



[image: Cover Image]








HARSH OASES


Paul Di Filippo


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com









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.







Introduction by Cory Doctorow


Before I met Paul Di Filippo, I thought that perhaps he was a machine intelligence, some kind of dalekoid cylinder that had the capacity to record the personalities of great writers and then cough them up on demand, through a wackiness filter that was, itself, straight out of a Ron Goulart novel.


Few writers have Paul’s incredible versatility, his ability to slide easily through the pulp sub-genres that define science fiction. This collection is a testament to that, veering as it does from cyberpunk to steamy porn, from hard-boiled to heroic. He’s like baking soda in the genre’s fridge, soaking up all its flavors, mixing them together.


Take “Elves of the Subdimensions,” co-written with another gonzo genius, Rudy Rucker. Nobody in the field writes anything like Rudy Rucker, he’s like Kurt Vonnegut on serious math drugs, and the story is unmistakably a Rudy Rucker story. But it’s also unmistakably a Paul Di Filippo story—inasmuch as it is more like a Rudy Rucker story than any Rudy Rucker story I’ve ever read. In his forematter, Paul insists that Rucker did the heavy lifting and he just sprinkled in some grace notes. If that’s so, the grace notes he added were so aptly chosen that they’ve served to bring out Rucker’s essential Ruckerness in a way that he never achieved on his own.


I don’t know if I’ve ever read a “serious” Paul Di Filippo story. It seems like he’s always goofing around, rubbing two memes together to make a comedy spark. There’s stuff in here that made me guffaw, laugh-out-loud gags, like the comedy play between Tugger and the space-roustabout Klorn in “Shipbreaker,” itself a tribute to the adventure tales of Keith Laumer and Rosel George Brown.


They say that the golden age of science fiction is 12. When I was 12, I was lucky enough to have a student’s unlimited subway pass and the route to Bakka, Toronto’s science fiction bookstore, indelibly inked into my brain. I think I could have managed the bus/subway/streetcar route from my suburban home to the (then) dingy neighborhood in my sleep. I went as often as I could—as often as I could find the pocket-money to make the trip worthwhile.


It took precious little pocket money to get treasure out of Bakka. The store always had a wire rack out front, overflowing with old pulp magazines like Worlds of IF and Galaxy and The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, the subscription labels yellowed and gummed to the covers, selling for anywhere between $0.10 and $0.25. These thoroughly loved antiques smelled of attics, their pages were stained with old dinners, and their covers bore some of the worst illustrations that this field—no stranger to artistic endeavour marked more by passion than a firm grasp of anatomy—has ever seen.


They were glorious.


Genuinely glorious and fine. Many of those stories came from the likes of Judith Merril and Harry Harrison, Henry Kuttner and Fritz Leiber, James Tiptree Jr and Robert Heinlein.


And many of them came from nobodies, people who sold a story or two to Pohl or Campbell and vanished. And many of the stories by those big names were not their best work, stories that remain rightly uncollected to this day, forgotten as the failed, page-filling experiments they were.


At the time, I couldn’t tell the difference-it was all wonderful. The glorious taste of an H Beam Piper story lingered as I read the next one, written by some schmuck who handled dialog like he was wearing boxing gloves at the typewriter. I didn’t notice or care: I was word-drunk, idea-drunk on the golden ages of science fiction: “12” and “the pulp era.”


It was only when I returned to those scoliotic-spined old pulps as an adult that I realized just how *bad* most of this stuff was. Some it had nice ideas or conceits, or a tasty scene that I cherished, but nearly all of it was just rotten, half-made stories that needed a couple more runs through the typewriter and possibly a different writer.


Paul Di Filippo appears to be that different writer.


In this collection, the wildly prolific Di Filippo presents stories that read like I remember those great pulps reading, full of wonder and hilarity, drunken language (Di Filippo’s prodigious vocabulary is a delight even when he isn’t resorting to Dr Seussian coinages of his own invention) and play, adventure and steam.


I’ve been immersed in these stories for the past two days and it was like travelling to my own past, to the golden age of science fiction. Paul Di Filippo is as fine in the present as those other writers could only be in the past.


Cory Doctorow




To Deborah, in celebration of twenty-five years of “the experiment,” 1982–2007.




The publication of my story “Kid Charlemagne” in 1987 felt like a personal landmark. I had achieved a certain “mature” voice—admittedly borrowed in large part from Ballard and Delanyl—and the subject matter struck me as topical and trendily cyberpunkish. As if to acknowledge this, the members of SFWA put the story on the final Nebula ballot, my first appearance in such august company. Naturally enthused, I decided that the story would be the first in a series, and wrote two more: “Aurorae” and “A Game of Go.”


Had I learned nothing from my earlier failure with a similar strategy involving my “Blackwood Beach” stories? (See my previous collection Shuteye for the Timebroker for that saga.) Apparently not.


Neither sequel sold. They have resided unread for twenty years in a box, the paper clips in the corners of the manuscripts disseminating a rusty shadow onto the title pages. I always thought they had merit, but avoided reading them again after they racked up so many rejections. Too melancholy a task.


However, time mitigates all tragedies, and I have now gone back to these might-have-been tales for another look.


Guess what? I think they still deserve to see the light of day.


So, without any alterations to make them au courant, relying instead on a certain prescience and period charm they seem to exhibit, I present these two further tours of the Hesperides, my own Vermilion Sands.


AURORAE


Once I had a friend who turned his television set into an aquarium.


This was some while back. I believe it was toward the end of the Wilderness Years, say’92. Yes, that sounds about right. That was the year the Columbus Quincentenary was in full swing, and it seemed you couldn’t turn your TV on, day or night, without being deluged with docudramas and historical puffery narrated by a host of vacuous celebrities who were barely certain of their own birthdates. Combined with the likelihood that President Robertson would be giving one of his interminable homilies, all this was enough to drive my friend round the bend.


So he removed the digitized, multi-window CRT, scooped out the solid-state guts, sprayed the inside of the empty cabinet with some plaz, affixed a plate of glass to the viewing side and made it watertight with more plaz, hinged the top—and presto: an aquarium. Add a filtration system, some colorful tropical fish, and he had a constantly changing display more intriguing than any number of soap operas.


