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THE NEW WORLD’S
NEW WORLDS

BY DAVID GARNETT

A true story: London, England, 1946. The year after the end of
the Second World War. First publication of a new science fiction

magazine. New Worlds. Edited by E.J. Camell.

®

Since its original appearance, New Worlds has been through a
number of incarnations. John Carnell edited the magazine for 18
years, and for a short time there was even an American reprint
edition. (A very short time, five issues in 1960.) In 1964, at the age
of 23, Michael Moorcock took over editorship of New Worlds—and
shook up the whole multiverse of science fiction.

New Worlds was published as a monthly paperback for a few more
years, before moving on to a larger format, and a gradually more erratic
schedule. Ten volumes of New Worlds came out as paperback originals
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during the seventies, five of which also appeared in the USA as New
Worlds Quarterly. There were a few more issues of the magazine. Then
nothing. Until...

Meanwhile, I had edited two original anthologies, Zenith and Zen-
ith 2. This was to have been an annual series, but the publisher was
taken over by another and the series cancelled. Which was when
Michael Moorcock asked if I would like to edit a new series of New
Worlds. | would and I did, a four-book series being commissioned by
the late Richard Evans of Gollancz. Richard knew the importance
of new short fiction to the future of science fiction. He was an
excellent editor, a good man, and he died far, far too young.

The series was published and met with an excellent critical
response. Then nothing. Until...

White Wolf, who are reprinting all of Michael Moorcock’s books
in America, asked if | wanted to edit another series of New Worlds.

Which is what you are reading right now.

As it enters its second half-century, this is the first time New Worlds
has seen initial publication in the USA.

From almost the very beginning, New Worlds has published stories
by American authors. In a similar way, British writers might sell their
stories to American magazines and their books might be published
in America. (My first novel, for example, appeared in the USA before
it found a British publisher.) This volume is being edited in Britain,
and most of the contributors are British. Of the three American
authors, Pat Cadigan recently moved to Britain, William Gibson lives
in Canada—and Howard Waldrop’s story is set in England. Michael
Moorcock, however, now spends much of his time in the USA.

What British and American authors have in common, more or less,
is the English language. It’s an accident of history that Americans
speak English. English is the language of Shakespeare—and of
Hollywood. British films can be nominated for the Oscar (and even
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occasionally win). Because of the shared language, they are not
considered “foreign.”

America is the world’s most powerful economy, and American
media culture dominates the globe. English is the language of movies
and television, music and advertising, comics and computer games,
and so the world wants to speak English. English is the language of
international trade, finance, commerce, diplomacy, and so the world
has to speak English.

Despite the number of countries in which English is the mother
tongue, it is not the world’s most common first language. China is
the most populous nation on Earth, and there are far more people
who speak Chinese than English. But as a second language, the one
people choose to learn, English has become the international lingua
franca.

®

An apocryphal story: London, England, 1995. A young foreign
visitor sees the 50th anniversary commemorations for the ‘end of the
Second World War, and he asks the tour guide who was fighting
whom. “Britain, the Soviet Union and the United States were
fighting against Germany and Japan,” he is told. “Who won?” he asks,
and the tour guide replies, “It’s too early to tell.”

®

Fifty years ago, New Worlds was not at all unusual. The majority of
science fiction consisted of short stories published in genre magazines.
There were very few SF novels, very few anthologies, the word “sci-
fi” had not been invented; but there were a lot of magazines, most of

them in the USA.
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Now, New Worlds is very unusual. There are only a handful of
American SF magazines still being published, while Interzone is the
only one in Britain. But New Worlds has become an original
anthology—which is even rarer than a science fiction magazine.

The science fiction short story itself is becoming a rarity. There
are probably more SF novels published every year than short stories,
although this stretches the word “novel” to extremes. A novel should
be something new, original, unexpected; but there are very few of
these any more.

It sometimes seems that the majority of new SF books are sequels
(often to books by authors who have gone to the great remainder
house in the sky) or the latest episode in an interminable series of
novelisations.

Just as life imitates art, so literature imitates media. There are books
based on films, on television, on adverts (yes, really), on comics, on
computer games, on board games, on gaming cards. Thanks to its re-
release, the biggest-grossing film of all time is Star Wars. (Although
an American movie, it was made in Britain.) There was, of course, a
book-of-the-film; and the two sequels were also “novelised.”

More recently, new Star Wars novels have begun to appear with
increasing frequency. This is an obvious attempt to follow the
publishing success of Star Trek, and some authors write for both
franchised series. There have been countless “original” Star Trek
novels, producing sales figures which make the imprint the seventh
largest publisher in the USA.

Several years ago, | spent a month touring the USA, and I checked
out the television stations in a dozen states. The shows which were
screened most frequently were Star Trek and Cheers. But there don’t
seem to have been any Cheers books. Is there no demand for titles
such as “Cliff Loses a Letter” or “Woody’s Vacation”? Why not an

Early Years series, with books such as “Young Norm and Carla’s First
Date™
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As part of their marketing strategy, tie-in books are often issued to
generate publicity for new films. The book-of-the-film is little more
than a padded-out version of the script. (I know because I've “written”
some myself.) But the phenomenon of a whole series of books based
on a film or television show seems almost entirely restricted to science
fiction.

Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep, for example,
was filmed as Blade Runner. Now there are more Blade Runner novels.
These are not written by Dick, however, who died in 1982. One of
his short stories was filmed as Total Recall, and there was inevitably a
novelisation of the screenplay. It must be time for a sequel. When
will Total Recall: the Forgotten Bits be published...?

It’s easy to understand why such books are published: because they
sell. In the case of Star Trek and Star Wars, each volume sells hundreds
of thousands of copies. It’s less easy to understand why they do sell.
A few of them, maybe. But a hundred Star Trek novels? Twenty, thirty,
forty Star Wars novels?

And it’s also understandable why “authors” write such things,
because they get paid. Some of them get paid very well. Despite
receiving a low percentage, they are producing a high-grossing
product, which means they can often earn more than they would
from writing a book of their own.

Star Trek novels have become assembly line fiction, mass-produced
output from the fiction factory.

So, isn’t everyone happy? Publishers make money, they pay their
writers, and the readers get want they want: easy-to read-books.

In the short term, maybe everyone wins. But when it comes to the

long march...

®
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1946, the first year of New Worlds: Winston Churchill made his
famous “iron curtain” speech about the division of Europe into
communist and non-communist countries. (He was in the United
States at the time.) The Second World War was over, but the Cold

War had begun.
&

Fiction can be divided into two categories: novels and short stories.

There are still some books of short stories being published. These
will be either single-author collections, which are usually reprints of
stories which first appeared in the magazines, or else multi-author
anthologies—which are also usually reprints of stories which first
appeared elsewhere.

Reprint anthologies will always have a theme. Best of the Year, for
example, in which the editor will make his or her choice of the “best”
stories published the previous year. Or, say, Robot Serial Killers, in
which the editor will choose from robot serial killer stories published
in previous reprint anthologies. (The same stories tend to be recycled,
on the basis that if they have appeared before they must be good
enough to appear again. The editor thinks of a theme, checks out
his computerised database, then up come the story titles. And there’s
another anthology.)

Nearly all original anthologies, books of new stories, also have a
theme. A collection of lesbian cat vampire stories for example, all
set in an alternate world where Abraham Lincoln married Queen
Victoria. (If I'm exaggerating, it’s not by much!) Theme anthologies
are the only ones most publishers will produce. It’s as if the reader

wants to know what to expect before they even start a story: it must
be something very like the previous one.

THE NEW WORLD‘S NEW WORLDS



And perhaps this is what people really do want. What other reason
is there for the success of Star Trek books, of trilogies, of sequels, of
series! People like what they know, are reassured by the familiar.

But that isn’t what happens with New Worlds, where “new” means
exactly what it says. There is no theme. All the stories are completely
different. They have no connection with each other or with any
which have appeared in previous volumes.

Apart from the fact that some of the authors are the same, the only
link between this book and the last series of New Worlds is what you
are reading now, my introduction. This is where I continue my
“miserably rancorous” and/or “keenly perceptive” (according to Locus
and Asimov’s SF Magazine) editorials about science fiction.

Since New Worlds first appeared, many other magazines and
anthologies have come—and most have gone, while all the other
titles which preceded it have vanished.

New Worlds must be doing something right. By sticking to its policy
of presenting the best new short stories, it has become the oldest
continuing science fiction title in the world.

®
The first New Worlds was published after the end of the Second

World War. Now, it’s said, the Cold War is also over. Who won? It’s
too early to tell.

®

I'm writing this editorial on my personal computer, which was
manufactured in the United States of America. The software for my

word processor, however, is British.
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THE EMPEROR'S
NEW REALITY

BY PAT CADIGAN

for Storm Constantine

Once upon a time in a far-off land, there was an emperor who had
unlimited free access to as many realities as he could ever want. This
was because, being the emperor, he had free accounts with all the
reality providers but, even more important, he also had the best
hardware available, and the best software to run it, mostly things so
far advanced that they wouldn’t be available to regular people for at
least a year. And this wasn’t beta-test stuff, this was finished product
that worked right, first time, every time. Nobody wanted to cheese
off the emperor, who was not only the best advertisement a company
could have for its goods, but a bottomless well of new notions and
good ideas. For, whenever the emperor fancied having a new
experience in a new way, he would phone up a hardware or software
company and ask the R&D department to produce it for him.

The emperor had quite an imagination and was directly responsible
for many different kinds of realities enjoyed by vast multitudes of
people the world over. If these realities had been old-time theme
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parks, they would have been impossibly expensive to build or
maintain, impossibly dangerous, and inaccessible to all but a very few.
Fortunately, Artificial Reality™ had leveled that playing field all the
way around; most people could afford the necessary hardware and
software to enjoy at least a nice selection of realities on cable through
affordable pricing plans, though no one had either the quantity or
quality that the emperor had.

Now, while the people learned to make do even as they aspired to
more and better, the emperor was not limited in what he called his
‘quest for excellence,” and he tried to upgrade as much as possible
every six months, sooner if he could manage it. As well, he studied
aesthetics and developed an aesthetics of reality-building that became
required reading at every institute of higher learning with a
philosophy and/or design department, and caused several stubborn
modernists to concede and embrace postmodernism. He immersed
himself in the writings and work of Stanislavski, Strasbourg, and
Olivier, and published a handbook on creating an on-line persona
that was bundled free with every new hardware system or upgrade
module sold during the following year. In between, he averted three
wars, settled half-a-dozen strikes, and presided over the opening of a
new mall in the capital city.

And still he made himself available on-line, to all of his subjects,
in whatever reality he chose to manifest in. He did not always
manifest as an emperor per se—sometimes he was a small boy, or a
beautiful woman, or a racehorse, or some sort of fabulous monster
that a girl named Alice might have encountered if she’d had a longer-
lasting account with the Looking Glass world. But no matter what
form he was in, there was always a special, forgery-proof tag that
identified him as the emperor. (No one knows how R&D made it
forgery-proof, not even the emperor; you'll just have to take my word
for it.) The emperor explained that the tag wasn’t there because he

wanted everyone to bow down to him but because past experience
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had shown him that people who later found out they had been
interacting with the emperor without knowing it complained of
feeling spied on or tricked; apparently, suspicion of the government
was one of those things that might as well have been genetic. So the
emperor decided that honesty was the best policy.

After a time, the concepts of ‘excellence’ and ‘honesty’ became
entwined in the emperor’s mind. He believed that honesty must be
at the core of all things excellent and so he called on hardware and
software companies everywhere to strive for more and more
excellence—i.e., honesty—in the realities they offered.

“The three most important things in the reality business,” the
emperor would say, “are authenticity, authenticity, authenticity. One
should be able, if one wishes, to forget if one’s activity is engaged in
by way of hardware and software.”

Eventually, this began to get on everyone’s nerves. The emperor’s
subjects grumbled that it was all very well for someone with limitless
resources to go on and on about authenticity and how real everything
ought to be, but they had to be satisfied with what they could afford,
and ration their time with it as well. The R&D departments at the
hardware and software companies felt that they had pushed the
realism stuff about as far as it would go. It was, after all, Artificial
Reality™. Anything with a ™ after it was artificial; it wasn’t supposed
to be real, it was supposed to be an experience impossible to achieve
in the real world. So how could anyone judge the authenticity of
such a thing?

Realism, the emperor said eamestly. You have to believe it’s real. If
you can believe it’s real, then it’s authentic.

And so the people’s senses were bombarded with authentic
sensation the likes of which most of them had never seen, heard,
felt, smelt, or tasted before in their lives. Everything in Artificial
Reality™ was more real than real. Headmounted monitors achieved

THE EMPEROR'S NEW REALITY




such resolution that the previously flawless skin of popular sex gods
and goddesses acquired pores and even the oddly-placed hair or two.
A kindergarten class on a virtual nature walk wandered into a virtual
patch of poison ivy and came down with psychosomatic rashes that
resisted all treatment save real calamine lotion. A woman became
convinced that her own real life was the Artificial Reality™ she was
visiting and vice versa, and the fact that the two were, for reasons
known only to her, virtually identical didn’t help.

But most people simply complained of feeling hammered on by the
sheer intensity of everything. It was like asking for a snack and getting
an eight-course dinner for nine, someone said, and someone else said,
it was like needing a hug and getting ten hours of screaming sex. Yet
another opined it was like wanting a light shower for your garden
and getting eleven days of driving rain with gale-force winds and still
another pointed out that this very human urge to one-up each other’s
comparisons was probably somehow at the heart of the problem in
the first place and they should stop now before this reality became as
unbearable as all the others.

The people could have just quit fooling around with Artificial
Reality™, got rid of their hotsuits and their headmounted monitors,
canceled their cable subscriptions and gone back to watching other
people pretend on TV screens, but that would have been just another
unfair extreme. They liked the old Artificial Reality™, it was part of
their lives. They were entitled to their entertainment. Besides which,
mass abandonment of an entire medium, even if possible, would have
thrown a lot of people out of work and into poverty, a fate they didn’t
deserve just because the emperor had this authenticity fixation.

And they could have overthrown the emperor, except that no one
could agree on how he should have been replaced. A bad choice in
that area would ruin a lot more than just a lot of realities on cable.

PAT CADIGAN
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Finally, a hardware company began to sell, very quietly, hotsuits
that could be cooled down—i.e., the sensations could be dulled rather
than intensified. That was a pretty good solution. It would have
worked, except that the CEO of the company was greedy and made
the ‘suits proprietary, which is to say, they worked only with his
company’s hardware and were incompatible with anyone else’s
headmounted monitors or cable interfaces. When other hardware
companies tried to license the specs for the ‘suit, he refused and hung
out at his desk, not returning phone calls and waiting for everyone
to go replace their old systems with his so he could get richer. But
everyone didn't go replace their old systems with his: Some bootlegged
the specs, made ‘suits, and sold them illegally. Others jerry-rigged
something with variable results, and everyone agreed that when an

emperor went bad in some way, there was always someone even worse.

®

Who knows how things would have deteriorated, except that a pair
of philosophy students happened to reach a threshold. They were
postmodernists, of course, and they had lately been engaged in a series
of arguments with some other students concerning the role of hyper-
realism in the postmodernist construct. The only issue anyone could
agree on was that hyper-realism in Artificial Reality™ had to go.

“What's the point of Artificial Reality™ if it’s real?” said one of
the students, a handsome young woman named Sadie. She and the
other student, Nick, were having a cola in the middle of a retro party
called a rave, which was more peaceful than the Artificial Reality™
they had both just come out of. Things had become so intense in
Artificial Reality™ these days that when people disengaged, they had
to decompress by attending riots or wild parties, or risk a case of
psychic bends. “The idea is to turn one’s back on reality altogether.”

“Annihilation?” Nick said, nodding significantly.
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“l don’t know,” said Sadie, “I can hardly think for all the reality
['ve just been bombarded with. It doesn’t matter. All reality
everywhere will continue to be unbearable until we get the emperor
off this hyper-reality jag.”

“Annihilation?” Nick said again, sounding hopeful this time.

“Just the opposite, actually.” Sadie’s smile was even more wicked

than usual. “If the emperor wants absolutely authentic reality, then
someone should give it to him.”

®

A week later, the emperor received a pair of entrepreneurs, new to
the business of Artificial Reality™ and eager to show him something
brand new in the way of hardware and software.

“Exalted One, what we have to present to you today is not just a
matter of improved hardware and software,” Sadie said in her most
sincere voice. “It is positively revolutionary. My colleague and I have
been working for years to achieve the excellence, the authenticity that
you in your wisdom have called for. We believe that we have
accomplished what no other R&D department in any other company
has been able to do.”

“And that is?” the emperor said after a long moment of silence.

“An experience so real as to be completely indistinguishable from
a real experience.” Sadie stood up a little bit straighter. “We call it
completely transparent reality.”

Nick looked at her quizzically. This was the first he’d heard of
completely transparent reality. That was because the phrase had only
just popped into Sadie’s head moments before. Sadie smiled
reassurance at him. “My colleague and [ will bring in the trunk now,”
she said, and turned to the emperor, who was on the edge of his

throne. “With your permission, of course.”
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“And hurry,” said the emperor. “Completely transparent reality.
Sounds delectable.”

Sadie and Nick withdrew from the emperor’s receiving room and
returned a few seconds later carrying a shiny black trunk between
them. It was actually a footlocker that they had borrowed from one
of the ex-modernists, who had recently developed a sense of humor.
As they set it down before the throne, the emperor jumped up eagerly
and ran to open it.

“By your leave, Excellency,” Sadie said, covering the latches with
her own hands. “Please understand that this is unlike anything you
have ever known before. It is not something that you, even with all
your experience of more realities than most of us can even conceive
of, should handle unaided. My colleague and I must assist you, for
everything must be assembled in a certain order and connected in a
certain way. There are so many complicated calculations and
calibrations that must be made, and then double- and triple-checked
in base two, five, ten, and fourteen mathematics. No one without
our intimate knowledge and comprehensive training should even try
to operate such a system. The result would be disastrous, it would
be—" Sadie paused, searching for a word scary enough.

“Annihilation,” Nick offered.

“Exactly,” Sadie said. “It would annihilate your brain.”

The emperor’s face puckered with distress. “Well, if it’s not safe...”

“Oh, it’s perfectly safe,” Sadie said quickly, “as long as we assemble
it for you and you do exactly as we instruct you, during the assembly
and calculations and calibrations.”

“This doesn’t sound like a reality I'd call completely transparent,”
said the emperor uneasily.

“Oh, but it is,” Sadie assured him, careful to keep her voice calm
and even. “It’s just that this is our first working model. Later, as we
perfect the process, we should be able to streamline the components
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and set programs to automatically calculate and calibrate. But [ think
you'll see, Excellency, after you are completely wired up and ready to
go, that it is definitely worth the trouble and effort. And that it is,
without a doubt, completely transparent reality.”

“Well, all right,” the emperor said. “What shall [ do? Do 1 need to
disrobe?”

Sadie and Nick looked at each other for a clue. “No,” Sadie decided
after a moment. “The, uh, hotsuit is so sensitive that your clothing
will be completely transparent to it.”

“Well, to it, maybe, but not to me. I get terribly overheated in a
‘suit unless I'm a hundred percent naked—"

“Our revolutionary cooling system will make sure that not one drop
of sweat will be necessary,” Sadie said in a burst of inspiration. Behind
the emperor, Nick rolled his eyes with relief. Sadie knew he must
have been picturing their annihilation by a very naked and extremely
angry emperor.

“What you must do, Excellency,” Sadie continued, “is stand here—"
she moved him so that he was standing behind the trunk with his
back to it— “hold your arms slightly away from your body, and close
your eyes.”

“Like this?” said the emperor, unconsciously mimicking the stance
of an emperor penguin.

“Perfect,” Sadie said as Nick opened the trunk. “No doubt you'll
be helping us fit this kind of ‘suit to other people in the future, I
think you have a knack for it. Now, I must caution you, Excellency,
that whatever you do, you must not open your eyes. Until we tell you
it is safe, that is. The first thing we do is fit the headmounted monitor.
There are ten times as many lasers to calculate and calibrate and it
would be too easy to scratch the cornea if you happened to open
your eyes at the wrong moment. Or worse, to burn some rods and

cones.”
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“Well, all right,” said the emperor, sounding uneasy again. “I
promise [ won’t open my eyes.”

“Very good, Excellency. We will take some measurements and
begin.”

And then Sadie and Nick stood back from the emperor and were
careful to remain completely silent and motionless.

After a minute, the emperor looked troubled. His brow furrowed
and his mouth began to twitch. He made a small noise in his throat
and swallowed. Sadie saw his weight shift slightly but it was another
minute before he said, “Excuse me, are you still there?”

“Yes, Excellency,” Sadie said, moving smoothly and silently to speak
directly into his right ear. “I am, even now, just finishing with your
headmounted monitor fittings. You see—ubh, you feel how lightweight
it is.”

“'m wearing a helmet?” the emperor said, amazed, and started to
reach up to his head. Nick lunged and caught his hands just in time.

“No, Excellency, you're wearing a headmounted monitor,” Sadie
said carefully. “But it is a headmounted monitor like no other in the
world—any world—and I have not yet adjusted the thousands of laser
settings inside, so you must not open your eyes at the risk of being
blinded, and you must not attempt to touch the unit, as the placement
must be absolutely precise.”

“Oh. Sorry.” The emperor obediently lowered his hands and
returned to his penguin position. “I won’t move unless you tell me,
then.”

“Thank you, Excellency,” Sadie said, risking a sigh of relief. “That
will make things so much easier. Your total cooperation will be
rewarded beyond your wildest dreams.”

Nick rolled his eyes again and made a lowering gesture with one

hand, meaning that she should tone it down. Annihilation, he mouthed
at her.
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“Excuse me?” said the emperor, frowning a little, eyes still closed.
“Did somebody say something?”

“No, no,” Sadie said quickly, waving for Nick to step back. “I'm
just calculating and calibrating the sound assembly and it must have
tickled your eardrums in the process of self-testing. Don’t worry,
Excellency. It’s all quite normal.”

“All right. It’s just—"

Sadie and Nick held their breath. “Yes?” Sadie said.

The emperor was twitching his mouth and wrinkling his nose.
“Well, it’s silly.”

“Please, Excellency, if you have some concerns, you must tell us.”

“My nose itches.”

“Ah,” Sadie said as Nick fanned himself and blew out a silent
breath. “Please hold perfectly still while I adjust the equipment so
that I can help you with that.” She stood in front of him, counted to
fifteen, and then scratched his nose for him. “Better now, Excellency?”

“Perfect. Continue.”

She stepped away from him again, and she and Nick kept quiet
and still, watching the emperor. After five minutes, she and Nick
tiptoed to stand on opposite sides of him. “Excellency, you may feel
a very slight but not unpleasant pressure at the back of your head.”
She waited another fifteen seconds. “There. That doesn’t hurt, does
it, Excellency?”

“Not a bit,” the emperor said. “It was just as you said it would be—
very slight, but not unpleasant.”

Sadie blinked, glancing at Nick. “Do you still feel it?”

“Yes. Is that bad?”

“No, no, that’s all right.” She covered her mouth for a moment,
afraid she might laugh. “The sensation will fade after a while. Just
the—the interior of the headmount customizing itself to your head.”

PAT CADIGAN
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“Well, it certainly is comfortable. Not to mention light. Practically
weightless.”

“Practically,” Sadie agreed. “Now, Excellency, in the next several
minutes, you may hear a number of different sounds, and smell a
variety of different, uh, aromas. You may even feel varying degrees of
heat or cold, ali over or just in spots. It’s just the self-testing
mechanism, making sure that the full range of experience is available.
We may have to make some adjustments based on the readings. And
now you must hold perfectly still and not move, not even to talk—
you should even breathe as shallowly as you can—so that your hotsuit
can be fitted.”

“Not yet,” said the emperor, sounding worried.

“Is something wrong?” Sadie asked him, hoping she didn’t sound
as panicky as she felt.

“] just need to yawn first before you do that.”

