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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.







A rock is a rock, a tree is a tree,


Shoot it in Griffith Park.


Abe Stern
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Prologue: Harry’s Pitch


From: Harry Lopez


To:     Marshall Morgan


Cc:     Julia


Hey, Marsh, Thanks for lunch, thanks for the green light, and you want something in writing. This is not a pitch. I don’t do pitches. I want to tell you a story. Have patience if I ramble.


In the beginning there was the crash, (which is my Big Bang, I cannot know what was before). Over here, our problems were and remain plain old economic. Anyone over twenty-five thinks the price of gas is a crime against humanity, and poor people try to club you to death as you scurry from your cab into the airport. In Western Europe it went into a runaway chain reaction. They had penniless crash victims, mom and pop types included, hordes of them, turned nomadic, wandering around like lemmings. They had the anti-capitalist, anti-GM, pro-Gaia, pro-paganism, magic-murky, Save Our Planet thing growing into a monster volk movement: shaping up to be the Green Nazis. They had a’lootin’ and a shootin’ and mad dog migrants from the poisoned lands. Governments fell. Armed forces and teachers and other useful persons just upped and quit. That’s the bgd. Then the story begins. It’s the story of the man who would be king. He’s called Ax Preston. He was recruited, along with several other rather amazing people, to what the British government called their Countercultural Think Tank. He was a guitarist, at the time, with a chipper little band called the Chosen Few from Taunton, Somerset (=deep in the sticks). He was twenty-six. Next thing you know there was a blood-spattered coup, a veritable massacre in one of the royal parks, and Ax and his pals were hostages of the deranged hippie regime that had taken over England. They were kid rock musicians. One minute they were dreaming of a record deal, next thing, they were doused in the blood of revolution. But they were patriots. Ax told them they could use the music, and turn the awful situation round. And they did it! The catalogue of disasters that they beat would be unbelievable except it was all part of the same thing: collapse of the card house. It took Ax two years. When he was twenty-eight he was the ruler of England, by the will of the people. I want to tell the story of how that happened. Ax Preston is a phenomenon of our times. I want to show him making hedonism and free will work, in a tsunami of brutish violence. But what makes it Fabulous is that it was all done with the music.


Ax would be king: but there’s more. There’s Fiorinda, the scary-smart babe-rocker with the abusive megastar dad. There’s Sage Pender, aka Aoxomoxoa, who needs no introduction. (Okay, you twisted my arm: introducing Sage. He’s the demon techno whose very existence irradiated my youth. He’s regarded as the Antichrist, in many parts of the USA. He invented immersion code. He’s God, in my opinion). There’s the relationship between these three, which is very slippery. Suffice it to say, the guys compete like wolverines disputing a kill, they share the girl and that’s not all they share. I love it when beautiful guys love each other passionately, but they’re not gay (this is not a proposition, btb). It’s very rock and roll, very glamorous and it gives me an immense Jungian thrill, a masculine romance with girls in it.


And with guitar!


No, we’re not going to go into what happened to them last summer. Nor what’s happening in England now. I want to end on a note of valedictory glory, a triumph that foreknows its fall, a sense that great deeds are evanescent as a dream, and that’s the way greatness should be. The Japanese have a word for it, Bushido. Ax’s England blossomed and died, it was brief and perfect.


I’m sending you Unmasked, and Yellow Girl, and Sweet Track, Ax’s only solo album, and not easy to get, even tho’ the fucking data quarantine has supposedly given up trying to isolate us from European Revolutionary Culture. (I’ve sent them, they’re on this letter, just press and play). You also have to hear the Aoxomoxoa and the Heads mix of ‘Little Wing’, which came about because one day Sage said to Ax, the reason why Jimi Hendrix is not revered like Beethoven, is because the mass market has to be turned on to something or it doesn’t survive, and you can’t dance to ‘Little Wing’. It is BLAZING. It explains our whole global culture.


Please Marsh, let me make this movie in style, no scrimping, c’mon, c’mon. It’s surefire, fantastically good looking, and the best idea I ever had.


Yours, most respectfully and sincerely,




Harry





Enrico Ernesto Fortunato Curtis-Lopez de la Concha


  From: Harry Lopez


To:   Marshall Morgan


Cc:   Julia


It’s not a problem. I know he hasn’t returned a call since he resigned. I’m onto it. I can get hold of him. Don’t ask me how, because I can’t tell you, just trust me. Mr Preston is coming to Hollywood. It can be done, it will be done. I have an offer he can’t refuse, right here in my pocket.


Harry




1: Something In The Way


On a beach on the Pacific coast of Baja, Mexico, two small boys were exercising the tourist-horses. Shore birds in bewildering variety played chicken with the waves, racing in and out above their reflections in the wet sand; over the dunes a turkey vulture coasted on broad black wings. All else was lost in a shining, opalescent haze. Into this stainless world there came a young woman, emerging from the mist as a stick-thin figure with a raggedy cloud of red hair, yellow suntan that gave up at the base of her throat, and an expression of dogged, mutinous calm. The boys galloped towards her, shouting in Spanish as they drew level, did she want a ride? ‘No!’ she shouted back, in English. ‘Not now, and not the other fifty times you asked me.’ The boys laughed, the big brown horses danced on the spot, wheeled around and thundered away.


Fiorinda continued her promenade, noting sandpipers, sanderlings, busy little dunlins, elegant terns, whimbrels, dowitchers and curlews; ooh, possibly a marbled godwit. The mist, parting ahead of her, disclosed three fishermen in shortie dry suits and parkas, hauling on a net. A handful of flip-flopping things glittered in the long expanse. Plenty more fish in the sea, she thought, is a concept to bemuse the children of this century.


Ideas and memories rose up and fell away like the spindrift. The pale sweep of the sands reminded her of Tyne and Wear, the cold north east coast of England, where she had found friends, acceptance, a reason for living; after she’d escaped from her hateful childhood. This beach at the end of the Western World was more beautiful and more desolate: and there went the pelicans, one, two, eight… fourteen of them today, in stately procession just above the blunt sawteeth, out where the ocean turned navy blue and solid. South in the morning, north in the evening, regl’r as clockwork. What do they do down there, she wondered? When I’ve lived here a thousand years, I’ll take my shoes and follow them. But now she’d reached the upturned, derelict fishing boat which marked the end of her habitual stroll. She sat down in its shelter, and rubbed her cold bare toes.


So here I am back in the modern world, after seven years in fairyland. Traffic fumes, cable tv, air travel, internet connections, swimming pools, movies—and everything that happened to us vanishes like a dream. It must have been a dream. Our Crisis was real, part of the Global-Economic-Meltdown, but my boyfriend, my guitar-man with delusions of responsibility for everything in the world, ever, was never the king of England. My father didn’t rip Sage to pieces, on the beach at Roaring Water Bay.


She debated with herself whether Ax had been celebrity enough to be a terrorist target, whether he’d really spent a year as the hostage of a “drug cartel” (clueless bunch of crazies) in the Yucatán; and decided maybe yes, because here she was in Mexico, and she distinctly remembered the big aeroplane (first time she’d been on a big plane in her life). So Ax had made his deposition in Mexico City, and here they were on the Baja, very broke, having wandered across Mexico because Sage remembered surfing on this coast, long ago. There was no surf at this season. No swimming, because the water was ice cold. No scenery, and April weather like a chilly Spring in Margate, except for the fearsome UV.


But here they had come to rest.


Were we really the leaders of the Rock and Roll Reich? Did we hold all England, and then the whole world itself, in the palm of our scrawny, calloused, Indie-musician hands?


Nah. That’s a nonsense story.