My friend was quite satisfied with his labors at first. Everyone congratulated him on his wit. But feeding the fish and cleaning the aquarium became something of a chore. That was when he discovered the one problem with his elaborate joke.


The fish being alive, he couldn’t just turn them off.


The clustered cockle-shell pleasure-boats bobbed beneath the stars like a frivolous fleet a—sea to fish for ghosts and dreams. Gentle swells slapped their hulls, with a reiterated sound like a fat wet fish falling on a dock. To the east, the archipelago of the Hesperides glimmered like diamonds on a black cloth.


Leaning on the rail of the Jenny Wren, my nostrils full of the pregnant sea, I thought—not for the first time—how it was a curious fact that those islands never looked so beautiful as when most distant. Now, for instance, with their colored lights strung on them like fallen stars, they seemed the innocent abode of a happy, noble people. But of course, when we returned tonight we would encounter only the same familiar indolent faces and braying voices. Tendentious authors of popular or highbrow trash, self-infatuated beauties, the elderly and self-righteous captains of industry—the whole ensemble that constituted the clotted cream of international society. In a nutshell, people who tended to color-co-ordinate their clothes and their pets—some of whom turned out to be their spouses.


And I—God forgive me—had somehow become a part of it And not the least reprehensible member, either.


I thought briefly of jumping overboard, and attempting the three-mile swim to the California coast on the far side of the islands. By tomorrow night, with a little luck hitching rides, I could be back at my old job in LA, washing cars.


I got as far as picturing myself hoisting a leg over the rail, when a gentle pop sounded at my elbow. A Champagne cork shot past me in a graceful catenary out to sea. I envisioned the Hughes Aircraft Jarvis-model rocket now taking off from Matagorda Island like a Champagne cork of the gods. The splashdown we were all gathered for would not be long now.


I turned to my left, fearing Jasmine. But it was only Mireault, the French Ambassador, a petite man with slick hair and a thin mustache, dressed in next year’s fashionable formal-wear.


“M’sieur, I have taken a fancy to you,” he said, more than a little drunkenly. “You do not seem so—how is one to put this politely?—so enamored of your own qualities as the rest of these beautiful people. Although you are indeed handsome, and could be excused for entertaining a certain vanity.”


He burped effusively at this point, like a well-fed infant, and begged my pardon before continuing.


“In any case, please join me in a glass of our host’s fine Champagne. We must be ready to toast the coming spectacle.”


His little hands poured a glass for me, and I took it, all thoughts of any long cold swim being shoved to the background by the anticipated pleasure of the drink. Thus do comforts continually elbow aside harsh duties. Mireault next reached up under his left armpit. In the darkness, he looked like some tuxedoed monkey scratching himself, until I saw that he was merely retrieving a second glass from where he had had it snugged between bicep and chest. He filled it for himself.


“Since we have a whole bottle to consume, Mr Fallows,” he declaimed, “and the show will not start for some time yet, let us offer several preliminary toasts.”


I raised my glass in acquiescence. This queer duck of a Frenchman didn’t bother me half as much as other, more permanent residents of the islands, and I was willing to humor him. I was just grateful he wasn’t Jasmine.


“You first,” I generously allowed.


“Very well, then. To the Hesperides, as lovely a resort as any I have ever seen.” He drained his glass, and I mine. He replenished them without a spill, despite the boat’s hobbyhorsing. Now that I had been dragged out of my reflections, I could hear the breeze-borne chatter and clink of glasses, arrogant male laughter and the hysterical screams of women from the surrounding boats. I felt as if we were staining the suffering sea.


As if reading my thoughts, Mireault said, “Of course, I hate and detest resorts, so my compliment was not much of one, I fear. Allow me to try again. To America, which wisely abandoned fission power. Unlike my own poor country.”


He knocked back another glass. When he lowered his face, I thought I detected a melancholy tear or two.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “The loss of life, the damaged countryside—It was horrible. Twice as bad as Chernobyl, wasn’t it?”


“Pah!” he almost spat. “People, trees, these are not the things that really count. No, sir, you have missed the point of the tragedy entirely. Don’t you know what our meltdown destroyed? A whole cuisine! The Perigeaux region uninhabitable! You have not lived until you have tasted true Perigord cooking. And now none of us shall again.”


I had to laugh at the sheer brazenness of the man, and I did. It felt good, to let the laughter, however black, tumble out, unenforced and wild. When I stopped, we leaned together on the burnished aluminum and drank. His hip touched mine with more than accidental force, but I could not find it in me to rebuff the mild come-on.


My laughter acted as a lure cast into the night. Like a voracious fish intent on consuming the hapless angler, Jasmine swarmed back along the dying sound and found me. I could tell by the expression on her too-perfect face that she was afraid I was having fun without her.


“Martin, dearest,” she said, sweeping in upon Mireault and me, “whatever are you doing, languishing here in the stem?”


She was really wired tonight, more so than I had seen her in weeks, since she had died in front of twenty million people. The actress in her was in total control, turning every gesture and speech into a flamboyant bid for center-stage. She wore some new perfume that I hadn’t seen her buy. It smelled like an Egyptian orgy.


“We are lubricating,” I said, “the passage of time with the oil of intoxication.”


Mireault smiled and bowed. Jasmine extended her hand and had it kissed. “And your charming friend?” she asked.


I introduced the dapper Ambassador. Jasmine’s smile grew hollow when she realized he had no connection with show-business, and she went all stiff and mean.


“Well, if you must get cocked, come join the rest of us and be sociable. That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? Besides, we’ll be getting underway soon. There’s a prize for the first boat to reach the capsule, and Colin’s determined to win it”


She pivoted and walked brusquely off, knowing I would follow like her lapdog.


Because, of course, I was.


In the bow, people stood elbow to elbow, swilling Piper-Heidsieck like water and gossiping. Soft blue bi-O-lites mounted on poles cast a subtle glow, more shadow than light. Many of the women wore eco-necklaces, another product of Fermenta A.B., the Swedish biotech firm that had made a fortune with last years lifegems. The clear tubes contained a kind of brine that was home to some diatoms, algae, and a few other simple organisms. (I believe one or two krill per necklace were the highest lifeforms contained.)


