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Abandoned buil di ngs hul ked on either side of the darkened street,

like rotted teeth in a gaping nouth. Two nen trailed a | one fennl e

bet ween i sl and pools of |light. She | ooked nervously behind her and began

to hurry. The nen qui ckened their pace.

Marco popped up another w ndow to get the SkyCam view, the
enhanced infrared casting everything in pearly green phosphorescence.

It was a bit jerky; the little blinp was probably trying to tack agai nst
a strong headwi nd. He dragged the wi ndow to a corner of the screen

They were about half a block behind her now, closing fast. She
broke into a run. Good. Marco nudged a slider switch on the virtua
control panel to crank up the sound a bit. Her light feet slapped
agai nst the street, counterpoint to the men's heavy footsteps. He
boosted the presence and could just nake out her breathing -- shall ow,
pani cky gasps. He could enhance it nore later, or overlay sonething
fromthe sound library.

She ducked into the doorway of a building, her pursuers follow ng
cl ose behind. Shit. Mrco popped another couple of wi ndows to see if
their shoul der cans were picking up, but it was too dark in the
buil ding's entrance. G ainy shadows jerking back and forth, sounds of
struggle. She screamed and they dragged her into the street.

The resolution still wasn't very good, not nearly enough avail abl e
light. It was fine for the stalk -- the shadows nade everything | ook

nenaci ng. But you needed sone serious bit density for the hand-to-hand.
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Laurel nust have been giving themfield directions fromthe nobile
unit, her voice buzzing out of their nmastoid speakers like a guilty
consci ence, because suddenly they dragged the victimfromthe shadows in
front of the building into the bright circle of |ight cast by a
street! anp.

Four wi ndows open now, tiled across the workstation screen -- the
SkyCam the nobile unit, and the two shoul der cams. Marco felt |ike God
on an el ectronic throne.

From one of the shoul der cans, a tight, fleeting shot of the
worman's face. Her eyes were wi de, whites showing all around, like a
frightened horse. Qutstanding. Marco froze the inage and blew it up
until her face filled the screen, popped it into another w ndow, and
superinposed the streetscape view fromthe nobile unit.

"Goddam, |'m good," he nuttered.

One of the men had a knife out and was waving it around in the
air, leaving a conplex pattern of trails on the screen. It was a great
effect. Marco boosted the contrast to enhance it.

The wonan broke free and al nbst got away, but the taller of the
two tackl ed her and she went down hard, scraping her face on the
paverment. First blood, black in the light.

She was pl eadi ng now, her voice a keeni ng nonotone. "Don't hurt
nme, please, please, don't hurt ne."

Marco | ooped it and put a drum patch underneath, his hands
alternately flying across the keyboard and caressing the virtual
controls onscreen. The sound of their blows, their grunts and heavy

breat hi ng, rose now over the hip-hop dub of her whining pleas. Marco
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made a note to himself to give Lou in Production a call about marketing
a single.

They had her shirt off now The shorter man was squeezi ng her
breasts while his conpanion held her with one hand and punched her
repeatedly in the face with the other. Her lip was split and one of her
eyes was swollen conpletely shut. She was still struggling, but weakly.
The jerky notion of the shoul der cans synched perfectly with the dub's
i nsistent rhythm

Suddenly, she went linp. Damm. Lost consci ousness, nmybe even
cardiac arrest. That's the trouble with these fucking aninmls, Mrco
t hought, no sense of timng. They snelled a little bl ood and went
apeshit.

They were still hamering on her, slamm ng her in the head and
j abbing at her naked torso with the knife. The shorter guy started
pul ling her pants off, exposing pale, white thighs. They woul d probably
fuck her anyway, dead or not.

Marco grimaced. No way he could get that past the Board. Still,
he had plenty of good footage, and for gravy, a sweet, little dub.

It was a wap.

#

Marco wat ched the pair of killers through the two-way mrror. He
had to | ook closely to distinguish themfromthe ones he'd seen earlier
that nmorning -- they all had the sane feral, vacuous | ook about them
These two sat at the head of the long, oak table in the conference room
out of place in that chrone-edged, corporate opul ence. They didn't seem
to mnd, though, leaning back in the |eather chairs, |ooking around with

an air of relaxed boredom
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The taller one, the one with the hair-net and the gang-scars on
his cheeks, pulled out a cigarette and Iit up. H's conpani on | ooked at
hi mand grinned, showing a nouthful of stainless steel, the incisors
filed to sharp points.