The flank of the old boat had sucked heat from the fierce morning sun, it was warm against her spine though the air was cold. She leaned back, with a sigh of deliberate content. A glimpse, out of the corner of her eye, forced itself on her attention. She must turn her head. She must see a crumpled heap lying on the sand, which had been smooth a moment before. It was her green and white kimono, which she’d worn the night she gave herself to the dead man, in trade for her friends’ lives. She was sure that gown had been burned, but there it was, large as life, sand clogging the skirts. The sight of it made her feel as if someone was pouring concrete down her throat.


The kimono turned into another beach, under a dark sky. It turned into the weight of Sage’s body, dead in her arms. A hundred perceptions rose up: a thousand, uncountable, each with its specific freight of sensation and emotion, far too many of them vile, horrible… and oh, God, I’m not in Mexico. I am with the dead man. The very bad thing is happening to me right now, and this beach is me, right now, me blanking it out…


She set her teeth, breathing shallow until the sea and sky returned. The hallucination was nothing, she could live with hallucinations, but the world was made of paper. If she moved her head, it was like trying to see into the corners of a room in a dream. Now she remembered … something had happened at Tyller Pystri. She had been getting better, Sage had been getting better, so they’d moved down to Cornwall, for the quiet convalescence meant to be the first installment of their happy ever after. But something bad happened, and she couldn’t remember what, but since then she’d been living in the paper world. Not raving, tearing her hair or shitting herself (much, she hoped… couldn’t be completely sure), just horribly sure that nothing was real. That this beach on the Baja, like anything else that had happened since she hit paper, was an escape from the choking horror of her reality.


When she was thirteen, in her first really awful trouble, Fiorinda had discovered, or invented, a place where she could go, and be safe: hiding in the aeons between one moment and the next. She couldn’t get there now. Therefore, she must already be hiding. Therefore, she had to believe that Ax was dead (she held his chip in her hands, stinking little shards of brain tissue and dried goop sticking to the sliver of silicon), Sage gone forever, and Fiorinda was in hell, gazing at sea and sky while the dead man fucked her: keeping her bargain, protecting her people


One day I’ll wake up from this, in bed with your carrion disguise, dear father, and only seconds will have passed. One day you’ll defeat me, and we’ll all be in hell together, I know that. But until then, fuck you.


Ha. Other alternative: I’m in a padded cell. Just a little mixed-race girl from Neasden, whose absent father came back to get her pregnant, and she wasn’t tough enough to get over it, so in the end she lost her mind. She got up and started walking back, reflecting detachedly that she couldn’t make herself believe the padded cell option. She felt this was a plus. All you can go on is what makes a situation bearable. I’m sure I’m better off convinced that I had wonderful lovers once, and that I’m serving a cause.


The fishermen had gone. Three dolphins leapt where the nets had been: Fiorinda paddled in the punishing cold water, and saw a round flat purple furry thing, scuffling by her toes. Hey, it’s a sand-dollar! This is what they look like when they are alive! She picked it up. A myriad bewildered little fingers wriggled: the purple fur was made of tiny tentacles. It was like a … a flattened- out sea urchin, a fused starfish. How cool! She set the creature back in its watery home, and watched it drift to the sand; feeling like a gentle god. I’ll never tell them. If they are dead, at least they don’t have to know it. She straightened, looked up: and there, not on the painted sky but far, far off in the darkness of her soul, she glimpsed the shining limb of a different answer, which for a moment she knew was real, but she could never reach it.


Something in the way—


Ax was also on the beach. He’d been talking to Smelly Hugh about Para, Smelly’s oldest daughter (named Paralytic, as that’s what her father had been the night she was born). She now called herself Paradoxa, sensibly enough. She’d dropped out of Hedgeschool baccalaureat and was joining a hardline Gaian group. She would no longer be using clothes, tools, or articulate language. She’d told her bewildered parents she wanted to recover from the disease of being human. ‘She loves animals,’ said poor Smelly. ‘An’ she’s dead clever. Me and Ammy, we thought she might be a vet. I get what she’s thinking. That we rebelled an’ everything, an’ now we’re telling her she can’t. But it’s different times. Everyone’s gotta be responsible, and the way we’re placed, we havta set an example. I just want you to tell her. I’m not bein’ a fascist dad, Ax. I jus’ want her to do somethink worfwhile, not sittin’ on her bum-’


Ax knew Para quite well, and doubted if anything would deflect her least of all words of wisdom from an ageing rockstar Godfather. But he’d made soothing noises, and Smelly had seemed comforted.


‘You din’t mind me calling? Ammy said I shouldn’t. She says, they’re on holiday, leave them in peace. But I thought, Ax won’t mind—’


Smelly Hugh was a punk philosopher. He didn’t think twice about the miracles of futuristic technology. He zoomed over to Mexico on the astral plane, smelt the ocean, and winked out of sight, right back to London—


Doubtless he’d pop up again, next time he had a worry.


Thanks for trying, AM.


Alone on the water margin Ax sat turning the b-loc headset in his hands, wondering if he should chuck it in the sea, wondering how much more he could take of Smelly Hugh. Who brought with him, mercilessly, the taste of failure, like bile in his mouth. He would never be free of it.


Back in England, the suits seemed to have accepted that he wasn’t going to change his mind. He had been a dictator, a temporary measure. He wasn’t going to stay on as “Green President”. The current cabal of closet Neo-Feudalists were now approaching Ax’s brother Jordan, as the obvious alternative, only easier to handle. Jor was reportedly tempted.


He’d already taken over the band. All their lives, anything Ax had, Jordan thought it was owed him. Reportedly, he was holding out for Ax’s approval. And Ax (who hadn’t spoken to his brother) knew all this because he was such a damned fool, he couldn’t quite let go—


He had to drop that stupid train of thought, because Fiorinda had appeared. They walked towards each other, herding scurrying shore birds, and met in a whirling crown of silver wings.


‘Hi,’ she said, with the far away eyes and otherworldly smile that cut his heart in two. ‘What are you doing out so early, mister?’


‘Smelly Hugh decided to give us a wake up call. Sage was asleep, so I came out here. Fuck. I told them, don’t call us, we’ll call Allie, once a week, to prove we haven’t been kidnapped. I should chuck the thing.’


The bi-location phone was a spin off from the Zen Self quest. The technology was unknown in Mexico, making the only phone they possessed useless for anything except satellite-phreaking: but that was no loss. There was noone they wanted to talk to in the New World.


‘Don’t. There might be a real emergency at home and we wouldn’t know. You should have come beachcombing. I found a live sand dollar, and I think I saw a marbled godwit-’


‘You’re kidding. Sure it wasn’t a Common Loon?’


They followed their own footprints through the dunes to the fishing camp called El Pabellón. They’d been staying in one of the cabins for a week or so. It was off season, and sports fishing in steep decline: hard to say what the other campers were doing here, other than hiding from creditors; or the police. The painter lady was under her awning, catching the morning light like Monet. Nothing moved in the township of middleaged bikers. The teenage runaways’ little tent had collapsed again, leaving them shrouded in green nylon like dead bodies. The Clam Diggers, (locals, here to harvest shellfish for the restaurant trade) were monopolising the standpipe. Nevada and his old lady, proprietors of a wagon-ring of assorted, half-derelict vehicles, were up and about, toting shotguns. The kids were not in sight. The Nevada dogs stood up and woofed.


‘Hi, youse guys,’ called Nevada’s buckskinned and gypsy-bloused old lady. ‘You been on the beach already? How’s the world looking?’


‘Same as yesterday,’ Fiorinda called back. ‘Sand. Birds. Sky. Sea.’


