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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.
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ASK YOUR SUIT FOR HELP




“Rage, rage against the dying of the light.


Though wise men at their end know dark is right…”


-DYLAN THOMAS










Life is addictive. Too much just makes you want more—though it never quite matches your hope. I know. I’m 248 years old. And Sheeba? She wasn’t even twenty when we met. Perhaps I craved her sparkle, her innocent faith in tomorrow, her playfulness, her spicy thighs. Or perhaps it was simply tuning. We connected at the ragged end of my life and the dewy beginning of hers. And now, because of Sheeba, this is my final war surf. I’m waiting here in this battle zone to die.


The gunfire has stopped. I’m shivering under a table in a cold, deserted anteroom. Broken benches litter the floor, and a scummy film of mold covers everything. Overhead, one fluorescent light blinks off and on like alien code. That’s the worst, that light. It’s unzipping my rationality. I could get out of here. There’s still time. But I stay and wait (calmly?) for the end. I have four hours left. Four hours to tell you about Sheeba.


Sheeba who fixes my pain.


 


Let’s say this began six months ago, on a Tuesday afternoon, early January 2253—the afternoon Sheeba first watched me surf a war zone. We were surfing the Copia.Com drug factory in Thule that day, a small feisty worker rebellion, seventeen levels underground.




Our surf crew, we were the best. We held top rank in the northern hemisphere, and the five of us had been surfing wars together for decades—Verinne, Kat, Winston, Grunze and me. All beautiful people, strong and rich and well past our second century, all addicted to war surfing. We’d grown up together during the grisly twenty-first century, and we’d grown wealthy during the twenty-second. I’d had sex with every one of them. I’d lived off and on with Kat. And once I’d been in love with Verinne. Maybe we were friends. Maybe rivals. The fact is, I treasured what we were together.


We called our crew the Agonists—in the sense of contenders, pro and anti—though we liked the connotations of death struggle, too. Let’s say we shared a disdain for the commonplace. Let’s say we chose to defy the moribund limits of ordinary life. We were senior execs, semiretired, all taking telomerase treatments and recloning our organs and pumping our cells full of bioNEMs to extend our youth. Pain was easy to kill. Work we delegated to others. Feasting, free sex, flash drugs, everything grows tedious after a while. Except war surfing.


“Nasir, you’re too bloody slow,” Grunze yelled over the crack of exploding concrete. “You missed the window.”


I counted explosions and smiled at him across a corridor filled with dust. The Copia factory guards were using pulse lasers, and their noisy beams ricocheted down the corridor walls, drilling craters and punishing my eardrums. Across from me, Grunze waited in the opposite doorway, shaking his head. I was supposed to cross the corridor without getting hit. Picture me squatting in the subterranean doorjamb, breathing concrete dust and massaging my inflamed right hip.


Grunze yelled, “What’re you doing? Taking a piss?”


“I’m savoring the moment,” I yelled back.


“No time-outs.” Verinne’s dry voice scratched through my helmet earphone, as if she were coughing the words. “You have sixty seconds, Nasir. Otherwise, you forfeit.”


Her camera buzzed in front of me, a thumb-sized blur of mechanical wings. While Grunze and I raced through this underground factory, Verinne watched everything from her car, parked on the surface. I checked my helmet camera. Grunze and I were documenting, too.


Grunzie smirked at me from the opposite doorway. He’d crossed earlier, before the lasers started firing. His white body armor accentuated his massive shoulders, and the tight-fitting sports helmet outlined his boulder head. Grunze believed I wouldn’t do this because, compared to him, I’m a small man, thin and wiry, and Grunze equated that with weakness. He’d bet half a million deutsch that I would freeze up and fail to run through the line of fire.


The laser barrage grew sporadic, unpredictable. Zzt-zzl. Bam! Imagine a razor-sharp reek of sweat and burnt plastic. And let’s assume I felt fear. Salty, tight, deep-muscle anguish. The taste of iron dissolving in my mourn. Delectable terror. Let’s imagine how I sank into it and let the shivers ride up my neck. Let’s suppose I fantasized searing agony.




When and if I ran through the laser beams, Verinne would upload the live video to Kat and Winston back in Nordvik. Through the earphone, I could hear their wisecracks. They were placing bets, how many steps I would take, how many seconds, whether I would make a noise. Later, we would drink tequila and settle our wagers, and that dickhead Grunze would pay me half a million deutsch. Because I would do this. There was no doubt. Moments like this were the reason I stayed alive.


“Be here now,” I whispered under my breath. And I thought of Sheeba. The clean scent of her soap, the sweet flesh under her chin.


As the lasers hissed, concrete shards flew up and stung my jaw. The floor looked like a map of the moon. But my sleek new quantum dot body armor changed colors when I moved, and the user’s guide claimed it would deflect laser fire. I was getting ready to test the money-back guarantee.


“C’mon. It’s almost time for lunch.” Grunze gave me that taunting smile, wide blunt jaw and white teeth, and he crooked his index finger, come hither. It was part of his game.


Well, I could play the game, too. I nonchalantly lifted off my helmet, drew out a travel mirror and checked my hair. Handsome young Euro features reflected back at me—surgically standardized. Gene therapy had lightened my complexion. Only the droopy, almond shape of my eyes betrayed Hindu ancestry. Poetic eyes, some women called them. Amorous eyes, the color of smoke. Over the years, my droopy Far-Eastern eyes had served me well.


Kat buzzed through my earphone with her hypertensive whine. “Nasir, you’re grandstanding.”


“Katherine, take a pill and settle down.” I calmly zipped the mirror back inside my pocket and replaced my helmet.


“Nass is doing a Zen dung,” Winston said. His words over the phone were so slurred, he seemed to be drowning—in tequila, most likely.


“Thirty seconds,” said Verinne.


A sudden whiff of smoke made me gag. Somewhere, Pharmaceuticals were burning. I would have worn a hazard suit, but Grunze said no, that was a pussy move. Breathe the local air, he said. Be one with the war zone.


I leaned against the doorjamb, coughing on the chemical smoke and recalling with grim humor that my pal Grunze owned those burning medicines. His family held a large stake in this drug company, and for a hundred years, they’d earned solid returns—until out of nowhere last month, their employees trashed the production line and sent tons of expensive Pharmaceuticals up in flames. Small labor disputes like this were cropping up everywhere, like a fad on the Net. And the battle cry was always the same: “Gimme what you got.”


At least, these new war zones made for variety—we surfers craved fresh playing fields. But this fight was already winding down. Grunze’s security guards were encircling the last few agitators. This might be Copia’s final battle. As the floor and walls erupted in shards, I caught my breath and let the fear build. My heart was hammering. My eyesight sharpened. My brain picked up speed.


‘Ten seconds,” Verinne rasped.




“Shit.” I stood up and dove across the corridor.


The laser guns exploded. For an instant, I may or may not have seen a wall of light flying toward me. Perhaps this occurred in slow motion. Or perhaps the seconds compressed into a single flash. I landed just shy of the open door and rolled to cover, slamming my hip and laughing hysterically. Safe behind the wall, the tremendous shivering release hit me like an orgasm.


‘Well done,” Verinne said.


“About time,” said Kat.


“Okay, enough clowning. Let’s get out of here.” Grunze was pissed. Though he outweighed me by a good twenty-five kilos, I’d proved once again he couldn’t top me in sheer nerve.


Blood pulsed through my limbs like a drumbeat. I swept damp black curls out of my eyes and spoke to the Bumblebee camera. “Verinne, how many seconds?”


“Point-eight-nine,” she announced with her gruff cough. “Grunze’s time was point-nine-two.”


“Hear that? I beat your time, burly boy.” I punched his shoulder and dodged when he tried to hit back. “Sore loser, ha.”


Then a concussion knocked us both to the floor. “PBW!” we both yelled.


The particle beam weapon incinerated the wall across the corridor—exactly where I’d been standing seconds ago. My lungs fluttered like a pair of mistimed rockets. Two beats later, Grunze and I rolled in unison away from the door, then belly-crawled toward the shelter of an overturned metal desk. Another walloping particle beam struck farther down the corridor, and we hunkered together, panting and rubbing our aches and grinning at each other.


As soon as Grunze caught his breath, he yelled, “Surf the moment!”


“Molto perilous!” I yelled back. We were both blissed to the max on battle stress.


“What’s a PBW7’ Winston said through the phone, but no one bothered to answer.


