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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.


      




An Introduction to the Volume


I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN fascinated—some might say obsessed—as a writer with the possible future destinies of America, and not just because I’m an American. Indeed much of the rest of the world shares this obsession, for America is not quite like other nations. Nor has it ever been regarded as such by the other peoples of the world.


Military might and economic dominance are obviously part of this worldwide fascination with America. The United States is still the most militarily powerful nation on Earth, with a network of fleets and bases that encompasses much of the globe. The American economy is so dominant even in its current travails that Arabs are constrained to price the oil they sell to the Europeans and Japanese in dollars and the world catches a financial cold when America sneezes.


But there’s much more to it than that. The rest of the world has a complex and ambivalent emotional relationship with America that no other nation evokes, including its close military rival, the Soviet Union, and its close economic rival, Japan.


The United States is hated by the peoples of Latin America whom it thoroughly dominates, economically, politically, and militarily, and yet these same peoples gobble up its popular culture like cotton candy and dream of some other America of the heart’s desire that will rescue them from poverty and domestic tyranny.


The French are forever complaining about “Anglophone cultural imperialism” and periodically attempt to purge their language of “Franglais,” even as their best filmmakers seek to make Hollywood movies in English, their young people dance to American rock and roll, and their trendsetters emulate their own concept of American chic.


Our number-one economic competitor, Japan, plays baseball, is developing a weird fascination for American football, has its own Disneyland, and is becoming addicted to American-style junk food.


At the height of the Vietnam War, when America was the international villain throughout the Third World, a cargo-cult tribe in New Guinea still attempted to purchase Lyndon Johnson to come and be their president.


Even our archenemies, the Russians, crave nothing so much as to be accepted as fraternal equals by the people of the United States.


Why should this be so?


The Soviet Union is almost our military equal. Japan is in some ways already our economic superior. Sweden, Switzerland, and Germany now have higher standards of living. From whence the magic of America?


In part, no doubt, the answer is the English language. As the dollar is the closest thing this planet has to a world currency, so is English the closest thing there is to a world language.


It is the first language of perhaps four hundred million people, and while more people may have grown up speaking the various dialects of Chinese, English is the second language of untold hundreds of millions more throughout the world. English is the language that binds together multilingual societies in India, in much of Africa, in the Philippines. It is spoken by more people than not in Scandinavia and the Netherlands. It is studied by every schoolchild in Japan and the Soviet Union.


English is the international language of aviation. A French pilot landing on a German airfield communicates with the tower in English. Indeed an Arab pilot landing on an Arab airfield will also communicate with the controllers in English. English is the language of international commerce. English has long since supplanted French or German as the language of international science.


But English can’t be the whole answer, for Britain also speaks English, and it was the British, not the Americans, who spread English far and wide in Africa, who made it the, ah, lingua franca of India, and yet the peoples of the world do not really see English as the language of Great Britain. They relate to it emotionally as the language of America.


Show business probably has a lot to do with that.


English is also, of course, the international language of show business, the American market is by far the dominant English language market, and so American film, television, radio, and music have long since come to quite dominate international media.


And not only economically but in terms of iconography and imagery. There is no jungle so remote that American rock and roll cannot be picked up on a transistor radio. American film and TV stars are instantly recognizable almost anywhere on earth as are such purely American archetypes as the cowboy, the hardboiled private eye, the vigilante avenger and Superman. Dallas, Miami Vice, and even old I Love Lucy reruns inundate the airwaves in scores of countries, and, I kid you not, a famous book-length Marxist treatise in Spanish explores the imperialistic political significance of the mythic substructure of the adventures of Donald Duck.


But even the universality of American show business is not the whole answer. There is still something more. A something, that, in the end, is what I believe brought me to write the short novels in this book, as well as such novels as Bug Jack Barron, The Mind Game, The Men in the Jungle, Songs from the Stars, and Little Heroes, all of which are, in their diverse ways, American science fiction and America as science fiction.


For America—not as a geographic entity or conventional nation state but as a concept—has from its birth been a dream of the future, a kind of real world science fictional speculation, for the peoples of the Earth.


America was, after all, “discovered” in 1492 as if it were a virgin alien planet. And colonized by people from all over the world, much as people all over the world now dream of colonizing the Moon or Mars.


And became an independent nation as the embodiment of a radical utopian concept—namely that the populace could and should choose its own rulers as public servants rather than accept the divine right of kings.


Two hundred years later, it is difficult to realize just how radical, how speculative, how science-fictional a concept this really was at the time. Almost all of the world was ruled by hereditary monarchs, and had been, time out of mind. Greece had had democratic city-states of a kind, but they were really oligarchies, as was the Republic of Rome. Even Plato’s science-fiction Republic was ruled by philosopher-kings.


That the right to govern might be something deriving from the consent of the generality of the governed and not from divine inherited right or even from a grant from some national elite, that there might be a human-given law superior to even the will of the chief executive, was something new under this sun, and quite arguably the most radical break with all of previous history ever to occur on Planet Earth. Out of it ultimately flowed the French Revolution and the Latin American republics and the revolutions of 1848 and the Russian Revolution and in a very real sense all the nonmonarchical governments that now form an overwhelming majority of the United Nations.


This, I believe, is in large part the genesis of the rest of the world’s peculiar emotional relationship with America, a relationship not so much with a geographic entity as with a utopian vision made manifest in the real world, with America as a concept, with America as a kind of science fiction.


The American Revolution was a conceptual breakthrough that transformed the world, that altered forever the ideal concept of the relationship between government and governed, individual and body politic, legitimacy and the nature of the state. This is the true meaning of the so-called “American Dream”—the revolutionary concept that the people have a right to choose their own form of government and select their own governors by some form of democratic process, that legitimate rulers are those who are subordinate to the will of the people as expressed through law and electoral processes.


