


Convergence
Copyright © 2013 by Michael Patrick Hicks. All rights reserved.
First Paperback Edition: February 2014
 
authormichaelphicks@gmail.com
www.MichaelPatrickHicks.com

ISBN-13: 978-1494894368 
ISBN-10: 149489436X
 
Edited by Red Adept
www.RedAdeptPublishing.com
 
Cover and Formatting by Streetlight Graphics
www.StreetlightGraphics.com
 
No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any 
printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in 
or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s 
rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either 
are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and 
any resemblance to locales, events, business establishments, or actual 
persons—living or dead—is entirely coincidental.



iii

 

About CONVERGENCE
Jonah Everitt is a killer, a DRMR addict, and a 
memory thief.

After being hired to kill a ranking officer of the 
Pacific Rim Coalition and download his memories, 
Everitt finds himself caught in the crosshairs 
of a terror cell, a rogue military squadron, and 
a Chinese gangster named Alice Xie. Xie is a 
profiteer of street drugs, primarily DRMR, a 
powerful narcotic made from the memories of the 
dead. With his daughter, Mesa, missing in post-
war Los Angeles, Everitt is forced into an uneasy 
alliance with Alice to find her.

 
Mesa’s abduction is wrapped up in the secrets 

of a brutal murder during the war’s early days, a 
murder that Xie wants revenged. In order to find 
her, Jonah will have to sift through the memories 
of dead men that could destroy what little he 
has left.

 
In a city where peace is tenuous and loyalties 

are ever shifting, the past and the present are 
about to converge.





 

To my wife, Maureen, for her 
constant love and support.
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Chapter 1

M urder is easy when you wrap a cause 
around it, like a flag or a god—or money.

I was sitting in a car that wasn’t mine. It had 
been given to me for the job, and when I left the 
motel lot, I would drop it off at a pre-arranged 
location, where somebody else would pick it 
up. I wore thin leather gloves to prevent leaving 
fingerprints and to save time on cleanup.

A light rain spotted the windshield. A young 
black woman in a too-short red skirt walked past, 
then up the stairs to the second-floor landing. 
She passed a row of dull-green doors with black 
numbers, then stopped and knocked on one 
about three-quarters of the way down. An Asian 
man dressed in boxer shorts and an undershirt 
answered. They exchanged a few words, but his 
mouth barely moved when he talked, and he didn’t 
smile. She followed him into the room, closing 
the door behind her.

I gave them a few minutes to get down 
to business. I pulled a pistol from the center 
console, checked the magazine, and chambered a 
round. I screwed on the silencer and tested the 
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heft. Like the car, the gun had been supplied by 
my employers.

The hit was fairly standard. Only thing odd was 
that the job had come to me via two employers, 
each with their own reasons for wanting the 
man dead: Alice Xie, whom I worked for often, 
and Jaime, a guy I occasionally did jobs for in 
exchange for favors. Both had taken an interest 
in the Asian man, and each wanted something 
different. One wanted his life, and the other 
wanted his memories.

Alice had her fingers in a lot of criminal 
activities, including prostitution, and she had 
provided the girl in the red skirt as a distraction. 
However, other factors ran beneath the surface of 
this small favor. For one thing, the street value 
of this particular combination of illicit sex and 
murder would be high. Black-market memories 
never came cheap, especially for snuffs; add 
on a taboo tax, and you were looking at some 
serious profit.

I pulled a balaclava over my head and face 
before I got out of the car. I went up the stairs to 
the motel room. The prostitute had been told to 
leave it unlocked, and when I turned the handle, 
the door swung open.

Both occupants of the room were naked, and 
she was kneeling on all fours on the bed while he 
took her from behind, his back to me. He grabbed 
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her face and roughly twisted her head back toward 
him, causing her to cry out in pain. Then he pulled 
her hair until she screamed again. He swore at her 
in Chinese as he punched her in the back of the 
neck. He shoved her face down into the mattress, 
trying to suffocate her while he screwed her.

When I shut the door with a click, he turned 
quickly, pulling free from her, and gasped in 
surprise. She pushed herself away, wheezing. His 
eyes went wide at the sight of my gun. His words 
came at me in a rapid clip. I didn’t know what 
he was saying, but I knew he was pleading for 
his life.

Then his hands shot out, and he grabbed the 
gun, pushing my arm away as he stepped toward 
me, trying to force me back. I popped him with a 
quick palm strike to the chin, rattling his teeth. He 
must have bitten his tongue because blood spurted 
through his lips. I tugged my arm away and drove 
my knee into his crotch. When he doubled over, 
I hammered the butt of the gun into the crook of 
his neck.

“Please don’t,” he said, over and over. Thin 
ropes of blood and drool dripped from his bottom 
lip, and he cradled his genitals in both hands.

The girl was scrunched up against the wall, 
bedsheets pulled tight against her with one hand, 
the other hand busy massaging her bruised throat. 
Half-moon shapes marked where fingernails had 
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been pressed deeply into her breasts. Her mouth 
and cheeks were swollen. She was young, maybe 
sixteen, not much older than that. Given the 
hard nature of her working life, she could have 
been younger.

I pulled a small black rectangular box and a 
coil of wire from my pocket. “Turn your head,” I 
told the man.

He did. I spotted the data port behind his ear 
and ordered him to plug in, while I fed the male 
connector into the box.

“Please don’t.” His mouth quivered. Tears ran 
freely down his face.

I glanced at the girl again. “Go in the 
bathroom.”

She shook her head. “No way. I wanna watch.”
“Go in the bathroom,” I said again, my tone 

leaving no room for argument.
She sulked off. I could feel her eyes on my 

back, and I knew she was watching anyway.
Wanting the fresh memory, I hit record. I didn’t 

care about whatever else he had in back-up. I was 
getting the good stuff—the fear and adrenaline. 
His heart and thoughts had to be racing. Synapses 
fired and fired and fired, creating huge chemical 
dumps, his pineal gland working overtime.

He kept begging. Finally, he shut his eyes as 
I raised the gun. I pulled the trigger. He knelt for 
a moment, a small bloody hole in his forehead. 
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A spasm shot his eyes open. His bowel muscles 
relaxed, and he evacuated onto the carpet. Then 
he collapsed to the floor.

I ignored the smell and rolled him over onto 
his stomach. I unplugged him, and tossed the 
DRMR and its cord onto the bed. I pressed my 
fingers deep into the skin on the back of his neck, 
near the data port, trying to get a feel for where 
the wires ran, which wasn’t easy through leather 
gloves. Latex gloves would have made this part 
of the job easier, but I didn’t trust the thin rubber 
not to tear.

“What are you doing?” the girl asked. She was 
standing in the bathroom doorway with the sheet 
tied around her body.

“Go back in there.” I dug my fingers into his 
shoulder blades and down the length of his spine. 
I felt around his scalp and hit pay dirt with a small 
protuberance near his hairline. That was why I’d 
used a .22—no exit wound. The bullet had gone in 
the front of his skull, shredding his brain, before 
being lodged somewhere inside there. No damage 
to the electronics.

I looked over my shoulder, into the bathroom. 
She sat on the edge of the bathtub, tears streaming 
down her face, snot running from her nose and 
around her open mouth. Bruises around her mouth 
and cheekbones darkened her mocha complexion 
from where the Asian man had laid hands on her. 
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Finger marks ringed her throat. Suddenly, she 
seemed a lot older than sixteen.

A cracked mirror over a filthy-looking sink 
caught my reflection. My late forties bordered on 
late fifties, and a nose that had been broken a few 
times too many in recent years without ever being 
reset graced a face lined more with crags than 
wrinkles. More gray peppered my short hair than 
I remembered.

I pulled out a knife, grabbed a good handful 
of his hair, pulled as far as it would stretch, 
then stabbed the knife in and scalped him. A 
glint of steel grafted to his skull caught my eye. 
I unscrewed the cap with the blade of my knife 
and popped loose the memory chip. A lifetime of 
the man’s memories. I stuck the knife into the 
chip socket and twisted, pulling it in all sorts of 
directions until the hole was large and disfigured. 
Then I did the same to the data port behind his ear, 
damn near tearing it completely out of his head.

I fired two more rounds into the back of 
his skull, just to be safe. I wanted to bring any 
chances of data recovery down to zero.

“Come here,” I called to her. “There’s a bag in 
my pocket. Take it out and open it.”

