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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Clear Blue Lou


Cruising southeast on a golden afternoon for eagles, Clear Blue Lou had left the world behind him. Below, the Sierra foothills were a chiaroscuro tapestry of crumpled green velvet, and the cloudless sky filled his soul with clear blue glory. His spirit was absorbed into a birdlike awareness of the dips and slips of the mountain airstreams. He was Clear Blue Lou, perfect master of the Clear Blue Way. In the towns and communes and farmsteads of Aquaria below, that meant cleansing other people’s karma, but up here all alone in the Clear Blue, he himself found his own Way. Every master must dance his own song.


Lou hung suspended in time and space beneath the clear blue helium-filled eagle; from the ground, he appeared to be riding beneath an almost invisible wing of air. From where he sat in his saddle slung beneath the eagle, the glider wing was a sunshade lens attuning the blue of the sky to a deeper and more tranquil vision. Nowhere else was he more totally in the Way.


So blissfully was Clear Blue Lou riding the Clear Blue Way that before he knew it, sunset was creeping up behind him.


Oh shit! he suddenly realized. I’ve done it again!


Long streaks of purple and carmine were playing over the eagle wing, and the ribwork of the lower surface had become a cathedral archwork of lengthening shadows. Below, inky pseudopods were oozing east through the rugged canyon bottoms of south-central Aquaria, and the tops of the scattered clouds were turning mauve and pale orange.


Clear Blue Lou might be in sync with the law of muscle, sun, wind and water, but of this white tetrad of sanctioned powers, the one that made him grunt and sweat was the one he liked the least. And now, to pay back this golden afternoon of sweet karma, he was going to have to pedal.


The solar eagle is a helium balloon in the form of a subtly flexible glider wing. Hanging bellow it in a saddle, the eagle rider flexes and warps it with the control lines like an aerial puppeteer riding beneath an avian marionette. Given the right wind, an ace like Clear Blue Lou could follow a general vector with no power at all. Unfortunately, such optimum karma occurred maybe a dozen times a year.


And today was not one of those clays. A light headwind was blowing up from the east, there was less than an hour’s sun left, and the last eagle’s nest between here and La Mirage was at least eight miles away. He was going to have to pedal.


The upper surface of the eagle wing is covered with solar cells that produce enough electricity to power two pusher props halfway out toward the tips. In still air, the sun can move the eagle at about ten miles per hour. When it is up.


When it is not up or when the wind blows the wrong way, there is a central pusher prop run by the pedals. No true eagle freak enjoys pedaling. If he did, he’d be a cycle sailor, who enjoyed that dubious pleasure every time he lost his wind.


Nevertheless, muscle was part of the Way, and there were perfect masters of certain ways who taught that sweat was good for the soul and sprinted about their rounds on bicycles. There were even those who thought that solar eagles were tinted a suspicious tone of gray.


As Clear Blue Lou hit the pedals, as his legs established a rhythmic pump and he let his muscles drive his lungs, flesh warped consciousness closer to immediate reality, and Lou


was forced to remember that the Eagle Tribe who had built his sky chariot were deeply involved in this mess in La Mirage. They were under a cloud whose belly was black with the shadow of sorcery.


The sky was deepening to darkness behind him, and the land below had cloaked itself in shadows that made it seem more craggy and forbidding as Clear Blue Lou pedaled laboriously east through the sweet sunset musk given off by the forested foothills. On the eastern horizon, the jagged peaks of the Sierras themselves blazed redly in the setting sun. Beyond them … the Great Waste, from whose depths black science oozed its subtle way into Aquaria, grayed by the time it reached La Mirage, and ostensibly pure as the driven snow by the time it cleared the Exchange.


Somewhere between here and the other side of the Sierras, someone’s hand was quicker than the eye. Or, anyway, eyes that chose to look away. No taint could be pointed to on the whiteness of solar eagles, no molecule made by the hand of man, no power other than that of sun and wind and muscle. Well within the letter of the law.


Of course, the solar cells had to come from somewhere, and the fabric of the glider balloon was a rather outré derivative of cellulose, and the Eagle Tribe’s train of supply drifted back ambiguously into the hermetic mountain william canyons way up in the eastern slopes of the central range where the righteously white did not care to risk sticking their noses.


Clear Blue Lou did not make a habit of questioning the karma of that which sweetened his own, and he believed in doing likewise for the good karma of others. If it tastes good to the spirit, you can eat it.


But now, with the landscape gone sinister and his own misattention trapping him in the penitive task of pedaling, Lou was reminded that not even a perfect master could count on a perpetual free lunch. Perhaps having to keep in the Way by force of will over protest of flesh was good for the soul, a cautionary cosmic zinger.


Right now it reminded him that this was no joyride after all, that he had been summoned to give his justice in a dispute that touched on the karma of this selfsame eagle that had transformed him from a high-flying rider of the wind to the beast of his own burden with the setting of the sun.


Good for the soul, like peyote, he told himself sourly, leaning into the pedals. But that didn’t mean he had to like the way it tasted going down.


Within the hour, the land below had sunk into a black abyss, the moonless sky blazed with pinpoint lights like the landscape of some eldritch pre Smash city, and Clear Blue Lou had had more than enough of the yoga of pedaling.


So it was with a certain sense of relief that he finally spotted the eagle’s nest beacon, a powerful 200-watt reflector beam winking at him like a grounded star from the next ridgeline. He shifted gears, and a portion of his footpower was shunted into the pump that recompressed wing helium to kill the eagle’s lift for a glide-in. This did not make pedaling any easier, and by the time he established his descent curve, he was groaning and wheezing, and it was pure ecstasy to stop pedaling for good and float down like a moth toward the light.


