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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.







Introduction


Why


Between 1985 and 1987, two students in the Birmingham University Science Fiction Society named Rob Meades and David B. Wake compiled an odd little collection titled The Drabble Project. (See Figure 1.) It contained 100 stories by 100 writers, each story consisting of only 100 words. As the editors explained in their introduction, a 100-word story is known as a “drabble.”






Why?








If you dig deep into The Big Red Book, written by Monty Python’s Flying Circus and published in 1971, you’ll find a suggestion for a parlor game in which each competitor tries to write a novel in the shortest possible time. To make the game practical, each “novel” is limited to 100 words. The Pythons used the word “drabble” to define this ground-breaking literary form.






But why?








Probably it was a reference to British writer Margaret Drabble, although I’m not sure about this. Anyway, a decade or so later, writing drabbles became a frequent pastime for the Birmingham fan group, and they decided to self-publish some of their favorite examples. To fill out the book, they solicited contributions from “real” authors, including Isaac Asimov, Larry Niven, Terry Pratchett, and, yes, even me.
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Figure 1. The Drabble Project was a slim hardcover volume measuring approximately 5-1/4” x 7-1/4”.


My Drabble


I was honored to be invited, but I had no idea what to write. Squeezing a traditional story into 100 words didn’t seem much of a challenge. All you need are the three primary elements: a problem, a development, and an unexpected ending. That was easy; it could be accomplished in three sentences.


I decided to make the task more difficult by cramming 50 separate science-fictional concepts within my 100 words.






Why would I do this?








To see if it could be done, I guess. I titled it “Skiffygram,” the term “skiffy” being a literal pronunciation of “sci-fi” that had been suggested to me around this time by Alfred Bester.


A drabble is so short, I’ll reprint my entire contribution here:






Immortal telepathic zombie time travellers from a nonAristotelian parallel universe, android Atlantean hive minds, and invisible levitating psionic robots traversed hyperspace to attack mutants, mad scientists, humanoids, Martians, computers, clones, Dianeticians, and asteroid miners on an overpopulated utopian space colony terraforming Jupiter. Starfleet Captain Smith grokked the symbiotic alien invaders with his tachyon sensitized holographic video implant, emerged from hypnosleep, downed food pills, donned ion-driven antigrav waldoes, blasted off, and fired his atomic powered Venusian laser. Antimatter quantum effects inverted the beam! “It’s a disaster story,” his translation unit croaked as his subatomic particles dispersed on the solar wind.








Note for pedants: nonAristotelian counts as one word, ion-driven counts as two words, and it’s counts as one word.


Metafiction


After I mailed my drabble to Meades and Wake in the UK, I found myself reexamining it with a critical eye. Some of its 50 concepts seemed a bit marginal. Asteroid miners, for instance, don’t appear in many science-fiction stories. Other concepts were more science than science fiction: the solar wind, for example. And when I used the names of a couple of planets—did they really count as science-fiction concepts?


This line of thought made me wonder how many truly fundamental concepts exist in science fiction—that is, ideas that have appeared in numerous books, to the point where they are now part of the standard-issue toolbox shared by all writers in the field. I turned to the Science Fiction Encyclopedia, which has a list of “themes,” but they were of limited help, as they included types of science fiction (such as anime) as well as concepts in science fiction.


In the end I decided to rely on my own memory in conjunction with the novels on my shelves. This led me to list 43 concepts that I regarded as sufficiently important—such as aliens, telepathic communication, antigravity, and immortality.


Now that I had my list, what should I do with it? Well, instead of just a 100-word story, maybe I could write a whole novel that included all of the concepts. That would be much more challenging, because of the need for a plot in which the concepts could coexist.






Why would I want to do this?








Because I have always been fascinated by metafiction. That term literally means “beyond fiction,” just as metaphysics goes “beyond physics.” It encourages the reader to step outside of the story to view it from above, including its structure, its context, and the process by which it was written.


Google has a more rigorous definition, so I’ll paste it here: “Fiction in which the author self-consciously alludes to the artificiality or literariness of a work by parodying or departing from novelistic conventions (especially naturalism) and traditional narrative techniques.”


The fiction that I grew up reading in the 1950s and 1960s never did this. When a writer was planning a new book, he (or, in those days, very occasionally, she) might begin by making notes about characters and plot, and might review the ways in which an idea had been used before. But when the writer actually started writing, he simply told a story, and the process by which it was written was not revealed.