It is this American Dream that the peoples of the world have spent the last two hundred years trying to achieve and maintain for themselves. Absolute monarchy is now all but extinct and even constitutional monarchy is now a relatively uncommon form of government.


Alas, the Dream has been betrayed over and over again. The First French Republic became a Napoleonic Empire. Most of the revolutions of 1848 were eventually crushed. Latin American and African republics have degenerated into military dictatorships. The Russian Revolution degenerated into a bureaucratic tyranny. The Iranian Revolution gave birth to a grim theocracy.


But the Dream itself has never died. And, phoenixlike, its manifestations have risen again and again out of the ashes of defeat all over the world. For somewhere out there across the sea, there has always been an America of the spirit, the original democratic dream, a constitutional democracy that has somehow managed to keep the faith for two hundred unbroken years.


And a second homeland across the sea of time which the peoples of the world can rightly claim as in some sense their own, for America was settled by the sons and daughters of most of the nations of the Earth. No other nation on the face of the Earth has as many family connections to the rest of the world, no other nation was built by Englishmen and Scots, Frenchmen and Spaniards, Irish and Africans, Chinese and Germans, Poles and Italians, Russians and Jews, Japanese and Scandinavians, and certainly in no other nation of the Earth has such a diversity of former nationalities maintained their ethnic identities.


In the second half of the twentieth century, with its waves of refugees, its easy air travel, its European Common Market, its transnational corporations, its interlocked worldwide economy, this aspect of America has gained a new resonance.


For America, in a very real sense, is the model of the future transnational world. A world with porous international borders or no borders at all. A world in which ethnic groups from many origins intermingle in the same territory. A world that is halfway here already.


Can such multinational societies reach stability and flourish? Or will they degenerate into endless unresolvable ethnic strife of the sort we see in Northern Ireland and the lands that were Palestine and Lebanon and so many of the nations of Africa? Will the ethnic state be replaced by a higher transnational identity or will national states degenerate into the chaos of tiny tribalisms?


There is only one nation on this planet where an ethnic diversity exists that mirrors the interpenetrating ethnic diversity of such a future transnational world. The Soviet Union, India, and Nigeria may be thoroughly multinational states, but their nationalities are geographically distributed. Only America, all of whose territory was colonized by peoples from all over the world, is a truly mature transnational state, with an ethnic heterogeneity in all fifty states.


In this sense, too, America is the experimental laboratory, the living science-fiction story, of the transnational future world. And this is why the peoples of the world are fascinated by more than American foreign policy. This is why the peoples of the world pay such close attention to internal events in the United States.


If American democracy and culture survive and flourish, there is hope for a stable transnational future. If America destroys itself from within, that future will look grim indeed. On some level, the peoples of the world look at America, and for better or worse, they see their future selves.


Then too, the Industrial Revolution, which began in Britain, reached its full flowering in the United States, at least in terms of the accelerating pace of scientific breakthroughs and technological development. Consider just how many of the technologies that make the modern world what it is were invented or first developed in America.


The telegraph. The telephone. The Gatling gun, ancestor to the machine gun. Interchangeable parts for complex machinery. The assembly line The airplane. The transistor. The semiconductor. Computers. Nuclear fission. The atomic bomb. The hydrogen bomb. The broadcast satellite and worldwide live television. The electric guitar. Talking pictures. The synthesizer.


And of course the ultimate symbol of America as science fiction, Project Apollo.


It was 1969, the Vietnam War was at its height, and I was living in London when America landed the first men on the Moon.


It was a period in which anti-Americanism was quite strong in Europe. The United States, which had rescued Western European civilization from the Nazi darkness, which had rebuilt its shattered economy via the Marshall Plan, which had stood against Soviet expansionism in Greece and Berlin, which had long been seen as the champion of the democratic West, was now engaged in an ugly, evil, purposeless, and seemingly endless war against a small Third World country.


Like it or not, agree with it or not, that was the European perception of Amerika at a time when even many Americans were spelling it with a “k.”


And then the Eagle landed.


And Western Europe partied through the night. People in London congratulated Americans on the street. There was more enthusiasm in Europe for the American Moon Landing than there was in the United States. For that one brief shining moment, a precious something that had seemed lost had come back to light up the world.


What was that something?


I was twelve in 1952, and I remember watching television coverage of the American army of occupation leaving Japan.


In 1945, before the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, it was generally assumed that the United States would be constrained to invade Japan, that millions would die, that the Japanese would fight the hated Americans to the death in defense of the Home Islands.


Then came Hiroshima. And the surrender on the Battleship Missouri. And the MacArthur Shogunate. And a democratic constitution imposed upon the defeated Japanese by the United States.


A mere seven years after Hiroshima, a peace treaty was signed with Japan, and the American army of occupation was withdrawn.


And when the occupying American army paraded through the Japanese cities on its way to the troop ships, something happened that had never happened before in the history of the world and that has not happened since.


A conquered people turned out to watch an occupying army leave their homeland. They did not jeer. They did not watch in stony silence. They tossed flowers. Thousands upon thousands of little paper American flags waved in their hands. Many people wept openly.


In 1945, an army of hated Americans had come to occupy a defeated enemy nation.


Seven years later, the people of Japan lined their streets to bid a fond farewell to their American friends.


I knew then as a boy as I know now as a man that no greater victory has ever been won in the history of the world.


That was what America once was. That was the America of the world’s heart’s desire. That was the America that reappeared for a brief moment out of the darkness when Neil Armstrong set foot on the Moon.


Alas, that moment was long ago, all too brief, and has long since passed.