The material was oneway-permeable to air and the owner’s metabolic residues, which input was enough to sustain the whole miniature ecosystem for a few years.


I thought the jewelry was rather cruel. Imagine flaunting trapped creatures like that….


Among the rest of the giddy passengers, I looked back and upward, to see Colin Trollinger, the famous cinema director, who was our unbearably gracious host, standing at the controls of his craft. The long blonde hair he was affecting this month, implanted at no little expense in a fashionable Brazilian clinic, waved in the night-breeze.


“There she is!” someone on our boat shouted. Immediately Colin flicked on a searchlight, which probed to the south, where the capsule was expected. More shouts and beams followed from our sister ships, till the night was filled with noise and light.


At last one of the criss-crossing shafts caught the descending, chute-strung capsule full on, and we were off toward it, engines roaring.


It looked so small and fragile, I wondered that anyone could have trusted himself to a flight in it But that was what Hughes, McDonnell Douglas, General Dynamics, Textron, and their lesser competitors were known for: quick, no-frills, cheap orbital service, in competition with the NASA and ESA shuttles, where everything was triple-redundant, with prices to match.


As we raced across the water, spray drenching everyone’s fancy clothes, I couldn’t imagine how the original shouter had spotted it. I figured later that it was sighted against the stars it occluded in its passage.


Eventually, the capsule splashed down, its chute billowing in the water around it like a huge jellyfish. We reached it first. I knew Colin would be smugly satisfied. But what thrill could he possible derive, when he was always first?


Our searchlight pinned the capsule to the water like a steel butterfly on shirred velvet. People clustered at the starboard rail. Two of Colin’s crew—big, competent, and bored-looking hirelings—were casting magnetic grapples. They caught the capsule and began to haul, their muscles straining. When it bumped our side, it blew its hatch.


Like Venus being born, wearing a silver suit and contoured unpressurised headgear, Nikki Nike emerged.


At that instant, the sky began to bum.


I am going to tell you that the aurorae were the most beautiful things I have ever seen, and you will not believe me, because you weren’t there. But it does not matter, because they were.


The aurorae were the most beautiful things I have ever seen.


Convoluted draperies of radiance, they bedecked the sky. Primarily greenish-yellow, they were tinged along their upper edges with a seepage of neon red, as if their namesake, Aurora, had lent them her hot plasma/blood. They stretched for miles in the ionosphere, seeming by perspective’s tricks to converge far away from us, as if flowing from some central source.


And flow they did. I had always thought—if I thought of it at all—that the aurorae would be static. But they were not. They pulsed, they crawled, they slithered, like gigantic living things, too high and supernal and proud to recognize the small creatures who watched them.


I stood entranced for an indefinite time—perhaps half an hour. The sheets of cool fire held all my self, dispersed yet intensified.


You must believe me.


When the last one died, I dragged my eyes and soul back to earth. At our ship’s bow, her headgear doffed to reveal a black crewcut, stood Nikki Nike, a small sacred circle separating her from the unwontedly silent Hesperideans. Her face seemed to bear some gorgeous afterglow from the heavenly display.


And why not?


She had made it happen.


The Senator from Puerto Rico was trying to charm the skivvies off the Women’s Wimbledon winner. I couldn’t say as I blamed him, since her plyoskin outfit was little more than a glossy blue lacquer over her formidable physique. Next to them, the Archbishop of New York was arguing politics with the Prime Minister of Ireland. Both had had too much to drink, and they seemed about to come to blows. I hoped they wouldn’t. I hated to see women fight. In other corners, drinks hoisted high in a complex social semaphore, other couples and groups played their mindgames on each other. The three-piece band on the stage in the back of the room blasted forth their own quirky version of Stella Fusion’s hit, “The Climax Decade Blues.” Bodies thronged the sweaty dancefloor.


The single club on the main island of the Hesperides is always called La Pomme d’Or. It’s an unbreakable tradition. Its owners—usually stolid businessmen, but sometimes more interesting types—come and go, lasting as long as profits or their ulcers dictate. But the long, low building with its wicker-furnished veranda and glossy mahogany bar has a life and identity of its own. No one would dare rename it. Its last owner hadn’t, and he had been almost as much a fixture as the place itself. A man named Hollister, or something like that, who never left the building until certain events that culminated in two deaths forced him out and off the island.


The current owner was Larry Meadows. He stood by the bar now, surveying the organized chaos with a benign gaze. After all, furniture and glasses might get smashed, but he would still have had the honor of hosting the bash. And it wasn’t every day—or night—that one’s bar was elected to cater the official party following the premiere of a Nike original.


When the boozy fleet had anchored in the Bay, and everyone had been ferried ashore, I had managed to become separated from Jasmine. Now I was contriving earnestly to stay out of her clutches for a bit longer, no easy task in such close quarters. I knew I would pay for my rashness in the morning, but it didn’t signify now.


I had to talk to Nikki Nike alone.


Something about the woman had intrigued me deeply. Obviously, the awesome sky-fires she had ignited played a part in my fascination. But she exuded a personal force and charm that had snared me like a net of unbreakable spidersilk. The dignity and aplomb with which she had stepped from the capsule, as if out of Botticelli’s painting. The transfiguration lighting up her features after the celestial show. These bespoke a deep inner-directedness, a self-assured capability that transfixed me more strongly than anything sexual.


Ducking behind a dizzy debutante as a shield, I wove my way toward the largest knot of people, knowing I’d find Nikki there.


On the outskirts of the group, I spotted her, trapped in the middle. Still wearing her silver suit, sans headgear, she looked like a chromed product of Detroit or South Korea, save for her face, which was pixieish without the least trace of cloying feyness. Her teeth were very white and small, as she smiled valiantly at the fawning compliments, but her grey eyes looked nervous and weary.


I used my weight to shoulder people aside. “Excuse me. Excuse me, please. Message for Miz Nike.”


People parted at the sound of the twentieth-century magic incantation. Reaching Nikki, I said in a voice meant to carry, “Miz Nike, telephone call for you. I believe it’s New York.”


