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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.







IN THE BEGINNING


‘Now, why would anyone become a prostitute?’ the white guy asked, sipping his iced coffee through a long, skinny straw.


Across the table, the Japanese guy raised his eyebrows, making his guarded face into a mask of mild surprise. ‘You mean, somebody isn’t?’


The white guy’s laughter echoed in the mostly empty cafe. ‘Oh, man. Things must be really non-ruly on your planet.’


The Japanese guy eyed the tall glass of iced coffee sweating pretty beads of condensation as the white guy sipped at it. Retro beverages were so all-pervasive these days, it was impossible to tell whether anyone really liked iced coffee. According to rumor, most places just poured day-old crude over ice and disguised it with artificial flavors and ersatz cream. ‘That’s Nature for you. With some she’s into the red zone, with others, there isn’t even a meter. You goin’ my way?’


‘What kind of value do I get?’ asked the white guy, watching the other smooth the front of his Guinness T-shirt. Not sake, but Guinness, for chrissakes; what kind of an Oriental was he, anyway? He even turned up his nose at tea.


‘What kind of value you lookin’ for?’ Without waiting for an answer, the Japanese guy dug in the well-traveled bag parked on the seat beside him and came up with a pouch the white guy recognized as the carrying case for a very expensive model of hotsuit. Then he put his other fist on the table, paused as if trying to decide something and then opened his hand to reveal a sapphire-blue gel cap on his palm.


‘Christ.’ The white guy rolled his eyes. ‘What’d you do, put your brain under the pillow and you got that instead of a dime?’


‘Hey, it’s not what you think,’ the Japanese guy said. ‘There’s a creation myth in there. Among other things. And it’s all genuine.’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘I swear. Distilled from millennia of racial memory –’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘I could show you the chromosome they stripped it offa,’ the Japanese guy said defensively. ‘One hundred purebreds got scraped for this. One hundred. In a hospital. This is pure pharmaceutical –’


‘So I take it and what? What’s the big myth?’


‘Lots of big myths. All the big myths you want. The big creation myth.’


‘So tell me about it.’


The troubled look on the Japanese guy’s face wasn’t one of his rehearsed expressions. ‘You don’t really want me to spoil it for you.’


‘If it’s so great, you can’t spoil it. Come on, let’s hear it. Just one.’


The Japanese guy hesitated for a long moment.


‘I just want to know what I’m getting,’ the white guy persisted. ‘That’s how we do things on my planet.’


‘Sure, but just telling it doesn’t do it justice.’


‘I believe you. All I want is just to know one thing to watch for. What if I think it looks boring and I skip it? I could do that, you know, I’m not Japanese. I might not know better.’


The Japanese guy let out a breath. ‘Okay. There were these two gods, Susanoo and Amaterasu. They were brother and sister –’


‘Susan?’ The white guy’s perfect features were scornful as he flicked the menu button to his right for another iced coffee. ‘You expect me to believe Susan is a Japanese name?’


‘Not Susan, you idiot, Susanoo. And that was the brother’s name, Amaterasu was the sister. You gonna let me tell this or not?’


The white guy waved carelessly with one hand. One of the wait staff materialized so suddenly, he almost hit her in the face. Seeming not to notice, she slid another iced coffee onto the table and removed the empty glass. The white guy took it, closed his thin Anglo lips around the fat, transparent straw and sucked hard, his cheeks hollowing. His blue eyes stared hard at the Japanese guy. ‘So?’ he said, taking his lips from the straw. ‘Tell!’


The Japanese guy nodded resignedly. ‘Susanoo was a one-god riot on wheels, tearing everything up,’ the Japanese guy said, watching the white guy continue to drink his day-old crude. Maybe it was true, what his foster father used to say years ago, that Westerners thought using garbage for culture was recycling. His foster father had been white, a minor bureaucrat named Clark who always wanted to be anything else but what he was. This guy seemed to suffer from the same ailment. ‘Party time was all the time, it was all really non-ruly, as someone I know would say.