The Vietnam War ground on for years afterward, and ended with an America defeated and dishonored.


The other America that its sons and daughters had been building, the other America that had forced an end to the war and given the nation a new kind of liberty, the other America that had released a new burst of creativity, that had fought for the rights of blacks and women and the maverick American spirit, was systematically crushed by the power structure in the name of American tradition itself, inflicting a spiritual, cultural, political, creative, and economic wound on the nation so profound that nearly twenty years later we are only beginning to understand the terrible cost.


An American president attempted a coup de main against the Constitution, failing only by the margin of a piece of tape across a door lock, and for the first time in history, the world watched an American president driven from office in disgrace.


And the world watched in numb disbelief as another American president allowed fifty-four American hostages to be held in Tehran for over a year in a pathetic demonstration of powerlessness, as the Ayatollah Khomeini broke the Carter presidency and elected Ronald Reagan, a former straight man to a chimpanzee, president of the United States.


And now the proud space program that put men on the Moon lies in utter ruins, destroyed not so much by the Challenger tragedy as by military co-option and a fatigue of the spirit.


America is engaging in nineteenth-century style interventionism in Central America even as it self-righteously condemns the Russians for doing the very same thing in Afghanistan.


The American economy groans under an enormous trade deficit and a crushing military budget and a national debt that has been tripled in less than eight years.


The American labor movement has been broken, the American standard of living is in decline, the broad middle class that was the backbone of American democracy is in the process of being proletarianized, the family farmer is an endangered species, and as a result the American spirit itself has become mean and crabbed.


The social fascist right is in the ascendancy and liberty is under siege to the point where small pressure groups are able to remove books from libraries and magazines from racks, a Supreme Court nominee must withdraw because he once smoked a few joints, and the best and the brightest of the American scientific and technological community are constrained to piss into bottles to prove their purity.


Not so coincidentally, American politicians of both major parties are generally perceived as intellectually bankrupt mountebanks, corporate executives as self-serving thieves, workers as goldbricking drunks and drug addicts, and American science, technology, and manufacturing are all losing their cutting edge.


America is now mistrusted, hated, feared, and psychoanalyzed all over the world, and, perhaps out of desperate longing, the peoples of Western Europe are looking eastward now, toward the Soviet Union of Mikhail Gorbachev, for a new light in a darkening world.


For America has lost its way and the world knows it, even if many Americans as yet do not. The American Dream is in eclipse, and the erstwhile light of the world now casts a baleful shadow in many corners of the globe.


And yet …


And yet America is still a nation of enormous diversity, still, for better or worse, the best model of the future that this world has, and still, for that reason, a kind of science-fiction story in real time, whose final outcome, the shape of whose future, is still, and perhaps always will be, in doubt.


For if science fiction itself teaches us anything at all, it is that there is no such thing as the future. We make our futures collectively, all of us, day by day, hour by hour, moment by moment, decision by decision, and those who do not ponder the possible futures will most certainly be condemned to inhabit the future they nevertheless cannot avoid making.


So here are four possible futures that we may or may not be making, as Americans, and as citizens of the Planet Earth. And if none of them are quite what our hearts might desire, if none of them are visions of other Americas we would wish to inhabit, they are not intended as such, but as cautionary tales.


In historical terms, they are would-be self-canceling prophecies pointing down roads to other Americas none of us would wish to see, in the hope that they will remain forever paths not taken. And in human terms, I believe, they are not, in the end, stories of terminal despair.


It is possible for life to go on even on the meanest streets of a decaying America. It is possible for the world to be saved by the very mountebanks and airheads who have put it in such mortal danger. It is possible for the American Dream to survive and inspire after the fall of America itself. It is even possible for an American to be true to that Dream as an exile on a foreign shore.


History passes. The human heart goes on. La vie continue.


Thus be it ever.


We never promised the world a rose garden.


Or did we?




Introduction to “Street Meat”


How far away is the New York of “Street Meat”? Perhaps not as far as we would like to think.


There are already tens of thousands of homeless people living on the streets of Manhattan, there are already abandoned buildings a block or two away from luxury co-op towers, there is already a huge underclass of people who have grown up never knowing employment, and the economic gap between the streeties and the plushie tushies is currently just as extreme as anything in this story.


And while People Kibble has yet to be invented and rats have not yet quite surfaced as street food and private police have not yet come into vogue, give it the next recession, and a little inflation, and some more dollar devaluation, and an uptick in unemployment, and a decline in tax revenues, and “Street Meat” could stop being science fiction muy pronto, don’t bet your sweet culo against it, muchacho …




STREET MEAT


MAL SUERTE AND GOOD, so it goes in La Vida, no, and sometimes a streetie can’t tell which is going to lead to which.


Bad luck for Gonzo that he lost his kibble kard when a city cop caught him trying to boost a roasted rat from a peddler who had the mother on the pad. Could you believe it, a rat peddler with the dinero to pad one of New York’s finest?


Maybe a smarter streetie than Gonzo wouldn’t have had so much trouble featuring that. Manhattan was full of rats, natch, but those ratones had more street smarts than, say, the likes of Gonzo, and half of them were rabid, so rat-catching was not for everyone. But a guy with the cojones and the talent could bag the buggers free, roast ’em over a garbage fire, and get five bucks a pop free and clear. A king ratter with a tight culo for dinero who held his luck for five years might even save up the bread to put a down payment on a room, or anyway a share in one. So slipping the local muni ten on the side every week was just playing the percentages, the closest a streetie could come to having his very own zonie.


But the street smarts to comprend all this Gonzo did not have, and so while the ratter was looking the other way, he hooked a fat sizzling one off the grill by its tail, not getting ten feet before he was collared with the evidence dangling still steaming from his hand. Good luck and bad.