‘She’s a poet, and she don’t know it,’ remarked snaggle-toothed, draggle-haired Nevada, grinning his shit-eating grin. ‘Hope she don’t blow it. You guys coming to the shindig tonight? You’d be very welcome.’


They laughed and said maybe, and passed on.


Sage lay on the cabin’s only sunbed, with a sketchpad: but he’d made the coffee and beaten the eggs. They berated him, and agreed between them silently he mustn’t be left alone. The moment you leave him alone he starts doing too much. And so another quietly busy day begins. That’s the last of the cinnamon buns: better review the exchequer. Would you care to initial these accounts for me, Mr Preston? Why certainly, Ms Slater…


Later, Ax walked up to the Transpeninsular Highway; to the little shack-store beside the Church of the Holy Family. The cinder cones of San Quintín floated over the north west, the cows in the beaten-earth field were contemplating a vivid load of surplus tomatoes that had been dumped for them. Now that’s something you don’t see every day… Wonder if they like the taste? Of course, if you tried to buy tomatoes for human consumption around here it cost an arm and a leg. The death-wish contortions of post-modern agribusiness were no longer Ax’s concern, but he stopped to stare: thinking about a yacht called the Lorien. What a boat, thirty knots under sail, as if it was nothing, endless other passionate details, whispered through the long hospital nights (the Intensive Care Unit in Cardiff, the setting he remembered)…


I want Sage to have his yacht.


I’d buy you a jet-plane, baby, I’ve had it with green austerity—


But they had no money, and soon Ax must address this problem. Sage and Fiorinda couldn’t be asked to make a living. What are my skills? Some experience of organised violence, not-bad guitarist, horrendously in debt.


This needs thought.


Make a list: One pack flour tortillas (NB, not the brand that tastes of soap). Maize meal for Fiorinda’s excellent stove-top corn bread; eggs. Veg, whatever they have fresh. Tinned fruit, any kind but pineapple which we all hate, the cinnamon buns she likes. Little elastic bands to mend the Nevada kids’ stunt kite. What’s the Spanish for that?


I wonder how much a boat like the Lorien would cost? Fuck it. We won’t starve. We can live on clams and steal the cows’ tomatoes.


He’d started to think, hardly admitting it to himself, in terms of never going back to England. What, just vanish …? He turned his head, to avoid getting choked by dust as a blue off-roader Compact rumbled by, and looked after it; idly curious. US plates, surfie stickers in the rear window, longboards on the roof. There aren’t any waves, he thought.


New campers? They better fit in with the ambience.


The driver of the Compact pulled up at the entrance to the fishing camp, and got out. Above the gateway, which possessed no gates, a marlin leapt in blue and white mosaic: leprous with deleted pixels, flanked by red and yellow butterflies. A hand-painted sign advertised cabins, RV hook-ups, cocktails, firewood, surf-fishing, dry suit hire and Horse rides. Beyond the gateway a row of battered talapas, straw thatched beach umbrellas, stood outside a flat-roofed, pastel building; possibly a bar. Nothing stirred when he peered into the dark interior.


‘Anyone home?’


No answer, only the sound of the ocean.


Cautiously, he explored. The scurvy RV camp was noontide silent. There were dish-aerials, most of them big enough to be illegal; a recycling plant beside a midden of scrap plastic and metals. Stacks of desiccated clam shells, pyramids of beer bottles, a skeletal thing made of thousands of old pens: ballpoints, felt-tips, gel-tips, rollerballs. A large grey iguana stared him out, sideways, from under one of the trailers; everything had an air of post-futuristic dereliction and outlawry. Two of the dogs in the big compound, (command post?) stood up, rattling their chains: a German Shepherd and something like an Irish Setter, but bigger, and having deeply malevolent yellow eyes. He retreated.


Beyond a giant mutant tamarisk hedge, festooned with sun-drained rainbow pennants, he found a row of cabins. The first had a shiny jeep and a boat trailer outside. The rest were padlocked and clearly unoccupied, except for the one at the end. He listened, glanced around, and moved closer. A towel hanging from a line, a dishpan of murky water, full of submerged underwear. A sketchpad, held down by a slab of plastic-cased hardware, lay on a trailer-park sunbed that had seen better days.


Doubt assailed him. Why would they be living like this?


He bent over the pad, careful to touch nothing. On the top leaf he saw an unfinished portrait, male, half profile… and the hardware was a portable videographics desk, of alien but hi-spec design.


Oh yes. What do the English say?


Gotcha.


Out on the beach, beyond the gap in the dunes, there were figures in the landscape. Kids ran around, local people were digging clams. He tipped his straw hat to the back of his head and strolled. A tall, very slender white guy was playing a ball game, with a young woman whose ragged red hair whipped to and fro like the pennants on the tamarisk hedge. She wore a body glove and knee length denims. The man wore a loose white shirt and pants that accentuated his willowy height and languid movements. His hair was cropped yellow curls, eyes invisible behind aviator shades. Each had a ring on the third finger of the left hand, which was intriguing: but he couldn’t get a good look. He watched the game.


They ignored him, but not in an unfriendly way.


‘D’you mind if I ask a question?’


The woman turned on him a mask of beaten gold, pierced by eyes like clear grey stones, so like the cover image on her second solo album that his mouth went dry with excitement. Yellow Girl. It’s really her!


‘Go ahead. It’d better not be difficult. We have no brains.’


‘Why are you playing cricket, with a softball and a baseball bat?’


He was pleased with himself for spotting the game.


‘Oh, tha’s easy,’ said the languid giant, planting the bat in front of his stumps—stalks of bleached tamarisk root, capped by clam-shell bails. ‘We don’t have a cricket bat, an’ if we used a smaller ball I would never hit it. I’m useless.’


‘He’s lying,’ said Fiorinda. ‘We found the bat. We had a proper baseball, which we bought in Ensenada, but our demon bowler, er, pitcher, buried it in the Pacific. It’s over there. If you’d like to fetch it for us, we’d be grateful.’ She pointed out into the ocean, smiling at him with great charm, and chilling strangeness.


‘You guys are English, aren’t you?’


‘Yes.’


‘I recognised the accent. We haven’t seen many tourists from Crisis Europe, the last few years. Things have quieted down over there, I guess?’


‘Much quieter,’ she agreed. ‘Practically back to business as usual. Except for Italy and, um, a few other hot spots.’


‘England’s still revolutionary, isn’t it. But you’re allowed to travel?’


‘As long as we promise not to eat at McDonalds.’


‘Okay,’ he said, nodding politely. ‘The name’s Harry. Harry Lopez.’ He held out his hand. They smiled, but didn’t take it.


He went back to the campground, and looked into one of the toilet blocks. The showers and stalls had plastic curtains, no doors, but everything was clean. He tried a faucet and leapt back, cursing. The water was boiling. A little Mexican girl had appeared at the uncurtained door to the outside, with a black and tan puppy in her arms. She stared at him, scandalised.


‘These are dire and troubled times,’ he said to her, shaking his scalded fingers. ‘This could be the end of days. Do you believe that?’


He tried the other. Something about F and C… Fuck! Also boiling.


‘This is the ladies room,’ said the little girl, in Spanish.


‘Do you have an office? Oficina?’


‘Strange bloke,’ said Fiorinda, meaning the man in the straw hat.


She had called a halt. Sage was obediently lying on their rug, while she sat beside him on the sand. They watched the world go by.


‘I dreamed of Fergal again last night.’


‘Oh yes?’


Fergal Kearney was the Irish musician, casualty of the lifestyle, whose dead body had been used by Fiorinda’s father as his instrument of torture. She wouldn’t talk about what had happened to her, she’d never known the real Fergal, why had she suddenly started talking about him?