‘So one day, Amaterasu, who was always real patient with this yabo, was weaving sacred garments with her sacred maidens and Susanoo tosses this dead, flayed horse into the room, just to hear all the sacred ladies scream. Which they do, and one of the sacred maidens even accidentally pricks her sacred genitals and dies.’


‘Oh, that could happen.’ The white guy grinned sarcastically. ‘I know lots of people with their good parts pierced and they’re all real alive, still.’


The Japanese guy stared back at him flatly. ‘Sure. If you call that living.’


‘Hey, if it’s not your idea of excitement, it’s not, but you can’t tell me there are no Japanese with pierced –’


‘Seiken shirazu,’ said the Japanese guy, putting his head in his hands for a moment. ‘Are you gonna let me tell this?’


‘Yeah-yeah. A sacred maiden takes a sacred prick in her sacred genitals and dies. So then what?’


The waiter who had brought the iced coffee set a cup of green tea in the middle of the table. The Japanese guy looked up, furious. ‘Get that outa here.’


‘I ordered that, thank you very much.’ The white guy pulled it over next to the iced coffee.


‘Amaterasu gets even more fed up with her yabo brother than I am with you,’ the Japanese guy went on, glowering at the tea, ‘and she goes into this cave to sulk. That’s it – the whole world goes dark.’


The white guy raised one skeptical eyebrow. ‘The whole world? Or just Japan?’


‘Back then, Japan was the whole world, manuke.’


‘You wish.’


‘No, you wish, all of you, you gaijin sheep –’


‘Whoo, gaijin, the man says!’ The white guy raised both hands and wiggled his fingers. ‘Sampling those Mishima breakbeats again, are we?’


The Japanese guy slipped the gel cap into a tiny pocket on his shirtsleeve and made getting-ready-to-get-up-and-leave motions.


‘Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Finish the story. Or was that it?’


‘All the other gods got together outside the cave and tried to get her to come out again, but she wouldn’t.’ The Japanese guy paused as if he were trying to decide if he really wanted to continue. ‘Then the Dread Female of Heaven –’


‘The who? Of what?’


‘The Dread Female. Of Heaven.’ The Japanese guy groaned. ‘Okay, what’s your problem now?’


‘What’s so dread about her?’


The Japanese guy’s smile was sly. ‘You’ll find out if you’re lucky. The Dread Female of Heaven started dancing and dancing and dancing, and she starts getting very aroused, and all the other gods start getting very aroused, because this is a very sexy dance. And at the hottest part, she does this really, really hot move, so hot that it makes everyone go off. Including her. So everyone’s laughing –’


‘Laughing?’ The white guy’s face was incredulous. ‘You guys laugh when you come?’


‘You could be the lucky winner who finds out,’ the Japanese guy said, unperturbed. ‘The gods laugh. Demons laugh. If they let you in on things, you’ll laugh too.’


‘I bet. So that’s it? Everybody comes and laughs, ha-ha, happy ending? Or do we get to ride up and down in the cave?’


‘What do you think this is, a theme park?’


‘Oh, hell, I can go to any club in the universe to see somebody dance –’


‘Not like the Dread Female,’ said the Japanese guy confidently.


‘No? Half a block from here, there’s this woman, she’s got six rings, all of them charged, inside –’


‘You’re right. I’d dread that, I’m surprised you don’t.’ The Japanese guy looked revolted. ‘What if it got fried in there? What if it got fried off?’ He shuddered. ‘Anyway, aren’t you married?’


‘Yeah, I’m married, but it’s nothing serious. It’s not like I told her my real name or anything.’ The white guy spread his hands. The backs were scarred, deliberately, but not very well. Home brew – someone had tried to brand over a scarification or vice versa. The resulting keloids weren’t decoration, just damage. The Japanese guy couldn’t stand the sight. ‘If I want to get my magic wand charged and polished, I can go anywhere. Hell, I can even go home. I thought you had something here, and you’re gonna give me a hard-on over some ass-shaker. Dread Female of Heaven, sure. Mistress Inga the Dominatrix can suck the marrow out of your bones without mussing her hair.’