First offense for street snatch was loss of kard, second was six months in the South Bronx digging holes on a cup of kibble a day, at the end of which, if you were one of the 60 percent who survived, you were issued a special blue kard, which marked you as a two-timer. And if a blue-karder got busted, it was lobe-job time, muchacho.


So the bad luck was the bust, and the good luck was that Gonzo did have enough street smarts to comprend the instant justice system. Most blue-karders had the smarts to throw the marker away, figuring a cup of kibble a day courtesy of the Welfare was not worth the inevitability of a lobe-job if you were busted with a blue ticket on your person. But Gonzo had the smarts to figure that the best course was to stay the hell out of the South Bronx in the first place. So after he lost his red kard the first time, he had spent a starving six days stalking streeties until he could bash a legit red-karder and steal a new one.


So even though this was really his second bust, he had a red kard in his possession to lose, and escaped with nothing worse than kard konfiscation. And of course, loss of the rat.


And muy pronto, one piece of good luck seemed to lead to another.


Street sex was not ordinarily Gonzo’s bag—not because of excess scruples, but because, with his skeletal frame, stinking threads, and face full of pimples, he was not exactly equipped for a prime career as street meat. But what he needed more than anything else right now was another kosher kard and the best place to boost one was the meat rack at Fourteenth and Third.


These environs were about as low a meat rack as existed even in the Pig Apple, which was exactly the point. Any meat rack much more savory than this involved transactions between streeties and gainfully employed townies. Any market involving transactions between streeties and townies would be infested with muni cops, or even, if the market were patronized by pervos from a plush zone, by bad-ass zonies. Besides, townies, being employed, did not carry kibble kards.


Hard as it was for even Gonzo to comprend, Fourteen and Three was a meat rack in which the johns were streeties. Here streetie pervos could cop a come for a joint or a jug or a stringy old rat, and the cops there don’t need you and man they expect the same.


The good luck was that Gonzo scored a geek almost at once, and a feeble old sack of shit at that. Leaning up against the wall of a burned-out building like barely able to stand, this white-haired old slimepot, wearing a drape stitched together out of the same potato sacking his street bag was made of, leered out of an alley at Gonzo dangling a half-eaten rat invitingly.


“Rat for a rack?” he croaked.


“Name your game, gaffer.”


“Gum my goo, giggles.”


Well any streetie willing to trade a rat for a rack was odds on to be carrying a kibble kard, who could ask for a better dig to do the dirt than this alley, and this gaf was in no shape to offer a tussle. As far as Gonzo was concerned, this was almost too good to be true.


The bad luck was that he was right.


Gonzo nodded his agreement and followed the gaf a few steps deeper into the alley. But as soon as the john began fumbling with his drape, Gonzo grabbed him around the throat with one paw and stifled his scream with the other. Frog-marching his victim even deeper into the alley, he demanded: “Koff your kard!”


The old geek’s mouth muttered against his palm.


“Yawp you pervo, and I’ll tear your tongue out,” Gonzo said, removing the gagging hand


The pervo giggled quietly. “Yock’s on you, younger,” he said. “Ain’t carrying no kard.” His face suddenly went through some weird transformation, as did his voice. “In point of fact, you foul creature, you’ve just assaulted a townie. It’s a lobe-job for you, sonny, if you’re caught.”


“Townie? Geek like you’s a townie, I’m a plush zone slummer!”


“Vice verse, villain,” the old man gabbled. “I’m the plushie tushie, primed for prole place plunder. Slumming for sleazo sex, son, see the scene?”


Dimly, dumbly, dubiously, Gonzo saw the scene. He’d heard the word from the bird on this kind of turd. Rich townie pervos from some plush zone palace day-tripping the streeties, copping their sick kicks in streetie drag. On the other hand, it could be a scam to let him lam.


But with both hands on this dirty mother, it didn’t really matter. A red flash went off in Gonzo’s brain, bolts of lightning seared down his arms, and, gibbering and screaming curses in some primal language of formless and innocent rage, he bashed the pervo’s head against the wall with a dull sickening thunk and dropped the limp remains to the ground like the sack of shit he was.


Running on red-hot automatic now, Gonzo snatched up his victim’s street bag and rat and fled up Third Avenue babbling and swearing, as if some cunning buried deep within his backbrain knew that no one on the sidewalks of good old New York was about to screw with a brain-burned screamer.


It was a job. She was a townie. That was all that Mary Smith knew and all she needed to know, or so she continually told herself at times like these. She owned an entire room in what had once been a luxury building on Seventy-eighth and Riverside. There were twenty-five million people out of work in the US of A, and somewhere between five hundred thousand and two million streeties in New York who had neither jobs nor domiciles. Who thought themselves lucky when they got themselves a rat to supplement their kibble ration, assuming they even had kards. Who considered it the height of luxury if they stole a subway token and gained access to the Subterranio for the winter when the cold winds began to blow. She was a townie. She had a job. She owned a co-op room with thirty-seven years to go on a forty-year mortgage.


In point of fact, while this was all that Mary needed to know, when she let herself, she knew far more than that.


She knew that “Smith” was a “family name” she had given herself to celebrate the miracle of obtaining employment. She knew that she had grown up possessing only the name “Maria.” She knew that until five years ago she had been a streetie, surviving by wits, hooking, and the considerable jungle judo she had been forced to pick up in the process. She knew that it had been only a fantastic piece of luck that had placed her in position to rescue a lousy plushie tushie from a mugger by practical application of these street-fighting skills and so secure this job as a zonie.


