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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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BIRD DOG


i


Johnny could never sleep in Africa. Sometimes he would force himself to be sensible about it: get up and wander the streets. Then he would find plenty of other people around, dancing to muted Natural in half-empty canvas shebeens, walking dreamily in the bluey gloom, sitting chatting on the fissured pavements. He would step over bodies of the fallen, sometimes catching the sigh of their peaceful breath. Their casual poses reminded him of Bella, who at eighteen months old couldn’t understand that you had to go to the place assigned for rest before you could lie down. There were no improper places in her world. She was never away from home. At last this particular stupid night ended. The pattern of his mosquito net printed itself on the clammy dawn. He put Robert in his pocket, left his room to the native roaches and went out into the old city, to his customary breakfast bar.


It was the rainy season—not that there was much difference here, even nowadays, between rainy and slightly less rainy. The lumpy clay fragments of the pagan palace glistened behind their crumbling UNESCO barricades. Across the road the Islamic Palace, which still housed some of the country’s administration, presented a high blank wall to the world. The New City, over the river, was a misty vision of white towers and greenery. Johnny crossed the railway line (defunct) and bought a faxed American paper from his usual copyshop. As always a foolish soreness prevented him from buying his own paper in this crude form. In the ex-goods yard a market came and went according to the local calendar (except when a lucky trading day fell on a Friday). Alongside its site stood a row of eating booths.


He liked Mama’s because the clientele was sufficiently mixed that he didn’t stand out more than he must. It was a ramshackle construction of canvas and scaffolding with a dirt floor, but the presence of Mama, a big woman with an air of sleepy authority and a taste for rich and complex headties, gave the place a touch of class.


Out in the open a party of revellers in tired evening clothes were finishing their night with coffee and brandies. He sat down inside with his paper, nodding shyly at his fellow breakfasters. Right under the counter three children in painful school uniform sat gobbling breakfast, eyes glued to an ancient cartoon show. The presence of the tv depressed Johnny, but he eyed the kids hungrily: children and home!


Dominic, who was eight, and liked soccer but preferred cricket, brought cornmeal porridge and chopped banana: and a tumbler of “sour coffee” in a battered metal holder.


“Oye! Mr American. Eat well.”


Heads turned as the foreigner’s identity was announced. The city was small, gossip endemic. Johnny tried to control his piteous cringing. One of the all-night revellers looked up and turned out to be David Mungea, Johnny’s best friend in the city. He came strolling over, lanky and graceful.


“Your good news continues!”


He was pointing to the paper, which was full of garbled accounts of the revolution that was going on in the USA. Asabaland had had a Marxist regime for a few years, and for some weird reason they were sentimental about it. Notwithstanding a cheerfully brutal open economy, and one of the worst energy audits on the continent, they were all socialists here.


Johnny shrugged.


David, Minister of Transport and indefatigable party-animal, was actually past seventy, and old enough to remember what exile meant. “Only a fool would not be cynical. But you’ll be cleared, Johnny. You’ll see your family again.”


“Shit, I don’t know. Fucking revolutions: they never do any good.”


His hope was painful today, he didn’t want it touched.


David tactfully changed the subject, nodding at the other foreigner across the table. “This is what makes me love my city, Johnny. Here we are, Americans, Africans, lecturers, truckdrivers, sitting down to breakfast together. This is the way life should be—diversity and harmony!”


It was the girl.


She had been following Johnny about for a long time, almost since the day he arrived. He still knew nothing about her. Johnny had two reasons for being in Africa. In the first place, he might as well be here as anywhere. The other reason was too absurd to mention: but just for fun, it could be that he was onto something, a story; and that something might involve this girl.


She seemed to agree with David. She then seemed to return to a warm conversation with the woman beside her—one of the lecturers, by the formal clothes. Johnny wondered how he hadn’t noticed her when he sat down. He stared: trying to see, for once, what actually happened. She did not speak. No words came out of her mouth. He was damned sure of it.


“I think she likes you,” said David. “Lucky man. We were just saying, over there, that’s a very attractive young lady.” He considered. “Not my type. I prefer to wrestle only with someone who could break my arm if she felt so inclined. But the personality, mmm. You know her?”


“Nobody does,” said Johnny.


“Aha! I knew you were interested. That’s a good sign.” He lifted Johnny’s hand and gripped it. “Be happy, my friend. Believe that good things do happen. Remember, I’m praying for you.”


Johnny left soon after the girl, tipping the Tribune into a recycle bin as he walked out. Dominic took the American’s bowl and tumbler in his gloved hands and carried them to a skinny young man who was hunkered down in the back doing the special washing up. He returned with a bucket of hot water and bleach, and sluiced Johnny’s place.


Johnny wondered if the Minister’s prayers would do him any good. David claimed that he tried to be a decent Christian. But that gorgeous heavy weight jazz singer with him at Mama’s was not his wife, and the country was littered with young roads blighted at birth by some Mungea connection’s greater need for a couple of new Jaguar XL tilt-rotors. He followed the girl to a small supermarket and watched her buy a pack of salted roast broad beans, and a big carton of sanitary towels. He asked about her at the check-out. The local lingua franca was English, heavily contaminated with French, besides Arabic and many untraceable African influences: Johnny managed to get by.


The young woman beamed. “Ah, l’Americane! La jolie-laide! So much a nice girl.” But she knew nothing.


The mystery girl was tall and slight, with a touch of coltish awkwardness as if she hadn’t finished growing. She had dark hair, and a dusky olive complexion that didn’t absolutely rule out many nationalities. He was personally gut-sure that she was not from America, North or South. In crude terms, the mystery had only two elements. There was the way this other foreigner followed Johnny around but was not staying anywhere and could not be cornered. And there was the bad harelip which left her almost no nose and a split upper lip. The deformity explained her reluctance to speak: but was apparently invisible to everyone but Johnny. The pretty American!


She wasn’t in sight outside.


He walked on to the yard gate of a plastics smeltery, all quiet now until the Industrial Power-Hours began. No more hotels or shops this way. She was gone. It didn’t matter. His interest was only a half-conscious, half-deluded fantasy, latest move in the lonely game he was using to while away his exile. Good things do happen, thought Johnny. He felt a rush of gratitude to whoever had brought up this young woman: giving her such sunny confidence, such an affirmed self-image that her deformity meant nothing to her or to anyone who met her.


Because of the great river that formed its northern boundary, landlocked Asabaland had never been isolated. Without either gold or oil, this area had been a significant continental trading mart since before the pyramids were raised. The modern country was a palimpsest of sub-Saharan history. Since the end of “pagan times”, or early Thirteenth Century by Christian reckoning, it had been Islamic, then Portuguese, then “pagan” again: then, for a formative period, French, then briefly German; then finally British. After the British it had suffered a bloody right wing dictatorship, followed by mad Marxists and economic collapse. In the mid to late Twentieth century it had lost fifty per cent of its forest cover, and had a population explosion. Between 1985 and 2010 it lost another thirty per cent forest, and population was hacked back by unprecedented disease and famine; but losses never approached a return to the pre-industrial numbers. At present Asaba had a small war, and a desertification problem, in the north. But basically it was busy creating wealth, by supposedly benign means.