Down he came into a high mountain meadow shining ghostly pale under the stars. Only one other eagle was tethered to the hitching rail. Millions of insects circled in the beam of the spotlight on the roof of the single-story rambling lodge cabin.


The main room of the cabin had walls of undressed timber, smooth-hewn tables and chairs, and a big wood stove where Matty the cook presided over two big iron kettles and a pot of cider, which blasted out food odors that went straight to Lou’s empty stomach.


“Food and flop, Matty,” Lou called out. “I’ve been pedaling for hours.”


“In such a hurry to get to La Mirage?” The only other customer was a tall willowy woman in a yellow Sunshine messenger jumpsuit who sat alone over the remains of her meal, beckoning him to her table. She was neat, she looked a little mean in all the right places, and she seemed just a little hostile.


“As a matter of fact, I’ve got all the time in the world,” Lou said, beaming invitingly at her as he sat down across from her.


The Sunshine Girl ran her tongue over her lower lip and smiled back ironically. “Are you soliciting a bribe, oh giver of Clear Blue justice?”


“Are you offering one?” he asked.


The Sunshine Girl shrugged. “It might enliven an otherwise dull night,” she said.


Matty set a bowl of rice fried with vegetables under a sauce of soybean chili before him, and Lou considered the karma as he savored the first welcome mouthful.


Sunshine Sue’s whole operation could be on the line when he gave his justice, and from what he had heard, it had been the Eagle Tribe who had first suggested him, not the Sunshines. And here he was, flying in on their product. It could be argued by a good enough sophist that he owed the Sunshine Tribe some counterbalancing equivalent, which might be most pleasantly provided at sport with this member who was both willing and a turn-on.


On the other hand, the hoary maxim that a stiff prick knows no conscience was not the bottom line for Clear Blue Lou.


“Is it against your rules to discuss our case?” the Sunshine Girl asked.


“What’s your name?”


“Little Mary Sunshine,” she answered dryly.


“Well Mary,” Lou said, “that depends on whether I’m talking to Little Mary or to Sunshine Sue’s Word of Mouth.”


“Off the record. Cross my heart.”


Lou eyed her narrowly. Sunshine Sue’s Word of Mouth earned its way by carrying other people’s messages, but it also carried public news up and down the length of Aquaria. News that it collected however it could. If he didn’t want to trust Little Mary Sunshine, he wouldn’t be Clear Blue Lou, but if he trusted her implicitly, he wouldn’t be Clear Blue Lou either.


“And hope to lie?”


Little Mary laughed. “No, really,” she said. “I just want to tell you something. The Sunshine Tribe isn’t into black science; we’re no grayer than anyone else who does business in La Mirage.”


“That’s not exactly a certificate of karmic purity,” Lou said dryly.


“I’m leveling with you, Lou. Sure, you could say that some of our electronic components might not be ultrabright, but our radios are as white as your eagle.”


“I can’t think of a blacker science than atomics,” Lou said. “Can you?”


“That’s what I’m telling you!” Little Mary said in a tone of some exasperation. “We wouldn’t mess with sorcery like that! What do you think we are, monsters?”


“But you were caught with radioactive power cores in twenty-five radios. Or do you dispute the facts as charged by the Eagles?”


“The Eagles? Where do they come off so whitely righteous? How did they know about the power cores in the first place? We didn’t.”


“You didn’t?”


Little Mary reached out and touched his hand. She looked into his eyes. “Really we didn’t,” she said quietly. “We bought them on the open market from the Lightning Commune, and we’ve never had trouble like this with them before; they’ve always been a reasonably white outfit. And now suddenly they set us up for a sorcery judgment. …”


“How come the Eagles knew about the atomic cores if you didn’t?”


“Now you’re catching on,” Little Mary Sunshine said.


I am? Clear Blue Lou thought. But to what? This side of the story didn’t add up. And it wouldn’t until he got an explanation from the Eagles. And he had an uneasy feeling that they’d have a hard time giving him a straight answer too. And he didn’t at all feature whom this was all beginning to point to. He also realized that this discussion had gone a little too far. He had already asked some questions that could be turned into items by Word of Mouth with a little embellishment.


“This is all off the record?” he said. “It’s not going to be all over Aquaria that I discussed this with you in the course of coming on?”


“Whose karma would that sweeten?” Little Mary said. She smiled. “So you admit you’d like to while away the night together?”


Oooh, this was getting tasty. But it was also getting dicey. The mind game that was going on would make for fiery sport. But that would tie another Gordian knot in the skein of karma he was being called upon to unravel, with something more intimate than his finger tied up in it.


At times like these, he could do with being a little less Clear Blue.


“I admit I’d like to,” he said.


Now she was touching both of his hands. “So would I.”


Lou’s flesh surged toward her, but his head held him back. “Some good things,” he said dryly, “were not meant to be.”


She sighed and relaxed back against her chair. “Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she said easily.


“Were you really trying?” Lou asked.


“Was I really trying what?” Little Mary Sunshine drawled ingenuously.


“To suborn a giver of justice with your sweet charms,” Lou said half seriously.


“Was the giver of justice maybe using the situation to see if he could get it down?” she asked slyly.


“Would I contemplate a thing like that?”


“Are you sure you don’t want to talk that over in my room?”