Of course she was never unaware that she was a zonie. She carried an old Uzi machine pistol, which required constant maintenance. Six days a week, she reported to work at the headquarters of the Upper East Side Security Zone Guard Force. Six days a week, she guarded the frontier or shepherded Upper East Side plushie tushies on their forays beyond the borders of the Security Zone.


She also knew, when she let herself, that she had killed and/or wounded any number of streeties in the line of duty. What she never let herself know was her body count. What she also never allowed herself to ponder, not even for an instant, was the moral ambiguity of being an ex-streetie protecting loathsome plushie tushies from the very reality from which she herself had escaped.


Indeed, she tried not to think of her charges as “plushie tushies” at all. They were Clients. They were People of Means. They were the Source of Employment. They had made her a Townie.


But at times like these, her doublethink wavered. It was plain impossible to think of Mrs. Gloria Van Gelder as anything but a plushie tushie. In fact it was impossible to think of this woman as anything but a brainless, arrogant, gold-plated bitch.


What else could you call a woman who required the services of a helicopter, a pilot, and a zonie to take her and her wretched cocker spaniel Dearie back and forth to the Ellis Island Recreation Zone in order to let the little monster frolic in the grass and pee against a real tree? The fuel bill alone was probably the equivalent of three month’s salary for Mary. And while a million streeties subsisted on people kibble and the occasional rat, the wretched beast, sleek, fat, and yapping, devoured enough horsemeat daily to treat three streeties to a deluxe banquet.


And now, as the helicopter clattered over the gray canyons of Manhattan in the late afternoon twilight, the dog was squirming and yammering on the fat woman’s lap as if its bladder was once again filled to bursting. Mary only hoped that the creature would piss right on Mrs. Gloria Van Gelder’s pink satin jumpsuit. Or better yet, decide to take a dump.


Mrs. Van Gelder, however, now decided to forestall any such catastrophe. “We must land immediately,” she told the pilot. “Dearie has to make a wee-wee.”


“I’m afraid that’s impossible, madam,” the mournful-faced pilot said. “We’re over an un-Zoned part of Manhattan. We’ll be home in a few minutes, Dearie will just have to wait until then.”


“Dearie is a dog, you imbecile!” Mrs. Van Gelder shrieked. “Do you think you can explain that to him? Do you think I intend to let him make all over me? You will land this machine at once! Right down there in that big burned-out crater! Down! Now!”


“He’s right, Mrs. Van Gelder,” Mary said. “That’s not a safe area.”


The plushie tushie stared at her with eyes of blue gimlet steel. “You’re a zonie, aren’t you?” she said thinly. “You’ve got a machine gun, don’t you? What do you people think we pay you for? So that my little Dearie can piss on my pants?”


“I don’t think—”


“You’re not paid to think, you insolent creature!” Mrs. Gloria Van Gelder shouted. “You’re paid to provide protection, and you, my man, are paid to fly this helicopter where I tell you to! Another word of argument out of either of you, and you can go back to eating kibble and dead rats! You will land at once!”


As if to agree with his mistress, Dearie began to make a horrible, whimpering, keening sound. It was almost enough to make Mary bash its stupid brains out with the butt of her Uzi and then turn the business end on the dog’s mistress.


Almost enough. Instead, she gritted her teeth against the sound and her fury and double-checked her weapon as the helicopter descended towards the country of the streeties.


“Son-of-a-bitch-culo-cabron-bastard-plushie-tushie-chin-gada-mother …”


Screaming more or less the same limited vocabulary of rage over and over again, Gonzo walked more slowly up Third Avenue now, flinging old newspapers, crushed beer cans, wads of toilet tissue, and more amorphous high-class townie garbage from the pervo’s street bag to the four winds.


For that was all that seemed to be in the bag—newspapers, empty aluminum cans, tampons, bits of cardboard, useless scraps of rag—a lot of townie crap without so much as an edible apple core or a gnawable rabbit bone, or any other potentially nutritive scrap of organic matter. As for the pervo’s half-eaten rat, whoever had previously munched on it must have done his gobbling quite a while ago, seeing as how the morsel, on closer inspection, had proven to be liberally spotted with green velvet fungus, crawling with maggots, and dripping some kind of awful stinking brown mung. Even Gonzo was not ready to tear the thing apart for what edible bits might conceivably remain, at least not yet. Though he wasn’t ready to throw the rat away either, seeing as how it might just be possible to slip it to a blind beggar with a bad head cold in exchange for a butt or a belt of meth.


“Stinking-culo-mother-plushie-pervo-cabron-bitch-bastard!”


If Gonzo hadn’t been too pissed off to think, he might just have been able to realize what deep shit he was really in. A real streetie’s real street bag would be filled with useful items—pieces of cloth big enough to stitch into something, fresh rat bones, bits of firewood, a brick that could be used as a weapon, maybe even a book of matches, a homemade shiv, or some real chunks of ratmeat if you hit the jackpot—not old paper and plushie tushie garbage that could have only come from a Zone. No real street bag, this. Meaning no real streetie, the stiff he had left in the alley. Meaning that if he were caught, it wouldn’t be the South Bronx or even a lobe-job, but a one-way token to Tube City, where, so the word from the bird had it, his meat would be used to give kibble what little flavor it had.


“Goddamn-madre-jumping-son-of-a-cabron-bitch-puta—aargh!”


Verbally exhausted but still livid with rage, and still loping aimlessly northward, Gonzo upended the street bag, grabbed the bottom, and whirled it around his head, spraying the last bits of crap all over himself and another nearby screamer—a stooped, white-haired old woman dressed only in a ragged robe of crap-smeared brown paper and caught in an angry argument with an invisible Virgin Mary.