“Please,” Sadie said pleasantly, making a face, “take all the time
you need, and let us know when you're ready for the hotsuit fitting.”

The emperor lowered his arms to his sides, bent his elbows up, and
yawned deeply. “Will I have to stand like this much longer? With
my arms out, | mean. I'm getting some strain in my shoulders.”

“We'll work as quickly as we can, Excellency,” Sadie said, starting
to feel a little guilty and annoyed at herself for it. After all, it wasn’t
as if a little shoulder-strain was going to kill him. And it was nothing
compared to the strain everyone else had been enduring thanks to
his authenticity crusade. “Ready?”

The emperor gave one last enthusiastic exhale. “Go to it.”

She and Nick went to the trunk and took off their outer clothing.
Sadie shook out the astronaut pressure suit and helped Nick into it.
Then she picked up what looked like a rose blossom the size of a
large pumpkin. In fact, it was a ski-mask slightly stiffened to allow
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rose-colored paper petals to be glued on. Nick made a face as she
offered it to him.

Don’t start, she mouthed at him.

He fanned himself again, pulling at the neck of the astronaut suit.

She looked pained. You promised. You did.

Nick looked down at the floor unhappily.

“Um, 'm not sure I hear anything,” the emperor said something,
“but I'm beginning to feel slightly warmer, and I'm sure I smell
something.”

Sadie gave Nick a dirty look and plucked one of several bottles of
cologne out of the trunk. “Yes, Excellency? Does it smell like
turpentine or fresh fish?” She sprayed a general mist of Crazy Gardenia
over his left shoulder. The paper petals on the headpiece rustled as
she moved.

“Well, actually, um, maybe, um, I don’t know, neither. Well, more
fish than turpentine, and maybe not all that fresh. But now I hear
something!”

“Yes, Excellency?” Sadie said nervously, trying to make Nick take
the headpiece. “Is it a waterfall or a sort of knocking?”

“It’s a forest fire,” the emperor said, sounding pleased. “Very distant,
but I know that’s what it is. [ hear a forest fire.”

“Amazing,” Sadie said, trying to force the headpiece over Nick’s
head while he tried to hold her off. “Your hearing must be much more
sensitive than we realized. This will take some extra calculating and
calibrating—" she grunted, twisting away from Nick and shaking the
headpiece at him angrily.

“Everything all right?” the emperor asked, concerned.

“Perfectly, yes, just great, Excellency. This is hard work, make no
mistake, and sometimes doing something the right way demands almost
superhuman efforts under conditions of great difficulty.” She held the
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headpiece out to Nick, who was sulking. “But that’s how it is if you
want things to work right.”

Nick snatched the headpiece from her and put it on, working it
down over his head without any effort to keep his movements silent.

“That forest fire sounds a lot closer now,” the emperor said. “I can
all but feel the heat on my back.” He paused. “Yes, there it is. I feel
like I'm standing in front of an enormous fire, all right.”

“Well, it should cool down in a minute, Excellency,” said Sadie.
“More like thirty seconds, actually. It’s just the self-test, so everything
is very brief.” She waited, keeping an eye on him as she pulled her
own costume out of the trunk. “There. Is it any cooler now?”

“Yes, much. Thank you.” The emperor sniffed. “Ah. It’s hailing.
I'd know the sound anywhere.”

The millions of tiny beads on the ball gown rattled and shook as
Sadie climbed into the dress and got the off-the-shoulder neckline
situated off her shoulders. She would have preferred to put Nick in
the dress but it was too small for him and they had both been afraid
that the emperor would not have trusted his perceptions. For all his
techno-lust, he had a hard retro streak that could not be ignored.

“Do you smell bacon cooking yet?” Sadie asked him as she dabbed
blue paint onto her face, watching herself in the mirror Nick was
holding for her. You look great, she mouthed at him. It’s perfect.

He flipped down the petal near his right eye to glare at her. She
blew him a kiss. His costume had been put together very quickly on
the spur of the moment after she had seen a painting of an astronaut
with a rose in place of his head. The execution in life was nowhere
near as romantic or haunting as the painting—they couldn’t get the
right kind of space suit, for one thing, and for another, the paper
petals just didn’t have quite the same texture. But as an image alone,
it was spooky enough for their purposes.

The emperor sniffed again. “Is that fur?”
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Sadie finished painting her face blue and started gluing dominoes
to her collarbones. “You smell fur, Excellency?”

“Like an animal. A dog, or a—" he sneezed. “Oh, it’s a cat. I'm so
allergic to cats—oh, get down, you miserable creature.” He sneezed
again.

“They always go right for the one that’s allergic to them, don’t
they?” Sadie said, inserting chrome contact lenses.

“I can feel it walking back and forth over my shoulders as if 'm a
sofa or a back fence or something,” said the emperor, sniffling.
“Animals love me, all animals. Even animals I don’t love love me.
What’s an emperor to do? Nice kitty, pretty puss. Now get down.”

Sadie hesitated, looking up at Nick. She was starting to get worried.
They weren’t even done putting on his nonexistent hotsuit and he
was having experiences as vivid and detailed as the old-style hotsuits
had provided, before the intensity had been amped up to unendurable.
Nick shrugged and motioned for her to finish up quickly. She nodded.
They had gone too far now to turn back or call it off.

“That’s a relief,” said the emperor, sighing. “Oh, I'm sorry. [ wasn’t
supposed to breathe too deeply, was 1. Did I ruin anything?”

“No, Excellency, that’s just fine. We’re getting close to the end
now.”

“Can I open my eyes yet?”

“No, not yet. Still calculating and calibrating.” She picked up a
spray bottle of porcelain cleanser and squirted the air two feet in front
of his face. “Tidal wave!”

The emperor flinched slightly. “Good God, that ocean air! I can
feel the sand between my toes!”

Sadie frowned and took a close look at the label. Sure enough, it
was Sea Breeze Special. She tossed it to Nick, who put it back in the

trunk and closed the lid carefully.
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“All right, Excellency, we're very close to the end now. You may
feel a series of unrelated sensations of varying lengths and intensities.
Don't be alarmed, it’s just the final self-test sequences running.
Although please let me know if you find any of it painful, of course.”
Sadie and Nick stood still again and watched the emperor.

“When did you put the hotsuit on me?” the emperor asked.

“While you were breathing shallowly,” Sadie told him. “You were
absolurely perfect, Excellency, you really were. We managed to get
you an exact fit.”

“Well, I can’t wait to see this,” the emperor said feelingly.

“You'll be amazed, Excellency. In fact, you may not believe your
eyes.”

Nick adjusted the petals in front of both eyes and gave Sadie a
baleful stare.

“Oh, now, that | don’t know about.” The emperor chuckled. “I've
seen a thing or two, you might say.”

“All right, Excellency. Now see this.”

“Now?” he asked. “I can open my eyes now?”

“Carefully,” Sadie warned. “You may experience some very minor
vertigo.”

The emperor raised his eyelids as if he were lifting two window
shades by force of mind alone. “Whoa,” he said, putting out his arms
and balancing himself with one foot behind him. “Yes, you're right
about the vertigo. Brief but so intense.” Then he looked around the
room. “This is my receiving office.” He caught sight of Nick and raised
his eyebrows. Sadie moved to Nick’s side. The emperor’s gaze moved
rapidly from Sadie to Nick and back several times. “Well. That’s more
like it. Very nice.” He looked around the room again. “But this is
just my receiving office.”

“ . . . ¥ . . .
Amazing, isn’t it,” Sadie said. “When have you seen anything
reproduced with such authenticity?’

THE EMPEROR'S NEW REALITY




The emperor looked at her, startled. “You’re right. The authenticity
is—it’s—well, I'm at a loss for words.” He turned to look at his throne.
“Amazing. It's my throne down to the last detail. Even—" He went
up the three steps to look at the left arm. “Yes, there it is. [ put a tiny
little nick just at the spot where my elbow sits, just because I wanted
to leave my mark on it for the next emperor. I was very young when
I did that, of course.” He laughed at his younger self’s folly. “Well.
Amazing. It’s just like being in my receiving room. I can feel the floor
perfectly. I can smell the air—" he paused. “Has someone been
spraying perfume or air freshener in here?”

“Just the olfactory array settling into its final configuration,” Sadie
told him, squeezing Nick’s hand behind her back.

The emperor turned his head from side to side. “And this helmet!
I can’t even feel it! It’s just like my own actual head—" he put his
hands up to feel, clasped the sides of his face and jumped, looking
down at himself. “Why, I can’t feel the helmet or the hotsuit at all!”

“Is the realism too intense, Excellency?” Sadie asked, wide-eyed.
“Is it too startling for you?”

The emperor’s mouth opened and closed several times but nothing
came out. He stumped down the steps from the throne, arms folded,
his expression troubled. “Actually, I can't say that the realism is too
intense. But it is awfully...well...real.”

“That does take some getting used to,” Sadie commiserated.

“It’s not that it’s more real than real,” the emperor said, more to
himself than to Sadie and Nick, “it’s that it’s as real as real. [t's—
it's—"

“Completely transparent reality,” said Sadie.

“On the money!” said the emperor, clapping his hands, and then
looking at them carefully. “Wow. [ really felt that. Skin on skin. I
felt it and heard it just the way I would have if I had actually done it
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for real. This is the lightest, least intrusive hotsuit [ have ever had

acquaintance with.”

Sadie’s eyes glittered. “Yes, Excellency. It is, indeed.”

The emperor went over to Sadie and Nick and bowed to them. “I
salute you. This is unprecedented, and without equal. | want to show
this to as many people as possible right away. Tell my administrative
assistant to come in here. We must call every form of media, every
CEO of every hardware and software company, as many of their R&D
people as possible, philosophy departments, cybernetic culture research
units, designers—and get this on the Internet, right away—" He
paused. “Should I rake this off? No, no, I've barely begun the
experience.” He looked to Sadie. “You'll keep me from walking off a
cliff, though, won’t you.”

“Of course,” Sadie said.

®

The news traveled through the empire at the speed of light—the
emperor had found the ultimate unobtrusive Artificial Reality™
equipment and would demonstrate it immediately at the grand
assembly hall in the middle of the capital city. A rumor that this was
a hoax akin to the Good Times virus followed promptly and then
was squashed by confirmations from several media watch groups that
the emperor was indeed on his way to the grand assembly hall; he
had demanded the presence of every major techhead and post-
modernist who could turn up without undue hardship—medium
hardship didn’t count—as well as anyone else who had any interest
in Artificial Reality™; and it did have everything to do with a major
technological breakthrough.

Everyone was used to the emperor broadcasting his enthusiasms to
all and sundry, but this was unprecedented. Though he was as
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thoughtless as any other despot, benevolent or otherwise, the emperor
was not the sort of person who demanded that everyone drop
everything and get on over for a major announcement. An-
nouncements went faster via the rumour-mill.

So those who were not obligated by way of their jobs came out of
curiosity, and as a welcome relief from whatever Arrificial Reality™
they had been suffering through. It could have been worse, they told
each other. The emperor could have demanded that they all meet
online, in some too-real-to-be-real scenario that would have them
all taking extra doses of post-traumatic stress tranquilizers for months
after.

Meanwhile, the emperor waited in the green room behind the stage
in the largest auditorium, with Sadie and Nick, who had been unable
to figure out any graceful way to absent themselves from the next
bit. Neither of them had expected the emperor to declare a media
sensation, although in retrospect, Sadie didn’t understand how they
could have been so blind. Authentic Artificial Reality™ had been
the emperor’s one and only passion for a long time. The two of them
sat close together on a couch, clutching each other’s hands, while
the emperor wandered around the room touching the walls and the
light fixtures, occasionally stopping in the lavatory to look at himself
in the mirror and marvel at the quality of the reflection. “They never
get mirrors right in these things,” he murmured wonderingly. “But
look at this. Just look at it. And still completely transparent.”

Sadie shook her head sadly and looked up at Nick. “Oh, boy,” she
whispered. “What now?”

“Annihilation,” Nick said with conviction.

“You're probably right.” She sighed. “We’re going to publish and
perish.”

The telephone trilled delightfully, as all telephones did. Converting
telephone ringers from annoying to delightful had been an earlier
passion of the emperor’s, before he had discovered the joys of multiple
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realities. “Can I answer that in my ‘suit and helmet?” the emperor
asked Sadie, pointing at the phone on the desk against the near wall.

“Absolutely,” Sadie said. “You'll even feel the phone against your—”
Nick elbowed her in the ribs and she shut up.

“Yes?” the emperor was saying. “Full? Really? In only two hours?
That's marvelous. Yes, turn on the screens outside in the parking lots,
that’s a brilliant idea. We'll be right up.” The emperor replaced the
phone receiver and turned to Sadie and Nick, rubbing his hands
together excitedly. “Well, it's showtime. The entire grand assembly
hall is filled to capacity. They’re going to broadcast on the outdoor
screens in the parking lot, on every major network, and in every
reality.” He paused and looked at his hands, pressing them together,
pulling them apart, rubbing the heels together, then the palms.
“Amazing. Just amazing. It really feels like my hands!”

Sadie’s smile was more like a grimace. “Well, we try not to write
any checks we can't cash.” Nick elbowed her again. “Oh, what does
it matter!” she muttered.

“Not a bit, in a cashless society,” said the emperor and chuckled.
“All right, come on, it’s upstairs to the grand assembly hall stage, so
that everyone can take a look at this marvelous new development—"
He clapped his hands and hustled them up off the couch and out of
the room to the elevator down the hall.

Just as he was about to get on with them, he stopped, reached in,
and pressed the button for the main floor. “You guys ride. I'll meet
you up there.”

“Excellency?” Sadie said, alarmed.

“I want to feel stairs,” the emperor said and nipped out just as the
doors closed.

Sadie and Nick fell into each other’s arms.

“We’re gonna die,” Sadie said. “Horribly.”
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Nick moved to take off the rose head but Sadie stopped him. “Leave
it. There could be a miracle and we might escape. You wouldn’t want
your face broadcast everywhere.” He made a disgusted noise but left
the rose head on anyway.

Sadie had been hoping to slip out when the elevator stopped but
assembly hall staff were waiting to escort them to the stage, where
the emperor had two chairs on either side of his own public-
appearance throne. Each was escorted to a seat where they sat facing
what looked like an ocean of people. We're going to get hated to death,
Sadie thought and looked at Nick. Nick stared straight ahead and
she remembered how he had always maintained that he wanted to
meet the Apocalypse head on and look it straight in the eye.

Abruptly, the emperor bounced onto the stage from the wings,
looking flushed and out of breath, arms high in the air as if he had
just won a marathon and was taking a victory lap. He actually did
one jogging turn around the stage before coming to a stop in front of
his throne.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and everyone in between,” he panted, and the
sound engineer took the stage mikes up several notches in volume,
“behold the future!” Still holding his arms in the air, he turned slowly,
displaying himself to everyone. He was still wearing his office
receiving suit and it was starting to get a bit sweaty; Sadie caught a
whiff of perspiration from where she was sitting. The emperor looked
at her and winked. “Such realism!” He grabbed the front of his shirt.
“I'm sweating like a pig.” She spread her hands helplessly and looked
past him to Nick who mouthed Annihilation at her before turning
around to face front again.

“This is the revolution!” the emperor was saying. “There has never,
in the history of reality, artificial or otherwise, been such sophisticated
technology. What you see before you is your emperor arrayed in

’”

completely transparent reality-ware
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He paused, waiting for some sort of reaction. There were a few
whispers near the back but otherwise the great assembly hall was all
but silent. The emperor looked down at himself and then at Sadie.
She floundered for a few moments. “Maybe they just can’t see it very
well,” she blurted finally.

“Damn, you're right!” said the emperor, and headed for the front of
the stage.

Nick made a sarcastic face at her and gave her an equally sarcastic
thumbs-up. She threw up her hands. If it was all annihilation anyway,
whar did it matter?

“All right now,” the emperor said to the audience. “Watch this.”
He jumped down from the edge of the stage onto the floor directly
in front. Sadie closed her eyes, wincing at the sound of him hitting
the carpet.

“Ouch!” announced the emperor and stood up. “Believe it or not,
I really felt that one. [ mean, [ really felt it. Just like I can really feel
this—" he slapped one hand on the stage “—and this!” He bounded
back and forth in front of the first row as if he were doing a gazelle
imitation. “I just walked up stairs and I felt each and every one! And
do you know why?" He looked questioningly at the first few rows of
people in front of him, who were now all wearing the same uneasy
expression. “Come, come now,” the emperor said, snapping his fingers
and then pausing for a second to make a delighted noise at his hand.
“Who knows why? Who wants to tell me why?” His head swung from
side to side and then he pointed to the person seated directly in front
of him. “Would you like to tell me why?”

The woman tried to disappear into her seat cushion and failed.
“Um, would that be because you had just walked up stairs?”

Ah, but I didn’t just walk up stairs,” the emperor said, raising one
tinger in that way, “I walked up stairs in completely transparent reality-

"

ware.
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“Oh,” said the woman and nodded to the people on either side of
her. “Of course. That makes all the difference.”

“You bet it does,” said the emperor, parading up and down before
the front row again. “This is an experience that is as real as real. Not
more real. Not un-real. Not surreal. But completely, utterly, apparently,
transparently real.”

“Uh-oh,” said the front row. The words swept back through the
entire audience, fanning out to where people were standing in the
aisles, out the doors to the lobby, out of the lobby into the parking
lot, into radio and TV transmissions, into online services and out
over the Internet both in the encrypted and unprotected forms.
Everyone within any sort of data transmission range experienced the
same satori almost at the same moment: The emperor has finally
cracked.

Now, if he’d been merely a governor or a president, he would have
been declared incompetent and packed off to some asylum, and the
lieutenant-governor or vice-president would have carried on. If he'd
been a king or a prince, insanity would have already been accepted
as a given and it would have been business as usual. But he was an
emperor, which meant that he not only had all the power possible,
he actually used it. He could close schools, hospitals, businesses,
airports, railroads, TV stations, reality service providers; he could cut
off food and energy supplies; he could call in napalm strikes or strafing
runs. He never had in the past, but then, he’d never lost his mind
before. There was no telling what he would do, and it was no good
just telling the people around him who would obediently close
schools, hospitals, etc., cut off food and energy supplies, and perform
the napalm strikes and strafing runs not to obey the emperor because
he was crazy—those people were all the product of vocational
institutes for the education and training of underachievers and the
otherwise inadequate. They were all programmed to do the emperor’s
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hidding and only the emperor’s bidding. They didn’t know about
insanity, they only knew they couldn’t obey anyone but the emperor,
and they could disobey anyone except the emperor.

And as far as emperors went, this one was much nicer than most,
but a mad emperor was a dangerous emperor, no matter how nice he
had been before he'd lost his marbles. A dangerous emperor had to
be handled very carefully; until something could be figured out, a
mad, dangerous emperor had to be humoured. Everyone turned to
everyone else and whispered, Just nod and smile at whatever he says so
we can get out of here alive, okay? Everyone, that was, except Sadie
and Nick, who weren’t sitting close enough to anyone to whisper,
weren't getting any sort of transmissions, and were the only other
people, besides the emperor himself, who didn’t know what was going
on. But they could hear the whispers, like the rustling of a thousand
paper rose petals, or maybe the biggest forest fire there had ever been,
and they were both positive the people in the audience were planning
their deaths. Horribly.

So as the emperor ran up and down the aisles turning the occasional
handspring, doing the odd dance step, and sniffing necks and wrists
for traces of cologne or whatever, people remained very still, so as
not to attract any attention to themselves, hoping that the emperor
would soon work off his manic phase and drop into a stupor or
something so he could be removed without muss or fuss.

But the man’s energy seemed to have no bounds at all. Every time
it seemed that he might be winding down, he would instead get rev
up and run around the auditorium again, inviting people to touch
his arms and head so that they could see how light and flexible the
hotsuit was, how the helmet was positively weightless.

“Possibly lighter than air!” he crowed to one startled grande dame
whose hand he was forcing through his salt-and-pepper curls. “Lighter
than hair!” As he straightened up, laughing at his own joke, he caught
sight of Sadie and Nick sitting frozen on the stage. In his enthusiasm
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for completely transparent reality-ware, he had all but forgotten them.
“And those are the geniuses who developed completely transparent
reality, and the completely transparent reality-ware that goes with
it!” The audience turned as one to see whom he was pointing at. So
you're the ones who drove the emperor crazy, the audience seemed to
say silently. You're dead meat. Sadie was positive she heard someone
actually mutter the words dead meat aloud.

“We did it for free!” she suddenly shouted, desperate. “We didn’t
make a penny on this! And we refuse to take any royalties! We work
pro bono!”

“However, movie rights are negotiable,” said the emperor and
laughed. “How about that, everyone? Are they saints or are they
saints? They are donating this marvelous technology, this revolution,
this breakthrough, to humanity. Complete altruism! Surely we can
all spare such benefactors a little for movie rights! Right? Right?” He
looked around for support and pointed at an older man sitting half a
dozen seats from the aisle. “Right?”

“They should get what they deserve,” said the man. “Absolutely.”
He turned to give Sadie a murderous look.

“That’s right!” said the emperor joyfully, skipping down the aisle.
“ can hardly believe this, do you know that I can actually smell with
this technology? I mean, smell spontaneously! No programming, no
adjusting the settings, it just happens! Just like in real life!”

As he reached the front of the auditorium, an older woman sitting
on the end seat in the front row stood up and moved to stand directly
in front of him. “This is real life, you damned fool.”

The entire audience, including everyone at home, gasped, and
waited. The emperor stood staring at the woman in what looked like
shock. Everyone waited for the shock to turn to rage. They seemed
to wait forever. Then the emperor turned to Sadie and gave an

incredulous laugh.
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“How do you do it? She looks and sounds exactly like my mother!”

“For God's sake, Gerald, I am your mother!” the woman called after
him as he skipped past her and hopped up onto the stage again.
“Gerald, you turn around and look at me when I'm talking to you—"

But the emperor continued to walk back and forth across the stage,
extolling the virtues of completely transparent reality, occasionally
pointing at the woman who claimed to be his mother and praising
her utter realism. Suddenly, Nick stood up, walked over to the
emperor and hit him hard on the back of the neck. The emperor
went down like a collapsing building.

The audience jumped to its feet and the emperor’s mother said,
“What the hell did you do that for? He’s a damned fool but he didn’t
deserve—"

“When he wakes up,” Nick said, “we will explain that the system
malfunctioned, causing the sensation of being struck hard enough to
lose consciousness. But the sensation was so real that he actually did
lose consciousness. This means that completely transparent reality-
ware is far too dangerous for public consumption and we have to go
back to the drawing board with it, and it may take years and years of
hard work, calculations, calibrations, testing on non-living subjects,
and so forth.”

“Well, not a bad solution,” said the emperor’s mother. “I just wish
you didn’t have to go and hurt him. He’s not a bad boy.”

“Sorry. I was desperate. I think we all were.” Raising his voice, Nick
added, “Desperate enough to edit this out for replay. Right?”

“Right!” chorused the auditorium, the people in the parking lot,
the entire network viewing audience, and the emperor’s mother,

without hesitation.

Nick turned back to Sadie. “Come now, | think we’d better go
before the traffic gets bad.”
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“Just one question, you two!” called a voice from a place near the
center of the auditorium.

Nick and Sadie turned towards the audience, surprised. “Yes?” asked
Nick.

A man in a bright yellow sweater stood up and looked down at the
clipboard he was holding in his left hand. “Can you give us any idea
when the next working model of completely transparent reality will
be ready?”

Nick looked at Sadie and then at the again totally silent auditorium.
He took off the rose headpiece and wiped the sweat off his forehead
and cheeks. “We'll call you,” he said and exited, with Sadie, stage
right.
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FERRYMAN

BY ERIC BROWN

Richard Lincoln sat in the darkened living room and half-listened
to the radio news. More unrest in the East; riots and protests against
the implantation process in India and Malaysia. The President of
France had taken his life, another suicide statistic to add to the
growing list.... The news finished and was followed by a weather
report: more snow was forecast for that night and the following day.