She sized me up instantly, and wasn’t fooled. Still, she said, “Oh, yes. I was expecting it Where can I take it?” Her eyes were a thankyou-card Hallmark never wrote.


I led her to the bar. Still no sign of Jasmine. We stopped near Meadows. He turned his placid face, behind which there was always something going on, toward us.


“Marty, Miz Nike,” he said. “Anything wrong?”


“Not a thing, Larry. Just wondered if the back room was empty.”


Larry’s left eyebrow twitched slightly. Otherwise, nothing registered. “Sure. Feel free.”


I took Nikki’s ungloved hand. My autonomous nervous system almost gave up breathing. I felt like a cloddish adolescent. What was the matter with me? Perhaps I’d swallow my tongue when we started talking.


The private rooms of La Pomme had been the living quarters of the last owner. Now, one served as Meadows’ office, the others as storerooms.


The party sounded like a distant war once the door was closed.


“You looked as if you could use a little peace and quiet,” I said. “I took it upon myself to help.”


She stood a few feet from me, her left knee locked tight, her right bent outward slightly, foot forward. Her crossed arms compressed her small breasts. She gauged me again, totalled my second score with my first, averaged the result, and passed me.


Her form slumped. “Well, yes, you were right. Being spam in a can is more tiring than you might think. And the show was so perfect, it drained me even more.”


“Sit down, then,” I said. “Let me get you a drink.”


She collapsed into a deep chair. I went to the small bar on the far wall.


“Larry’s private stock,” I explained, pouring two scotches. When I handed her one, she looked a bit irked, and I kicked myself for not having asked what she wanted. But I was so used to servicing Jasmine wordlessly, that I had acted on automatic.


She took it though, and sipped. “Do you bring all damsels in distress here?” she asked.


“Hardly,” I said. “Larry and I play cards here occasionally.”


“He called you Marty,’” she said.


I winced. “Larry’s the only one who calls me that. It’s Martin. Martin Fallows.”


We shook hands.


“Let me say thanks, Martin. I was really dead on my feet, but I felt obliged to entertain.”


“It’s nothing,” I said. “Maybe you can help me some day.”


Congealed silence filled thirty seconds, as our conversation hung by its fingertips over the abyss of embarrassed unfamiliarity. Desperate, I said, “Uh, you have quite an unusual name. Your parents?”


She smiled. “No. My own choice. Artist’s prerogative. Nike, the goddess of victory. And Nikki, from an old Prince song.”


“Great singer,” I chimed in. “Too bad about his career ending so badly.”


I was referring, of course, to the famous case prosecuted under the Robertson-era Helms-Falwell Morals Act. Taking it all the way to the Rehnquist court and losing had pretty much bankrupted and demoralized the pop-star. But I had heard heartening rumors that, in the new atmosphere that began to bloom a couple of years ago, after Joe Kennedy’s election, he was contemplating a comeback.


“Yes,” Nikki agreed. “He still sounds great.”


“Oh?”


“I just heard him at a private party last month.”


Well. There wasn’t much I could add to that. I switched the focus to her assumed surname.


“You’re very concerned with success, I take it.”


“It’s the only thing that counts, Martin. Failure is instructive, up to a point, but ultimately unsatisfying. Consider this piece I did tonight.”


I nodded in what I hoped was an intelligent fashion.


“Sure, I could have stayed groundside, while we shot up the canisters. But what if something went wrong, and I wasn’t up there to do my damnedest to fix it? Besides, what kind of art is it where the artist never even approaches the canvas?”


“Putting it on the line,” I said. A little cynicism slipped out.


She shrugged. “Gotta walk it like you talk it.” Her lips caressed her glass, her throat worked beautifully.


“How was the whole thing possible? I thought aurorae were visible only around the poles.”


“Not so, Martin,” she said somewhat pedantically. “May 13, 1921, Samoa had fine viewing. Same for Mexico, September 13, 1957. All it takes is a walloping big geomagnetic storm, set off by intense solar activity, like what happened two days ago and is just reaching us now.”


“And you seeded the atmosphere with what?”


“Lithium, barium and a soupcon of Europium.” She shook her cropped head, marvelling. “Hard to believe a couple of pails of exotic dust could paint such a picture. I gather you enjoyed it.”


“Very much.” I hoped I sounded sincere instead of flattering. But it was hard to produce the unaccustomed tone.


She straightened in the soft chair, as if resisting its comfort. “What about you, Martin? What do you do?”


That stopped me cold. What could I tell her? I am the paid consort of an aging, washed-up television star. I work on my tan, play poker, and drink too much. But I was once a Harvard graduate, who imagined he was something akin to a poet. It all sounded like self-pitying slush. So I simply said, “I live here, in the Hesperides.”


She knew everything that implied. Emptying her glass, she lost all interest in me. She got to her feet, and said, “Thanks again, Mr Fallows. I feel better now, and I really should rejoin the party.”


At the door, I said, “Will you be doing aurorae again?” Meaning, of course, Will I see you again?


“Depends on the sun. I’d like to, but I also have to see about raising more funds. The videotape of tonight’s show should help.”


Nikki opened the door and walked out. I followed.


I didn’t even see Jasmine till her open palm connected with my face.


Sunlight struggled painfully into the kitchen through the slits in the pastel blinds. I sat at one end of a white oval table, drinking black coffee. Jasmine occupied the opposite seat, surrounded by a cloud of hostility and hangover-bitterness. She was reading the online edition of Variety on her lap-micro. I knew her forlorn daily pattern. First she would run a search for her own name, which usually came up negative. A quick scan for the names of influential friends would be followed by a desultory reading of the entire issue, in a fruitless search for some thread running back to her lost career.


Jasmine had had one of the leads in a weekly television soap: Children of Paradise, starring Jasmine Williams as Alyx Wagner. Her character had been—God help me—“an eminent neurosurgeon.” (Jasmine needed help in real life to remove a hangnail.) At the apogee of her arc of fame, she had been getting close to a hundred thousand an episode.


But then the producers decided to switch to Empatrax.