William Gibson once said to me that fiction is like a colorful Chinese dragon in a street festival. Kids in the crowd are entertained by the writhing, rippling shape of the dragon, which seems to have a life of its own. But underneath are a lot of sweaty guys manipulating rods and levers to create the effect. The writer’s job is to be one of those guys, dazzling the reader while hiding the process.


Gibson, of course, was right; but to me, the way in which the dragon is articulated is at least as interesting as its exterior appearance. I find the process as interesting as the product, which is why I was interested in The Drabble Project, and in taking it further. (A drabble is arguably a simple form of metafiction, as the reader is informed from the start that an external 100-word limit has been imposed. Indeed, that’s the whole point.)


In the late 1960s, New Worlds magazine was full of experiments with the storytelling process. John Sladek, J. G. Ballard, Brian Aldiss, D. M. Thomas, and many others were writing metafiction.


Ballard wrote what he called “condensed novels,” in which he got rid of all the usual attributes of fiction and presented the work just as a sequence of scenes, like photographs. D. M. Thomas wrote a poem that evolved in two dimensions, like a crossword puzzle. John Sladek wrote a story that consisted of isolated paragraphs that could be read in thousands of different sequences. There were many other examples.


Some readers found this kind of thing dissatisfying or annoying. They didn’t want to read a theory-driven exercise. They wanted to read a straightforward story that would allow them to suspend their disbelief. I sympathized with their point of view, because some of my favorite novels were written very conventionally. But playing with the process of writing appealed to me too—and I thought it should be possible to do both. Why not have metafiction that was also a good, readable story?


Plumbing the Process


My very first novel, Garbage World, was not an ambitious book, but it mixed traditional storytelling with some conscious self-examination, as it made humorous allusions to traditions in science fiction and the fans who collect books obsessively.


Another novel that I wrote, which was even less ambitious, was titled Planet of the Voles. This seemed to be just a simple adventure, but I had fun cramming it full of Freudian symbols that had been used wittingly or unwittingly in science fiction over the decades, and were exploited by magazine cover artists.






Why did I think this was worth doing?








The “why” questions keep recurring, because “why” is a very common objection to metafiction. Why are you screwing around with the storytelling process? What’s the point?


I’ve given some reasons already, but here are a couple more.


For some writers and readers, straight storytelling gets boring after a while. Ballard used to refer contemptuously to the “tiresome process” of moving characters around and having them talk to each other.


Some writers enjoy playing games. John Sladek, whose work I revere, is probably the best example. But his longtime friend Thomas M. Disch was also tempted in this direction, as he structured his novel 334 using a system that was inspired by Sladek.


For me, I am just fascinated by the ways in which writers do what they do. I always want to know how fiction works, and how it is constructed. I even wrote two books (Dream Makers and Dream Makers II) in which I asked writers about the process by which they create fiction.


I thought I should be able to write a novel containing my complete list of 43 fundamental concepts, and I thought I could make it do dual duty. Although many readers seemed unwilling to deal with metafiction, surely they would be interested to see how the book would incorporate ideas as disparate as time travel and alternate universes. And I hoped to win them over by telling a story that was action-packed and entertaining.


The only question was whether such a book could find a publisher. I could think of just one editor who might be tempted by it: John Douglas, who in 1988 was editing for Avon Books.


A Novel That Had Everything


John and I shared a heartfelt love for science fiction, while at the same time being very consciously familiar with all its traditions and cliches. I called him to invite myself to an editorial lunch. “I have an idea which I think you will be unable to resist,” I told him.


In a midtown Chinese restaurant, sitting at a round table with a white table-cloth, I handed John my list. “I will include all of these concepts in one book,” I said. “We can subtitle it, ‘The only science-fiction novel you ever need to read.’ Because it will have everything.”


For the next half-hour, John playfully tried to think of any concept that I might have left off the list. I think he came up with two or three. He also scratched a couple of my concepts as being insufficiently important. By the time we received our fortune cookies, we felt we had a list that was authoritative and complete.


“But you can’t call it the only science-fiction novel you ever need to read,” he said.


I was dismayed. I had seen this as a selling point.


“We publish four titles a month,” John pointed out. “The other three writers may not be happy if we imply that people don’t need to read their books.”


Well, he had a point there. All right then, forget the subtitle. The concept for the book was still unique and irresistible.