‘He was sitting by my bed,’ said Fiorinda softly. ‘I didn’t see him, but he was there. It wasn’t a nightmare, Sage. He was on guard, keeping bad at bay. The strange thing is, I still knew he was really my father: and in my dream I didn’t mind. You know how all the people around you are really just patterns created by firing neurons in your head?’


‘Mm,’ said Sage, doubtfully.


She laughed, cold and sweet, and took his hand with chilling deliberation.


‘Hey, I’m not saying you don’t exist. I’m just saying, obviously that’s what ghosts of the dead are, too. My father is dead, and I killed him—’


‘Er, as I recall, I killed Rufus, babe.’


‘I helped to kill him, and I bloody well think I had a right. But I believe I want him to forgive me. I think when I imagine Fergal by my bed, on guard, it’s my mind’s way of telling me we did okay, that night at Drumbeg. We rescued Fergal from his private hell, and he’s grateful, and we even did Rufus some good, somehow. It’s my closet soppiness, sneaking out.’


‘Fee, you are amazing.’


‘Thank you… Sage, what’ll I do about not wanting to be famous any more? All the time we were trapped being leaders of the revolution I was secretly thinking, fuck this, I need to tour Japan. Now I can’t stand the idea, and I’m scared to have no grand plan.’


‘Nyah. Remember what you told me, when I was grieving about being old, invalided-out, and never being Aoxomoxoa again? People talk a lot of crap about facing up to big life changes. Why bother? Spend a few years in denial, then accept the obvious when it’s old news, and hurts less.’


‘Did I? I’m a vicious brat.’ She sighed, ‘Well, benign neglect. That’s how I’m dealing with the other major problem, never having a baby—’


She’d been sterilised when she was thirteen, after she’d given birth to her father’s child, the little boy who died at three months.


‘You don’t know you’re never going to have a baby.’


‘Yes I do, Sage. How could a creature like me have a baby? It was okay when I thought my father was just some bastard megastar who didn’t mind seducing his own daughter. Now I know what he really was, what does it matter if there’s a way? How could I contemplate passing on those genes?’ She frowned at the sparkling ocean. ‘Unless, um, unless as I sometimes think, I imagined the whole thing? I don’t mean the Crisis, or running the revolution, I mean, the rest of it?’


She’d let go of his hand. He took hers, and she didn’t flinch.


‘Sorry, babe. It was all real. I was there, trust me.’


‘What crocks we are,’ said Fiorinda, after a moment. ‘The three of us. Me with my gross memories and my monster of a dead dad. You, had to turn back at the threshold of heaven, and never going to be the king of the lads again. Ax, with his post-traumatic hostage stress, and what’s worse, he doesn’t believe in saving the world anymore. Sage, can we make him happy? Just you and me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did I say, also penniless?’


‘I don’t mind being broke. I like it.’


‘Oh sure, my one-bowl, one-robe pilgrim. What about the yacht, hm?’


‘Tha’s different.’


She smiled at him tenderly, and took his hand to her face, rubbing her cold cheek against his knuckles. My darling, he thought. You put on a good act, but you don’t even know I’m here. They folded the rug, collected their bat and the softball, and went to look for Ax.


On quiet nights they would play and sing on their terrace after dark; for their own amusement. The shindig drove them indoors, but then the hermit crab, which had been lost in the cabin for days, started to make excruciating ragged-claw noises. The whole Baja heaves with geo-thermal power, but the fishing camp electric light was low and peevish. They searched under beds and in corners with their wind-up torch, to no avail, and this woke them up so thoroughly they decided to go back outside. The Clam Diggers chorus was rendering Beatles Greatest Hits, backed by a miserable beat-box, and deconstructive interference from the old bikers’ Jazz ensemble. A communal bonfire painted orange shadows, the Nevada dogs howled, the Pacific sighed. The former rulers of England sat shrouded in rugs and watched the bold cactus mice, who’d come out to hunt scraps.


‘I don’t know where the fuck it hides,’ grumbled Ax. ‘We haven’t got any furniture. Hey, look at that one. Commando mouse—’


‘We should build them an obstacle course,’ said Sage.


‘We should join the shindig,’ suggested Fiorinda, cheerfully. ‘Since we’re going to get the benefit anyway. I bet Mr Strange with the straw hat will be there. The Nevadas are always looking for new blood.’


‘I’m tired,’ said Sage. ‘Don’t feel like it.’


Ax caught his eye, in the light of the camping lantern. Silently, they’d agreed not to worry about the man in the straw hat. But fear brushed him with a stealthy hand, and suddenly he realised what unbelievable good fortune he still possessed. Just to be with them, to be alive, loving them—


‘Nah, me neither. The claw’s probably asleep by now.’


Every dusk the firewood arrived in a red pickup. Campers gathered in the town square, an open space with a ring of logs and stones around the bonfire site. The horse-boys and their sister tossed out bundles of hardwood root and scrap timber. Señor El Pabellón, a square-built man with a handsome moustache, took the money. His wife (presumably), who ran the campsite office, stayed in the cab with the old lady who was (probably) her mother-in-law, and made critical observations, in a rapid but none too discreet undertone. The hippie woman is too old to wear her hair down her back, she looks ridiculous, and her children are brats. The painter is a stupid old lady with no talent. That young man in the straw hat is a strange one. He looks like a debt collector.


‘No, you don’t want that one,’ said Señor El Pabellón to Fiorinda, in English, ‘There are nails in the wood, take this one, it’s heavier… You’d like a horse ride tomorrow?’


‘Caballo no me gusta,’ said Fiorinda, ‘Caballo demasiado grande, soy pequeño.’


Señor El Pabellón laughed, and winked at Ax. ‘Ah, she’s learning Spanish! The horse is big, and she is small yes: but my horses are gentle, eh. Tell her that.’


Fiorinda could ride, but she didn’t like horses. She sleeps with the blond, said the wife. Nah, she sleeps with neither, said the mother-in-law. El guero is some kind of celibate priest, and the Indio is like her brother. It’s a mystery. True enough, thought Ax, paying for the bundle without the nails. And you two mean old bats know fucking well I can understand you. But he wasn’t offended. He’d lived in the public eye a long time: you develop a tolerance.


‘Hey, you coming down tonight?’ asked Nevada’s old lady, heaving up her bundles. ‘Free food. We’re laying on barbecue,’ she added persuasively.


Fiorinda looked at Ax. ‘Shall we?’


His premonition had faded, and he hated to be the control freak. Whatever she wants, she must have. ‘Okay by me. Let’s ask Sage.’


Harry had discovered that they were known as Red, Mr Guitar and Blondie. They were liked, their musical talents had been noted, but they were hard to get. By their ladidah accents they came from ‘New England’—which to the campers meant the north eastern seaboard of the USA. Or they were Canadians, or even Australian; but not Irish. Red and Mr Guitar were seen as the couple, with Blondie tagging along, but there was a minority in favour of Guitar and Blondie, with Red as their ‘beard’. One romantic variant had Red as an heiress hiding from the media, Blondie as her dissolute brother dying of AIDS, and Mr Guitar as the trained assassin bodyguard.


I’ll file that one!


In the Oficina, for a small cash payment, he’d had sight of a single European Union passport, suspiciously fresh and new, issued to a Daniel Brown. Like hell.


He was astonished nobody had recognised those three faces. It made him doubt the evidence of his eyes, and the technical data. Maybe you could pass Fiorinda on the street, if she was dressed down and not deploying that terrific stage presence. Maybe you could pass Ax Preston (though you’d sure as hell remember him). You might not spot that the willowy blond in aviator shades had once been musclebound techno-wizard Aoxomoxoa, of five Grammys just the year before last, and personally the inventor of ‘immersion’ code. Auteur of a horrific, hallucinatory string of albums, banned in twelve states. But together! How could anyone miss them?