“Much as I’d like to, the karma isn’t clear,” Lou said regretfully. “If we sported, either you’d incline me favorably toward your tribe, or I’d bend over backward the other way to be fair. Unjust either way.”


He laughed. “Besides, right now, neither of us could figure out what was fucking whom anyway.”


“It might be fun trying.”


“I’m sure it would, but I’d hate myself in the morning,” Lou said, getting up from the table. He kissed her hand. “Maybe when this is over, we can wake up one morning in bed together and remember this with a smile.”


“I sure hope we all come out of this smiling,” Little Mary Sunshine said dubiously. “Nobody’s smiling now.”


“That’s what I’m here for,” Clear Blue Lou said. It was as good an exit line as any. But with his glands sulking in frustration and his mind already whirling through the numbers, he went to bed already warped into the karmic maelstrom. And he was still a good morning’s flight from the scene that awaited him at La Mirage, where the winds that were blowing had more of a whiff of the east about them than usual.


Next morning after a solitary breakfast of wheatola and hot cider, Clear Blue Lou took off through the damp mist that fogged the high mountain meadows, his spirit soggy with last night’s missed pleasures and the sorcery-tainted karma that had trapped him in its evil spell of chastity.


But soon he was above the fog, soaring rapidly east on a


favorable wind and a high mountain sun that warmed his body to wakefulness arid clarified his soul.


The karma that he was being called upon to judge had already prevented two innocent people from sporting together, and he was one of them. As far as Lou was concerned, that was proof enough that somewhere at the bottom of this lay a mindfuck pattern, a violation of free will, an outrage to both himself and the Great Way. The seeking of justice had already begun.


For the giving of justice was no neutral intellectual process. In order to clear karma, a perfect master must enter its realities. Otherwise, he would be writing law, not fulfilling destiny; he would be acting like a government. What was left of the world could do without people who thought they could be unmoved movers.


Atomic power cores aside, karmic imperialism was at work here; it had already quite literally grabbed him by the balls. And justice would require that this karmic debt not go unpaid.


The fair following wind was taking him rapidly toward the beginning of the central range of the Sierras. No rolling foothills below him now, but apprentice mountains rising up toward him.


This was the beginning of where the world ended. Or at least the world that the whitely righteous knew. No eagle could cross the High Sierras powered only by sun and wind and muscle. Beyond that immense wall of mountains was the greatest of all Wastes, Aquaria’s knowledge of its extent petering out into the infinity of legend. Great was the mega-tonnage that had fallen upon the eastern slopes of the Great Divide during the Smash. Still deadly was the vast radioactive wound which the hand of man had gouged in the body of the Earth.


But the world did not end in a bleak abyss or with an unseemly suddenness. Now Lou’s eagle was flying abreast of the peaks of the higher foothills, and he was ascending into a great aerial river system of canyon passes leading on into ever higher and more forbidding mountains, awesome in their beauty.


Here was truly a land untouched by the unclean hand of man, a world unto itself that had existed in its impenetrable vastness for transhuman aeons. The Smash had not touched it. Even the awful black science of the pre-Smash Americans


had not been able to seriously mar these mothers of mountains. All they had left behind was a sparse network of roads where tall trees burst from the shattered concrete. Lou soared past fir-covered slopes where hawks and eagles circled, high verdant meadows where sheep and deer grazed. The world ended in a wilderness Eden whose far boundary was impenetrable to man. What irony that beyond the highest peaks of this primeval majesty lay a radioactive hell and the lairs of sorcerers!


In all of this mountain fastness, the only significant human settlement was La Mirage, one of Aquaria’s major towns, a long day’s flight from anything of significance and two days from Palm by wagon on the torturous back-door road.


What this bustling town was doing way out here in the middle of nowhere was generally considered best left unsaid. La Mirage was near nothing but the fuzzy mountain boundary between Aquaria and what lay beyond.


And now the sorcerers beyond the mountains had showed their hand at work with uncool clumsiness. More than the fate of the Eagle Tribe, the Lightning Commune, and Sunshine Sue’s Word of Mouth was at stake. La Mirage itself was now under a heavy cloud of black science of the most blatant sort.


And the fact was that Aquaria needed La Mirage for the very reason that made it content to leave the doings in the shadow of the High Sierras out of sight and out of mind.


An arcane chemistry took place here upon which the civilization of Aquaria depended. The children of Aquarius had built a civilization based on the white sciences, under the law of muscle, sun, wind and water. Now they could fly like eagles, and generate electricity, and pass messages along by solar radio. White science advanced year after year, and its mages and merchants did their business together in the La Mirage Exchange. New technology was manufactured most often in the workshops and factories of the town and from there diffused slowly outward.


It was conveniently said that the scattered mountain William tribes in the eastern back country had preserved certain manufacturing techniques from pre-Smash days, and it was certainly true that these simple people zealously guarded their so-called trade secrets.


It was also true, however, that somewhere up in the Sierras, mountain william country ended and the haunts of the


Spacers began. It was hard to believe that there was no interpenetration. It was hard to believe, but most people tried.


Expeditions too high up into the mountains had a way of not coming back. Besides, bounty flowed across the land from La Mirage, and none could prove that the law of muscle, sun, wind and water was violated by eagles or solar radios or sophisticated batteries and wind generators.


Such was the delicate balance that allowed La Mirage to flourish. By such a nonexistent pact with the unnameable did Aquaria ultimately thrive in its righteous whiteness. Some perfect masters saw this as a fatal flaw, but Clear Blue Lou didn’t believe in being bad for business. Which was why he was the favorite perfect master of La Mirage.