“You Freds act like you just cruised Heaven,” said Kat.


Grunze laughed. “No, it’s not that sweet.”


Heaven, ha. Everybody kept yakking about Heaven, the so-called “holy grail of war surfs.” It was just an old orbiting sugar factory nicknamed for its sweet smell, but ever since the war broke out there nine months ago, Heaven had grown freaking legendary. Curling Earth in high polar orbit, the place was so rigorously guarded that no crew had attempted it yet. A virgin zone. It had a difficulty rating of Class Ten—the highest.


“Katherine, you’re jealous,” I said, affectionately butting helmets with Grunze. “You could be here now if you hadn’t wimped out.”


“I had a heart attack yesterday, you bimbus.” Kat was touchy about her health.




Too soon after the rush, we felt the letdown. My side started throbbing where the lasers hit, and fiery pain shot down my right leg. Grunze’s muscles locked up so badly, he had trouble bending his knees. I tugged off my helmet, flipped out my travel mirror and checked my hair. Then I whispered a private code to speed-call Sheeba.


Sheeba Zee, my physical therapist. Barely past adolescence, Shee had the most miraculous healer’s touch I’d ever known. Only Shee could work this kink out of my hip. Waiting for her answer, I massaged my hamstring. My artificial right hip joint never had performed to spec. But Sheeba would know what to do. Shee knew the brands and models of all my artificial parts. She even knew about my bioNEMs, though we didn’t speak of them. Sheeba didn’t approve of Nano-Electronic Machines inside the human body. She didn’t believe they were “natural.”


NEMs were mega cutting-edge, and I had a thousand different kinds of the tiny buggers crabwalking through my cells. Complex silicon molecules, they ran on blood sugar, moved like proteins, and performed all the specialized functions my 248-year-old body could no longer handle. They didn’t itch or make a noise, but in an uncanny way, I could sense them moving, like an exotic hive entity buzzing inside my skin. Maybe Shee was right about NEMs.


In fact, a doctor once showed me an MRI of the scary living lattice the NEMs wove through my tissues—like a second Nasir Deepra made of glass dust. Can you visualize it, a Nasir-shaped crystal man? If all my flesh and gristle were stripped away, I had a whimsical notion mat this glass man would get up and walk around and tell you the same lies I’m telling now.


What I knew for sure was, the bloody NEMs cost a fortune—only the very wealthiest execs could pay the price. The doctor-inventors guarded their medical patents with a vengeance, and if you were caught sharing a copyrighted NEM, they’d stick you with the big D. Yeah, the Death penalty. (The doctors claimed moral issues about longevity—dwindling resources, problems with overcrowding, rights of the next generation, etc. Fear-mongering greed if you ask me.)


In any case, I’d been collecting different kinds of NEMs since my two hundredth birthday, paying full retail because there wasn’t any alternative, and each time the docs invented something new, I added that to my cocktail. My NEMs repaired the inconveniences of aging. They gave me smooth skin, tight buns, curly black hair and all the traits of a swaggering young stud. But sometimes they were damned slow to act, I thought, massaging my right hip.


Then we saw flames in the corridor.


“Fuck, they’re using a thermal gun. I’ll phone the squad leader.” Grunze touched the microphone mounted on his throat collar.


“Pussy move.” I laughed, stowing my mirror. “One million says you can’t get out of here without help.”


“You’re on, sweetheart.” He gripped my helmet chin strap and tried to kiss me on the mouth. There’d been a time when I used to like that, but Grunze knew I wasn’t into guys anymore. I was into girls again. One girl.


“Nasir? Do you need me?”




Sheeba. That fresh, dewy voice in my earphone made me forget the flames. “Sheeba,” I whispered, cinching my helmet tighter, “can you squeeze me in for a session this afternoon?”


“Nass, you sound stressed. Are you hurting?”


“Yes. I’m hurting all over.” Hurting for you, dear Shee. I fantasized her slanting cheekbones and the large luscious pillows of her lips.


Her laughter sparkled through my earphone. “I keep telling you, beau. Your extra soul layers need sympathic care.” Delightful girl, she was always bubbling over with mystical healing gibberish. I could see her rocking from side to side, tossing her head back and effervescing cheerful nonsense, like a shaken bottle of underaged champagne. “Nasir, it’s true. Your spiritual multiplexity makes you tender.”


“This way.” Grunze’s voice sounded muffled. He’d closed his helmet visor.


Flames were spreading toward us like an orange wind, cutting us off from the elevators, and the heat penetrated through my armor. The room was filling with smoke, so I closed my visor and activated metavision so I could see. I also brought my emergency air supply online. Nasir Deepra was nobody’s fool—I’d stowed a pony-bottle of filtered air in my backpack. Grunzie had one, too. For all our bravado, we never completely trusted war zone air. Down the hall, we heard screaming.


“Get down!” Grunze yelled. A plume of thermal energy exploded toward us through the door, and I barely had time to duck behind the metal desk. People say I’m quick and lithe, but the truth is, I don’t move as fast as I once did. One whole side of my body armor glistened like melting plastic.


‘This way, Nass.” Grunze waved his arm.


His hulking form disappeared through a rear door, so I sprinted after him, favoring my right hip. The heat pushed against my back like a giant hand, but as soon as the door slammed behind us, the noise went mute. Our steps echoed. This room felt cavernous. The bare concrete ceiling must have been twenty meters high, and rows of metal shelves towered over us, stacked with white plastic crates. As we trotted down an aisle between two rows, I read the labels. Analgesics, antibiotics, psychotropics—all Copia.Com brand names. This was Copia’s main warehouse.


Kat spoke in her taut soprano over the phone. “You don’t have a clue where you’re going. Absolutely no sense of style.” I could picture her curled up tight on my sofa in Nordvik, biting a strand of red hair between her teeth, her nerves jangled with cardiac meds as she watched our live video.


And somewhere in the background, Winston would be mixing margaritas. “I forgot our last bet,” he said in a thickening drawl.


“You’ll find a freight chute four hundred meters north-northeast of your position. Two lefts. Then a right.” Verinne’s dry logical wheeze seemed to echo from a crypt.


“Hey, no fair giving directions,” I said. “Grunzie has to escape without help. We’ve got an active wager.”




Grunze flexed his stiff elbows. “I know tins place inside out. Who says I need help?”


Winston said something in the background, and Kat laughed. They were making a new side bet.


A deep, waffling roar told us the fire was spreading into the warehouse. One stack of crates lit up like a wax candle, and the highest crate tumbled to the floor, spreading flames. A vibrant point of fear tickled my nerves.


Kat said, “Does Grunzie have a time limit?”


“Nothing specified,” said Verirme, faithful to facts.


“Lame,” said Kat. “I’ll lay odds they run out of air in fifteen minutes. Who’s in?”


“Me.” Winston hiccuped.


“I’ll take that,” said Verinne.


At the far end of the warehouse, three men stepped into our aisle, wearing employee uniforms and hefting lengths of pipe. I felt a charge of cold fright. They were agitators. Dangerous thugs. In every war, you would find them blogging their twisted truth on the Net, rousing the rabble and provoking even sensible workers to rise up and injure their own Corns. They incensed me. Verinne’s camera flew in close and documented their faces. One of them swatted at the little drone and tried to catch it in his hand.


When they took a step toward us, I waved Grunze ahead. “They’re your protes. You deal with ‘em.”


Protes, protected workers—ingrates is what they were. No generation of employees had ever received more generous protection from their Corns. We execs gave them subsidized food and housing, free uniforms, guaranteed lifetime labor contracts. We took care of their families. We shielded protes from every difficulty in life. It baffled me why they kept stirring up these endless little strikes.


“No prob,” said Grunze. He amped up his Stan gun and sprayed a few bolts of electricity down the aisle toward the agitators. A harmless light show, but it worked. The mugs hurled their pipes, missing us of course, men moved back and melted into the shadows.


“Plasmic.” Winston dribbled his sluggish laugh. “Next time, fry the cheeky bastards.”


“Follow them, Verinne. Show us where they’re hiding,” Kat ordered.


Verinne cleared her throat. “Switching to metavision.”


Her Bumblebee camera buzzed away, chasing the agitators. Her Bee carried the same adaptive optics as our helmet visors to help see through the smoke. Unfortunately, the metavision made everything glow in livid purple and yellow, except the fire. That radiated neon orange.