‘If she saw Ama no Uzume’s sacred genitals, she’d fall down coming and laughing like a hyena.’ The Japanese guy put up a hand as the white guy started to say something. ‘Look, I guess I was wrong about you. You’re just too out here for this stuff –’


The white guy was halfway out of his seat. ‘You callin’ me a fuckin’ tourist? Shithead, do you know who I am?’


The Japanese guy smiled with half his mouth. ‘Everybody knows who you are. You’ve told everyone often enough about it. But even if you really did it –’


‘I got witnesses!’


Across the room, the person who had brought the tea paused in the act of resetting the fractals on one of the tabletops and stared at them with open and unabashed curiosity.


‘And I wasn’t that doped, either,’ the white guy added sulkily. ‘Tiny dose. Not even enough to convict me for possession.’


‘Hey, I don’t care if you were doped. This ain’t the Olympics. And who doesn’t have witnesses?’ said the Japanese guy, smiling at the waiter genially. ‘Big brother’s watching, little brother’s watching, big sister’s tapping the phone, little sister’s stalking your ass – or they all got bots to do it, which is pretty much like the same thing. You can’t do anything without an audience. Guy like you’ud probably kill himself if he didn’t have an audience. Sure, they all saw you go through the out door. And even if you really did it, you were doped and you only did it once. I think that’s all you can do it. Once. Only once. I think that no matter what, you still got to strip down and take it the old-fashioned way – by hand. Or your wife.’


‘So what are you, a fuckin’ priest of, what’s it called, Shintu? Hindo?’


‘Our priests don’t have to be celibate. I’m not saying I don’t have anything I want out here when the mood hits me. I’m saying you’re too out here to have stuff any other way.’


The white guy rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, and I suppose your body isn’t out here’


‘No, it isn’t,’ snapped the Japanese guy. ‘That’s the trouble with you people. Your body’s not really out here. Your body’s in here.’ He leaned forward over the table and tapped his head. ‘Your whole body is in here, and nowhere else. Your neck gets broken, the whole thing’s useless – but you can go in here and find it all again. You can get part of it cut off and taken away, but that part will still be in here.’


‘Oh, everybody’s heard about that stuff,’ said the white guy. ‘My mother used to talk about this ghost tooth she had like amputees got ghost limbs –’


‘Aitsu wa kusomitai! Now he’s tellin’ me about his mother’s fuckin’ ghost tooth,’ the Japanese guy told the startled waiter, who had moved on to adjust another tabletop.


‘How come we aren’t getting any fractal shit?’ The white guy rubbed the table surface as if friction might get the patterns started.


‘Fractal shit.’ The Japanese guy shook his head. ‘I don’t know what I’m wasting my time with you for, you won’t get it. None of you whites’ll get it, not the ones like you. You people, you lost your souls a long time ago, you sold them for a good parking space. You know every time a white person is born, a new franchise opens at the mall?’


‘Yeah?’ said the white guy evenly. ‘Well, every time some jerk-off cuts up a credit card, a sushi bar goes out of business.’


The Japanese guy blinked. ‘Now, that’s probably true.’ He took the gel cap out of his sleeve pocket and held it out to the white guy again. ‘So. You want it?’


The white guy picked it up off his palm and held it between two fingers. After a moment, he put it down. ‘Not enough.’


‘Not enough,’ the Japanese guy echoed.


‘Not enough.’


‘You’re saying it’s not enough?’


‘It’s not.’


The Japanese guy shook his head. ‘So what’s missing? The password’s in there. You put on your hard-hat – hell, I’m even throwing in my lucky hotsuit – you tune in, you give the password and –’


‘And there I am in Japanese Disneyland for, what – all of ten minutes?’ The white guy made a face. ‘Forget it. You can have this, you and the rest of the whores.’


‘Now, that I can’t help you with,’ the Japanese guy said sadly. He stared down at his hands on the table so intently, the white guy leaned forward to see if there was something going on, if he were somehow getting fractals on his side of the table while his own side remained blank. ‘That’s between you and your gods. I can give you the tools, the entrée, call it how you like. But I can’t give you the attention span, and I can’t correct for shortsightedness. You believe you’ll get a ten-minute entertainment, that’s exactly what you’ll get. But if you’re ready to go all the way to the red zone and then push past that – well, who knows? You just might find the out door again and this time you might just go all the way through it and out the other side. How’d you do it in the first place, by believing it was impossible?’


