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  this book is dedicated to these really weird people


  Micky Shirley, Ivan Stang, Paul Mavrides, Harry S. Robins, Rudy Rucker, Jan My Man in Germany, Marc Laidlaw, Richard Kadrey, Paula Guran, Mark Ziesing, Art Cover, Steve Brown, Richard Smoley, Robert Sheckley (RIP), Michael Chocholak, Misha Nogha, DC Moon, Robert Sheckley, Mark Sten, Jeff Bolt, Dale Van Wormer, Charlene Zaharakis, Jim Baldwin, Katherine Dunn (RIP), John Roome, Don Roeser, Eric Bloom, Greg Bishop, and the Reverend Nanzi Regalia.


  The Author Wants to Tell You…


  (a preface written in 1999)


  This collection is constructed in four sections. The first one is REALLY WEIRD STORIES; second one is REALLY, REALLY WEIRD STORIES; third one is REALLY, REALLY, REALLY WEIRD STORIES; the last one is REALLY, REALLY, REALLY, REALLY WEIRD STORIES. I’ve tried to arrange the stories in just that way—so that the stories in each section are “weirder” than the ones in the last. As for why…


  The idea for this collection came to me when Paula Guran said, “Yeah, I read that ‘Lot Five’ story. Shirley, that was a really weird story.”


  I muttered, “You think that’s weird?” Then I thought: Well, it is but—it’s all relative. I mean, you could stack up stories according to weirdness if you chose to. That wouldn’t be any kind of measure of quality, but, yeah, it would be really fun to do.


  And so it has been. This collection is gimmicky, it’s a sort of high concept collection, and that doesn’t justify its existence. The entertainment element does, perhaps, but I like to think it has more going for it than that.


  Having said that…


  I’m really into this experiment: this journey. How far can we go, and still take our reference points with us? How far can we go without getting lost—or if we get lost, can we find our way back? Does it matter? Isn’t the point to be aware, to be real, to know who you are, whatever relative normality or so-called weirdness goes down?


  Or is the point just to have one motherfucker of a ride?


  You decide if it’s a good ride. And you can decide if I stacked these up right: if each section is weirder than the last. Weird is obviously relative, and this “stacking” wasn’t half so easy as I thought it’d be. Some stories are in a particular section of relative weirdness because of the way they’re written rather than because of what happens in them. Within given sections, stories are arranged for other reasons, having to do with pacing and tone and variety. It should be noted that this collection is no particular genre; it’s several genres.


  Many of the stories in this book have never been published before—or in some cases were what I think of as barely published. Some of the former group were judged—not by me—to be too weird to be published…till now.


  As I was compiling this book, over a couple of weeks, I was mostly listening to the following music:


  Monster Magnet’s Powertrip album, Nick Cave’s Murder Ballads, Lou Reed’s boxed set, Frank Zappa’s Hot Rats, various things by King Crimson, various cuts by Bauhaus and by Peter Murphy, PJ Harvey, the band Poe, Iggy and the Stooges and Iggy’s recent solo albums, Hound Dog Taylor, John Lee Hooker, the Oblivion Seekers, Big Mama Thornton, Frank Sinatra (60s stuff), Cake (my kids made me; I liked it), We Will Fall (Iggy tribute CD), Trust/Obey, Patti Smith, Cracker, The Cramps, Tilt, The Sick, Witchman, Mudhoney, Rolling Stones, Johnny Cash, and the new Blue Oyster Cult album—Heaven Forbid.


  Have a weird day. Have a reallyweird day.


  John Shirley


  And this is from John Shirley in 2021:


  Ah, what a breezy tone I adopted in that intro back in 1999. I sounded like a snappy, edgy, pop-inflected podcast host. What a pity they didn’t have podcasts back then.


  You had to be there, in my state of mind, to understand. I was crowing like a rooster who’s just found its voice, in those days. And too, I was so pleased to be going against the grain once more—you see, it was fashionable to have arty names for one’s story collection. Still is. Often a quote from T.S. Eliot or Keats. What wasn’t fashionable was calling one’s collection something in your face and unsubtle like REALLY, REALLY, REALLY, REALLY WEIRD STORIES. But I delighted in “kicking against the pricks”, in naming it that. Partly I wanted to reach out to other “weirdos.” I thought: “They are my audience! If only I can find them!”


