a way to get in. From what he remembered, the neurological link between the visual stimuli and the reaction could last for hours. The trouble was that his thirst wasn’t going to wait that long.

Staring at a point on the wall, Amon kept the vending machine in his peripheral vision, eliciting only the slightest edge of his nausea, and tried to guess where the deeper dent had been so he could deliver another kick. He hesitated, fearing another dusting. Then walls would disgust him, seriously compromising his ability to find his way through the city afterwards. He wanted to charge in with his eyes squeezed shut and blindly pummel the mechanical monster with the flat of his hands and shoes and elbows and forehead. But what if the sight of his own eyelids became revolting and every blink made him want to vomit? This prospect was too awful to even contemplate. And so Amon froze, his eyes twitching as his stomach churned, clueless as to what he should do next.

Though his body burned with wooziness after his violent exertion, Amon wasn’t sweating at all, which was seriously scary—a warning that he really had to drink something and fast. While he might try to search for a different machine, it seemed reasonable to assume that they would all be just as well defended. If he couldn’t bust in here, most likely he couldn’t bust in anywhere.

If only I’d made it across the Sanzu River before crashing, he thought. If not for the flash inflation that took out the last of his funds, he might have already been enjoying the generous supplies doled out by the venture charities—the capriciousness of the market condemning him to the mortal choice he now confronted. Should he gamble it all on one last effort, flailing desperately against a booby-trapped box to remain in this vague, insipid world when he didn’t even know for sure if there was anything to drink inside? Or should he lie down right there and give in to the downward spiral of broken dreams he knew awaited him the moment he closed his eyes? Were there any other choices than these, to either go down fighting or go down dreaming … ?

It was as Amon dithered over this question that he felt more strongly than ever that someone was watching him and looked in the direction he had come—to the far mouth of the alley. There he saw a man, static amidst the gray crowds and traffic streaming behind him, his charcoal pupils fixated unflinchingly on Amon. Startled by the man’s intense stare, Amon unconsciously went to pat the nerve duster strapped to his belt for reassurance when he realized for the first time since waking up that it wasn’t there.
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His pulse throbbing rapidly, Amon stood up tall to face the man. His vision seemed to have improved considerably, for the man’s features and attire came into clear resolution, if still without color.

A head shorter than Amon, he was exceedingly fat—mostly around the waist—with a great round belly and thick love handles, but also flabby biceps, hefty thighs, and hanging jowls. He had a broad forehead, made broader by a receding hairline that ate an S-shaped patch from the mat of curly frizz covering his pate, a wide flat nose, and the somewhat weathered skin of someone around their late forties. Amon found his outfit peculiar, a jumpsuit that seemed to be stitched entirely of pockets made from a dark fabric similar to that of a sports coat. From ankle to neck and all down his sleeves were openings of different sizes in the cloth, some thin slits the width of a playing card, others gaping circles able to accommodate a softball. The man stood there at the threshold to the street with his arms hanging at his bulging sides, his big eyes studying Amon intently, and Amon wondered how long he’d been watching him. Had he just stepped into the alley now? Had he witnessed Amon’s struggle with the machine? Had he heard Amon’s pleas on the sidewalk? Or had he been following him since even before that? And what did he want now?

Amon couldn’t concern himself with such questions for long. They were important perhaps, but if there was any chance this man might help him, he had to forget his reservations and just try asking. There were simply no other options.

“Please. I need to ask your help with something,” said Amon, his voice clear and crisp in his ears for the first time, albeit raspy with the dryness of his throat. He thought he could detect a slight nod of the man’s forehead but he wasn’t sure. “I’m …” Amon pointed to the vending machine, “th-thirsty.”

Not showing any sign that he’d acknowledged or understood Amon’s request, the man continued to stare at him impassively. Amon didn’t think he had ever felt a gaze so unwavering. Even when fixed on one thing, eyes usually twitched or vibrated slightly, but his seemed uncannily still, like a car somehow rolling without spinning its wheels. No one on the street had paid Amon any attention, except to dodge or push him aside like an inanimate obstacle. Now this man was giving him far too much of it and Amon couldn’t help but periodically look away for a split second, feeling as though he might wilt. “I’m not sure if there are any drinks in here and I don’t have any money. But if it isn’t too much trouble, would you mind getting me a drink? Anything will do, even the cheapest one.”