Lincoln was hoping for a quiet shift when the bracelet around his
wrist began to warm. He pushed himself from his armchair, crossed
to the computer on the desk, and touched the bracelet to the screen.

The name and address of the deceased glowed in the darkness.

Despite the weather and the inconvenience of the late hour, as
ever he felt the visceral thrill of embarkation, the anticipation of
what was to come.

He memorised the address as he stepped into the hall and found

his coat, already planning the route twenty miles over the moors to
the dead man’s town.
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He was checking his pocket for the Range Rover's keys when he
heard the muffled grumble, amplified by the snow, of a car’s engine.
His cottage was a mile from the nearest road, serviced by a potholed
cart track. No one ever turned down the track by mistake, and he'd
had no visitors in years.

He waited, as if half-expecting the noise to go away—but the
vehicle’s irritable whine increased as it fought through the snow and
ice towards the cottage. Lincoln switched on the outside light and
returned to the living room, pulling aside the curtain and peering
out.

A white Fiat Panda lurched from pothole to pothole, headlights
bouncing. It came to a stop outside the cottage, the sudden silence
profound, and a second later someone climbed out.

Lincoln watched his daughter slam the door and pick her way
carefully through the snow.

The door-bell chimed.

For a second he envisaged the tense confrontation that would
follow, but the warm glow at his wrist gave him an excuse to reduce
his contact with Susanne to a minimum.

He pulled open the door. She stood tall in an expensive white
macintosh, collar turned up around her long, dark, snow-specked hair.

Her implant showed as a slight bulge at her temple.

She could hardly bring herself to look him in the eye. Which, he
thought, was hardly surprising.

She gave a timid half-smile. “It’s cold out here, Richard.”

“Ah...Come in. This is a surprise. Why didn’t you ring?”

“I couldn’t talk over the phone. I needed to see you in person.”

To explain herself, he thought; to excuse her recent conduct.

She swept past him, shaking the melted snow from her hair. She
hung her coat in the hall and walked into the living room.
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Lincoln paused behind her, his throat constricted with an emotion
he found hard to identify. He knew he should have felt angry, but all
he did feel was the desire for Susanne to leave.

“I'm sorry. I should have come sooner. I've been busy.”

She was thirty, tall and good-looking and—damn them—treacherous
genes had bequeathed her the unsettling appearance of her mother.

As he stared at her, Lincoln realised that he no longer knew the
woman who was his daughter.

“But I'm here now,” she said. “I've come about—"

He interrupted, his pulse racing. “I don’t want to talk about your
mother.”

“Well I do,” Susanne said. “This is important.”

He recalled his excuse. “As a matter of fact it’s impossible right
now...” He held up his right hand, showing Susanne the band around
his wrist.

“You've been called.”

“It’s quite a way—over the Pennines. Hebden Bridge. I should really
be setting off. Look...make yourself at home. You know where the
spare room is. We can...we'll talk in the morning, okay?”

He caught the flash of impatience on her face, soon doused by the
realisation that nothing came between him and his calling.

She sighed. “Fine. See you in the morning.”

Relief lifting from his shoulders like a weight, Lincoln nodded and
hurried outside. Seconds later he was revving the Range Rover up
the uneven track, into the darkness.

®

The road through the Pennines had been gritted earlier that night,
and the snow that had fallen since had turned into a thin grey mush.
Lincoln drove cautiously, his the only vehicle out this late. Insulated
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from the cold outside, he tried to forget about the presence of Susanne
back at the cottage. He half-listened to a discussion programme on
Radio Four. He imagined half-a-dozen dusty academics huddled in a
tiny studio in Bush House. Cockburn, the Cambridge philosopher,
had the microphone: “It is indeed possible that individuals will experience
a certain disaffection, even apathy, which is the result of knowing that there
is more to existence than this life....”

Lincoln wondered if this might explain the alienation he had felt
for a year, since accepting his present position. But then he’d always
had difficulty in showing his emotions, and consequently accepting
that anyone else had emotions to show.

This life is a prelude, he thought, a farce I've endured for fifty-five
years—the end of which I look forward to with anticipation.

[t took him almost two and a half hours to reach Hebden Bridge.
The small town, occupying the depths of a steep valley, was dank
and quiet in the continuing snowfall. Streetlights sparkled through
the darkness.

He drove through the town and up a steep hill, then turned right
up an even steeper minor road. Hillcrest Farm occupied a bluff
overlooking the acute incision of the valley. Coachlights burned
orange around the front porch. A police car was parked outside.

Lincoln climbed from the Range Rover and hurried across to the
porch. He stood for a second before pressing the doorbell, composing
himself. He always found it best to adopt a neutral attitude until he
could assess the mood of the bereaved family: more often than not
the mood in the homes of the dead was one of excitement and
anticipation.

Infrequently, especially if the bereaved were religious, a more formal
grief prevailed.

He pressed the bell and seconds later a ruddy-faced local constable
opened the door. “There you are. We've been wondering if you'd make

it, weather like it is.”
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“Nice night for it,” Lincoln said, stepping into the hall.

The constable gestured up a narrow flight of stairs. “The dead man’s
a farmer—silly bugger went out looking for a lost ewe. Heart attack.
His daughter was out with him—but he was dead by the time she
fetched help. He’s in the front bedroom.”

Lincoln followed the constable up the stairs and along a corridor.
The entrance to the bedroom was impossibly low; both men had to
stoop as if entering a cave.

He saw the bereaved family first, half-a-dozen men and women in
their twenties and thirties, seated around the bed on dining chairs.
An old woman, presumably the farmer’s widow, sat on the bed itself,
her husband’s lifeless blue hand clutched in hers.

Lincoln registered the looks he received as he entered the room:
the light of hope and gratitude burned in the eyes of the family, as if
he, Lincoln himself, were responsible for what would happen over
the course of the next six months.

The farmer lay fully dressed on the bed, rugged and grey like the
carving of a knight on a sarcophagus.

An actor assuming a role, Lincoln nodded with suitable gravity to
each of the family in turn.

“If anyone has any questions, anything at all, I'll be glad to answer
them.” It was a line he came out with every time to break the ice,
but he was rarely questioned these days.

He stepped forward and touched his bracelet to the dead man’s
temple, where his implant raised a veined, weather-worn rectangle
beneath the skin. The nanomeks would now begin the next stage of
the process, the preparation of the body for its onward journey.

“I'll ferch the container,” he said—he never called it a coffin—
and nodded to the constable,

Together they carried the polycarbon container from the back of
the Range Rover, easing it around the bends in the stairs. The family
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formed a silent huddle outside the bedroom door. Lincoln and the
constable passed inside and closed the door behind them.

They lifted the corpse into the container and Lincoln sealed the
sliding lid. The job of carrying the container down the stairs—
attempting to maintain dignity in the face of impossible angles and
improbable bends—was made all the more difficult by the presence
of the family, watching from the stair landing.

Five minutes of gentle coaxing and patient lifting and turning, and
the container was in the back of the Range Rover.

The constable handed over a sheaf of papers, which Lincoln duly
signed and passed back. “I'll be on my way, Mr Lincoln,” the constable
said. “See you later.” He waved and climbed into his squad car.

One of the farmer’s daughters hurried from the house. “You'll stay
for a cup of tea?”

Lincoln was about to refuse, then realised how cold he was. “Yes,
that’d be nice. Thanks.”

He followed her into a big, stone-flagged kitchen, an Aga stove
filling the room with warmth.

He could tell that she had been crying. She was a plain woman in
her mid-thirties, with the stolid, resigned appearance of the
unfortunate sibling left at home to help with the farm work.

He saw the crucifix on a gold chain around her neck, and then
noticed that her temple was without an implant. He began to regret
accepting the offer of tea.

He sat at the big wooden table and wrapped his hands around the
steaming mug. The woman sat down across from him, nervously
meeting his eyes.

“It happened so quickly. I can hardly believe it. He had a weak
heart—we knew that. We told him to slow down. But he didn’t
listen.”

Lincoln gestured. “He was implanted,” he said gently.
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She nodded, eyes regarding her mug. “They all are, my mother,
brothers and sisters.” She glanced up at him, something like mute
appeal in her eyes. “It seems that all the country is, these days.”

When she looked away, Lincoln found his fingers straying to the
outline of his own implant.

“But...” she whispered, “I'm sure things were...I don’t know—better
before. | mean, look at all the suicides—thousands of people every
month take their lives...” She shook her head, confused. “Don’t you
think that people are less...less concerned now, less caring?”

“I've heard Cockburn’s speeches. He says something along the same
lines.”

“ agree with him. To so many people this life is no longer so
important. It’s something to be got through, before what follows.”

How could he tell her that he felt this himself?

He said, “But wasn’t that what religious people thought about life,
before the change?”

She stared at him as if he were an ignoramus. “No! Of course not.
That might have been what atheists thought religious people felt....
But we love life, Mr Lincoln. We give thanks for the miracle of God’s
gift.”

She turned her mug self-consciously between flattened palms. “I
don’t like what's happened to the world. 1 don’t think it’s right. I loved
my father. We were close. I've never loved anyone quite so much.”
She looked up at him, her eyes silver with tears. “He was such a
wonderful man. We attended church together. And then they came,”
she said with venom, “and everything changed. My father, he—" she
could not stop the tears now— “he believed what they said. He left
the Church. He had the implant, like all the rest of you.”

He reached out and touched her hand. “Look, this might sound

strange, coming from me, but | understand what you're saying. | might
not agree, but I know what you're experiencing.”
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She looked at him, something like hope in her eyes. “You do? You
really do? Then...” She fell silent, regarding the scrubbed pine table-
top. “Mr Lincoln,” she said at last, in a whispered entreaty, “do you
really have to take him away?”

He sighed, pained. “Of course I do. It was his choice. He chose to
be implanted. Don’t you realise that to violate his trust, his choice...”
He paused. “You said you loved him. In that case, respect his wishes.”

She was slowly shaking her head. “But I love God even more,” she
said. “And [ think that what is happening is wrong.”

He drained his tea with a gesture of finality. “There’ll be a religious
service of your choice at the Station in two days’ time,” he said.

“And then...what then, Mr Lincoln?”

“Then he’ll be taken, healed. In six months the process will be
complete.”

“Then he’ll come back?”

“He’ll be in contact before then, by recorded message, in around
three months. Of course, he won’t be able to travel until the six-
month period has elapsed. Then he’ll return.”

“And after that?”

“It’s his choice. Some choose to come back here and take up where
they left off, resume their old lives. But sooner or later...” Lincoln
shrugged. “In time he’ll realise that there’s more to life than what’s
here. Others prefer to make a clean break and work away from the
start.”

She said in a whisper, “What do they want with our dead, Mr
Lincoln? Why are they doing this to us?”

He sighed. “You must have read the literature, seen the
documentaries. It’s all in there.”

“But you...as a ferryman...surely you can tell me what they really
want?”

“They want what they say—nothing more and nothing less.”
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A silence came between them. She was nodding, staring into her
empty mug. He stood and touched her shoulder as he left the kitchen.
He said goodbye to the family in the living room—gathered like the
survivors of some natural catastrophe, unsure quite how to proceed—
and let himself out through the front door.

He climbed into the Range Rover, turned and accelerated south

towards the Onward Station.

®

He drove for the next hour through the darkness, high over the
West Yorkshire moors, cocooned in the warmth of the vehicle with
a symphony by Haydn playing counterpoint to the grumble of the
engine.

Neither the music nor the concentration required to keep the
vehicle on the road fully occupied his thoughts. The events at the
farmhouse, and his conversation with the dead man’s daughter, stirred
memories and emotions he would rather not have recalled.

It was more than the woman’s professed love for her dead father
that troubled him, reminding him of his failed relationship with his
Susanne. The fact that the farmer’s daughter had foregone the implant
stirred a deep anger within him. He had said nothing at the time,
but now he wanted to return and plead with her to think again about
undergoing the simple process that would grant her another life.

In the July of last year, at the height of summer, Lincoln’s wife had
finally left him. After thirty-five years of marriage she had walked
out, moved to London to stay with Susanne until she found a place
of her own.

In retrospect he was not surprised at her decision to leave; it was
the inevitable culmination of years of neglect on his part. At the
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time, however, it had come as a shock—verification that the
increasing disaffection he felt had at last destroyed their relationship.

He recalled their confrontation on that final morning as clearly as
if it were yesterday.

Behind a barricade of suitcases piled in the hall, Barbara had stared
at him with an expression little short of hatred. They had rehearsed
the dialogue many times before.

“You've changed, Rich,” she said accusingly. “Over the past few
months, since taking the job.”

He shook his head, tired of the same old argument. “I'm still the
same person | always was.”

She gave a bitter smile. “Oh, you’ve always been a cold and
emotionless bastard, but since taking the job...”

He wondered if he had applied for the position because of who
and what he was, a natural progression from the solitary profession
of freelance editor of scholastic textbooks. Ferrymen were looked upon
by the general public with a certain degree of wariness, much as
undertakers had been in the past. They were seen as a profession apart.

Or, he wondered, had he become a ferryman to spite his wife?

There had been mixed reactions to the news of the implants and
their consequences: many people were euphoric at the prospect of
renewed life; others had been cautiously wary, not to say suspicious.
Barbara had placed herself among the latter.

“There’s no hurry,” she had told Lincoln when he mentioned that
he’d decided to have the operation. “I have no intention of dying,
just yet.”

At first he had taken her reluctance as no more than an affectation,
a desire to be different from the herd. Most people they knew had
had the implant: Barbara’s abstention was a talking point.

Then it occurred to Lincoln that she had decided against having
the implantation specifically to annoy him; she had adopted these
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frustrating affectations during the years of their marriage: silly things
like refusing to holiday on the coast because of her dislike of the sea—
or rather, because Lincoln loved the sea; deciding to become a
vegetarian, and doing her damnedest to turn him into one, too.

Then, drunk one evening after a long session at the local, she had
confessed that the reason she had refused the implant option was
because she was petrified of what might happen to her after she died.
She did not trust their motives.

“How...how do we know that they're telling the truth? How do
we know what—what'll happen to us once they have us in their
grasp!”

“You're making them sound like B-movie monsters,” Lincoln said.

“Aren’t they?”

He had gone through the government pamphlets with her,
reiterated the arguments both for and against. He had tried to
persuade her that the implants were the greatest advance in the
history of humankind.

“But not everyone’s going along with it,” she had countered. “Look
at all the protest groups. Look at what’s happening around the world.
The riots, political assassinations—"

“That’s because they cling to their bloody superstitious religions,”
Lincoln had said. “Let’s go over it again...”

But she had steadfastly refused to be convinced, and after a while
he had given up trying to change her mind.

Then he’d applied to become a ferryman, and was accepted.

“I hope you feel pleased with yourself,” Barbara said one day, gin-
drunk and vindictive.

He had lowered his newspaper. “What do you mean?”’

“I'mean, why the hell do you want to work for them, do their dirty
work?” Then she had smiled. “Because, Mr Bloody Ferryman, you'd
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rather side with them than with me. 'm only your bloody wife, after
all.”

And Lincoln had returned to the paper, wondering whether what
she had said was true.

Over the next few weeks their relationship, never steady, had
deteriorated rapidly. They lived separate lives, meeting for meals
when, depending on how much she had drunk, Barbara could be
sullenly uncommunicative or hysterically spiteful.

Complacent, Lincoln had assumed the rift would heal in time.

Her decision to leave had initially shocked him. Then, as the
decision turned from threat to reality, he saw the logic of their
separation—it was, after all, the last step in the process of isolation
he had been moving towards for a long, long time.

He had pleaded with her, before she left, to think again about
having the implant operation.

“The first resurrectees will be returning soon,” he told her. “Then
you'll find that you've nothing to fear.”

But Barbara had merely shaken her head and walked out of his
life.

He wrote to her at Susanne’s address over the next couple of
months, self-conscious letters expressing his hopes that Barbara was
doing okay, would think again about having an implant. Reading the
letters back to himself, he had realised how little he had said—how
little there was to say—about himself and his own life.

Then last autumn, Lincoln had received a phone call from Susanne.
The sound of her voice—the novelty of her call—told Lincoln that
something was wrong.

“It’s your mother—" he began.

“Dad...I'm sorry. She didn’t want you to know. She was ill for a

month—she wasn’t in pain.”
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All he could say was, “What?” as a cold hollow expanded inside
his chest.

“Cancer. [t was inoperable.”

Silence—then, against his better judgement, he asked, “Did...did
she have the implant, Susanne?”

An even longer silence greeted the question, and Lincoln knew
full well the answer.

“She didn’t want a funeral,” Susanne said. “I scattered her ashes
on the pond at Rochester.”

A week later he had travelled down to London. He called at his
daughter’s flat, but she was either out or ignoring him. He drove on
to Rochester, his wife’s birthplace, not really knowing why he was
going but aware that, somehow, the pilgrimage was necessary.

He had stood beside the pond, staring into the water and weeping
quietly to himself. Christ, he had hated the bitch at times—but, again,
at certain times with Barbara he had also experienced all the love he
had ever known.

As if to mock the fact of his wife’s death, her immutable
nonexistence, the rearing crystal obelisk of this sector’s Onward
Station towered over the town like a monument to humankind’s new-
found immortality, or an epitaph to the legion of dead and gone.

He had returned home and resumed his work, and over the months

the pain had become bearable. His daughter’s return, last night, had
reopened the old wound.

®

A silver dawn was breaking over the horizon, revealing a landscape
redesigned, seemingly inflated, by the night’s snowfall. The Onward

Station appeared on the skyline, a fabulous tower of spun glass
scintillating in the light of the rising sun.
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He visited the Station perhaps four or five times a week, and never
failed to stare in awe—struck not only by the structure’s ethereal
architecture, but by what it meant for the future of humankind.

He braked in the car park alongside the vehicles of the dozen other
ferrymen on duty today. He climbed out and pulled the polycarbon
container from the back of the Range Rover, the collapsible
chromium trolley taking its weight. His breath pluming before him
in the ice-cold air, he hurried towards the entrance set into the sloping
glass walls.

The interior design of the Station was arctic in its antiseptic
inhospitality, the corridors shining with sourceless, polar light. At
these times, as he maneuvered the trolley down the seemingly endless
corridors, he felt that he was, truly, trespassing on territory forever
alien.

He arrived at the preparation room and eased the container onto
the circular reception table, opening the lid. The farmer lay unmoving
in death, maintained by the host of alien nanomeks that later,
augmented by others more powerful, would begin the resurrection
process. They would not only restore him to life, strip away the years,
but make him fit and strong again: the man who returned to Earth
in six months would be physically in his thirties, but effectively
immortal.

In this room, Lincoln never ceased to be overcome by the wonder,
as might a believer at the altar of some mighty cathedral.

He backed out, pulling the trolley after him, and retraced his steps.
To either side of the foyer, cleaners vacuumed carpets and arranged
sprays of flowers in the Greeting rooms, ready to receive the day’s
returnees, their relatives and loved ones.

He emerged into the ice-cold dawn and hurried across to the Range
Rover. On the road that climbed the hill behind the Station, he
braked and sat for ten minutes staring down at the diaphanous

structure.
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Every day a dozen bodies were beamed from this Station to the
lightship in geo-sync orbit, pulses of energy invisible during the
daylight hours. At night the pulses were blinding columns of blue
lightning, illuminating the land for miles around.

From Earth orbit, the ships phased into trans-c mode and reached
the aliens’ home planet in days. There the dead were revived, brought
back to life and gradual consciousness by techniques of medical
science that experts on Earth were still trying to comprehend. After
six months of rehabilitation and instruction, the resurrected had the
choice of returning to Earth, or beginning their missions immediately.
Children and youths under the age of twenty were returned, to live
their lives until adulthood and such time as they decided to progress
onwards.

Lincoln looked up, into the rapidly fading darkness. A few bright
stars still glimmered, stars that for so long had been mysterious and
unattainable—and now, hard though it was sometimes to believe,
had been thrown open to humankind by the beneficence of beings
still mistrusted by many, but accepted by others as saviours.

And why had the aliens made their offer to humankind?

There were millions upon millions of galaxies out there, the aliens
said, billions of solar systems, and countless, literally countless, planets
that sustained life of various kinds. Explorers were needed, envoys
and ambassadors, to discover new life, and make contact, and spread
the greetings of the civilised universe far and wide.

Lincoln stared up at the fading stars and thought what a wondrous
fact, what a miracle it was; he considered the new worlds out there,
waiting to be discovered, strange planets and civilisations, and it was
almost too much to comprehend that, when he died and was reborn,
he too would venture out on that greatest diaspora of all.

®
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He drove home slowly, tired after the exertions of the night. Only
when he turned down the cart track, and saw the white Fiat parked
outside the cottage, was he reminded of his daughter.

He told himself that he would make an effort today: he would not
reprimand her for saying nothing about Barbara’s illness, wouldn’t
even question her. God knows, he had never done anything to earn
her trust and affection: it was perfectly understandable that she had
complied with her mother’s last wishes.

Still, despite his resolve, he felt a slow fuse of anger burning within
him as he climbed from the Range Rover and let himself into the
house.

He moved to the kitchen to make himself a coffee, and as he was
crossing the hall he noticed that Susanne’s coat was missing from
the stand, and likewise her boots from beneath it.

From the kitchen window he looked up at the broad sweep of the
moorland, fleeced in brilliant snow, to the gold- and silver-laminated
sunrise.

He made out Susanne’s slim figure silhouetted against the
brightness. She looked small and vulnerable, set against such vastness,
and Lincoln felt something move within him, an emotion like sadness
and regret, the realisation of squandered opportunity.

On impulse he fetched his coat, left the cottage and followed the
trail of her deep footprints up the hillside to the crest of the rise.

She heard the crunch of his approach, turned and gave a wan half-
smile. “Admiring the view,” she whispered.

He stood beside her, staring down at the limitless expanse of the
land, comprehensively white save for the lee sides of the dry-stone
walls, the occasional distant farmhouse.

Years ago he had taken long walks with Susanne, enjoyed summer
afternoons together on the wild and undulating moorland. Then she
had grown, metamorphosed into a teenager he had no hope of
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comprehending, a unique individual—no longer a malleable child—
over whom he had no control. He had found himself, as she came
more and more to resemble her mother and take her side in every
argument, in a minority of one.

He had become increasingly embittered, over the years. Now he
wanted to reach out to Susanne, make some gesture to show her that
he cared, but found himself unable even to contemplate the overture
of reconciliation.

In the distance, miles away on the far horizon, was the faerie
structure of the Station, its tower flashing sunlight.

At last she said, “I'm sorry,” so softly that he hardly heard.

His voice seemed too loud by comparison. “I understand,” he said.

She shook her head. “I don’t think you do.” She paused. Tears filled
her eyes, and he wondered why she was crying like this.

“Susanne...”

“But you don’t understand.”

“Ido,” he said gently. “Your mother didn’t want me to know about
her illness—she didn’t want me around. Christ, [ was a pain enough
to her when she was perfectly well.”

“It wasn’t that,” Susanne said in a small voice. “You see, she didn’t
want you to know that she’d been wrong.”

“Wrong?” He stared at her, not comprehending. “Wrong about
what?”

She took a breath, said, “Wrong about the implant,” and tears
escaped her eyes and tracked down her cheeks.

Lincoln felt something tighten within his chest, constrict his throat,
making words difficult.

“What do you mean?” he asked at last.

“Faced with death, in the last weeks...it was too much. I...]
persuaded her to think again. At last she realised she’d been wrong.
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A week before she died, she had the implant.” Susanne looked away,
not wanting, or not daring, to look upon his reaction to her duplicity.

He found it impossible to speak, much less order his thoughts, as
the realisation coursed through him.

Good God. Barbara. ..

He felt then love and hate, desire and a flare of anger.

Susanne said: “She made me swear not to tell you. She hated you,
towards the end.”

“It was my fault,” he said. “I was a bastard. I deserved everything.
[’s complex, Susanne, so bloody damned complex—loving someone
and hating them at the same time, needing to be alone and yet
needing what they can give.”