John wasn’t so sure. He wanted to see an outline.


The Insulting Advance


Writing the outline was difficult, but not impossible. A week later, I had it ready. Soon after that, John was willing to make an offer.


“One thing I have learned in this business,” he said, “is that if I’m going to publish an idiosyncratic book, I should not spend much money on it.” And so, he offered me $2,000. I think that was the minimum advance against royalties that Avon paid for first novels by unknown writers at that time.


Even in 1988 dollars, it was insultingly low and utterly impractical, bearing in mind that writing the novel might take from four to six months. I told him that the concept for my book was so totally original, it was guaranteed to attract a lot of attention. People would be intrigued and fascinated. Reviewers would enjoy picking through the list of concepts. We would sell a lot of copies.


John was still skeptical.


But really, $2,000? He had to be able to pay more than that. Even just an extra $500!


After I nagged him for a week or two, he finally agreed. I would receive $2,500.


I had other sources of income, so I could afford to write the book. It would just be a labor of love.


The Ingredients


Since the book was already idiosyncratic (to use John’s word), I decided to throw in some situations and characters that would be even more idiosyncratic, because they happened to please me.


I was becoming interested in libertarian ideology, so the book would describe a libertarian utopia—which itself was a recurring concept in science fiction.


The action would be located in an area of Los Angeles that I had discovered when I met a writer named Cherie Wilkerson, who lived between the Hollywood freeway and the Golden State freeway. At that time, it was a very modest, unspoiled area. I thought it was delightful, and imagined it seceding from the rest of the city as the United States blundered toward the year 2000 (bear in mind, the book was written in 1988).


I chose a muscular biker chick as my protagonist, and gave her a nerdy, submissive boyfriend, just for the pleasure of inverting stereotypes.


Because a libertarian utopia would be free from laws regarding victimless crimes, I imagined Universal Studios (at the north end of the territory) remade as an X-rated theme park owned by the mafia.


I also added some concepts that were from fantasy rather than science fiction, such as barbarians from the Earth’s core. The fantasy writer John Norman was popular at the time, and I decided to satirize his work.


It was a lot of fun to write.


Mikuru Abo


When it was published, I wasn’t entirely happy with the cover, which did not even attempt to convey the concept of multiple science-fiction themes. (See Figure 2.) I had given the artist so much to choose from: giant warrior ants, barbarians and slave girls, talking dogs, a flying car, dinosaurs, huge intelligent snails, deranged biker gangs, ultralight aircraft, an armored convoy in Beverly Hills, Muslims on horseback, Nazis from Mars—so where were they? Why were none of these visual treats represented?






Why, why, why?
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Figure 2. The cover of the Avon edition.


Regardless of the cover, I hoped that reviewers would enjoy writing about the book. But no: Free Zone suffered the same fate as so many Avon novels from that period. It was largely ignored.


I was amazed and disconcerted. I had really thought the uniqueness of the concept would be irresistible. Maybe people just didn’t want to read fiction that made fun of itself. But wait a minute—wasn’t that what Douglas Adams did? In the cover blurb, which I wrote myself, I mentioned the Adams connection. Ted White, who wrote a review for Washington Post Book World, picked up on this and very kindly said: “The blurb compares Free Zone with The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, but Platt is the better writer, and Free Zone is the better book.” White, alas, was alone in seeing it that way.


A Japanese edition of the book ended up selling much better than the American edition. This happened for very odd reasons. At a world science-fiction convention, I had met a Japanese science-fiction fan who called himself Mikuru Abo. For some reason the name Abo stuck in my mind, so I applied it to one of my characters in Free Zone. What I didn’t realize was that Mikuru was using a pseudonym. Under his real name, he translated English-language novels for Hayakawa, the principal publisher of science fiction in Japan.


Imagine Mikuru’s surprise when he read my book and saw Dr. Abo as a principal character. Was that why he subsequently recommended the book to Hayakawa, and ended up translating it for them? I don’t think so, but, you never know. The Japanese front and back covers appear in Figure 3.


I wondered if my book succeeded in Japan because Mikuru added something to the translation. This theory was disproved when a Japanese-born woman compared the English and Japanese editions, and told me that the translation was faithful to the original.


So, maybe the Japanese enjoyed my playful borrowing of science-fictional concepts because they often borrow from western popular culture, mixing sources into an incongruous stew. (Mikuru told me it worked because he insisted on putting a comic strip on the cover, much against the wishes of people at Hayakawa, who believed that people who read novels are different from people who read comics. Who knows, maybe he was right.)
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Figure 3. Cover of the Japanese edition published by Hayakawa.