Briefly, he’d felt crushed. No one knew about these people, no one cared, his big idea was a dog. But the denizens of this caravanserai were wilfully ignorant, self-selected out of so many loops. Whereas one of the people who shared Harry’s delusion was Kathryn’s uncle Fred. He needn’t worry. What he had here was not a private obsession, it was an untapped motherlode.


‘There will be wars, and the rumour of wars,’ he muttered, loitering by the trestle table where the barbecue was laid out, eating coleslaw from a paper plate and eyeing the inexplicable thing built from worn out pens: which stalked in the shadows, dangerously unstable. The bonfire was lit, the crowd moved over. He saw Ax and Fiorinda arrive, with guitars. Sage was talking to the pen-thing’s keepers, a young guy-couple who looked like slumming MIT mavins.


This is it. How unbelievably romantic.


He found a place on a log of driftwood, between a grizzled biker and the spooky, spectral teenagers. Ax had a semi-acoustic. Fiorinda was handling the legendary Ax Preston Les Paul. (Harry was no guitar buff, but a classic Gibson he could spot). They had those futuristic little Oltech amps patched on the soundboxes, hm, they’ve hung onto the high tech, these vagabonds… Without any fuss, Ax started to play, and it was ‘Riq’, a very sexy instrumental from the glory days of the English Dictatorship.


Can anyone beat this? thought Harry. I’m listening to Ax Preston, live, in a Baja RV camp, surrounded by pension-stretching nomad seniors!


The campers chatted through ‘Riq’. Then they seemed to realise they’d got something good, and started yelling for their favourites. They wanted ‘The Boxer’, they wanted ‘Mr Tambourine Man’—


Harry could have killed them. The English Triumvirate simply complied, with a set of Reader’s Digest Favourite Twentieth Century Folksongs (someone’s got a thing for The Beatles…); relieved only by Sage and Fiorinda duetting on an unplugged version of ‘Stonecold’, the Fiorinda punk anthem that was a standard even in the New World. In ‘Stonecold’ Harry ruined the experience for himself by realising he had a chance to stare without being noticed. He gave the side of his head a discreet tap, blinking to focus his gaze. He was wary of making it obvious. Eye socket digital devices might be okay, or he could be surrounded by eco-maniac Fundamentalists. As a rule of thumb, Harry had observed that the fewer houses you can see, the higher the concentration of lunatics.


Close up, of course it’s Fiorinda, and of course that’s Ax Preston, the rockstar warlord with the boy-next-door charm. He lingered over Sage, the only one of the three who’d been global before the UK collapsed. Aoxomoxoa and the Heads used to wear digital skull masks, not just on stage but on all public sightings. Sage Pender, aka Aoxomoxoa, had a designer ‘living skull’ model he’d coded himself. He kept his hands masked too, to hide the fact that he’d lost several fingers to infant meningitis. There were no deletions, and no sign of reconstruction, or regrowth, on the hands and wrists that Harry studied now. Not at any magnification. And the technical data says that’s no digital veiling, that’s flesh and blood.


The hairs on the back of Harry’s neck prickled.


What the hell happened to you, he thought. What was it LIKE, Sage?’


The rings intrigued him a lot: Ax had one too.


The Angel next door nudged him with a quart of mezcalito.


‘This is incredible,’ whispered Harry, fumbling it back untouched.


‘Sheeit. Guess you’re too young to have ever been at a Yes concert. Still.’ The geezer downed an inch or few of rotgut, ‘They’re good… You a talent scout?’


Harry furtively tapped, restoring normal vision. ‘Uh, you could say so.’


‘Well, walk on by, mother. What can you give them that they ain’t got? Don’t ruin their lives. Those.’ He gestured with the quart, ‘are free people.’


You are as wrong as you can be, thought Harry. But you are so right.


I’m the last person they want to meet. For a second or two he felt like a butterfly hunter, greedy and guilty… But the three were saying they’d do one last song and goodnight. It was ‘Heart On My Sleeve,’ the Aoxomoxoa and the Heads dance track, major European hit at the time of the Floods Conference, album release on Hedonastick. This was an a capella version, three voices blended in mesmerising harmony. The clue-free campers went silent, and chills crept up Harry’s spine, at the purity of that homage. He probably didn’t draw breath himself until the music ended.


The Angel dug him in the ribs again. ‘Couldn’t help but notice you have a concealed weapon, sir. Don’t you know an alien carrying a firearm is illegal in Mexico?’


‘Yeah, but I have a… Hey, I’m just doing the same as everyone else.’


Outlaws are all alike. He was morally certain there’d be enough illicit weaponry in this seaside dug-out to mount an assault on Camp Bellevue.


‘But no one else is wearing a hat like yours. You’ve been acting kind of suspicious, young man, and those are neighbours of mine.’ Suddenly, the old guy fixed a hefty grip on Harry’s shoulder. ‘Tell me straight. Are you the law?’ They were leaving. They were walking away, laughing and shaking their heads at the applause, Ax and Fiorinda shouldering their guitars. Shit!


‘I am not the law! I’m their biggest fan! Lemme go!’


He dashed around the fire, in time to cut them off.


‘Hi! My name’s Harry Lopez and—’


‘Hi,’ said Ax, in a cool, negative, English tone of voice.


‘I wanted to say, uh… Was that your own arrangement on “Heart”?’


‘Yeah,’ said Sage, same tone but frostier.


‘It was, uh, excellent. Very, um, original idea.’


‘Thanks.’


Fiorinda, between her bodyguards, was almost invisible in shadow. If I tried to touch her, he thought—reeling before a blast of inexplicable, over the top hostility. If I even look at her hard, they’ll rip me to shreds. He was terrified. If he let them go, he might never dare to get near them again.


‘Have you ever been offered a recording contract? I mean, in the US?’


‘Can’t say as I have,’ said Mr Preston. ‘Excuse us. It’s late.’


Sage was officially allowed to work for an hour in the afternoons. It was still the immix tracks for Unmasked, with which he’d been tinkering for so long, sometimes convinced he was achieving something new and brilliant; sometimes just bored by the relentless difficulty of the task. After forty minutes weaving the loom of firings and partial firings, edge and hue and limbic routed emotion, he knew he was flogging dead meat. He kept on, obstinately, until the hour: zipped down the code to be fired off to his collaborator when the satellite window opened, and dressed for a cold swim. Peter (Cack) Stannen didn’t like b-loc: which was fine. They’d never worked in the same office. Poor Peter, some things you can’t explain to him, like why did the boss go away, and, we beat the bad guys, why isn’t everything like before—


He missed his band. He missed England, and the Atlantic. But here is an ocean that makes the Atlantic look parochial. Out in the California Current he dived: into the blue, into the immense smooth masses of movement. I have to get them down here, he thought. It is NOT too cold. A decent dry suit is all you need, and the rental ones here are good. A pod of dolphins barrelled up and he broke the surface with them, in a rush of bubbles, feeling gloriously, momentarily, completely himself. But he’d swum too far. He plodded back, stroke by stroke, stumbled out and fell crushed on the slope of a dune.


Ax, who had been running, came up and sat down, shaking his head.


‘I saw that, you lunatic. Are you trying to set yourself back?’


‘Fuck off,’ mumbled Sage. ‘I’m okay.’ He forced himself to sit up, ‘I get tired, that’s all. I’m not sick, nothing hurts, I’m just fucking exhausted, the whole fucking time.’


‘Doctor, doctor. I had my liver and half my right lung torn out ten months ago, and now I can’t swim a mile in freezing cold water without feeling poorly.’