The door to the observation roomslid open with a sigh and Marco
turned around. Laurel stood in the doorway, a half-snile on her face.

"Don't you think you should rem nd himthat tobacco's illegal ?"
she asked, stepping into the little roomand taking a seat beside him
The door hissed shut.

"I think I'lIl pass. Jesus Christ, where did you find these two?
They're practically Neolithic."

"The usual audition procedure. They showed up for the interview
and the guy with the hair-net -- his nane's Creature, incidentally --
the guy pulls a cat out of his shoulder bag and rips its head off, right
there on the spot. 'I wanna be on T.V.,' he says. |'ve seen the clip
fromthe security cam-- it's unbelievable. H's buddy's name is Seven.
| don't think he speaks. At |east |I've never heard him"

“Creature and Seven?"

"Yeah." She shrugged. "Don't ask, okay?"

Marco sighed. "Well, we're always on the | ookout for a few good
nmen. MIlo and Wnston are getting sloppy, anyway." He stood up
"Let's go talk to them™

Marco | et Laurel precede himout the door of the observation room
She carried herself with the confidence of someone whose star is rising.

Digging up new talent herself, he thought. The little cooze is

getting anbitious.
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Creature | ooked up when Marco and Laurel wal ked in the door. He
blew a big, lazy snoke ring and jabbed his index finger through it.

"'S up?" he said. Seven flashed another netallic grin.

“"Creature," Laurel said. "Seven. This is Marco, the show s
producer."

Creature | ooked himup and down. Marco could sense the
calculation, trying to scope out influence, |evel of fear, the power
rel ati onshi p between himand Laurel.

Seven's eyes shone with a dull, animal light. Marco shuddered
inwardly. If the eyes are windows to the soul, Seven's |ooked onto a
strip-mall parking lot full of abandoned cars.

"So you want to be on television," Marco said.

Creature nodded. "I |ove your show, man. Me an' Seven were
wat chin' the other night when you had a couple of sans take down a
Qui kStop. W ped the owner an' the custoners an' cut with a bottle of
Maddog. | say to Seven, 'We can do that.'" He turned to Seven.

"Ri ght ?"

Seven nodded, grinning.

"I"'msure you'll do just fine," Marco said. "You know how the
show works, then. W wire you with sound and vid and you go out and --

he paused.

"Ronp and stonp," Creature said.
Seven grinned again. That nouthful of netal was beginning to
really give Marco the creeps.

"Yes, good." Marco smiled thinly. He |ooked over at Laurel and

nodded.
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She produced a smartslate, called up the standard contract, and
slid it across the table to Creature.

"Can you read?" she asked

“Fuck no."

Laurel pressed a corner of the slate; little animted gl yphs began
sliding across the screen. Two nen shaking hands. Sundry acts of
cartoon mayhem One nman handi ng anot her bags of nopney.

"Do you understand this contract?" she asked.

"Sure," Creature said. "It says that ne an' Seven go out an' fuck
"emup an' you give us noney."

"Cl ose enough," Laurel said. "If you'll give nme your thunbprints
here." She indicated the appropriate regions. "And here." Creature and
Seven conpli ed.

Cl ose enough i ndeed, Marco thought. Actually what the contract
said was that Mndo Entertainment practically owned these two
chuckl eheads, |ock, stock, and sem -automati c weapons, that they signed
over all rights to everything they said or did, on all nedia currently
known or ever to be devi sed.

"Very good," he said. "Looking forward to working with you." He
slid his chair back and got up. "Laurel will get you set up with
shoul der cans and m kes, mastoid speakers, the works." He | ooked at her
"I want you to handle this personally."

Laurel shot hima dirty | ook. That was scut, usually reserved for

production assistants, not assistant producers.

"You got it, Marco," she said
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He could feel their eyes on himas he wal ked out of the room
Just as the door slid shut, he thought he heard a bark of |aughter from
Creature, but it m ght have been his inagination

He hoped Laurel wasn't stupid enough to get in an elevator alone
with those two.

Then again, maybe it wouldn't be such a bad idea.

#

Marco popped the dub he'd nade earlier, turned up the vol une, and

| eaned back in his chair.

Don't hurt nme, please, please, don't hurt ne.

The palindromc symmetry lent itself nicely to looping. It stil
needed sonet hi ng, naybe a percussive horn section patch hammering the
downbeats, but it wasn't half bad.