In the United States, I asked my friend Jay Sheckley to gather some reader feedback for me at a bookstore that she managed in California. She kindly recommended the book to some of her regular customers, but she said that after they read it, they complained to her about it. “They seem annoyed by it,” she told me.






Why?








Despite my efforts, I suppose Free Zone was still stigmatized by being metafiction. I’ll never really know why.


Escape From Science Fiction


This novel remains my personal favorite out of all the books that I have written, but its commercial failure made me wonder if I should give up writing. The problem was, I had no other skills, so my options were limited. In the end I decided to see if I could write a conventional book that had no trace of metafiction in it. I would have the simple, single objective of getting good reviews.


The result was The Silicon Man, which actually was well-reviewed, especially by The New York Times. Editions have appeared from five different publishers, and it was nominated for a Campbell award. So I proved my point: I could write conventional science fiction, and it would please people. The trouble was, it didn’t please me very much. I found it a bit dull.


A couple of years later I had the opportunity to write features for Wired magazine. This marked the end of my involvement in science fiction. For Wired, I could tackle any topic that appealed to me. Everything I wrote was accepted, and the magazine paid me ten times as much as science fiction. Within a few years, I had published more full-length features in Wired than any of their other writers, and they were paying me twenty times as much as science fiction. Evidently people liked my nonfiction more than my fiction, and I had to accept that fact.


Nevertheless, Free Zone remains dear to my heart. I think of it as a unique tour-de-force, and I don’t use that term lightly. No other writer has done what I did.


I guess they just didn’t see why.


—Charles Platt, Northern Arizona, 2017




1. PARTY TIME IN PAGAN PARADISE


Christmas Eve in the Free Zone: loud music, heavy drug use, and fucking in the streets. Drunken bikers lassoed an effigy of Santa Claus, dragged it by the neck to the steps of the Church of the Beloved Disciple, then hacked it up with chain saws and set fire to the debris. Meanwhile, inside the derelict church, white-robed street punks played heavy-metal oldies while androgynous go-go dancers stripped naked beneath bombed-out stained-glass windows and hosed down the congregation with holy water from a giant rubber penis.


Lastly, of course, there was the parade along Glendale Boulevard.


Dusty McCullough told herself she was getting too old for this kind of foolishness. She was half-way through her thirties and there were little smile-lines around her mouth—which weren’t so bad—and frown-lines around her eyes, which bothered her more than she would admit. She was still in shape, muscled like a body-builder, and she was happy, and proud of the demented little community in Los Angeles that she had created. But running the Zone for five years had been a juggling act, and as the new millennium drew nigh, she was starting to wonder just how long she could sustain it.


Still, tonight was party time. She had pride of place, decked out like royalty in a satin gown and a silver tiara, riding the first float in the parade. The gown had been painstakingly ripped and spattered with mud; the tiara had been repaired with masking tape; and she was sitting on a throne nailed together from packing crates. Smiling radiantly, she held the symbols of her libertarian-socialist regime: an automatic rifle in one arm, a laptop computer in the other. The crowd loved it. They whooped and catcalled and threw confetti.


Behind her came surfers dressed as bishops, blessing spectators from their dune buggies. Next in line was Satan in a golden chariot pulled by pretty men wearing white tights, angel wings, and lurid eye makeup. They squealed girlishly as Satan wielded his whip, cracking it over their heads.


Following them was a business-suited capitalist on stilts, hauling handfuls of cash from a swag bag and tossing them into the crowd—fake bills decorated with obscene slogans and pictures of starving peasants in Michigan and Pennsylvania. Close behind came a huge float festooned with pink roses. Showgirls from LoveLand romped among the blossoms in a lesbian orgy while a sneering mafioso watched over them, reclining on stacks of bullion.


Finally, bringing up the rear, there were three Hell’s Angels on roller skates posing as wise men, and a notorious whorehouse madam as the Virgin Mary, pushing a giant crib on wheels. In it, beneath a halo fashioned from an old coat hanger, a bloated mutant baby with a gaping beak and bulging bloodshot eyes twitched its flippers while concealed loudspeakers blared “Hark the Herald Angels Sing.”