‘Half a mile.’


‘Yeah, really? A country half-mile. You’re unreasonable… How’s “Relax”?’


The Unmasked concept was brain-burning immix applied to golden oldies, a simple idea that had turned out to be a bugger to implement.


‘Not,’ said Sage. ‘I should call Holly, tell him it isn’t going to happen.’


‘Nah, don’t do that. You’ll get there.’


The mist had descended. Fiorinda, the Nevada kids and the Pabellón kids played rounders down the shore, dim figures wavering in cloud.


‘What do you think of her now?’ asked Ax, quietly.


‘She’s… okay. No better, not much worse.’


‘I think she’s better, Sage. Look at her, she’s playing. It’s like the childhood she never had. I think she had a nervous breakdown, but it was inevitable, after everything, and she’s coming out of it.’


On the beach at Drumbeg, Fiorinda’s father had used his last breath to promise Sage that neither he nor Ax Preston would enjoy her again. Sage had believed, afterwards (he couldn’t doubt Rufus O’Niall’s power to make the prophecy stick) this meant he would die, and his lovers would split up. Or he’d linger on, a hopeless invalid, and ruin their lives. But O’Niall had cursed his daughter, not his rivals. Sage crept back to health and strength, day by day, it was Fiorinda who was lost. No one at home knew what had happened at Tyller Pystri, but everyone knew Fiorinda was in trouble. She’s seemed to bounce back, amazingly, from that hideous ordeal, but as fear for Sage’s life receded, she’d begun to fall apart: quietly, but catastrophically.


‘This isn’t a nervous breakdown,’ said Sage, breaking in on Ax’s hopeful reasoning. ‘Psychologically, she’s in amazing shape.’


‘Are you kidding?’


‘Not kidding. You and I deserted her. Her bastard of a father raped her for seven months in the body of a dead man, the English tried to burn her for a witch, she helped me to kill Rufus,—and came out of all that emotionally intact, because she is our babe, and there’s no one like her. The damage is to the hardware.’ Sage pulled back the hood of his drysuit, and rubbed at the drying salt on his forehead. ‘I think she has frontal lobe trauma. I’d need a scan to be sure, but it wouldn’t make any odds, there’s nothing to be done. do. Fiorinda’s brain is too weird, nobody would contemplate surgery.’


‘What are you saying?’


‘I’m saying, prolonged mental or physical torture will make people schizophrenic. Schizophrenia’s a syndrome, not a disease, once the damage is done, doesn’t matter a fuck how it was induced.’ He held out his tanned right hand, and spread the long, strong, square-tipped fingers. ‘You know the world is nothing but virtual particles, popping in an’ out of existence, don’t you Ax? You know technically you could be dreaming, right now, because everything you perceive, sleeping or waking, is just neurons firing? It doesn’t bother you, because of a trick your brain does. That’s what Fiorinda’s lost. She can’t distinguish internal and external stimuli. She’s lost the illusion of a single reality, and all her horrors rush in to fill the gap.’


‘You’re saying Fiorinda is crazy.’


‘No. I’m saying she has neurological damage and her brain chemistry is fucked. But in Fiorinda’s case there’s an extra twist. She knows what she is, she knows what her father was. It’s not just that the world doesn’t feel real. She knows… She’s changed the code: and so have I, or we’d neither of us be here. I can deal with it, because I took the techno-route to reach the Zen Self. She doesn’t have that protection. It’s a fucking impossible psychological platform.’


Fiorinda ran and laughed, playing with the children.


‘Is she dangerous?’ said Ax, at last.


He had encountered Fiorinda’s magic for the first time, that night at Tyller Pystri. He didn’t remember much.


‘No. She’s not dangerous, because she’s still her amazing self, and she’d holding her ground. I couldn’t help what happened in Cornwall. I’m stronger now, and we’ll always be looking after her.’


‘So I did this,’ said Ax. ‘I set off the bastard’s time bomb.’


In a moment of weakness, Sage had told Ax about Rufus O’Niall’s last words. He wished to God he hadn’t. He shrugged. Pleading with Ax not to blame himself would just have them both sobbing. ‘Nah… Rufus said that because he knew what he’d done to her. And because even then he was trying to fuck me up, what a guy, eh?’


He decided to withhold Fiorinda’s ghost story. Enough is enough.


Ax reserved the right to hate himself, but he wasn’t going to argue.


‘Okay,’ he said, ‘What are we looking at?’


‘We can’t hand her over to the whitecoats—’


‘Fuck, no. And I’ll never let anyone lock her up.’


‘I’m glad we’re agreed on that. And no medication, either, it wouldn’t be safe: but that’s okay. The drugs don’t work, they just damp things down. Well, untreated schizophrenia. It’s doable. With luck we’re looking at an intermittent fault. We may have to forget about sex—’


‘I’d worked that out, thanks.’


‘Or children, not because of the damage, more because of how she feels. Things are almost certain to get worse, but they’ll get better, too… We nurse her through the bad patches, a stable routine, all our love: these things help. We could hope for periods of years, with her as calm as she is now.’


‘Other times when she’s in worse hell, and there’s nothing we can do.’


The mist had closed around them. The children’s voices were like seagulls’ cries, the great ocean almost silenced. They looked at the life ahead of them, and shouldered the burden gladly. But what did Fiorinda do, to deserve such a fate?


‘Hey. It isn’t going to happen, Ax. Worst case scenario: and I won’t let it happen. I can break her out of this, I’m the boddhisattva remember, I just need to be a little stronger, get rid of this fucking stupid tiredness—’


Ax nodded, compassionately.


‘I can take her. You don’t believe me but I can. I’m no magician, but I can make it okay. The problem.’ Sage had to stop, and knuckle his eyes: he tried again. ‘The problem is that she’d have to trust me, with her life and sanity. And I’m the bastard who left her to face Rufus O’Niall, all alone.’


‘We both left her. We are the bastards who left her all alone.’


Ax gripped his friend’s hand. They rarely touched each other now, because they’d been lovers and it was over. The bisexual threesome had always been for her sake, as they both knew. There’d been no discussion; and it was fine, but the past, at this painful moment, rose up unexpectedly—


Someone was coming out of the mist. Fuck, it’s the A& R man.


The handclasp was dropped, abruptly.


‘Shit,’ muttered Sage. ‘Are we going to have to leave?’


‘No way,’ said Ax, through gritted teeth. ‘We’re staying, he’s going. Fiorinda likes it here. Hey, I have friends. The Justice Minister says he’s a great admirer of Ax Preston: he should be good for a few parking tickets, or making the bastard in the stupid hat vanish. I have no shame. I’d hustle a favour from the Emperor, if I had to.’


‘The Emperor’ was Fred Eiffrich, President of the United States, another useful personal contact Ax had racked up. But meanwhile the bastard in the stupid hat was coming up fast. Ax gave Sage a guilty look.


‘Well, I’ll do another couple of miles. See you back at the cabin.’


Ax jumped up and bolted. The A&R man stopped, nonplussed; then came on again. He wore black golf shorts, a mauve Hawaiian shirt and a football jacket, and of course the hat. He was very young: his complexion amazingly soft and pink, with a tiny moustache like a line of felt-tip. He sat down, a respectful distance away, but close enough to converse. The ballgame had broken up, the children had vanished, there was no one in sight. Sage and this gadfly were alone on a mist-shrouded sandbank.


‘How does it feel to come back from the dead, Aoxomoxoa?’


‘I don’t know. I’ve never tried.’