Nothing unusual about that. The street was full of babblers and screamers as always, gibbering to themselves or to invisible companions, and no streetie survived very long reacting to anything so trivial as being showered with old paper and garbage from someone else’s shit-fit.


But what was unusual—so unusual that it caused Gonzo to react once more to his environment and start thinking again—was that the dirty old chocha suddenly belly-whopped to the filthy pavement, grimy paw out-thrust to cover something that had clattered from the bag.


Moving with street-smart instincts, Gonzo stomped on the hand with the full weight of his body, eliciting a liquid scream of pain, then kicked upward, catching the crone in the chops and flipping her over on her back, where she scrabbled and moaned like an overturned turtle drooling bloody froth.


And there on the cracked and filthy pavement was a metallic yellow coin. Prong a dong, a subway token!


A subway token! Five bucks in townie dinero! When the winter winds began to blow in a few months, could be worth a streetie’s sweet life to get into the old Subterranio. Didn’t snow down under the ground. Warm it wasn’t, but you didn’t freeze, either. Electric lights twelve hours a day, more or less. Tunnels full of rats! Fat City down under, or so the word from the bird had it! Good suerte again! Good luck too that only this old chocha had seen it.


All this passed through Gonzo’s brain as he was scooping up his treasure and stuffing it safely into his jock. Only then did he pause to think that it had to be more than good luck that twenty other street-smart bonzos weren’t even now kicking the crap out of him fighting for the prize. Only then did he dig that all the other streeties in the vecino were eyeing the sky and listening to the sound pound. And only after that did the clattering chattering penetrate his conscious attention.


Whop-whop, chop-chop, a goddamn helicop was descending through the jagged canyon of burnt-out factory loft buildings towards the big bomb crater on Third and Thirtieth. And this was no machine-gun chop from the muni cops, it was a plushie tushie helicop, and it must be in deep trouble to be dumb enough to come down here in a streetie zone like a fat juicy bone!


Snatching up the empty bag in case of swag, Gonzo joined the gleeful rush to greet this tasty meat dropping right down to the nonexistent mercy of the street.


A sinking feeling blossomed in Mary’s stomach as the helicopter fluttered down past the burned-out buildings to land in a big rubble-strewn crater conveniently left as a landing pad by some thoughtful terrorist’s bomb of days gone by. And not just from the drop. They were coming down right in the middle of a crowd of streeties, or rather, a crowd of streeties, maybe as many as three dozen of them, was forming up around the crater as they came down into it.


The pilot moaned as the skids touched down. Dearie whimpered and squirmed in the lap of Mrs. Van Gelder, who cuffed him across the muzzle. “If you pee on me, I’ll kill you, Dearie!” she shrieked.


“Don’t turn off the engine!” Mary told the pilot as she cocked the Uzi. “This could get rough.”


The three of them sat there for a long moment as the circle of filthy, haggard, hungry-eyed streeties hesitantly began to converge, step by halting step, on the grounded helicopter, whose rotors turned slowly and throbbingly overhead as if to provide ominous background music.


But that stupid plushie tushie bitch had all the street smarts of her pissy little lapdog. “Well what are you waiting for, you idiot?” she said, jamming the leash into the hand of the ashen-faced pilot. “Go take Dearie for his walk before he makes all over.”


Despairingly, imploringly, the pilot locked eyes with Mary for a long moment. She shrugged unhappily at him. “Make it fast,” she told him, brandishing her Uzi upwards like a spear. “Stay right by the helicopter and I’ll cover you.”


“Mama mia …” the pilot groaned. But he popped the canopy, and, as Mary stood up leveling the Uzi at the streeties as menacingly as she could manage, he snatched up the dog and stepped out onto the ground.


The circle of streeties seemed to ooze backwards a few steps as they caught sight of the machine pistol. But then, with an audible sigh of collective lust, they seemed to flow forward again as they saw the cocker spaniel already squatting and pissing as the pilot set it down.


Street-smart memories that she thought she had lost, that she had tried so hard to lose, flooded in on Mary. She knew all too well what was going through those perpetually starved brains out there. A dog! An actual dog! Forty pounds of meat! Twenty or thirty rats’ worth, sleek and fat and well fed, enough for three months of luxury, maybe more if you didn’t make a pig of yourself! She could all but feel the drool forming in her own mouth out of time-warped sympathy.


“Perro!” someone shouted. “Perro, perro, perro!”


“Dog!”


“MEAT!”


“MEAT! MEAT! MEAT!” more than one voice shouted.


Then they were all chanting it, inching towards the helicopter and working up their courage for a charge. “MEAT! MEAT! MEAT!”


Mary waved her Uzi in the air. “Get back!” she shouted. “Get back, you dirty—”


A chunk of stone came sailing up out of the anonymity of the mob, missing both her and the helicopter. Then a brick hit the canopy, shattering half of it into a webwork of cracks. All at once, bricks and stones and pieces of broken bottles were whistling overhead, raining down on the helicopter as the mob, with an animal growl, surged forward.


“Shoot!” Mrs. Van Gelder screamed. “Shoot! Shoot! Shoot! Kill the dirty sons of bitches!”


As dozens of wild-eyed howling streeties shambled like killer apes towards the helicopter, Mary didn’t have to be told what to do. Her finger tightened on the trigger, sending a short loud burst of gunfire right into the mob. Streeties shrieked and fell. The mob abruptly turned tail and began to flee in all directions like the denizens of an anthill fleeing from the sudden shock of a boot-heel.


But Mary hardly noticed any of this. For the sudden screaming burst of machine-gun fire had passed not three feet from the pilot’s head, scaring him out of his socks. He threw up his hands in panic, and in so doing, let go of the leash.


The panicked cocker spaniel, yelping and barking, went tear-assing across the crater right on the heels of the fleeing streeties.