Dusty’s float at the head of the procession reached the Church of the Beloved Disciple just as the bells were chiming midnight. She climbed up onto a high wooden stage overlooking the street and took in the scene: people laughing and stumbling and shouting, dust drifting under floodlights, smells of barbecued dogmeat and bootleg gin drifting on the soft, warm air.


Thomas Fink, her confidant, lover, and systems analyst, appeared discreetly beside the platform and passed a microphone up to her. She shared a secret smile with him before she turned to the crowd.


“Who needs heroes?” she shouted. She paused, waiting for them to turn their attention to her. “Anyone here?” Her amplified voice echoed up and down the block. “Do any of you want to trust someone else’s judgment more than your own?”


As one they shouted, “No!”


“No gurus, no god, no government,” she told them, more quietly now. “None of that bullshit. Not here, in the Free Zone.” She paused, and smiled. “And we sure as hell don’t believe in Santa Claus.”


They cheered her.


“So let’s party.”


A half-dozen musicians dressed as guerrillas joined her on the platform, and she stepped back. Leaping Larry gave the signal from behind his mobile mixing console, and the band started playing. Dusty took the opportunity to slip out of sight behind the stage. Despite her tall, powerful build, crowds made her nervous—no matter how much they seemed to love her.


Thomas was waiting. “Let’s go home,” she said in his ear, above the pounding music. She started stripping off her costume. She wore a leotard under it, and sneakers. The night air felt good on her bare arms. She flexed her muscles, and stretched. “My Norton’s in the parking lot, in back of the church.”


“Won’t they miss you?” Thomas nodded toward the Free Zoners dancing in the street.


“I’ve worked hard enough for them in the past five years, and they know it. Come on, we’ll play hooky.” She held his head between her hands and kissed him deliberately on the mouth, leaving no room for argument.


Soon they were heading up into the hills on the edge of Griffith Park. Thomas sat close behind, his arms wrapped tightly around her body. The sound of the 850cc motorcycle engine blared defiantly across the derelict residential landscape, under the purple moon.




2. SINNER CELEBS, BURN IN HELL!


Meanwhile, a little way to the south-west, a long white limo moved ponderously down an offramp from the Hollywood Freeway and headed toward Beverly Hills. Escorting it were two half-tracked M113 armored personnel carriers manned by National Guardsmen. Their night scopes, machine guns, and flamethrowers panned restlessly across the wasteland.


Clarence Whitfield lay stretched out on sealskin upholstery in the back of the limousine, admiring his own reflection in the mirrored underside of the roof. His right hand rested on his ample belly, holding a tumbler of bourbon and branch water. His left hand lay absent-mindedly on the thigh of his eighteen-year-old secretary, Roxanne.


He was a big black man in his mid-fifties, close to three hundred pounds, with a round, jowly face and a shaven head. When he grinned he looked like a hungry customer in a restaurant, ready to eat whatever was set before him. In actual fact, the whole City of Los Angeles was Whitfield’s restaurant; and he grinned often.


Music filled the car. Barry Manilow, turned up loud. Whitfield hummed along, off-key, and glanced out of the window at a succession of burned-out homes lining Beverly Boulevard, barely visible in the flickering glow from vandalized streetlights. Refugees, huddled amid the devastation, stared blankly at the big white car and the personnel carriers as they rumbled past.


“Poor white trash,” Whitfield said to himself. He laughed heartily, making his stomach wobble, and some of his drink spilled onto his blue pinstripe suit. “Wipe that up for me, honey,” he added, not bothering to look at the woman beside him.


Roxanne reached for a Kleenex. She was dressed like a whore in four-inch spike heels, black fishnet stockings, black leather miniskirt, and a tight red sweater that outlined her nipples in graphic detail. Her afro was cropped short, like the pelt of a freshly shorn black sheep. She was frighteningly thin and angular. Her knees and elbows looked sharp enough to kill, if she ever acquired the savvy to use them.


She dabbed at the spilled bourbon. “Sometimes I kind of wonder,” she said. “You know, where all them poor people come from.”


“Those poor people,” Whitfield corrected her. “Being my personal secretary, Roxanne, you have to improve your way of speaking.”


She nodded earnestly. “Okay.”


“The plight of the urban poor,” he told her, “has reached a crisis point. It is the tragedy of our time. Understand what I’m saying?”


“Uh-huh.”


He half-closed his eyes. “Whatever else I may have said or done, I have always believed that it is my duty—my moral imperative—to help these people. And I will not rest until I have discharged this grave responsibility.”