Another stack of crates lit up, with a sound of shattering glass. Heat burned through my armor; and I felt a wave of animal fear. Zone rush.




I said, “You’re sure the freight chute’s this way?”


“Just keep moving,” Grunze answered.


We loped in single file between the long rows of crates, me limping, Grunzie waddling with leg cramps. The girth of his Herculean thighs made him shuffle from side to side. Through our metavisors, the white crates gleamed tike giant ice cubes, and purple shadows played over the smudged saffron floor. As the harsh chemical smoke seeped around my visor and invaded my nostrils, I bit hard into the plastic mouthpiece and sucked the filtered air. Picture me snorting and gagging. I should have worn that hazard suit.


“Through here,” Grunze said, and we squeezed between crates into the next aisle over.


As we approached the spot where the agitators had slipped away, he flicked his stun gun and zapped die metal shelving. We heard a gasp, and behind the stacked crates, something clattered on the floor. Grunze must have scorched one of the agitators. Score one for our side. Verinne’s camera darted back and forth through the shelves.


“Do you want visuals?” she asked.


“No outside help!” I shouted.


Verinne could have fed her video to our helmet visor displays and shown us the injured worker writhing on the floor, but—I’ll confess it now—the gory stuff sickened me. It reminded me of things from the past, dim ugly scenes and…faces.


But that’s not the point. What I meant to say was, we had a bet Grunze wasn’t supposed to get help, so that’s why I stopped Verinne from showing us visuals. Because I wanted to win the bet.


Behind us, flames ignited another stack of crates, and the metavision orange flared so bright, my eyes watered. Radiant yellow snakes of fire coiled across the ceiling over our heads, and when Grunze saw that, he turned and ran. Before I could follow, another thermal wave exploded behind us, and the blast threw me headlong into Grunze’s body. Heat sliced into my back like a million razor blades, and I wailed like a fiend.


“Ha. You owe me fifty,” Winston laughed in the earphone.


“That was a moan, not a scream,” said Kat.


“You’re splitting hairs. Double or nothing, he’ll scream again. Hey, Nasir, you awright?”


I couldn’t articulate an answer. My new body armor had heat-welded to my back, and every move ripped a patch of my skin. As Verinne’s camera flitted around us, Grunze hauled me up and dragged me toward the far end of the warehouse. I couldn’t stop moaning. The voices in my earphone kept placing new bets, but my entire world contracted to one sensation, that raw pain washing down my back like acid.




Naturally, my left thumb started vibrating. That was my IBiS, my “Implanted BioSensor,” a medical microprocessor embedded under my thumbnail. It was clanging a health alarm, but the last thing I had time for was to take off my glove and read the tiny screen mounted in my thumbnail. Tears blurred my vision, and I wouldn’t have known where to go if Grunze hadn’t jerked me along.


Then one clear young voice cut through the chatter like a pealing bell. Soft, dewy, brimming with concern. Sheeba, my darling.


“Ask your suit for help, Nass.”


Sheeba hadn’t terminated our connection. The pesky child had been eavesdropping on our private Web site, lurking and watching our surf.


Her words reminded me what to do. “Norphine,” I muttered, “triple dose.” The smart system in my body armor heard my command and triggered the patch.. My underarm felt a slight itch as the patch sank its tiny teeth through my skin, and seconds later, the drug took effect. Numb relief. “Dear Sheeba, thank you.”


“What are doing in that place?” she said. “Are you seeking the dark?”


Grunze was banging on a rusted metal door, and when it wouldn’t open, he fired his stun gun into the key pad.


“Did you forget the code?” I asked.


He growled at me. “It’s been tampered.” Then he started kicking the door, but that didn’t help.


“There’s another exit—” Verinne began.


“Don’t say it,” Grunze cut her off. “Nasir’ll claim you gave me help. No way will I let this little pipsqueak one-up me.”


“Grunzie, this other exit, do you know where it is?” I eyed the orange flames that now engulfed half the warehouse.


Grunze pointed at the ceiling with his gun. “There.”


In a distant purple comer, I saw a golden catwalk leading to a ceiling hatch. The flames ebbed and flowed toward that comer like a neon tide, but they hadn’t reached it yet.


“How do we get up?”


“Ladder,” he said. “Help me look for one. Or will that be considered ‘outside help’?”


“The word in the bet was ‘help,’ nonspecific,” Verinne reported in her raspy monotone. “That implies help in any form. If you ask Nasir to find the ladder, ipso facto, you forfeit. I can play back the footage if you like.”


“Then get the fuck out of my way.” Grunze shoved me against a crate of AIDS vaccine and headed off.




My air gauge showed less than five minutes remaining. For a second, I switched off the lurid purple-and-gold metavision, but black smoke engulfed the warehouse so thickly, I had to turn it back on. That catwalk hung just under the ceiling, twenty meters overhead. I visually estimated the distance from the top of the nearest metal shelf.


Then I spoke a command to temporarily exclude Grunze from the conference call. “Verinne, our bet was whether Grunze could escape without help, right? That doesn’t apply to me. I can get all the help I want.”


“Slippery Nass. What’re you plotting?” Winston said.


“Grunze is wasting time looking for a ladder. You have to unlock mat freight chute,” Verinne said.


“Give us a look at the key pad. We’ll help.” Winston let out a belch.


‘Take my advice,” said Kat. “You should bribe one of those agitators to guide you.”


I ignored them and slipped off my backpack. “Verinne, can you lend me your eyes? Send your Bumblebee up to check out that catwalk, and feed me the visuals.”


The little camera zoomed up toward the ceiling, and while Verinne’s video played in the lower right corner of my visor, I pulled out my climbing gear. Why didn’t Grunze think of climbing up the shelves to the catwalk? It seemed obvious.


About then, a scream echoed through the warehouse, and a man lurched out from between two stacks of crates with his clothes on fire. As he ran toward me, the flames trailed behind him, and he yowled like a savage beast. Could that be Grunze? No, it was an agitator. As he came closer, I saw his blackened, eyeless face. Like the faces in Lahore, the ones that haunted my sleep. On instinct, I dug through my pack for something to wrap him and smother the flames.


As I flung a foil blanket over his shoulders, Win said, “Why’re you helping a hostile?”


Kat said, “Get out of the way, Nass. You’re blocking Verinne’s camera.”


In any case, I was too late. The man blundered straight on and ran his head against the wall. He was too blind to see. I turned away, fighting nausea.


“Verinne, did you get that? That was Reel.” Kat sounded giggly and overexcited.


“Yes, Reel,” Verinne agreed. “I’m uploading it to our site.”


Reel was our surfer lingo for the visceral photogenic underseams of our sport Real War. Of all the surfer Web pages, the Agonist site had the sleekest, savviest Reel on the Net Our broadcasts were meta-vivid. And meta-private. We bounced our signal in untraceable reverb loops that not even the World Trade Org could crack, although millions of fans knew where to find us. They lurked every time we surfed a zone and usually gave our Reel five-star reviews. But I didn’t care about that. The smell of the man’s cooking flesh had leaked into my helmet.


Tune it out, Deepra. Ditch the sappy attitude. You’re the ace of war surfers.


Ace. Right. I covered my mouth and swallowed. The Reel was the one part of our sport I dreaded. Of course, I pretended to be as blase” as everyone else. The betting helped.




My gauge showed three minutes of air left, so I voiced a command to bring Grunze back into the conference call. “Grunzie, you still alive?”


“Have you finished whispering behind my back? I’m already outside. How about that, nasty Nass? You lose.”


“You’re out? I’m still in here!” I ogled my air gauge. My voice may have registered panic.


“How about another little wager?” he asked. “One mil says you can’t get out without my help.”


“Grunze, you sodder. You tricked me.”


His asinine giggle bleated through my earphone, but I concentrated on the ceiling hatch. The flimsy metal shelf stood about fifteen meters high, and the catwalk hung at least five meters above it. I checked my air gauge. Barely two minutes left. Verinne’s camera buzzed around my head like a pest. My climbing cord lay tangled at my feet, neon flames wafted toward me, and the approaching heat was blistering my body armor. If not for the Norphine coursing through my veins, I would probably have wept.


“I’ll come back for you, sweet-piss. All you have to do is beg.”


Ah, Grunze, how skillfully you fanned my flame. Adrenaline shivered through my limbs, and I relished its copper taste. This was why I came to the zone. This delicious, galvanizing angst. Verging on the brink of chaos, grappling for control, feeling my fate in jeopardy. Moments like this revived my will to live. I thrust out my chest and whispered, “Be here now.”