He | ooked over his schedule, tapping his fingers on the desk in
time with the dub. Lunch at Bibo's with Laurel and a network zeck naned
Spi vak. Marco knew t he nane but had never net her. Laurel set it up;
sonet hing about it didn't snell quite right. He would | ove to beg off,
but he had to cover his ass. Fortunes rose and fell during lunches like
this. Shows were cancel ed and created, careers sent rocketing skyward
or crashing into the ground.

Afterwards, a good long stretch of studio time, then a rel ease
interview. Marco grinmaced. He really hated those. The victims
relatives sat there winging their hands and whining while Marco dangl ed
|arger and | arger suns of cash in front of their eyes. He felt like an
al chem st, transnmuting grief into greed. |t could get expensive.

#
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He was late for lunch. Laurel and Spivak were already there, at a

table in the back, |eaning towards each other and | aughi ng.

"Marco," Laurel said. "W wondered if you'd stood us up. W've
already ordered." She was wearing a smle, but it was thin as a playing
card. Bitch. "This is Julia Spivak," she continued after a cal cul ated

pause, "from upstairs at Mondo."

"The Creative Division," Spivak said. "New projects."”

She shook his hand with a bonecrushing grip.

"I know you by reputation, of course," Marco said. As a
bal | buster, he thought to hinself. He was late for |unch because he'd
made a few phone calls, trying to get the skinny on her. It didn't
sound good -- she'd left a trail of bodies on her way to her current
state of grace that nmamde Napol eon | ook |ike the Dalai Lana.

A wai ter appeared, hovering diffidently until Marco | ooked up.

"Hello, my nane is Hans and -- "

"I don't care what your nane is. Get ne a green salad, no
dressing, balsam c vinegar on the side. And a bottle of distilled
wat er . "

Hans nodded and scurried off. Marco | ooked at Spivak. She had
that big-jawed, Katy Hepburn, don't-ness-wth-nme | ook about her. He
wonder ed suddenly if she was fucking Laurel, doing the old slip-and-
slide. He glanced at Laurel, trying to read the body | anguage, and it
was clear. The way they'd been | eani ng together when he first wal ked in,
the surreptitious, little glances.

He was screwed.

"I saw the raw footage from yesterday," Spivak said.

Foot age, Marco thought. She's older than she | ooks.
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"Some nice hand to hand," she continued, "but your actors are a
little too enthusiastic."”

Marco flushed. "Yeah, the field direction could have been
better." Qut of the corner of his eye, he saw Laurel stiffen
Bul | seye. "I just hired sone new talent this norning."

"Yes, | heard abut them Creature and -- She turned to Laurel

" -- Seven? W have high hopes for them"™
She paused, taking a sip of wine. "Because sonething's going to
have to pull your ratings out of the shithouse.™

"Hey, wait a minute, they're not that bad."

Spi vak nade a cl ucki ng sound. "You've dropped six points since
last nonth, and that's part of a nuch |longer downturn. There's a |lot of
tal k going on upstairs about whether or not reality-based progranm ng
has had its day." She |ooked directly at him Her eyes were black as a
crows. "O whether you've had yours."

"The ratings always fluctuate, everybody knows that. Tides,
sunspots, who the fuck knows? The share for Killers! is pretty steady
if you look at the long-termstats.”

She put her hand on his arm "I'mon your side, Marco. Believe
nme. Killers! is a great show and we're going to do everything we can to
salvage it." She paused. "Laurel has sone ideas | think you ought to
hear. "

Marco struggled to keep his cool. Salvage ny ass, he thought.

Laurel cleared her throat. "Well, part of the problemwth
Killers! is overhead -- the field crew, the SkyCam the renpote

hardware." She paused. "Excessive post-production.”
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A stab at Marco's predilection for special f-x. Fucking cunt. He
wanted to jab a fork in her eye.

"And the rel eases alone suck up nearly a quarter of the show s
revenue," Laurel continued. "Focus groups say that what they want is
bl ood -- everything else is padding. So let's give the people what they
want . "

She took a deep breath and put both hands on the table, palns
down. Here it cones, Marco thought.

"Where do you find blood?" she continued. "Hospital energency
roons, that's where. Especially large, urban hospital energency roons.
Hi ghl and in Qakland, for instance. Gunshots, stabbings, stonpings,
wi fe-beating, kiddie torture -- the works. W just nodify the security
camthat's already in place, so we don't have to fuck around with a
nobile unit. W don't have to worry about rel eases, either -- Mndo owns
an insurance consortiumand they own half the hospitals in the country,
so we've got 'emby the balls. W can call it Crash Cart or sonething
zingy like that. Practically zero overhead, maxinmal 'B' and 'G"'"

"Bl ood and guts is fine," Marco said, "but you need sone action
too. "

Laurel shrugged. "So every now and then we hire a couple of your
goons fromKillers! to do a guest spot, walk into surgery with an Uzi
and open up."