Roxanne looked at him respectfully. “Yeah.”


He turned toward her, eyed her face and body, and treated her to his big grin. “You believe in me, isn’t that right, honey?”


She wriggled her bony shoulders and smiled. “Well sure.”


Whitfield chuckled. He squeezed her thigh, tightening his grip till she flinched. “That’s my girl.”


The big car cruised on through the night. There were quicker routes that the mayor could have taken, but he never tired of looking out at scenes of human deprivation. The misery of others was a tonic to his soul.


Eventually, the limo crossed La Cienega Boulevard and approached the territory of Beverly Hills.


There were floodlights, ahead, on tall metal towers behind a wall of concrete blocks topped with razor wire. As Whitfield’s convoy approached, an amplified voice echoed across the highway. “Stop. Do not come closer. Present your identification at the guard post.”


“As if they didn’t know to expect us,” Whitfield grumbled. He levered himself into sitting position and thumbed a switch on his intercom. “Vernon? You tell Sergeant Sanchez, in our escort, to tell those Hill people, we got official business at the Beverly Hilton.”


“Yes sir, Mr. Whitfield.”


Roxanne frowned in puzzlement. “How come they treat us this way? Don’t they understand who you are?”


He grimaced. “It’s no big thing. There’s going to be changes made, soon enough.”


After a short wait, heavy steel gates slid open, allowing barely enough room for the limousine to pass through. The military escort, meanwhile, remained outside.


Soon the mayor was heading north on Canon Drive, where tall palm trees had been encased in shimmering plastic sunscreens. The concrete pavement here was smooth and clean. Large, elegant homes stood half-hidden among succulent vegetation, immaculately maintained, tastefully lit.


“Come judgment day,” Whitfield murmured, “this’ll be a different picture, I do believe.” He nodded to himself. “They shall come to know the wrath of God. And they shall pay for their sins.” He drained his glass and set it down. “They shall burn. They shall suffer endless torment. So sayeth the Lord.”


“Amen,” said Roxanne. Somewhat nervously, she fingered the diamond-inlaid crucifix that dangled around her neck on a thin silver chain.


A little further on, the limo finally reached the hotel. Its parking lot was bumper-to-bumper with vintage Rolls Royces, Ferraris, and Jaguars. Searchlight beams were weaving patterns in the sky, and the sidewalk was busy with celebrity-hunters. “Stay in the car,” Whitfield told Roxanne. “This won’t take more than a short while.”


“But you said I could—”


He patted her face, once, and then again, just hard enough to rock her head back and make her eyes widen with surprise. “You do what I say, honey.”


He opened the door and climbed out into a blitz of flashbulbs. Vernon, the chauffeur, tall, muscular, and ominous in his paramilitary uniform, slammed the car door before an inquisitive journalist had a chance to peer inside.


Whitfield waddled up three steps to the lobby and paused to regain his breath. A young man with a carnation in the lapel of his charcoal-gray suit hurried forward. He had a synthetically handsome profile that could only have come from cosmetic surgery. “Mr. Whitfield!” He grasped Whitfield’s hand and looked into his eyes with eager sincerity. “I’m so glad you’ve arrived. We were wondering—”


“You can stop wondering, boy. I’m here.”


The young man’s smile wavered. “Yes—of course. Well, you’re just in time, if you still wish to make the keynote address, which of course we’d be honored, really honored—”


“Lead me to it.”


“Absolutely. My pleasure.” He guided Whitfield along a thickly carpeted beige hallway, through a series of doors, past two armed guards, onto the wings of a small stage.


“But we must never forget the real meaning of Christmas,” a man in a dazzling white suit was saying. He was standing at a microphone, looking out over a hall where several hundred media personalities sat at tables beneath festoons of holly, mistletoe, colored-glass baubles, and hand-made paper flowers. “Seriously, this is a special time of the year. A time to remember those who are less fortunate than ourselves—which is why the proceeds from this event are being donated entirely to the Entertainers’ Benevolent Fund.” He paused for ritual applause, glanced to one side, and saw with obvious relief that Whitfield was there. “It’s also a time for goodwill,” he went on, shifting gears. “A time to love thy neighbor. And in this spirit, I present to you tonight a surprise guest. A man with whom, quite frankly, we have had our differences. But I’m told he’s got some good news for us tonight, so let’s listen with open hearts and minds to the message he brings. Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Clarence Whitfield, Mayor of the City of Los Angeles.”