Aloud I said, “Behold the master at play.”


Flames already lapped halfway up the shelf unit that would take me to the catwalk. I gathered my climbing cord and raced down the aisle toward it. As soon as I reached the lowest shelf, I pulled myself up, hand over hand, past the burning plastic crates, ignoring the flames. Wounds meant extra status points, and besides, I felt no pain. The Nor-phine was kicking into high gear, and the glass bioNEM man inside me would repair my damaged cells.


A new caller rang through. “Boss, I don’t like to disturb you now, but your InterMerc stock is tanking. Should I sell short?”


It was Chad, my personal cyberassistant. What timing. “How much has it fallen?” I asked.


“Three-point-seven billion and change.”


“Yes, sell.” I dumped Chad’s call and clambered up the shelf.


When I made it to the top, all I had to do was throw my rope, swing to the catwalk and climb through the hatch. Ye gilded gods, I felt alive. I could almost hear the Net audience cheering me on. Being light made me an agile climber, so I bounded upward, feeling young and strong and free from the laws of gravity. Almost in a dream, I sensed the shelf unit sway. Then it toppled backward.


“Fifty says he’ll crack his skull on the floor.”




“I want part of that”


“Nasir, throw your rope!” Sheeba cried. Dear Sheeba child.
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I FEEL REVIVED ALREADY




“No one may have the guts to say this, but If we could make better human beings by knowing now to add genes, why shouldn’t we?”


-DR. JAMES WATSON,
FOUNDING DIRECTOR OF THE HUMAN GENOME PROJECT










When a surf goes right, it’s transcendent. You plan ahead, prepare your gear. You anticipate every contingency. Then you enter the zone, all senses alert, adrenaline charging through your veins like speed. You smell a whiff of smoke. You see flames, hear the rumbling growl of a particle beam shearing steel. Deep inside, the drama catches you, and for a while, your life accelerates. Taking chances, teasing destiny, running the slalom gates of war, you pull spiritual G-forces that press you hard against the present moment, so hard you know in your gut it’s the only thing that’s real. Be Here Now. You want to shout at the stars. And that’s when you stretch beyond the envelope of your own puny life span. You spread out like fire and music, wider than thought, and for an instant, you brush against eternity. Ye idols of gold, I love it.


Radiant Sheeba, what did she think that afternoon as she secretly spied on our war surf? Her first vision of a zone, was she frightened? Or fascinated? As I sit alone in this anteroom, probing my past by the vile blink of fluorescence, I can only speculate. She’d never witnessed war. So far, her short young life had played out in softly cushioned therapy chambers with aromatic candles, sizz music and scented oils. No violence had touched her. Oh, I may have told her about war surfing. During our long and frequent therapy sessions, I possibly mentioned my exploits, but that’s not the same as seeing live action. Until that infamous afternoon when she lurked on our private Web site and watched me crash in flames, Sheeba didn’t know.


Sheeba Zee was my own personal find. I discovered her five years ago, toiling in a discount health church in Kotzebue. No one goes there anymore since the hot Alaskan currents drove that sludge up the coastline. But back then, Kotzebue advertised the best health-care bargains on the Bering Strait. And I’ve always liked saving money.


Picture Sheeba striding out to meet me in the tacky health church lobby. I’d booked a session, expecting the usual muscular nurse in whites and thick shoes. Instead, I got Sheeba, tall, wide-shouldered, regal as a goddess, poured into a leotard and dipped head to toe in gold paint. The church was running some kind of promotion. She took my voice away.


“Mr. Deepra?” she cooed, accenting the wrong syllable.


“Call me Nasir,” I finally managed to croak.




“Nasir. You look like you could use a good squeeze.” When she saw my reaction, she tossed her head back and laughed like a minx, a trill of high bubbly notes spilling upward. That carefree laugh got to me—that and the way the gold paint rippled when she moved.


“I mean your latissimus dorsi, beau. Deep massage. We’ll start with a shiatsu, then we’ll do some chromatherapy. Cool calming colors to tune your energy field. Indigo and jade would be right.”


Under the cheesy gold paint, Sheeba appeared like all young girls of the executive class, cheerful and vapid, with no distinguishing traits beyond loveliness. But oh how lovely she was. Just eighteen, fresh out of school, away from home for the first time, with nothing to hide and everything to learn. God, I wanted to trade places with her for just one day.


She had dimples in her cheeks, in net elbows, in the backs of her glittering gold hands. Wide mouth. Wide hips and shoulders. Long vigorous legs. Delectable breasts and a tight round belly. Not fashionable, that little belly, but arousing.


She also had preter-natural skills with her hands. Her first session took ISO years off my stress load, and when she put my right leg through a range-of-motion routine, she immediately diagnosed my hip joint malfunction and looked up the part number I needed. With charming nai’vete, she explained how much commission she would earn if I took her advice. What I took was her email address.


I brought her to Nordvik, set her up in private practice and coaxed my friends into booking her sessions. For the last five years, I’d been imbibing her therapy, doting on her splendors and hauling my heart around like a thick clay begging bowl.


That fateful afternoon when Grunze pulled me from the wreckage of the Copia.Com factory, Sheeba was already plunging toward me in a rented aircar, bringing blood plasma, trauma meds and polarizing magnets. While Grunze broadblasted my photo around the Net with tags like NASIR EXTRA CRISPY and DEEPRA-FRIED, Shee cradled my head in her lap and stroked my temples with an ankh.


“It’ll revive your life force, beau.” As she rubbbed the Egyptian talisman over my eyebrows, the ambulance lifted off, and I got a close-up view of her jiggling young bosom compressed in spandex.


“You’re right. I feel revived already.”


That day, she had lacquered her hair with midnight blue wax, lined her eyes to look oriental and covered her arms in temporary tattoos. Her contact lenses were yellow. Sheeba went in for strong fashion statements.


“Don’t worry about your ear. The docs can grow you another one.” She opened a small vial and tipped a drop of clear liquid onto my pillow. “Cypress oil. It heals psychic wounds.”


My health church wanted to keep me for seven weeks, but when I agreed to pay the full fees, they let me go after two days. I spent the next month holed up in my condo, mostly dozing in anesthetic haze while my bioNEMs rebuilt my burnt flesh cell by cell. I loathe convalescence. Memories of that time drool together like marbling paints, and the first lucid impression I recall is Sheeba standing in my doorway, a potted hothouse orchid cradled against her hip and a tin of southern-hemisphere chocolates tucked under her arm.




Her complexion may have been chartreuse mat day. She had a penchant for skin dyes—in fact, I’d never seen her natural skin tone. And her hair was a work of art. Waxed pale green to match her face, it was sculpted in a spiky crest, interspersed with something frilly and pink that might have been plastic bird feathers. She also wore contact lenses the color of tangerines. Now imagine her appetizing green body squeezed into a short, white, pearl-studded, faux-leather chemise.


“Showboat,” I said. “Come here and kiss me.”


She rewarded me with her lullaby of laughter, dropped her gifts on the floor—where the orchid pot cracked in two—then galloped across the room to jump on my bed. A bouncing rainbow of rouge and paint, her embrace set off my IBiS, and I bit my left thumb to stop the tingling.


“This is for you,” I said, offering her a box wrapped in fragile pink papyrus. Chad had gotten it through the Net.


“You don’t have to keep buying me things.” Sheeba eagerly tore off the paper and opened the box like a five-year-old kid on her birthday. “Wow!”


“You like it?” The gift was an antique seashell, rough and chalky outside, but inside, as pearly pink and smooth as the inside of Sheeba’s ear.


“I love it, beau.” She cradled the shell in both hands and gazed at it exactly the way I longed for her to gaze at me. Then she planted a wet, smacking kiss on my cheek. “You sweet man.”


‘I’m glad it pleases you,” I said, quietly thrilled. While she played with the shell, I slipped out a small minor and adjusted one dangling curl over my forehead.


“Nass, I have a million things to tell you. Scoot over so I can sit.” Sheeba made herself comfortable on my bed. “Let me see the flecks in your irises.”


For the next hour, she tuned my aura, ran kinesiology tests on my muscles and battened me on gossip, the choicest, most nourishing little slanders about everyone I knew. She made me laugh till my new skin prickled. Sheeba understood my appetites.