Gonzo, stuck in the rear of the crowd of streeties by the press of bodies, was frozen for a moment by the sound of machine-gun fire and screams of agony, long enough to be knocked on his ass by some bonzo when the mob turned to flee.


Scrabbling to his feet in terror, he saw a black furry shape dashing right by his arm, barking and whining. The dog! What luck! Forty pounds of meat for the monster, muchacho!


Before his fuddled brain even had time to form these simple thoughts, his street-smart instincts had acted. With lightning speed and with every ounce of strength in his scrawny arm, he raised up his fist and brought it down on the head of the cocker spaniel.


Before the pole-axed dog could even hit the ground, he snatched it up by the tail, stuffed it headfirst into his street bag, shouldered the sack, and was up and running like a son of a bitch.


“My God, he’s got Dearie!” Mrs. Van Gelder screamed. “Stop him! Stop him!”


But even as Mary fired, the plushie tushie bitch yanked at her arm, and the burst did nothing more than send chips of stone flying into the air not ten yards from the helicopter. “Don’t shoot, you imbecile, you could hit Dearie!”


Then Gloria Van Gelder’s pale powdered puss was inches from her own, as livid and drooling with rage as any Mary had seen in her previous incarnation as a streetie.


“You go out there, you incompetent cow, and you bring back my Dearie alive, or you don’t bother to come back at all!” she snarled in a hysterical voice backed with cold steel. “I’ll have you digging rocks in the South Bronx till you drop! I’ll lobe you myself! I’ll have you ground up into kibble! And don’t you think I can’t do it, you wretched scum.”


Mary didn’t. Not for a moment did she doubt that this chocha could and would, with a wave of her fat-fingered hand, destroy everything she had become since she clawed her way off the street for a casual whim. But for one brief moment, she did toy with the delicious notion of jamming the muzzle of her Uzi right down this lousy plushie tushie’s throat and emptying an entire magazine directly into her stinking guts. …


Then she was off and running.


High on the fly with swag in his bag, Gonzo’s street smarts put brains in his feet. The mob was fleeing south on Third, the street was hot on the trot as the bird spread the word, and he knew he didn’t have much chance of keeping forty pounds of dog in his bag on a streetie main drag. He needed to fade from this scene like a submarine, and so he turned east on the first side street.


His luck held. No one else had made this turn. There was nothing on this narrow street but burnt-out buildings mounded with ancient garbage. Somewhere in these ruins there must be something sharp enough to cut up the mutt into meat, and if he could score a match somewhere …


But as he paused for a moment to catch his breath and check out his chances, he heard the sound of running feet. Turning, he was brought right down to the ground, clown, by the sight of the zonie from the helicop halfway up the street behind him, running hard, closing fast, and waving that goddamn machine gun chop.


“Son-of-a-mother-jumping-puta-goddamn-zonie-bitch!” he screamed in outrage as he made his feet do their stuff. But with forty pounds of dog on his back, he wasn’t going to outrun no zonie for long. And ditching the dogmeat to save his own was not even a thought that crossed his mind. She was starting to gain on him as he turned the corner and came out onto Lexington. Bad luck, boy, muy malo!


And then good.


He had come out onto the next main drag not a block from a subway stop! And for the first time in years, he had a token in his jock!


The shock of such an incredible roll of good fortune—a token, the dog, now a subway stop—was like a cold whack in the chops that brought Gonzo’s street smarts rushing back.


Against all reasonable animal instincts, knowing that his pursuer would now be closing even faster, he forced himself to slow to a trot, and then to a mere brisky saunter as he entered the sphere of attention of the muni cop guarding the entrance against the more obvious chop-artists, screamers, psychoscum, and reamers. Be cool, don’t be a fool, he told himself, flashing his token for the indifferent benefit of the bored muni as he descended the stairs to the subway station.


Mary turned the corner onto Lexington just in time to catch a glimpse of the top of a heavily laden street bag disappearing down the stairs of the subway entrance up the block right under the stupid eyes of some lobed-out muni. Or so she thought. At this distance, it was hard to tell one swag bag from another, and for a few moments she could still delude herself that maybe she wasn’t going to have to chase the damn dog-snatcher through the subway, where her chances of catching him were slim and none.


But the mother was nowhere else in sight as she trotted up to the muni, waving her Uzi as a badge of zoniehood to cut any crap, and her brief interrogation of the cop put the seal on it.


“Skinny pimply geek with a dog in his bag?”


“Plenty of skin and bones with pimples, ain’t seen no dog in three years, whaddaya think this is, Madison and Sixtieth?”


“What just went down the stairs. Pimples? Heavy bag?”


“Yeah, regular pimple-puss. Big bag of swag, now thatya mention it, musta had fifty pounds of crap in there. Flashing a token too.”


Oh no! The odds against any streetie having a token were ten to one against. The odds against the one streetie that snatched the damn dog having one were forget it. Mary had hoped that if the bonzo had ducked into the subway entrance, he had simply panicked, wouldn’t get past the barrier, she’d be able to corner him like a nice fat trapped rat. But if the mother got past the barrier and into the Subterranio itself—


“Mierda!” she snarled, and dashed down the stairs.


One bit of luck was that this was a small local station—this entrance only opened onto the uptown local platform. At the bottom of the stairs was the entrance barrier and a small one-man token fortress. The barrier was the usual floor-to-ceiling wall of rusting, bullet-pocked three-inch armor plate. The fortress was a seven-by-seven-by-seven cube of the same, with a rotating TV camera enclosed in bullet-proof glass on top, a single money-and-token slot at shoulder level and the muzzle of a fifty-caliber machine gun poking out just below it. One of the three revolving turnstile doors in the barrier was just turning shut behind someone. No one in sight, and no place here to hide.