The capital, Gerardville, was called ‘Fo’, a Fulani term of disputed etymology, by everyone and in every location except on the road signs to the airport. It lay in the foothills of the highland, removed from invasion routes. No one here seemed to worry much about the desert, or the tribal dispute that dated back to where the Treaty of Versailles had meddled with an ancient frontier. Asaba’s ambition—David said—was to be a leafy suburb of the global village. Fo saw itself as already there. It was a strange image for Johnny, far removed from the Africa that people wanted to buy at home. He kept wondering—nerves twitching for the amputated limb of that skill he would never use again—exactly how he’d angle this version to get it through the tube.


Johnny crossed into New City over the small local river, by the Gromyko bridge that carried Granderoute Macmillan, the road south. He continued on foot through Fo’s morning clangour of trams, oxcarts, pushbikes, gashog taxis and humming leclecs. He was reticent about using public transport. He was morally certain he could do his neighbours no harm, but that would not make the experience of being spotted and thrown off any more pleasant.


You had to walk to the American Embassy anyway, if you didn’t arrive by chopper. The folks hadn’t encouraged casual visitors, even before things at home reached crisis point. You couldn’t get a pushbike up the drive now. Grass grown and choked with rampant African weeds, the approach to the eagle-crowned gateway was a green tunnel leading to some enchanted land, the kingdom of sleeping beauty.


The complex was a shock after Fo: the big white dishes mooning out from the roofs, the meagre human accommodation dominated by that crown. Even now that most world business was done by undersea cable, the US government stuck faithfully by the old icons. Johnny felt the reversed balance and swallowed the bad message it had for him personally. This was still a homecoming.


“I’m sorry I had to have the gate let you in. We’ve paid off the local staff, you know: austerity measures.”


The Ambassador was a courteous Mid-Westerner called Joseph (Josh) Mint. Johnny didn’t know what crosswired instructions Mint was getting from the Presidential Retreat, or from the new occupiers of the White House, but the man managed to stay remarkably calm.


Johnny remained standing. He must touch nothing in this room. The soles of his shoes were a problem the ambassador stretched a point to ignore. The apology about the gate was part of their routine: though it was true that Josh was now alone here.


“Josh, I want to talk to you.”


“About what, Johnny? Fire away, I’ve plenty of time.”


About what! Disingenuous bastard. Johnny controlled his fury. “I read in the paper, about Barr and Matthias and Ledern. Josh, is there any hope?”


Mint looked reproachful. “Johnny, the leaders of this interregnum situation have to break up the racial appearance of their coup. Of course they’re going to rehabilitate White Liberal “political criminals” as far as they can. But your case can’t be affected. You know that.”


“I was framed,” said Johnny.


He wondered how Mint managed not to laugh in his face. It’s amazing how naive an acute, sophisticated journalist can become, when the situation is personal. The toppled regime could be accused of anything but this: it could not be admitted that any agency had ever had the power to subvert the National Institute of Health. The Big Machinery, Our God-Given Systems, must be forever above suspicion. He felt the truth of it, written in his own stupidest convictions. He looked at the desk, where his file lay open on the integral screen. John Francis Guglioli, aged twenty-six, twelve years younger than the century. He had always hated the name Francis—Frank, an old guy with a paunch and grey bristles, fond of baseball, sitting in front of a tv wall in his undershirt … It was good of Mint to leave the page open like that, but it was a painful reminder that Johnny Guglioli had once been an insider, someone allowed behind the screens and into the critical files.


He had the dizzying feeling that he wasn’t in this room. He was looking at Mint through a screen. If he reached out, if they gripped hands (which Kent would not, for all his courtesy), it would still be unreal. There was no contact, none possible.


Joseph Mint studied his visitor, a slightly gangling young man with straight hair brushed back into a neat braid. Shabby but decent clothing: an open, childishly rounded face that showed no sign yet of ill health. He was sincerely sorry for the boy.


“You were a foreign correspondent, Johnny. Travelling, lonely, sometimes starved of information: maybe experimenting in foolish ways. Be honest. You cannot know for certain that you’re clean. But suppose you are.” He paused. “I’m not a Socialist. I reckon it’s a compliment to these people that I’m not afraid to say that. If they win fair elections, soon, I’ll accept them the way I would any elected administration, that’s my best offer—”


Good for Josh. This room was livespace, of course, like any public office. Not much chance that anyone was grabbing, but it’s always worth turning your good profile.


“But you are one of them, Johnny. It looks like your side gets to win this time. If it helps, think of yourself as a human sacrifice. In a great cause.”


Johnny nodded dully. His allegiance was complicated, but who cared.


Mint pushed a couple of envelopes across the screen. One contained Johnny’s regular pocket-money, in Asa pound notes. The other was from home. Since Johnny didn’t have a phone number now, the only communications he received came by freight.


“Mail for you. There’s a picture of your little girl. She’s very sweet.”


“Thanks.”


The Ambassador pondered. Johnny, feeling undismissed, could not control a throb of hope.


“One thing puzzles me Johnny. What exactly are you doing in Africa: in Gerardville? You’ve been here, what, three months?”


“No reason. It’s as good as anywhere.”


“Nothing political, I hope?”


Johnny laughed. “Not in the least.”


“Good. Goodbye, Johnny. Thanks for dropping in.”


When Johnny and Izabel decided to get married, Johnny took her out into the open (real wilderness, no theme park), and told her that he was a trade union activist. They were both nineteen. He’d been the pampered property of a media corporation then, talent-scouted out of high school. He was an eejay, an engineer-journalist: Johnny Guglioli with his little backpack of fantastic equipment, one of the few actual human beings who brought the World Outside home to the USA. He loved his work, but he wanted artistic control. He believed, naively, that in fighting for the right to report honestly he was doing all anyone in the bleeding crowd could ask.


Izzy had always been scared. But she surely hadn’t turned him in. Probably he would never know who had done that. The puzzle wasn’t high on his agenda. He didn’t blame her for the divorce. He didn’t even miss her, not in any way that made sense. He missed their child, Bella, horribly. And without hope, because the baby who had been the light of his life didn’t exist anymore. It was two years now. Two years. It would have been better for Johnny if the revolution hadn’t happened. At least then he’d still be a political exile, able to dream of the day when all injustice would be undone.


He tossed his letters unread. He nearly chucked the picture too, but some stubborn instinct of self-preservation prevented him. He walked about under the Gromyko bridge, social centre for the dregs of Fo society. It was raining hard now, the New City and the old had both vanished.