“What about the Agonists?” I finally asked. “Have they been surfing? I’m sans loop.”


Shee hopped off my bed and started kicking the pieces of broken flowerpot Her succulent lower lip protruded. “You guys ate always so hush-hush about war stuff.”


I knew what was coming. “Did Kat say something rude?”


“Katherine’s mad at the world.” Sheeba kicked the pot.


“Probably she’s upset because you lurked on our broadcast. It’s supposed to be private.”


Sheeba lifted one shoulder in a half shrug.


“Forget her. You can watch us anytime. I’ll give you the password, the dates, the places.” (Plus my fortune, my life’s blood, my layered soul, anything you ask, Sheeba—though this part I left unsaid.)




“Thanks, beau.” She picked up the naked orchid by its stem. Live plants were outrageously expensive—her gift flattered me and fanned my hopes. But she jiggled its curly roots with a roughness that wasn’t like my gentle darling. “They breed these things to live on pure air,” she said, “or maybe it needs a little mist. Where did I put the user’s guide?”


As she ripped angrily through her bag for the orchid’s documentation, I wondered why she’d become so agitated. Was it because I mentioned war surfing?


My sport wasn’t popular with junior execs. Call it a generational disconnect. Sheeba’s age group had missed the grisly Crash of 20S7. Junior execs had no conception how fast the climate changed or how disastrously the markets collapsed. They’d never witnessed crowds of storm refugees trying to sleep in noxious, waist-high water or clawing each other like animals for one can of sweetened milk. Sheeba’s friends couldn’t imagine how gruesomely people died—or how barbaric the survivors had to become. Kids like Shee grew up safe and secure, and their placid lives never drove them into frenzies of gut-wrenching boredom. So a lot of juniors just didn’t get our need for the salty thrills of the war zone.


But Sheeba was different. I didn’t see that at first. I assumed she disliked my sport as much as her friends did. So that night, I steered the discussion away from war surfing. While she gave me a deep-tissue massage that verged on sensual nirvana, I told wicked jokes about Kat that made her laugh till tears rolled down her cheeks. Then I coaxed her into helping me with my stretches. Sitting face-to-face with Shee in her workout shorts transformed the dull therapy routine into an act of libidinous pleasure. I drew the session out, asking for special guidance with the yoga moves and savoring the feel of her hands on my newly cloned skin.


As soon as she left, though, I linked into the Agonist Web site and browsed the latest video. Our crew had logged several fairly interesting surfs, and watching their archives made me antsy to get back in the action. I scanned their blogs all night.


Chad, my cyberassistant, called every few hours to go through my mail, doctors’ appointments and day trades. When I missed board meetings, Chad voted my proxy. He was also remodeling several floors of my eighty-story condo, and he kept flashing me color swatches. Avocado, lime, mint green—Chad blissed on the cutting edge of style.


“Stick with white. It goes with anything,” I said, which made Chad heave a quantum sigh.


One by one, the Agonists dropped in to see me. Verinne came first. Two meters tall, slender and cool, she stalked into my room like a frigid fashion model. Her pewter-colored hair lay flat to her skull like a pelt, and she’d plucked her widow’s peak into a sharp point, dividing her high forehead into two pale half-moons. Her narrow gray eyes canted upward at a slight angle, hinting Siberian lineage. She glanced at me briefly and dabbed her lips with gloss.


Her voice crackled. “You look better man I expected, Nasir.” Then she planted a dry kiss on my cheek.


Verinne’s ghoulish beauty had once bewitched me. But now, her dead-white skin wrinkled like fine crepe. After exhausting cosmetic creams and surgeries, Verinne resorted to high collars and long sleeves. She suffered from Sjogren’s Syndrome, a disease of desiccation mat not even bioNEMs could heal. Her skin, eyes, mouth, even her internal organs were literally drying up.




Once you love a woman, you never stop caring. That’s my belief. Verinne wasn’t beautiful anymore, but she’d always been a true friend. Solid. No nonsense. The sound of her failing voice tore at my heart.


“Do me a favor, Verinne.” I kicked restlessly at my bed covers. “Convince me why any sane person would choose to live this long.”


She coughed into her fist. “No time for chitchat. I need your condo password. The crew wants to meet tonight”


“You’re planning a surf?”


“I have to hurry. Watch the Web site. You’ll see.” Verinne was not the type to discuss personal issues.


Grunze visited the next morning. He brought me a gift, an ePage calendar he and some of his weight-lifter pals had self-published, with pictures of themselves in various brawny poses. Grunze was February. His pale blue spandex jumpsuit displayed every swell of his physique, knotted and overdeveloped to the point of grim vulgarity. All execs doped their genes to improve muscle mass, but Grunze went radical. A few decades ago, the docs diagnosed him with sarcopenia—age-related muscle weakness. Since then, he’d fixated on bodybuilding.


Grunzie’s fondness for me sometimes came out in awkward ways. Attached to the calendar was a schmaltzy gift card, and while I read the poem inside, he paced and blushed and rubbed his boulder head. He’d eliminated the problem of hair by surgically cauterizing his follicles.


“Grunze, why do we keep doing this?” I was in a pensive mood. The tedium of convalescence gave me black thoughts. “Why do we keep putting our bodies through this recuperative torture?”


He grinned uncertainly and shook my foot with rough affection. When we first met, his blue eyes had been round and bright, but now they looked like raisins, lost in the heavy musculature of his face. “How’s the new ear?’ he said. “Should’ve grown yourself a new prick while you were at it.”


I pounded the mattress. “I’m sick of getting well. Why don’t we just say, ‘Enough!’”


“You first, sweetheart.” He blew me a kiss.


Later that afternoon, Winston brought a sultry brunette and a hamper of champagne, though two of the four bottles were already empty and the brunette fell asleep across my feet. Good old Win, what an elegant man. His mane of auburn hair made him look like a statesman, or an actor, or perhaps a celebrity spokesman for life insurance. Noble chin, azure eyes, chiseled patrician nose. The features of his memory were a little less clear-cut.


“Why are you in this stupido bed, Nass? We’re having maximal fun war surfs. Kat’s talking about Heaven again. You’re missing everything.”


“Win, I had a little accident, remember?”


“Oh, that’s right. Yeah, I think I remember that.”


“Who’s talking about Heaven? That’s a suicide zone,” I said.




“Well you know, Kat always wanted to do it. Why shouldn’t we? Just because it’s in outer space. How hard can that be?”


“Polar orbit, Win. Not outer space. But it’s totally off limits.”


“Right. Yeah. But that’s, like…But I bought this sleek new space suit”


Katherine the Grand presented herself a few days later. How had I endured living with Kat for so many years? Maybe because we were both short? Even with her empress heels and tall hairstyles, she never overtopped me. Yet despite her lofty hair weaves and numerous face-lifts, to me Kat still looked like an angry fox with large teeth. Strangers often remarked on her blushing beauty, but friends knew the cause of her blooming complexion: intractable high blood pressure. She’d already gone through four self-cloned hearts. Still, Kat had her charms.


“Katherine, do you remember how we used to wake up early and watch the dawn?”


“What are the servants feeding you, Nass? You look abysmal.” She yanked the fork from my hand and started chopping the blueberry waffles on my tray table. “Don’t tell me you eat this dreck. I’d rather starve.”


“You have to quit picking on Sheeba,” I said.


“That girl is laughing at you. She despises all of us.” Kat dropped the fork in my ice cream. “She thinks we’re dirty-minded old stiffs.”


Jealousy. Poor Kat’s irrational jealousy blinded her to Sheeba’s goodness. I didn’t respond to her ravings. “What’s this nonsense about surfing Heaven? You know it’s impossible.”


“Don’t be a total Fred. All we need is the right gear and—”


“Over my martyred body, Kat. The idea’s loco. No sane person would even think of surfing Heaven.”


Kat fanned her red cheeks. “You’re such a weenie.”


“And you’re such a birdbrain.”


“Candy pants.”


“Nudnik.”


She threw a waffle at me, and I spritzed her with syrup. Food fights were our favorite style of communication.


Sheeba visited most often. She played healing music disks, aligned my chakras, piqued my pressure points and fed me wonderful chocolate bars smuggled in from the southern pole. I didn’t bring up war surfing, and neither did she—not until the last night before my so-called “surprise” party.