  Not that everyone who likes weird stories is a “weirdo.” I am one, I’m sure. But not everyone is.


  Also, some people who aren’t “weirdos” like weird stories—even mine. There are weird stories, as in Weird Tales Magazine, H. P. Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith and Robert E. Howard and their colleagues—and some of the stories in RRRRWS have a certain degree of antecedent in that sort of weird. But the tales in the present collection are weird at quite another level. It’s difficult to imagine what HPL or CAS or REH would’ve made of the first story in this book, which literally involves the marriage of the smallest man in the world to a murderous crack whore. How would they compass the extremity of contrast between the first story in this book, and the second one?


  Most writers of the weird tale, as most people understood it, would probably not feel as influenced by surrealism as I’ve been—as smitten by Max Ernst, Tanguy, Dali, Bunuel; nor would they be influenced, probably, by certain works of J. G. Ballard and Celine and Baudelaire; or by the graphic storytelling of Robert Williams and Victor Moscoso and Rick Griffin.


  Surrealism? Here? Yes and no. True surrealism has no logic, unless it is the “logic” of a dream; of Alice in Wonderland, or Little Nemo. But the stories in RRRRWS, do have their own logic. While the stories do get more perversely weird—sometimes orthogonal to the usual understanding of reality—as the reader traverses the book’s sections, still, they have their own peculiar internalraison . I looked for ways to make the reader suspend disbelief—no matter what.


  And naturalism, as you’ll see in some stories, can be paradoxically weird; because, often enough, life is naturally weird.


  I have re-edited about half the stories in the book, and have cut a few tales from the original collection—but I’ve also added a few newer ones that seem to belong. I changed the sequence of a couple of stories in the book. I retitled one. One quite-weird tale, never before published, I added partly to provide something brand new and because it seemed to fit.


  For those willing to come along for the ride, the book may well break up some of the crust over the reader’s assumptions about what reality actually must be…


  Most of the stories in this collection are difficult to classify into the usual literary taxonomy. But sometimes I like to take a story from “weird” genre, like a Lovecraftian tale, or a vampire fiction—and make it weirder. I try to do something new with it. There are two stories in RRRRWS of that kind; one involving an element of Lovecraft’s mythos, the other taking Bram Stoker to another level. Both are rather weird usages of their subgenres.


  I will say this for Really, Really, Really, Really Weird Stories: It’s unique. No one else has ever tried, before or since, to organize a story collection in this way.


  
    The first time I saw


    the dum dum boys


    I was fascinated


    They just stood in front


    of the old drug store


    I was most impressed


    No one else was impressed


    Not at all


    —Iggy Pop, “Dum Dum Boys”

  


  REALLY WEIRD STORIES


  “I Want to Get Married,” Says the World’s Smallest Man


  “You a fucking ho,” Delbert said.


  Delbert was mumbling over the loose knob of the hotel room’s door, trying to get out into the hall. The knob was about ready to come off.


  Brandy was glad Delbert was going because that meant he wasn’t going to work himself up to knocking her around, but at the same time she didn’t want to be left alone, just her and the fucked-up TV that was more or less a radio now because the picture was so slanty you couldn’t make it out, a two-week-old Weekly World Inquirer, and one can of Colt Malt stashed on the window ledge. And something else, he was going to get some money, maybe get an out-front from Terrence, and do some rock. She shouted after him, “You going to hit that pipe without me again? You suckin’ it all up, microwavin’ that pipe, fuckin’ it up the way you do it, and Terrence going to kick your ass if you smoke what he give you to sell—”


  But he’d got the door open, yelling, “SHUT UP WOMAN I BITCH-SLAP YOU!” as he slammed it behind him with that soap-opera timing.


  “Fuck you, you better bring me back some fuckin’ …” She let her voice trail off as his steps receded down the hall, “…dope.”


  The fight had used her up. She felt that plunge feeling again, like nothing was any use so why try; and what she wanted was to go back to bed. She thought: Maybe I get my baby out of Foster Care Hold, that place’s just like prison. Shit Candy’s not a baby anymore, she’s ten.


  Brandy got up off the edge of the bed, walked across the chilly room, hugging herself, feeling her sharp hips under her fingers, as she went to the window. She looked out through the little cigarette-burn hole, just in time to see Delbert walk right up to Terrence. “The man’s going to go off on you one of these days, Delbert,” she said aloud, taking satisfaction in it.