Empatrax necessitated that the actors wear wireless sensors hidden in their hair, which would record their emotions. It was still all very crude. The actors needed a shot of mild neurotropin to facilitate the recording, as did the home audience to receive it via their patches. (The new Empatrax sets received a digital signal which only a few stations could yet broadcast. Digitization had been the only way they could cram the extra information into the old bandwidth.) The emotions were sometimes vague. Occasionally they caused headaches. Still, for all its crudity, Empatrax was obviously the wave of the future. Everyone was scrambling to convert.


Trouble was, not all actors could perform convincingly in this new medium. Their tracks came out blurred and useless.


Jasmine was one such. Like a silent-movie star confronting the talkies, she just couldn’t perform.


This realization devastated her.


The producers might have been willing to dub her part. But she hit the liquor-greased skids. Started fluffing lines and missing rehearsals. The writers eventually got instructions from the producers to prepare her death scene coincident with the expiration of her contract. They had sent her to a backlot Singapore, to minister to the survivors of the infamous CBW attack, where she nobly succumbed to a horrid bug.


I came into her life somewhere on the downslope, when she was still employed. She was in LA one day. Came to have her car—a cherry-red’Ninety-six Brazilian Viper—waxed. Later that day, in bed, she told me she liked the way my muscles had moved while I stroked her fender. So I landed the job of stroking her ego and body.


That had been over a year ago.


Things had gotten really bad only since her death. Out of work, carrying a bad rep, living off a few less-than-spectacular investments, she grew more and more testy each day.


Last night was an instance.


After I had grabbed her wrists to stop a second blow, she began to accuse me loudly of having carnally enjoyed Nikki right there in Meadows’ office. Of course, she didn’t phrase it so delicately. When we convinced her it wasn’t so, she started to cry, saying I hated her and couldn’t stand to be seen with her.


I couldn’t bring myself to say it wasn’t so, that it was myself I didn’t like. So instead I hustled her out and home. She fell into bed like a sack, and I knew she had pills inside her too.


And now she wouldn’t even talk to me.


“Jazz,” I said. She didn’t look up. Her long brunette hair lay stringy on her shoulders. Her heavy breasts somehow managed to sag in defeat, despite their bioengineered supports.


“Jazz, would you like to do something today?”


She raised her telegenic face. “Like what?”


“I was thinking we could borrow your pal Trollinger’s sub, and scoot around for a while.”


“That’s so boring,” she said. “You go if you want.” She dropped her eyes back to the unrewarding plasma screen.


I didn’t argue.


Trollinger was in his glass-and-alloy palace down by the shore. He reacted suspiciously agreeably to my request.


“By all means, Martin, my good fellow. The hemosponge units are all charged.” Seated, he tucked a thick strand of hair behind his ear and looked up at me from under lowered lids. “Dreadfully sorry about the scene last night. You say Jasmine is still brooding?”


I hadn’t said any such thing. “As a matter of fact, yes.”


“Perhaps I’ll visit. Just to console her. Tell her about the awful fool I made of myself when being presented to King Charles last year. She’ll get a good laugh out of it”


I studied his narrow face for a moment. In the end, I forewent a comment.


Deep beneath the surface tension, the blue water clear as a baby’s soul around me, I pondered the fishes as they threaded the wavy kelp, wondering if a shark’s maw was not mercy incarnate, compared with civilized life.


There are days—at least in my life—when Time flows both too slow and too fast.


Too slow, because the Now you are trapped in is a treacle of tiresome people and events.


Too fast, because you anticipate the daily waning in your powers that tomorrow and the tomorrow after will bring.


The period after that first auroral display was full of such days.


Jasmine was frantic for work. She had no definition of herself beyond that of “star,” could not live a life outside the public eye with any contentment. It made her a frightful bitch, totally unlike the captivating and alluring woman who had picked me up, and for whom I had imagined it would be a lark to act as mindless stud and escort. She got on my nerves with unerring consistency, and I asked myself why I simply didn’t leave. But the facts were that I owed her, and pitied her, and had no plans of my own.


Let me give you an example of our life together.


One afternoon, as we sat on her uncomfortable and stodgy antique Memphis Group furniture, she began to whine for strawberries.


Now, Jasmine knew as well as anyone that there were no strawberries available that year. (The engineered antifrost ice-minus bacteria, long deemed stable, had mutated and destroyed the entire California crop. Other states were fighting outbreaks by burning whole fields of berries.) However, nothing would do to satisfy her cravings but big red juicy strawberries. The drunker she got, the more insistently she rhapsodized and demanded these nonexistent fruits. She got me so pissed by her lush’s whining that I launched a cruel barb.


“Hey, Jazz,” I said with utter seriousness. “I understand Papp is doing Richard II with an all-female cast. Why don’t you try out for the lead?”


She primped immoderately. “Do you really think I should?”


“Yeah. Then you could deliver the lines you’ve lived.” I filled my voice with bombast, and conflated several of Richard’s lines.


“‘I have been studying how I may compare/This prison where I live unto the world./I wasted time, and now time doth waste me.’”


The lamp that dented the wall and shattered, meant for my head, cost at least five hundred.


I think we would have gone on in this vein and ultimately killed each other, had it not been for Colin Trollinger.


One day the epicene Englishman arrived with news for Jasmine.


I knew she had been screwing him frequently and whole-heartedly, in a last-ditch gamble to land a role. I didn’t really care, although I felt a little hurt. I only hoped he had come through with something good for her.


In the end, it proved neither the worst role, nor the plummiest. At least it wasn’t a commercial.


“Jasmine, my love,” Trollinger shamelessly caroled as he strolled in unannounced. “Pack your bags. You hit the road in a week.”


She shot from her seat and flung herself on him, nearly smothering the poor guy beneath her ample mass. “Oh, you darling! You’re wonderful! I knew I could count on you. Is it a part in your latest film? Don’t tell me it’s Eunice!”


Colin was casting for I Will Fear No Evil at the time. He had the grace to look slightly discomfitted. His last two films had been Empatrax (new theaters with in-seat patches were going up fast), and Jasmine should have known he couldn’t hire her.


“No, my dear, it’s not one of my projects at all, I’m afraid. It’s a stint of summer stock. The road show of Simon’s last farce—that thing he left unfinished at his death that the producers cobbled together. Immensely popular on Broadway, if you recall.”


Jasmine released Trollinger and stepped back, crestfallen.