She moved tentatively. I dropped the chip 
into the antistatic bag and told her to seal it. Her 
hands shook while her thin fingers pressed the 
silver material of the bag shut, then she carefully 
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put it back in my pocket.
Once she finished, I said, “Get dressed. Get a 

towel from the bathroom and wipe down anything 
you touched.”

She moved quickly, and the task didn’t take her 
long. She’d touched hardly more than the doorknob 
and the bed. She wiped the bathroom counter.

“You leave first,” I said. “You walk casual, 
but keep your face down.”

She nodded, then left. We were finished with 
each other. The interaction was nothing more than 
a passing blip in one another’s lives, hardly worth 
the mem space.

I’d been in the motel room for maybe 
five minutes. It felt longer, thanks to the 
adrenaline comedown.

The dead man’s clothes were neatly folded on 
a small chair between the bed and the windows. I 
had noticed from outside that the blinds had been 
drawn and shuttered closed. They let very little 
light into the room, but I instantly recognized 
the pine-green Type 07 uniform and the patch on 
the shoulder. A red background with a prominent 
golden star set inside a circle. Pacific Rim 
Coalition. Epaulets decorated with two gold 
stars marked him a zhong chiang, or lieutenant 
general, in the PRC Army. The rank was a 
political appointment, if his pleadings for mercy 
were anything to go by. Somebody had granted 
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him a lot of undeserved favor and attention to be 
promoted to such a high rank at such a young age.

I shoved the DRMR back in my pocket and did 
a quick assessment. If any of the girl’s fingerprints 
were left, it would be hard to trace them to her. 
Motels as disreputable as this one enjoyed heavy 
transient traffic. All kinds of people, touching all 
kinds of things, over and over. It’d be damn near 
impossible to get a good impression. The chiang’s 
memory core was in my pocket, and with his 
brain Swiss-cheesed and the core and data ports 
ruined, any chances for recovery were hopeless. 
I was sure no one would be able to identify me 
under the balaclava. The girl and I would be able 
to walk away and disappear into the ether.

I peeked out the window. Nobody was standing 
around in the lot. No new cars. I pulled the balaclava 
up and made a cap out of it. Less suspicious that 
way. I wiped the doorknob with the towel, used it 
to open and then pull the door closed behind me, 
and walked back to the car, casually, with my head 
down, like any other patron who frequented shady 
motels. Passing through the sickly yellow glow 
of the pulsing holosign advertising the motel’s 
cheap hourly room rates, I quickly checked over 
my shoulder. I didn’t see anyone peeking out from 
the doors or windows as I went. The lot and the 
street beyond were quiet, and I had no reason to 
suspect anybody was watching me or could tie me 
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to the chiang’s murder.
I dropped the towel on the floor well behind 

the driver’s seat, then got in front and turned 
the keys. The car was an antique that still ran on 
gas. Miraculously, there were people that could 
still afford the gas and oil needed to drive these 
old heaps.

I drove to a parking garage, where I left the car. 
The gloves and balaclava went into a dumpster 
a few buildings over. I disassembled the gun, 
discretely tossing the pieces into garbage cans 
and down manhole covers and sewer drains as I 
went. I checked behind me for tails, committing 
the faces to memory and cataloguing them for 
reference, then crossed the street and walked 
in the opposite direction, to a bus stop, where I 
waited for the 704 to Echo Park.

Traffic was slow. The bus was crowded well 
beyond its capacity, and bodies were pressed 
tightly against one another. I started to feel 
claustrophobic. What little was left of LA’s mass 
transit systems after the war was overburdened. 
The city didn’t have enough shuttles in service 
to accommodate the population, and with much 
of downtown decimated and many of the major 
thoroughfares closed, travel was slow. Before the 
war, the Metro Rapid shuttle had run stop to stop 
in about twenty minutes. Anymore, with all the 
detours and random PacRim checks, the commute 
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was likely to take at least forty.
A brief stop eased the constriction of the 

crowd as people unloaded. Mercifully, few got 
on. We shuffled a bit to make more room, and I 
briefly caught a glimpse out the front window. 
Ahead of us was a military convoy of Type 103 
tanks protected by reactive armor and jeeps that 
were painted green, brown, and black over a gray 
background of urban camouflage.

The bus stopped a short time later for a 
PRC road check. I sighed, aggravated. Soldiers 
flanked the bus and inspected the wheel wells 
and underbody. They flitted through the crowd, 
barking rapid questions at random people. They 
took the driver away and, through a sliver of 
window between clusters of bodies, I watched 
as he was questioned. He gave short answers, 
shaking or nodding his head in response to the 
PRC inquiries. A guard came up the steps and 
looked inside, at the congestion of bus riders. 
He held a gun, but casually. No threats there. He 
looked under the driver’s seat and gave the wheel 
well a quick once-over. His uniform was similar 
to the chiangs’, but he was of much lower rank, 
wearing green pants and a buttoned coat, a lighter 
green button-down shirt, a soft cap, and black 
leather boots. He looked around briefly, shouted 
something out the door in Chinese, then walked 
out after the bus driver pulled himself back up. 
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Then we were off again.
I got off at Sunset and made the short walk to 

Tent City. That was what those of us who lived 
there called the refugee camp run by the PRC to 
house what were euphemistically known as the 
“war displaced.” We’d once had homes and lives 
in Los Angeles. Then the Pacific Rim Coalition 
invaded and destroyed everything we knew, 
forcing us to live in tents that the UN had fought 
to provide for us. Echo Park was one of a dozen 
camps scattered across California.

I passed through a series of security clouds on 
my way to the check-in gate. The clouds were a 
thin fog of biometric analytic nanites designed to 
sniff out chemical traces and toxins indicating I 
either carried or had handled explosives. At the 
gate, the guard asked where I had gone and what 
I had done. We knew each other and had a certain 
understanding, thanks to a mutual acquaintance, 
Alice Xie. He didn’t ask me questions about the 
DRMR unit or the memory chips in my possession.

He swiped my identity card and logged my 
return to the camp. I saw my record appear on 
the air display between us, listing my daily 
movements into and out of the camp, guard notes, 
and my photograph—which was the same as the 
one on my ident card. At the top of it all, my 
name, Jonah Everitt, was written in all caps.

“Why did you go into the city?” he asked.
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“I was meeting friends at a restaurant in 
Century City.”

“Refugees?”
“No,” I said. “They live in Chinatown.”
The guard nodded to me, and I nodded back, 

smartly deferential.
“Take off your shoes and socks. Go to Line 

Five for reentry.”
I did as instructed. Line Five was long and slow 

moving. After twenty minutes, I passed through a 
metal arch and a denser cloud of security sniffers. 
Shoes and socks in hand, I walked barefoot to 
my tent.

Once there, I shrugged out of my coat and 
fell onto my cot. The day’s work was catching 
up with me. I got up again, long enough to grab 
a nearly empty bottle of honey whiskey from my 
footlocker. It had been payment from the last job 
I had done for Jaime. Then I fished the DRMR 
unit from my coat pocket. I uncoiled the wire 
and plugged it into the data port behind my ear. 
I untwisted the bottle cap and took a quick hit. 
The thick, warm whiskey’s heat was familiar and 
offered a bit of a bite against the taste of aged oak.

I remembered the jolt of adrenaline as I had 
walked into the motel room. My heart rate had 
spiked; my mouth had gone dry. I could have 
left, and a little remnant of instinct, of that fight-
or-flight reflex, kicked in. But I had ignored 
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it, clamped it down. The chiang, though—his 
emotions had been palatable, intense. I was excited 
to feel the moment of death from his perspective.

I took another slug of whiskey and held it 
in my mouth for a moment, savoring it. Then I 
swallowed and the let the odd chill and heat soak 
deep into my chest.

I hit play.
A grotesque electrical charge jolted through 

me, sparking neurons in my brain. A white light 
blasted through my cerebral cortex and optic 
nerves. Everything went blindingly bright for 
moments buried atop moments. An eternity of 
moments. This is how death feels. Invigorating. 
As my heart raced and pulse skyrocketed, my 
brain fought against the violent, foreign memory, 
against the shock, not knowing if it was alive or 
dying. A massive chemical dump, a deep, long 
aching undercut a sudden throbbing that stitched 
its way from my forehead to the crown of my skull. 
I could feel my hippocampus burning, like a ram’s 
horn on fire in the center of my skull, feeling the 
flames, seeing the flames. Everything was amped 
way the fuck up. A building pressure spread a 
joyful ache through my groin, and I barely felt or 
heard the groan that escaped me before the sudden 
splash of wetness. This was death. This was life. 
Such beautiful pain, a cracking shot of noise and 
deafness. The whiteness slowly dissolved, then 
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the walls of my tent snapped back into focus. My 
chest heaving, unable to catch my breath, I gasped 
for air. My winded lungs were sore.