He studied the down and outs, and took grim warning.


Rationally he knew that he would never see his baby again. But he also knew that he had done nothing wrong. Something deeper than all his pain told him to hang on. The innocent are not punished forever. Everything would be restored to him, somehow. Until that day he must use whatever means necessary to survive intact: to remain Johnny Guglioli.


ii


Outside some workshops a fight had broken out. The two principals and their supporters screamed at each other and scuffled under the streaming rain. Meanwhile a caterpillar truck loaded with goods was stuck in a pothole. It struggled, signalling doggedly for human assistance. The trader finally pointed this out, his round, gaudily wrapped body shaking with indignation. The gawky driver broke off the quarrel to swing himself into the cab and cut out the alarm. Both of them callously returned to the fray.


No one was taking any notice of the explorers. They weren’t behaving any differently from the local bystanders—who were standing around, nervous and excited. But they were convinced that STRANGER was written all over them. The explorers’ captain was just about holding them together, when the truckers suddenly decided to use the struggling machine as an excuse to back down. They converged on it, shoving and cursing. The driver gunned the engine, eliciting dreadful cries. Everyone felt awful: but the captain, that person whose aspect is always tenderness for the helpless, couldn’t bear it any longer.


“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!”


His sudden articulate yell panicked the others. As their leader ran back they scurried, confessing their fear and giving up all attempt at passing for normal. They hid behind some sheds on a dirt access road that led down to the big highway. In a short while the captain joined them, spattered with mud from head to foot. Luckily, no one seemed to have noticed the odd behaviour of a small group of non-combatants. The others were shamed by the reminder of how quickly the small decencies of life had been muddied out of sight by adversity. That person whose obligation to principled action is unaffected by circumstance hadn’t meant to embarrass anyone. He was embarrassed himself, now; but unrepentant.


<Oh Agnès!> sighed his guardian. <Try to think of the rest of us. We can’t all be as pure in spirit as you!>


Those who used fixed names had adopted, near as they could make out, equivalents in the local dialect. It would have been a friendly diplomatic compliment, except that the locals didn’t know. The captain was determined to remain in hiding


<Well, anyway. I made them stop.>


It wasn’t really the captain’s fault. The long term effects of the crash were coming to the surface, not only in proliferating practical problems but also in low morale. People were afraid to be left alone. Whenever the person they depended on went foraging a search party would soon follow him, and become a liability. It was a silly situation. But someone had to go and do the shopping, and who else could it be?


He put his arm around his guardian as they piled into the car, and brandished one of his parcels.


<Look! Clean underwear!>


<Oh Agnès!> Benoit hugged him.


What a charming presence it was, though nothing in Agnès’s pleasantly irregular features deserved to be called beauty. The people here had a poetic term for the effect. You’re so sexy when you’re angry. It was a neat observation, the one arousal being physically near the other. Agnès was so often angry. Was it the way the world’s pain drew sparks that made people want to be near this forever youthful soul? Or was it the sexy symptoms—the bright eyes, flushed skin, pouting nasal?


<No wonder we all love you. “You’re so sexy-looking when you’re angry”!>


The joke fell rather flat. and not only with those who didn’t understand the Spoken Words. The crew struggled to make out that Benoit was conflating personality with physical appearance, to be funny. Finally they laughed, one after another, an absurd descant. The infection took hold, they all laughed together, for no reason; and felt better. Their captain felt worse.


Agnès had been eager to starve and wade through swamps. He hadn’t anticipated the grim test of a shipwreck in the company of artisans and merchants. Momentarily exasperated beyond kindness he grumbled something to this effect—and spent the ride back to camp feeling the sting of his own sharp comment far more sharply than said artisans and merchants themselves.


The expedition hadn’t exactly become a disaster. There had been casualties, and the three parties found themselves widely separated, but the whole venture had been such a leap into the unknown that it was nonsense to complain things weren’t going to plan. At the landing, knowing that the other two parties had their own problems, Agnès had put a brave face on things. He had ordered the lander salvaged and led them all off to explore, carrying the injured with them and caring for them as best they could.


Most of their tradegoods were lost, but it’s amazing what people will give for an object whose only attraction is that they’ve never seen anything like it before. The cars had been hired, with unlimited mileage, in exchange for some baby toys. There had been consternation, when, after carrying them for two days, the creatures collapsed in evident need of food. The captain’s guardian had persuaded everyone to see the funny side. But the cost of the liquid feed had curtailed their exploration. For a while now they had been camped in a wooded park, just outside the city of Fo.


The more assertive members of the crew had represented to Agnès that there were surely plenty of hotels in the city. They were almost penniless, true; but there was nothing wrong with the credit of the other two parties. He had only to approach any Significant local character; an arrangement must be possible. Agnès refused to consider the idea. He had not come all this way to sit in an hotel. … They might have known. Their leader went mountaineering for fun at home.


Agnès was interested in loot and fame, in his own way. But he would never have joined this venture merely for material profit, for show; or even just for the fun of risking his neck. He was a poet. He was determined to go on as he had planned: to explore, quietly and privately. To make as little impact as possible, to see without being seen, to learn without being taught. He was not going to be co-opted into a State Visit, nor a Trade Delegation. He had no particular desire to meet the local people. People are the same anywhere. He had come to stare, simply to stare … To store his mind with new sensibilities, new perceptions.


The camp’s position was a compromise. It was buried deep in the park, so Agnès could get on with his famous staring, but at least the very presence of trees, grass, shrubs, assured them that civilised habitation couldn’t be far away.


They spent the rest of that day calmly. Fairly large weapons occasionally stirred in the undergrowth. None of them seemed armed for serious damage, but a weapon without provenance was an eerie thing. They didn’t attempt any form of retaliation. They had decided it was better to ignore all signs of hostility, unless absolutely forced into self-defence.


The Master At Arms, a person with a strong sense of justice, still brooded on the liquid feed hustle, and the perfidy of car hire firms.


“Unlimited mileage!” he snarled, at intervals. “The shameless devils!”


Agnès visited the sick and then went off by himself, taking care to remain in sight. He sat between the roots of a huge tree. The wooden fans made a house around him. He laid his own hand next to the hand of a fallen leaf. Even to the stubby fifth lobe the shape was an echo, an echo of home; an echo of Self. To give and to receive the Self makes open palms. He shook hands with the fallen leaf, wondering what tiny far away contact the local people felt. Perhaps none. Perhaps they were not obliged to perceive him at all. He tasted the populated air, but none of its tiny messengers carried news for Agnès.


The isolation was dizzying. He took out his sketchpad and began to compose. There, the shape and texture of loneliness, and in loneliness unity: the unity inescapable of the WorldSelf.


I came here to find the new, but there is nothing new. There is only the WorldSelf, perceiving itself. Any shelter out of which I look is that of my own body. Any leaf is my hand. I cannot escape; I can never leave home.