Ch, great, Marco thought. They're ny goons now.

"Call it a terrorist attack," Laurel was saying. "O don't
explainit at all. It's not a problem™

She | ooked from Marco to Spivak, then back at Marco. "So what do

you t hi nk?"
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VWhat a performance, Marco thought. He |ooked at Spivak. She
arched an eyebrow at him He felt like he was treading water with
cenent flippers.

"Well," he said, cautiously. "I think it has pronise. The

concept's different enough fromKillers! that Mondo can fl oat both of

them ™"

"Absolutely," Spivak said. "Laurel, set it up with Hi ghland.
want a pilot into the focus groups in three weeks." She turned to
Marco. "lI'mgoing to kick you upstairs, Marco. Executive producer

Let Laurel handl e the day-to-day business for both shows so we can keep
you focused on the big picture. Wat do you think?"

He felt Iike he'd been kicked in the head by a horse. "
don't know what to say."

The waiter arrived with their lunch -- Marco's sal ad, which he
dropped on the table with a perceptible clatter. A thick, bloody steak
for Spivak. Sashim for Laurel

Marco hoped it gave her worns.

#

The rest of the afternoon went fairly well, all things considered.
He had a great studi o session, nassagi ng the rough edges out of the dub
And he managed to hold the settlenent to the bereaved parents of the
bi nho who' d bought it for the upcom ng show down to fifty kil obucks,
whi ch brightened his spirits considerably. By the tinme he was driving
hone t hat evening, his npbod was al nost phil ospohi cal

Laurel had really pulled an end-run on him but he could | and feet

first. He always did. Besides, Crash Cart or whatever the hell they
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were going to call it sounded like a fucking bore. In tw nonths they'd
be begging himto get back in the trenches.

Meanwhile, |life was sweet. Laurel was out of his hair for awhile.
Wth a fancy title and no real duties, he'd have plenty of tinme for nore
studi o work, which was what he really | oved.

He popped the bead he'd been working on into the stereo and

cranked up the volune, filling the car with sound. Don't hurt ne,

pl ease, please, don't hurt ne. On the approach to the Bay Bridge, he

turned the controls over to the Gid and sat back in the plush | eather
seat, tapping his fingers on the dash.

The lights of San Francisco receded behind him the dark nmass of
Treasure Island | ooned ahead. A Free Zone, ever since the Arny pulled
out back in the Nineties. Squatters and crazies, nostly, total chaos.
Marco woul dn't even send a canera crew in there, not w thout an arned
backup.

H s dashboard beeped at himand the ternminal screen flickered on

SYSTEM SHUTDOWN MESSAGE
This vehicle's CPU will shut down in 60 seconds.

Pl ease pull over immediately.

Fuck. Hi s car hadn't crashed in nmonths. Wat the hell was going
on? He tapped the controls, trying to call up a diagnostics program

Anot her beep.

SYSTEM SHUTDOWN MESSAGE

This vehicle's CPUwill shut down in 30 seconds.
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Pl ease pull over | MVEDI ATELY.

Marco | ogged off the Gid and pulled over onto the shoulder. He
pi cked up the phone and held it to his ear. Dead.

He | ooked around. Cars whizzed by to his left. Halogen lights
arched hi gh above the roadbed. Beyond, the wooded hills of Treasure
I sland | oomed thick with shadow. In the distance, giant, skeleta
structures rose above the Qakl and docks |ike netal dinosaurs, throw ng
shimering reflections onto the waters of the Bay.

A battered van pull ed over about fifty yards in front of him Its
backup lights came on and it careened toward him stopping just in front
of his bunper. Two nmen got out.

Marco tensed, reaching into the glove conpartnent for his Mace.
Then he recognized them Creature and Seven.

He opened the door and got out.

“"Man, am| ever glad to --"

"Shut up." Creature slammed a closed fist into the side of his
head. Marco staggered back agai nst the side of the car

For the first time, he noticed the tiny caneras perched on their
shoul ders, lenses glittering like insect eyes. Creature cocked his
head, as if listening to an i magi nary voice. He |ooked at Marco.

"Laurel says to tell you she's givin' you your own special. The
ratings'll go through the roof."

He pulled out a knife and waved it in front of Marco's face, back
and forth, back and forth. Seven's steel teeth flashed brightly in the

hal ogen |ight.
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