Mary wasted no time interrogating the token clerk, seeing as how her eardrums and the soles of her feet were picking up the vibes of a train approaching distantly down the tunnel. She stuck a token in the turnstile slot and, with a belt from her shoulders, forced the rusty stile barrier to turn, valving her onto the subway platform.


The uptown platform was dim, gray-green, filthy, stinking, and pretty deserted. A muni armed with an M-16 lounged under one of the still-working lights close by the barrier. Four townies in subway masks stuck close by him staring across the tracks at the downtown platform. Up the platform towards the uptown end, a female streetie squatted, taking a grunty dump. Nothing out of the ordinary.


Mary could see the lights of a train approaching the platform from downtown. That end of the platform lay in darkness, all the lights there having long since ceased to function. Odds on, her quarry was down there somewhere. …


She turned to interrogate the muni. “Did you see where—”


—At that inopportune moment, with a roar, a squeal, and a gut-wrenching clatter, the train barreled into the station—


“—Wha—?”


“—Did you see—”


“—Huh—?”


—Hiss! Crunch! Squeal! Clang! The train came to a juddering halt and half the car doors slid open.


“I SAID DID YOU SEE A BONZO WITH A HEAVY STREET BAG?”


“Ya gotta scream in my face like that?” the muni snarled intelligibly in the momentary silence.


The masked townies (Mickey Mouse, Horseface, Clown, Frankenstein) dashed into the nearest car. The streetie daintily wiped her butt with the hem of her robe.


“I said did you—”


Way at the downtown end, a figure carrying a heavy bag and glancing in Mary’s direction dashed out of the darkness into a subway car. The doors started to close—


“Crap!” Mary snarled, dashing for the nearest door, and managing to wedge it just enough ajar with the butt of her Uzi to snake inside.


Clunk! Hiss! Whirr! Jolt! The train began to pull out of the station.


Safe for the moment, Gonzo had time to think, and once he began to think, he couldn’t figure this crazy zonie. Why had she chased him this far? Natch, forty pounds of dogmeat would be a neat snatch even for a zonie, she must have the drool for the perro. But then why hadn’t she chopped at him with her piece, she sure hadn’t been slow with the blow back at the helicop. Loco in the coco, jamoco!


Gonzo dashed up the subway car to check out the doors at the uptown end. Days of yore, these had opened to connect the cars, but they had been long since welded shut for security isolation. Once he saw that the weld still held, that the zonie couldn’t car-hop in here after him, he dropped down on one of the blue-green plastic benches that ran the length of the subway car to catch his breath and suss the scene.


There were only about a dozen people in this car, and they were all townies hiding behind their subway masks, staring into space trying to pretend that no one else existed in the hope that no one would notice they existed. No streeties to get any droolies for what might be in his bag. Good thing too, because now he could see that the bottom of the bag was oozing blood. Anyone with street smarts knew that fresh blood meant raw meat, skeet. Only these townies, lobed-out for the duration behind their dumb masks with goo jammed up their ears, too gutless to even let their faces hang out naked in the Subterranio, would make like they couldn’t see he had mucho muncho in his poncho.


Hanging by one hand from a subway handle and dangling her chop from the other, Mary was given a wide zone all to herself by the masked townies, who sucked themselves even deeper into subway trance at the sight of this armed crazy, as she pondered the tactical situation. There were five cars between her and the bonzo and most if not all of the doors between would be welded shut. So you could say that she had him cornered in the extreme downtown sardine can. All she had to do was get to him.


Which, she realized, she could do at Thirty-fourth Street, the next station. Timing and speed, that was her need. When the train stopped and the doors opened, she would dash out, run down the platform, and with luck get into the car where he was holed up before they closed again. The trick was the timing—she had to make sure that he didn’t slip out as she was slipping in. If he did, she’d be stuck in the train while he stood on the platform waving bye-bye and then her only chance would be to risk a head-shot on the fly-by and hope she didn’t hit Dearie in the bargain.


On the other hand, if she was willing to risk shooting at all …


Not without a certain strain of the brain, Gonzo tried to think like a zonie. What was her next move along this groove?


Hippity-hop, car-to-car at the next stop, that’s what he’d do if he were a zonie cop. And if he could hop out just as the doors were closing and she was hopping in … It’d be fun, son, she’d be off to the next station in the can, man, and he’d be standing there waving adios to the heat still holding the meat!


Mary leaned against the doors as the train clanked and squealed into the next station, primed to move the moment they opened. Grind! Squeal! Clank! Thud! Ziip!


The doors opened. Or rather one of them did, the other jamming. Mary snaked through, elbowing aside a fat townie in a devil mask who was trying to get in, made up one car, slipped on some crap, stumbled into two more townies, swept them out of the way snarling, made another car length, saw the bonzo peering out of a door three cars ahead, made another car length—


—The train doors started to close—


—She made for the nearest one, saw her prey starting to dash out of the train onto the platform as she ducked inside—


And fired a long wild burst along the length of the intervening cars, scattering screaming townies, pinning him inside as the doors slid shut and the train left the station.


The townies caught in the car with this maniac and her smoking gun sat motionless behind their silly subway masks, cringing a bit as she glared at them while fitting in a fresh clip, but otherwise earnestly ignoring everything that happened in a punctilious display of standard straphanger manners, though from the smell of things half of them had crapped in their pants and the others were in the process. Only a couple of slimy streeties at the far end of the car were babbling and moaning.


“Snap your yaps, or I’ll ice your dice, lice!” Mary screamed at them. “I’ll drop that bop on the next goddamn stop!”
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