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CRUISING THROUGH BLUELAND

Robert Frazier

In the dry season of a feverish year, when the earth baked throughout the Brazilian Shield, Jeri Cristobel sensed a change of climate, and like any gold miner who lived on rations of fear and superstition, he assumed that with it would come personal tragedy.

It seemed impossible to shrug off the smell of impending rain and concentrate on shouldering his dirt bags out of the pit to the placer troughs on the rim above. He rested atop each box-like plot busy with Serra Pelada’s workers. Taking extra care, he climbed the tall ladders that clung against the walls like vines from the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, and he made comparisons between the pride and sin and avarice of that biblical city and life at the mine, although Serra Pelada was devoid of details like vegetation or carved stone. Just dirt and men. It reminded Jeri of a movie scene in which army ants had stripped a vat of beet sugar. The key element was motion . . . the dirt was shoveled into sacks, which in turn shifted to men’s backs, who themselves moved up and down the crudely lashed ladders like beads on an abacus rack. Since the plots were so small, with their digging levels uneven, miners in the deepest recesses needed to move their loads in elaborate patterns that altered each day. The walls resembled a map of writhing flesh. And all of it at dusk on Saturday, including the dust-laden air, turned an eerie blood-red as Jeri quit work for the week.

***

It was pitch dark when Skaff Rios found Jeri nursing a warm glass of rum in town at the Plaza of Lies. After introductions, they discussed the quick onset of the rainy season and speculated if it, indeed, were an omen. Then the man produced a letter with news of the sickness that gripped Jeri’s brother. Jeri’s apprehensions found an immediate focus. He made his decision to return home, and notified the administrators that he was abandoning his plot deep in the pit, which, as several friends had pointed out, would soon be submerged by torrential downpours. He packed what mattered to him in a single duffle and squeezed it and his long limbs into Skaff’s CJ-7, a rusty antique punctured with as much air as the man’s personality. 

Skaff looked soft under his blue suit, with manicured nails and scented oil on his jet-black hair; the physical opposite of Jeri, who had turned gaunt and deeply-tanned in the mine pit, worry lines grooving his face. At first, Skaff drove in resolute silence, enduring two days of violent showers and roach hotels, before he grew talkative, almost brotherly in tone—about his adventures as a drug smuggler. The big scores and expensive whores. His investments. His bribes to Blueboy soldiers in San Juan de Caceres. Jeri considered Skaff useful for entering Caceres, now capitol of the restricted zone of war games called Blueland, so he feigned interest in such talk. In his head, though, another voice mourned for the close fraternal ties his true brothers had shared, ties that the Blueboys had shattered. This infused his replies with bitterness. By the time they passed into the new affluence of the Mato Grosso, Jeri felt weak as a man twice his age, yet he sensed that the grueling ride had less impact on him than the inescapable conclusion that people like Skaff preferred their lives to be fractioned to a single elemental value . . . like greed. 

Had he done any better by leaving Caceres for the gold mines? He liked to think so, liked to think the support he’d paid for his brother Eric kept the scales in balance. 

The wet weather cleared on the third evening of travel, yet strips of cloud sailed across the moon and divided its light into swatches of silver and lagoons of shadow that threatened to swallow the jeep, to offer as dark a resolution to the journey south as the one Jeri feared awaited him at its end. The jeep dropped axle-deep in a mud hole. Skaff swore, wrenching the wheel to avoid the deep center. Jeri’s gut fluttered with nausea. Hurled against his door, gulping for air, he almost regretted his acceptance of Skaff’s ride from the working hell in the mines to the living horrors of Blueland.

***

Eric Cristobel slept spread-eagled in an underground level of the Jiboa Hotel, pinioned to his bare mattress. Underwear soaked and sheets balled on the wooden floor beside him. Sweat beaded under his dark bangs. He flowed in and out of consciousness like a wave breaking then receding on a ghostly shore, and though he tried to raise himself up, his movements were sluggish, ineffective. He tried again and jerked upright, contracting his stomach to get his torso sitting straight. 

Muscles refused to relax. He felt like shit. 

He wanted to imagine something beautiful, someone uplifting. He wondered where his brother Jeri lived, what exotic lands he traveled to. But this didn’t matter, not really. 

It felt like he was still dreaming, and he did not believe he would ever awaken. 

***

The road smoothed out along a recently logged ridge, and Jeri could see flashes fifty kilometers to the south. He shuddered as he pointed at the storm gathering there.