His eyes still locked on Amon, though not seeming to quite meet his gaze, the man opened his mouth as if to speak, but it was another second or so before any words came out. “And …” The man cleared his throat several times as though he hadn’t spoken in a while. “And after that?” His voice was quiet and gruff.

“Huh? P-pardon?”

Again the man’s mouth opened and his throat and tongue quivered as though silently stuttering before he spoke. “After your drink. Where to?”

“Th-the river. I want to go to the Sanzu River.”

“Know the way?”

“I …” Then it hit Amon that he would have to find his way there without navis. The smell of the river might lead him somewhere, but the lay of the streets wafted the breeze in odd ways, and although his vision and hearing were getting better, he’d had this much trouble just finding something a few paces away. Imagine traveling a longer distance, he thought, and the metropolis suddenly seemed to loom gigantic and enigmatic about him, an endless puzzle made glass and concrete. “No … not exactly. Still, I—”

“When you get there, what you going to do?”

“I’m going to—I’m going to cross. Into the District of Dreams.”

“Got a boat?”

“A b-boat? There must be—I was planning to use the Bridge of Compassion.”

“Got money for the toll?”

“Toll? There’s a toll?”

“What about the barricade?”

“Well …” There was a barricade? On the bridge? For what? The bankdead were perfectly free to come and go, weren’t they? “I’m sure I’ll figure something out.” Amon wasn’t sure of this at all now and only said it so he wouldn’t sound like a fool. “But for the moment I’m really thirsty like I said. So could you …” Amon indicated the machine with a quick flick of his eyes that brought up a flash of nausea. “Please?”

The man seemed to give another nod, though it could have been a trick of Amon’s imagination. “Got something for the road?”

“Um, pardon?”

“Something to offer me for the journey.”

“Oh. Like I told you already, I don’t have any money I’m afraid.”

“Forget money. We’ll do a trade.”

“But all I’ve got is this suit I’m wearing and …” Amon remembered that his duster was gone and wondered what could have happened to it. He was sure he’d had it when he lay down in the alley but couldn’t recall whether it had been with him when he woke up.

“How about a story?”

“A story. You mean, you want me to trade you a story?” Was that slight vibration of his head another nod? “I … I don’t think I have any stories.”

“Everyone has a story. The one about your life will do fine. Understand?”

Amon thought he understood but paused anyways, thrown off by the oddness of the idea and of the person who had proposed it. Who was this fat, balding, middle-aged man, and why was he dressed like this? Surely he looked different to those who could see his digimake, but why have all the pockets? Obviously he wasn’t sent by Sekido or those that backed him, because then he would have surely dispatched Amon on the spot, and Amon sensed no suggestion of a threat in his stare, though that still didn’t mean he could be trusted.

“Of course,” Amon said finally. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. But please”—he pointed in the general direction of the vending machine without looking at it—“something to drink.”
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The man gave a subtle flick of his chin that might have been another nod and stepped over to the machine. Reaching around his waist to a pocket on his lower back, he took out a strange bundle of wires and what looked like a piece of glass. Once he’d slipped this onto his left hand, Amon saw that it was a glove. The back was a tight weave of electronic substrate, wires and circuitry, the front a clear flexible display that stretched from the bottom of his palm to the tips of his fingers.

The man went up to the wall beside the left half of the machine and stuck one finger into a thin pocket around his thigh. From there, he fished out a device that looked like a small steel cylinder. When he put this against the sidewall of the machine, it clicked onto the surface like a magnet. Immediately images lit up on the flat of his hand, various alphanumerics and blueprint-like schematics that Amon took to be the specifications for the machine. The man then began to scroll through them by subtly moving the joints of his gloved fingers and brushing the fingers of his other hand on the palm display.

While it was nauseating already for Amon to stand so close to the machine and catch glimpses of it, this was only exacerbated by a raunchy smell that clung to the man, like a fermented synthesis of dirty toilet and filthy locker room. Nonetheless, as he was curious what the man was doing, Amon watched him with a mixture of fascination and disgust. After a few seconds of scrolling through the schematics and clicking in several locations to expand particular sets of numbers, the man plucked off the cylinder, returned it to one of his pockets and poked the fingers of his right hand into five separate narrow pockets to withdraw several tiny items from each one: two circular sheets of black plastic, a skein of thread-thin wires, half a dozen obsidian-like beads, transistors, diodes, an assortment of electronic components, and a tiny rubber hand.