The white guy licked his thin, pale lips. ‘It doesn’t sound like enough. In the end, it’s all just story time.’


‘Hey, the myths don’t give themselves up that easy, you know. We got to work hard for them. The problem with you pale-asses is, you never really learn to live beyond your senses. When you go in, you got to have all going on for you. We use a hotsuit and a hard-hat to get the fire going. You guys use it instead of the fire. See? You’re all like that. Except maybe the Catholic Italians. The full ethnics raised in the faith, those troopers can fly without a plane.’


‘Orthodox Russians got it all over them,’ the white guy said. ‘And Caribes got it all over everyone. Voodoo –’


‘Yeah, well, Caribes aren’t pale-asses.’


‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Look, why don’t you just give me a hint about how I’m supposed to prolong the experience. Am I supposed to say, “Hey, wait a minute,” to the Dread Heavenly Female?’


‘You got my ID, all my accounts. You can make your own contacts easy.’


The white guy wrinkled his nose. ‘And where does that leave you?’


‘Don’t tell me you’re worried for my welfare? How un-Gatsby-esque of you.’


‘Very funny –’


‘All right, how nonwhite, then.’


‘Now, look, willya? We’ve known each other a long time, and I let you get away with a lot of that white stereotyping shit because most of the time it’s pretty funny. But I’m tired of getting beat over the head with crimes committed by some fuckin’ urgly I never met and never got the benefits from, especially when you start sounding like you mean it. You wanna see my Japanese-couple-looking-for-an-apartment routine? I do it for Australians, they think it’s a fuckin’ hoot. It’s the one where the landlord finds out the couple have moved into his bathroom and they can’t stop talking about how spacious it is –’


The waiter, who was now at the next table, let out a half-strangled laugh and then tried to disguise it as a cough. They both stared at him for a moment before the white guy turned back to the Japanese guy and gave him a triumphant look.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘You see how you can get laughs with material other than the old shit about thud-stupid, blotchy white guys trying to pave over Brazil, using mahogany toothpicks, and stuffing themselves with roasted harp seal and chicken-fried peanut-butter-and-bacon sandwiches. There’s a whole bunch of white people never got to live like that and wouldn’t want to. Believe it or not, my parents didn’t push me out on the street when I was eight, they actually raised me till I left school.’


The Japanese guy pressed his lips together hard for a moment. ‘Wow, you didn’t have to walk the streets till you were twelve? You probably didn’t make much.’


‘Oh, very funny. Very funny. In case you really don’t know your history, Thailand was where they had the kiddie-sex holiday tour business all sewed up.’


The Japanese guy’s eyes were flat. ‘Japan was very far away from Thailand.’


‘Yeah, and Japan’s not even really there anymore, so it’s easy to make all kinds of claims. And denials. Isn’t it.’


‘Get to the point.’


‘Okay. The point: I’m sick and tired of the insensitive white asshole jokes, okay? Give it a rest.’


The Japanese guy shrugged. ‘Fine. Sorry. Didn’t know you had a problem with it.’


‘Well, now you do.’ The white guy folded his arms. ‘Where was I?’


‘I was saying how you were getting all my accounts and passwords and you suddenly wanted to know where that left me.’ The Japanese guy smiled with half his mouth again. ‘You were concerned for my welfare in a way I found, uh, uncharac – ah –’ He gave another shrug. ‘You were concerned.’


‘Yeah, of course. I don’t want to go down on some kinda weird fraud charge. You know, some night I’m on-line having a few laughs with Ms. Dreadful Heaven and suddenly, I fail the authentication because you decide to show up, too.’ He finished his tea in a gulp. ‘You get my date with Dready, I get canned for bootlegging.’


The Japanese guy started to laugh and then let it trail off. ‘Oh, yeah, I hadn’t thought of that.’


‘Well, shit, you oughta.’


‘I was being facetious, you insensitive white asshole. It wouldn’t happen.’


‘Who says, you insensitive yellow asshole?’