Felt good. Felt so good.
Do it again. Hit play. The blast of white. My 

head throbbed under the searing heat and pain 
of shattered bone. My chest caught fire, heart 
racing so hard it felt ready to tear itself apart at 
the seams. My lungs were burning; each breath 
was agony. Beautiful pain. I screamed silently, 
my shouts lost to the buckling inside my skull. 
Throbbing and cracking, my bones shattered 
under the weight of memory.

This was death.
Cold eyes watching me.
A stranger’s eyes.
My eyes.
“Please,” I said. “Please don’t.”
Then the pitch tunnel staring coldly, as the 

gun is raised before me. A flash of light. Pain. 
Shock. Brutal. Short. Infinite.

I sat very still for a long time, trying to 
collect myself. I could finally breathe again, but 
I struggled to get my thoughts straight. I debated 
taking another hit and decided not to.

My arm was heavy as I reached behind my ear 
and unplugged the DRMR.

I was cold with flop-sweat chills. I couldn’t 
shake the image of the hooker’s fat, bruised lips, 
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the trail of tears that had run down her face, or 
the impressions of fingers and nails on her neck 
and breasts. I raised the bottle to my lips and 
finished it.

I had to meet with Alice Xie the next day. The 
sun had set already. I was spent and hungry, but 
going to the mess hall, or to Jaime’s for dinner, 
meant moving, and moving was too much work. 
I had noodles, but no fresh water. Both were too 
much work. I slipped the DRMR under my cot, 
then pushed my arms under the pillow as I rolled 
onto my side. I slept, and later, I woke up haunted.
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Chapter 2

I was craving a hot dog, which was a rarity in 
these times. Used to be, I could find them almost 

anywhere in Los Angeles, but not anymore. The 
PRC had upset the balance, upended everything.

Lunch was a bowl of yakisoba across from the 
wishing well in Chinatown. Having a Chinatown 
seemed redundant nowadays. Funny thing was, 
this part of town used to be known as New 
Chinatown. Old Chinatown, between Alameda 
and Macy, had been torn down back in the late 
1800s to make way for Union Station. After the 
PRC arrived, almost everywhere along the Pacific 
became Chinatown.

American towns didn’t exist anymore, not 
really, and not for a long way from the coast. 
Small pockets in the Midwest and along the Bible 
Belt, south of the DC ruins along the East Coast, 
clung to a dying heritage. Much of what was 
once the US had been co-opted between Canada 
and rival territories that had fought to carve 
out independent swatches of nation-states. The 
Northern Alliance ran from Maine down through 
the New York mainland and into Ohio and the 
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southern regions of Michigan and Wisconsin. 
Their reach was extending farther west, with the 
aid and support of European and Canadian allies, 
but progress was slow, and some states had found 
they enjoyed their independence. Farther down 
the map, a group of Texan militias had carved 
out the Southwest Conclave, starting with Dallas 
and Fort Worth, and then worked their way up 
through the lower reaches of Oklahoma, creating 
a violent stretch of land that extended as far west 
as Phoenix and south of Chihuahua. The cartels in 
Juarez, along with the Mexican Army they largely 
controlled, hadn’t reacted well to the Conclave’s 
incursions and maintained a nearly constant state 
of war. Some states, such as Washington and 
Oregon as well as the upper reaches of Idaho 
and Montana became, or were in the process of 
becoming, Canadian provinces. The map had 
changed rapidly and left a lot of people without 
a nation.

I swirled the fried wheat noodles and chopped 
cabbage around a good-sized chunk of pork then 
dipped it in a small bowl of mayonnaise. Between 
bites, I drew a sketch on a small piece of e-paper. 
Before the war, I had been a small-time artist 
who taught art history at a local community 
college. I had carried paper and a digipencil at 
all times, to draft thumbnail images, jot down 
notes, or quickly compose scenes or ideas. The 
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city, its people, its architecture—I drew all of it. 
Decades’ worth of practice had constantly refined 
and honed my skills and techniques. I rarely drew 
anymore, and even though I hardly used the tools, 
I occasionally found myself carrying them with 
me, just in case. I embraced this minor return to 
my old life, the small feeling of normalcy.

A small girl leaning over a waist-high red brick 
wall threw pennies into the wishing well. The 
well was a decrepit mess of green paint chipping 
away to an ugly brown. Golden Buddha statues 
flanking the monstrosity were the only parts of 
the façade that were truly well maintained. I filled 
in the details of my sketch of her, getting the 
pose right. Her coins clinked off the metal cups. 
In front of the cups were white cards with blue 
lettering, identifying each—money, wealth, love, 
surety. She was wishing for one of everything. 
She couldn’t have been more than twelve, with 
long shiny black hair that reached down between 
her shoulder blades. More coins went toward love, 
and I doubted her wishes would ever come true. If 
she kept spending coins on love, she would never 
accumulate wealth.

I thought of my daughter, Mesa, then about 
wealth, love, and money, and how tied up each 
are in one another.

I was losing my appetite. I ate a few thin slices 
of ginger to cleanse my palette, then checked 
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the time.
I spent a few minutes roughly filling in the 

details of the well and the girl. I had a rough 
outline of the composition, mostly simple 
markings of the landscape and a skeleton of ovals 
and circles that would need to be refined and 
filled in to resemble the girl. Later, if I felt the 
need to continue, I could review the memories 
and draw it all in greater detail, with more focus, 
and give the image depth and clarity and really 
bring it all to life on the page.

I was lying to myself. The paper would be 
tossed aside, and the sketch, abandoned. I folded 
the e-paper and pocketed it, along with the 
digipencil. I had already forgotten the scene as 
I tossed the paper plate and the cheap, plastic 
utensils into a public garbage can.

A couple of PacRim soldiers came out of 
the Plum Tree. They said something to the girl 
that made her face redden, and she ran off, her 
head down and shoulders slumped. They gave 
me a hard look. As I walked, I checked out the 
reflections in the glass storefronts and saw the 
men were following me. I kept my pace moderate, 
not leisurely or lazy, but not fast, either. I turned 
down Dai hok gai. When I was a kid, too long ago, 
it had been College Street, with a few Chinese 
symbols below the English name. The English 
names were gone, stripped off all of the street 
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signs. Maybe up in Seattle or Portland, maybe 
farther up the coast or deeper inland, street signs 
were printed in English, but not around here. 
Not anymore.

Behind me, the PRC turned, following me. 
Both were thin, but well-toned. One had dyed his 
hair a bright, unnatural yellow, but didn’t care to 
hide the dark roots. The other was shaved bald. 
Their thumbs were hooked into their belts. Each 
had an assault rifle slung over his shoulder, a 
Type 56, similar to the AK-47s the Russians were 
fond of. I wasn’t worried, just wary.

I slowed my pace a little, waiting for a reaction. 
Either they would slow, which meant they were 
interested in me, or they would walk on by. They 
slowed. I looked in the windows as I passed 
the storefront, pretending something caught my 
interest. They walked by, slowly, staring at me in 
the reflection.

Their gazes hovered over me as they passed. 
I noticed a distinct black freckling around 
their eyes, tiny dots placed at regular intervals 
encircling their orbits. I pegged them for battlefield 
enhancements, microcybernetic upgrades to 
provide feedback on battle conditions and enemy 
locations. They were probably analyzing my heart 
rate, pulse, and blood pressure, looking for any 
indication that I was a threat and not just some 
pathetic white guy in Chinatown. The blond said 
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something that caused his partner to snicker. If 
they had picked up anything in my vitals, they 
apparently chalked it up to nerves and moved on. 
I stayed at the storefront, looking at an assortment 
of jade jewelry and wood-carved statues finished 
with a high-gloss red lacquer of elephants, 
dragons, and Buddhas.