“Hold out your hand,” he said, and Amon did as instructed.

Using Amon’s palm as a sort of worktable, the man then lay down one of the fingernail-sized plastic sheets and several other pieces. As he moved the fingers of his gloved hand the tiny hand began to move in synch, shadowing his motions. From a hole in the tip of each of its pin-sized fingers, even smaller tools popped out—a screwdriver, a blowtorch, a wrench, a key, a gluegun. Then the hand formed a sort of tripod with the base of its pinky, thumb, and wrist to stabilize itself and assembled the various parts together using these tools, the man stroking his palm display to manipulate them. First, it glued a substrate strip to the plastic. Then it began to glue the pebbles and components in various spots and soldered these to wires, crisscrossing and re-linking them into a circuit. As Amon watched, he noticed that the man’s fingers were longer and thinner than his build would have suggested and worked with surprising speed and nimbleness. His gestures were fluid, the tiny hand never fumbling or faltering at even the most delicate of tasks, transitioning smoothly from one procedure to the next as its minuscule appendages rewired and reconfigured barely visible pieces inside the makeshift chip.

“What are you doing?” asked Amon, but the man ignored him and kept at his task. The man’s behavior was totally inscrutable. If he was going to get him a drink, why didn’t he just buy something?

Within less than a minute, the chip seemed to be nearly finished. The man did one last check—the little fingers tugging lightly on the wires and prodding the nodes to make sure they were secure—before dropping the hand back in his pocket and snapping the other plastic sheet over the first to seal everything. Finally, he took it from Amon’s hand and reached into a tiny pocket on his left shoulder with his right index finger and thumb. There he pinched some sort of fabric and pulled it out as a magician might flourish a handkerchief, flicking it open so that it expanded into a plastic sack.

“Get set to unload,” he said, handing Amon the sack and pointing to a spot just in front of the machine. Amon wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but he took the sack and, keeping his eyes averted from the revolting machine, stood where the man indicated.

Once Amon was in place, the man put the device up to the side of the machine, where it clicked onto the surface as the cylinder had a minute earlier. Immediately there was a buzz and a clack, and then cah-chunk cah-chunk cah-chunk as the internal mechanisms engaged and various items began tumbling one after another into the two receptacle bins. Before Amon could blink, the man was kneeling in front of the machine, reaching into both halves and shoveling plastic bottles, rice balls, and sandwiches into his pockets. Amon fell to the ground to the left of him, where he saw the glistening bottles popping out. He dry-heaved twice in the presence of the machine but closed his eyes and probed greedily with his hands beneath the plastic flap of the bin, grabbing the first bottle he could find, snatching it out, twisting the top, chugging.

“Load up!” barked the man, but Amon ignored him and kept the bottle tipped back into his mouth. Whatever it was he hardly tasted it, only felt it. Like a cool, succulent waterfall of refreshment itself pouring through his gullet and being absorbed by his tongue and throat before it even reached his stomach. Amon then chucked the empty bottle over his shoulder and groped inside for another.

“Let’s go!” called the man. “In case the CareBots come.”

CareBots? They didn’t sound so bad, and Amon was too immersed in downing his second drink in the same way, the rich moistness soaking into—

The man yanked him by the arm and the bottle fell from his grasp, splashing onto his suit as it spun to the concrete.

“Gwa!” cried Amon as he flailed pathetically for the bottle, which had already bounced well out of reach and was spewing its fizzy contents against a wall.

“Here,” said the man, proffering a sack full of vending goodies. Amon took the sack and, when he felt its bulky weight in his hand, realized that the man must have grabbed it from him and filled it up while he was in his rehydration rapture. With all the drinks inside, he wouldn’t have to worry about going thirsty for a while. But then he had to wonder. Did I just aid and abet a robbery? And why would this man pay the fine for this blatant credicrime when buying the machine’s whole inventory would have obviously been much cheaper?

“Go go go!” shouted the man, pulling Amon along by his bicep, but Amon stiffened and resisted when he suddenly realized what this man was. His lack of interest in money, his disregard for credilaw, his bizarre attire, his curiosity about Amon’s life in the Free World, his smell. He was bankdead, the first one Amon had ever met outside the line of duty.

When Amon stood his ground, the man gave up on him, let go of his arm, and stepped hurriedly out of the alley into the crowd. Realizing that he would soon be alone again, Amon swallowed his bewilderment and dashed onto the sidewalk in pursuit.
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