  She turned to the burn-hole again, saw Terrence walking along with Delbert, Terrence shaking his head. No more credit. Delbert’d be back up here, beat her till she’d hit the streets again. She turned away from the cigarette hole. Looking out through the tiny burn-hole was a tweakin’ habit. Like picking holes in your skin trying to get coke bugs. Once she’d spent a whole day, eight hours straight staring out through that hole, picking her skin bloody, staring, turning away only to hit the crack pipe. That was when Delbert was dealing, and they were flush with dope. Her stomach lurched at the memory.


  She went back to the bed, looked again at the Inquirer article she’d been laboriously reading:


  
    I WANT TO GET MARRIED, SAYS WORLD’S SMALLEST MAN!


    Ross Paraval, the world’s smallest man, wants to get married—and he’s one eligible bachelor! He weighs only 17 pounds and is only 28 inches tall, but he has a budding career as an entertainer and he’s got plenty of love to give, he tells us. “I want a wife to share my success,” said Ross, 24, who has starred in two films shot in Mexico, making him a star, or anyway a comet, in that enterprising land. Recently he was given a “small” role in a Hollywood film. “There’s more to me than meets the eye,” Ross said. “The doctors say I could have children—and I’d support my new wife in real style! And listen, I want a full-sized wife. That’s what a real man wants—and I can handle her—just let me climb aboard! I’ve got so much love to give and there’s a real man inside this little body wanting to give it to the right woman!”


    Ross, who was abandoned at three years of age, was raised by nuns in Miami. After attracting attention in the Trafalgar Book of World Records, Ross was contacted by his manager, six-foot-five-inch Benny Chafin, who could carry Ross in his overcoat pocket if he wanted to. Chafin trained Ross in singing and dancing and soon found him work in nightclubs and TV endorsements.


    “I’ve got my eye on a beautiful house in the Hollywood Hills for the right lady,” Ross said.

  


  There was a picture of the little guy standing next to his manager—not even coming up to the manager’s crotch height. The manager, now, was cute, he looked kind of like Geraldo Rivera, Brandy thought. There was a little box at the bottom of the article. It said:


  
    If you think you’d he a likely life-mate for Ross and would like to get in touch with him, you may write him care of the World Inquirer and we’ll forward your letter to him. Address your correspondence to...

  


  Huh. Stupid idea.


  Then Brandy heard Delbert’s footsteps in the hall…


  There was a stamp on the letter from her sister that hadn’t been canceled. She could peel it off.


  ***


  “I think I got you a job at Universal Studios!” Benny said, striding breathlessly in.


  “Really?” Ross’s heart thumped. He climbed arduously down off the chair he’d been squatting in to watch TV. The Sleepytime Inn had a Playboy Channel.


  He hurried over to Benny, who was taking off his coat. It was May in Los Angeles, and sort of cold there. The cold made Ross’s joints ache. Benny had said it was always warm in LA, but it wasn’t now. It was cloudy and windy.


  It took Ross a long time to get across the floor to Benny, and Ross was impatient to know what was going on, so he started shouting questions through his wheezing before he got there.


  “What movie am I in?” he asked. “Does it have Arnold Schwarzenegger?”


  “Ross, slow down, you’ll get your asthma started. No, it’s not a movie. It’s at their theme park. They want you to play King of the Wonksters for the tourists. It’s a live show.”


  Ross stopped in the middle of the floor, panting, confused. “What’re Wonksters?”


  “They’re…sort of like Ewoks. Little outer space guys. Universal has a movie coming out about ‘em at Christmas so this’d be next summer—if the movie hits—and—”


  “Next summer! I need some work now! Those bastards! You said I could be in a buddy picture with Arnold Schwarzenegger!”


  “I spoke to his agent. He already did a buddy picture with a little guy. He doesn’t want to do that again.”


  “You said I could meet him!”


  “You’re going to be around Hollywood for a long time, you’ll meet your hero, Ross, calm down, all right? You don’t want to have an attack. Maybe we can get a photo op or something with him—”


  Benny had turned away, was frowning over the papers in his briefcase.