“Come on now, girl. I realize it’s not Shakespeare”—Jasmine looked poisoned daggers at him, and I thought, You couldn’t know it, Colin old buddy, but that was an unlucky choice of playwrights—“but it’s work. Buck up now. I’ve gone to a lot of trouble to fix this for you.”


Jasmine smiled tentatively. “I suppose it’s a foothold.” Brightening, she said, “Will I have my own dressing-room?”


“Absolutely,” Colin cooed. “A private, air-conditioned trailer.”


“Then I’ll do it! Oh, Martin, think what fun we’ll have with a change of scenery. I swear this island was killing me.”


“I’m not going,” I said, surprising myself.


“You’re joking,” she said.


“No, I’m not. I know just what your schedule will be like. One or two performances a day, then carousing late into the night with the most boring people imaginable, then sleeping until two in the afternoon, followed by extensive shopping. I’m not having it.” I felt like a pampered courtesan complaining that no one ever consulted her, but I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t about to be trapped in East Podunk while Jasmine strutted at the local dinner-theater. If I had to suffer ennui, at least the Hesperides offered the classiest setting.


“You know how I hate to be alone, Martin. Besides, what will you do by yourself?”


“I’ll write,” I said, shocking myself again.


Trollinger barely suppressed a grin, and Jasmine fairly shouted, “You’ll what?”


“I’ll write,” I said, trapped now. “I was good at it once, you know.”


She threw up her manicured hands. “Okay, write then, Mister Shakes-goddamn-speare. But you’d better be right here when I get back, with a pile of paper as high as your pretty ass.”


She and Trollinger left me then with my boast.


I didn’t think I could really do it. But somehow, everything just clicked.


I started by roughing out simple character sketches of the most outrageous Hesperideans. I found that if I utilized first-person, and let the people speak for themselves—in other words, if I assumed the guises of those I despised—the little pieces came out quite convincing. They struck me as not half bad. (Additionally, I felt I was beginning to despise these people a little less, to understand and empathize with their problems.) As a followup, I began jotting down some of the funnier incidents I had witnessed or heard about Before I knew it, I had what looked like the makings of a comic novel on my hands.


Elated, I lost track of time, spending most of each day scribbling. I ventured out only at dusk, to watch the sunset from the glazcrete-paved and wooden-railed promenade that ran along the Bay, and to sip a single beer at La Pomme.


One night I sat staring into my stein, considering a passage that had been fighting me. An unforgotten voice spoke my name from behind me.


“Mr Fallows.”


I swung about to face Nikki Nike.


This time she was dressed all in shades of grey, to match her eyes. A double-breasted wool jacket over bare torso, cut large to hang down to mid-thigh. Her slim legs were covered by dove-grey tights, her feet by mouse-colored slippers. A grey paisley scarf graced her neck.


“Martin,” I offered, extending my hand. She imparted some of her electric vitality with her touch. “Sit a minute?”


“All right,” she said. “But it’s only fair to warn you that I’m here to solicit money.”


“Oh?”


“Yes. We have a solid prediction derived from the Hubble telescope of intense solar activity in about a month, and we plan to do another aurora show.”


“‘We?’” I asked, picturing some lucky lover.


She cocked her head to catch my nuance. “Just my corporation and me. Well, can you contribute?”


“Larry,” I called, “show this lady my tab.”


Larry sidled up behind the bar with his micro in hand. “Miz Nike, just be glad he’s not asking you for a handout. Look at this.” He showed my running total on his screen. “Good thing this boy’s got friends. Of course, his bill’s not growing so fast lately.”


“I’ve been working,” I said hesitantly, as if I should have been ashamed.


“Oh, really,” Nikki said. I could see she was itching to leave. “At what?”


Larry had gone, so I said it aloud. “A novel.”


She settled her trim rear more firmly on the stool, and I could see a real interest dawning. I felt suddenly guilty, despite having told the truth, as if I were passing myself off as something I wasn’t.


“It’s about the Hesperides,” I said. Then, more confidently, “I’ve been gathering material, you see.”


Now I had established that I was like her, only an interloper, a spy from the nation of artists, masquerading among these dilettantes and wastrels.


“Why, that’s wonderful, Martin,” she said. “I had a feeling when we first met that there was something more that interested you than this existence.” She waved her hand to indicate the teeming noisy room, where coils of smoke writhed like uneasy spirits.


“Perhaps you’d like to read it someday,” I said shamelessly.


“Why not now?” she countered.


“What about your fund-raising?”


Her smile was wicked beneath her pert nose with its exquisitely flared nostrils. “I hope you don’t think I’m nothing but work, Martin.”


And then she showed me what she meant


We had a single glorious week before she had to leave. Nikki spent a portion of that time hitting up donors. But mostly we lazed on the beach, cycled around and across the big island, among the eucalyptus and spruce, and made love on Jasmine’s bed, which looked like a mutant Lunar Excursion Module dappled with color.


Our affair was touched by the tenor of the times. The Wilderness Years (‘86-’96)—with their suspicion, narrow-mindedness, crusades and jihads—were almost over. Kennedy was in office, AIDS had been cured, the economy was booming, people were opening up. Oh, sure, there were troubles and global hotspots. When haven’t there been? Still, in this land, at this hour, tolerance and experimentation flourished, along with a healthy libidinous attitude. Everyone felt young, as if one would never die….


I don’t suppose we were circumspect. Nikki had no idea of my exact relationship with Jasmine, although the brawl in the club should have given her some notion. I didn’t enlighten her, in fact let her think Jasmine and I had some sort of open-ended understanding. So we let anyone who wanted draw whatever conclusions they might about the nature of our affair.


That puts the blame for what happened squarely in my lap, and I don’t repudiate it.


We spent a lot of time telling each other about ourselves. Nikki detailed her career before the aurorae, all the conceptual projects she had been a part of. I guess her big break was helping Christo wrap the World Trade Towers. Now she was a force in the artworld to be reckoned with in her own right These aurorae were only making her name even more of a household word.


My past wasn’t so interesting, but I had one funny story to tell.


“Did you know,” I said as we lay on our stomachs on grassy Sheepshead Bluff, “that you are looking at the last liberal arts graduate of Harvard University?”