Which was also why the nature of this klutzy confrontation pointed to machinations by the Spacers. Sunshine Sue might very well be capable of knowingly purchasing atomic-powered radios—her reputation was well grayed to say the least. But the Eagle Tribe had no percentage in wanting to expose her. Shining unwanted light into someone else’s dark corner was against the rules of the game, if only because you yourself might be next.


Around the next bend, the canyon that Lou was following widened out into a steep green meadow that swept upward before him. He valved more helium into his eagle and nosed it upward, slowly inching up above the steep slope, making his final climb to La Mirage in a long climbing arc.


On the high mountain plateau above him was a town that had summoned his justice, a town that trusted him and which he had perhaps come to love. Perhaps that might prove to be a stain on his karma. Certainly the missed night of sport with Little Mary Sunshine had already made things personal.


As he soared upward through the most beautiful country in his world, the Eden below seemed to mock him with its purity and innocence. For the shadow of black science lay heavily across this mountain greenery where the domain of sorcery touched the lives and fortunes of men.




Sunshine Sue


As always, Sunshine Sue was in a hurry, and as always, her world moved too slowly. There was a great bleeding freight wagon clogging the road up ahead of her, just as the wind was finally getting some speed out of this stupid contraption!


Her current mode of transport was a sail cycle. She had made it down the coast from Mendocino by boat in under three days, but from Barbo, her way to La Mirage had become a crawling nightmare. Endless hours on a dumb smelly horse to Javelina and then two bloody more days to Palm by coach, where she missed her connection to La Mirage because of a busted axle and was told she’d have to lay over for eighteen hours.


Fortunately the Sunshine Tribe maintained a messenger station in Palm and had its own transport. Of a kind.


Now her sweet ass was riding a few inches above a rock-strewn dirt roadway in the saddle of a speeding sail cycle. With a good wind, this thing could really move—right now she must be doing nearly thirty miles an hour. But the trouble was you lost your following wind around every other bend in the road, and most of the time, you had to lean


against the torque of the angled sail to keep on the ground. And when the wind died, kiddo, it was hit the pedals.


The sail cycle had two small wheels up front for steerage; behind was a big pusher wheel that rode free under sail and was driven by the pedals when the wind died. Sue reclined low against the road in her saddle behind a deerhide fairing to minimize drag. The triangular sail rode on a boom behind the rear wheel and was controlled by a crank through a system of ratchets.


She had been told in Palm that the record time to La Mirage in one of these things was under thirteen hours, whereas the coach would take nearly two days—and that after a layover.


She had also been told that she was crazy, that you had to be in shape for pedaling, that you needed to know what you were doing, but Sunshine Sue was burning with adrenaline and impatience, and she would’ve hitched a ride on a passing mountain lion to get to La Mirage a few hours sooner.


In the Word of Mouth business, she was fond of telling apprentice messengers, the fastest transport between any two points was the one you took. The fastest transport was always too damned slow anyway.


She had been up in Mendocino, setting up a net node station for the new fifty-mile radio transmitter whose arrival should have been imminent. Instead, word had crawled up the coast that the entire shipment had been interdicted by Levan the Wise. For sorcery.


A black science interdiction in La Mirage? By Levan? Atomic power cores in the transmitter circuits? What the fuck was going on down there?


Sue sent a blizzard of questions into the Word of Mouth net, but she didn’t sit around waiting for answers. She knew that her presence was required on the spot the day before yesterday.


She grabbed the first ship south and couldn’t make radio contact till she got to Barbo. There she had learned that the Eagle Tribe had supposedly discovered an atomic power core in one of the new radios which the Lightning Commune had tried to sell them. When the Eagles righteously blew the whistle, even cool old Levan had been forced to interdict the twenty-five examples of this black science that the Sunshine Tribe had taken delivery of in La Mirage.


That did not exactly clarify the logic, but it did transmit


the brimstone smell of the shadowy Spacers. The Lightnings might just have the collective intelligence to assemble the devices, but no one who did business with them seriously believed that they were really reproducing pre-Smash designs. And anyone who believed that even more brain-burned mountain Williams farther back in the woods supplied their components from pre-Smash stashes might as well have believed that solar cells and microcircuits grew on trees. Someone somewhere out of sight was making this stuff and using the Williams as a thin camouflage which fooled only those who wanted to be fooled, namely, any reasonable person.


The Eagles might buy solar cells and electric motors from the Lightning Commune, but they didn’t buy radios. They didn’t know squat about radios. So how come they found the atomic power cores hidden in the circuitry when our own aces didn’t? And why would they want to blacken the reputation of their supplier of solar cells and motors?


Sunshine Sue had pondered these questions during the endless horseback trip to Javelina without coming up with answers that satisfied the test of self-interest. And this was too complex a mess to be the result of mere random fuck-ups; uncool things like that just did not happen in La Mirage. Therefore, someone with a hidden self-interest was pulling strings from out of sight, and that meant the damn Spacers.


Who else could hide atomic power sources so thoroughly in the transmitter circuits that they could get past the radio mechanics of the Sunshine Tribe? The Eagles could not have discovered the atomic cores unless they were meant to.


But why? Why would even the Spacers pollute Aquaria with atomic power sources and then somehow arrange to have their own dupes exposed for the blackest of sciences?