That evening, I’d bought her a new set of aromatic massage oils, and she stayed longer than usual trying each one to see how they affected our moods. I’d forgotten a war surf was scheduled. Chad had set my screen on auto. The Agonists planned to buzz a zone in the Manhattan Protectorate where a few thousand ship builders were striking, and the employer, Trandent.Com, had brought in heavy energy guns. That night represented a rare treat, a war zone on Earth’s surface.


Not many worksites remained on Earth’s surface anymore. I don’t have to tell you how our planet’s fierce heat and pollution have driven most of humanity underground. But Trandent.Com’s shipyard operated under a sealed dome on the Atlantic seawall, which made for unique conditions. If those big e-guns blew out the dome, then everyone inside would be exposed to Earth’s malevolent atmosphere. For the Agonists, that meant wearing full hermetic surface suits. Glossy black Kevlax, tailor-made and bristling with gadgets. Molto sexy.


When Chad pinged me a reminder and the virtual screen automatically rastered at the foot of my bed, it caught me off guard.


“Do you have a show coming on?” Sheeba bounded onto my bed, giggling. “I hope it’s an old movie. Wanna snuggle and watch together?”


“Snuggle? Yes.” I breathed heavily. I moved toward the bed, ignoring the screen. Sheeba sat lotus style on top of the covers, hugging a pillow to her belly. With solemn restraint, I stretched out beside her and tested my hand on her bare knee. Her workout shorts were wrinkled and sweaty. They smelled ambrosial. My breath caught in my throat


Don’t let me lead you astray. Sheeba and I were not lovers, but every day I continued to hope. As the screen image sharpened, she wiggled her hips to make a nest among my pillows, and my face flushed with heat I sidled closer and rested my head against her hipbone. The angle felt awkward and voluptuous. We watched the Agonists suit up.


Grunze and Kat were coating their faces with wild streaks of camo paint—a ludicrous conceit since they’d be wearing full helmet visors.


“What is this show, Nass? A comedy?”


“It’s—” I eased my hand around her thigh and braced for rejection. “My friends are surfing a war tonight.”


Sheeba had been stuffing pillows behind her rump, but my words arrested her.


“Flip the channel,” I said. “You don’t like violence.”


“No, I want to see,” she said.


I fingered her warm inner thigh, smoother than natural silk. It seemed almost sacrilegious to touch that pure, swelling firmness. I buried my nose against her clothing and breathed nectar.


Meanwhile, she opened sidebars to browse everyone’s point-of-view video. She made a little gasp when the Agonists came under fire, and I glanced at the screen irritably. Reconnaissance mini-bots swarmed among the shipyard derricks, and plumes of smoke rose from the wrecked barricades. Spotlights glared like false suns. For an instant I imagined being mere. The intensity. The gunfire. The teleconference banter. All these weeks, I hadn’t even placed a bet




“Are they in danger?” Shee asked.


“Not really.” I watched my friends with one eye while my inflamed fingertips searched the delicate pocket behind Sheeba’s knee.


Surfers use a danger scale of One to Ten, and as zones go, the Trandent.Com shipyard would rank Class Six. Lots of booming thermal blasts. I nuzzled higher against Sheeba’s torso, till my eyelid fluttered against her spandex-covered breast. I struggled not to groan.


On screen, Verinne’s camera went in for the usual Reel close-ups in purple-and-gold metavision, bodies scattered in skewed positions, mostly male, not always intact. If Sheeba hadn’t been there, I would have turned that part off. Instead, I rolled sideways and burrowed under her armpit, nibbling her hollowed flesh.


“Silly beau, that tickles.” She pushed me away and continued watching with serious attention. The Reel seemed to magnetize her. When she glanced at me, three tiny furrows creased her perfect eyebrows.


Even with the audio muted, we could hear Kat cursing. Her royal grandness had just noticed a rip in her surface suit, and she wanted to quit playing. Verinne and Grunze got into an argument then, and Winston tried in his oblivious way to mediate. Kat walked off the game field in disgust. Then we saw the whole crew exit the dome through an airlock and climb into Verinne’s van, where Winston immediately uncorked the vodka. What a lame surf.


I killed the virtual screen and scowled. That zone had so much potential. Our crew could have played it for hours. Why did they pick tonight to go limp—just when Sheeba was watching? I eased toward her to snuggle again, but she moved away, bunching her luscious lips in a frown. I expected her to ask the usual newbie questions about gear and transportation, maybe risk factors.


Finally, she blurted, “Doesn’t it whiplash your mind?’


“Whiplash?”


She hugged her knees to her chest and pointed at the foot of the bed as if the screen were still there. “I mean, one minute you’re skipping through this gruesome battle where people are fighting for their lives. The next, you’re safe and cozy, drinking beverages. It’s gotta gnarl your psyche.”


I held back the smart remark. Sheeba often spouted nonsense, and I’d learned not to argue. My fingers traced the elegant hard curve of her anklebone.


“Sometimes I feel so—dumb,” she said, “I’ve never talked to an employee in my life. Why do they start these wars? They have guaranteed homes and incomes, right?”


As she pleated a crease in my blanket, I watched her hands move. Large soft knuckles, sparkling rings. If she’d been a little more mature and logical, I might have explained the numbers behind these employee rebellions. Twelve billion people on the planet, 2 percent annual population growth, 4 percent annual resource deficit. We senior execs did our level best to keep everyone employed. After the Crash, we rebuilt the economy brick by virtual brick, and we swore in blood never to let it fail again, but…






	a. there were too many workers for our Corns to absorb, and


	b. the WTO had outlawed compulsory birth control, and


	c. we were beggaring ourselves trying to support all the employee dependents, so therefore


	d. sometimes we were forced to make cutbacks.





Instead of going into these details, I smiled and said, “Darling, don’t trouble your pretty head. It’s just a few agitators. We’ll weed ‘em out.”


She bit her lip. “I should just go.”


When she bounced off the bed and gathered her things to leave, I felt bereft. “Stay tonight. Please.”


“Aw, beau.” She zipped up her jacket. Then her expression softened, and she came back and sat on the edge of my bed. “We’ve talked about this before. You’re my best friend. We adore each other. We don’t want to demean mat with sex.”


“But—”


She rubbed her nose against mine. “C’mon, don’t act sad. Be my sweetie.”


It was always this way. Sheeba’s excuses wounded and mystified me. What didn’t she like? Most women found me boyishly attractive. Have I mentioned my poetic eyes? Then, too, I had money. A recent spine extension was my latest bid to win Sheeba’s love. I’d added eight excruciating centimeters to my height, but she still topped me by a head. Let me say it now: Sheeba had me besotted. I had not fallen this hard since my first youth.


“Stay just a little while. We’ll watch Cary Grant movies, and we won’t talk about war surfing. I know you hate it.”


‘That’s not true. I want to understand, but you won’t take me seriously.”


“Of course I do.”


She held my hand and played with my fingers, working them back and form. “It rattles me, beau. There’s so much I don’t understand. Sometimes, I feel like I’m living in a cage. A nice, clean, well-padded, completely accessorized cage.”


“But dear, I’ll buy you whatever you—”


“A CAGE!” she shouted, cutting me off. This wasn’t her normal cheery style at all. She’d worked herself into a temper. “Would you believe I’ve lived my whole life and never once been scared? Or dirty? Or hungry? I want to experience everything, Nass. I want to go outside. Into the dark.”


The dark. That was her latest spiritual healing craze. “But sweetness—”




“Why do you surf those war zones?” she demanded. “I saw you turn away from those dead bodies, but you still go there. Nass, you have too many soul layers to do this sport without a good reason.”


Her words caught me up short. She’d been observing more closely than I realized. Her contact lenses shimmered like painted porcelain saucers and made me wonder what lay behind them. I sat up straighter in the pillows. How painfully eager I was to impress her. “You really want to know about war surfing?”


Her eyes widened. “Yes.”


“Well…” I paused, gathering my thoughts. “The zone is unpredictable. So few things are. And when you’re on the mark, doing everything right, it’s like escape velocity.” I waved my hands, fanning up phrases. Talking about my sport was almost as much fun as doing it. “You ride the contingencies, react, think, improvise. You blast straight out of the mundane. Danger gives you no choice but to live, right here, right now, in the present moment.”


Sheeba winced. “Be here now. I’ve heard you say that.”


“Exactly.”


“Nass, you’re like me. You’re seeking the dark.”