“No I’m not I’m looking at the sea. Much more fascinating.”


“Look this way then, because I am.”


She rolled onto her side, propped her head up with one hand. “What do you mean?”


“You remember that big curriculum shakeup they had in’Eighty-nine, after they saw their enrollment fall so bad? Well, they eliminated degree programs for all the liberal arts. And I graduated In’Eighty-eight.”


“Okay, I buy that much. But the very last?”


“I missed the official ceremony. Had a car accident on the way, being severely stoned. So I had to collect my diploma the next day. Dean said I was the last.”


“Boy, that’s a distinction,” she said, flopping back on her stomach.


I sat up and slapped my chest. “A national treasure.”


We were quiet a minute.


“It was a hard world for the last ten years,” I said. “I drifted for five of them before I found something I think I can do.”


“Never surrender,” she said, quoting a pop-prophet of yore.


“Why?”


She sat up too. “Death takes no prisoners”


In between the time Nikki left and Jasmine returned, I studied the physics and lore of aurorae, intent on appreciating this upcoming show even more than the first. (I liked the archaic name for them: merry-dancers.)


One description of the phenomenon caused a strange flipflop in my perceptions.


It read: “The magnetosphere might be compared to a gigantic television tube. The polar upper atmosphere would correspond to the screen of a television tube that has a diameter of about 4000 kilometers … The aurora would then correspond to an image on the screen in a television tube.”


I thought of Jasmine’s face, once endlessly replicated around the globe, and of Nikki’s streamers of cold fire, almost equally widespread.


It seemed the choice I had to make was not what I had thought, less between shadow and substance, than between the images which two women cast on the screens of the world.


“You heartless bastard,” Jasmine said in a flat, uninflected tone. She had passed the screaming, violent stage, entered tears and tantrums, and exited to resignation.


“C’mon, Jazz,” I said hopelessly. “Don’t pretend what we had was anything grander than what it was. You know it was strictly a thing of convenience, on both sides.”


“I still need you,” she said. “I’m still down, or maybe just crawling back up, and you’re gonna leave me. I was good enough for you when you had nothing, but now that you think you’re getting somewhere with this writing shit, you feel you can ditch me.”


I couldn’t refute the truth, so I uttered a cheap shot.


“You’ve been screwing the socks off Trollinger.”


“That doesn’t count, and you know it. That was for my career.”


“This is for my career,” I said, and turned.


“Well, let me tell you, Marty: no one walks out on Alyx and gets away with it.” She passed her hand across her forehead, and whispered, “Jasmine. I meant to say Jasmine.”


I walked out on her then.


I was staying in a suite registered to Nikki, at the small Hesperides Hotel owned by Jaime Ybarrondo. I had moved all my few possessions there before Jasmine came home. Or so I thought, until I noticed a sheaf of manuscript missing.


I dithered for an hour, and then went back for it.


Jasmine was on the phone when I let myself in. “Just get it done. I don’t care what it costs.” I saw Trollinger’s head—now festooned with red curls—in the holotank. Then she cut the connection.


“What do you want?” she coldly said.


“Some papers.”


She indicated the table where they sat. “I was going to put them in the trash, but they stank too bad.”


I let her cheap shot arrow into my gut, to balance mine lodged in hers.


Venus was falling. That bright wanderer among the stars seemed ready to dip into the chilly Pacific. There was no moon that night to compete with the aurorae, and I felt the show would be even more striking than the first.


Once again the assorted yachts and hydrofoils rode the ebony sea, like some colony of the dispossessed, permanently adrift from the fixed realities of the land.


I was not, of course, aboard Trollinger’s craft. Nikki had found me a spot with one of her backers. The man’s name was Song Ping, and he hailed from Hong Kong. He had left just before the Communists took over. I liked his sing-song, clang-bang name, and had been gratified to find the man himself a pleasant sort. Just prior to his departure from the former British colony, so the rumor went, he had managed to divert three million pounds from the Communist government’s accounts to his own, without leaving a single prosecutable software trace. Naturally, his life was worth nothing back home, but he was relatively safe here.


His boat was named the EFT.


Salty droplets whipped by a brisk wind rained in my face like an angels tears. The sea was less calm than for the previous performance, and I worried that Nikki would have a rough ride upon splashdown.


My nerves were twisted tight from the split with Jasmine and the anticipation of where Nikki and I would go with what we had. Next to me, two men I didn’t know were arguing in mild tones, and I listened to divert my attention from the sky.


“You should have bought Empatrax stock when I told you.”


“I know, I know, I’d be rich now. But I still say it’s due to plummet. It’s just a fad. Who wants to put up with wicked headaches just to feel the half-baked emotions of some bimbo or stud?”


“It’s not going to always be this crude. You watch. They say a new release of the recording software is coming soon, and the actors are improving all the time. You can’t expect perfection from the start. Just watch.”


“Hmmm …”


I let my concentration drift from their banter. All I could think about was Nikki, the aurorae—and Jasmine.


Suddenly someone hit the switch for the sky.


The aurorae were back, resplendent as before, cosmic curtains and arcs of gassy luminescence, quivering like skywolves eager to be unleashed. I felt afloat in the galaxy’s wild heart. Nikki had dumped her elvish dust into the pre-excited ionosphere. Now she would be coming down.


I didn’t let myself become fully enraptured this time by the display. Instead, I moved quickly to the control platform where Song Ping stood.


The slight, jovial man had a glass in his hand. He smiled when I came up the ladder.


“We’ve got to watch for her,” I said. “Can’t get distracted by the show.”


He nodded, his silence hinting at a profundity that was really broken English he was ashamed of. We scanned the twisting skies.


Shouts, and a searchlight snapped on, then another, two more, half a dozen. One caught Nikki’s capsule.


It had no chute deployed. It was falling like a stone.


“Damn it!” I yelled. “Get going toward where it’s gonna hit!”


Song Ping seemed to move through an infinity of slow-motion frames, although it must have been only seconds. We raced toward the splashdown point.


My eyes never left the plummeting capsule. I don’t remember what I thought. I recall with what agonizing slowness the backup chute opened. It didn’t slow the bullet of metal and glass and flesh by much.