Before she left Javelina, Word of Mouth came from La Mirage that Levan had decided that this situation required justice from a perfect master. The Eagles had suggested Clear Blue Lou and the Lightnings had accepted. Would she agree? Of course, she had to decide immediately because otherwise they would have to await her arrival to negotiate another choice of perfect master, and it could take a week for one to arrive whereas Clear Blue Lou was two days away, and in the meantime, the Sunshine Tribe might find itself under sorcery boycott until the situation was resolved. …


Some “freely agreed-upon choice of judges!” It was Clear Blue Lou, or this mess would fester for weeks. And of course it was common folklore that Clear Blue Lou was in love with his solar eagle; no doubt the pea-brained Eagles thought that would shield them from any repercussions.


But Word of Mouth on Lou was that he really was Clear Blue; few people lost when he gave justice. And he was practically the patron saint of La. Mirage. He and Levan saw eye to eye on keeping things cool. Furthermore, the solar cells in Lou’s eagle came from the same source as the Sunshine radios. A perfect master like Clear Blue Lou would be wise to the wider implications, and he himself already owned a piece of this karma.


Finally, Clear Blue Lou was a perfect master who boogied. Better him than some whitely righteous celibate or vibrating lady!


So she sent her agreement down the net and hauled ass for La Mirage, hoping to get there before anyone else had a chance at working on Clear Blue Lou’s head.


That is, if you could call this hauling ass!


Sue sounded her klaxon, and up ahead the wagon began to inch to the right side of the so-called road. But not fast enough. She would have to lose some momentum by using the brakes, or she’d hit the damn thing going by.


She slowed down to under twenty, centered the boom, and slipped by. Then she found the road going into a rising bend, lost the wind, and had to pedal, puffing and cursing, to gain the crest.


And that was what this whole bleeding trip had been like! Finding out about things days sifter they happened and not being able to make your reaction felt until more days later. It was a source of wonder to Sunshine Sue that anything ever managed to get done in Aquaria at all.


She but dimly remembered how much worse it had been before she took leadership of the Sunshine Tribe and established the Word of Mouth net. In those days, it could take a week to get a hand-carried message from Mendocino to La Mirage, and there was no such thing as public news. Now at least the Sunshine Tribe had enough solar radios to relay messages all up and down Aquaria while the sun was up. Well, almost. The damn things had only a five-mile range—less in hilly country—and you still had to shift them around to set up Word of Mouth chains. And if too many radios had


been shifted to the wrong places, it could take days to set up the right chains.


Last year she had purchased a solar-and-battery-powered computer, which had magically appeared on the Exchange, and now at least the radios she had could be moved around to reform new chains with maximized efficiency. But it was still nothing like the old networks.


Sue crested the ridgeline just as her lungs were starting to give out. Before her, the road circled down a few bends, then debouched upon a long straight dry lake bed without a bend or a dip until it reached the famously awful switchback road that climbed torturously up to La Mirage.


Those new radios should have been the beginnings of a real Sunshine Radio Network. With their fifty-mile range, they would form an unbroken chain of relay stations covering all Aquaria. Voices could be transmitted up and down the land instead of secondhand messages. And the Lightning Commune had promised her cheap and plentiful solar receivers for next year. With the beginnings of a Sunshine Radio Network already broadcasting, she could have marketed them to every town and commune and farmstead in the land. It would have been the beginning of the new electronic village.


Sue had to ride the brakes as the sail cycle nosed over and began to speed down around the curves toward the dry lake bed. Now all that was down the willy hole because of the atomic power cores that had been found in the key piece of hardware. And if this situation came out badly, who knew how much of the Sunshine Tribe’s equipment might end up proscribed!


Sunshine Sue had never met an admitted Spacer, nor had she met anyone who admitted to dealing with Spacers. Who, after all, would admit a connection with black science, even in La Mirage? But she had always felt that the unseen sorcerers somehow favored her enterprise.


When she needed a large supply of the old radios, the Lightnings had magically managed to triple their production. When she was ready to make good use of a computer, up popped that piece of legendary arcana, white as the clouds in the sky, or maybe almost. And the new fifty-mile radios had seemed like the latest gift from the trolls who apparently were her silent partners twice removed.


Hell, everything up until then had checked out ultrabright, hadn’t it? If these pure white devices had been dropped in her lap, who was she to find out more about their ultimate source than was good for her to know?


Sunshine Sue accepted the law of muscle, sun, wind and water as the distilled wisdom of human history. The black science of atomics had poisoned the vast continent beyond the Sierras and who knew how much of the rest of the world, and filled the air of the planet with carcinogens. Unnatural chemistry had killed the fish of the sea. And the burning of black coal and black petroleum rotted the lungs and made the air unfit to breathe. Every human on Earth was still paying for the sins of black science with a reduced life span, and the species itself might eventually pay for its folly with extinction. Black science was evil, and the Spacers were sorcerers.


Or were they? After all, none of the technology that seeped across the mountains was demonstrably other than white. None of the equipment she had bought did anything but sweeten the karma of Aquaria.


Until now, that is.


Was this karmic punishment for her flirtation with black science? Now her whole enterprise was threatened by the very distantly removed black science that had allowed her to build it to this point in the first place. Could this bad karma be just?


The sail cycle rounded the last descending bend and whooshed out onto the long straight road up the dry lake bed. She ratcheted the sail around to catch the following wind blowing north toward La Mirage, and the sail cycle began to pick up even more speed. Twenty, twenty-five, thirty, nearly forty miles an hour, fairly skimming along this well-maintained high-speed section of the road. Faster than a horse, faster than an eagle, faster than any yacht, faster than anything else in the world save Word of Mouth. Almost fast enough.