“That’s malo,” he yelled to Skaff over the whine of the engine. “A mean squall.”

It looked to Jeri as if they had plunged into the barrel of an immense artillery piece, where the thunderheads, held to a horizontal axis by strange meteorological forces, formed a corkscrew spiral, and lightning danced through its dark eye like threads of current jumping inside a supercharged coil.

“Yeah. I bet it’s close to the city,” Skaff said.

Jeri grunted in reply. He stared at the blue forks of light and wondered how he could have left his brother there. Blueland, a place where weapons like these were tested.

A stiff wind gusted through the jeep. Skaff waved a fleshy fist at the storm and beat the dash to a tune that crackled on the radio. The samba was loud and plaintive, and it seemed to Jeri that it was the music that tossed Skaff’s greasy black curls and lashed them about his jowls and sunken eyes. Huge rain drops drummed on the windshield, leaked through from the roof. They rolled their windows up, and Jeri arranged his poncho around the neck of his shirt and under his chinos until it covered all but his face. As Skaff maneuvered on the rutted highway, the headlights stabbed high and low through the roadside homesteads and shadowy tunnels in the forest ahead like the brush strokes of a painter filling a dark canvas. Billowing clouds obscured a pewter grey moon. The discharges flashed brighter.

“It’s the Blueboys,” Jeri said after a few more kilometers. “Playing for the hell of it. I’ve seen them tie tornadoes in knots.”

Skaff nodded, but Jeri knew that he was still intent on the radio and didn’t see what Jeri saw when they looked into the tempest. Skaff concerned himself with the high life, with running drugs into Blueland. He hadn’t been born there. Skaff’s older brother hadn’t been pancaked under a building when the Blueboys caused heavy rain: percipitant sheets made heavy with isotopes. And his younger brother wasn’t trapped in Caceres now, confined to a sickbed. Jeri wondered what he would think of Eric, how Skaff would react to such a destitute soul.

“Fucking Blueboys.” Jeri spat with vehemence. “Caceres was beautiful until they came.”

Jeri imagined packets of Skaff’s drugs strapped somewhere under the jeep, and this paranoia heightened his agitation, as if the coke radiated homing signals that could attract every Blueboy in the territory. He swallowed hard. When the jeep hit a series of deep potholes, he grasped the armrest until his knuckles whitened.

“Yeah, places like Caceres go sour.” Skaff rolled his window down as the rain abated some, and he brushed the water off his suit coat. “Damn this mugginess. Makes your balls cook.”

He turned to Jeri with a toothy grin, but Jeri refused to smile back. Just nodded and pulled at his new growth of beard.

“Yup,” Skaff continued. “I’m hot, and I’m almost home to Carlita!” He grabbed his crotch and let out a sarcastic laugh that was drowned in a sudden riff of static from the radio. 

As they exited a funnel of trees onto another open stretch of hilltop, the jeep spooked a menagerie of birds that flapped about the windshield and winked out of the headlights, their existence reduced to absolutes, either in bright blurs or blackened smudges. Jeri recognized none of the species. A pterodactyl-like flyer lifted above them; Skaff braked and came to a bone-jolting halt. Meters from the steaming grill of the jeep stood the biggest wolf Jeri had ever seen, an Amazonian maned wolf of incredible proportions. Two more wolves loped up beside the first and held their ground in the bright headlights, pawing the dirt. They stood taller than draft horses, with bat ears and madder-colored hair bristling in a collar of fire about their heads. Their slick bodies seemed bound in place, sinews rooted in the soil, and they inched forward, their long tapered noses to the ground, night-reflective eyes flashing golden as coins.

Skaff babbled and gunned the accelerator, but the engine cut out. In the pale half light from the dashboard, Jeri saw a blue arm as it snaked away from the steering column. He looked past Skaff’s scared profile, glimpsed the face of a Blueboy in a combat suit and a visorless helmet molded like brain coral. The wolves vanished, holographic projections that melted to fog. The trooper held up Skaff’s keys.

“Real glad ya stopped by,” the Blueboy said. His voice sounded no louder than a whisper, yet its coarse English sonics made an incision in Jeri’s brain, worming its way inside. “Leave yer lights on. We’ll be needin’ to see papers on yer business in the region.”

Skaff reached for the wallet in his coat. Aware that the Blueboys might take undue liberties in their inspection if he remained passive inside, Jeri opened his door and stepped down to the mud road on wobbly legs.

“We live here,” he said, but could say no more.