A wind sprang up, lifting a tress of his daughter’s hair. She fingered
it back into place behind her ear. “I heard from her three months
ago—a kind of CD thing delivered from my local Station. She told
me that she’d been terribly cruel in not telling you. I...I meant to
come up and tell you earlier, but [ had no idea how you'd react. 1
kept putting it off. I came up yesterday because it was the last chance
before she returns.”

“When?” Lincoln asked, suddenly aware of the steady pounding of
his heart.

“Today,” Susanne said. She glanced at her watch. “At noon today—
at this Station.”

“This Station?” Lincoln said. “Of all the hundreds in Britain?” He
shook his head, some unnameable emotion making words difficult.
“What...what does she want?”

“To see you, of course. She wants to apologise. She told me she’s
learned a great many things up there, and one of them was
compassion.”

Oh, Christ, he thought.
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“Susanne,” he said, “I don’t think I could face your mother right
now.”

She turned to him. “Please,” she said, “please, this time, can’t you
make the effort—for me? What do you think it’s been like, watching
you two fight over the years?”

Lincoln balked at the idea of meeting this resurrected Barbara, this
reconstructed, compassionate creature. He wanted nothing of her pity.

“Look,” Susanne said at last, “she’s leaving soon, going to some
star | can’t even pronounce. She wants to say goodbye.”

Lincoln looked towards the horizon, at the coruscating tower of
the Station.

“We used to walk a lot round here when [ was young,” Susanne
said. There was a note of desperation in her voice, a final appeal.

Lincoln looked at his watch. It was almost nine. They could just
make it to the Station by midday, if they set off now.

He wondered if he would have been able to face Barbara, had she
intended to stay on Earth.

At last, Lincoln reached out and took his daughter’s hand.

They walked down the hill, through the snow, towards the achingly
beautiful tower of the Onward Station.
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GREAT WESTERN

BY KIM NEWMAN

Cleared paths were no good for Allie. She wasn’t supposed to be
after rabbits on Squire Maskell’s land. Most of Alder Hill was
wildwood, trees webbed together by a growth of bramble nastier than
barbwire. Thorns jabbed into skin and stayed, like bee-stingers.

Just after dawn, the air had a chilly bite but the sunlight was pure
and strong. Later, it would get warm; now, her hands and knees were
frozen from dew-damp grass and iron-hard ground.

The Reeve was making a show of being tough on poaching, handing
down short, sharp sentences. She’d already got a stripe across her palm
for setting snares. Everyone west of Bristol knew Reeve Draper was
Maskell’s creature. Serfdom might have been abolished, but the old
squires clung to their pre-War position, through habit as much as
tenacity.

Since taking her lash, administered under the village oak by
Constable Erskine with a razor-strop, she’d grown craftier. Wiry
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enough to tunnel through bramble, she made and travelled her own
secret, thorny paths. She’d take Maskell’s rabbits, even if the Reeve’s
Constable striped her like a tiger.

She set a few snares in obvious spots, where Stan Budge would find
and destroy them. Maskell’s gamekeeper wouldn’t be happy if he
thought no one was even trying to poach. The trick was to set snares
invisibly, in places Budge was too grown-up, too far off the ground,
to look.

Even so, none of her nooses had caught anything.

All spring, she’d been hearing gunfire from Alder Hill, resonating
across the moors like thunder. Maskell had the Gilpin brothers out
with Browning rifles. They were supposed to be ratting, but the object
of the exercise was to end poaching by killing off all the game.

There were rabbit and pigeon carcasses about, some crackly bone
bundles in packets of dry skin, some recent enough to seem shocked
to death. It was a sinful waste, what with hungry people queueing up
for parish hand-outs. Quite a few trees had yellow-orange badges,
where Terry or Teddy Gilpin had shot wide of the mark. Squire
Maskell would not be heartbroken if one of those wild shots finished
up in her.

Susan told her over and over to be mindful of men with guns. She
had a quite reasonable horror of firearms. Too many people on
Sedgmoor died with their gumboots on and a bullet in them. Allie’s
Dad and Susan’s husband, for two. Susan wouldn’t have a gun in the
house.

For poaching, Allie didn’t like guns anyway. Too loud. She had a
catapult made from a garden fork, double-strength rubber stretched
between steel tines. She could put a nail through a half-inch of
plywood from twenty-five feet.

She wriggled out of her tunnel, pushing aside a circle of bramble
she’d fixed to hinge like a lid, and emerged in a clearing of loose
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earth and shale. During the Civil War, a bomb had fallen here and
fizzled. Eventually, the woods would close over the scar.

When she stood up, she could see across the moors, as far as
Achelzoy. At night, the infernal lights of Bridgwater pinked the
horizon, clawing a ragged red edge in the curtain of dark. Now, she
could make out the road winding through the wetlands. The sun,
still low, glinted and glimmered in sodden fields, mirror-fragments
strewn in a carpet of grass. There were dangerous marshes out there.
Cows were sucked under if they set a hoof wrong.

Something moved near the edge of the clearing.

Allie had her catapult primed, her eye fixed on the rabbit.
Crouching, still as a statue, she concentrated. Jack Coney nibbled
on nothing, unconcerned. She pinched the nailhead, imagining a
point between the ears where she would strike.

A noise sounded out on the moor road. The rabbit vanished,
startled by the unfamiliar rasp of an engine.

“S’blood,” she swore.

She stood up, easing off on her catapult. She looked out towards
Achelzoy. A fast-moving shape was coming across the moor.

The rabbit was lost. Maskell’s men would soon be about, making
the woods dangerous. She chanced a maintained path and ran swiftly
downhill. At the edge of Maskell’s property, she came to a stile and
vaulted it—wrenching her shoulder, but no matter—landing like a
cat on safe territory. Without a look back at the “TRESPASSERS
WILL BE VENTILATED” sign, she traipsed between two rows of
trees, towards the road.

The path came out half a mile beyond the village, at a sharp kink
in the moor road. She squatted with her back to a signpost, running
fingers through her hair to rid herself of tangles and snaps of thorn.
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The engine noise was nearer and louder. She considered putting a
nail in the nuisance-maker’s petrol tank to pay him back for the rabbit.
That was silly. Whoever it was didn’t know what he’d done.

She saw the stranger was straddling a Norton. He had slowed to
cope with the winds of the moor road. Every month, someone piled
up in one of the ditches because he took a bend too fast.

To Allie’s surprise, the motorcyclist stopped by her. He shifted
goggles up to the brim of his hat. He looked as if he had an extra set
of eyes in his forehead.

There were care-lines about his eyes and mouth. She judged him a
little older than Susan. His hair needed cutting. He wore leather
trews, a padded waistcoat over a dusty khaki shirt, and gauntlets. A
brace of pistols was holstered at his hips, and he had a rifle slung on
the Norton, within easy reach.

He reached into his waistcoat for a pouch and fixings. Pulling the
drawstring with his teeth, he tapped tobacco onto a paper and rolled
himself a cigarette one-handed. It was a clever trick, and he knew it.
He stuck the fag in his grin and fished for a box of Bryant and May.

“Alder,” he said, reading from the signpost. “Is that a village?”

“Might be.”

“Might it?”

He struck a light on his thumbnail and drew a lungful of smoke,
held in for a moment like a hippie sucking a joint, and let it funnel
out through his nostrils in dragon-plumes.

“Might it indeed?”

He didn’t speak like a yokel. He sounded like a wireless announcer,
maybe even more clipped and starched.

“If, hypothetically, Alder were a village, would there be a hostelry
there where one might buy breakfast?”

“Valiant Soldier don’t open till lunchtime.”
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The Valiant Soldier was Alder’s pub, and another of Squire
Maskell’s businesses.

“Pity.”

“How much you'm pay for breakfast?” she asked.

“That would depend on the breakfast.”

“Ten bob?”

The stranger shrugged.

“Sysan’ll breakfast you for ten bob.”

“Your mother.”

“No.”

“Where could one find this Susan?”

“Gosmore Farm. Other end of village.”

“Why don’t you get up behind me and show me where to go?”

She wasn’t sure. The stranger shifted forward on his seat, making
space.

“I'm Lytton,” the stranger said.

“Allie,” she replied, straddling the pillion.

“Hold on tight.”

She took a grip on his waistcoat, wrists resting on the stocks of his
guns.

Lytton pulled down his goggles and revved. The bike sped off. Allie’s
hair blew into her face and streamed behind her. She held tighter,
pressing against his back to keep her face out of the wind.

®

When they arrived, Susan had finished milking. Allie saw her
washing her hands under the pump by the back door.

Gosmore Farm was a tiny enclave circled by Maskell’s land. He
had once tried to get the farm by asking the newly widowed Susan
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to marry him. Allie couldn’t believe he'd actually thought she might
consent. Apparently, Maskell didn’t consider Susan might hold a
grudge after her husband’s death. He now had a porcelain doll named
Sue-Clare in the Manor House, and a pair of terrifying children.

Susan looked up when she heard the Norton. Her face was set hard.
Strangers with guns were not her favourite type of folk.

Lytton halted the motorcycle. Allie, bones shaken, dismounted,
showing herself.

“He’m pay for breakfast,” she said. “Ten bob.”

Susan looked the stranger over, starting at his boots, stopping at
his hips.

“He’ll have to get rid of those filthy things.”

Lytton, who had his goggles off again, was puzzled.

“Guns, she means,” Allie explained.

“I know you feel naked without them,” Susan said sharply.
“Unmanned, even. Magna Carta rules that no Englishman shall be
restrained from bearing arms. It’s that fundamental right which keeps
us free.”

“That’s certainly an argument,” Lytton said.

“If you want breakfast, yield your fundamental right before you step
inside my house.”

“That’s a stronger one,” he said.

Lytton pulled off his gauntlets and dropped them into the pannier
of the Norton. His fingers were stiff on the buckle of his gunbelt, as
if he had been wearing it for many years until it had grown into him
like a wedding ring. He loosened the belt and held it up.

Allie stepped forward to take the guns.

“Allison, no,” Susan insisted.

Lytton laid the guns in the pannier and latched the lid.

“You have me defenceless,” he told Susan, spreading his arms.
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Susan squelched a smile and opened the back door. Kitchen smells
wafted.

A good thing about Lytton’s appearance at Gosmore Farm was that
he stopped Susan giving Allie a hard time about being up and about
before dawn. Susan had no illusions about what she did in the woods.

Susan let Lytton past her into the kitchen. Allie trotted up.

“Let me see your hands,” Susan said.

Allie showed them palms down. Susan noted dirt under nails and
a few new scratches. When Allie showed her palms, Susan drew a
fingernail across the red strop-mark.

“Take care, Allie.”

“Yes'm.”

Susan hugged Allie briefly, and pulled her into the kitchen.

®

Lytton had taken a seat at the kitchen table and was loosening his
heavy boots. Susan had the wireless on, tuned to the Light
Programme. Mark Radcliffe introduced the new song from Jarvis
Cocker and His Wurzels, “The Streets of Stogumber.” A frying pan
was heating on the cooker, tiny trails rising from the fat.

“Allie, cut our guest some bacon.”

“The name’s Lytton.”

“I'm Susan Ames. This is Allison Conway. To answer your unasked
question, I'm a widow, she’s an orphan. We run this farm ourselves.”

“A hard row to plough.”

“We're still above ground.”

Allie carved slices off a cured hock that hung by the cooker. Susan
took eggs from a basket, cracked them into the pan.

“Earl Gray or Darjeeling?” Susan asked Lytton.
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“The Earl.”
“Get the kettle on, girl,” Susan told her. “And stop staring.”
Allie couldn’t remember Susan cooking for a man since Mr Ames

was killed. It was jarring to have this big male, whiffy from the road
and petrol, invading their kitchen. But also a little exciting.

Susan flipped bacon rashers, busying herself at the cooker. Allie
filled the kettle from the tap at the big basin.

“Soldier, were you?” Susan asked Lytton, indicating his shoulder.
There was a lighter patch on his shirtsleeve where rank insignia had
been cut away. He'd worn several pips.

The stranger shrugged.
“Which brand of idiot?”
“I fought for the southeast.”

“I'd keep quiet about that if you intend to drink in The Valiant
Soldier.”

“I'd imagined Wessex was mostly neutral.”

“Feudal order worked perfectly well for a thousand years. It wasn’t
just landed gentry who resisted London Reforms. There are plenty
of jobless ex-serfs around, nostalgic for their shackles and three hot
meals a day.”

“Just because it lasted a long time doesn’t mean it was a good thing.”

“No argument from me there.”

“Mr Ames was a Reformist too,” Allie said.

“Mr Ames?”

“My late husband. He opened his mouth too much. Some loyal
retainers shut it for him.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Not your problem.”

Susan wasn’t comfortable talking about her husband. Mr Ames had
been as much lawyer as farmer, enthusiastically heading the Sedgmoor
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District Committee during the Reconstruction. He didn’t realise it
took more than a decision made in London Parliament to change
things in the West. London was a long way off.
Allie brought Susan plates. Susan slid bacon and eggs from the pan.
“Fetch the tomato chutney from the preserves shelf,” she said.
Outside, someone clanged the bell by the gate. Lytton’s hand slipped
quietly to his hip, closing where the handle of a revolver would have
been.
Susan looked at the hot food on the table, and frowned at the door.

“Not a convenient time to come visiting,” she said.

®

Hanging back behind Susan, Allie still saw who was in the drive.
Constable Erskine was by the bell, vigorously hammering with the
butt of his police revolver. His blue knob-end helmet gave him extra
height. His gun-belt was in matching blue. Reeve Draper, arms folded,
cringed at the racket his subordinate was making. Behind the officers
stood Terry and Teddy Gilpin, Browning rifles casually in their hands,
long coats brushing the ground.

“Goodwife Ames,” shouted the Reeve. “This be a court order.”

“Leave your guns.”

“Come you now, Goodwife Ames. By right of law...”

Erskine was still clanging. The bell came off its hook and thunked
on the ground. The Constable shrugged a grin and didn’t holster his
pistol.

“I won’t have guns on my property.”

“Then come and be served. This yere paper pertains to your cattle.
The decision been telegraphed from Taunton Magistrates. You'm to

surrender all livestock within thirty days, for slaughter. It be a safety
measure.”
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Susan had been expecting something like this.
“There are no mad cows on Gosmore Farm.”
“Susan, don’t be difficult.”

“It’s Mrs Ames, Mr Reeve Draper.”

The Reeve held up a fawn envelope.

“You'm know this has to be done.”

“Will you be slaughtering Maskell’s stock?”

“He took proper precautions, Susan. Can’t be blamed. He’m been
organic since ‘fore the War.”

Susan snorted a laugh. Everyone knew there’d been mad cow disease
in the Squire’s herd. He’d paid off the inspectors and rendered the
affected animals into fertiliser. It was Susan who’d never used infected
feed, never had a sick cow. This wasn’t about British beef; this was
about squeezing Gosmore Farm.

“Clear off,” Allie shouted.

“Poacher girl,” Erskine sneered. “Lookin’ for a matchin’ stripe on
your left hand?”

Susan turned on the Constable.

“Don’t you threaten Allison. She’s not a serf.”

“Once a serf, always a serf.”

“What are they here for?” Susan nodded to the Gilpin brothers.
“D’you need two extra guns to deliver a letter?”

Draper looked nervously at the brothers. Terry, heavier and nastier,
curled his fingers about the trigger guard of his Browning.

“Why didn’t Maskell come himself?”

Draper carefully put the letter on the ground, laying a stone on
top of it.

“P'll leave this here, Goodwife. You'm been served with this notice.”

Susan strode towards the letter.
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Terry hawked a stream of spit, which hit the stone and splattered
the envelope. He showed off his missing front teeth in an idiot leer.
Draper was embarrassed and angered, Erskine delighted and itchy.

“My sentiments exactly, Goodman Gilpin,” said Susan. She kicked
the stone and let the letter skip away in the breeze.

“Mustn’t show disrespect for the law,” Erskine snarled. He was
holding his gun rightway round, thumb on the cock-lever, finger on
the trigger.

From the kitchen doorway, close behind Allie, Lytton said, “Whose
law?”

Allie stepped aside and Lytton strode into the yard. The four
unwelcome visitors looked at him.

“Widow Ames got a stay-over guest,” Erskine said, nastily.

“B’ain’t no business of yourn, Goodman,” said the Reeve to Lytton.

“And what if [ make it my business?”

“You'm rue it.”

Lytton kept his gaze steady on the Reeve, who flinched and blinked.

“He hasn’t got a gun,” Susan said, voice betraying annoyance with
Lytton as much as with Maskell’s men. “So you can’t have a fair fight.”

Mr Ames had been carrying a Webley when he was shot. The
magistrate, Sue-Clare Maskells father, ruled it a fair fight, exonerating
on the grounds of self-defence the Maskell retainer who'd killed
Susan’s husband.

“He’'m interfering with due process, Mr Reeve,” Erskine told Draper.
“We could detain him for questioning.”

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” Lytton said. “I just stopped at
Gosmore Farm for bacon and eggs. I take it there’s no local ordinance

against that.”

“Goodwife Ames don’t have no bed and breakfast license,” Draper
said.
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“Specially bed,” Erskine added, leering.

Lytton strolled casually towards his Norton. And his guns.

“Maybe I should press on. I'd like to be in Dorset by lunchtime.”

Terry’s rifle was fixed on Lytton’s belly, and swung in an arc as Lytton
walked. Erskine thumb-cocked his revolver, ineptly covering the
sound with a cough.

“Tell Maurice Maskell you've delivered your damned message,”
Susan said, trying to get between Lytton and the visitors’ guns. “And
tell him he’ll have to come personally next time.”

“You'm stay away from thic rifle, Goodman,” the Reeve said to
Lytton.

“Just getting my gloves,” Lytton replied, moving his hands away
from the holstered rifle towards the pannier where his pistols were.

Allie backed away towards the house, stomach knotred.

“What’s she afraid of?” Erskine asked, nodding at her.

“Don’t touch thic fuckin’ bike,” Terry shouted.

Allie heard the guns going off, louder than rook-scarers. An apple-
sized chunk of stone exploded on the wall nearby, spitting chips in
her face. The fireflashes were faint in the morning sun, but the reports
were thunderclaps.

Erskine had shot, and Terry. Lytton had slipped down behind his
motorcycle, which had fallen on him. There was a bright red splash
of blood on the ground. Teddy was bringing up his rifle.

She scooped a stone and drew back the rubber of her catapult.

Susan screamed for everyone to stop.

Allie loosed the stone and raised a bloody welt on Erskine’s cheek.

Susan slapped Allie hard and hugged her. Erskine, arm trembling
with rage, blood dribbling on his face, took aim at them. Draper put
a hand on the Constable’s arm, and forced him to holster his gun.
At a nod from the Reeve, Teddy Gilpin took a look at Lytton’s wound
and reported that it wasn't serious.
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“This be bad, Goodwife Ames. I'd not tell well for you if'n it came
up at magistrate’s court. We'm be back on Saturday, with the vet.
Have your animals together so they can be destroyed.”

He walked to his police car, his men loping after him like dogs.
Terry laughed a comment to Erskine about Lytton.

Allie impotently twanged her catapult at them.

“Help me get this off him,” Susan said.

The Norton was a heavy machine, but between them they hefted
it up. The pannier was still latched down. Lytton had not got to his
guns. He lay face-up, a bright splash of red on his left upper arm. He
was gritting his teeth against the hurt, shaking as if soaked to the
skin in ice-water.

Allie didn’t think he was badly shot. Compared to some.

“You stupid man,” Susan said, kicking Lytton in the ribs. “You
stupid, stupid man!”

Lytton gulped in pain and cried out.

®

[t wasn't as if they had much livestock. Allie looked round at the
eight cows, all with names and personalities, all free of the madness.
Gosmore Farm had a chicken coop, a vegetable garden, a copse of
apple trees and a wedge of hillside given over to grazing. It was a
struggle to eke a living; without the milk quota, it would be hopeless.

[t was wrong to kill the cows.

Despair lodged like a stone in Allie’s heart. This was not what the
West should be. When younger, she’d read Thomas Hardy’s Wessex
novels, The Sheriff of Casterbridge and Under the Hanging Tree, and
she still followed The Archers. In storybook Wessex, men like Squire
Maskell always lost. Alder needed Dan Archer, the wireless hero, to
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stride into The Valiant Soldier, six-guns blazing, and lay the vermin
in the dirt.

There was no Dan Archer.

Susan held all her rage in, refusing to talk about the cows and
Maskell. She always concentrated on what she called “the job at
hand.” Just now, she was nursing Lytton. Erskine’s shot had gone right
through his arm. Allie had looked for but not found the bullet, to
give him as a souvenir. He’d lost blood, but he would live.

Allie hugged Pansy, her favourite, and brushed flies away from the
COW’s gummy eyes.

“I won’t let they hurt you,” she vowed.

But what could she do?

Depressed, she trudged down to the house.

®

Lytton was sitting up on the cot in the living room, with his shirt
off and a clean white bandage tight around his arm. Allie saw he
had older scars. This was not the first time he’d been shot. He was
sipping a mug of hot tea. Susan, bustling furiously, tidied up around
him. When he saw Allie, Lytton smiled.

“Susan’s been telling me about this Maskell character. He seems
to like to have things his way.”

The door opened and Squire Maskell stepped in.

“That [ do, sir.”

He was dressed for church, in a dark suit and kipper tie. He knew
enough not to wear a gunbelt on Gosmore Farm, though Allie guessed
he was carrying a small pistol in his armpit. He had shot Allie’s Dad
with such a gun, in a dispute over wages. Allie barely remembered
her father, who had been indentured on Maskell’s farm before the
War and an NFU rep afterwards.
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“I don’t remember extending an invitation, Squire,” Susan said
evenly.

“Susan, Susan, things could be so much more pleasant between us.
We are neighbours.”

“In the same way a pack of dogs are neighbours to a fox gone to
earth.”

Maskell laughed without humour.

“I've come to extend an offer of help.”

Susan snorted. Lytton said nothing but looked Maskell over with
eyes that saw the gun under the hankie-pocket and the knife in the
boot.

“] understand you have BSE problems? My condolences.”

“There’s no mad cow disease in my herd.”

“It’s hardly a herd, Susan. It’s a gaggle. But without them, where
would you be?”

Maskell spread empty hands.

“This place is hardly worth the upkeep, Susan. You're only sticking
at it because you have a nasty case of Stubborn Fever. The land is
worthless to anyone but me. Gosmore Farm is a wedge in my own
holdings. It would be so convenient if [ could take down your fences,
if I could incorporate your few acres into the Maskell farm.”

“Now tell me something 1 don’t know.”

“I can either buy from you now above the market value, or wait a
while and buy from the bank at a knock-down price. I’'m making an
offer now purely out of neighbourly charity. The old ways may have
changed, but as Squire I still feel an obligation to all who live within
my bailiwick.”

“The only obligation your forefathers felt was to sweat the serfs
into early graves and beget illegitimate cretins on terrorised girls. Have

you noticed how the Maskell chin shows up on those Gilpin
creatures!”
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Maskell was angry now, but trying to keep calm. A vein throbbed
by his eye.

“Susan, you're upset, [ see that. But you must be realistic. Despite
what you think, I don’t want to see you on the mercy of the parish.
Robert Ames was a good friend to me, and...”

“You can fuck off, Maskell,” Susan spat. “Fuck right off.”

The Squire’s smile drained away. He was close to sputtering. His
Maskell chin wobbled.

“Don’t ever mention my husband again. And now leave.”

“Susan,” he pleaded.

“I think Goodwife Ames made herself understood,” Lytton said.

Maskell looked at the wounded man. Lytton eased himself gingerly
off the cot, expanding his chest, and stood. He was tall enough to
have to bow his head under the beamed ceiling.

“I don’t believe I've had...”

“Lytton,” he introduced himself.

“And you would be... "

“T would be grateful if you left the house as Goodwife Ames wishes.
And fasten the gate on your way out. There’s a Country Code, you
know.”

“Good day,” Maskell said, not meaning it, and left.

There was a moment of silence.