Justly earned bad karma, my ass! Sue thought. The karma that took me this far has been sweet, for me, and for mine, and for Aquaria too. I’ve been true to my destiny, I’ve walked my own Way.


Admittedly, it had been a Way that no other feet had trod in centuries, a Way that narrow minds might find streaked with black had she revealed the true path now, before its time. More Rememberers’ hoards than not were burned for


sorcery when discovered, and the dim remnants of this mysterious ancient tribe were shunned by the whitely righteous.


Even her first reaction had been a certain dread when she stumbled upon the abandoned Rememberers’ hut on that long-ago late fall afternoon in the redwood country northeast of Mendocino. She had been plain Susan Sunshine then, a teenaged messenger carrying a packet through the mountains from Mendocino to Shasta. She had stopped along the road to relieve herself and improperly tethered her horse. By the time she had gotten her breeches back on, the animal had wandered off into the forest.


The waning sun sent intermittent shafts of ruby light through the dark aisles of giant trees. Bird sounds seemed abnormally far away, and the still forest air was redolent of resin and loam and cool with impending night. The atmosphere seemed pregnant with mysterious import.


And then she caught up to her mount, sipping placidly from a little brook. On the bank of the stream, half-hidden by the saplings and brush that had grown up around it, was the crumbling log hut.


She tethered her horse to a tree—very carefully this time—and gingerly entered the abandoned hut through the open portal where the door had fallen from its rotted leather hinges.


Inside, moldering rough-hewn furniture, semi-darkness, and the earthy rank odor of the pallid mushrooms that grew all over the dirt floor. Bits and flakes of paper scattered about like dirty snow. When she fingered one of the larger fragments, one surface felt slick as glass. Holding it up to a thin shaft of sunlight filtering through a crack in the log wall, she saw the right upper quarter of a woman’s face impressed upon the parchment. Her heart skipped a beat.


A “photograph!” The perfect likeness of a human face printed on the magically smooth paper by lost pre-Smash black science. Now she knew what this place was and what it was doing here hidden in the depths of the woods. This was a cabin of Rememberers, abandoned for many years by the look of it.


Dread not unmixed with a certain morbid curiosity chilled her spirit as she poked about. The Rememberers were a dying breed, and their reputation was well streaked with black. A century ago, there had been thousands of them scuttling about the land in small groups, zealously guarding


their hoards of pre-Smash books, photographs, and publications. Aquaria had never entirely made its mind up about the Rememberers. It was clear that they venerated these pathetic remnants of pre-Smash black science, but it was also clear that these bits and pieces of the lost and evil world were entirely beyond their dim comprehension. Periods of uneasy tolerance alternated with pogroms. Hoards relating to the obviously black sciences were righteously burned, but some hoards relating to less clearly black arts were sometimes allowed to remain with their guardians or just as often seized for study. The Rememberers themselves were frequently slain and universally abominated.


Now, Rememberers were few and the discovery of a new hoard a major event. By the look of this ruin, nothing remained here but debris and fragments. Still, something made Sue search through the abandoned hut, kicking over fungi, rifling through piles of rotting wood, peering into decayed wooden boxes.


The light was fading fast when she found the metal box under a heap of amorphous filth. It was about the size of a saddlebag, silvery, but too light to be silver. She almost dropped the unholy thing when she realized what it was. The strange light metal had to be aluminum, a pre-Smash metal whose manufacture involved obscenely vast amounts of electrical energy. How many carcinogens had been pumped into the atmosphere to make this thing, how many lives had it cost down through the ages?


But of course she had to know what was inside. The lid opened easily, and within were a few moldering ancient magazines, a handful of photographs, and a single decaying book.


The cabin interior was nearly totally dark now. She removed the hoard from the aluminum box and tossed the black thing away into a corner. The forest outside was a cavern of black shapes and shadows, and the creatures of night had already begun their eerie symphony. Of necessity, Sue made camp for the night, got a fire going, gulped down some bread and dried fruit, and by the flickering firelight, began to examine the hoard she had discovered.


The photographs seemed a random lot—faces of the long-dead, a silvery bird flying through the clouds, a strange device like a glass aquarium but with tiny manikins inside it, playing an unknown game on a grassy field. The magazines


were called Time and Radio Digest and Listener’s Log and TV Guide. The lone crumbling book was called Understanding Media by Marshall McLuhan.


Far into the night, Sue studied the Rememberers’ hoard, alone by the firelight in the dark forest, trying to make sense of the arcane lore, trying to decide whether this science called “media” was white or black or something in between.


She took the hoard with her in the morning and down through the years studied it still. Much of it remained beyond her grasp. “Television,” some strange form of radio which transmitted pictures that moved. “Ratings,” which seemed to be a pre-Smash form of numerology. “Prime time,” which did not seem to be a unit of duration.


But buried in the mass of incomprehensibility and the nearly impenetrable dialect of the book and the magazines was the concept that came to rule her destiny.


The pre-Smash world had been blanketed by things called “networks,” immaterial electronic webs of radio and television messages. If this lore were to be believed, there were millions of radio receivers and “TV sets,” and almost everyone had access to one. Huge transmitters, powered by black science, broadcast “programs,” messages in the form of plays and stories. These transmitters or “stations” were organized into “networks” so that everyone in the world could receive the same messages at the same time.


The networks also broadcast something called “news,” messages about events happening all over the world, aimed at all the “viewers” or “listeners” as a whole.