  “We’re not even sleeping in Hollywood!” Ross burst out. He’d been saving this all morning, having heard it from the maid. “We’re...”


  “Hey, we’re in LA, okay? It doesn’t matter where you live as long as you can drive to the studios. Most of ’em aren’t actually in Hollywood, Ross, they’re in Burbank or Culver City—”


  “Mary, Mother of God! I want to go out in Hollywood! You’re out getting wild with all the girls! No? You are! And leaving me here!”


  Benny turned to him, his cheeks mottling. He cocked a hip, slightly, and Ross backed away. He knew, from the times he had run away from the mission, how people stood when they were going to kick you.


  He’d spent six weeks in the mission hospital after one kick stove in his ribs, and he wasn’t quite right from it yet.


  But Benny made that long exhalation through his nose that meant he was trying to keep his temper. He’d never kicked Ross, or hurt him at all, he probably never would. He’d done nothing but help him, after all.


  “I’m sorry, Benny,” Ross said. “Can we have a Big Mac and watch Playboy channel?”


  “Sure. We deserve a break, right?” He’d turned back to his briefcase, sorting papers. “I have another letter here for you, forwarded from those people at the World Inquirer.”


  “I don’t like those people.”


  “They’re bloodsuckers, for sure. But the publicity is good, so whatever it is, we play along. We’ll get a TV commercial or something out of it.”


  “I hope you are not mad at me, Benny...”


  “I’m not mad at you. Hey, here it is. Your letter.”


  ***


  There was something off about his face, Brandy thought. His nose seemed crooked or something. His features a little distorted. Must be from being a dwarf, or a midget, or whatever he was.


  She tried to picture cuddling with him, think of him as cute, like a kid, but when she pictured him unzipping his pants, she got a skin-crawling feeling.


  Hit the pipe a few times, and anything would be all right.


  She pushed the pipe to the back of her mind. She had to play this carefully.


  They were sitting in the corner booth of a Denny’s restaurant. Ross, actually, was standing on the leatherette seat, leaning on the table like it was a bar, but the people who passed probably thought he was sitting. They also probably thought he was her kid. Shit, he was twenty-eight inches high. His head, though, was almost normal sized. Too big for his body. He was wearing a stiffly pressed suit and tie, with a hanky tucked in the pocket; he looked like a little kid going to Sunday School. “Did a lot of women write to you?” she asked.


  “Not too many.” His voice sounded like it was coming through a little tube from the next room. “The ones that did are too big and fat or old, except you. I liked you, because your hair is blond, and your letter was very nice, the handwriting was nice, the stationery was very nice. Smelled nice too.”


  But he was talking sort of distractedly. She could see he was staring at the scabs on her cheeks. There were only a few, really.


  “I guess you’re looking at my skin—” she began.


  “No no no! It’s fine. Fine.” He smiled at her. He had nice teeth.


  “It’s okay to notice it,” Brandy said. “My… my sister has this crazy Siamese cat. You know how the little fuh—” Watch your language, she told herself. “You know how they are. I bent over to pet him, and he jumped up and scratched me…”


  Ross nodded. He seemed to buy it. Maybe where he was from, they didn’t have a lot of hubba-heads picking at their skin all the time.


  “There was a cat,” he said absently, “who scared me, at the mission. Big and fat and mean.” He scowled and muttered something else in his small voice she couldn’t quite make out.


  “It’s nice of you to buy me dinner,” Brandy said. A fucking Denny’s, she thought. Well, maybe it was like he said, it was just the nearest one and he was hungry. But she’d pictured some really fancy place…


  The waitress brought their order, steak for Brandy—who knew if this was going to work out? Get what you can now—and a milkshake and fries for the little guy, which was kind of a funny dinner, Brandy thought. The waitress had done a double take when she’d first come to take their order; now she didn’t look at Ross directly. But she stared at Brandy when she thought Brandy wouldn’t notice.


  Fuck you, bitch, you think I’m sick for kickin’ with the little dude.


  “You really do look nice,” Ross said, as the waitress walked away. Like he was trying to convince himself.