Whitfield walked out under the video lights. Quickly, he took in the sea of faces, handsome men, glamorous women, beautiful clothes, extravagant table settings cluttered with the remnants of a huge banquet. There were some murmurs of surprise, and scattered, uncertain applause as he reached the microphone.


“It’s an honor to be here,” Whitfield began, “among the most wonderful, the most talented people, in one of our most vital industries, still prospering even in these times of uncertainty.” He nodded slowly, as if appreciating the wisdom of what he’d just said.


“You know,” he went on, “as I drove here tonight, I saw a lot of people on the streets of Los Angeles who don’t have much to celebrate, this Christmas. The plight of the urban poor has reached a crisis point. It is the tragedy of our time. And you know, whatever else I may have said or done, I’ve always believed it is my duty—my moral imperative—to help these people. I will not rest until I have discharged this grave responsibility.” He looked around at his audience, daring anyone to doubt him. “To this end, it’s my pleasure to announce the successful outcome of our long negotiations between the City of Los Angeles and the Directors of the Republic of Beverly Hills.”


Tentatively, the audience began to applaud. But he held up his hand. “I believe our new treaty will put an end to the unpleasantness—let me speak plainly—the regrettable acts of aggression between our peoples. Together, we will have the strength to rebuild, pooling our resources to help the poor, and also to punish the lawbreakers, including,” he bared his teeth in a sudden little rictus of anger, “the social parasites and professional criminals operating out of the so-called Free Zone.”


He paused, patted his plump cheeks with a white handkerchief, then mustered a benevolent smile. “One day, before too long, you’ll be able to dismantle your guard posts and barricades, and law-abiding, God-fearing citizens will move freely again through the Greater Los Angeles area. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. I wish you all a Merry Christmas, and peace and prosperity in the New Year and the New Millennium.”




3. CHOLLO HOODS IN FLOODED MONDO CONDO


Meanwhile, seven miles to the south-west, Dr. Percival Abo stood at the rail of a rusty freighter as it edged toward the shore. Here in Ocean Park, the streets were under six feet of dirty seawater and fish swam through the broken windows of rotting condominiums. New excavations had promised to turn the flooded suburb into a fashionable marina; but the work had been abandoned when funds ran out, and the project had degenerated into a swamp. Wildcats and raccoons roamed the rooftops at night, and strange new mutant plants had taken root in the dunes of mud.


The excavation was deep enough to serve as an improvised dock, however, and it was here that the freighter found its mooring. Two Chinese seamen flung a frayed rope over the side. Faintly, in the eerie purple moonlight, Dr. Abo saw men moving along the shore. They grabbed the end of the rope and secured it to an abandoned bulldozer mired in the mud.


The ship’s captain quietly joined Dr. Abo at the rail. He was a chain-smoking Korean with knife scars on his cheek and a bullet wound in his left hand. Several buttons were missing from his uniform, and he wore no shirt under it. He had played many games of chess with Dr. Abo during the thirty-day Pacific crossing, but had never given his name. Dr. Abo hadn’t asked for it—hadn’t asked any questions at all, in fact. He was grateful merely to be alive.


“I will need some more of your money,” the Korean stated softly, “to protect us from the authorities.” He took a drag on his cigarette and it glowed in the darkness.


“Very well.” Dr. Abo reached inside his jacket, extracted one of his Krugerrands from an inside pocket, and passed it to the captain.


The men on the shore were raising a gangplank improvised from plywood and plastic drainpipes. It bumped against the side of the ship, and they started up it, feeling their way through the darkness. The captain switched on a penlight, but the men hardly seemed to see it. Dr. Abo noted their faces: Chicanos, with skin so dark it was almost black, pockmarked with blisters. Their eyes reflected the light with a strange, pale intensity. Skin cancers and cataracts, he realized. Gifts from the new sun.


“Buenas tardes,” said the first Chicano. He was wearing bandoliers over a ragged black T-shirt, and cut-off Levis. He pointed to his broad chest. “Francisco Torres.” He reached out, touched the captain’s shoulder, then found his hand.


“Buenas tardes,” the captain replied quietly.


The Chicano paused as if groping for words. “We hear your message of the radio,” he said finally. “We are help to you. The protection.”


The captain held out the gold coin, and played his penlight on it. “Oro,” he said.