I lingered and window-shopped until the 
PRC soldiers were farther down the block. 
Whites sometimes had problems after the war 
and occupation, especially if we were tagged as 
refugees. Blacks and Hispanics had it even worse 
and were often subjected to random searches, 
which typically led to beat-downs if they were 
considered to be belligerent or disrespectful. 
Sometimes, they were shot in the head outright. 
Los Angeles was a dangerous little corner of the 
DMZ for everyone, regardless of color. Most 
people didn’t need a reason to kill, but for a lot of 
the old Americans, killing the Chinese was par for 
the course. Immense hostility was boiling beneath 
the surface, seeking an outlet. A lot of people 
were able to let it go, after a time. Some, though, 
some never could—and didn’t want to. They 
found things to occupy their time, but thoughts 
of revenge were always curled up somewhere in 
their minds.

Red paper lanterns hung over the street, 
stretched between the buildings. A gentle breeze 
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sent them bobbing and carried food smells from 
the many vendors and restaurants. The air was 
thick with the smells of frying oil, rice, meat, and 
vegetables, along with the crackling noises of fat 
and water hitting hot oil. Steam rose from the 
open-air kitchens while elderly men and women 
busied themselves in the cramped confines 
between hot ovens and stovetops. The thin wooden 
countertops were crowded with a shifting influx 
of the hungry and their lunch orders. People sat 
at small tables, alone or clustered in parties of 
two or three. Others ate while walking, leisurely 
scooping rice with their chopsticks or capturing 
chunks of bite-sized meat or fish. The square 
was crowded, but I stood out. Maybe that’s what 
had captured the attention of the PRC. I was an 
old white guy, about a head taller than everyone 
else there, wandering after lunch, with no real 
purpose. As far as they were concerned, I should 
have eaten and left, or better still, never stepped 
foot in this part of town to begin with. Instead, I 
moved with no real direction, my head held high 
while those around me kept their eyes downcast 
as they moved quickly along the sidewalks.

An old man watched me. His face was coiled 
with wrinkles, the flesh paper-thin. A cigarette 
dangled from his lips, and his hands were busy 
prepping stir-fry at a chop station beside a steaming 
stove. The knuckles of his callused fingers were 
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large and gnarly, twisted from arthritis. Dark bags 
hung beneath his eyes. His hair stood out from 
his liver-spotted skull in puffy, white tufts. He 
watched me, his butcher’s knife quickly dicing 
onions, carrots, and garlic. Chop, chop, chop. 
Staring at me all the while. I nodded to him. He 
nodded back, then motioned me around the corner, 
to the alley beside his food hut.

I followed a shallow stream of water gurgling 
along the gutters in a fast current that spilled into 
a storm drain. A violent storm the night before had 
dumped rain and lots of lightning. In this alley, 
in this gutter, a lot of blood had probably mixed 
with the rainwater, turning this tiny river red. 
Fish blood, chicken blood—and people blood, 
too, more than likely.

About halfway between Dai hok gai and Lei 
Min, a black sedan was parked outside a Chinese 
restaurant. A pair of large cement lions guarded 
the restaurant’s entryway—the statue feature was 
typical of this part of town. The lions always 
came in pairs, male and female. The male had one 
front paw resting atop a globe that represented 
the earth, while the female restrained a small 
cub. I had read that they were representations 
of yin and yang, a concept that reflects on the 
interdependency of polar opposites. Considering 
the damage Alice and I could do to one another 
if either of us were compromised, I figured the 
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philosophy was about right. The lions also were a 
symbol of protection. I hoped that was right, too.

The driver’s door opened, and a wiry man in a 
tuxedo stepped out. Hai opened the rear door and 
waved me inside.

“Nǐ Hǎo,” Alice Xie said. I returned the 
greeting with a perfunctory nod. Her bodyguard 
closed the door for me and climbed back in behind 
the wheel, where he was separated from us by a 
thick pane of soundproof glass.

“There were no problems?” she asked.
I fidgeted a bit, straightening my coat, trying 

to get comfortable. “Nothing unusual.” I slowly 
reached inside my pocket and removed the 
antistatic bag and the small crystalline data chip 
inside it.

She smiled as she took it. “An entire life in the 
palm of my hand.”

The cheap advertising slogan had become an 
even more tired joke. Nobody said that kind of 
shit anymore without irony, especially not Alice 
Xie, considering her line of work. Judging by her 
smile and the glint in her eye, it may have even 
been intentional.

Alice was a higher-up in the Bing Kong Tong, 
the Chinese mafia. She was slender and beautiful. 
When she turned her head, still smiling, to glance 
out the window, her long neck imparted a certain 
grace. She favored sleeveless blouses, to show 
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off the toned arms she worked to maintain, and 
knee-length skirts or capris that displayed equally 
nice calves. Her beauty caused a lot of people to 
underestimate her. People like the chiang. And, as 
the chiang had learned, those who underestimated 
her usually wound up dead. If they survived, it 
wasn’t without grievous injuries. Of that, there 
was no “usually.”

Her long black hair was tied off close to her 
scalp and draped around the front of her chest. It 
helped to hide the breast she’d lost to cancer in 
her teens. She had never told me, but I had heard 
things. I had caught a glimpse of scar tissue once, 
through the armhole of a sleeveless blouse. The 
glimpse had been quick and casual, but she knew 
I’d seen, and that was enough. I’d heard she was 
also missing a toe because of a simple mistake 
she’d made at an even younger age. To prove she 
had learned her lesson later in life, the man who 
had taken the toe had lost his head.

“It’s hard to believe,” she said. “A person’s 
entire existence on something so small.”

The data chip was about the size of my 
thumbnail. I nodded agreeably, not sure what to 
say, itching to get out of the car. She seemed to 
be in a rare philosophical mood, and I didn’t have 
the patience for it.

“You’re not even going to ask what is so 
important, are you? Which memory he had that 



CONVERGENCE

27

I would kill to possess?” She smirked and stared 
me in the eyes, daring me to ask.

I shook my head. I’d done jobs for her in the 
past and never asked about those, either. I figured 
those kinds of questions were above my pay 
grade, and I didn’t really want to know why some 
people needed others killed or why they wanted 
it so badly they would farm it out to others. We’d 
done this dance before.

“Nope,” I said, wishing I had a cigarette. I’d 
gleaned enough during my earlier playbacks to 
get the gist.

The chiang’s offenses were many. He had a 
penchant for hookers and enjoyed snorting posh. 
Mostly, he was a power whore who believed 
that being of rank in the PRC put him above the 
Bing Kong Tong. Xie thought otherwise, but had 
briefly allowed the man his delusions. Acting 
against him directly would have drawn too much 
attention to her organization, and although they 
had many resources, the Tong could not sustain 
open warfare against the PRC. If they could find 
an intermediary, though… using a third party to 
solve their problem could draw official attention 
away from the Tong. Unofficially, those PRC 
soldiers who enjoyed the Tong’s more nefarious 
offerings would also be made aware of the 
costs associated with betraying them. The small 
crackdown that was sure to follow the chiang’s 
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murder would be nothing that would break the 
tong, but it would at least allow the PRC to save 
a little face. In the end, everyone broke even.

The data chip disappeared into her pocket. 
She folded her hands in her lap. “And the girl?” 
she asked, quickly changing tracks.

The hooker and her bruised face. I could see 
her clearly when I closed my eyes. The chiang 
had preferred them dark, but he’d also liked them 
afraid and beaten. According to Jaime, the girl 
was one of the chiang’s favorites, which made her 
somebody he could trust, as much as a chiang in 
Los Angeles could trust anyone these days.

“He beat on her some,” I said, “but she’ll heal.”
“Will she be a problem?”
I pretended to give it some thought and 

scratched at the stubble around my chin. I was 
really thinking about the DMT rush I would get 
back at home in a few hours, reliving the chiang’s 
death and a few other mems in my greatest hits 
collection. Being in Chinatown, watching the 
PRC sniggering at me, made me realize I’d been 
straight for too long.

I wasn’t sure how much to tell Alice. The 
girl had been afraid of the general, and she 
had agreed to the job on the condition that she 
get passage out of the state and into Northern 
Alliance territory. We used a young Korean 
guy to help coyote some of our people into the 
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northern reaches of Nevada. The massive influx 
of refugees meant they weren’t exactly welcome 
in the old heartland, but she stood a good chance 
of a new life in Minneapolis or Michigan—if she 
survived the route through the Sun Belt and into 
the Corn Belt. That latter leg of the journey would 
be easier than the former, given the tentative 
alliances. The Sun Belt states shared easy borders 
with the Conclave, and those Corn Belt regions 
were allied with the Alliance or Canada or, if they 
were wise and business-savvy, both.