  She’d done her best. Her hair was almost naturally blond, that was good, but it was a little thin and dry from all the hubba, and when she’d washed it, with that shitty hand soap that was all Delbert had, it’d frizzed out, so she’d had to corn-row it. She’d handwashed her dress and borrowed Carmen’s pumps and ripped off a pair of new pantyhose and some makeup from the Payless drugstore. Getting the bus down here was harder, but she’d conned a guy at the San Francisco station into helping her out, and then she’d ditched him at the LA station when he’d gone to the men’s room, and she’d got twelve dollars for the guy’s luggage, so it was beginning to click.


  Ross started to cough. “Are you choking?” she asked, dreading it, because she didn’t want to attract even more attention.


  “No—it’s my asthma.” He was fishing in his pocket with one of his little doll hands. He found an inhaler and sucked at it.


  “Just rest a bit, you don’t have to talk or nothin’,” she said, smiling at him.


  So his health was not that great. It wouldn’t seem too crazy or anything, then, if he died…or something.


  ***


  “You just swept me off my feet, I guess,” Brandy said. “I thought you were hella cute at the wedding. I was surprised you didn’t have your manager over to be, like, best man or something.”


  “We had to be married first, because I know what he would say, he doesn’t want me to get married till he checks everyone out, you know. But he has lots of girls. Come on in, come on in, this is our room, our own room…”


  “Wow, it even has a kitchen! Anyway, look it’s got a bar and a microwave and a little refrigerator…” She noticed that the microwave oven wasn’t bolted to the wall. It was pretty old, though, she probably couldn’t get shit for it.


  “I do like this refrigerator, this little refrigerator by the floor. When we get a big house we’ll have a real kitchen!”


  “Yeah? Uhhh…When do you think—”


  He interrupted her with a nervous dance of excitement, spreading his arms to gesture at the whole place. “You like this place? Las Vegas! It’s so beautiful, everything’s like a palace, all lit up, so much money, everything’s like in a treasure chest.”


  “Uh huh.” She started to sit on the edge of the bed, then noticed his eyes got all round and buggy when he saw her there. She moved over to the vinyl sofa, and sat down, kicked off her shoes. “It would’ve been nice if we coulda stayed in the Golden Nugget or one of them places—this Lucky Jack’s is okay, but they don’t got their own casino, they don’t got room service…”


  “Oh—we’ll stay in the best, when Benny finds some work for me in Hollywood.”


  He toddled toward her, unbuttoning his coat. What did he think he was going to do?


  She wondered where you got a rock in Vegas. She knew there’d be a place. Crack cocaine is everywhere there’s money. Maybe the edge of town, out by the airport. She could find it. She needed the cash…


  And then what he’d said really hit her, and she stood up, sharply. He took several sudden steps back, almost stumbling. She looked down at him, feeling unreal.


  Had she been hustled by this little creature? “When Benny finds you some work? What do you mean?”


  She felt the tightening in her gut, the tease of imagined taste in her mouth: the taste of vaporized cocaine and the other shit they put in it. She could almost feel the glass pipe in her hand; see the white smoke swirling in the glass tube, coming to her. Her heart started pounding, hands twitching, fuck, going on a tweak with no dope to hit, one hand jerking at a scab on the back of her left forearm.


  The little guy was chattering something. “Oh, I’m working in Hollywood! He actually puffed out his chest. “I’m going to star in an Arnold Schwarzenegger movie!”


  “You mean you’re going to co-star with him. Okay. How much did you get paid?”


  He fiddled with a lamp cord. “I don’t have the check yet.”


  “Jesus fucking Christ.”


  He looked at her with his mouth open, so round and red and wet it looked like it had been punched in his head with a tool. “That is a blasphemy! That is taking the Lord’s name! I can’t have my wife talking like that!”


  “Look—we’re married now. We share everything right? How much we got to share? I need some cash, lover—for one thing, we didn’t get a ring yet, you said we’d get a diamond ring—”


  Ross was pacing back and forth, looking like a small child waiting for the men’s room, trying not to wet his pants. “I don’t have very much money now—thirty dollars—”


  “Thirty dollars! Jesus fuh…that’s a kick in the butt. What about credit cards?”


  He wrung his little hands. Made her think of a squirrel messing with a peanut. “I’m paying with American Express for the airplane and hotel—Benny will stop the card!”


  “American Express? Can you draw cash on the card?”


  He stopped scuttling around and blinked up at her. “I don’t know.”


  “Come on, we’re gonna find out. We’re going out.”


  “But we’re Just Married!”