“That’s the second time you've taken it on yourself to act for me,”
Susan said, angrily. “Have I asked your help?”’

Lytton smiled. His hard look faded and he seemed almost
mischievous.

“1 beg pardon, Goodwife.”

“Don’t do it again, Lytton.”

®
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By the next day, Lytton was well enough to walk. But he couldn’t
ride: if he tried to grip the Norton’s left handlebar, it was as if a red-
hot poker were pressed to his bicep. They were stuck with him.

“You can do odd jobs for your keep,” Susan allowed. “Allie will
show you how.”

“Can he come feed the chickens?” Allie asked, excited despite
herself. “I can get the eggs.”

“That'll be a start.”

Susan walked across to the stone sheds where the cows spent the
night, to do the milking. Allie took Lytton by the hand and led him
round to the chicken coop.

“Maskell keeps his chickens in a gurt prison,” Allie told him. “Clips
their beaks with pliers, packs they in alive like sardines. If one dies,
t'others eat her. They’m cannibal chickens...”

They turned round the corner.

The chicken coop was silent. Tears pricked the backs of Allie’s eyes.
Lumps of feathery matter lay in the scarlet-stained straw.

Her first thought was that a fox had got in.

Lytron lifted up a flap of chicken wire. It had been cut cleanly.

The coop was a lean-to, a chickenwire frame built against the house.

On the stone wall was daubed a sign in blood, an upside-down tricorn
fork in a circle.

“Travellers,” Allie spat.

There was a big Gypsy Site at Glastonbury. Since the War,
Travellers were supposed to stay on the sites, living off the dole. But
they were called Travellers because they didn’t like to keep to one
place. They were always escaping from sites and raiding farms and
villages.

Lytton shook his head.
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“Hippies are hungry. They'd never have killed and left the chickens.
And smashed the eggs.”

The eggs had been gathered and carefully stamped on.

“Some hippies be veggie.”

The blood was still fresh. Allie didn’t see how this could have been
done while they were asleep. The killers must have struck fast, or
the chickens would have squawked.

“Where's your vegetable garden?” Lytton asked.

Allie’s heart pounded like a fist.

She showed him the path to the garden, which was separated from
the orchard by a thick hedge. Beanpoles had been wrenched from
the earth and used to batter and gouge the rest of the crops. Cabbages
were squashed, young carrots pulped by boot heels, marrows exploded.
The greenhouse was a skeleton, every pane of glass broken, tomato
plants strewn and flattened inside. Even the tiny herb patch Allie
had been given for herself was dug up and scattered.

Allie sobbed. Liquid squirted from her eyes and nose. Hundreds of
hours of work destroyed.

There was a twist of cloth on the frame of the greenhouse. Lytton
examined it: a tie-dyed poncho, dotted with emblem badges of
marijuana leaves, multi-coloured swirls and cartoon cats.

“Hippies,” Allie yelled. “Fuckin’ hippies.”

Susan appeared at the gate. She swayed, almost in a swoon, and
held the gate to stay standing.

“Hippies didn’t do this,” Lytton said.

He lifted a broken tomato plant from the paved area by the
greenhouse door and pointed at a splashed yellow stain.

“Allie, where’ve you seen something like this recently?”

It came to her.

“Terry Gilpin. When he spat at thic letter.”
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“He has better aim with his mouth than his gun,” Lytton com-

mented, wincing. “Thankfully.”
®

Lytton stood by his Norton, lifting his gauntlets out of the pannier.

“Are you leaving?” Allie asked.

“No,” Lytton said, taking his gunbelt, “I'm going down to the pub.”

He settled the guns on his hips and fastened the buckle. The belt
seemed to give him strength, to make him stand straighter.

Susan, still shocked, didn’t protest.

“Are you'm going to shoot Squire Maskell?” Allie asked.

That snapped Susan out of it. She took Allie and shook her by the
shoulders, keening wordlessly.

“I'm just going to have a lunchtime drink.”

Allie hugged Susan fiercely. They were on the point of losing
everything, but gave each other the last of their strength. There was
something Maskell couldn’t touch.

Lytton strolled towards the front gate.

Allie pulled away from Susan. For a moment, Susan wouldn’t let
her go. Then, without words, she gave her blessing. Allie knew she
was to look after Lytton.

He was halfway down the street, passing the bus shelter, disused
since the service was cut, when Allie caught up with him. At the
fork in the road where the village oak stood was The Valiant Soldier.

They walked on.

“I hope you do shoot him,” she said.

“I'just want to find out why he’s so obsessed with Gosmore Farm,
Allie. Men like Maskell always have reasons. That’s why they're
pathetic. You should only be afraid of men without reasons.”
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Lytton pushed open the door, and stepped into the public bar. This
early, there were few drinkers. Danny Keogh sat in his usual seat,
wooden leg unslung on the floor beside him. Teddy Gilpin was
swearing at the Trivial Pursuit machine, and his brother was nursing
a half of scrumpy and a packet of crisps, ogling the Tiller Girl in UI.

Behind the bar, Janet Speke admired her piled-up hair in the long
mirror. She saw Lytton and displayed immediate interest, squirming
tightly in an odd way Allie almost understood.

Terry’s mouth sagged open, giving an unprepossessing view of
streaky-bacon-flavour mulch. The Triv machine fell silent, and
Teddy’s hands twitched away from the buttons to his gun-handle.
Allie enjoyed the moment, knowing everyone in the pub was knotted
inside, wondering what the stranger—her friend, she realised—would
do next. Gary Chilcot, a weaselly little Maskell hand, slipped away,
into the back bar where the Squire usually drank.

“How d’ye do, Goodman,” said Janet, stretching thin red lips around
dazzling teeth in a fox smile. “What can I do you for?”

“Bells. And Tizer for Allie here.”

“She’m underage.”

“Maskell won’t mind. We’re old friends.”

Janet fetched the whisky and the soft drink. Lytton looked at the
exposed nape of her neck, where wisps of hair escaped, and caught
the barmaid smiling in the mirror, eyes fixed on his even though he
was standing behind her.

Lytton sipped his whisky, registering the sting in his eyes.

Janet went to the jukebox and put on Portishead. She walked back
to the bar, almost dancing, hips in exaggerated motion. Music
insinuated into the spaces between them all, blotting out their silent

messages.
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The door opened and Reeve Draper came in, out of breath. He
had obviously been summoned.

“I've been meaning to call again on Goodwife Ames,” he said to
Lytton, not mentioning that when last he had seen Lytton the
newcomer was on the ground with a bullethole in his shoulder put
there by the Reeve’s Constable. “Tony Jago, the Traveller Chieftain,
has escaped from Glastonbury with a band of sheep-shaggin’, drug-
takin’ gyppos. We'm expecting raids on farms. Susan should watch
out for them. Bad lot, gyppos. No respect for property. They'm so
stoned on dope they’'m don’t know what they’m doin’.”

Lytton took a marijuana leaf badge from his pocket. One of the
emblems pinned to the poncho left in the ravaged garden. He tossed
it into Terry Gilpin’s scrumpy.

“Oops, sorry,” he said.

This time, Terry went for his gun and fumbled. Lytton kicked the
stool from under him. Terry sprawled, choking on crisps, on the floor.
With a boot-toe, Lytton pinned Terry’s wrist. He nodded to Allie,
and she took the gun away. Terry swore, brow dotted with cider-
stinking sweat bullets.

Allie had held guns before, but not since Susan took her in. She
had forgotten how heavy they were. The barrel drooped even though
she held the gun two-handed, and accidentally happened to point at
Terry's gut.

“If I made a complaint against this man, I don't suppose much would
happen.”

Draper said nothing. His face was as red as strawberry jam.

“I thought not.”

Terry squirmed. Teddy gawped down at his brother.

Lytton took out his gun, pointed it at Teddy, said “pop,” and put it
back in its holster, all in one movement, between one heartbeat and
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the next. Teddy goggled, hand hovering inches away from his own
gun.

“That was a fair fight,” Lytton said. “Do you want to try it again?”’

He let Terry go. Rubbing his reddened wrist, the Maskell man
scurried away and stood up.

“If’'n you gents got an argument, take it outside,” Janet said. “I've
got regulars who don'’t take to ruckus.”

Lytton strolled across the room, towards the back bar. He pushed a
door with frosted glass panels, and disclosed a small room with
heavily-upholstered settees, horse-brasses on beams and faded hunt
scenes on the wallpaper.

The Squire sat at a table with papers and maps spread out on it. A
man Allie didn’t know, who wore a collar and tie, sat with him.
Erskine was there too, listening to Gary Chilcot, who had been talking
since he left the bar.

The Squire was too annoyed to fake congeniality.

“We’d like privacy, if you please.”

Lytton looked over the table. There was a large-scale survey map
of the area, with red lines dotted across it. The corners were held
down by ashtrays and empty glasses. The Squire had been illustrating
some point by tapping the map, and his well-dressed guest was frozen
in mid-nod.

Lytton, stepping back from the back bar, let the door swing closed
in the face of Erskine, who was rushing out. A panel cracked and the
Constable went down on his knees.

Allie felt excitement in her water.

Terry charged but Lytton stepped aside and lifted the Maskell man
by the seat of his britches, heaving him up over the bar and barrelling
him into the long mirror. Glass shattered.

Janet Speke, incandescent with proprietary fury, brought out a
shotgun, which Lytton pinned to the bar with his arm.
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“My apologies, Goodwife. He’ll make up the damage.”

There was nothing in the barmaid’s pale blue eyes but hate.
Impulsively, Lytton craned across and kissed her full on the lips. Hot
angry spots appeared on her cheeks as he let her go. He detached
her from the shotgun.

“You should be careful with these things,” he said. “They’re apt to
discharge inconveniently if mishandled.”

He fired both barrels at a framed photograph of Alder’s victorious
skittles team of ‘66. The noise was an astounding crash. Lytton broke
the gun and dropped it. Erskine, nose bloody in his handkerchief,
came out of the back bar with his Webley out and cocked.

This time, it was different. Lytton was armed.

Despite the hurt in his left shoulder, Lytton drew both his pistols
in an instant and, at close range, shot off Erskine’s ears. The Constable
stood, appalled, blood pouring from fleshy nubs that would no longer
hold his helmet up.

Erskine’s shot went wild.

Lytton took cool aim and told the Constable to drop his Webley.

Erskine saw sense. The revolver clumped on the floor.

In an instant, Lytton holstered his pistols. The music came back,
filling the quiet that followed the crashes and shots. Terry moaned
in a heap behind the bar. Janet kicked him out. Erskine looked for
his ears.

Lytton took another sip of Bells.

“Very fine,” he commented.

Janet, lipstick smeared, touched her hair, deprived of her mirror,
not knowing where free strands hung.

Lytton slipped a copper-coloured ten shilling note onto the bar.

“A round of drinks, I think,” he said.

Danny Keough smiled and shook an empty glass.
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Outside, in the car park of The Valiant Soldier, Allie bubbled over.
It was the most thrilling thing. To see Terry hit the mirror, Teddy
staring at a draw he’d never beat, the Reeve helpless, Janet Speke
and the Squire in impotent rage and, best of all, Barry Erskine with
his helmet-brim on his nose and blood gushing onto his shoulders.
For a moment, Alder was like The Archers, and the villains were seen
off.

Lytton was sombre, cold, bravado gone.

“It was just a moment, Allie. An early fluke goal for our side. They
still have the referee in their back pocket and fifteen extra players.”

He looked around the car park.

“Any of these vehicles unfamiliar?”

Maskell’s ostentatious Range Rover was parked by Janet’s pink
Vauxhall Mustang. The Morris pick-up was the Gilpins’. The Reeve’s
panda car was on the street. That left an Austin Maverick Allie had
never seen before. She pointed it out.

“Company car,” he said, tapping the windshield.

The front passenger seat was piled with glossy folders that had
‘GREAT WESTERN RAILWAYS’ embossed on their jackets.

“The clouds of mystery clear,” he mused. “Do you have one of your
nails?”

Puzzled, she took a nail from her purse and handed it over.

“Perfect,” he said, crouching by the car door, working the nail into
the lock. “This is a neat trick you shouldn’t learn, Allie. There, my
old sapper sergeant would be proud of me.”

He got the door open, snatched one of the folders, and had the
door shut again.

They left in a hurry, but slowed by the bus stop. The rusting shelter
was fly-posted with car-boot sale announcements. Lytton sagged. His
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shirt-shoulder spotted where his wound had opened again. Still, he
was better off than Earless Erskine.

“I's choo-choos, I'll be bound,” he said. “The track they run on is
always blooded.”

There was activity at the pub as Maskell’s party loped past the
village oak into the car park. Maskell was in the centre, paying
embarrassed attention to his guest, who presumably hadn’t expected
a bar brawl and an ear-shooting to go with his ploughman’s lunch
and a lecture on local geography.

The outsider got into his Maverick and Maskell waved him off.
Then, he started shouting at his men. Allie smiled to hear him so

angry, but Lytton looked grim.

®

That evening, after they had eaten, Lytton explained to Susan,
showing her the maps and figures. Allie struggled to keep up.

“It’s to do with Railway Privatisation,” he said. “The measures that
came in after the War, that centralised and nationalised so many
industries, are being dismantled by the Tories. And private companies
are stepping in. With many a kickback and inside deal.”

“There’s not been a railway near Alder for fifty years,” Susan said.

“When British Rail is broken up, the companies that have bits of
the old network will be set against each other like fighting dogs.
They'll shut down some lines and open up others, not because they
need to but to get one over on the next fellow. GWR, who are
chummying up with the Squire, would like it if all trains from Wessex
to London went through Bristol. They can up the fares, and cut off
the Southeastern company. To do that, they need to put a branch

line here, across the Southern edge of Maskell’s farm, right through
your orchard.”
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Susan understood, and was furious.
“I don’t want a railway through my farm.”
“But Maskell sees how much money he’d make. Not just from

selling land at inflated prices. There’d be a watering halt. Maybe even
a station.”

“He can’t do the deal without Gosmore Farm?”

“No.”

“Well, he can whistle ‘Lillibulero’.”

“It may not be that easy.”

The lights flickered and failed. The kitchen was lit only by the red
glow of the wood fire.

“Allie, I told you to check the generator,” Susan snapped.

Allie protested. She was careful about maintaining the generator.
They'd once lost the refrigerator and had a week’s milk quota spoil
overnight.

Lytton signalled for quiet. He drew a gun from inside his waistcoat.

Allie listened for sounds outside.

“Are the upstairs windows shuttered?” Lytton asked.

“ asked you not to bring those things indoors,” Susan said, evenly.
“I won’t have guns in the house.”

“You soon won’t have a choice. There’ll be unwelcome visitors.”

Susan caught on and went quiet. Allie saw fearful shadows. There
was a shot and the window over the basin exploded inwards. A fireball
flew in and plopped onto the table, oily rags in flames. With
determination, Susan took a flat breadboard and pressed out the fire.

Noise began. Loudspeakers were set up outside. Music hammered
their ears. The Beatles’ ‘Helter Skelter.’

“Maskell’s idea of hippie music,” Lytton said.

In the din, gunshots spanged against stones, smashed through

windows and shutters.
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Lytton bundled Susan under the heavy kitchen table, and pushed
Allie in after her.

“Stay here,” he said, and was gone upstairs.

Allie tried putting her fingers in her ears and screwing her eyes
shut. She was still in the middle of the attack.

“Is Maskell going to kill us?” she asked.

Susan was rigid. Allie hugged her.

There was a shot from upstairs. Lytton was returning fire.

“I'm going to help him,” Allie said.

“No,” shouted Susan, as Allie slipped out of her grasp. “Don’t...”

®

She knew the house well enough to dart around in the dark without
bumping into anything. Like Lytton, she headed upstairs.

From her bedroom window, which had already been shot out, she
could see as far as the treeline. There was no moon. The Beatles still
screamed. In the orchard, fires were set. Hooded figures danced
between the trees, wearing ponchos and beads. She wasn’t fooled.
These weren't Jago’s Travellers but Maskell’s men.

Allie had to draw the line here. She and Susan had been pushed
too far. They’d lost men to Maskell, they wouldn’t lose land.

A man carrying a fireball dashed towards the house, aiming to throw
it through a window. Allie drew a bead with her catapult and put a
nail in his knee. She heard him shriek above the music. He tumbled
over, fire thumping onto his chest and spreading to his poncho. He
twisted, yelling like a stuck pig, and wrestled his way out of the
burning hood.

[t was Teddy Gilpin.
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He scrambled back, limping and smouldering. She could have put
another nail in his skull.

But didn't.

Lytton was in the hallway, switching between windows, using bullets
to keep the attackers back. One lay still, face-down, on the lawn.
Allie hoped it was Maskell.

She scrambled out of her window, clung to the drainpipe, and
squeezed into shadows under the eaves. Like a bat, she hung, catapult
dangling from her mouth. She monkeyed up onto the roof, and
crawled behind the chimney.

If she kept them off the roof, they couldn’t get close enough to fire
the house. She didn’t waste nails, but was ready to put a spike into
the head of anyone who trespassed. But someone had thought of that
first. She saw the ladder-top protruding over the far edge of the roof.

An arm went around her neck, and the catapult was twisted from
her hand. She smelled his strong cider-and-shit stink.

“It be the little poacher,” a voice cooed.

It was Stan Budge, Maskell’s gamekeeper.

“Who’m trespassin’ now?” she said, and fixed her teeth into his
wrist.

Though she knew this was not a game, she was surprised when
Budge punched her in the head, rattling her teeth, blurring her vision.
She let him go. And he hit her again. She lost her footing, thumped
against tiles and slid towards the gutter, slates loosening under her.

Budge grabbed her hair.

The hard yank on her scalp was hot agony. Budge pulled her away
from the edge. She screamed.

“Wouldn’t want nothing to happen to you,” he said. “Not yet.”

®
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Budge forced her to go down the ladder, and a couple of men
gripped her. She struggled, trying to kick shins.

Shots came from house and hillside.

“Take her round to the Squire,” Budge ordered.

Allie was glad it was dark. No one could see the shamed tears on
her cheeks. She felt so stupid. She had let Susan down. And Lytton.

Budge took off his hood and shook his head.

“No more bleddy fancy dress,” he said.

She had to be dragged to where Maskell sat, smoking a cigar, in a
deckchair between the loudspeakers.

“Allison, dear,” he said. “Think, if it weren’t for the Civil War, I'd
own you. Then again, at this point in time, [ might as well own you.”

He shut off the cassette player.

Terry Gilpin and Barry Erskine—out of uniform, with white lumps
of bandage on his head—held her between them. The Squire drew a
long thin knife from his boot and let it catch the firelight.

Maskell plugged a karaoke microphone into the speaker.

“Susan,” he said, booming. “You should come out now. We’ve
driven off the gyppos. But we have someone you’ll want to see.”

He pointed the microphone at her and Terry wrenched her hair.
Despite herself, she screamed.

“It’s dear little Allison.”
There was a muffled oath from inside.
“And your protector, Captain Lytton. He should come out too. Yes,

we know a bit about him. Impressive war record, if hardly calculated
to make him popular in these parts. Or anywhere.”

Allie had no idea what that meant.

(43 . .
Throw your gun out, if you would, Captain. We don’t want any
more accidents.”
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The back door opened, and firelight spilled out. A dark figure
stepped onto the verandah.

“The gun, Lytton.”
A gun was tossed down.
Erskine fairly slobbered with excitement. Allie felt him pressing

close to her, writhing. Once he let her go, he would kill Lytton, she
knew.

Lytton stood beside the door. Another figure joined him, shivering
in a white shawl that was a streak in the dark.

“Ah, Susan,” Maskell said, as if she had just arrived at his Christmas
Feast. “Delighted you could join us.”

Maskell’s knifepoint played around Allie’s throat, dimpling the skin,
pricking tinily.

In a rush, it came to her that this had very little to do with railways
and land and money. When it came down to it, the hurt Maskell
fancied he was avenging was that he couldn’t have Susan. Or Allie.

Knowing why didn’t make things better.

Hand in hand, Lytton and Susan came across the lawn. Maskell’s
men gathered, jeering.

“Are you all right, Allison?” Susan asked.

“I'm sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, dear.”

“ have papers with me,” Maskell said, “if you'd care to sign. The
terms are surprisingly generous, considering.”

Lytton and Susan were close enough to see the knife.

“You sheep-shagging bastard,” Susan said.

Lytton’s other gun appeared from under her shawl. She raised her
arm and fired. Allie felt wind as the bullet whistled past. Maskell’s
jaw came away in a gush of red-black. Susan shot him again, in the
eve. He was thumped backwards, knife ripped away from Allie’s
throat, and laid on the grass, heels kicking.
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“I said I didn’t like guns,” Susan announced. “I never said I couldn’t
use one.”

Lytton took hold of Susan’s shoulders and pulled her out of the
way of the fusillade unleashed in their direction by Budge and Terry
Gilpin.

Allie twisted in Erskine’s grasp and rammed a bony knee between
his legs. Erskine yelped, and she clawed his ear-bandages, ripping the
wounds open.

The Constable staggered away, and was peppered by his comrades’
fire. He took one in the lungs and knelt over the Squire, coughing
up thick pink foam.

In a flash of gunfire, Allie saw Lytton sitting up, shielding Susan
with his body, arm outstretched. He had picked up a pistol. The
flashes stopped. Budge lay flat dead, and Gilpin gurgled, incapacitated
by several wounds. Lytton was shot again too, in the leg.

He had fired his gun dry, and was reloading, taking rounds from
his belt.

Car-lights froze the scene. The blood on the grass was deepest black.
Faces were white as skulls. Lytton still carefully shoved new bullets
into chambers. Susan struggled to sit up.

Reeve Draper got out of the panda car and assessed the situation.
He stood over Maskell’s body. The Squire’s face was gone.

“Looks like you'm had a bad gyppo attack,” he said.

Lytron snapped his revolver shut and held it loosely, not aiming.
The Reeve turned away from him.

“But it be over now.”

Erskine coughed himself quiet.

Allie wasn’t sorry any of them were dead. If she was crying, it was
for her father, for the chickens, for the vegetable garden.

Tassume Goodwife Ames no longer has to worry about her cows
being destroyed?” Lytton asked.
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The Reeve nodded, tightly.
“I thought so.”

Draper ordered Gary Chilcot to gather the wounded and get them
off Gosmore Farm.

“Take the rubbish too,” Susan insisted, meaning the dead.

Chilcot, face painted with purple butterflies, was about to protest
but Lytton still had the gun.

“Squire Maskell bain’t givin’ out no more pay packets, Gary,” the
Reeve reminded him.

Chilcot thought about it and ordered the able-bodied to clear the
farm of corpses.

®

Allie woke up well after dawn. It was a glorious spring day. The
blood on the grass had soaked in and was invisible. But there were
windows that needed mending.

She went outside and saw Lytton and Susan by the generator. It
was humming into life. Lytton had oil on his hands.

In the daylight, Susan seemed ghost-like.

Allie understood what it must be like. To kill a man. Even a man
like Squire Maskell. It was as if Susan had killed a part of herself.
Allie would have to be careful with Susan, try to coax her back.

“There,” Lytton said. “Humming nicely.”

“Thank you, Captain,” said Susan.

Lytton’s eyes narrowed minutely. Maskell had called him Captain.
“Thank you, Susan.”

He touched her cheek.

“Thank you for everything.”
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Allie ran up and hugged Lytton. He held her too, not ferociously.
She broke the embrace. Allie didn’t want him to leave. But he would.

The Norton was propped in the driveway, wheeled out beyond the
open gate. He walked stiffly away from them and straddled the
motorcycle. His leg wound was just a scratch.

Allie and Susan followed him to the gate. Allie felt Susan’s arm
around her shoulders.

Lytton pulled on his gauntlets and curled his fingers around the
handlebars. He didn’t wince.

“You're Captain UI Lytton, aren’t you?” Susan said.

There was a little hurt in his eyes. His frown-lines crinkled.

“You've heard of me.”

“Most people have. Most people don’t know how you could do what
you did in the War.”

“Sometimes you have a choice. Sometimes you don’t.”