“No, she won’t be a problem,” I said.
She gave me a hard look.
“We’re working on getting her disappeared.”
She smiled. She liked words like “disappeared.” 

I liked her smile, so I said stupid things like 
“getting her disappeared.” She had a nice smile 
and nice lips. Not too thin, but not too full. They 
gave her mouth a proportionate appearance. Her 
dark eyes were nicely slanted. Some guys were 
into that. I usually wasn’t, but I would have made 
an exception for her.

“I trust you have already made your copies of 
his memories?” she asked, switching tracks again.

“I have.”
“Then you have payment enough.”
She operated on the “information is power” 

principle. The memories on that memchip would 
mean a lot to a great many people. I knew a couple 
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buyers who would be very interested.
I nodded, and she smiled again. She gave a 

small nod, and the door opened beside me. Hai 
helped me out, gently putting his hand under 
my arm, then closed the door behind me with a 
soft click. He stood beside the car until I was far 
enough away to be safely deemed unthreatening.

A slow drizzle started as I walked down 
toward Lei Min. Flashes of light in the distance 
were followed by thunderous explosions. I sat at 
the bench near a bus stop and waited, watching 
thick columns of black smoke curl into the air 
over the freeway.
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I made it back to the tents before nightfall. The 
PRC guards stationed at the camp’s entrance 

gave me the usual pat down, wanded me, and then 
ran me through the security clouds. I was allowed 
to pass through the gate and the chain-link fence 
and into what used to be a rec center.

Traffic had been stop-and-go the whole way 
through. The explosions had shut down the 101, 
and vehicles making their way off the freeway 
had congested the surface roads after police 
shut down the on- and off-ramps and redirected 
everybody. Nobody was happy, and it didn’t take 
long before motorists tried to find shortcuts and 
new routes, gumming up the works even further. 
The bus ride home had taken an hour and a half to 
get out of Chinatown and into Echo Park.

My eyes were tired and gritty, and my headache 
was building up to a migraine. The dim lights were 
already too glaring, and I was squinting against 
them. I was moving slowly, and people swarmed 
around me as they made their way through the 
checkpoints. The line to get in had been long, and 
it only grew longer as curfew drew closer. The 
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guards had quickly come to recognize us, but they 
knew not to become complacent.

Four months ago, a suicide bomber detonated 
herself while in line and killed twenty-six people. 
She’d waited until she was close to the cloud so 
that she could take out a few PRC guards, but the 
casualties were largely civilian.

Every security check was exactly the same—a 
long, methodical process that was sometimes 
slow, depending on luck of the draw. The guard’s 
temperament that day and whether or not you were 
stuck behind a family or the elderly determined 
how random the random full-body searches were.

As I neared the final checkpoint, a fed-up 
guard got in my face and began swearing at me in 
Chinese. Nobody paid much attention. He cussed 
me out for several minutes, pausing intermittently 
to poke me in the chest with a bony finger, 
prodding me to nod along. A few of the other 
guards laughed, and after another brief round of 
verbal abuse to delight his audience, he pushed 
me forward.

Past the final gate, people milled around, 
deciding what to do next. A small cafeteria doled 
out rations of thin, greasy soup, or they could 
join up with the line forming at the opposite 
end of the rec center, to make their way into the 
camp and back to the tents they called home. I 
wasn’t hungry, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to go 
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home yet, either. I figured, fuck it, and stood in 
line anyway.

The PRC was a fan of redundancy. That 
afternoon’s freeway bombing had them on high 
alert, and I couldn’t blame them. People were 
trying to kill them on a regular basis. People who 
lived there, in the tents. People like me. People 
who remembered a life before the war and the 
way things used to be and resented the way things 
had become. People who would fight and die to 
reclaim a small piece of the past. So they had 
checkpoints at each entrance and exit. Getting out 
was barely easier than getting in. They checked 
people out, scanned ID cards, and scanned people 
back in before admitting them into the checkpoints 
in the rec center. Then the process started all over 
again to get out of the rec center and into the tent 
grounds. The line from the rec center to the tents 
was short, and it moved more quickly.

My head hurt, and the setting sun gave off 
a bright glare as I passed through the entrance. 
Outside were rows and rows of Quonset huts and 
tent shelters. The jogging and bike trails, palm 
trees, a man-made pond with a beautiful fountain, 
and the downtown skyline were all gone. The trees 
had been burned. The pond had been drained and 
used up. A series of carpet bombings had wiped out 
much of the skyline. What remained of downtown 
were ruined shells; once-tall skyscrapers stood 
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like jagged broken teeth in a bloodied jaw.
The Echo Park neighborhoods were gone, and 

with them, the boundaries that had divided it 
between the 101 and the 110. The Heights were 
gone; Beaudry was gone. The only things the 110 
divided anymore were the tents and no-man’s 
land, where all the dead were buried in ruins of 
concrete and ash. All that was left was Tent City, a 
small camp where the survivors and their families 
were allowed to congregate and live.

Echo Park was a prisoner camp in all but 
name. Barbed wire was strung at the top of the 
tall fences, and guards patrolled the watchtowers 
at each corner of the camp. The efforts at visible 
security were for their protection as much as 
ours. Those of us living inside had no love for the 
PRC, but practicality had its place. Tent City beat 
living in the streets, trying to scrounge out a living 
among the gutters and sewers of our decimated 
city. The PRC did not treat the homeless well 
and automatically presumed them to be a threat. 
Often, they were shot on sight. Those of us in the 
camps had it a little bit better. We were issued 
day passes. We were allowed to leave and were 
expected to return before curfew. And we did, 
all the time, because these tents were all we had 
left. The camp was shelter, if not home. They 
were the last bit of normalcy we knew. The lot 
of us, we remembered four walls, comfortable 
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living rooms, and kitchens that carried memories 
of family. We hadn’t forgotten the beds we’d 
tucked our children into or the beds we’d made 
love in inside those four walls. But they had been 
replaced with tan canvas staked to the ground and 
zippered flaps for a door. Or we slept in bunk 
beds under a rounded tin roof with a hundred-plus 
souls crammed inside, where the bodies heated 
the room to stifling and the stale air was rank.

I had an old tent riddled with rough patches. 
It fit two, me and Mesa, but most nights, I was 
alone. The dual-separating zippers on the flap 
were locked together with a small brass padlock. 
Anybody who wanted to could have picked it or 
cut through the thin canvas. The lock was more 
for peace of mind than security. I fished out a 
key, unlocked it, then relocked the zippers from 
the inside. Small window flaps on each side of the 
tent were unrolled and let in enough light to see. 
I zipped those back up, trying to make the tent as 
dark as possible. I shut my eyes against the rest of 
the dimness. I lay on my thin cot, resting my head 
on an equally thin pillow.

I felt shitty. Too fucked up to get really fucked 
up. I slept, and when I woke, the sky was dark. 
Bugs smacked against the tent, tiny thuds in the 
dark. I was thirsty and couldn’t remember when I’d 
last had water. I kept a small pot in the footlocker 
at the end of my cot, along with a couple glasses 
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that weren’t exactly clean, a worn-out, ragged 
toothbrush, a small, chipped mirror, and a few 
days’ worth of clothes that weren’t exactly dirty. 
My name and ident designates were stamped and 
sewn into the collars of my shirts, the waists of 
my pants and underwear, and the tops of my socks 
so that they could be laundered by the community 
service and returned to me by some kid who had 
been volunteered for the light labor duties until 
he was old enough to work the reclamation gangs. 
The DRMR pad was still in my pocket. A couple 
data/mem chips were hidden in the locker beneath 
a fake panel that none of the random inspections 
had been able to suss out yet.

I grabbed the pot and stood in line for water. 
The hour was late, and the line was short. I had 
missed the dinner rush, and the small gathering 
around me was getting their fill to prepare 
for morning.

PRC guards, a dark Latino man and a pouty-
looking light-skinned black woman, stood on 
either side of the water spigot. TIMMONS was 
imprinted on her shirt; the stamping was dull and 
worn out. The Latino’s shirt was so faded that 
I couldn’t make out his name. She had her rifle 
slung over her shoulder and was responsible for 
rationing out the water, while the man held his 
weapon casually between both hands, relaxed 
but ready.
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Timmons was sweating in the evening heat. 
The top two buttons of her shirt were unbuttoned 
and barely hid a string of numbers tattooed along 
her collarbone. A nine and sixteen were plainly 
visible, but the rest were hidden beneath the dark-
green uniform top. The numbers corresponded to 
letters of the alphabet—a P and an S—which had 
probably meant she had been a member of the 
Crips gang in her former life.