Mystical fizz. I nodded and squeezed her hands. Discussing things with Sheeba often proved difficult. Age difference had its drawbacks.
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YOU WERE A JUVENILE ONCE YOURSELF




“Age does not protect you from love, but love to some extent protects you from age.”


-JEANNE MOUREAU










The next day saw the beginning of my “surprise” party, staged in my condo, with wine from my cellar, food from my kitchen, and entertainment charged to my account—all arranged by my dear friends, the Agonists—with mucho assistance from Chad. Winston supplied the psychotropic drugs, though of course I paid for them. About five hundred people stopped by. Sheeba wore pink.


‘To celebrate your recovery, beau.” She lifted her wrist and shook the heavy new diamond bracelet I’d just bought her. “Sparkly,” she said with a smile.


The bracelet didn’t seem to please her as much as that antique seashell. I made a mental note: Sheeba likes pearly pink things best.


She was craning her neck, scanning the crowd. “Mega-sublime party.”


“Buffet and drinks on even-numbered stories. Dancing on every terrace. Movies in the screening room. Foosball, minigolf, karaoke and gaming on floors thirty through fifty-five. And I think Chad hired a psychic. She’s on the ground floor channeling dead people. There’s a directory by the elevator. So what’ll you have, Shee?”




Sheeba flashed her starry smile. “I’ll have some of everything!”


She paraded among my guests in a cloud of wispy pink foam that parted like soap bubbles wherever anyone touched her. Beneath the cloud, her highly visible naked body gleamed a nonbiological shade of iridescent rose. She’d waxed her hair fuchsia—all of her hair—and her eyes were jet-black, which stirred me to speculate if that might be their natural color. Who exactly was this chameleon child, this Sheeba Zee?


Her nudity wasn’t the issue. Lots of people came to my party nude. I knew Sheeba sprang from minor executive lineage in some small American Com, that she’d earned top grades at a mediocre school, and that in her short career, she’d jumped from one health church to another almost as often as she’d changed her hair. She hadn’t lived long enough to have a past. But thanks to my recommendations, half the geezers in my condo now booked Sheeba’s physical therapy sessions. Did she snuggle and flirt with everyone the way she did with old Nasir? That doubt made me watch her all evening.


“To your health.” Verinne rested against a window wall, clutching one elbow and sipping an unctuous yellow cocktail. She was always sampling new vitamin drinks. Outside the window, a swarm of adversects bumped steadily against the glass like flies, unable to spray their promo jingles through my security field.


“I see we have the usual crowd.” She motioned with her drink toward a group of guests, and to my surprise, mere stood Robert Trencher, my former protege from Provendia.Com. Who had invited that creep? Not me. Two days ago, I’d demoted him for incompetence. Yet here he stood in his glossy white, patent-leather codpiece (padded, I’m sure), with his ashy eye shadow and body rings, his hairless skin the color of bruised lilies.


Verinne wasn’t pointing at Trencher, though. She meant the woman standing next to him, a buxom courtesan studded in light-emitting rhinestones. It was one of Winston’s ex-girlfriends, a notorious epicuress who surfed parties they way we Agonists surfed war zones. When the woman moved aside, I saw what she had in tow—a child!


I gasped and turned away. Flaunting her young in public. It was beneath contempt. Everyone knew children should be kept decently out of sight, but some execs would break any taboo for degenerate shock value. I stole another look. The child’s head seemed disproportionately large on its short, chubby body. With its slick white skin, half-formed features and popping eyes, it resembled a pale amphibious toad.


The woman didn’t look rich enough to afford a child. Private crèches charged molto deutsch to bring fetuses to term, and private schools charged even more to bring neonates to adulthood. Hardly anyone bothered cultivating heirs these days. Most executive young were gengineered by commercial DNA banks on spec, then saddled with nurture loans when they reached maturity. I had a feeling this rhinestone woman had “borrowed” her shocking accessory for the evening.


Verinne sipped her yellow cocktail. “Don’t act so straitlaced. You were a juvenile once yourself.”


“Not for ages,” I said, shuddering. “That time is deleted from my memory.”




“I doubt it.” Verinne wheezed with laughter. Her canted eyes, gray tights and pointy white collar made her look oddly like a Russian nun. “Do you know what, Nasir? Today is my birthday.”


“My dear Verinne, I’d forgotten. Let me order champagne. We’ll have a toast.”


“No.” She grabbed my arm** when I tried to signal a waiter. “I don’t celebrate anymore. Nasir, this will be the last one.”


The amusement had drained from her face. She gazed out the window wall, where Nordvik’s heavy evening traffic streamed in ragged air lanes among the towers. Reflections from their brake lights flickered against the underside of the white city dome.


I took her hand. “Cara mia, you’re sad. Birthdays are difficult, but they always pass. Put down your drink, and we’ll do a cha-cha, the way we used to.”


When I tried to steer her toward the dance floor, she pushed me away and nearly overturned a nearby sculpture. Verinne didn’t usually show so much emotion. But she was the oldest of our crew, over 270. No cosmetics could hide the tiny cracks stretching around her mouth.


“Nasir, I’m dying.”


“What? That’s nonsense, love. You need another treatment. Don’t—”


“I’m dying,” she said again.


Verinne was not one to exaggerate. Her dry eyes glittered huge in her sunken sockets.


“When?” I whispered.


She drained her glass. “Within a year. Don’t tell the others. Nasir, there’s one thing I want to do before I go.”


“Yes, cara. Anything.”


“I want to surf Heaven.”


“Oh.” I stepped back. “You don’t know what you’re saying. There are things about Heaven…things I can’t tell you.”


A group of drunken revelers stumbled against us and shoved us apart “Think about it.” Verinne raised her husky voice. “Heaven.”


“But you don’t understand—”


One of the guests caught me in a bear hug, separating me farther from Verinne. Next, the lot of them insisted on lifting me up on their shoulders and traipsing around the dance floor. I didn’t see Verinne again for hours.




Winston had ensconced himself in my library with an entourage of females and a steamer trunk of psychotropic diversions. I found him enthroned in an armchair like a high church deacon, dispensing pills, powders and skin patches to a line of supplicants. His wavy auburn hair framed his head like a lion’s mane. The sight struck me as hilarious because Winston had, in fact, once been a deacon in the Nordvik Church of Acute Oncology. During his long career as a physician, he’d racked up a fortune even larger than mine. But he lost most of his money somehow. Perhaps he forgot where he put it.


“Nasty Nass, name your poison. How would ya like to feel tonight?” Intoxication slurred his consonants and elongated his vowels.


I lifted my hands like a stagy tragedian. “I want to feel heroic.”


Winston grinned. “Uh-huh, yeah. Slip that under your tongue.” He handed me a glossy black capsule. “You’ll think you’re the risen Krishna.”


Time swirled in euphoric friezes after that, and I seem to recall riding up and down the elevator for hours. At some point, I discovered Kat binge-eating in my private pantry. She wore black fur, red skin dye and diamonds, and among her glittery choker necklaces dangled a silver key on a chain. The sight of that key half-eradicated my drug high. It was Kat’s heart key. Should she experience cardiac arrest, we were supposed to insert mat key in her chest port, turn it three-quarters clockwise and stand back. Preter-creepy.


But Kat didn’t seem in danger of heart attack at the moment Her tall lacquered hairdo had slipped to one side, and her face was smeared with chocolate sauce. “Darling.” She flung a frozen éclair at my head.


“Dearest, for me?” I snatched the pastry from the air and took a bite.


Kat hated to be caught in one of her secret feasting sessions. “These things are stale, Nass. You’re such a tightwad. When things get old, you should throw them out.”


“Katherine, I wouldn’t know where to begin.”


She saw I didn’t intend to leave, so she tore open another box of frozen pastries and crammed her cheeks full. The sight reminded me of something dark and frightening, something from the distant past. Lychee nuts. Long ago in my youth, I remembered cramming my cheeks with handful after handful, until I nearly choked. For two months, I survived on nothing but lychee nuts canned in sweet juice. Quickly, I swallowed another mouthful of éclair to block the memory.


“We’re going to Heaven” Kat said through the half-masticated food.


“No we’re not.” I finished off the gooey éclair and took another.


“Don’t be a stupido. Of course we’re going. You’re a lot of things, Nass, but you’re no lily-liver.”


“Kat, don’t push it. There’s more to Heaven than you’ll find on the Net.”


She swallowed a gulp so large that it made her eyes water. ‘Tell me. Don’t be so freaking mysterious.”