Susan left Allie and slipped around the gate. She kissed Lytton.

Not the way Lytton had kissed Janet Speke, like a slap, but slowly,
awkwardly.

Allie was half-embarrassed, half-heartbroken.

“Thank you, Captain Lytton,” Susan said. “There will always be a
breakfast for you at Gosmore Farm.”

“I'never did give you the ten shillings,” he smiled.

Allie was crying again and didn’t know why. Susan let her fingers
trail through Lytton’s hair and across his shoulder. She stood back.

He pulled down his goggles, then kicked the Norton into life and
drove off.

Allie scrambled through the gate and ran after him. She kept up
with him, lungs protesting, until the village oak, then sank, exhausted,
by the curb. Lytton turned on his saddle and waved, then was gone

from her sight, headed out across the moors. She stayed, curled up
under the oak, until she could no longer hear his engine.
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THE WHITE STUFF

BY PETER F. HAMILTON
AND GRAHAM JOYCE

Nigel Finchley first blinked into the gleam on his way into the
City, where he high-rolled other people’s money on the trading floor.
A Nimbus owner himself, he cast an appreciative gaze over the classic
Lotus Esprit swishing up beside him at the traffic lights. Its engine
purred with deliberate, sexual rhythm as the brunette Trust Fund Babe
behind the wheel toed the accelerator in provocation.

But when he tried to eye-photo her silhouette, the glare coming
off the Esprit’s ice-blue paintwork defeated him. Squinting to filter
out the reflected sunlight he realized just how mirror-bright that polish
was. The Esprit had a sunbeam corona all of its own, making the rest
of the queuing cars dull, mundane. Money, he told himself, money
lays that kind of gleam on everything it touches.

The Esprit surged forward in a burst of arrogant power.

Nigel watched it go, thoughts contaminated by low-level
resentment. Later he saw the gleam again. A Piccolo this time.
Nothing wrong with Piccolos; MG versions were decent sporty

THE WHITE STUFF



runabouts. But they shouldn’t gleam, not like that. He watched it
pass. The Piccolo went gliding down the street with unnatural
elegance.

His curiosity was roused. Almost unconsciously he began searching
the traffic for more, and spotted another three examples before he
swung down into the company’s underground car park. Five
extraordinarily gleaming cars out of a near-gridlocked city.

®

Nigel’s regular lunchtime pub was The Swan, perched alongside a
canal restored by a government benefit-earn scheme. Smartened up
beyond the pocket of its original water-traffic clientele, serving a
noveau cuisine menu, it had achieved a reputation equal to any of
the area’s contemporary wine bars, sucking in a whole strata of City
financiers, the players of digital money. It had a whitewashed facade
with a frieze of iron-rimmed cartwheels bolted onto the brick, and
hanging baskets adorning the taproom door. The landlord served real
ale from wooden kegs, and carrot juice from liquidisers with a sound
like a dentist’s drill. A large parking lot round the back was bordered
by a high redbrick wall. It couldn’t be seen from the street.

Nigel coasted the Nimbus into a spare slot, turned off the ignition,
and looked up to see her. Maybe sixteen years old with freckles and
a riot of vivid copper hair in tiny corkscrew curls. Her adolescent
breasts bobbled like half tennis balls under a scoopneck T-shirt; her
faded denim microskirt offered him a grand view of her long,
suntanned legs. Bright noonday sun made her hair blaze, halo fashion.

®
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She would be one of the kids from the sink estate on the edge of
the Capitalcorp’s redevelopment incentive zone—a hellhole of
squatters, dealers, pimps, and exo-European illegals—all trying to
make the same quid washing windscreens. Nigel felt a hot jab of envy.
Though he had everything she didn’t have, he envied her youth. He
envied her street-sassy. He envied, very badly, the twentysomething
black guy lurking possessively a few paces back, and who would
undoubtedly be screwing her.

Lovely big emerald eyes glittered at him. “Hi there, captain, wanna
have your wheels gleamed?”

“Huh?”"

“Gleamed.” A blink of flawless white teeth. She proffered a little
square of metal. Sunlight skipped across its metallic purple paint,
dazzling.

“Let me see that.” Taking the metal square from her he tried to
stroke its coloured surface, to understand the texture, but his fingers
slipped about as if it were coated in warm ice.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Micro-friction layer, captain. We'll wipe your bodywork down, and
spray it on.” She shook a grey aerosol can in his face; no brand name.
“Dirt and water can't get a grip, so your shine’s permanent, and rust
don’t get a look in, see?”

He couldn’t take his eyes off her. “How long does it last?”

“Always. It’s micro-friction, right? Can’t rub it off.”

He ran through the dubious logic, his eyes wandering down to her
legs again. “How much?”

“Twenty five.”

It even seemed reasonable. “Count me in. Cheque or card?’

“Aww, come on!”

“If you want cash I'll have to find a hole in the wall.”
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“Fine. Have your pint and slot your card. We'll have your wheels
sorted for when you get back.” She stuck two fingers in her mouth
and whistled. “Got a live one!”

Her proto-gangsta boyfriend stepped over to the car, attempting a
customer-friendly smile. On that face, it was never going to work.
His head had been shaved in a chessboard pattern, with each square
of hair sprouting a single stubby dreadlock. The clothes were ultra-
trendy; heavy biker boots crushed the tarmac.

Uneasy prejudices started cattle-prodding Nigel’s defence
mechanisms awake. Sure the guy was well-dressed, but the hostility
was as blatant as Nigel's own disapproval.

They looked at each other, silently negotiating a demilitarized truce
for the duration of the gleaming. The black guy clicked his fingers,
and a posse of kids solidified around the Nimbus. Seven of them,
ranging from sixteen years down to about ten: black kids with locks,
white kids with bent-nail tattoos, Asian kids, all loaded with buckets
and sponges and can- do. The young redhead was already sauntering
off after her next victim.

Nigel paused on the pub’s doorstep, the slow-turning cogs in his
brain winching a frown onto his face. It had been a very slick
operation, way beyond any usual street-rat earner. He turned to look
back. The little shits were gleefully spraying his car white, great sweeps
of fuck-the-rich graffiti sizzling eagerly out of the grey cans, an oily
foam contaminating the grilles, the hubs, the windscreen. It looked
like the Nimbus was getting ready for a shave. He was about to scream
at them, but his shout never got past the first syllable. The white
foam was gradually turning translucent, smoothing out to form a thin,
uniform coat, already delivering the gleam.

The redhead caught his eye, giving him a laughing thumbs up.
Feeling hopelessly old and dumb (memory image kicking in: his father
holding his first-ever CD up to the light in utter perplexity) he smiled
back weakly and retreated into the pub. Pity there had been no brand
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name on the spray cans; the company who owned that process would
be worth a dabble. Interesting.

Rewarded by that not-totally-innocent smile of hers, Nigel had
promised the redhead to put the word round the trading floor. In two
days all his smart colleagues were driving round in gleaming cars.

The Swan’s landlord didn’t object. Customers parked their cars and
checked in for a drink while the kids sprang to work with sponges
and spray cans. They had a regular production line going out back.
Only once did the financier in him assert itself. How much should a
micro-friction coating actually cost? Were the kids at The Swan
pulling a fast one?

Nigel tried to price the coating at his Nimbus dealer’s showroom.
“What’s micro-friction?” was the reply.

®

There were at least a dozen kids in The Swan’s parking lot when
he pulled in the following Monday. Five cars had their bonnets up,
two kids to a car, doubled up over the radiator grilles, looking like
they were being swallowed whole.

The redhead bounded over. Today she wore hip-hugging navy-blue
shorts and a sleeveless white blouse, top four buttons undone.
Boyfriend nowhere to be seen.

“Business is looking good,” Nigel commented.

“I give people what they want.”

He glanced up. He wondered exactly how old she was.

“Take you. I mean, these wheels of yours: seriously loaded.” Her
hand stroked the bonnet, coyly. “But you can’t jack up the throttle
cos of these speed laws. They ain’t tailored to modern cars. They're
antiques, thirties fodder.”

THE WHITE STUFF



“How do I just know you're going to sell me something else?”

Her answering grin was evil, moist tongue tip peeking out from
the corner of her mouth. “Cos I like ringing your bell. P've got a zapper
scrambler here thats got your name on it. You game?”

He tried to keep his eyes off the open buttons of her blouse. “Maybe.
Speak to me.”

“It screws the law’s radar guns something chronic. First, a warning
bleep from the laser detector at half a mile, then the LCD counts
you down to ground zero. And the big plus: even if they do blast
you, their read-out swears blind you'’re only doing a poxy twenty
eight.”

No more fines, no more penalty points. Every motorist’s dream
gadget. “How much?”

“Fifty.”

He sighed. “I'm all yours.”

@

The next day he drove into the tarmac wasteland of his local
hypermarket’s customer park and shot into a space near a trolley rack,
tires crunching the litter of polystyrene wrappers.

“Wow, this is one totalled-out machine.” The Nimbus’s admirer
was another girl: mid-teens, golden hair, dirty fingernails and white
jeans as tight as a tourniquet. “I just bet you could go supersonic if it
wasn’t for those dumb speed limits.”

He pointed to the newly installed LCD radar-trap warning on his
dashboard. The girl shrugged and moved on. Looking out across the
hypermarket park he could see nearly all of the cars sported micro-
friction coatings. Several cars in the row behind him had their
bonnets raised, with kiddie teams slamming in zapper scramblers as
though they were on a triple bonus productivity scheme. They also
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had a runner. A twelve-year-old boy collected the cash from the older
kids, then disappeared into a graffiti-splashed alley at the rear of the
park. A minute later he would reemerge with boxes of scramblers.
Nigel strolled over to the hypermarket entrance. Simon was sitting
in his usual place beside the wire baskets, wrapped in a thick Oxfam
duffle coat despite the warm sun. Scuffed wraparound sunglasses made
him look like a washed up Terminator. He was playing his flute, a
tired golden Labrador guarding a threadbare cap with a few coins in.

“Morning, Simon.”

“That you, Mr Finchley?” Simon asked.

“Indeed it is.” Nigel found a coin and bent down as if to drop it
into the cap. He made the coin chink quietly, to disguise the fact
that he kept it in his hand. It was a nothing- for-nothing world, in
which Nigel was prepared to donate to the blind beggar no more than
the sound of his money.

“Thank you, sir.”

“My pleasure.”

As Nigel stood up he saw the runner on the other side of the road.
He was sure the boy had looked away quickly, a subliminal impression
of a guilty start.

When Nigel had negotiated the maze of dingy backstreets at the
side of the hypermarket he found the other end of the alley was
blocked by a hired Transit van. A young black man was sitting in
the driver’s seat, flicking through a tabloid newspaper.

Nigel ambled past, snatching a glimpse of the runner returning to
the car park, a scrambler box tucked under each arm. Another young
man stood beside the van’s rear doors.

The pair of them could have been cousins of the redhead’s
boyfriend. There was something shared between them; it wasn’t so
much a physical characteristic, more an attitude. Not arrogance
exactly. Confidence. They possessed confidence.
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Unenlightened, Nigel moved on. If they’d got the whole day’s cash
taking in the van, they'd be nervous about people who loitered.

®

Wednesday saw the redhead in a black one-piece cycling uniform.
Nigel couldn’t understand how she’d got into it, the fabric was already
stretched to its limit.

Her knowing grin was becoming a little too familiar.

“Have you ever heard of the term ‘market saturation’?’ he asked
before she made her pitch.

She stuck her tongue out, awesomely childlike. “Nah. Have you
ever heard of an encryption-buster?” Resting in her palm was a matte-
black box the size of a blockbuster paperback. There was a small
keyboard on top. “Unkink everything the satellites beam down:
Disney through to Movie Channel, Hot Dutch, the works, no smart
card required. You'll never cop for a subscription charge again.”

“Very nice. Where did you get it?”

“Bloke in a pub.”

Acquisitive lust began to gnaw. The cost of a decoder card for his
Globecast system was criminal. “How much?” It seemed to be the
one consistent phrase he spoke to her.

“Fifty for cash.”

“Sold. Come and have a drink with me.”

She looked over her shoulder and thought for a moment. “Sure.”

®

Nigel lived alone in his Docklands condominium. There were

plenty of trees lining the empty streets, and no delinquents since the
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entire area was security-ringed and patrolled. Sometimes the only
movement in the whole neighbourhood would be that of a scrap of
newspaper blowing down the achingly new concrete walkways.

He told himself he still enjoyed the single life. He had enough
friends in the same situation to make a cosy self- reinforcing group
when they spent their weekend nights on the town. Jannice had been
his last permanent attachment, though the relationship had broken
down on a dispute over language.

“Please don’t refer to me as your ‘partner’ or your ‘girlfriend.” It’s
insulting and demeaning.”

“So what are you, then?”

“Nothing which implies a contract.”

I'm being outmoded before I'm thirty, Nigel had thought at the time.
Jannice was four months ago. There had been other gitls since, one
night stands picked up while clubbing, a friend’s younger sister. But
his job on the trading floor was secure, which in itself was a bonus
these days. The City and the new government were still eying each
other wearily across the political divide; but apart from a little
ideologically symbolic blood-letting among the fat cats of the utilities
in the first six months after the election, there had been no incursions,
no major campaigns led by reforming chancellors. The sheer voltage
of money flowing through the cables of the City’s finance web was
so great nobody was going to risk shorting it out. So Nigel and his
kind were still allowed to play their fast, adrenaline-high game.

Bathing in the timid blue phosphorescence of the monitors, he
drank down information, hungry for the elusive patterns that bespoke
success. When he found one, a bond, a rights issue, a commodity, he
pumped money into the precious new find, guarding the knowledge
until the stock rose and his investment grew ripe for harvest. He bred
money from money, a nexus between data and currency arranging
diabolical matings. Always on the hunt for new brides. A search he
could run on autopilot these days. Same as his life.
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And so unlike Miranda, the young redhead who had unsettled him.
A teeny-rebel, making money and having fun, delighting in life. She
made him realize that his own secret promises to himself had been
broken; that his technicolour dreams had been pawned to pay for a
permanent place on the trading floor. Freshness for stability.

That drink in The Swan had turned into two before she would
even tell him her name. Then when he’d offered to take her to dinner
she’d narrowed her eyes at him.

“It’s a good thing I'm older than I look,” she said, fingering the
stem of her glass.

“Why? How old do you look?” The stupidity of this question didn’t
strike him until long afterwards.

He'd collected her from The Swan later that evening. Later than
he intended, actually. The floor had gone through one of those
unexplained jittery days; as if nervousness had suddenly mutated into
an airborne virus, circulated by the slow-spinning rooftop fans of the
City’s air conditioners. End-of-month figures showed African imports
of electronics were down, reducing the continent’s borrowing.
Rumour-quakes ran gleefully through the money market. Several blue
chip companies turned slightly pale. He hated days like that, hated
the disorder.

Miranda had waited, though, an encouraging measure of her
eagerness to sample the good life. She’d applied too much make-up,
and that a little carelessly, but it didn’t diminish her. He broke the
speed limit thanks to his new box and tried to impress her by taking
her to a Chelsea restaurant supposedly used by Princess Di, knowing
she’d be completely out of her depth. Princess Di wasn't in, but it
looked as if the maitre d’ was operating a beauty code for patrons.

“Hot dump this, eh?” Miranda said as they sat. Her gaze hardened
as she took in the designer dresses by Lang, Versolato, Rocha, and
Westwood. Her own dress was some not-quite-Goth purple velvet

with a low front and black lace sleeves.
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“All the best TFBs come here,” Nigel assured her.

“

“Trust Fund Babes. Never done a day’s work in their lives.”

“You normally go out with women like that?”

“Only when they’re slumming. They tend to go for farmers who
own half of Sussex.”

Miranda ordered the same dishes as him; she watched him carefully
when the food arrived, mirroring his movements, and choosing the
same cutlery. It wasn’t as amusing as he’d expected. She was so bloody
determined. He knew that for the rest of her life now she would always
select the right fork, would tilt her soup bowl away from her.

“Another bottle of champagne,” Nigel said to the wine waiter.

“Don’t waste your folding,” Miranda said. “I've already decided to
fuck you.”

They lay on his bed, the curtains of his room drawn back and the
strange spectral light from the flashing and steaming Cesar Pelli tower
reflecting on the perspiration of their naked bodies. He tried to get
her to tell him where she got all the strange new merchandise. One
slip of the tongue, one name, was all he needed to make his killing
on the floor.

“Secret.”

“Ah, come on!” His voice mellowed out. “Between us?”

She flinched, confused and vulnerable. “Don’t know much. Honest.
All T know, it’s called afto-aspro. Same stuff in the electronics as does
for the gleam.”

He puzzled over that. “Afto-aspro?”

“Yeah. Ilkia says that’s what the Greeks called it. Means white stuff.”

“It’s manufactured in Greece?”

“No. That’s just where it turned up first. Couple of weeks back.”

“So where does it come from originally?”’
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“Ilkia says the exos brought it in with them when they come over
from Africa. It’s all over the estate now.”

“Who's this Ilkia character?”

“Mate of mine. He’d kill me if he knew I was here.”

“Jealous type, is he?”

“Not that.... Well, sometimes. He gets us the afto-aspro gear, see. |
have to keep him sweet; and he don’t like the likes of you.”

“White?”

“Nah. Rich. Ilkia says companies like yours are the generals on your
side of the class war.”

“Oh, Jesus wept. Look, does this Ilkia know who’s manufacturing
afto-aspro?”

“Dunno. He never says much about it, just bangs on about how it’s
gonna make things different for us. All the global capitalist state is
gonna get whacked. It'll start with the electronics companies, and
when they go, they’ll bring everything else down with them.”

“I think your friend is talking out of his arse. He really doesn’t know
much about enterprise economics. The electronics industry is a
perpetual war of innovations and next generation chips. That's what
makes the companies so dynamic, and strong. One new gizmo isn’t
going to bring civilization to a halt.”

“We don’t want to halt it, just change it.”

“So, broadly speaking, would you describe yourself as an anarchist,
or just another rainbow Nazi?”

“Don’t say stuff like that. Nigel, be straight, d'you think it’s possible
for someone like you to love someone like me?”

He grinned savagely, she didn’t get it—too young. “Let me show
you instead.”

When she was finally asleep he went through her bag. Usual
teenage junk, except for a wad of seven hundred quid in new twenties
held together by elastic bands. No hint to the origin of afto-aspro.
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The only thing he didn’t understand was a slim oblong of plastic with
chrome-silver surfaces, about the same size as a credit card.

“] want a favour from you,” he asked her over breakfast.

Miranda giggled. “I thought I did all that last night.”

“I want you to find out more about afto-aspro.”

“You got al! I know.”

“Listen, you want to be like me, to run in my world, move in my
circles?”

“Maybe.” She nodded, face all dumb and serious. “You ain’t how
Ilkia said you would be. And this place... I had a good time last night,
Nigel. Honest. That's not greedy, is it? Not to want that?”

“Nothing like. Motivation makes the world go round. You have to
give people incentives. As a race we need to create and achieve; the
alternative is stagnation.”

“Right. Yeah.”

“This is your chance to achieve, Miranda. You can come in with
me, | can make you part of my deal. All I need is the name of the
company which produces afto-aspro. I can buy up their stock and cut
myself in for a big percentage. It’ll be like knowing the lottery roll-
over numbers in advance. Now do you want a piece of that? Do you
want last night to be every night?”

“You shitting me?”

“Just bring me the information.”

®

Trouble mugged Nigel as soon as he reached the floor. Everyone
was on their feet screaming into telephones. The markets were going
crazy. High Street banks had reported a massive surge in demand for
gold sovereigns. There was no logical reason for it. Of course the banks
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didn’t stock the coins, they had to be ordered from the Bank of
England.

There was a similar demand sweeping the entire European
mainland. Not from dealers, but from the public. Gold prices grew
by the minute. Nobody knew what was happening. Yesterday’s
nervousness blossomed out into full-scale panic.

Six hours later everyone held their breath as New York started
trading. Wall Street dived straight into the gold market. And Nigel
found out the true meaning of pandemonium.

After a terrible day he washed up at The Swan, hoping to find
Miranda there. She wasn’t. But a fourteen-year-old girl wanted to
sell him an emax.

“A what?”

Freckles crinkled against spots as she smiled. “An energy matrix,
what they used to call a battery.” She showed him a small fat cylinder:
black, glossy, seamless. “The outside casing is a solar collector, see?
Ninety-five per cent conversion efficiency. You just have to leave it
in the sun and it'll recharge in a couple of hours.”

Ten quid each. He bought six to power his ghetto blaster.

®

Next morning the public’s thirst for gold had increased. The
Chancellor appeared on the lunchtime news to try to calm people,
assuring them that the Bank of England had enough reserves to cope
with the unexpected consumer-led boom, and no restrictions were
even being contemplated. The interviewer’s questions about the
economy starting to downturn in such a climate were brusquely
dismissed as scaremongering.

Nigel couldn’t concentrate that afternoon, despite all the floor
supervisor’s screams and threats to level their investments. He spent
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the time accessing share prices for electronics companies. What he
found was more unsettling than any of the five-million-quid skeletons
he had rattling round his accounts. Miranda had been right: the prices
were slowly starting to drop. Worse, it was a global picture. Other
analysts would be plotting the trend, the whole electronics section
of the market would crash. If he just knew which name made afto-
aspro he could pump millions into their stock and ride the storm’s
lightning.

Before he left work that evening a rumour swept the floor that
cashpoint machines all over town had malfunctioned, dishing out
three thousand pound windfalls to hundreds of lucky punters. The
banks were closing down their hole-in-the-wall outlets until the
electronics could be checked.

He started the drive home. The traffic all around him shone like a
river of prismatic sunlight. Everyone, these days, gleamed.

Halfway to Docklands he saw three ten-year-old girls standing
beside a building society’s cashpoint. One of them had a silver card
just like the one in Miranda’s bag, which she shoved into the slot.
Money started gushing out. The girls squealed excitedly, scooping it
up.

Nigel parked and walked, soaking up the new fizz loose on the block.
A knot of five boys loitered ahead of him. He had no doubt that the
one with his back to him was an afto-aspro peddler. It was the
clothes—bright, new, expensive. There was a glint of gold necklace
chains exchanged for a slimline afto- aspro box. The peddler shook
hands and departed; not getting three paces before more people
buttonholed him.

Each of the boys he left behind registered an awed, vaguely guilty

expression as they stared at their new afto-aspro box. Nigel followed
them without a qualm.
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It was crazy. They marched into a jeans shop that was chromed,
strobed, and shaking with some classic Pulp. A bored girl assistant
read a tatty X Libris paperback behind the counter. The boys clustered
at the back, sunburst xenon pulses segmenting their movements to
robotic jerks as they stuffed jeans into plastic carrier bags. Then they
sauntered out casually. The assistant never even glanced up.

Nigel started after them, slackjawed; then he saw the two white
pillars on either side of the open door. Why not? he thought. If they
can cobble up something that'll scramble a radar trap, then why not
something to jam a shop’s security tags?

Outside on the pavement a man was struggling past, carrying what
looked like a huge painting, an oblong of brown wrapping paper five
foot by three foot, barely an inch thick. A furtive look in his eye
suggested he’d just snapped up a bargain.

Nigel raised a finger. “Excuse me.”

It was a flatscreen television. No need to use up valuable living
room space with a bulky black cabinet, just screw it on the wall, neat
and out of the way. The screen was edged with a solar collector frame,
so it didn’t need to be plugged into the mains. Better yet, the man
confided, it wouldn’t register on TV detector van equipment, no need
for a licence. And all for a hundred pounds.

Nigel knew that the corporate giants like Sony, ]VC, Goldstar, IBM,
and Racal had spent most of the last decade and hundreds of millions
of dollars into cracking the concept of flat wide screens.

The blue chips would be haemorrhaging white tonight.

“Mobile phone, mister?” A dreadlocked Asian boy smiled
winningly; two missing front teeth turned him into a juvenile
vampire. “It’s got a floating clone number, you never get a bill. Twenty
quid folding, or a sovereign.”