The trooper moved to the passenger side of the jeep with impossible speed, and held Jeri under the chin, pinned him against the hood. Jeri began to struggle yet thought better of his heroics when the Blueboy applied pressure. He slid his hand behind him, hoping to reach his own ID card, but the trooper interpreted this as a hostile move and lifted him off his feet, smacked his head hard against the windshield. Jeri felt a ridge of coarse, synthetic skin cut off his wind pipe.

“Stop it,” Jeri gasped.

“Ya ain’t in no position to tell me nothin’. Some rebel’s been takin’ shots at us. And we’d just as soon torch this junker. Watch ya boil like crawdaddies.”

“Listen here!” Skaff said from inside the cab.

“Oh, I am. And I don’t like what I hear. Ya took the wrong road tonight.”

“Got trouble, Trigger?” The new voice spoke with a smoother North American accent. “If not, then ease up.”

The trooper released him, and Jeri slipped off the hood to his knees in a puddle. He coughed and rubbed at his chaffed neck. His stomach spasmed and he tasted bile, imagining it to be an emotion he’d built up over the years from this kind of treatment. 

“Who is this?” asked the voice.

Jeri said as he stood, “I wasn’t allowed to show my . . . ”

The soldier throttled him again. “Ya don’t talk to General Berkey unless spoken to.”

“Trigger, let him loose.”

General Berkey stepped from the shadows behind Trigger and covered the distance to them in two power-augmented strides. She was dressed in light battle armor with an officer’s pentagram insignia, and she smiled, revealing a mouthful of shark’s teeth inlayed in gold settings. Her lapis exoskin failed to mask the delicate structure of her face. The features were striking, and a dragon tattoo twined from her bare scalp around one eye. She reached out her empty hand. Baffled, Jeri stared at the burn scars that trailed along the lengths of her graceful fingers. Plastic nails retracted under flexible exoskin cuticles and left their hollow points showing. Instead of a thumbnail, a tiny video screen held a view of Skaff’s jeep from a camera above and beside them. She cleared her throat. Jeri understood then and handed her his wallet.

The Blueboy leader flashed him a quizzical look when she read his ID, then strode off punching numbers on a row of pinpoint keys below the screen on her thumb. She returned after ten minutes of consultation, her face changed, as if to say, “I know who you are, Mr. Cristobel.”

***

Eric awoke from yet another nap. Eyes fixed on the wall beyond the end of his bed. 

Wallpaper began to breathe, to melt, its patterns of hibiscus flowers fusing into a large reddish blotch about five feet off the floor. Something pushed through the center of the blotch, and the wall stretched out taut and rubbery on the knobby protrusion. At first it appeared smooth, without detail, but the more Eric stared at the knob, the more it resembled a fist with four parallel fingers meeting at a bony row of knuckles. And as his full attention centered on this, a blue hand punched through the red stain and groped for the end of the mattress.

Eric held his breath. Lungs cried for air.

A muscular blue arm followed, covered with turquoise blood, and it grasped at the ragged edges of its entry hole. Began to tear the hole bigger. A dark shoulder and a portion of ebony chest pushed further into Eric’s room. Eric rolled from bed. Bolted out the door into the dim hallway.

Shadows along the baseboards pooled into phantasms that lashed at his feet. Eric ran for the stairs. A bright yellow missile flashed through the wall on his right and passed into the wall on his left without leaving a mark on either surface, yet he thought he smelled the acrid fumes of exhaust. Sirens whistled, seemed to originate inside his head. He pitched forward on the green shag runner before the stairs and landed hard, his head smacking against the padding on the fifth riser. He stared at the pebbled grain of the carpet just inches before his eyes. A window stretched and bubbled into the riser, a window that looked down on a swirling city of spires and slums. The window moved, as if Eric were seated in a hoverchop skimming over the skyscrapers, and when he dipped over low buildings, the familiar peeling white manse of the Jiboa Hotel ballooned below him on the street. Several Blueboys were breaking into the front lobby, weapons ready. He could hear the grunted commands and the thud of heavy boots on the staircase. 

His viewpoint trailed them through a hallway, glided over their heads. He searched frantically for a safe place to hide from the chaos and pain that would come. Entered a dark rectangle, lit by a feeble bulb above the upper jam. Plunged down several flights of stairs. Fell smack on a prostrate body, sinking into it, deep into the recesses of the brain.

“Hey, this looks like the one.”