‘I says. Because I’d be turning over the whole package to you. You get everything, including the stuff it took me years to layer on. All yours. All of it.’


The white guy opened his mouth to say something and then stopped. His eyes narrowed and he tilted his head first to one side and then the other, scrutinizing.


‘What?’ The Japanese guy drew back a little.


‘Why?’


‘Why what?’


‘Why are you being so generous?’ The white guy put his elbows on the table. ‘What’s the take-up here? This is like one of those going-out-of-business sales, everything must go. You going out of business?’


The Japanese guy shrugged. ‘You can’t appreciate a deal when someone offers it to you, you got more problems than I do.’


‘I don’t know about that.’ The white kid stared from under his brows. ‘I think maybe you got more problems than anyone and you’re trying to dump them in a hurry. Who’s gonna kick in my door looking for you?’


‘No one,’ the Japanese kid said confidently.


‘Uh-huh. Not even, oh, some dreadlocked heavenly female?’


The Japanese guy laughed. ‘Only if you program it that way.’


The white guy laughed with him and started to get up. ‘Well? You gonna tell me to wait a minute, hold on? Something?’


‘Nope.’


‘Why not?’


The Japanese guy’s smile was wistful. ‘I’m tired. I’m a lover, not a salesman. I’m just gonna take this to someone more spiritual, someone who can appreciate what I’m offering and wants some good value. I’m looking to go into business for myself and I’m trying to raise some start-up. You’re in the mood to decline, it’s all right. Other people’s money spends as well as yours.’


‘Yeah?’ The white guy sat down again.


‘Yeah. I got a lot going for me. I got connections, I got favors to call in, I got the right attitude. I’m just poor is all.’


‘How can you be poor workin’ for who you work for?’


‘I just am,’ snapped the Japanese guy. ‘The money’s good but the expenses are high, and there’s no employee retirement plan, okay?’


The white guy squinted as if everything they had talked about were on the table in front of him, and he would have been able to see it if his eyesight had been better. ‘Suppose I buy some of it.’


The Japanese guy made a pained face. ‘It’s a fuckin’ package, you can’t buy some of a fuckin’ package. That’s like trying to buy some of a house. You get a living room, a couple of walls, half a kitchen, no plumbing, no roof – come on.’


The white guy sighed. ‘Okay, okay, you win. But just talk to me a minute here: there’s the myths, and there’s the directions to the real Tokyo, right?’


The Japanese guy made a funny kind of nodding motion with his head, jerking his chin up first and then down, as if he were trying to nod without nodding.


‘Right. So how am I supposed to find that?’


‘Now, there’s the key to the whole problem with you pale-asses. You don’t want to do anything without a hint book and a crib sheet. Tell you what, I’ll just find someone who really means business and have them send you a description of the whole thing on a postcard from the Ginza.’


‘Wait, wait, wait. I don’t think it’s so unfair to be askin’ for a little tiny hint. I’m not Japanese, after all.’


‘You keep thinking that way, you’re never gonna get into Tokyo. They’re gonna see you comin’ and send you to Chinatown with the rest of the tourists. With my package, you really will be Japanese.’


‘Fine, I’ll take it. Give it here.’


The Japanese guy shoved the pouch and the gel cap over to him. He stared at it and then looked up skeptically.


‘What now,’ sighed the Japanese guy, sounding put-upon.


‘That’s not the whole package and don’t try to tell me it is,’ the white kid said, pointing at the gel cap. ‘Nobody can chem up everything, not even the Japanese.’


‘The rest is on-line. Take the gel cap, it puts this marker in your fluids. That’s the passkey.’


‘Oh, beautiful.’ The white guy was disgusted. ‘I got to bleed for this.’


‘Not if you’re a secretor. You a secretor?’


The white guy shrugged. ‘I don’t get asked that question a whole lot.’


‘Most people are. You could be one of the few who aren’t, so I guess you’ll have to bleed after all, just in case. But just one time and the suit’ll take care of it for you. It’s a small price to pay.’


The white guy’s face emptied of all expression. ‘“What doth it profit a man to gain the whole world and lose his soul?”’