Thus the people of pre-Smash times had been united by plays and stories and news which they all received at the same time. Anything that happened anywhere was immediately known to all. McLuhan believed that these message networks changed the consciousness of the people by knitting them together into something he called “the electronic global village.” These “artificial senses” changed the very nature of human thought and magnified intelligence even as the invention of printing had aeons before.


Thus the “electronic villagers” had not merely possessed black sciences lost to modern man, their minds themselves were more cogent.


True, these selfsame electronic villagers had destroyed their world and poisoned Sue’s own by their fatal affair with black science. But it was the devices of black science, the


“hardware,” that had brought man to ruin, not the “software,” which was concept and spirit alone, a path of the Way, independent of science, white or black.


Now the world lay poisoned perhaps unto death; a person’s world was the area in which he lived and what sparse news moved up and down the creaky Word of Mouth net, and before Sue had built Word of Mouth with her secret software lore, not even that.


How limited we ire if only we knew, Sunshine Sue thought as she sped up the dry lake bed toward La Mirage with the speed of the wind. How fast I seem to be moving and yet how slowly our thoughts crawl from town to town and mind to mind! Now, as so often since that day in the Rememberers’ hut, she felt like a poor lorn creature trapped outside her proper time. The secrets she alone knew tormented her soul with impatience for the distant rebirth of the electronic global village that might one day reunite the scattered remnants of the species in a web of consciousness beyond her poor imagining, a worldwide community of spirit that might yet heal what was left of the shattered Earth.


Up ahead, she could see wagons inching up the switchback road that ascended the mountain to La Mirage, and beyond, the great central peaks of the Sierras that rimmed the known world. East of the horizon lay the terra incognita of black science—out of sight, but hardly out of mind.


Yes, the law of muscle, sun, wind and water was the Way. But could the present world of crawling, limiting isolation truly be called good?


It was destiny that had taken her to that Rememberers’ hut, destiny too that had made her a member of the Sunshine Tribe where her secret knowledge could be put to use. And if destiny required that she risk graying her soul in the service of her dream, then so be it. For surely that dream was in the end whiter than the rigid narrowness of the asshole righteous.


And if her silent patrons now sought to destroy what she had built for their own unknown reasons, those Spacer bastards were going to have one hell of a fight on their hands.


“Move, damn you, move!” she shouted into the wind, pushing against the steering gear as if she could squeeze more speed out of the sail cycle by sheer force of will. Why couldn’t this bloody thing go faster?


* * *


The mountains began abruptly at the northern end of the dry lake bed; from this angle, the Sierras were a vast ziggurat staircase reaching upward and eastward. La Mirage was built atop one of the lower flattened steps of the cordillera stairway, and the lake-bed road ended abruptly at the foot of a severe three-thousand-foot slope.


Here the road became a torturous zigzag, climbing the mountain in an endless series of steep switchbacks, forty miles of crawling agony to ascend three thousand feet. A procession of horse-drawn wagons inched up this nightmare back door approach, dwindling away to insectlike dots toward the heights.


Barreling along the valley road at top speed to the last minute, Sunshine Sue slammed on the sail cycle’s brakes and came to a screeching stop in a cloud of dust right outside the cabin that the Sunshine Tribe had built many years ago at the foot of the mountain road. Half a dozen sail cycles with furled yellow sails and four Sunshine yellow solar eagles were tethered to the hitching rail. No sail cycle could ascend the mountain road, and the geography precluded radio contact with the town, so from here to La Mirage, Word of Mouth—and Sunshine Sue herself—would travel the last three thousand feet straight up by eagle.


Teddy Sunshine, the station honcho, emerged from the cabin even as Sue was shakily unwinding her cramped legs from the long drive. Sue pointed to the line of solar eagles, not wanting to waste even a minute, and they met under the golden shadow of the nearest eagle wing.


“What’s the word from La Mirage?” she asked breathlessly, stowing her gear behind the eagle saddle. “Lou arrived yet?”


“Not yet,” Teddy said, as Sue climbed into the saddle and began strapping in. It seemed to Sue that he was not exactly eager to meet her eyes.


“What’s wrong, Teddy? What’s the bad news now?”


“Worst possible,” Teddy grunted. “The Lightnings are now claiming we knew about the atomic power cores when we bought the radios.”


“WHAT?” Sue screamed. “Those lying brain-burned sons of bitches!” Bloody fucking hell! If Clear Blue Lou ended up believing that, he might very well decide to disband the tribe! And I could end up in karmic rebirth!


She studied Teddy, who seemed to be studying her most peculiarly.


“You don’t believe that shit, do you!” she demanded. “Do you think for a moment that I’d—”


“Of course not!” Teddy interrupted none too convincingly. “But … uh, maybe Gloria might have, uh, gotten a little carried away. …”


“No way! I made that deal myself, remember?”


“Then why—”


“It’s a set-up, it’s got to be!”


“But who—why—?”


“Who do you think made the power cores?” Sue asked sharply. “As for why …” She nodded toward the east, shrugging. “That’s what I’m going to find out,” she said. “Now please untether this thing.”


Teddy slipped the hitching rail bolt. “I’d never fool with atomic power,” Sue told him earnestly. “That black, I’m not. You do believe me?”


But the eagle shot skyward before she could hear his response, and Sue found herself contemplating what the electronic villagers would have called her “image” with a new sense of unease. If my reputation is so gray that even my own people can half believe I’d knowingly fool with atomic power, how am I going to convince Clear Blue Lou that the Lightnings are lying? And why would they tell a lie that convicts them of black science out of their own stupid mouths?