I winked and drew a line across my lips, to rile her. Then I grabbed a couple more pastries and left her alone with her banquet.




“Where’s Sheeba?” I asked Chad.


He’d been keeping tabs on her with the house security cameras. “She’s in the thirty-third-floor library, boss. She’s talking with some of your younger guests.”


I decided to drop in. She and her friends had pushed my furniture aside to lounge on the floor, and for a while, I stood in the doorway, listening to their nonsense. Sheeba was giving them some kind of lesson about healing.


“The dark is barbarous. It’s the source of birth, pain, passion. It’s destructive and creative at the same time.” She sat cross-legged on a cushion, jouncing and frisking like a hyperactive pup, shedding far too many pink bubbles.


“Yeah, cosmic,” said one of her sophomoric disciples. “The primal wildness,” said another fool. They’d formed a circle with Shee at their center. Were they ogling her charms, or were these young turks actually paying attention to what she said?


She rocked with excitement. “We’ve been estranged from the dark, and we miss it. We need its healing violence to rip us apart and remake us.”


“So valid.” “I hear that.” They responded like a chorus.


“We have to find it again.” Her voice rose with mystical ardor. “The dark canal is the path.”


Juvenile fizz. One of her faith-healer gurus had probably cooked it up—that smarmy Father Daniel, for instance.


With a dramatic flair, Sheeba pulled an e-book from my library shelf and held it up: Advanced Physiology. Then she thumped it savagely against the floor. What the heck? My book!


“This is what scientists call enlightenment Vicious trash. It’s heinously askew.” She cracked the book’s electronic spine, and its indicator lights went dead. “These authors treat the human body like a machine. They totally miss the animating spirit”


“That’s an expensive book,” I said, but the cheers and clicking mini-lites from her audience drowned me out.


Then she dumped my valuable e-book in the waste can, threw her head back and sighed. “It doesn’t matter what they record in their books. Light can never touch darkness. It can only pass through.”


I decided to retire before I said something rude. After all, no one expects a delicious young girl to be rational.


Winston’s copious stock of drugs kept the party going well into the third day. When the uppers ran out, my guests either had themselves driven home or collapsed in comatose mounds on my carpet Shee fell asleep in the small bedroom—from exhaustion—she didn’t like drugs. I knew she was sleeping alone because Chad kept the security cameras trained on her bed and streamed the real-time images to my wrist-watch. I stole frequent glimpses of her curled pink body via the tiny screen.




Grunze sneaked up behind me and goosed me in the ribs, then leaned over my shoulder and grunted at the screen. “What’s with you and that cagey call girl?”


“Call girl? Sheeba’s a highly skilled physical therapist”


“She’s a hooker. She’s tricking you, Nass. I see her better than you do.”


“You’re wrong. Try her therapy sometime if you don’t believe me.”


Grunze rolled his shoulders and scoffed. He wore a white thong and body oil, and his skin looked like brown film shrink-wrapped over bulging muscles. For him, girls were a sideshow, a brief diversion from the main event. In our long years of friendship, sexual orientation was one of the few areas where we diverged. I didn’t take his words about Sheeba seriously.


“Have you heard Katherine’s latest nonsense?” I said. “She wants to surf Heaven. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s premenstrual.”


Grunzie’s good mood returned. “Kat’s a lunatic on the subject. Totally unzipped.” He loved taking potshots at Kat.


“Verinne wants to go, too,” I said sadly. “We have to talk them out of it.”


“Why? It might be a sleek surf. I never knew you to duck a little scary fun.”


I shook my head. “Help me, Grunze. We have to change their minds.”


He moved closer and bumped me with his hip. “What are you hiding, sweet-piss? You own that sugar factory.”


Grunze was right. I held a majority interest in Provendia.Com, the owner of the orbiting factory nicknamed Heaven. Not only did I sit on Provendia’s board, but thanks to my whopping investment, they’d elected me chairman emeritus. I knew all about Heaven. If Class One was a lazy stroll, and Class Ten was a death trip through hell, then Heaven was Class Twenty. But the details were too private to explain, even to my bosom pal Grunze.


I said, “Nondisclosure, Grunzie boy. My lips are zipped. But take my word, Heaven is the last place you want to be.”


He shrugged his massive shoulders and left to find the sauna.


Some uncounted hours later, only the Agonists stayed awake talking. Win had saved a private stash of Peps to keep our brains at the appropriate altitude, and we retreated to my observatory on the eightieth floor—the official Agonist clubhouse. The decor suggested a tree dwelling, a construct dimly recalled from my childhood. Lots of bio motifs, leaf patterns, green velvet and polished synthetic wood. Chad had been wanting to update this tree-house theme for years, but I didn’t like to keep changing things—it cost too much.




My condo tower stood near the northwest arch of Nordvik’s city-spanning dome, and my observatory bubbled outside the dome like a small blister. High-powered telescopic equipment poked out through my window walls. Some peered at the smoggy Norwegian sky while others tilted inside the dome toward neighboring condos. On a wide-screen Net node, Verinne showed us her latest research—she was always scouting out new wars. I sat on a moss green ottoman, half-crocked, swaying gently back and forth and gazing sloe-eyed at my comrades.


Winston sprawled across my sofa with one bare leg thrown over the armrest. He balanced a liter of frozen daiquiri on his chest, and its dripping moisture ringed the front of his orange robe. Now and then, he snored. Grunze sat on the floor, playing with Kat’s toes, trying to annoy her. Kat had commandeered my floral chaise lounge, where she sat lotus style with a notebook spread in her lap, sawing a strand of scarlet hair between her large front teeth. Verinne perched on the edge of my desk, working a handheld remote to scroll her research data. I glanced casually at my wrist-watch to check on Sheeba—and had to grip my wrist to hold the screen steady. One of my male guests was entering her bedroom.


“We’re going to Heaven?’ Winston sat up with a jerk and barely caught his tilting drink.


“Forget that,” I mumbled, glowering at my wrist. Who was that guy in Sheeba’s room?


“Heaven’s only the nickname because it smells so sweet. It’s a sugar factory.” Kat flicked her stylus steadily against her knee, hyper as usual.


“I hardly think it has a smell, Katherine.” Verinne cleared her throat. “The satellite orbits in hard vacuum. Its official name is Provendia A13, and it produces protein-glucose base. Not sugar.”


Kat flushed and glared. When Grunze tugged one of her toes too hard, she kicked him in the teeth.


“We’re not going to Heaven.” My words came out garbled.


“It’s in outer space? Fan-fuckin-tastic.” Winston slurped frozen daiquiri through a straw and accidentally snorted a little out his nose.


“Heaven’s rated a solid Class Ten. Some of you guys may want to sit this one out,” Kat said provocatively.


Everyone protested. “Fuck that.” “No way.” “I’m up for it.”


Everyone except me. I sat grinding my teeth, staring at my wrist-watch, split between this aggravating conversation and the unknown male whose shadow fell across Sheeba’s bed.


Grunze pointed at me. “Nasir knows all about Heaven. Tell us, sweet-pee.”


Tell you what? I could barely pronounce my own name. The man on my wrist screen was touching Sheeba’s knee.


“Artificial gravity,” I mumbled.


“What the fuck is that?” Grunze crossed his legs and made his thigh muscle jerk at me.


“The factory spins,” Verinne answered, “and centrifugal force creates an effect like gravity.”


On my tiny screen, the intruder leaned over Sheeba’s pink body and nudged her awake. “Beast,” I snarled. Then I fell off the ottoman.




“Sweet-pee, you’re the one who’s spinning.” Grunze kneed me in the ribs.


“Nassssty Nas, you slipped off your stool.” Winston giggled like a half-wit.


Verinne logged a note in her laptop, while Kat inhaled another line of Peps and fastidiously cleaned her nose.


On my wrist-watch, the stranger was crawling into bed with Sheeba. I staggered to my feet. “Excuse me. Something I have to…Downstairs…I’ll be…”


Kat snarled. “The cultured Mr. Deepra can’t admit when he needs to piss.”


“Don’t let the toilet lid fall on your wanker,” Winston added. “I did that once.”


Winston was describing this emotional incident as I stepped into my elevator. “Seventy-eight,” I said. The small bedroom lay two floors below my observatory, and as the elevator dropped, I fought to keep from retching. After three days of partying, quite a few mood swingers bopped through my bloodstream. Quickly, I whipped out my mirror and adjusted my hair.
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