‘Huh?’ The Japanese guy blinked at him. ‘I guess you measure that by how big a world you have to gain and what kind of soul you have to lose.’ Now he looked alarmed. ‘What brought that on? Don’t tell me you’re deep.’


‘If I am, it’s a surprise to me, too,’ said the white guy, troubled. ‘I dunno what that was. All of a sudden, I was … I don’t know. I got a premonition, and it wasn’t just a feeling. It was more like a vision. Or almost a vision. But it wasn’t my vision.’


‘You’re having someone else’s visions already?’ said the Japanese guy skeptically.


‘Sure. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? Somebody else’s life flashes before your eyes?’ The white guy laughed a little, but he looked funny.


The Japanese guy frowned, suspicious. ‘You got something in your blood already?’


‘No, no.’ The white guy shook his head. ‘Not even remotely. No.’ He was trying not to squirm under the Japanese guy’s gaze. ‘And anyway, it would be all cleared out now.’


The Japanese guy made a disdainful noise. ‘Don’t count on that, pilgrim. Some of that stuff, it digs in for good. You think you’re clean, you drop in a new dose and baboom – ten-point brainquake on the Richter scale, no survivors. Or maybe it’s not that bad,’ he added as the white guy rolled his eyes. ‘Maybe you drop into this fantastic erotic scene with the hotbody of your secret dreams and then you suddenly find out you got to spend the whole thing as a raccoon. Or the hotbody’s a raccoon and you’re an artichoke – and you like it that way. Even after you disconnect.’


‘Yeah, well, that happens sometimes. I ain’t afraid of what I’ll find out about myself. I know some losers that’ve found out a lot worse than that.’


‘So what’s all that losing your immortal soul stuff about?’


The white guy grabbed up the pouch and the gel cap. ‘Hell.’ He got to his feet, pushed a few bar-code tabs through the payment slot at the edge of the table, and saluted good-bye from the center of his forehead with his index finger. ‘See you somewhere, sometime,’ he said and made his way between the tables, heading for the exit.


‘Not if I can help it,’ the Japanese guy muttered, watching him go. Off to his next Big Bajoor, maybe, or hot score, or same old tired hustle. For all he knew, the white guy would sell the gel cap to the first sucker he bumped into on the street and just use the hotsuit for masturbation fantasies.


And so what if he did? He himself no longer cared, just as long as they were gone, out of his life, out of his world, all his worlds. And vice versa.


What the hell. The pale-ass might actually see something like the creation myth. Stranger things had happened. Much stranger things had happened, and some of them had happened to him.




EMPTY CUP [I]


Most of the people on the dance floor were Floating. Yuki slid between bodies, shouldering some of them aside. They moved for her unprotesting, glad of the extra stimulation. By brushing past, she had probably brought several dozen of them to orgasm. Call it the ripple effect, or the domino theory at work. Perhaps somewhere, someone was writing a scholarly treatise comparing the ripple effect with the domino theory as functions of current nostalgia for the drugs of a bygone era. Yes, they called the actually quite primitive precursors ‘Xtacy’ in those days (click here for refs for ‘Extasy,’ ‘Ecstasy,’ and ‘E’). While we may consider that another example of late-twentieth-century hyperbole, we should also remember that if we had to live in the late twentieth century, we’d call Floating ‘ecstasy’ too.


She should have gone into academia, she thought. Ash would have reacted to that idea by nodding gravely, pumping a fist up for emphasis, and having another dose. She wasn’t much for it herself. The hypersensitivity that most users found so sensual and arousing reminded her too much of artificial reality, with all of the artificial of a hotsuit, but without any reality to use it on.


Oh, what’s that supposed to mean anyway, ‘artificial reality’? Tom used to say to her whenever she used the term. If it’s reality, how can it possibly be artificial? But that was Tom. Questions and answers, not necessarily in that order, not necessarily correct, or even matching.


Where are you, Tom?


That depends, Yuki. Do you believe in the hereafter?


What if I say I don’t know?


Then how can you know what you’re here after?