But he was nagged by that angry exclamation. The person whose obligation was to security and vigilance (who was also the beloved partner of Agnès’s guardian), did not take to Spoken Words easily. That repeated outburst about the car-feed signalled growing concern about the future. Their lander was still providing shelter, but there was no one left who could repair it, or even halt its decay. There were other daily needs, like food and clean underwear, equally beyond the skill of anyone left alive. Those who could bear to use local supplies did so: but soon there’d be no choice.


From the skin of Agnes’s bare hands and wrists, from his face and throat, tiny particles sifted away; floating on the almost nonexistent breeze, bringing the chemical touch of Agnès, to the others in the clearing. The captain had a fleeting notion of how frighteningly few his little wanderers were, in the vast alien crowd. He quashed it hurriedly: and luckily no one had noticed his half-remark. The idea had no hold on him, it winked out of existence. In common sense, as in poetry, this world seemed so like home.


Gradually he fell into another round of his dispute with distant “Guillaume”, leader of one of the other two parties. No one could quarrel with “Eustache”: the third captain never worried about anything but practicalities. Between the other two there was friction. One reason why Agnès was obstinately camped in the park was that he couldn’t bear to be beholden to that shameless materialist for his mess bills. He was going to have to give in soon… The thought didn’t sweeten his temper; and of course Guillaume was crowing. Fortunately (as his guardian would often observe) they considered each other’s worst insults to be compliments: which often made for a kind of peace.


There were other thoughts, so much more pleasant. Agnes slipped away into stillness, luxury and delight.


<Worldself and I: here begins a new life. Here, in this strange city…>


Now that person currently known as Guillaume, whose aspect is bold action, was shocked. In such a dangerous, even a desperate fix, how could the Poet sink into one of his hedonistic fugues! The Pure One, supposed to be such a goodie-goodie, so concerned for his people’s wellbeing! You’re a disgrace!


Agnès only chuckled. <You exaggerate …> He drifted further.


At nightfall they changed their clothes and danced, all but the sick, and the Expedition’s baby. Agnès and Benoit, his guardian, handed each other through the figures: everyone stooped as they passed him to include the baby, who sat clapping hands on the sidelines. The sounds of feet scuffing on a dance-floor of mud and leaves, the feel of branches snagging hair, had everyone giggling as usual. The rite was taken seriously, nevertheless. What can’t be conveyed by normal means of communication must be put into words. What is too deep for words is expressed in Dance. The other crews, far away, were dancing too. Briefly, the three parties were peacefully united.


The baby, whose guardian was also Benoit, fell asleep: after tearfully exhorted promises that nobody would sell anything else he loved while he was unconscious. The adults sat and chatted. They would have watched tape, but that was another loss: the sacred equipment had been injured beyond recovery. Agnès’s chaplain was grieved and anxious: the captain teasingly begged him not to wallow in superstition. No one would collapse and die if separated from their narrative for a while. Although the locals seemed to believe otherwise …


“They live surrounded by ghosts,” he reported. “The other world, the land of the dead, is on show everywhere. I don’t know if they have any more rational knowledge of God.”


Most of his audience, unused to abstract description, didn’t quite understand. They laughed, to be on the safe side, and were comforted. It was worth something to be in the company of a great poet, even if it was all a little above one’s head.


Agnès sat with knees reversed in a relaxed posture, one hand cupped over his nasal against the chilly evening air. He argued with Guillaume, about that episode in the workshop yard.


<I don’t care. I won’t stand for people being mean to machines. I think it’s much more offensive to play tricks of your kind. They’ll find you out; and they’ll get mad. We all want to go home rich, of course. But lying and cheating isn’t the way—>


With Agnes, Guillaume replied, pity was like a disease. Which attitude would Agnès himself prefer, from visiting strangers? Would he enjoy being pelted with Improving Tracts?


Agnès admitted, with a grin, that he would far prefer to be cheated.


Agnès’s guardian, the person who can always find something to smile about, came over to combed wanderers from the captain’s hair. The beloved leader, dear child, turned with a blind, nestling movement to bury his face in the other’s lap. How sadly sweet it was to feel him there: little grub, lost forever.


“What is your formal name here? I keep forgetting.”


“Benoit—at least, that’s the nearest I can get.”


“If I win nothing else out of this life,” said Agnes, his voice muffled by his guardian’s clothes “At least you and I will always be connected, in memory of the Great Expedition.”


Endless speeches! This was one of the trials and fascinations of being so close to Agnès. Benoit hugged his grown-up ward, and they discussed in more commonplace fashion the difficulties ahead. An accommodation with Guillaume was inevitable, an interest-free loan unlikely. The value of this crew’s share in the adventure must take a fall.


<Never mind,> pointed out Benoit cheerfully. <We knew what was likely, when we signed up with you!>


Rueful, smothered giggles from the poet. Agnès’s lax grip on material success was notorious, proverbial.


<No one is ever successful at anything for long. The difference, my dear, is that you don’t gloss things over. For some reason you seem to value failure. And yet, mysteriously, people still long for a chance to serve you. Yes, even Guillaume.>


Agnès uncurled, pulling faces. <We’ll hold out for a while longer.>


Guillaume, the wilful one, had always wanted to announce himself and everyone else to the locals: Agnès had fought and won on this point before they left home. The tables would be turned if the Poet had to fling himself on the other’s mercy… But the self-styled ‘Benoit’ noted a last remark—informally expressed, quickly retracted; only someone who knew Agnès intimately would have caught it. There: a message that had to be a misunderstanding.


<Hold out? Indeed? For some new reason?>


<Nothing. If I told you you wouldn’t believe me.>


In that night, another of the injured died. Agnès’s physician had died in the crash. Anyone who had been seriously hurt was as it were still trapped in the wreckage: little could be done for them. It was no surprise. Anyone who had volunteered for this expedition must, by definition, have a tendency to court early and maybe violent death. But another deathbed brought their plight home to them once again. Agnès assisted his chaplain at the making of the person’s last record, and then retired with his sketchpad and a lamp to the fan rooted tree. He did not return to his poem, but he stayed out there for hours, copying carefully, from memory, certain odd patterns of lines and dots and curves. He was even more determined to hold onto his independence, not only for his own sake, but for the sake of those who had chosen to depend on him, in this life and all the lives to come. Guillaume had put all his efforts into making a big impression. Agnès knew that there were things about this new world that the Wilful One had either not noticed, or had entirely misunderstood. Agnes would not come to their meeting, when it was eventually forced on him, completely empty-handed.


iii


L’Iceberg was one of those monster hotels left abandoned all over the globe by the collapse of long haul tourism. Its yellowed tower rose up from the French-planned New City centre, forlorn marker of the high point of a far-retreated tide. In fact the air of decay was an illusion. L’Iceberg (officially the St Maurice) survived very well, Johnny would not dare try to enter its front doors, but there was a garden bar at the back called The Planter’s, which was less intimidating; the watering hole for every foreigner in town.