The eagle bobbed upward along the mountain face where the stling of wagons groaned laboriously toward La Mirage. Rapid though her rise was relative to these groundlings climbing in the dust, it seemed achingly slow to Sunshine Sue. She valved the last of her helium into the wing and nosed the eagle skyward. The eagle began to climb even more rapidly but still not fast enough.


“What’s going on up there?” Sunshine Sue demanded aloud, craning her neck upward.


Muttering imprecations, she began to pedal.




La Mirage


Clear Blue Lou’s eagle soared along the ascending meadow, and then was buffeted upward and backward for a moment as it crested the lip of the plateau and hit a sudden swirl of freer air. After this dramatic fanfare, it regained its forward momentum, and in a few minutes, Lou was floating high above La Mirage.


From this perspective, the name of the town seemed a poetic image of innocent purity. La Mirage was the lone handiwork of man in a vast vision of primeval grandeur. The colorful buildings and groved avenues seemed to spring like magic mushrooms from the center of an oval meadow rimmed on three sides by a sheer drop into immensity. The ascending cordillera east of the town formed a dwarfing backdrop that reversed Lou’s aerial perspective, an amphitheater of the gods looking down from on high on man and all his tiny works. Here the upland meadow unraveled into a seemingly infinite complexity of canyons that began as fingers of brown raking the green plain below, and then climbed and branched and grew in scale as they became the


texture of the mountains towering away high above his eagle.


Lou circled over the center of La Mirage and began to recompress helium with his pedals, descending in a lazy spiral that was also a dance of arrival for the benefit of the town below.


How serene it looked from this deceptive viewpoint, how in harmony with the wilderness to which it served as a humble human grace note. And what a mirage that vision of bucolic tranquillity really was!


The town streamed eastward from Market Circle like the thinning corona of a comet about its head. West of the Circle toward the abyss, it quickly petered out into residential groves and isolated farmsteads. To the east, the main avenues fanned out into a sweep of manufactories, workshops, residential neighborhoods and manse grounds, attenuating back into the canyons that climbed up into the higher Sierras, as if the town had chosen to turn its back on the western landscape that sent the soul soaring out over vast natural vistas to bask in the craggy ambiguity pulling the mind toward the Jooming mountain strongholds of the unknown to the east.


The tradehouses and inns and civic buildings of Market Circle were built along the rim of the circular park in the center. Trees dappled most of the park, but its center was a clear circular bullseye where scores of varicolored eagles were tethered like carnival balloons. As Lou descended toward them, he saw that scores of people were drifting through the park toward his landing point; his Clear Blue Lou blue eagle was an easily recognizable ensign and by now, most of the town would be aware of his arrival.


A small crowd was already milling around as he landed, waving and shouting his name in greeting. By the time he set foot on the grass, someone had tethered his eagle, someone else had unfastened his pack for him, and he was surrounded by a babble of greetings, invitations, and the inconsequential, as if this were simply another casual visit by La Mirage’s favorite perfect master. Dinner invitations, pleas for personal council, sexual come-ons—both subtle and overt—a wineskin tossed into his hands, a pipe of reef stuck in his mouth—welcome to La Mirage!


Puffing on the reef between courtesy swallows of wine, Lou made his way out of the park amidst the ebb and swirl


of his casual reception committee. None of the major mavens had turned out to greet him, nor had any Lightnings or Eagles—though of course there was a Sunshine messenger hanging back at the periphery. Apparently, the movers and shapers were trying to be as cool as was possible under the circumstances.


People began to melt away into the general traffic as he circled around the thoroughfare toward the Exchange. Market Circle was crowded as usual, but the vibes were all wrong for this time of day.’ The taverns and smokehouses were buzzing with nighttime-sized crowds, and the general tune of the conversation was not exactly a holiday air. Many of the tradehouses he passed did not seem open for business. The establishments of the astrologers and soothsayers, on the other hand, were bursting at the seams with worried customers. La Mirage had the ozone reek of a storm waking to break, and you could hardly say the town had no reason to be nervous.


The big redwood-and-glass geodesic dome of the Exchange dominated the northern quadrant of Market Circle, and ordinarily merchants and mages would be pouring in and out of the main entrance and a dozen wagons would be lined up outside the freight dock. The Exchange was the commercial and karmic heart of La Mirage. Here the mountain William tribes came to sell their components to the manufacturers and craftsmen of the town and Aquaria beyond. Here La Mirage displayed its products for out-of-town buyers. Here white scientists came to acquire somewhat gray knowledge by osmosis, though of course they wouldn’t admit it. Here presided Levan the Wise, Arbiter of the Exchange, passing on the whiteness of questionable goods, adjudicating commercial disputes, renting out space, and in general maintaining the dynamic harmony.


But today the Exchange seemed neither dynamic nor harmonious. The place was more than half-empty. The outer ring of the Exchange floor under the dome was divided up into display areas rented out by purveyors of La Mirage’s products. Ordinarily, this would be a continuous sweep of marvelous goods on sale for fancy prices, awash in buyers and hype. Now half the stalls were vacant. The central area was usually a raucous camp of mountain Williams, selling the components that made all of it possible, getting stoned, making music, dancing, and doing everything but setting up cookfires to make it like their upper canyon camps. Now there were no Williams at all. The central aisle around the william encampment was usually filled with hawkers selling food and drink and smoke, as well as astrologers and soothsayers. Now there were fewer refreshment stalls and more soothsayers, who seemed to be garnering most of what customers there were.
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