“Sod off.”
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®

Miranda was waiting for him on the leather settee in his lounge,

denim shirt unbuttoned to show off a small black bra.

“How the fuck did you get in here?”

She grinned, and held up a snow-white version of his HiSecure
infrared key. “Fair’s fair, Nigel. You got the key to my panties.”

“You shouldn’t be carrying that kind of gadget round with you right
now. People are starting to realize what afto-aspro can be made to
do.”

“Sure they are. They’ve seen what’s coming; they’re gonna be
carrying themselves pretty soon. Just like Ilkia said. Have you seen
the way it's taking off? Stuff’s flooding out of the sink estates. There’s
kids in every city got a breeder chip now. Nobody’s going to stop it.”

He glanced up from the Twenties glitz-mirror cocktail bar. “A
breeder chip? You found out something?”

For once the youthful confidence was missing. She shivered a little
as she took the Pimms he’d mixed. “Yeah. I got Ilkia to take me to
the Cameroon boys’ squat. They showed me. All you need to make
afto-aspro is a little chip of breeder and the right chemical junk for it
to scoff. Theirs is hooked up to an old PC running a composition
program. Do you see? You tell the afto-aspro what you want it to be,
and it just fucking does it.” She paused. “The function is
hardformatted into the molecular structure. It can be anything you
want.”

Nigel sank deep into the leather settee. “Holy shit.” No name. She’d
told him there was no name, no single source, no stock to invest in.
It was the end of the world.

She laughed, kitten spry again. “Isn’t it beautiful? It was crude gear
at first, like the gleam and the encryption-buster; but there are
composition program upgrades coming in every hour now,
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downloaded through the Internet. People like the Cameroon boys
are matching anything the big companies can build, and then some.”
Miranda threw her arms round him and tried to kiss him.

“You don’t understand what you're doing, do you?”

“Yeah. I'm having a good time. I’'m winning. Like you.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“So is that enough to make our deal? Are we hot now, or what?”

“What deal? You and your friends are screwing the world to death.
Do you understand that? To death!”

She looked at him strangely, as if he’d missed some terribly obvious
point. “Sure it's gonna be different for you. Your world’s gonna be
the same as mine, now. Didn’t you realize that? That’s why you wanted
the deal, ain’t it, so we could make a stash and clean out first?”

“Stash of what, you stupid bitch? Your bastards from Cameroon are
wiping out the economy.”

“No we ain’t. We're just spreading it around a bit. Stopping things
costing so much. Afto-aspro lets people like me have what you've got.
No hurt in that. We'll all be better oft.”

“You understand nothing.”

Miranda laughed and climbed onto his lap. “Kiss me Nigel. It’s going
to be a brand new day. A whole new world! We’re gonna change
everything! Ilkia says it’s democratic electronics. He says that’s what
it was designed for, to give the world’s poor what the rich Westerners
enjoy. Afto-aspro don’t kill, it helps everyone. Ilkia says it's only the
old capitalist structure which is dying. There's still going to be an
economy, but we’re going to free it from banks and billionaires. Ilkia
says-

“Fuck what Ilkia says.” Nigel surged upwards, violently pushing her
away. She fell back heavily, cracking her head against the mahogany

cocktail bar.
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For the first time she seemed to realize his position. She looked
confused. “I thought you and me had a thing.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

Miranda went from confusion to plain hurt. She stroked strands of
hair from her eyes, which were moist. “Here’s a tip, Nigel,” she said
tearfully, going to the door. “Hang on to your gold watch, and your
gold pen, and your tie-clip, and your gold neck chain. You'll need
them. Credit’s gonna get busted too, and that’s what your kind live
on. Cos we never get given any, do we?” Then she was gone.

He stood there for maybe half a minute. “Hell.” He ran out into
the landing, but the lift door was already closing. “Good luck,
Miranda,” he shouted after her. “I want to wish you good luck.”

®

The TV news was overloading on afto-aspro. Half of the nine
o'clock news was devoted to the new manufacturing revolution, hot
young reporters tackling happy punters. Studio talking heads followed
with hyper-cautious interpretations of its possible consequences. The
end of large-scale industrialisation, the start of a true global village
economy, green, clean, and noncompetitive.

“Bollocks,” Nigel snapped. He fired the remote, wiping out the
report. De-industrialisation wasn’t the outcome, he was sure of it.
Instinct was strong here, a lifetime of feeling the patterns spoke to
him.

He pulled his laptop over, flipped it open, and after a while, began
to type.

®
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“Dump every electronics share we have,” Nigel told Austin St. Clair
next morning.

“Are you insane?” the supervisor bawled. Outside the glass walls
chairs had become as redundant as silicon; everyone stood, shouting
and waving at each other like bookies on speed. Gold was still rising.
Governments were issuing optimistic forecasts—nobody was paying
attention. VDUs were flashing up red starburst symbols as the
electronics market crashed. “If we sell now, we’ll lose over a quarter
of a billion. Totally outside my authority. I won’t be working the floor,
I'll be fucking sweeping it!”

“We’ll lose a lot more if we hang on to them.”

“It’ll bottom out. It looks bad, but it always bottoms out. Intel and
Fujitsu have already announced they’re going to start afto-aspro
production; the rest will follow.”

“It doesn’t matter. Those kind of companies are obsolete now. It
took an investment of half a billion dollars to build every new chip
plant; and two years later the next generation processor would come
along, and you'd have to rebuild. That's why only the rich countries
ever produced the damn things. The whole point of afto-aspro is that
it doesn’t need that kind of investment. Right now, the dumbest
people in the country are making afto-aspro in rooms full of
cockroaches. Don’t you get it? There is no more electronics industry.
It just went the same way as gas lamps and vinyl records.”

“Christ!” Austin thumped a fist on his desk, then jammed the grazed
knuckles into his mouth. “Oh Christ, Nigel.”

“It doesn’t matter. We can get the company out. Buy engineering,
the heavier the better. Firms which make big, solid, bulky metal
products: ships, cranes, combine harvesters, bridges, cement lorries,
steam rollers, trains, hell even washing machines are mostly
mechanical. Afto-aspro can't replace that. And those shares are a good
buy right now. Everyone was so keen to get into sunrise technologies
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and multimedia bollocks we ignored the fundamentals. If we move
quick we can recoup our losses on electronics. But it’s got to be now,
Austin. The market will figure it out; capital is going to flood into
that section. If you're smart, we’ll be ahead of them.”

®

Five months later his prediction had almost come true. There were
no more electronics companies. There weren’t any oil companies left
either, thanks to the ubiquitous emax.

The afto-aspro spring had edged out the winter of faded technologies
right across the UK. Vigorous new growth supplanted the obsolete
structures and systems of yesterday. Solar collector panels were spread
over roofs, replacing slates and tiles and thatch. Cars were fitted with
electrolyte regenerator cells, kits which turned exhaust fumes back
into petrol. That was just a stop-gap. Factories were already busy
installing new production line facilities for vehicles which would be
powered solely from an emax, their bodywork reverting to the Henry
Ford bon mot of gleaming solar-collector black.

Afto-aspro was at the heart of it all, but the actual change, the
physical adaptations, required manual labour, skilled and semi-skilled.
Opportunity for all. People lost jobs, people found new ones.
Unemployment only rose a couple of per cent. Nigel was laid off and
re-employed on a freelance basis, lower income, inferior terms, poorer
conditions. But at least he was still in work.

[t was the day the gas network was due to be turned off permanently
when Nigel glided his not-so-new Nimbus into the hypermarket park.
He turned off the ignition and the perfect tone of the Sonic Energy
Authority ebbed away; the afto-aspro MB (memory block) player had
replaced CDs and cassettes. MBs had also replaced videos, games

cartridges, and floppy disks; each cigarette-sized cylinder stored hours
of data.
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There were no kids lurking about ready to thrust the latest afto-
aspro application into his face. He missed them somehow. But for
fitting regenerator cells on cars you went to a garage; to wire your
home up to a domestic emax a professional electrician was called in;
any household gadget was grown to order in your local electrical store.

Blind Simon was hunched in his usual place beside the hypermarket
entrance, coat buttoned up against the sweltering September sun,
flute trilling gently. Nigel patted his pockets for a coin. There was a
wad of notes in his wallet; for a couple of weeks transactions had
been all in sovereigns, or jewellery, or even art; but with things settling
down again people were accepting the promise of the Chief Cashier
once more. Even cashpoints were coming back in use as banks
replaced their old electronics with blocks of afto-aspro.

“Morning, Simon.”

Simon smiled softly. He raised the scuffed old shades and looked
straight at Nigel. “I always wondered what you looked like. I always
wondered about the face of a man who would pull a shitty stunt like
that, week in, week out.”

The golden Labrador barked angrily.

Nigel stumbled a pace backwards, shock draining the heat from
his blood. Simon’s eye sockets were filled with balls of afto-aspro. No
irises, no pupils, just blank white spheres. “Clever, isn’t it?” the old
tramp said. “The latest compositional program upgrade can design
organic substitutes. Eyes are easy; all an eye does is convert photons
to nerve impulses. Molecular filters like kidneys are a little more
complicated, but they’ll get there, I'm sure. After all, the only real
work left these days is thinking.”

“Christ almighty.”

“How does your money sound these days, Mr Finchley?”

The heat returned to Nigel’s blood as fast as it had left, burning
his cheeks and ears. He almost sprinted back to the Nimbus.
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The trading floor was quiet. Half of the terminals were veiled below
dust covers; the level of activity on the market no longer justified a
full team of dealers. Those still on the company’s payroll were a
subdued, sober bunch intent on steering a steady course. The days of
screaming out deals while holding three telephone handsets and
reading five displays at once were long gone. After the holocaust of
corporate casualties afto-aspro had inflicted on the global economy,
what remained was rock solid stable. The international financial
playing field still wasn’t exactly level, but the disparity between the
developed nations and what had been the Third World was a lot
smaller. In fact, the distinction between the two was now measured
in the amount of infrastructure a country had: industrial output per
capita was approaching equilibrium. As people suddenly realized, the
Third World had a lot of heavy engineering plants, most of them
built by the multinationals who wished to exploit the cheap labour
costs such countries boasted as their principal asset.

Nigel walked down the row of silent, blank computers knowing
how grave-robbers must feel. Dealers just picked over the bones these
days; they didn’t control or dictate like before. But like everyone else,
he’d adjusted. He was good at picking over bones, spotting the scraps
of flesh. His position was almost as safe in the new order as it had
been in the old.

“Some weird delegation in,” one of the dealers muttered uneasily
as Nigel sat at his station. “Austin’s been talking to them for forty
minutes.”

Four people were sitting in Austin St. Clair’s glass wall office. Not
the usual collection of Armani and Yamamoto power suits either.

Three black men and a red-headed white woman, all dressed in army
surplus fatigues and combat boots.
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Austin St. Clair caught sight of Nigel, and met him at the door.
“Trouble,” he announced bleakly before Nigel could get into the
office. “Anarchist freaks from the London-Cameroon software
collective. They’ve made an approach to our board for improving
the trading floor’s performance. So they say.”

As the door closed behind Nigel, he glanced over at the intruders,
and froze. It was Miranda. Miranda looking poised, taller, broader,
delectable.

“Hi there, Nigel. It’s been a while.”

“Miranda?” He tried to retain his composure. “What'’s new?”

“Meet the boys from the collective. We’re about to buy you out.”

“Buy us out? Well, I see you joined the human race. I always said
ex- anarchists make the best capitalists.” He tried an uneasy laugh.

“Not quite.” She glanced at Austin St. Clair as if to decide his
trustworthiness, then shrugged and relaxed. “Actually, we’re going
to stamp you out, Nigel.”

“No way.”

“You like the way [ look now?”

“What? Yes. Yes, I suppose so.”

“It’s the latest afto-aspro; our collective specialises in compositional
programs for organic substitutes. | had a few implants.”

“They suit you. You suit you.”

“We don’t really give a fuck about cosmetics, of course; but it helps
screw up the income for private clinics. What we’re concentrating
on is providing enhanced automated intellectual services.”

“What?”

“Neural networks. We grow afto-aspro brains, Nigel.”

“The London-Cameroon collective has persuaded the board that
their new afto-aspro development can handle the trading floor by
itself,” Austin St. Clair said grimly. “They’re going to wire neural

networks into our finance net, and replace the dealers.”
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“What?” Nigel yelped.

All four of the collective were smiling at him.

“We're using capitalism’s own strength to break it, Nigel,” Miranda
said. “Capitalism fosters the culture of competition and achievement;
so someone told me once. And in order to compete and achieve
you've got to have the best product. Once we’ve installed the system
here, the other financial companies will see how good it is, and they’ll
buy the same system for themselves. They’ll be refined and polished
and debugged until they can’t be improved any further. Then
everybody will have identical systems battling for the same business.
It'll be the final stalemate; nobody will be able to win. You'll be
levelled, Nigel. What you are now will cease to exist. It'll allow a
social market to grow without interference.”

“Banks and billionaires,” he whispered.

“You got it, comrade. But before we sound the last crash, the
collective would like to offer you a week’s contract. You always said
you were the best, Nigel, now here’s your chance to prove it. Our
neural networks need to learn the ropes, so who better than you to
teach them their core program? They’ll spend a week observing you
deal, then take over. Our terms for your thought routines will be
generous.”

“You want my thought routines?”

“Yes. That's all you have left to sell, Nigel. The last aspiration.”

“But what about me?” he yelled. “What about after?”

“Try earning a living,” Miranda said. “I wish you luck. Really, a lot
of luck.”

THE WHITE STUFF
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A NIGHT
ON THE TOWN

BY NOEL K. HANNAN

“El capitalismo convirta a Caracas en un inferno”
— graffiti on Caracas bus station

Miguel is trying so hard to impress her, he really is. He has greased
his hair and brushed his teeth—twice, with the new American
toothpaste that nanotechnically scours your mouth—and lightly
rouged his cheeks. He is wearing his older brother’s favourite outfit
(Carlos would kill him if he came back from his school outward bound
holiday on Margarita Island and found him wearing it)—nylon and
leather parachutist’s boots, baggy cotton pants and skinny-rib black
T-shirt showing off his concave stomach and multicoloured Inca
sunburst tattoo encircling his navel. He looks gorgeous, like a rich
seventeen-year-old alone with a beautiful young woman in his family

apartment in Nuevo Caracas should look. And still she is not
impressed.
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She sits in the moisture-slicked bay window, looking out over the
firefly city as the sun is eaten by a storm sky, toying with a narcotic
All-Day Sucker, her long brown legs dangling naked from the
dramatic split in her halter-necked blood-red ball gown. She does
not even flinch as the slam of thunder rocks the city. Maria is eighteen
years old and a raven-haired Latin beauty. A year older than Miguel—
it may as well be a hundred. She has made an art form of cynicism
and world-weariness. The narcotic lollipop that Miguel bought her
from a street vendor on their way here should be making her buzz.
Instead, it appears to intensify her boredom.

Miguel is desperate. Maria is a goddess, her body curved and
voluptuous. He very much wants to return to school on Monday and
boast of his sexual adventures—which he will of course, even if he
does not bed this impressively unimpressible siren. But the conditions
are so right! His botanist parents away on a field trip in the
rainforest—no school until Monday morning—a Saturday night city
stretching and limbering thirty stories beneath them—his creditocard
full and active (praise Jesus!) and his father’s brand-new red Ford
Machos “Matador” Special Edition waiting in the basement garage.
They can go anywhere and do anything. God, what will it take to
make this woman horny?

He slumps in the formocouch and watches her. She slips from the
window sill with a bored sigh and is momentarily highlighted by sheet
lightning as the storm breaks over Nuevo Caracas, wild photons
dopplering her bare shoulders with jungle tiger patterns. She moves
toward him with liquid grace, bare feet padding on thick carpet. She
kneels at his feet and places her hands firmly on his splayed thighs.
He stiffens.

“I need to eat,” she breathes, running her tongue across her glossy
lips. A faint whiff of lemon drifts from her breath, the scent of the

narcotic.
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“Take me to dinner,” she insists, settling back on her haunches like
a karate fighter awaiting a bout.

He swallows hard before answering her.

“What would you like to eat, Maria?”

Her dark eyes flare. The first sign of passion he has seen since he
brought her here. ;

“Something special,” she purrs. “Something unusual. Something
exotic.”

As she speaks her fingers trace the inside of his thighs. He feels
the pressure of her sharp nails through the thin cotton pants.

“Take me somewhere different, Miguel.” It is, he thinks, the first
time she has spoken his name. She makes it sound like treacle being
poured on velvet. Miguel. Miguel. Miguel.

So, he thinks, let’s recap. Saturday night. Parents in the forest.
Carlos on Margarita. Apartment free. City buzzing. Ford Machos
“Matador” Special Edition in garage, keycard in pocket. Money no
problem. Beautiful, high-as-a-kite Maria Del Fuego in a thigh-split
red cockrail dress on her knees—on her knees!—in front of him. There
is, of course, as mad as it seems, only one serious course of action.

There are myths and legends that permeate Nuevo Caracas like
no other city on Earth. In this place where the rainforest hugs the
cyberscraper as it smothers the congested, disease-ridden barrio, the
brujo or witch-doctor of the forest tribes is as respected as the Catholic
priests who ply their trade from streetside booths, whispering Latin
mantras from under smog masks and rain capes. There is a story that
Miguel has heard many times and which he is frantically trying to
recall the details of now. The story concerns a brujo in the southern
part of the barrio that rings the cybercity. The brujo owns a restaurant
situated in the abandoned ruin of a nineteenth-century mission
church, a tiny collection of crates and candles stuck in wax-encrusted
wine bottles, huddled beneath corrugated plastic sheeting. In this
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“restaurant” the brujo weaves culinary magic that brings the affluent
down from their crystal towers to run the gauntlet of muggers and
lepers and beggars, of car thieves and body-part bootleggers and army
deserters fleeing the war with Ecuador. The brujo accepts no money
or creditocards—only trade for things he will find useful, or can trade
on. What will Miguel give to him? The dish tonight—for there is
only ever one dish on the menu, no choices—will be the mutopargo,
an enormous multi-headed, many-finned mutant fish caught upstream
in the poisoned Orinoco, where the chemical sprays that help the
rainforest survive drain into the water. The fish are resilient and
difficult to capture. When they are caught they often remain alive
through days out of water as they are brought to the city. Miguel has
heard that some are even still living as they arrive at the diner’s table,
to be eaten raw like Japanese sushi, a dozen eyes watching mournfully
and fins flapping as the knife cuts home. Why would anyone want
to partake of such a grotesque and cruel experience? Because the flesh
of the mutopargo is the most delicious known to man. It is the food
of the rainforest gods.

He stands and puffs out his shallow chest. She gets up and does
the same—her plumage is much more impressive. She draws on her
red spike heels and is taller than him by a head. He sucks in a breath.

“We will go to see the brujo,” he tells her. Her eyes sparkle—she
knows the story. He thrusts one hand into his pocket and closes his
fist around the comforting keycard of the Ford Machos “Matador”
Special Edition, and he knows now that he has her.

®

Nuewvo Caracas, at night:
Black hardtop rolls by beneath the Ford Machos “Matador” Special

Edition’s fat tires. The car corners like a tram and Miguel holds the
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tiny electronic steering wheel with one casual hand. His other caresses
Maria’s naked brown thigh, revealed by the split of the red dress. So
smooth, so smooth. She does not complain, nor does she agree to his
touch. Ambivalence comes naturally to her.

Nuewvo Caracas, at night:

Half the population is nocturnal. As the sun sets and the thunder
clouds sweeping in from the forest fast-darken the sky, these creatures
scuttle from their daylight boltholes to play or work, whether that
work be selling their bodies (or body parts) or preaching infernal
Papist damnation to anyone who will listen. The air is thick and damp
and heavy with acidic ozone. Not that it bothers Miguel and Maria—
the Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition is equipped with an
aerospatial-grade air conditioning system that keeps humidity,
temperature and pollution levels within the car to acceptable levels.
[t is, perhaps, a little chilly. Miguel’s nipples are erect beneath his
brother’s T-shirt. As he turns the corner where the polizei are
threatening streetdwellers with electric batons, he decides he will see
if Maria is similarly affected.

Nuewvo Caracas, at night:

The city is a living organism, mutant child of the rainforest, an
amoeba split in two, the squalid barrio and the cyberscrapers, with
the streets the neutral ground where beggars and bankers can be
murdered or raped or hustled by armoured riot-ready polizei, without
fear of prejudice. Nuevo Caracas is nothing if not democratic. Bolivar
would be proud.

Nuevo Caracas, at night:

The landscape changes as Miguel begins his ascent into the domain
of the barrio. The Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition’s massively
overpowered engine grumbles sulkily in its restraint mode under the
sensuous haunch of the bonnet. Miguel’s foot is barely touching the
accelerator. He reluctantly forsakes Maria’s delicate thigh and grips
the wheel with both hands, begins to pay more attention to the road.
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If a barrio gang emerges from a side street armed with a battering

ram made from old crane parts, he will stamp his foot and the Ford

Machos “Matador” Special Edition will—stylishly—carry them from

nought to sixty in four seconds. The veloured bucket seats press their

flesh reassuringly, ready to catch them if the Ford Machos “Matador”

Special Edition rears like a stallion making a mad dash for freedom.
“How much further?” Maria whines, shifting in her seat.

Miguel is loath to take his eyes from the road. Street lighting
disappeared a few miles back and the Ford Machos “Matador” Special
Edition’s powerful headlights spear the dark tunnel of the way ahead,
picking out figures moving to either side. They pass a solitary polizei-
mobile, parked on a junction with its doors and windows sealed, a
single red light glowing weakly on its roof, like the last gas station
for a hundred miles. They flash by at speed, into the dead heart of
the barrio.

®

The barrio, at night:

In Nuevo Caracas, money changes hands and business is the order
of day and night, the pursuit and accumulation of wealth, whether
the vast riches of the interbankers or the savings of the whore hoping
to escape the streets. Here in the barrio, there is only one business—
the business of day-to-day survival.

The barrio, at night:

The city is alive but the barrio is dead, its heart ripped out by
corruption and greed and man’s inhumanity to man. Here life has
been made cheap. A child can be sold for a meal. A man can be
killed for a bottle of beer. When people have nothing, they have

nothing to lose.
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The barrio, at night:

Victim of the city, the barrio lies crushed between the cyberscraper
and the mountains, compressed by need for that most valuable of
commodities, real estate. A thousand people living in the space for a
hundred with no power except for that which they might generate
through ingenuity or desperation. A thousand people with dead hearts
and dead minds and dead lives. A dead city to mirror its neighbour,

so very much alive.

®

“How much farther?”

Miguel swallows hard and prepares to admit that he has no idea.
The Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition has slowed to a crawl
and is making its way along steep winding streets choked with debris
and the detritus of life in the barrio. Suspicious eyes view him from
behind heavy hessian drapes and the paint-smeared windows of old
trucks and buses that some of these people call home. He feels that
if he stops moving, they will descend on the car like a plague of locusts
and strip it of everything of value, including himself and Maria. In
the barrio, everything has a value, including things that the city
dwellers consider trash. That strange, sad thought terrifies Miguel.

The streets of the barrio are almost deserted, the thunder and
lightning driving the people indoors to their shacks and shanties, to
cling to their possessions in case the coming torrential rain tries to
sweep them away. Miguel needs directions or they will circle this
godforsaken place all night, and he knows Maria will not be impressed
by that.

[nstead, he thinks, she will be impressed by his nonchalance at
stopping the car and asking one of the barrio residents for help. He
has a small amount of currency in a billfold in his pocket, he knows
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that these people will want paying for information, and you cannot
expect barrio dwellers to accept creditocards! He smiles at the thought
as he parks the Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition by a large
black injection-moulded dumpster where the blue glow of a television
screen seeps from the edges of a filthy sheet slung over the propped
lid. Maria turns to him, horror on her face.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “I just need to ask the way.”

And he gets out of the car.