The Planter’s was on Johnny’s regular circuit in his search for the mystery girl. He’d never caught her in here yet, but there had to be a first time. Besides, his pocket money was burning a hole in his pocket. Greasy notes were not generally current in L’Iceberg, but the barstaff were friendly. Johnny bought a beer and carried it himself to a red plush island.


The glass wall to the garden was dark, the bar a gloomy cool cavern washed in the hiss of rain. On his screen talking-heads around the Pacific Rim discussed gravely, with ill-concealed schadenfreude, the demise of the New York Stock Exchange. He tuned it out, without touching the keypad. By the bar a party of white South Africans arranged tours with their holiday guide. Two Fo bourgeois, a man and a woman, talked urgently and sadly in a tiny alcove. A group of Nigerian businessmen passed by, going out to eat, clapping each other across the back, talking loud and showing big teeth. It was the dead time of the afternoon. Johnny nursed his beer, wondering how long before he got the bum’s rush.


A white woman came down the stairs from the hotel, wearing a small-waisted, short-skirted dark dress with an effect somewhere between petals and armour. Between the segments of the skirt a cool green ripple of chemical glow came and went. Johnny registered the dress as Big World high fashion. He was thinking that for a whore she looked too expensive for Fo, when he realised with horror that he recognised this person. She saw him. She came over to his island with a false and meaningless smile on her face.


“It’s Johnny Guglioli isn’t it. D’you remember, we met—”


The talking-heads now surrounded a centrepiece illustration of Times Square. Thousands of bodies swirled to and fro under a wild, rapidly changing airwriting of charged slogans. These peaceful rhetoric-parties had become a feature of New York life apparently. Like a dance craze.


The truth was, Johnny didn’t give a shit for the revolution. The Hisps and the Blacks duking it out with the Wasps and the Jews and so what. Nothing in it for Johnny, he was still dead meat. A plague upon both your houses.


The falsely smiling woman was called Braemar Wilson. She was British. European foreign correspondents, engineer-journalists, worked for their national governments or the media giants, just like Johnny. Wilson was either not good enough to be anyone’s employee, or she didn’t have the right background. She was no journalist, just a glorified presenter. She did cod-intellectual “developments” on topical concerns: sold her stuff to packagers, scheduled tv, the Brit tabloids. Johnny had networked with her on a couple of gigs, never met her in the flesh. Never wanted to. She made her living by telling the people what they liked to hear. Close the dome. Chute the poor. It’s not your responsibility. The Big Machines, (or Mother Nature, as in the Youro version) will decide who sinks, who swims.


It was the height of ill luck for anyone from the past to turn up here. Maybe he was glad it was an unsympathetic stranger.


“I heard about what happened. How awful for you, I’m so sorry. May I sit down?”


She sat beside him.


“What a swell party they’re having,” she remarked, with an edge of provocative scorn. “Next July we collide with Mars, but who cares about trifles? You’re well out of the whole fracas, in my opinion.”


Johnny glanced around and was immediately, painfully riveted by half naked breasts rising from a calyx of dark petals. She had more of the chemical light on her mouth. It was wet ruby there, a brazen signal to all comers.


“I’d be home if I could. I love my country.”


“You haven’t much reason to do so, Johnny.”


He stared coldly. Everybody knew his business. “I’m the victim of a freak medical error, and too bad. The Machines get it right for nearly all of the people nearly all of the time. I’m a Democrat. I’ve nothing to bitch about.”


“Medical? I heard it was a political problem.” She took a matt black case from her purse, removed a tobacco cigarette and lit it. A coil of blue-silver poison rose: she returned her attention to Times Square. “… I think it started with the identity crisis. Do you remember? When you Liberals stopped knowing what to call yourselves. USians? United States Citizens, in full, all the time? It was clumsy, and it was ominous. American is what you all are, North and South. Capitalisto rococo, the children of Eldorado: same orgiastic violence, same oral-fixated dreamlife, same crazy gulf between rich and poor. If the USA had been able to make sense of that, instead of trying to pretend that the Third World was something that happened to other people—”


There was nothing unmannerly in Ms Wilson’s approach. Her aggression was merely fashion. It was perfectly correct for her to address a slight acquaintance via what was happening on the tv screen they shared. Johnny had no right or reason to take offence. But his bruised, starved sexual psyche got the better of him.


“Ma’am, you’re wasting your time. If I need something with a face to hold my baggie, I generally call upon the ghost of my ex-wife. I find her rates are most competitive.”


Ms Wilson laughed. She leaned forward into his space with electrifying audacity: and was out again before he could gasp at the shock. She hadn’t touched him. She had laid on the table a small rectangle of pale green pasteboard with a darker stripe, meticulously turned down at one corner.


Braemar Wilson


New Things Inc


More …


“I’m not selling,” she said. “I’m buying. You and I have an interest in common.”


“Are you the real Braemar Wilson?” said Johnny. “Gosh, I am impressed. You know, you look much younger on the screen.”


He got up and left.


Seimwa L’Etat, the proprietor of The State of The Nation, had been a very rich old lady before Johnny was born. By the time he met her (never in the flesh) she was fabulously old, fabulously rich, and arguably quite insane. She acknowledged no family ties, allowed no one to refer to her or address her except by that bizarre and arrogant nom de guerre. It was her pride that her empire of news and entertainment holdings was scarcely contaminated by a human workforce, except for the chosen few, her artists, the young “engineer-journalists” trained and licensed to handle the protean goop at the heart of the latest phase of the Information Age. Johnny and Seimwa’s relationship had been personal from the start. He humoured the old monster, enjoyed her, loved the life she gave him. One day he discovered that she, or someone, was aware of his Union activities. He braced himself for the earthquake: none came. The next time Johnny went on a trip it was up to the Space Station. In prospect this had been an obscure piece of excitement. No one went to Space anymore, not even the Chinese. It was several years since the Station had been abandoned. The crewed trip was a one-off: assess and retrieve. In reality, they discovered that eyeball evidence didn’t differ much from pictures relayed by the station’s compromised communications; they retrieved nothing; and nobody watched them on tv. But at Johnny’s medical debriefing, he was declared infected with a Class Q petrovirus.


Petroviruses had been developed by the military, designed to dissolve organic polymers. The Class Q type combined this ability with a propensity to attack the protein based “living” material that had replaced conventional, silicon-based processors. No one knew much about QV: except that it had appeared from nowhere, ruined the Mars Mission, soured the relationship between the USA and Russia for years, and arguably had been the final death knell of Man’s attempts upon the High Frontier. No one had ever claimed responsibility for the Mars debacle. The theory that QV was an artificial product, designed by terrorists, was perhaps no more than a reassuring myth. Maybe it had just growed.