It should have been a groaner, but in the terse back-and-forth of emessaging, there had been no groans and no laughter, only the sound of her own voice alternating with a stranger’s. Somehow, after a lifetime of friendship, she had never managed to put a sample of his voice on her service, so his email came through in an impostor’s voice, a neutral contralto that refused to commit itself to male or female. It made everything seem more bizarre.


Not that Tom had ever been so terribly normal. He didn’t really know what normal was.


And you do? She could hear Tom asking, but in the impostor voice of her emessage service, not his own.


Yes, I do. You don’t have to be normal to know it when you see it. She emerged on the other side of the dance floor, facing the corral of tables where Ash had told her she would find Joy Flower sitting in her regular spot, scanning the crowd for likely prospects.


To be chosen as one of Joy’s Boyz was prestigious for the duration, if ultimately futile and empty. Joy Flower never kept a Boy forever, no matter how fond she might have become of him. Ex-Boyz who resurfaced in the general population were conspicuous by their exness, and also by the uniform refusal (inability, it was whispered) to discuss their tenure among the chosen, which made it all but impossible to find out what had happened to the ex-Boyz who didn’t reappear. Like Tom.


There were rumors of the usual kinky sex things, as well as the unusual. Joy Flower was sexually insatiable due to an experimental brain implant gone wrong. No, gone right. No, she was really just a celibate procurer for a cabal of rich and powerful perverts and the Boyz were the ones with the implants, to keep them able to perform on request; the same implants later prevented them from talking to the media.


Other things were hinted at in almost inaudible whispers, about the Boyz who had vanished. Dead in hideous ways. No, worse than dead, shut away in secret clinics and hospitals, braindead but maintained on life support as their bodies were parted out to rich and powerful invalids who needed new hearts, livers, lungs. No, they were installed in the world’s fanciest barn, pumped full of nutrients, massaged daily for a month, then butchered and roasted for the palates of a cabal of rich and powerful flesh eaters. And their pets, some of whom were Boyz, others the offspring of Boyz and mutant, almost-humans.


Rumors seemed to be clouding her vision as well as her thoughts. She realized she had been staring at a woman sitting at one of the back row tables farthest from the dance floor. The woman was gazing levelly back at her. She had thick, blue-black hair cut in an old-fashioned pageboy. Behind her right ear, a rose cycled from white to pink to shades of red, deepening progressively until it finally turned black. Then it reversed itself, black becoming deepest arterial red and then lightening, to pink and back to white. Her clothing, a stylistic variation on a suit, also old-fashioned, did not change colors, though the slightest move sent moiré patterns shimmering through the material.


Yuki felt nervous laughter threaten. People like this – whatever they were, rich, powerful, or just stone lucky – always seemed to be either deliberately making themselves ugly or just ridiculously obvious. Of course, it could have been some wannabe hoping to get mistaken for the genuine article, or a professional facsimile covering a scheduled appearance while the real person relaxed elsewhere, spared the ordeal of Being Seen without having to remain un-Seen.


Either way, the woman would expect to be treated as if she were Joy Flower, Celebrity Aristocrat. Yuki was annoyed. She wouldn’t know if she were persuading Joy Flower to listen to her in person or by proxy, or just shadow dancing with an unsanctioned impersonator.


Quickly she scanned the rest of the tables. There were eight or nine of them, all occupied. None of the other people looked anywhere near as promising as the shifting-color-rose lady. Bracing herself for the possibility of a harsh and embarrassing brush-off, she skirted around the outside of the seating area until she stood directly in front of the woman.


If she wasn’t Joy Flower, she was an awfully good simulation, down to the look of professional indifference on her flawless face, the look of someone used to rebuffing the overtures and petitions of common slobs. Yuki hesitated. What was she going to say, just come right out and ask her what the hell she had done with Tom Iguchi?


Come clean now, Ms. Flower, did you screw him, eat him, or just throw him away? Surely Joy Flower would become so unnerved by the direct approach that she would collapse under Yuki’s scrutiny and confess to have done all three, although not in that order.


And not in this reality, either, Yuki thought ruefully.


Everyone has always moved in many worlds at once, Yukiko. But the Japanese were the first to recognize that. Grandma Naoka; she had always been a strange mix of grande dame and Old Japan. She had donated her brain after death, Yuki remembered, to some kind of neural-net modeling experiment or something.