The voice deep and resonant; it surrounded Eric where he lay on the steps. Someone nudged him with a boot, then kicked him. He tumbled back in a heap at the foot of the stairs.

“He must have heard us rounding up people on the upper levels and knocked himself unconscious trying to get out.”

“Get Dirk to run a retinal scan. We need positive ID.”

More gruff voices. Thick hands grabbed Eric under the armpits and jerked him up until he stood, feeling exposed in briefs and a stained tee-shirt. He was spun around to face his tormentors. Men laughed as they shined a pencil beam in his eye. They had wide blue faces and mouths filled with wicked teeth and black gums. Another soldier arrived from upstairs.

“Hurry up with the scan,” the new one said. “I’ve got to confirm the capture over the comm.”

“Shee-it. Isn’t this the same kid we picked up last week? What gives?”

“Popular boy. The General wants him out at Delta Base by dawn. They’re reeling him in.”

Men on each side of Eric boosted him onto the first step as if he were a feather. Pushed and prodded until he started the awkward climb to ground level. Progress was slow. Projections and drug mists left his body twitching.

“Should we sedate him?”

“Why bother? He’s already gone.”

***

General Berkey returned with Jeri’s ID.

“All in order, Jeraldo. They’re dated but quite valid. I’m intrigued by your history.” Berkey said this with a sensuous curl of her tongue along the ridges of her teeth. “My apologies for the men. They’re upset over an earlier incident.”

“So I gathered.”

She called to Trigger, who stood at the back of the vehicle poking a tire iron into the wheel well for the spare tire. “What about the driver?”

Trigger closed the well, then zipped up Skaff’s bags and crammed Jeri’s duffle on top of them. They were soaked with mud. 

“He checks out, sir.”

“You two can go,” the General said as the rain quickened, beading on her cheeks and dropping little jewels from the tip of her nose.

She handed Jeri his ID and his wallet, and with her touch traced a mild stinging shock on the back of his hand. It dissipated along his forearm and burned from the shoulder down his chest to warm his groin. He felt as if he’d swallowed a mug of grain alcohol. His immediate erection strained against the fabric of his pants. Acids flared in his gut. He felt soiled. She’d juiced him with an E-pheromone, a tailored and often addictive drug that imprinted its victim for future susceptibility, a sexually specific susceptibility. Jeri opened the jeep door and collapsed in his seat as Skaff eased his foot off the clutch. He could still feel the heat of her caress and her glistening pupils scanning him as if the topography of his soul winked on a computer screen, revealing his weakness for mysterious women. 

Skaff sped up. Jeri let the door flap open, let the drizzle pepper his face with cold bullets.

“C-C-Christ, that was close,” Skaff said loudly. “I’ve got a load of coca paste in that spare.”

As if to place emphasis on Skaff’s relief, a powerful wind sighed through the cracks in Skaff’s door. Skaff’s emotional tone was clear to Jeri, however. It wasn’t worry that drained out of Skaff’s system now, or the sarcasm he’d thrown earlier at Jeri about unpleasant circumstances in Caceres. It was raw fear. A wild look shined in the man’s eyes each time lightning crackled and spit in the sky ahead of them. Indeed, Skaff was a newcomer to the ways of Blueboy troopers and their games, and they’d gotten to him. Jeri caught his swinging door and slammed it shut just as thunder boomed overhead. He huddled under his poncho again.

“It was closer than you think,” he said as Skaff slowed. “I’m not sure why, but my papers got us through with a minimal search.”

Skaff didn’t ask for clarification; he chewed gum and concentrated on the road. Ruts and potholes overflowed. The spatter soaked Jeri’s ankle boots through a missing plate in the floor of the cab, and when the downpour came, it fluttered the canvas roof and slapped the windshield in sidewinding sheets that tongued along the glass around the frantic wipers. Jeri’s stomach grew queasy again, its juices frothing and tossing like the leafy branches overhanging the road. He curled against the wet seat and closed his eyes. The jeep moved like a frigate cutting between the crests of tall, black waves. When Jeri nodded off, the present seemed light years away, a slip of coast in the foggy distance, while the past loomed in his thoughts like a steep rocky island.