Johnny wasn’t just a journalist, he was an engineer. He took things apart, he put things together, he actually handled the marvellous, vulnerable, magical “Blue Clay”, through nothing more than a skin of silky plastic. He would never be able to do that again. He was a risk even in normal life, because the QV killed humans too. Death would come, at the Diagnostics’ best estimate, and after a brief plunge into premature dementia, within two or three years.


The infected space programme personnel had all vanished into Quarantine, and presumably died there. Johnny would have to live and die there too. Not many federal laws were still respected in the third decade of the twenty-first century: but that was one. Seimwa’s doctor—a human being, ironically, for privacy and style—gave Johnny the hint that in a few hours his foreign correspondent’s passport could be cancelled: Johnny just had time to get home and kiss goodbye … He’d taken flight, knowing that he was not infected, and understanding that the mitigation came from Seimwa, as did his punishment. The doctor wouldn’t have dropped that hint on his own initiative.


He could have disappeared, gone native. But Johnny meant to survive. Therefore he kept himself registered, did the things Notifiable Disease people were supposed to do in countries that did not quarantine: and continued to protest his innocence. He couldn’t work, he couldn’t even clean toilets: but he had a pension from the paper, delivered to him through the Embassy in whatever country he was in. He had contacts in long-haul travel who would still give him rides—trips that were hedged around with gruesome indignities but they provided some distraction. They permitted him to keep up his fantasy game, his imaginary treasure hunt.


Life was still awful, simply awful.


Johnny came home from L’Iceberg and lay on his cot staring up at Byron the Bulb, reviewing his horrible plight. And the moral of the story is—he thought—don’t tease the dinosaurs, kids. Doesn’t matter how decrepit those pea-brained bonepiles may seem. Their teeth just go on getting bigger.


Johnny’s hotel was called The Welcome Sight, a cheap doss, but tolerant and friendly. The room was cleanish (he swept it himself) and furnished with an iron cot, a three legged wardrobe, and an antique beatbox, The Welcome Sight’s version of en suite entertainment. Room service was covered by the resident sticking his head out of the door and yelling; there was a public phone and message-pad at the desk. In his private bathroom, a tiny closet, he was able to practise an ancient alchemy of coated-paper and light that produced reasonable still photos. On the beatbox he was able to record his notes, on recycled metallic tape. He kept his library in a rigid leather suitcase, bloomed with age and damp. In another life he had been a spendthrift book-collector. A chosen few from the surviving collection came everywhere with him. They were like diamonds, he told himself, sewed into a money belt. But to sell one of these would be truly desperate. It would put him well on the way to partytime under the Gromyko.


A ten centimetre skewbald cockroach crawled over his stomach, the rain rattled on murky plastic corrugations overhead. The back of the bathroom door was his photo gallery. It was a poor showing: mere glimpses of the mystery. Her eyes, a half-profile, her loose-limbed figure blurred and anonymous walking down the street. If that girl was what he thought she was, she might be Johnny’s ticket home. He should be excited now : if another pro was interested, his fantasy might be real. In fact he didn’t know which depressed him most. Wilson’s presence in Fo, or her body.


“Robert—” The cockroach halted, directing its head towards the sound in a way that looked curiously purposeful. Johnny sat up, gathered a small plastic box from under his pillow and shooed his pet inside. A scuffed label on the lid said dimly ESaZRT. …The batch number that followed, Robert’s ID, had faded away.


“Problems. That ageing sex-kitten isn’t here for a de-tox.”


It was probably too late but he stopped looking for the girl, and kept away from L’Iceberg. A few evenings later Braemar Wilson turned up at Mama’s, still dressed like an expensive tart. She must be in her forties, he supposed. Which was nothing these days, though Johnny’s grandparents would have called her middle-aged. However, that was hardly the point. Johnny just detested the kind of female executive Wilson epitomised. The equation of whorishness and power, the way she oozed sex, was an affront—to Izzy, to any decent woman trying to live with dignity in a man’s world. He pretended total indifference. She ended up heading off with David Mungea and his friends, and Johnny had to endure David’s congratulations next morning.


“So, you’ve found yourself an African woman this time.”


Johnny was bemused. “She’s British.”


David laughed delightedly. “We’ve all been British, it’s an occupational hazard for my generation. Your friend was born in Kenya: Afrasian mother, she belongs to us. You lucky fellow. She spent the whole night asking questions about you.”


Johnny took sour pleasure in imagining what Ms Wetlips Wilson would look like now if she’d stayed in Africa. In fact she would look dead. Not many middle-aged East African whores about, these days.


It had to happen.


He crept, ratlike, into The Planter’s, devoured by curiosity after days of lurking in his room. “Oye!” cried the barman. “La jolie-laide! She was here, Johnny. She left you a message!”


He drank his beer standing, with nervous speed: remembered too late that he couldn’t afford another and tried to hang on to the dregs. The barman whipped the glass away with slickly gloved hands and thrust it into the superheat cabinet. Johnny carried the scrap of printout to an island. The screen was running a new Korean animation feature about the ‘04 … He stared at his treasure in dismay, piling prawn crackers from the cocktail-tray into a fantasy condo, and read the message again.


“I must see you. I’ll be at the Devereux fort at midnight, tonight and every night until you’re there. Please be there.”


No address, no signature. Idiomatic English. She just came up to the bar and wrote it: as if she’d been stood up by her boyfriend. Hey, you, you know who you are. Where were you?


He didn’t know what to do.


The barman appeared and laid another beer.


“Who ordered this?”


The man grinned broadly. “Your other girl, Johnny. You can stay a while, if she paying.”


But don’t breathe on anything with a processor in it.


Ms Wilson came down the steps from the hotel, in a mulberry coloured sheath of clinging and fluid bodywrap. He seriously wondered why she’d hauled these outfits to darkest Africa, if not for the sole purpose of making his life a misery. She must have suborned the barstaff, unless she had fixed her room system to trawl the hotel’s external. CCTV for something that looked like Johnny Guglioli. Which wasn’t unlikely, it was the sort of thing people used to do all the time, in the lost world. She came over slowly, giving him the chance to walk away. But he stayed.


The dress was the same shade as her hair. The artful simplicity of it brought out the non-Caucasian in her features, somehow; and in her skin, that was the colour of heavy cream.


“You speak French, don’t you,”, said Johnny, after a pregnant pause. “What does the term ‘jolie-laide’ mean?”


“In English? Attractively ugly, I suppose. Attractive, though one can’t explain it as conventional good looks.” She smiled wickedly. “Why d’you want to know that?”


“It doesn’t matter.”


Braemar sat near him. “Have you decided to stop freezing me out? I hope so. You need me, Johnny.”


“Oh?”


She sighed in exasperation. “I don’t want to hurt your pride, but how can I avoid it. You might have a hot story, my boy. Anything’s possible. But you have no way to take it home.”


“Tell me about this story,” suggested Johnny.