She remembered it had been a controversial thing at the time, the use of the brains of the dead for the organization and pathways, neurons, synapses – all sorts of things she didn’t understand. At first, she’d been surprised. She would not have thought that her grandmother would have been either interested or approving of such a thing. But after a while, she began to imagine her grandmother’s brain as the life of the neural-net party. Or maybe the afterlife, anyway. I want to see if there is such a thing as the ghost in the machine, she had told Yuki.


Naoka would have been able to get this woman to tell her almost anything she wanted to know without actually having to ask her any questions. Well, maybe one or two questions. Yuki smiled inwardly. Her parents had been rather careless people and she hadn’t felt terribly close to them; Naoka had been the one who had given her a sense of family. Not just family, but an intense kinship that seemed to come up from a level in herself too deep to reach. As if they were related not just in flesh and blood, but at the level of their molecules, their atoms.


It was all too easy to exaggerate her grandmother’s better qualities now that the old lady had progressed to the afterlife.


Try ‘dead.’ Or a softer term: ‘passed away. Or the current favorite, a nostalgic blast from the past: ‘recycled.’ They all made it sound like there really was such a thing as an afterlife, where the thoughts and talents of the deceased could be accessed, perhaps even harnessed.


Her mother’s mother would have made amused noises at her. It is not a matter of whether there is such a thing as an afterlife, but whether one has the capacity to conceive that there is.


Which had nothing to do with this … did it? Yuki took a slow breath, uncertain whether to stay and try to talk to the woman or leave quickly. As if sensing her indecision, the woman smiled suddenly and pointed at the empty chair to her right. Yuki sat down before she could change her mind. But this couldn’t be the real Joy Flower – it just couldn’t be that easy to get her attention.


Could it?


An intense feeling of awkwardness bloomed inside of her. She must look like a bumpkin with her too-short, bristly, black hair and vending-machine overalls and jacket, a bumpkin having her first stumble around the big city. She stared down at the tabletop, wishing she had thought things out better instead of charging off into the night as if she already knew what she was doing.


The woman leaned forward; behind her ear, the rose’s color slid from pink to red. ‘I know what you want.’


Yuki looked up from under her brows without lifting her head. ‘You do?’


‘Of course. A thousand others have come to me for the same reason. Always that same look to all of you. Why wouldn’t I know?’ Joy Flower put her very white hand on the table and lifted her index finger, pointing it at Yuki. Surprisingly, her nails were unpainted. ‘But you, I like. You’re true Japanese.’


Yuki frowned. If this was a Joy Flower impersonator, she – or he – had a lot of bare face talking about true anything. So maybe it really was Joy Flower –


‘Aren’t you,’ the woman added patiently.


‘Well –’


‘Well, you’re hired.’ The woman pushed back her chair and stood up.


Yuki swallowed and rose slowly to her feet. ‘Hired.’


‘Yes. Hired. Come on.’ At once, she and Joy Flower were surrounded by tall thugs, male and female. They all looked oriental but Yuki could see that it was strictly cosmetic; beautiful work of its kind, but too finished to be anything but rendered by a human hand. She and Joy Flower, by comparison, had obviously been born to their features, although Joy Flower’s were a mixture of Mongol and Japanese, with a hint of a Siberian forebear. It was an unlikely combination, but authentic.


Naoka had told her about a time in the past when it had been the vogue among Japanese to have surgery to widen the eyes and eliminate the epicanthic fold so as to look less Oriental. My parents had the operation, Naoka had said, her soft face distant and unhappy. Thought they were stupid. What did they want, to be less Japanese? But I was very young, and the very young seldom comprehend the world they live in.


‘Where are we going?’ Yuki said as the woman and her entourage began herding her toward the exit.


‘To work, of course,’ the woman said briskly.


The bodyguards were all at least six inches taller than Yuki and she was starting to feel stirrings of claustrophobia. ‘What kind of work?’ She half hoped Joy Flower would find the question stupid enough to fire her as quickly as she had hired her.
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