He was born Jeraldo Cristobel, one of three brothers orphaned without birthplace or date, a matter that pained him with self-doubt in his youth. The three were settled in St. Sambuca, a drafty, stone church with a small walled enclosure in the back, where a cottage lipped the private bathing pond of an aging Father Superior rumored to have a taste for young boys. When all three had reached schooling age, Eric—whose sensitive mind could perform small miracles—was raped by this man. So, at the urging of his eldest brother Jerico, he snuck off with them to a nearby river and called into their bucket a swarm of candiru for the Father’s pond. The sliver-sized fish were called “piss fish” by the swamp fisherman who had to squeeze themselves off while they bathed, that or face castration when the tiny devils lodged themselves in the urethra. The Father Superior fared no better, and the boys’ revenge welded them into a tight-knit unit—protective of each other—as they found themselves back on the streets of Caceres. A young hotel owner named Mama Lavao took them in, and Jeri, at age nine, buried himself in a routine of hard work and solid food. Though he mistrusted Mama’s charity at first, Jeri grew content as the years passed, his muscles grew hard, and his smoldering eyes attracted many local girls.

When Jeri turned fourteen, the elite soldiers of the WestHem armies occupied the surrounding countryside for a full winter, a season of rain and mock violence. Each year thereafter these Blueboys stayed longer, staging more elaborate battles and tests until the fateful event that remained branded in Jeri’s memory on a grand scale. The Blueboys’ heavy rain, meant to be used on a condemned slum, flattened an adjacent neighborhood, taking Jerico with it. Eric retreated to his own fantasia of grief and self-pity. Jeri escaped this fate by leaving Caceres at twenty for Sao Paolo. Within a few years, though, his fortune was stitched in aimless patterns across the Brazilian outback. Now, he was giving up that freedom.

By the time they reached the far edge of the Planalto do Mato Grosso, Jeri felt better though still feverish from the drug. He sat up and watched the sunlight leak over the hills and dust the foliage a faint silver. The jungle developed like a photographic plate; first the imperceptible brightening, then a breakdown of solid shadow into visible forms, then the grainy details. The rising sun torched the fine spider-webbing of cracks in their windshield and turned the vegetation they passed to a molten riot of yellows and parrot greens. At last, it cleared the horizon.

Complaining of stiffness and exhaustion, Skaff pulled over onto a wide shoulder where the road snaked off the heights to the city, which hugged the foot of the hillside and the very edge of the valley below. They sat, hypnotized by the Pantanal where it stretched southeast in the distance like a glittering plain of light, pocked with islands and great weedy domains. Only the Gran Chaco stood wholly aloof from the floodwaters. It ran to the west, a low, sparsely-wooded climax forest that swallowed eastern Bolivia and half of Paraguay. 

“See, it’s beautiful country,” Skaff said to Jeri.

“Sure, but it doesn’t resemble anyplace that WestHem would defend against EastHem. The soldiers don’t belong here for training.”

“They have to train somewhere.”

“In the North American cities, if they must. But invasion there seems just as unlikely. The West has conceded Europe and Africa for Latin America and the Pacific Islands. The world’s split fairly.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Skaff said. “Armies are armies.”

After they watched a pair of rudderless, cigar-shaped gunships—termed “hoverchops” by the Blueboys—glide silently past them and dip over the checkerboard of Caceres below, Jeri lit a cigarette and began to talk again, not willing to let the subject drop.

“Want to hear something weird?” he said.

“Yeah.” Skaff popped a second stick of gum into his cheek.

“My friend, The Impresario, said in the letter you delivered that Eric had a theory. Something about a mass psychological experiment being used on the city this year. Funny, eh?”

Skaff said, “Like we’re mice in a maze.”

Jeri coughed and flicked his ashes out the vent window. Then he rolled his main window down for air. 

“More like lab rats.” 

“I didn’t know your brother was an intellectual.”

“He isn’t. That’s his delirium. But it could be true. He has a knack for knowing things. I’ve seen him guess names. Seen him call fish and caimans up from the swamp waters.”

Skaff snorted in disbelief.

Jeri knew, though. He and his brothers had been monitored in their teens by Blueboy scientists, and Eric, at least, possessed a talent, an eerie potential they wanted to groom. Also, Jeri knew firsthand about the neural disruptions: the drug mists, subliminal fear waves and the projected images the soldiers used. The disruptions had dredged strange things from his soul, until he couldn’t stand it. He had to flee. But Eric had stuck it out. Suddenly the guilt swelled in Jeri’s heart. The same old guilt. He’d escaped, but left Eric to fend for himself.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
ViSIONS OF THE MUTANT

\Hmiif?"i‘“

R BAUCE BOsTON

é






OEBPS/image0.jpg
AN
‘ar \\\

x
.\

1"






OEBPS/image1.jpg