  “It’s not even dark out yet, Ross. Hold your horses, okay? First things first. We can’t do anything without a ring, can we? We’re gonna do something, don’t worry. I’m hella horny. But we can’t do it without a ring. That’d be weird don’t you think?”


  ***


  When she came in, the little guy was sitting in the middle of the bed, with his legs crossed Indian style, in a pair of red silk pajamas. There was a Saint Christopher’s medal around his neck. Probably couldn’t get shit for that either.


  It was after midnight, sometime. He had the overhead lights dialed down low, and the tall floor lamp in the corner was unplugged. In the dimness he looked like a doll somebody had left on the bed, some stuffed toy, till he leaned back on the pillow in a pose he’d maybe seen on the Playboy Channel.


  They’d got the limit for the account, three hundred cash on the American Express Card. They’d endured all the stares in the American Express office, and she’d kept her temper with the giggly fat guy who thought they were performing at Circus Circus, but the hard part had been making Ross swallow the amazingly bullshit story about how it was a tradition in California for the girl to go shopping for the ring alone...


  She’d had to cuddle him and stroke his crotch a few times.


  His dick was a hard little thing like a penknife. Then she’d left him here with a bottle of pink Andre Champagne, watching some shit about big-tit girls shooting each other with Uzis. He’d made kissy faces at her as she left.


  Right now, stoned, she thought maybe she could give him a blow job or something if she closed her eyes. She had gone through two hundred-fifty dollars in hubba, her mouth was dry as a baked potato skin from hitting the pipe.


  “Let me see the beautiful ring on the beautiful girl,” he said, his voice slurred. He said something else she couldn’t make out as she crossed the room to him and sat on the bed, just out of reach.


  “Hey, you know what?—Whoa, slow down, not so fast compadre,” she said, fending his clammy little hands away.


  She pointed at the girl on the wall-mounted TV screen, a girl in lavender lingerie. “How’d you like me to dress up like that, huh? I need something like that. I’d look hella good, just hella sexy in that. I know where I can get some, there’s an adult bookstore that’s got some lingerie, they’re open all night, you can go in and look at movies and I’ll—”


  “No!” His voice was unexpectedly low. “I need you now!”


  “Hey, cool off—what I’m saying you could call Benny and ask him to wire you some money. We need some things. He could send it to the all-night check-cashing place on Las Vegas Boulevard, they got Western Union—” She picked up her purse and went unsteadily toward the bathroom. The room was warped, because of the darkness and what the crack had done to her eyes. It always did weird shit to her eyes.


  “Where you going?”


  “Just to the bathroom, do some lady’s business.” I could tell him I’m in my period, Latin guys will steer clear from that, she thought. Maybe get another girl in here, give her a twenty to keep him occupied. “Why don’t you call Benny while I’m in here, ask for some money, we need some stuff, hon!” She called, as she closed the bathroom door and fumbled through her purse with trembling fingers. Found the pipe, found the torn piece of copper scrubbing pad she was using for a pipe screen, found the lighter. Her thumb was already blackened and calloused from flicking. Her heart was pounding in her ears as she took the yellowish white dove of crack from the inner pocket of the purse, broke it in half with a thumbnail, dropped it the pipe howl, melted it down with her lighter...


  There was a pounding on the door, near her knee. She stared at the lower part of the door, holding the smoke in for a moment, then slowly exhaled. Her vision shrank and expanded, shrank and expanded, and then she heard, “You get out here and be with your husband!” Trying to make his voice all gravelly. She had to laugh. She took another hit. It wasn’t getting her off much now. And she was feeling on the edge of that plunge into depression, that around the corner of the high; she felt the tweaky paranoia prod her with its hot icepick.


  Someone was going to hear him yell; they were going to come in and see the pipe and she’d be busted in a Vegas jail. She’d heard about Vegas cops. Lot of times they raped the women they brought in. If they didn’t like your looks or you pissed them off more than once, they’d take you out to the desert and use you for target practice instead of highway signs or bottles, and just leave you out there.


  “SHUT THE FUCK UP, ROSS!” she bellowed. Then thought: Oh great, that’s even worse. She hissed: “Be quiet! I don’t want anybody to come in here—”


  “They were here, to bring towels, and they told me women don’t go for the ring alone! That’s not any kind of tradition! You come on out, no more little jokes!”