The PRC had attracted the disenfranchised 
early in the war. They had unleashed thought-
bombs on all the major urban hubs and poorer 
sections of the city. When the bombs exploded, 
they unleashed clouds of broadcast particles that 
quietly, but incessantly, whispered propaganda in 
the people’s ears and flashed videos of promise in 
their eyes. Wind currents had carried the particles 
through the city, into businesses and homes. The 
messages had forced their way into people’s heads 
like a catchy pop-rock song, impregnating minds 
with a future ideal more glorious than anything 
America could offer, calling for pacifism and 
offering food, clothing, and jobs. Evacuation 
efforts were focused on downtown LA, Hollywood, 
and Silicon Valley, where all the money was, 
where all the powerbrokers and campaign donors 
lived. The National Guard had been on hand to 
quell riots and ensure that the borders dividing 
the rich from the poor were maintained violently. 
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For people in Compton, Inglewood, Echo Park, 
Watts, and Hacienda Heights, the thought-bombs 
had confirmed something they had learned a long 
time ago—their government would do nothing to 
help them. They were on their own. Allegiances 
shifted quickly.

I couldn’t help but think that the winds of 
change would soon shift again. People would wake 
up to see what the new order was really about and 
get sick of how long reclamation and rebuilding 
was taking. Soon, they would want more than 
they were being given, and trouble would flare 
up again. Discontent would build. Those like 
Timmons, who had bought into the Pacific Rim’s 
propaganda and traded one gang for another, were 
in store for an awful wake-up call.

I shuffled forward and put my pot under the 
spigot. Timmons turned the knob, and the water 
flowed, clean and cold. Sometimes, early in the 
morning, it came out rusty brown, and the guards 
decided to either to let it run clear or let you take 
it as it was or walk away with nothing. I tried 
to go later in the morning or evening whenever 
possible, figuring I would avoid confrontation 
over the rust. I didn’t want to die over brown water.

I moved on, and the lady behind me stepped 
up. I was a few paces away when voices rose, 
turning heated. I turned back out of curiosity, in 
time to see Timmons punch an older black lady 
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in the face. The old lady had cut her lips on her 
teeth, and she spat at Timmons’ face. The Latino 
clubbed her with the butt of his rifle, sending 
her to her knees and taking the feistiness right 
out of her. She cradled her head, lying in a fetal 
position in the small depression of mud worn into 
the earth by feet and loose spray from the spigot. 
He radioed for back-up, and a terse response 
came back quickly. The line of people stood still. 
Everybody stared blankly at anything other than 
the woman and the guards.

When Timmons looked up, I made eye contact 
with her, and she strode forward. We weren’t 
supposed to make eye contact with the guards 
because the Chinese viewed it as a deliberate 
provocation. A simple expression could be a death 
sentence, particularly with a former gang banger. 
She unhooked the leather guard on her holster and 
drew her pistol. She knocked my pot away from 
me, sloshing water over our boots as the pot hit 
the dirt. It bounced, landing upended, spilling the 
rest of the water in a fast deluge.

She stared at me, her gun hanging loosely at 
her side. Her nostrils were flared, and a violent 
patchwork of blackheads freckled the bridge 
of her nose and her cheeks, dotting the darker 
pouches beneath narrow eyes. Anger and hate 
were carved into her stony face, and beneath that 
were embarrassment, an abundance of pride, and 
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a very strong urge to shoot me for no reason at 
all. I averted my eyes and let my head fall. My 
shoulders slumped, making my posture relaxed 
and non-confrontational. I was burning up inside, 
pissed off that she’d cost me my water, but I 
said—and did—nothing. I let her gaze burn into 
me for a hard, long minute. She turned to walk 
away, shaking her head. She didn’t holster the 
gun until she was back at the spigot.

I picked up my pot, thought about getting in 
line again, and decided against it. Timmons was 
watching me, her eyes boring into me, making the 
line of people wait until I was gone, waiting for 
them to cast some of their scorn and resentment 
my way. The pot was flecked and streaked with 
dirt and dust, and mud was caked against the steel 
rim. I brushed it off with my hand as best as I 
could. I nodded to her as two PRC hurried past 
me and grabbed the old woman by either arm and 
hauled her to her feet. She was dazed and crying 
as they quickly took her away. I moved off, and 
the shock of the sudden violence wore off. People 
got back to normal. Just another day at the camp.

The old woman would be taken to solitary 
and locked up for a few days in a hot metal cage 
with no windows and merely a hint of ventilation. 
She probably wouldn’t live through it. Thinking 
about her trapped and dying, slowly being cooked 
to death, I needed a drink of something stronger 
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than water. One hand in my pocket, my fingers 
playing with the set of mem chips I carried. Jaime 
would be glad to have the chips. He ran a small 
makeshift bar and restaurant, a real DIY venture 
he’d scrounged up out of the earth, and I knew I 
could get food and a drink there. My dry mouth 
and rumbling stomach made my decision.

I made my way through the twisting alleys 
between the tents, shooing away mosquitoes. 
Curfew would be coming up soon, and parents 
would start rounding up the children playing 
nearby in small groups, kicking a beat-up old 
soccer ball back and forth. Voices were hushed, 
but the hum of conversations went on, filling the 
night air.

I wasn’t in any rush to get to Fingerling’s, 
even though I greatly welcomed the cool burn of 
a shot. When I made it there, the bar was getting 
crowded. It occupied a decent-sized lot not too far 
from the habitation zones. The PRC, by and large, 
did not prohibit the use and sale of alcohol, but 
they frowned upon excess, public intoxication, 
and disorderly behavior. Drinking too much and 
being an ass was a good way to get hurt or killed. 
A guard tower in the northeast corner overlooking 
the rec lot and Fingerling’s kept the area well-lit 
for constant supervision.

Jaime had built the bar from scrap wood 
rounded up during reclamation runs. Even the 
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small canvas tarp hanging over the bar was shoddy 
and riddled with small holes. What little liquor 
could be found in the bombed-out ruins of LA 
had been hoarded by those living out in the ruins 
or gathered by reclamation workers. Any booze 
that was found and sold to people like Jaime was 
slowly dispensed, but Kristoff had set up quite a 
microbrewery and distilled his own whiskey.

Tabletops were scarred and mismatched, 
and hardly any of the chairs came from the 
same set. The bench seat from an old Buick had 
been installed on some cinderblocks to provide 
additional seating.

I took a seat at the bar and put my pot up 
on it. I glanced around and nodded at a few 
familiar faces, then watched a few of the women 
dancing while I waited for Jaime. He knew what 
I wanted, which made ordering easy. He set down 
a tumbler filled with amber, and I took a slow, 
appreciative sip.

The whiskey, smooth and mellowed with 
a few drops of water, had notes of chocolate, 
honey, coffee, and oak. It warmed my chest, from 
the back of my throat to deep inside my belly. I 
savored it, then held the tumbler up away from the 
bar, ready for the next sip. People tried to slam 
Jaime’s whiskey, but that was a total disservice 
to his craftsmanship. This was a sipping whiskey 
that should be taken slowly and enjoyed. Its taste 
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was made for studying and appreciating.
“Hear you’re on reclamation tomorrow, 

Jonah,” he said.
I nodded. I knew where this was going.
“If you find anything, could be worth some 

credits here.” His arms were folded on top of the 
bar. He wore a natty denim shirt with the sleeves 
cut off. He had an old novelty tattoo animated by 
nanofilaments on his upper bicep. The tattoo was 
of a skull smoking a long, thin cigarette. The ash 
lit up orange and slowly died down as a cloud of 
smoke wafted from the skull’s black nostril pits 
and drifted up his arm. It paused, then started up 
again, always with a small flicker between the 
playback cycles. Maybe he’d missed a software 
update, or the nanos were dying and cycling 
down. Soon, he would have a regular old tattoo, 
instead of a cheap parlor job that had gone out of 
style a decade ago.

“I’ll look,” I assured him. I always did. 
Sometimes, I even found stuff he could use—a 
bottle of Jack, maybe some wine. Most times, I 
struck out. Most of the liquor and convenience 
stores had been looted from top to bottom ages 
ago. Still, it never hurt to look.