She moved: into his space and out again, a shock to his whole system. She was curled back on the red plush, the scrap of printout between her fingers.


“Oh, Johnny. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it.” She grinned. “Since you last practised your profession, I mean. Surely one’s supposed to eat these things after one has memorised them?”


Johnny was furious with himself, but only for a moment. He had a sudden and powerful intuition that Wilson wasn’t such a threat as he’d feared.


He stood up.


“Okay, you win. Go along on your own. I can’t stop you.”


Braemar lit a cigarette and used it to point at Johnny’s feet. His shoes were still soaking from the walk over here.


“She wants you, Johnny. I think she might notice the difference. But the Devereux fort is thirty kilometres out of Fo. Are you going to paddle all the way?”


“I have money.”


“Fine, you have money. No doubt you can even work out ways of spending it, here in darkest Africa. But are you going alone? Do you think that’s wise?”


She looked past him, at the screen, where a sequence of astonishing technical bravura was playing out the terrible litany of fire. The red chrysanthemums: Asamayama, Asosan, Sakurajima, Mikhara, Fujiyama.


“I know how you feel. You’re reduced to playing around with a loony sideshow when you should be at home, covering the main event. It’s demeaning. But a newspaper isn’t print on paper, comicstrip on a screen, a document charged up over the phone. Or even the program belonging to the proprietors. It is an assessment of newly critical events, sacred to words alone: a survival of human communication in a world that’s reverting as fast as it can to chimpanzee bottom-jerking and grooming noises. You’re a reporter. They can stick you in the Gulag but they can’t stop you from doing what you do.”


Her eyes, dark and clear, told him more. Press my pad and I’ll go on like this indefinitely. He’d been right first time. She was selling herself, her geisha presence and a discreet ego-massage, in exchange for a piece of Johnny’s fantasy game. He felt a surge of elation, as he realised he was going to give way to temptation. It was something for nothing. He’d be mad to refuse.


She collected him from outside The Welcome Sight in a huge, horrible white convertible. The hotel’s logo, a hologram of the tower, leapt up from the hood like a rhino horn as soon as she cut the engine. Johnny’s whole street—nameless, like all the streets in the old city—came out in the dark to admire.


“What the fuck is that? It’s disgusting.”


“I suspect the original germ plasm was 1958 Cadillac. What’s wrong with a few fins, anyway? I thought you were supposed to be an American.”


He got in. She shut the door. Immediately, once more, she was in his space or he in hers: a profound assault. Johnny looked out of the window, grinning bitterly. It was like being fourteen again. But he was a professional at this by now. He could deal with inappropriate sexual arousal. The car was semi-automatic and Fo was supposedly beaconed: but only a lunatic would use auto on these roads. At least she’d be pinned behind the wheel, he could be thankful for that.


Macmillan was empty. Bandits and guerrillas lurked in the suburban darkness, by repute, at any rate, but they left the mutated Cadillac alone. It rumbled like a tank over the potholes.


“What’s it feel like, Johnny?”


“Huh?”


“To do it with a machine,” explained Braemar.


“I don’t know.”


They reached the Devereux fort with an hour to spare. Once buried in forest, it was now surrounded by ribbon development and only a few hundred metres from the granderoute. There had been a half-hearted attempt to set it up as a tourist attraction. Braemar dropped him at the dilapidated gateway and went on to put the car out of sight. Johnny prowled the carpark and helipad, feeling very exposed. He didn’t need his flashlight. An invisible half-moon silvered the clouds, the random lights of nearby houses winked in the lower darkness. The fort stood up against the dim sky like a pile of child’s blocks. It had been Portuguese originally, before a consortium of locals plus stateless-European entrepreneurs took it over. Inside the roofless keep you could see genuine relics of those days. The shelves where the goods were stored, stacked up like damp kindling; rusty holes in the stone where chains had been pegged. Those South Africans would probably come here with their guide, point their cams, pose on top of the mouldering cannon. There were even free souvenirs to take away, if you cared to scratch the dirt. Some of them weren’t very old. The Devereux had had a bad reputation in the bloody right-wing years.


Johnny had trained himself to avoid times like this: silence inside, alertness without occupation. He had no purpose here. His only plan was to get home, somehow. To hold Bella in his arms again. The connection between that goal and a game of make-believe did not exist. It was an imaginary thread that vanished when you touched it. He felt utterly desolate.


Someone walked up behind him. It was Braemar, with a needle of light. She bent and pulled a spray of colourless flowers from a small mound like an unmarked grave. “Flower of a heart whose trouble, must have been worse than mine. …What a terrible place.”


“If it isn’t haunted, it ought to be.”


“It is haunted. The word means the way we feel here. The fantasy figments we call “ghosts” were invented, in their time, for the sort of clowns who now have to plug into a sensurround horror-feelie to get scared of death and pain.”


“I love the way you talk.”


“Thank you. It earns me a modest living.”


They retired to a heap of broken stonework and sat down. She touched the 360 perched like a large insect beside her face, and read the shell closure light and sound at her wrist. They were in livespace. Johnny shuddered: it was a strange return of the past.


“Why midnight, for heaven’s sake?”


“Maybe your friend doesn’t know what darkness means.”


“Ms Wilson—?”


“Braemar. A nom de guerre, Johnny, same as your Seimwa. Do you know, by the way, why she adopted one? Is she a feminist?”


“I hardly think so. She does tend to split the world the way they do, into human and subhuman. But not along the gender line.”


He felt her smile.


He felt her smile. No hit, Ms Wilson. I don’t mind in the least bad-mouthing my ex-boss, on the record.


“Braemar, what d’you really think’s going to happen tonight?”


“You’re going to meet your friend. And if it’s possible, we’re going to follow her home. Are you game for that?”


Even her absurd Brit jungle kit was sexified, cinched waist and breeches like second skin. He would save her up and use her for imagery. It wasn’t true about Izzy. Fo was full of gorgeous women with whose ephemerides he’d shared intense, sticky fisted experiences: slick clefts between supple thighs he’d penetrated, mulberry nipples sucked and bitten. There was a special savour to this one. She talked to him and looked at him and smelled of the lost world. He didn’t know what he’d been complaining about.


“I’m game.”


“What about you? What do you expect?”


Johnny hunkered over the ache in his groin and picked at moonlit pebbles.


“For a long time it’s been part of my calculations that the visitors would turn up one day. Some people buy lottery tickets, some believe in God, I’ve been waiting for the aliens. I’ve imagined them as humanoid and more or less intelligible. not because I think it’s likely but because otherwise it’s not such a fun game. I’ve made a study of the field and found nothing but nonsense. That didn’t bother me. Weirdly, it had the effect of making me feel, something like: so many fakes, statistically, the real one has to be coming along soon. Maybe that doesn’t make sense, but I’m still rational. If you hooked me up to a lie detector it’d certainly tell you that even here tonight I don’t believe… This hobby long predates my run in with the NIH, by the way. But then lately—which doesn’t predate my problem but doesn’t seem to me to be connected—lately I’ve begun to prefer one popular scenario above the others.”