  “You’re a fucking little joke!” she yelled, as he started kicking the door. She turned the knob and slammed the door outward. Felt him bounce off it on the other side. Heard him slide across the rug, stop against the bed frame. A wail, then a shout of rage.


  She thought again about a will. He might have more money stashed someplace, or some coming. But there was no way this thing was goin’ to last out the night and she couldn’t get him to a lawyer tonight and he was already suspicious. She’d have to just get his Rolex and his thirty bucks—twenty some now after the Champagne—and maybe those little pajamas, sell that shit, no first get—


  She paused to hit the pipe again. Part of her, tweakin’, listened intensely for the hotel’s manager or the cops.


  —get that call through to his manager, make him give the manager dude some bullshit story, have him send the most cash possible. Maybe hustle a thousand bucks. Or maybe the little guy could be sold himself somewhere, Circus Circus or some place, or to some kind of pervert. No, too hard to handle. Just make the call and then he should get a heart attack or something. He deserved it, he’d hustled her, telling her he had money, was a big star, but all the time he wasn’t doing shit, getting her to marry him under false pretenses, fucking little parasite, kick his miniature ass…


  A pounding low on the bathroom door again. Angrier now. The door was partly open. Little fucker was scared to put a limb through, but he stood to one side and peered in at her. “What is that? What is that in your hands? Drugs! Shit, you’re going to get us put in jail and you’re going to ruin my career! It’ll be a big scandal and Arnold won’t want to be in a picture with me and—!” He had to break off for wheezing, and she heard him puff a couple of times on his inhaler, which was funny, how it was like her pipe.


  She kicked the door open. He jumped back, narrowly avoiding its swishing arc. Fell on his little butt. For a moment she felt bad because he looked so much like one of her kids, like he was going to cry, and then for some reason that made her even madder, and she stepped out, pipe in one hand and lighter in the other, and kicked at him, clipping him on the side of the head with her heel. He spun, and blood spattered the yellow bedspread.


  She paused to hit the pipe, melting another rock. Then she came slowly at him as she took a hit. Her mouth was starting to taste like the pipe filter more than coke, she wasn’t getting good hits, she needed cash, get some cash and get a cab.


  He was up on his feet, scuttling toward the door to the hall. He was just tall enough to operate the knob. There was no way she could let the little fucker go and no way she was going to let the rollers get her in Vegas, fuck that. She crossed the room in three strides, exhaling as she went, trailing smoke like a locomotive, doing an end run around him, turning to block the door. He backed away, his face in darkness. He was making some kind of ugly hiccupping noise. He didn’t look like a human being now, in the dimness and through the dope; he looked like some kind of little gnome or like one of those little fuckers in that movie Gremlins, which was what he was like, some sneaky little thing going to run around in the dark spots and pull shit on you.


  Maybe the microwave. If you didn’t turn it up much it just sort of boiled things inside, it could look like he’d had a stroke. She had persuaded him to check in without her, they didn’t know she was here. Unless he’d told the girl with the towels.


  “You tell anybody I was here?”


  He didn’t answer. Probably, Brandy decided, he wouldn’t have told much to some cheap hotel maid. So there was nothing stopping it.


  He turned and scrambled under the bed. “That ain’t gonna do you no good, you little fucker,” she whispered.


  ***


  Ross heard her moving around up there. He pictured her in a nun’s habit. The nuns, when they were mad at him, would hunt him through the mission; he would hide like a rodent in some closet till they found him.


  The dust under the bed was furring his throat, his lungs. He wheezed with asthma. She was going to get him into a corner and kick him. She’d kick him and kick him with those hard, pointy shoes until his ribs stove in and he spit up blood. He tried to shout for help, but it came out a coarse whisper between wheezes. He sobbed and prayed to the Virgin and Saint Jude.


  He heard her muttering to herself. He heard her move purposefully, now, to a corner of the room. He heard glass break. Surely someone would hear that and come?


  What was she doing? What had she broken?


  “Little hustlin’ tight-ass motherfucker,” she hissed, down on her knees now, somewhere behind him. Something scraped across the rug; he squirmed about to see. It was the tall floor lamp. She’d broken the top of it, broken the bulb, and now she was wielding it like an old widow with a broom handle trying to get at a rat, sliding it under the bed, shoving the long brass pole of it at him.