“Alice had a friend here earlier,” Jaime said.
It piqued my interest, but I knew what that 

meant. Her friend had probably “requested” that I 
make it into the reclamation sites.
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Jaime confirmed my suspicion: “Said if you 
find any bodies out there, you should chip them. 
Said Alice would be mighty appreciative.”

I nodded again. The reclamation sites, out in 
the ruins of LA, were never short of bodies. More 
often than not, they were wired for upgrades and 
memory back-ups. The dead were usually easy 
pickings. I wondered what Alice was searching 
for or if she was becoming an addict. She’d been 
taking an awful lot of chips lately.

Jaime had long salt-and-pepper hair that he 
pulled back into a ponytail. The light struck him 
in a peculiar way, and I was hit by how old he 
seemed. I knew he was in his late fifties, but 
suddenly the scars were older, the wrinkles deeper. 
His left arm and most of his hand was covered 
in a thick blanket of twisted, warped flesh. He’d 
said a deep-fryer accident from way back when 
had burned him all to hell, but it didn’t jibe. A 
long, puckered scar ran across his face and under 
his cheekbone. I never talked with him about it, 
but I’d overheard him telling a customer about 
the burn once before.

He reached under the bar and came up with 
a small paper-thin tablet. Old tech, probably 
smuggled in from out east or way up north. A 
mess of cables was routed through it. The illegal 
hack job picked up the newsfeeds and infolines. 
It came to life at my touch, the screen filling with 
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small text.
“Your handiwork got some press.” A smile 

touched his lips.
The authorities had no leads, the news piece 

claimed. The article’s source was a Sacramento 
feed. The PRC was attributing the chiang’s 
murder to Liberty’s Children, a terror cell based 
in Los Angeles.

The article was at the bottom, so I scrolled 
back up to the top, to the breaking-news banner 
and images of burning cars on the 101. A woman, 
her face smudged black and her hair a bloody 
paste against her skull and forehead, cradled a 
small boy who was maybe five or six. His head 
was canted at an unnatural angle, and a large 
blackened piece of shrapnel jutted from his neck. 
Her face was timid and placid, frozen in shock.

“So did yours.” I turned the pad, slipping a 
copy of the mem chip I’d burned from the chiang 
into a data slot. The memories would comp me on 
the whiskey and food.

“We’ve had a productive couple of days then.”
Fingerling’s was Jaime’s public face. His 

hidden one was more violent—and much more 
dangerous. He operated a cell of freedom fighters 
made up mostly of ex-American soldiers, Army 
guys who had gone AWOL after the United States 
officially withdrew from combat operations 
and declared California a lost cause. Although 
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I lacked any formal military training, I’d found 
over the years that I could kill well enough, and 
Jaime had found uses for me.

We bumped fists, and I took another sip of 
whiskey. When the burn faded, I asked him for 
an order of his cheesy potatoes. Aside from the 
whiskey and craft beers, the potato dish was what 
he was famous for around here. The name of the 
bar came from the fingerling potatoes, cut into 
one-inch slices and fried in bacon grease, then 
smothered in a Roquefort béchamel and topped 
with bacon and green onions that he grew behind the 
bar. He grew the potatoes in a community garden, 
and somebody who must have been artisanal in 
a past life made fancy cheeses for him. In my 
past life, most of my cheeses had come wrapped 
in plastic sleeves or out of a spray can. Some of 
the park had been cleared out and reclaimed into 
farmland, with homegrown butchers selling beef, 
ham, and bacon from the imported cows and pigs 
they raised there. Civilization was on the rebound, 
some said.

I skimmed through the pirated newsfeeds, 
trying to get a grasp on the world around me. 
The final death count stemming from a shootout 
between PRC and militia forces near the 
Hollywood Bowl the previous day had risen by 
three. One was a PRC casualty; the other two were 
UN Peacekeepers who had responded to support 
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the PRC and attempted to quell the violence. A UN 
spokesman offered up a sanitized quote about the 
emerging peace, how California as a whole was 
becoming a more stable region, and that peace 
itself was a constantly ongoing effort. PR fluff. A 
sidebar made brief mention of UN inspections of 
the state’s various refugee camps and said those 
they had visited so far had received passing marks 
with minimal suggestions for improvement.

Smaller stories told about other UN 
Peacekeeping causalities in Sacramento, where 
insurgents opened fire on a squad of soldiers 
from Scandinavia. A schoolyard bombing at 
a PRC state-run facility had blown thirteen 
children to bits during their morning recess, and 
another twenty students and eight teachers had 
been injured.

An editorial that had been picked up from the 
Times-Picayune encouraged Los Angelinos, if 
they were reading, to move forward and embrace 
the future. The war was over, the New Orleans 
writer said, and after four years, the time had 
come to lay down arms, for what was left of 
America to rally together and join hands in the 
unity of brotherhood.

Fucking armchair quarterbacking without a 
single clue. The PRC had never made it as far east as 
Louisiana. Even with the support of their Russian 
and Iranian allies, they’d had their hands tied in 
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Los Angeles and Beverly Hills, busy securing the 
offshore oil rigs that lined the coast from Long 
Beach to Santa Maria and seizing control of the 
Wilmington oil field, the third-largest oil field in 
the nation, so that they could export that oil back 
to the resource-starved China.

I refolded the tablet and slid it across the bar, 
back to Jaime. I’d read enough, and I worked hard 
at slowing my breathing, trying to quell the anger 
the newsfeeds had stirred. I was ready to go back 
to my tent and get fucked up again, but my stomach 
reminded me of other, more pressing, needs.

Behind me, a woman danced, her slender hips 
swaying back and forth with an easy rhythm. 
Long, sleek legs stretched out from a frayed denim 
skirt. Her arms were raised up over her head, her 
hands turning in waves and flicks of her wrists, 
her shirt lifting to expose a smooth, tanned belly 
and the lines of her hips.

Watching her, I was reminded of other, largely 
ignored needs.

The music was loud, as always, but nobody 
complained, and the PRC didn’t seem to care. 
Most of the PacRim soldiers felt as trapped here 
as we did. This was our home, and I suspected 
some of the troops even viewed themselves as our 
neighbors. A few—the younger ones, mostly—
made attempts to be friendly. They hadn’t been 
in-country very long and were dumb enough to 



CONVERGENCE

49

think of this as an adventure.
A man joined the woman, and they danced 

together, their bodies pressed tight, hands 
roaming. I turned away, and a minute later, Jaime 
was sliding me a plate of potatoes. I ate slowly, 
trying to forget, trying to blank my mind.

A flicker of movement caught my attention as 
someone sidled up to the bar beside me, slender 
arms hugging the bar top. She noticed my glance, 
and her eyes quickly darted away from mine, 
back down to the bar. She brushed a loose strand 
of hair behind her ear.

“Hey,” she said.
“Hi, Mesa.” I slid the potatoes over. “Hungry?”
“No,” she said without looking up at me. A 

tall, slender man with distinctly Asian features 
stepped up behind her, his hands going around 
her waist with an unsettling familiarity as he bent 
in to nuzzle her neck. Her hand came up to stroke 
the side of his face. “Hey.” She gave him a quick 
peck on the lips.

“You coming home tonight?” I asked.
She at least had the courtesy to pretend to 

think about it, softly biting her lip. “No,” she 
said, shaking her head slowly.

“And why not?”
“Because it’s not home.” Her voice held 

an edge of exasperation from the hundred, or 
thousand, times we’d had this argument before. 
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“It’s a fucking tent in the middle of a fucking 
park. We don’t have a home.”

“Hey, baby,” the guy said, trying to soothe her.
“Shut it,” we both told him. His eyes darted 

between us, not quite sure whom to be offended 
by. Quickly putting on the tough-guy façade, he 
shot me a deadly stare. But he must have seen 
the look in my eyes and thought better of it. He 
squeezed Mesa’s shoulder and told her he would 
be over by a table that he pointed to, then went to 
sit down.

“He’s too old for you,” I said.
“He’s twenty-six.”
“You’re eighteen. He’s too old for you.”
“What the fuck do you know?” she asked.
I shrugged. It was a good question. Maybe I 

used to know, but I wasn’t quite so sure anymore.
“I know you ought to be at home,” I said 

lamely. Still pissed, I added, “Instead of sleeping 
your way from tent to tent.”