‘Now put me into the barge, said the king,’ remarked the soft-faced young man, frowning as he took care to get it right. ‘…and there received him, er three queens, with great mourning… and so they rowed him from the land, and Sir Bevidere cried, Ah, my lord Arthur, what shall become of me? Comfort thyself, said the king, for in me there is no trust for to trust in; for I will into the vale of Avilion, to heal me of my grievious wound… How is the king, Mr Pender? Has he recovered of his grievious wound? I heard he was pretty fucked-up, after the hostage thing, and the way he had to invade England to get rid of those Celtic guys—’


‘Greevus,’ said Sage, ‘It’s greevus, next time you say it in public. The king is doing fine. If you have something to pitch, pitch it, Mr Loman.’


‘It’s Lopez.’ He reached inside his jacket. Oh, shit, one of those. Instead of a firearm he produced a gracious-looking square, cream-laid envelope. He held this with a curious reverence, (maybe he just liked quality stationery). ‘Harry Lopez. What I said last night… I would love to offer you a recording deal. The three of you, it’s a fantastic concept. But this is about a movie.’


A sigh, of not unmixed relief. ‘Oh really?’


‘You know about the movie?’


They knew about the movie. Some virtual-movie company was making a feature about the Rock and Roll Reich. They didn’t need permission, the story was public domain. They wanted co-operation, and were prepared to pay: they had been told to piss off. The Few, Ax’s core organisation, weren’t mad about featuring in a Hollywood cartoon, and the money would end up in the Green Second Chamber’s coffers, anyway.


‘The Bugs Bunny thing again? Damn. You had me all excited.’


‘Sage,’ said Harry Lopez, ‘Er, Mr Pender…I’m a great admirer of your stuff. But with total respect, you’ve been stuck in data quarantine for years. Big things have happened, out in the real world. You guys don’t know what you’re turning down. The movie idea is not a cartoon, much as I admire animation, classical or digital. I’m the producer. I have my heart and soul invested in the project. If you’d let me explain—’


Sage was looking over Harry’s shoulder. Mr Preston had reappeared: ex-Dictator of England in shabby running shorts and singlet, the sleek wings of his dark hair bound back by a red headband, pearled silver by the mist. ‘Sorry,’ he said, sitting down. ‘Momentary fugue. What’s he want?’


‘Mr Loman is from Digital Artists. He wants to put us in the movies.’


‘It’s Lopez… You wouldn’t be acting. It’s a one off uh, recording. We’d bring the Few over, all expenses. The studio would make virtual masters of you guys. That would be it. Of course we’d prefer you to do promotion. But there’s something else—’ Harry reached into his jacket again. He stopped dead in the act, and said carefully. ‘I am not taking out a firearm, Mr Pender, sir. Or any other kind of weapon.’


‘I’m sure you wouldn’t.’


‘I am taking out this small electronic device. It’s a signal jammer. I’m setting it down here where we can all see it, and turning it on… Now, if anyone was eavesdropping, which is possible anywhere these days, we’ve moved into a secure area, very reasonably, for our business meeting.’


Sage and Ax looked at each other.


‘I had no idea the movie business was so paranoid,’ said Ax.


‘It is paranoid as all fuck, but this part isn’t movie business,’ said Harry, dead straight. He held out the cream-laid envelope. ‘I have a letter for Mr Preston, from Kathryn’s uncle Fred.’


Sage took the envelope, opened it; held it thoughtfully for a moment without glancing at the text, then passed it to Ax. Harry blushed. The king accepts nothing from a stranger’s hand: that’s how he was taken hostage. Ax read the short letter, and handed it back to Sage, raising an eyebrow.


‘How do you know Kathryn, Mr Loman?’


Ax had met Kathryn Adams, the president’s niece, at the Flood Countries Conference in Amsterdam. She was the one who’d brought him over to do the data quarantine deal. She’d also been responsible for the persistence of the search that had located him and rescued him, after a year held hostage in the jungle.


‘Lopez. All my life. We were in kindergarten together.’


‘Ah,’ said Ax, smiling faintly. ‘I see. You know what’s in the letter?’


‘It says Fred wants to see you. He wants you to do the promotion. It’s a worthwhile project, he believes in my work, and it will raise your profile. It’ll also give him the chance to see and talk with you again. I’m here to tell you a couple of things that were better not written down.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘The Pentagon is running a “Zen Self” Weapons Project, which you Europeans believe is not going to work, but you could be wrong. Mr Eiffrich wants them taken off the air. As you know, he’s in principle, and publicly, against the development of fusion consciousness science; while in practice he accepts the necessity of deterrence. But he’s found out that it’s possible there is a Fat Boy candidate. It’s possible they are on their way to the “It’s a good life” scenario.’


The young man paused, to see how they were taking this, stone faces.


‘Mr Eiffrich needs your help. The movie is going to get you into the US, and is personally vitally important to me, but… it’s Fred who’s asking.’


‘I thought you said you were a producer,’ remarked Sage, mildly.


‘I am. But this is a historic-level weird situation and there’s no orthodox way to deal with it. The President of the United States can’t accuse the Pentagon of… of trying to create another Rufus O’Niall, not without unimpeachable evidence. You guys have the experience. He wants you to help him get the goods to close them down.’


Mild, calm stone faces.


‘If I understand anything,’ said Ax, ‘there’s some basic misreading of the Zen Self premise in the US military project. Are you a weapon of mass destruction, Sage?’


‘Not just now.’


‘This is not about Sage,’ said Harry. ‘It’s not about the mystical aspect, and it’s not about Europe. I don’t agree with them, maybe Fred doesn’t agree with them, but our military consider what happened in Ireland an intriguing a sideshow. They see a new superweapon, which our enemies could develop or get hold of, and therefore we need to have ours. To an extent, it’s a valid point. But the military could be way over their heads, vis-a-vis fusion science consciousness, without knowing it, it’s all so new, and maybe they are being poorly advised.’


Non-committal as two timber wolves.


‘Okay, I’ll shut up. Mr Eiffrich will talk to you. We want you to come to California norte. I have a car waiting… Mr Eiffrich thinks you’ll like the car, Ax. He knows you like cars. There can’t be an official meeting, that would work against us. But you would meet privately with the president—’


The deadpan shifted slightly: Ax showing a trace of sardonic amusement.


‘We know Sage killed Rufus O’Niall,’ said Harry. ‘And we know why. He was an American citizen, no matter what else. Did you think about that?’


‘Let me recap,’ said Ax. ‘We’re to come with you to California.’


‘Hollywood. You’d be coming to Hollywood.’


‘Right. Where they don’t make real movies anymore, and haven’t done for decades. We’re to pretend we are promoting a cartoon, so that I can meet the president on the backstairs and discuss whether the Pentagon is financing something loony. Meanwhile Sage is arrested for murder, in a state that makes liberal use of the death penalty, last time I looked. And we get a free car. No offence, but this is your best offer?’


‘Virtual movies are not cartoons. I shouldn’t have mentioned Rufus. I’m sorry: I misspoke. I meant, forget the crass indifference to extra-US interests for which we are famous, the US does have something called intelligence, and US Intelligence knows what happened, we know what you guys did and why. We know why to be afraid. I’m saying, please. Of all the people in the world, you three know the fathomless, endless nightmare we could be falling towards. You know why you should listen—’


They left this impassioned plea hanging for a while.


‘I see a difficulty,’ remarked Sage.


‘Uh, right. I want to hear it.’


The Zen Self champion held up his hands, palms forward. ‘What happened to Aoxomoxoa’s fucked-up hands? You don’t want what I did, where I went, to get the better of O’Niall to be part of the story, so what was your solution?’


‘It’s been ten months,’ said Harry. ‘You went to Japan, you finally had reconstruction, like you swore you never would. Okay, on a close look, it doesn’t look like recon surgery or regrowth, but it’ll pass..’