“The one where they touch down quietly, and mingle for a while—”


“Yeah. That one.”


“And this preference would be because, over the past year—”


“Not that long,” corrected Johnny.


“Why did you come to Fo?”


“Well, I started getting these dreams.” Johnny laughed. “No, seriously. No dreams. There was a UFO report from the Asa warzone, some months ago. I presume you know about that. It was probably a robot fighter blowing itself to quarks, the way the poor critters are trained to do nowadays so they won’t rat on the bastards who supply them. However, the obscure ones are the ones I prefer, and besides I can’t get to Arizona anymore. So I came here.”


“And found you had a funny-looking friend. More?”


He looked at her quizzically. “I think you’ve heard this story before, Braemar.”


“Brae. My friends call me Brae. Is there more?”


“Only that I have a plan. You see …” He had a heap of stones by now, and was trying patiently to build a little tower. “I did not fuck with any machine, as you so crudely and ludicrously put it. It’s true I’ve been to space. I saw the Quarantine Zone. But no one who was up there with me, including the monitoring systems, can think of, or demonstrate how I could have got near to being infected. I was not propositioned by so much as an electric can opener. I swear. I have never been in contact with contaminated, organic nanotechnology.”


“Have you had a European test?”


The tower was six pebbles high. It wavered. Johnny corrected the second level with precise fingertips. “I’ve had a whole lot of NIH excluded tests. Inconclusive: verdict, I should refer to the system with the greatest expertise, which is the NIH. Unhelpfully circular advice.”


“A Catch 22.”


“What?”


“It’s from an old movie. A shorthand term for situations like yours.”


He was annoyed. He considered himself cultured, but if she was going to start spiking the dialogue with crumblie fictional allusion—“I don’t rate them. Why watch actors working up a storm of pretend emotions, when you can plug into subscriber soap? If you like that kind of exhibitionism. The point is, I know I’m clean. I have to persuade my boss to get the case reopened. Even in the middle of this revolution, I believe she can do it. I plan to offer her the aliens, see if we can trade.”


Seimwa would like that, he thought. She delighted in barefaced insolence.


“What about the way you feel? Have you had any symptoms?”


Her timing was vicious.


“I feel terrible, wouldn’t you? In a year or so I’ll start going senile and then they can bury me and feel justified. Braemar, I didn’t ask you to join me on this trip. I don’t expect you to drink out of the same cup. But just take your risk and keep quiet about it, okay?”


“One more question.”


“One. And harmless, or I’m going to get mad.”


“Why the construction work?”


“Oh.”


He flicked the tower with his thumbnail, scattering it.


“Just a nervous twitch. Mama wanted me to be a regular engineer.”


Johnny entered the fort alone. The floor was earth, the air dank. He was in a tomb. He touched off his flashlight and the silver-ribbed sky appeared in a circle overhead. There were two ways in, the one he’d just used and a black hole with broken steps that led to the underground storage space. He stood where he could watch them both.


He was naked without a cam, without even a wire. But it would be crazy to break the rules of US quarantine, in the very act of trying to win back his good name. He was actually frightened, too. He’d forgotten how this felt: the real/unreal danger of an eejay’s life. The artificial stunts, the occasional genuine firefight. He had known both. It was dangerously difficult, once embarked, to remember which was which. This must be fake, however, or Braemar Wilson surely wouldn’t be here. Spiking the dialogue, what a kid’s trick. Sneering at his country too. It was nothing internal that had brought the USA down. It was the ‘04 and its complex reverberations. And the rise of the European mega-slave-state, gross industrial malpractice and economic warfare. Not that Braemar would care. She probably had a whole family of illiterate Romanians with rotten teeth cleaning her toilets. Plug into a horror-feelie. How he despised that kind of fake, retro-slang.


Even if he did use it himself, all the time.


If it hadn’t been for her he’d have found some reason to ignore the note. The game was to seek, not to find. To stretch out the interest over slow pedantic days, like an old convict building something pointless out of matchsticks. Was Braemar so naive that she thought this could be real? The “alien” was a birth-defected rich kid in hiding, recovering from disastrous gene-therapy. Rich enough so the locals knew better than to answer questions …


He heard a scrabbling sound, thrust the light at it and saw a dark shape wriggling in one of the crumbled slit windows. She dropped to the ground. Dim light welled like blood between her fingers, from a short, red, glowing dumbbell. She came towards him, then stood and gazed for a long time. The strangeness of her face began to melt. The split lip and concave nose became as invisible as the features, the beauty even, of a face loved and familiar. Maybe, he thought, she was trying to see him as human too.


“Hi. I’m John Francis Guglioli, late of New York city. Who are you?”


“I am you.”


She didn’t have a cleft palate, then. She didn’t make sense but her speech was normal, only slightly nasal. She was very young. Translate the measure any way you like she was fifteen at the outside, this alien. The way she looked at him, shy and daring and doubtful, made her irresistibly like a high school Juliet. She’d thought it would be so romantic to meet in the broken tower at midnight: now she wasn’t so sure.


“What do you want from me? Why did you ask me to meet you here? Who is it you’re afraid of?”


<Afraid? Oh—!> The upper lip curled wide.


She pushed her torch into a loop on her sleeve, to free her hands. She reached out to him.


<I think I am your child. You are my Daddy …>


Her whole body was shaking. Her sweet eyes had filled with tears.


<Don’t you know me? Please! you must know me!>


Johnny yelled, suddenly terrified. She wasn’t speaking English! The words were in his mind. He dropped his flashlight, grovelled to retrieve it. Crouching, he brandished it at her.


“What are you talking about—! My daughter’s in New York.”


She seemed to get a shock, then came back fighting. She did not speak his language, not any language: he understood every word.


<You may believe that, but you’re wrong. I know you, I can’t be mistaken. I knew you the moment I saw you. Oh, Daddy—>


Johnny was suffering some kind of psychic invasion.


“No!” he shouted. “You’re crazy! It’s not true! Get out of my mind!”


She heard something from outside. Her head jerked to the sound Johnny hadn’t caught. <Oh no,> she cried, not using words. <They’ve followed me!>


She dropped to her hands and … feet. Like a bear. She was wearing a loose khaki coloured jumpsuit, cuffed close at the wrists and ankles, with lots of loops. It was what she always wore, it made her look like a theatre nurse, or a waste disposal worker: formal but ready to get dirty. Her legs inside the trousers moved around, the joints turning upside down. It was obvious that the girl was doing this, it wasn’t just happening; but hardly consciously. She was a wolf, a baboon with a semi-human face. She was above him, seeming much bigger than her real size, the way a big dog does when it gets too close. She howled something, and leapt up the wall.
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