Miguel is a foolish, ill-informed, spoilt youth of the cyberscraper
culture. He knows no more of the barrio than the wild stories of the
brujo and his ilk. He does not know that there is no reasoning with
the people of the barrio when you have something that they want,
especially when you are dressed in your older brother’s best clothes
and have a beautiful woman by your side. Maria could have told him
this, if she were not paralysed with fear. Her family is less affluent
than Miguel’s—they live in the borderlands where you can smell the
barrio, not just imagine it as a dark horizon or a scattering of twinkling
fires in the distance. Maria has arrived home to find barrio kids in
her room, rifling through her underwear drawer. She’d thought Miguel
knew all this. She’d trusted him. Now, he has turned off the engine
of the car, unlocked the door, and got out.

Miguel does not want Maria to know how frightened he is. He feels
very vulnerable in his smart borrowed clothes as he approaches the
dumpster. The side of the plastic box is painted in psychedelic swirls
of luminous paint, cryptic symbols and figures. One resembles the
Inca sunburst tattoo on his bare stomach. He fingers the tattoo self-
consciously. He doesn’t know what the tattoo symbolises, he just
thought it looked cool. What if it offends a follower of one of the
barrio’s myriad religions?

He gingerly lifts the hessian that obscures the dumpster’s lid. A
child is inside, sitting crosslegged on a carpeted floor, leaning forward
with its face pressed up to a television screen, nose almost touching
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it. Miguel cannor tell at first if it is a boy or a girl. The inside of the
dumpster is strung with cheap Christmas tree lights, thin wires leading
from them and the television up to the makeshift power lines sagging
from the building next door. The supply is dangerous and unreliable
and every few seconds the television picture recedes to a dot and
then springs back again, each time apparently changing channel. The
child does not seem bothered by this unintelligible assault on its
senses.

“...stay tuned stay tuned will you open the box or take the money buy
the new CoCo-narcobar NOW it’s full of flavour and can help prevent
twenty types of cancer Ecuadorian paratroops landed today in northern
sectors scandal hits new mining complex on the Orinoco delta stay tuned
stay tuned stay tuned...”

Miguel stubs his foot against the dumpster and the child jumps up,
an enormous hunting knife in its small hands. Miguel sees now that
it is a boy, no more than ten years old, with raggedy clothes, copper
hoop earrings and a dirty face. The boy does a double take at Miguel’s
clothes, then waves the knife around in front of Miguel’s nose. Miguel
jumps back.

“What you want, clown man? You want my ass, huh? Not for sale,
clown man. Go somewhere else! Unless you want to speak to my
brother.” The boy waves the knife again. Miguel presumes that this
is his “brother”.

“I'm not going to hurt you. I just want directions.” Miguel holds
up the palms of his hands in a placatory gesture. The boy’s rodent
eyes glance from empty hand to empty hand, and he relaxes slightly.

“I'just want to watch my television, clown man. Why should I help
you?”

Miguel keeps one hand outstretched and digs in the pocket of his
brother’s parachute pants with the other, bringing out the thick
billfold. The boy’s eyes light up like his television screen.
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“What do you want to find in the barrio, then, clown man? Not
much in the barrio to interest city types. Girls we got. You want girls,
clown man?”

Miguel shakes his head and peels off several notes from the billfold.
The boy licks his lips hungrily.

“The brujo, little man. We’re looking for the restaurant of the brujo.”

Standing up to his waist in the dumpster, the boy is a head above
Miguel, and looks over his shoulder to the Ford Machos “Matador”
Special Edition parked behind him. He can see Maria in the passenger
seat. He reaches forward for the money but Miguel pulls it away and
the boy almost topples over the plastic rim.

“Directions first. 'm in a hurry.”

The boy clambers from the dumpster, his “brother” still in one hand.
He wipes the other hand three times on his pant leg and offers it to
Miguel, giving a slight bow as he does so. Miguel gingerly accepts
the greeting.

“Bruno Del Santos El Rodriguez at your service,” says the boy. “You
want the restaurant of the brujo, and I am the man to show it you.
But it is much too difficult to explain the way. I must come with
you.”

Miguel looks at the dirty boy and thinks of his beautiful car and
the beautiful woman inside. He finds it difficult to imagine the two
pictures in the same frame. But what are his choices? The boy has a
big knife and information that he needs. He can only hope that Maria
is not too appalled and that later he can clean any stains off the
upholstery before his mother and father return.

“Okay,” Miguel says. “But your brother stays here.”

®
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The Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition roars around the
barrio’s narrow streets with greater confidence as Bruno leans forward
from the narrow ledge of the car’s back seat and points left and right,
giving Miguel precise but, invariably, dangerously late directions.
They are climbing into the storm sky, the ground above them
thinning in its concentration of shacks and slums as they near the
summit of the barrio.

Bruno is enjoying himself. He has never been in a car like this one
and his seat gives him a perfect view down the girl’s impressive
cleavage. She slaps his face when he tries to touch her. She then
spends the rest of the journey pressed against the trim panel of the
passenger door, trying to get away from his hands and his pungent
odour. He gives up and attempts to play with the myriad gadgets and
screens on the car’s dashboard, which earns him an equal rebuff from
Miguel. He wishes he had his brother with him, then he would show
these two some respect.

“There, there it is!” Bruno points at a skeletal ruin silhouetted above
them against the lightning-torn sky. Miguel peers through the car’s
windscreen and uses the image to navigate his way through the last
of the barrio streets, empty of life up here. Several dogs scatter from
something large and dark they were gnawing in an alleyway. Miguel
sees the steep, narrow road that will take them up to the mission
church, and decides that he will drive the Ford Machos “Matador”
Special Edition no farther. He parks at the bottom of the hill and
switches off the engine.

“Good job, city man, yes?” Bruno grins with yellow teeth and holds
out his dirty palm. Miguel smiles at him and they all get out of the
car. Miguel fiddles with the keycard until he arms the car’s defence
system. A blue light glows softly on the dashboard.

“Good job, you pay me now, yes?” Bruno is insistent, urging. Miguel
smiles again and presses a single crisp note into the boy’s hand. Bruno
looks at the note with disgust and spits on the ground.
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“You promised me more, city man. We had a deal. You pay up, or I
fetch my brother.”

Miguel leans forward and gives Bruno a fierce push, sending the
boy sprawling into the dirt. The note flutters away and Bruno chases
after it on all fours, grabbing it before it disappears into the trash
piled in the gutters. He stands and screams an obscenity at Miguel
and Maria. Miguel picks up a crushed can and throws it at the boy,
who runs away, cursing them in vivid language. Maria laughs, and
Miguel smiles. He was worried that the evening was not going as
planned, but now she seems genuinely impressed with him. He really
showed that barrio kid who was boss man, didn’t he?

The old mission church stands out above them, an unfleshed corpse
of a building, a relic of a colonial past. Miguel takes Maria’s hand
and together they walk up the narrow street. In the gaps between
the ruins they can see the inky expanse of the valley they have left,
the city caught between the rainforest and this hard, dangerous place.
Nuevo Caracas is a crystal ship afloat in a black sea. It seems so far
away at this moment.

As they near the old mission, they can see fairy lights and candles
flicker in the shell of the church, teased by the storm wind. Sheet
lightning periodically turns night to day.

Miguel begins to feel nervous. What if this is just a myth? They
have risked their lives—and his father’s carl—to come here. Maria is
hungry and impatient, and he has chosen to take her to the ultimate
restaurant, which may or not exist, to eat an exotic—and quite
possibly poisonous—mutant fish! Miguel, you are mucho loco!

Miguel guides Maria over the rubble-strewn courtyard. Big wooden
gates lie forlorn to each side. Maria steps delicately and deliberately
over the ground in her spike heels, allowing Miguel to steer her toward
the softly illuminated plastic sheeting strung across the front of the

mission. Maria stops and shrugs off Miguel’s touch.
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“There’s nothing here!” she says petulantly. “This is no restaurant,
it’s just some barrio shack. Why have you brought me here, Miguel?”

“Come,” says the brujo, stepping from the darkness, a slight figure
in tapestry robes. “I've been expecting you.” '

Miguel and Maria freeze for a moment. The brujo is an old bearded
man, not threatening in the least. Why should they be afraid of him?
He smiles and beckons to them.

They follow the brujo without question. He sweeps aside the plastic
sheeting and ushers them into his restaurant.

The interior is dark and smoky. Shadows chase shadows away from
the glow of candles and lightning flashes. The restaurant is empty of
customers. A dwarf waiter moves toward them with a glass pitcher
of red wine.

The brujo shows them to their table—a packing crate covered by a
cloth and marked with the logo of the Venezuelan Air Force, and
two plastic picnic chairs. Maria graciously allows the brujo to pull
the chair out for her before she gathers her dress around her and sits
down. The brujo smiles toothlessly. The dwarf fills up their glasses
with wine.

“You will, of course, be ordering our special,” says the brujo, wringing
his hands. It is a statement, not a question.

“Is it available?” asks Miguel coolly, raising an eyebrow.

“Of course!” says the brujo. “Otherwise, you would not be here.”

The brujo and the dwarf disappear. Maria sips at her wine and looks
around the restaurant, trying to see if they are really alone. Dark
shapes flit around the periphery of her vision, but she sees no one. It
is so hot in here, moisture rolling down the rippling plastic sheeting.
A light sheen of sweat covers Maria’s neck and shoulders, glistening
in the candlelight.

Miguel’s attention is fixed on Maria. He plays with the stem of his
wine glass and tries to think of cool things he can say to her. Before
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he has a chance to deliver a stunning fusillade of compliments, the
brujo returns, accompanied by the dwarf carrying a huge covered silver
platter.

“Your mutopargo,” says the brujo, and unveils the platter with a
flourish.

The fish is still alive, shuffling ineffectively on the platter,
surrounded by fruit and vegetables and Venezuelan cachapa, maize
pancakes, and caraotas beans. It is a two-headed specimen, the most
common mutation, and the two heads flip nervously in different
directions, saucer eyes attempting to take in all threats. Multiple fins
drum a beat on the metal dish. The dwarf places the platter carefully
on the packing crates, then retreats with the brujo, bowing graciously.

Miguel and Maria and the mutopargo stare at each other for a long
time in silence. The dwarf returns and gives them both sharp knives
and forks.

“It’s so beautiful,” says Maria. “It’s such a shame to kill it.”

“Some people say it is already dead,” says Miguel, testing the edge
of the knife with his thumb. “It will have been out of the water for
many days. It is just electricity making the fins and the head move.”

Maria wants to believe him but the mutopargo looks at her
mournfully, both heads swivelling toward her, as if appealing for
feminine mercy.

“But it is supposed to be so good to eat,” says Miguel, and makes a
deep incision into the fish’s flank. The fish shrieks and shudders.
Miguel recoils and drops his knife. Maria licks her lips and picks up
her own knife. She makes a bold, more positive incision deep into
the fish’s side, cutting a swath of white flesh. The mutopargo stops
moving. Miguel watches, awestruck, as Maria slowly cuts the flesh
on her plate and forks a piece into her mouth. She closes her eyes,

chews and swallows.
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“It is fantastic,” she says. “It is the most fantastic thing I have ever
tasted. Here, try some.”

She cuts a swath for him and he accepts it from her. He rolls his
eyes as he tastes it for the first time.

“Excellent,” he says. “More. More.”

He takes over and carves and feeds her, and in between takes pieces
for himself. The brujo watches from the shadows, satisfied. He catches
Miguel’s eye and winks, then taps his palm pointedly. What have you
brought me in trade?

Miguel freezes. How could he have been so forgetful? He reaches
into his pocket and takes out two things—his creditocard and the
keycard to his father’s Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition. The
brujo accepts no cash. The Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition....
His father’s Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition.... Is there no
alternative? He looks across at the girl he has brought here. Surely
not...!

Maria Del Fuego looks even more beautiful with her eyes closed in
the ecstasy of exquisite taste. When she does open her eyes to see
why Miguel has not fed her another morsel, he sees a look in her
eyes which was not there before, a look that says, Good work, Miguel.
You've won. I want you.

He smiles and forks another mouthful of food into her mouth. In
the end, the decision is not so hard, after all.

®

Carlos will kill him, of course, but it is a small price to pay for such
a wonderful evening, and maybe when he tells Carlos of his fantastic
adventure and how he made love to the beautiful Maria Del Fuego
back at their apartment, his brother will forgive him. They are
heading home through the barrio at speed, and he turns down the
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air conditioning as it is getting cold in the car. He is, after all, wearing
just his best silk boxer shorts, with his creditocard tucked safely in
the tiny condom pocket, just behind the condom. He smiles at the
thought of the brujo dressed in Carlos’s clothes, an old man in the
guise of a superhip Nuevo Caracas kid. Maria giggles at his nakedness
but her laugh has a saucy edge, tinged by red wine and sexual tension.
Miguel fights the impending erection as best he can. That would be
s0 uncool.

®

Word travels fast in this urban jungle. These people have no need
of internet or phone. The Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition
was tracked as it entered the barrio and allowed to pass through an
elaborate series of gates and predetermined routes invisible to the
eye of city dwellers. As Miguel climbed to the restaurant of the brujo,
these gates and routes were closed behind him, and makeshift
roadblocks sprung into place. On their way back down, Miguel and
Maria are blissfully unaware that they are driving straight into a

precisely prepared trap.

®

As they descend, Miguel begins to realise that they are not
travelling the same route they took on the way in. The car slows to a
crawl through streets that become tighter and narrower until he can
barely maneuver the muscular vehicle. Belatedly, he knows he has
taken one wrong turn too many. An old Cadillac, rusted and choked
with foliage, blocks the road ahead. He looks into his rearview TV
screen, preparing to reverse, and sees a party of figures appear out of
the gloom. They are holding things in their hands, long things, sharp
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things. A sudden lightning flash illuminates them menacingly. Miguel
utters a curse and guns the engine in a threatening manner, wheel-
spinning and edging backwards, startling Maria who lets out a cry.
The figures break ranks and Miguel prepares to get the hell out of
there, but a dark shadow blocks the way. The bastards have towed a
couple of wrecks in behind him, blocking his exit. He swears and
thumps the steering wheel in frustration.

Maria has been watching the dim glow of the rearview screen. She
stuffs a fist into her mouth and whimpers.

“What are we going to do, Miguel? What do they want?”

The Ford Machos “Matador” Special Edition will strike easily
through either barricade but Miguel is worried about the paintwork
on his father’s brand new car. Emboldened by his encounter with
Bruno the barrio boy and his successful negotiation of barter terms
with the brujo, he decides to try to reason with them. Maria clutches
her face as he gets out of the car.

Their faces are terrifying in the half-light. Ninety percent of barrio
dwellers are Indian or mestizo, half-breeds. Their faces are painted in
colourful chaos patterns. He suddenly remembers he is practically
naked.

There are seven or eight of them. Behind them is a tractor attached
by chains to the wrecks that were dragged to block Miguel’s escape.

Miguel tries his best confident smile.

“Could you gentlemen please move your cars, and tell me the fastest
way back to the city?”’

The mob maintains a stony silence, then one nudges and whispers
something to another, and they all fall around laughing and cackling.
Miguel joins in, slightly relieved, but completely in the dark as to
the joke.
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“Bad night to be lost in the barrio, caudillo,” says one of the men.
“Storm coming. Barrio real bad place to be caught in a storm. All
sorts of scum float to the surface.”

Miguel laughs a nervous laugh. The barrio dweller calls him
caudillo—it means strong man, or big man. It is, of course, meant
sarcastically. Miguel realises he has made a terrible mistake. He starts
to back away. The mob moves forward.

“Pretty lady in car.”

“Pretty dress.”

“Know how to treat a lady, caudillo?”

“That why you wear no clothes? You been playing fiesta with the
lady, caudillo?”

“We show you how to play fiesta with pretty lady.”

Miguel dashes for the sanctuary of the car. He decides to break out
of here and to hell with the paintwork. These are not barrio kids,
these men are evil bandidos who will beat him and rape him and leave
him for dead. He places a hand on the door of his car, and his world
explodes in blue fire.

Maria has slipped over into the driver’s seat and armed the defences.
The car’s bodywork is now electrified and near-fatal to the touch of
an intruder. The force of the shock has sent Miguel reeling into a
nearby wall where he slams with bone-crunching force. He shakes
stars from his eyes in time to see the barrio gang attempt a similar
feat, undeterred by his own fate. They are propelled away from the
car with all the sudden force of colliding magnets. Maria revs the
engine and wheel-spins out of the confines of the alleyway, careening
off the sides of the cars blocking the route and taking most of the
paint off the Ford Machos ‘Matador’ Special Edition’s right flank.

Miguel staggers after her, his bare feet slipping, and stubbing his
toes in the trash-strewn alley. The barrio gang moan and wail in the
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alley behind him, the effects of the shock much greater on them with
their metal weapons and studded clothes. If he is lucky, he can get
away from them while they are still stunned.

Maria turns the car at an angle at the end of the road, preparing to
make her escape into the wider street beyond. Miguel assumes she is
waiting for him. He is wrong. The driver’s side window slides down a
few inches.

“It’s been a lovely evening, Miguel,” she says, blowing him a kiss.
And she is gone, in a roar of over-powered American engine.

Miguel sinks to his knees in the middle of the alley. He has no car
and no girl. He is lost and has no way of getting home. Maybe if he
just waits here long enough, the barrio gang will recover and come
and put him out of his misery. After all, what other choices does he
have? How far is he going to get in a pair of boxer shorts?

“Hey, clown man, city man. Where’s your lady, hey?”

Miguel winces. Bruno clambers from a nearby trash pile, dripping
rubbish, his grin a yellow slash splitting his dirty face. He has his
brother with him. He swaggers towards Miguel with the confidence
of someone three times his age. It’s easy to know when you've got
the upper hand, even when you’re ten years old.

“Want to know the way home, city man?”

“I have nothing to give you,” Miguel says dejectedly. He is no longer
even frightened of Bruno’s blade. “I have nothing left.”

Bruno closes one eye and peers at Miguel.

“Those are very nice shorts,” Bruno says.

®
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Well, thinks Miguel, as he stands on the brow of the hill with his
city glistening like a teasing, out-of-reach jewel below him, at least
things cannot get much worse. No car, no girl, no clothes. He may be
naked but at least he knows his way back to Nuevo Caracas. If Bruno
was telling the truth. He didn’t like the way the boy had laughed as
he ran away waving Miguel’s silk boxer shorts in the air like an enemy
flag captured in battle.

The storm, when it breaks, is like a cool relief, rain washing his
body and the streets, the sky venting its anger on Miguel’s behalf, as
if the rich of the city are wealthy enough to bribe nature, and the
batrio must pay the price. Monday morning and some very awkward
explanations are a lifetime away.

For Miguel, it is going to be a long and interesting walk home.
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DEATH, SHIT, LOVE,
TRANSFIGURATION

BY BRIAN W. ALDISS

HERE'S HOW THE STORY BEGINS:

“God, it’s crazed hot in here,” Gyron said. “I’ll toss some more wood
on the fire.” The gloom of it, the stink. The wayfaring hut was little
bigger than an old wardrobe.

The flames blazed up, tinged with ice. Crackles of frost spurted into
the room. About the beams overhead, ghosts of temperature played.
The raven cried, “It’s war! It’s war!”

The other bodies drew slackly close, to stand with their backs to
the freeze. Six of them, garbed in felt and leather, booted, shoulders
padded with musk ox pelt. They burnt no lamps; it was dark enough.
Their eyes were blinkered with plastic clamps. Their mouths were
fleshed over with dermoflesh. They had not eaten for forty-nine hours,
brother or sister, and were fattening on starvation. Gyron fed them
by clyster occasionally on the long journey.

They smelt of smouldering horsehair.
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Personal hooks were slung over the ceiling beams. They hung
themselves there, hung like hams, jostling the festooned bats. Hot
or not, they slept. Sleep was now a compulsory programmed six hours.
After the first half of the sleep programme, they came down and
assembled outside the hut. There the president’s body, bone and
gristle, lay in its box. The box was decorated with a wreath of lead-
encased dog skulls and chicken legs. Through the coffin’s oval
window, the president’s face looked blindly up towards vacancy. His
hair continued to grow. It patched him whiskery white and black like
a badger, as if he was having a last joke on the world of men and
clones.

Chief Attorney Gyron scrutinised his compass, seeking magnetic
south before giving his orders by high-decibel whistle. The clones
shouldered the coffin. They stood mute, disconsolate, undreaming,
eyes smouldering in blind mode. Gyron flashed the stinger at their
backs to get them moving. They marched in ashen step. Gyron
climbed into his walker and followed; its metal legs going clarp-clarp-
clarp, like a psychotic band playing yakkahula.

The Great Grave was half a day’s hike away—if they could reach
it safely. There the dead president would be liquefied, turned into
earth-libation.

The eggs of day unscrambled. The Six Blinders glowed their red
bars overhead in a pitch-black sky. No one heard their ringing.

Chainganging onward, the clones in their skulls heard only the
music of Happydrug. They rejoiced in their misery.

Less than three verts from the sleepwalkers, an enemy force was
converging on them, foul of mouth and body and mind, intent on

seizing that box containing the decomposing figure.

®
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The singing sleet, the driving snow, the knife-edge mountains, the
way forever ill-defined, the enemy soldiers wrapped in rags like
mummies, their faces lined, veined, veiled like hags. Moving as if
dead along narrow defiles, their old wounds opened and bled steam
and shit. All, all bleak, open to frostbite, stones, cross-winds, ice.
No comfort in nature and none in their minds. Their paralysed king
was hauled along in a bamboo cage, up and down precipices. He
screamed occasionally on a weak feminine note.

Above the frowsty be-furred heads, banners waved, lugged with
great effort against the streaming screaming air. These were the
insignia of religion, lending their unction to the death patrol. Monks,
heavy of crux and coat, laboured up the cliffs with coffers containing
sacred relics of medieval kings, Pochavan, Destriney, Gravelbig, Gray
the Ungrateful, Evalsh, now little more than gristle.... A foot here,
a femur, shards of bone, a slice of pate there, parts unknown, bound
in silver. Faith, institution, nought if not nation, saved over centuries.
Fought over, prayed over, hoarded in times of destitution, furtively
kissed. Bringing the bearers no good.

But where the relics were, there ran tribal blood, thicker than
serpent ichor.

Soon now the ambush, swift attack, thrust of sword, death in a
stained storm. Could they but seize upon the old president’s corse,
no less!.... Maybe quantum basis of consciousness, brain’s season,
could be restored. ...

Unreasonably, they dreamed of reason.

Bedevilled, they closed on the president’s procession with every
step and slip. As a spur, the introit oft-repeated from frost-encrusted
lips:

“On, brave shaggers, together, alone! One more dose of death that
we may have life.
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On, shaggers brave, brave to the bone! The thrill of the kill that we may
have life.

“Life, Meat, and Frig...”

Not, intoned the monks, Life Everlasting. Nothing so big.

“Simply a moment of light, a lick of it to the heart, a finger up the
rotten boghole of Time. Pain, pah, grasp the prick of it—that
something forgotten as a fart might start up again.”

Their tongues hanging out, panting like pye-dogs among the
granites and scree. Minor-key stuff, every word snatched away into
the howling gloom. Knowing nothing of the functionality of futurity,
yet they were the very switchback of history itself.

Now, high above their tawdry backs, the Six Blinders crossed.
Blanket lightning turned the sky white as lady’s lace. Over the eyes
of the ferocious marchers, nictitating membranes oozed into place.
The count of twenty, then the phenomenon was past; all that
prevailed was the starless black above, crossed by its dull red spirals.

“One more pass, doom-drinkers, womb-shrinkers, one more abyss,
then, Hell’s snatch!—dogs’ piss, weird powers, and down in a batch
upon the clone stinkers! Then back to the towers of home, lustily,
the president ours, in our custody, bony in his lone bower!”

®

Dreamless, the six numb clones march onwards with their mute
burden. Left right left right, moonlight in their calmed cerebra.
Heaven is hailing down at them. The attorney goading them, they
move through a valley bottom. A waterfall rushes from the ground,
splashes against bare rock, bursts upwards to the peaks concealed in
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