‘We’ll think about it,’ said Ax.


Harry nodded fervently. ‘Okay, that’s all I ask. So, well, I’m going to stick around for a day or two. We’ll talk again… Uh, there’s a couple of things from the studio that I should run past you, they may influence your decision. Mr Preston, you’re a Muslim. We have to be careful how we use that. If you did the promotion, would your faith be in the foreground?’


‘What’s the other thing?’ said Ax.


‘Please don’t take this as an intrusion, but the relationship. The ménage á trois. I’m not asking for a personal confession, I’m clarifying what we say to the public. Is there an actual sexual relationship between you two?’


‘No,’ they said, in the same breath.


He seemed disappointed. ‘But there could be ambivalence?’


‘Oh yeah,’ said Sage. ‘Ambivalence is fine.’


‘We can do ambivalence.’


‘When you discuss this with Fiorinda, could you tell her how much I love “Yellow Girl”? It’s the best female solo album ever recorded.’


‘She’ll be thrilled,’ said Ax. ‘Except for the “female” bit.’


Harry got to his feet and hovered in the pearly gloom, as if baffled by protocol. Maybe he thought he should retreat backwards. ‘Sage,’ he burst out, ‘I know what the Zen Self is. I know that you are not a weapon, I know something about how it works. If you can change the world, for the good, if you can end some of the horrors, why don’t you do that—?’


‘You don’t get it, Harry. Why don’t you eat your hat?’


‘Brace yourself, kid,’ said Ax. ‘To the Zen Master here, this is the best of all possible worlds, just as is. It’s not a bad idea about the hat though.’


There was a piano in the back room of the disused bar. Fiorinda had found out about it from the kids, and been given a key by Señora El Pabellón, so she could practice. They locked themselves in there the next day to discuss the unwelcome development. The room, lit by dusty sunlight falling through a row of Moorish arched windows, had the air of a despondent, derelict English village hall. A stack of Seventh Day Adventist leaflets lay on the cocktail bar in the corner, getting flyblown. Fiorinda sat at the piano, her ragdoll head bowed over the keys. She hadn’t brushed her hair for a month, and was oblivious of this. She refused to let them touch it. She would never eat, if they didn’t put the food into her hands. Little things like that gave her away, though she so valiantly tried to pass for normal. Little things like the neglect of her own body, and the look in her eyes.


They sat at a bentwood table, glancing at her often; talking it around. They’d told her Harry’s story, because they would never shut her out. She’d taken it calmly, but today she was very withdrawn.


‘It was the b-loc,’ said Ax. ‘Fuck. I should have thrown it in the sea.’


The bizarre b-loc signal, unknown around here, would have pinpointed the English like a radio beacon, if anyone knew what they were looking for.


‘Don’t beat yourself up. They’ll have tracked us since Mexico City. Harry’s probably listening right now,’ He poked a dead fly with his finger. ‘There you go. Surveillance is everywhere.’ He felt Ax recoil, remembered post-hostage stress, and changed his tone. ‘It’s not worth worrying about, babe. Let them listen. Fuck ’em. Let’s insult the flag.’


‘I don’t think that’s going to help.’ Ax read the letter over. ‘Call me paranoid, but I think you’re right. Fred Eiffrich arranged for me to be summoned to Mexico City, so he could pull this. I know he was pissed off that I resigned. He wants a goodwill ambassador in the fuck-up that is Crisis Europe, and I’m the pick of the mad dogs, which I don’t consider a compliment.’


Sage knew not to get into that conversation. ‘Well, we can’t stay here.’


‘’Fraid not. If we make Harry Lopez go away, we’d just be waiting for the next gadfly. It makes you realise how vulnerable we still are.’


‘We’ll be old news soon. We just have to weather it.’


They looked at Fiorinda. She plonked a key, and didn’t look back.


‘What do you think of his story, maestro?’


‘Well, it’s true there’s a team of US military-financed neuroscientists trying to build a human weapon, at a place called Vireo Lake, out in the desert in Southern California. Olwen’s been tracking their progress, through contacts of hers—’


Olwen Devi, the Zen Self guru, had been Ax’s chief scientist in the days of the Reich; while also pursuing the goal they called fusion out here in the real world. Sage had been the first to achieve the Zen Self, and prove that the wildest of post-modern scientific ideas was absolutely true. It was possible to break consciousness out of time and space, and fuse the four-dimensional subset that was a human self, –past, present and future- with the whole of the information. Briefly, after he’d been in that state, Sage had had the power to change the code of reality, and he’d defeated Rufus. The US theory was that if you could stabilise fusion, make it sustainable, you’d get a phenomenally powerful, clean and humane weapon of mass destruction.


‘Yeah. Fucking lunatics. But no one in Europe thinks it can be done?’


‘Mm … Bearing in mind “noone” means the handful of people who have even heard of the idea. If you want my personal opinion, I think the Vireo Lake team wanted to do the work for the same reasons that drove us, in the Zen Self experiment, to a certain cast of mind it’s just irresistible. So they emphasised the mass destruction idea, to get funding. It’s not the most ethical route to world-changing science, but it’s well-trodden. They have the big, fast, hardware, they have license to whack a team of military volunteers full of scary, wrecking-ball neurosteroids. They could be getting somewhere, but probably not the so-called Neurobomb.’


‘D’you think it’s true that they got hold of Rufus’s head?’


The ‘Green Nazi’ European Celtics had dreams of using Rufus to decimate the population of Europe. When Fiorinda and Sage had brought back the magician’s severed head, from his Irish stronghold, the bastards who’d taken over in Ax’s absence had found this a convincing argument. Resistance had collapsed, peace had ensued: but the severed head had vanished in the shuffle.


Sage glanced at Fiorinda. ‘It won’t have done them any good.’


Maybe they’d been fools to think they could cross the ocean and leave it all behind: but they were disconcerted. In Europe, the death of a senior Irish/American celebrity, (known ‘Green Nazi’ sympathiser) had been quietly buried, by everyone including the Irish police. We know how to handle these things, what’s this Harry Lopez doing—?


‘I remember a Fat Man,’ said Ax. ‘It comes back to me… Wasn’t that the nickname they gave to one of the first atom bombs, devices, whatever? And there was a Little Boy, too. But Lopez said, Fat Boy.’


‘It’s what the Celtic “druidic science” lunatics were aiming for with Rufus. Fiorinda knows.’ They looked at their babe, but she was still idly plonking keys. ‘You take a natural-born magic psychopath, of which thank God, so far Rufus is the only example. You pump up the volume with the rocket fuel from human sacrifice: he goes critical, like a nuclear pile.’


‘And the “‘It’s a Good Life’ scenario?”’


‘Same. “It’s a Good Life” is a classic science fiction story, about a little boy, born with a mean mutant brain. Whatever he wants, he can make it so. Everybody has to grovel to this kid, because if he tells you to turn inside out, then you will. If he tells the sun to explode, then it will. It’s the doomsday, runaway chain reaction, if you get a Fat Boy up and running, but it isn’t proven, just a weird possibility.’


‘Glad to hear it.’


‘Well, there you go. Fiorinda and I thought we were assassinating Adolf Hitler, to prevent the Holocaust. It turns out we were making a futile attempt to suppress the discovery of nuclear fission. What a bust.’


‘Shit. So much for Rufus as our private nightmare.’


‘It’s private enough. Very, very few people know what happened to the world last summer; or what’s going on right now at Vireo Lake.’


‘And a kid cartoon-movie producer is one of them. I find that bizarre.’


Sage nodded. ‘Most bizarre.’
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