Nikki hit in a geyser.


We weren’t even the first to reach her.


By the time we pulled along, they were lifting her out. Mortal now, no goddess, she looked like something wrapped in crumpled tinfoil. I couldn’t see if she was still breathing.


Laughter split the silence. Jasmine stood on the bow of Trollinger’s ship, hands on hips, like some grimly gleeful Valkyrie come to collect the dead.


“Your little bird’s had her wings clipped,” she shouted across the water. “What a shame. But accidents will happen, won’t they?”


A sudden crazed squeal of ionosphere-born static like the shout of Cronos being slain burst from all the ships’ radios. Above our heads, the aurorae seemed to mock us, like enormous serpents engirdling the globe.


I went to visit Nikki in the hospital. They had her in an inflatable full-body cast in the intensive-care ward, a battery of monitors hooked to her. I knew she was pumped full of miracle drugs and wired with replacement parts. She was bald, even her normal stubble having been shaved for the operation. She looked like a mummy with nightmares, or the victim of some underworld vendetta dredged up from the river-bottom.


But she was alive.


“How’s it going?” I said, putting on her bedtable a self-playing, voice-activated cassette of some music she had once said she liked. Prince, of course.


She looked at me strangely for a second or two. I guessed at first she was pretty doped up. But it wasn’t that.


“Okay, I suppose. They tell me that with some spinal regeneration, I’ll be good as new. How’s the book coming?”


“All right. I’m showing it to some people. Got some nice comments, a few nibbles.”


Speech ceased between us for a minute, while I chewed my cheek and remembered that awkward silence in the back room at La Pomme. But this silence, unlike the other, seemed empty of potential, a dead end.


“Why didn’t you visit sooner?” she finally asked.


“I wanted to,” I said. “I stopped by five times, but couldn’t come up.”


“Tell me why,” she said stonily.


“Because I felt—I feel—responsible for what happened to you,” I said, as my insides knotted.


She sighed. “I know. And you are. I just wanted to hear you say it. They caught the techie at Matagorda who sabotaged my chute. The deal was made over the phone, and he was paid in cash. The police can’t trace anyone else involved. But the circles you and I move in are small and vicious, and people love to pass on bad news. Everyone knows it was Jasmine and her friend Trollinger.”


I felt a wall building itself between us, each word of hers a brick.


“You could have told me about you and her,” she said. “I might have been more careful somehow if I knew her type.”


“I know. I know now.”


She turned her head away. “You’d better go. And don’t come back.”


So I left.


Outside the sky was empty.




As part of my perverse uncommericalism, I decided to switch protagonists between every story in this abortive series. Lois McMaster Bujold I ain’t. But 1 did feel it allowed me to view my decadent island resort from a variety of coigns. Here, we get political.


The current “clash of civilizations,” if it even exists in actuality, is, of course, not a new issue. Even twenty years ago, when I wrote this story, any SF writer worth his or her radioactive salts would have observed and predicted even greater friction between postmodern cultures and more traditional ones. The continuing relevance of this story, despite some outmoded players, is depressing.


As William Gibson has brilliantly observed, “The future is already here, it’s just not evenly distributed.” But Bill didn’t note this till circa 1999! Note also that this story stealthily precedes Bruce Sterling’s “Are You For 86?” from 1992.


A GAME TO GO


That was the year all the women were dressing like Robin Hood, only in shades and synthetics that outmoded hero would never have countenanced. The basic outfit was boots, tights, abbreviated tunic, wide belt, and a little cap, feather optional. No fashion elements that hadn’t been recycled a hundred times before throughout history. The startling part of the look—the area where creative play entered and uniqueness emerged—was in the mingling of outrageous colors and textures.


Picture neon-red spandex bottoms topped by faux lizardskin. Picture acid-green lurex leggings disappearing beneath purple leather supple as cloth. Picture leopard-patterned plyoskin tights matched with orange fur.


Picture any combination you can, chances were someone was wearing it.


As fads went, it wasn’t bad. Flattering to the female form, anyway. So for months I watched them, these feminized Arcadian outlaws, looking rather like Shakespeare’s plucky heroines in male disguise (and exactly how, I always wondered, could the King fail to distinguish that this stranger in doublet and hose was, uh, shaped somewhat differently?), as they stepped boldly off the hydrofoil ferry from the mainland and onto our oil-stained dock of prestressed-concrete, dispersing from this common point, singly or with friends, all over the Hesperides, where, in the course of my duties, I was always being surprised by the sight of some gaudy Ardenite stepping from behind door or tree.


One thing I noticed was that no one wore black. Black was out, black was declasse, black had been done to death. This was the Neochrome’Nineties, after all, the fin de siecle. The Wilderness Years were over, it was damn the smart torpedoes, and full-fusion ahead. Who wanted to wear black? Not the upper crust, not the underclasses, not even the few disaffected.


No one, in fact, except Nadya Tajir.


It all began so innocuously, with a bundle of wet grey leaves lying in the white sand. It still seems impossible now, that they could have led where they did.


I was out for my morning run along the beach. I stayed on the wetter, more compact sand below the highwater mark, but still the mutable footing pulled at muscles in my legs that no pavement ever did. The strain felt good. I thought about my years as a detective with the LAPD: taking my exercise on city streets, breathing exhaust, going in to my job-more and more reluctantly each day-to face the paperwork, the strictures, the orders, the tension. This morning, with the salt air filling my lungs, and myself my own boss, those days seemed ineffably far away. I looked to my right, toward the mainland, just to make sure it hadn’t vanished. There was a light haze over the sea, veiling the coast, and I could almost pretend the California shore really wasn’t there. But I knew the haze would bum off later, and the mainland and all it held would return.


It was still early—or, if you had been up all night, like many Hesperideans, just growing late enough to contemplate falling into bed—and the big island was quiet as a sleeping child. The Comiche road that ran atop the cliffs on my left was empty of scooters. Only the sporadic cries of gulls and the uneasy murmur of surf broke the silence. Soon enough, I’d be hearing the self-indulgent braying of the rich inmates of the islands, and the shrill exclamations of the daytripping tourists. I savored the silence now, while I could.
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