My reflexes were quick, and I grabbed her 
wrist before she could slap me in the face. I forced 
her arm down, and she shot me daggers with her 
eyes. If looks could kill… I took another sip of 
whiskey then offered her the glass. She took it, 
rifled the shot back hard and fast, then slammed 
the glass down on the bar, giving me all kinds of 
defiance. I signaled Jaime for another.

“Just one.” I nodded to Mesa. “Water for her.”
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“I hear Washington’s relaxing its borders,” she 
said. “Letting people in through Walla Walla and 
Vancouver. People who want to be repatriated.”

“People who want to be Canadians,” I said. 
I wondered about the black woman from the 
chiang’s motel room the other night. She should 
have made it into Nevada by that afternoon. She 
probably had a better chance of making it to the 
seasteads, but their immigration policies were 
tight, and breaking through naval patrols was a 
risky proposition at the best of times.

“I’m not asking you to go with me,” she said.
“You don’t owe me explanations. If you want 

to leave, you can try. Never stopped you before.”
I speared a potato and ate it quickly.
She sat quietly, nursing her glass of water. 

Behind her, the woman danced on, oblivious to 
the pain around her, lost in her own daze and the 
music. Bored and dejected, Mesa’s boyfriend sat 
at a table, scratching at the scarred Formica with 
his fingernails and picking at it.

“He PRC?” I asked.
“No. He was a grad student. Now he’s just one 

of us.”
Her voice trailed off, and she slid the glass 

back and forth across the bar, between her hands.
“We should go,” she said. “Be like old times. 

A road trip.” She smiled, still staring down at the 
bar top. The smile was weighted with sadness, 
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though, and the hurt in her eyes stabbed painfully 
at my heart.

Mesa was older than her eighteen years. Her 
life had been hard, and she’d been forced into 
adulthood far too soon. Her ears were pierced. 
One was heavily and colorfully decorated with 
an assortment of studs and bars and costume 
jewelry pieces. The other ear had an old, thick, 
two-gigabyte USB thumb drive dangling from the 
lobe by a thin, golden S-hook. The red-and-black 
drive was a custom job. Rugged and unfolded, the 
shiny metal tip hung loose from a hard shell of 
shiny plastic. I wondered if it held any data or 
if it was merely a fashion statement. A maze of 
tattoos sleeved her arm in shocking bursts of color 
and tangles of black. A long Japanese dragon, its 
scales red and green, flowed from a cluster of 
golden tulips. Its large talons wrapped around a 
thick Gaelic cross. She’d had more coloring and 
detail added since I’d last seen her.

“It’s nice,” I said, surprised by how much I 
appreciated it. It spoke of her heritage, of her 
mother, and me.

“Thanks,” she said, finally making eye contact 
with me.

“Will you come home tonight?” I worried I 
sounded desperate, needy.

“Don’t call it that. Please. It’s not home. Our 
home had walls and a kitchen and a bathroom. 
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We had a TV and radios and photographs on 
the wall and Mom’s paintings and… This isn’t 
home.” She stared at me hard, urging me to 
understand a difficult foreign concept, imploring 
me to understand.

“Okay,” I said.
She nodded, slowly, as if I were stupid. “I’ll 

think about it.”
I’d heard that before, and it never meant what 

I wanted it to.
“Okay,” I said again, not knowing what else 

to say. Realizing I didn’t have anything else 
to say kind of hurt. So I said okay again and 
ate another potato smothered in a cold glop of 
congealing cheese.

She took a potato, too. When I looked at 
her, she giggled the way she had when she was 
younger, when I would catch her stealing food 
off my plate. Maybe it was a peace offering, a 
common ground rediscovered. She kissed me on 
the forehead, keeping her hand flush against the 
center of my back.

“You should sleep,” she told me. “We’re going 
up the hill. There’s a concert there.”

She was already moving off before I could 
say anything, before I said something stupid and 
caused another fight. My anger died, leaving me 
tired and desperate.

“Kids, huh?” Jaime said.
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I shrugged.
“Wash your pot?” He pointed at the smudges 

of dirt and mud.
“Thanks.” I pushed my empty plate toward 

him. He took it and my pot and went to a small 
washtub to clean them.

I missed the feel of Mesa’s hand on my back. 
I missed how I used to carry her when she was 
a tiny girl, her arms wrapped around my neck, 
and how she had found so much humor in life, 
so many things to laugh at. I wasn’t sure how 
long ago I had last heard her laugh. A few years, 
at least—probably longer. She had her mother’s 
long jet-black hair. The slant of her eyes had been 
softened but not extinguished by my Irish blood. 
I could still hear her mother’s laugh and feel the 
press of her lips against mine and the way her 
hands felt on me. I knew I was lost down dark 
roads I should have avoided, and suddenly, I was 
angry again.

Four years had passed since Selene’s death, 
since the blackout, and since the end of my world. 
I’d spent much of my last night with her being 
an asshole.

The irritation over small things had built 
up over a few days—things like picking up 
the morning newspapers from the driveway, 
bringing in the mail, and putting dirty dishes in 
the dishwasher. She couldn’t be bothered with 
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these small tasks. She was content to run over the 
newspapers with her car on her way to work and 
then run over them again as she pulled into the 
garage at the end of her day. Mail and dirty dishes 
would accumulate for days on end, to the point of 
overflowing, before she could be bothered with 
them. She would remind me that “we” needed 
to clean the house over the weekend, which 
inevitably meant I would be the one cleaning 
the house. Or “we” needed to mow the lawn and 
spruce up the garden, but I couldn’t remember the 
last time she’d ever done anything even remotely 
resembling yard work.

I’d grown sick of it. I was tired of the 
accumulated weight of all these tiny chores and 
annoyed to walk in the house to find her sitting 
on the couch, watching TV. I’d had an attitude 
when she finally uncurled herself from the sofa 
to greet me, and it must have been radiating from 
me in thick, heavy waves. She’d asked me what 
was wrong, and I’d said something stupid, out of 
anger, and one thing led to another. We tossed 
bitter accusations back and forth until I wore her 
down and berated her to the point of tears. And 
then I made a simple pasta dish for dinner, but 
the act of cooking fueled my resentment and left 
me wondering why, again, I was the only one who 
ever contributed.

The irritation kept rising, and we fought again. 
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I was loud and belligerent when angered, quick to 
accuse, and fast to find her fatal flaws and pick at 
her quirks. I’d wanted my words to cut deep, and 
I was willing to settle for tears.

I ate quietly, wrung out from the fighting, 
both physically and mentally. Her pasta sat on the 
plate, growing cold. She stared at it and picked 
at the food with her fork but didn’t eat. She tried 
to speak a few times, stammering out a word or 
two between lengthy pauses before finally giving 
up. Her whole body deflated as tears cut swaths 
through her makeup. I tried to make small talk 
rather than apologize, but she was on lockdown, 
afraid that whatever she might say would trigger 
another vengeful rant. I was almost proud of the 
way I had reduced her, but I was also disgusted 
with myself, and eventually, I shut up and let 
the tension simmer between us, feeling guilty 
and ashamed.

Then the blackout happened. The riots started. 
The explosions. The spreading panic.

We didn’t know about the attacks on Hawaii 
or the EMP blasts in Seattle, Tacoma, Portland, 
San Francisco, and Sacramento. We had no idea 
how coordinated and organized the attacks were. 
We never saw it coming. And I’d wasted the 
last few hours fighting with the love of my life, 
unaware that we were on borrowed time. Such an 
oblivious idiot.



CONVERGENCE

57

I shot back the whiskey, letting the burn choke 
me. I grabbed my pot from Jaime and left before 
I lost all my credits getting drunk, intent on 
punishing myself by getting fucked up again.

In my tent, I let the memories crawl over me, 
jacked into the DRMR, my anger tempered by loss, 
sadness, and hate. I relived the old days of Mesa’s 
birth, her first steps, and her first words. I relived 
my life with Selene, her mother, remembering the 
better nights. I felt her touch again, remembering 
her fingers brushing through my hair and the feel 
of her lips against my mouth and kissing her way 
down my chest and stomach. All over again, I 
felt her taking me inside her and driving away 
all the pain and horror, thrusting against me, her 
hot breath gasping in my ear as we came. I was 
crying, and we were fighting again. Then she was 
dead, Mesa was gone, and I was lost and damned… 
And, at some point, the sun had come up again, 
and I hated myself when I disconnected, tired and 
covered in cold sweat.

Mesa never came home.