Torres squinted closely at the Krugerrand, took it, bit it, then passed it to one of his companions. They conferred in rapid Spanish. Finally he turned back to the captain and nodded. “Okay.”


“Protection for tres dias,” said the captain.


The Chicano shook his head. “Dos.”


“That will probably be long enough,” Dr. Abo told him.


“Gracias. Buenas noches ” Torres turned to go.


“One moment,” Dr. Abo called out. “I have cargo that must be unloaded.”


The Chicano’s face showed hostile incomprehension.


“Boxes. Crates.”


“Cajas de madera,” the captain suggested.


“I need a truck,” Dr. Abo went on, his agitation prompting him to talk whether they could understand him or not. “It must be refrigerated. And for myself I must rent a car—”


“Manana,” said Torres. “We send to you boys. More, you pay.” Without waiting for a reply, he led his men back to the shore, into the night.


“Please do not concern yourself.” The captain flicked his cigarette butt over the side. “I have had business with these men in the past. I suggest, Dr. Abo, you should get some sleep. Unless you would enjoy a game—”


“No. No more chess. Thank you, all the same.” Dr. Abo bowed formally to the Korean, turned, and made his way carefully across the deck of the ship, back to the security and solitude of his cabin.


When he walked in, the bright yellow light from the single naked bulb seemed reassuringly familiar, and the peeling cream paint and broken wooden chair were welcoming compared with the unknown city outside. The cabin was strewn with antique books; he had spent much of the voyage working his way through an obsolete 1994 edition of Encyclopedia Britannica.


For companionship, he had his dog, Lucky—a cocker spaniel he had saved from the Chinese authorities in Hong Kong when they closed down his factory and evicted him from his apartment.


Dr. Abo closed the cabin door. He locked it out of habit and paused, breathing deeply. Lucky scrambled up out of his basket and walked over, wagging his tail. Dr. Abo bent down, patted the dog’s flank, then rubbed him behind the ears. “I have paid some men who will allow us to stay here for two days,” he told the dog, as if to reassure himself. “We will unload, I hope, tomorrow.” Dr. Abo took a crumpled slip of paper from his jacket pocket and studied it, even though he had long since memorized the pencilled lettering. It had acquired a mystical significance, like a religious totem. “We will go to Dusty McCullough in the Free Zone. She will provide us with a safe place to live and conduct our business, free from bureaucratic interference.”


Lucky wagged his tail. “That’s good,” the dog said.“Yes, that makes me happy.”


His canine voice sounded almost, but not quite, human.




4. A NIGHTMARE OF ALIEN SLIME


Meanwhile, far away in interstellar space, four alien creatures sat in the control room of their warship and studied animated images on a giant circular viewscreen.


“Violent behavior!” exclaimed the ship’s captain, an alien whose honorary title was Furrowed Bulk. He watched as the screen showed a human using a hand-held laser weapon to vaporize an entire infantry battalion. The picture became filled with a huge orange fireball.


“Yes indeed,” agreed Thick Hump, the navigator. “Quite amusing.”


“But kindly observe.” Tall Stalks, the anthropologist, extruded a pseudopod and prodded a button beside the screen, fast-forwarding to another clip. It showed citizens of Earth going about their business on a street lined with tall office buildings. From out of the sky zoomed a silver spaceship, its engines spewing flame. It eluded fighter jets that attempted to shoot it down, aimed a heat ray at the buildings, and they exploded into dust and rubble.


“Oh, excellent,” said Furrowed Bulk. He laughed. “Yes, I particularly like that one.”


In actual fact, neither words no laughter were audible in the control room. The only sound was of flesh slithering across slime-covered rock, and warm, nutritious, synthetic mucus dripping from the perforated ceiling onto the creatures below. They communicated nonverbally via a complex sequence of body odors and twitching pseudopods. The gist of their conversation, however, was easily translated into human terms.


Tall Stalks used his manipulative pseudopod to press another control beside the viewscreen. “The pictures we see were received as electromagnetic waves from a planet calling itself Earth,” he explained. “The location is a star system only three light-years from our current position. I will show one last transmission.” The screen lit up with two naked bodies wrestling together on a king-size water bed. “This is how the dominant species reproduces,” he went on. “The large biped inserts an organ in the smaller one. A miniature replica of itself emerges quite soon afterward.” Tall Stalks paused. “You may applaud one’s diligent research.”
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