  It was still plugged in. A cluster of blue sparks jumped from the bulb jags broken off in the socket as she shoved it at his face.


  He tried to scream and rolled aside. The lopsided king’s crown of glass swung to follow him, sparking. He could smell shreds of rug burning. He thought he could feel his heart bruising against his breastbone. She shoved the thing at him again, forcing him back farther... Then it stopped moving. She had moved away. Giggling.


  Moving around the bed—


  Ross felt her fingers close around his ankle. Felt himself dragged backwards, his face burning in the dusty rug, the back of his head smacking against the bed slats. He gave out a wail that tightened into a shriek of frustration as she jerked him out from under the bed.


  He clawed and kicked at her. She was just a great blur, a strange medicinal smell, big slapping hands. One of the hands connected hard and his head rang with it. He began to gag and found himself unable to lift his arms. Like one of those dreams where you are trapped by a great beast, you want to run but your limbs won’t work. She was carrying him somewhere, clasped against her, trapped in her arms like a dog to be washed.


  He gagged again. Heard her say, from somewhere above, “Don’t you fucking puke on me, you little freak.”


  His eyes cleared. He saw she was carrying him toward a big box, open on this side. The place had an old, used, cheap microwave oven. The early ones had been rather big.


  “Bennnnyyyyyyyy!” But it never quite made it out of his throat.


  In less than a second she had crammed him inside it. He could feel his arms and legs again, feel the glass lining of the microwave oven against the skin of his hands and face; his head crammed into a corner, his cheek smashed up against the cold glass. He found some strength and kicked, and she swore at him and grabbed his ankles in both her hands, stuffed his legs in far enough so she could press against his feet with the closing door. He could feel her whole weight against the door.


  Crushed into a little box. A little box. Crushed into a little...


  He pressed his palms flat against the glass, tucked his knees against his chest, deliberately pulling deeper into the oven. Felt her using the opportunity to close the door on him.


  But now he had some leverage. He used all his strength and a lifetime of frustration and kicked.


  The door smacked outward, banging against her chest. She lost her footing; he heard her fall backwards, even as he scrambled back and dropped out of the oven, fell to the floor himself, landing painfully on his small feet. She was confused, cursing incoherently, trying to get up. He laughed, feeling lightheaded and happy.


  He sprinted for the living room, jumping over her outstretched leg, and ran into the bedroom area. He could see the door, the way out, ahead of him, unobstructed.


  ***


  Brandy got up. It was like she was climbing a mountain to do it. Something wet on the back of her head. The little fucker. The pipe. When had it got broken? It was broken, beside the sink. She grabbed the stem. It’d make a knife.


  Shit—maybe the little fucker had already gotten out the door.


  She felt her lip curl into a snarl and ran toward the door. Her ankle hooked on the wire stretched across the rug, about three inches over it, drawn from the bed frame to the dresser.


  The lamp cord, she thought, as she pitched face first onto the rug. She hadn’t left the cord that way


  The air knocked out of her, she turned onto her back choking, trying to orient herself.


  The little fucker was standing over her, weeping, with the Champagne bottle in his little hands; he clasped the bottle by the neck. A narrow bar of light came in between the curtains, spotlighting his round red mouth.


  He was towering over her, from that angle, as he brought the Champagne bottle down hard on her forehead.


  
    “A BURGLAR KILLED MY NEW BRIDE!”


    SOBS WORLD’S SMALLEST MAN


    The newlywed bride of Ross Taraval, the world’s smallest man, was murdered by an intruder on the first night of their Las Vegas honeymoon. Ross himself was battered senseless by the mystery man—and woke to find that his wife had been struck unconscious, and murdered. Her throat had been cut by the broken glass of the drug-crazed killer’s “crack” pipe. The burglar so far has not been located by police.


    “It broke my heart,” said the game little rooster of a man, “but I have learned that to survive in this world when you are my size, you must be stronger than other men! So I will go on…And I have not given up my search for the right woman, to share my fame and fortune.”


    Ross hints that he’s on the verge of signing a deal to do a buddy movie with his hero, Arnold Schwarzenegger. A big career looms up ahead for a small guy! “I’d like to share it with some deserving woman!” Ross says.


    If you’d like to send a letter to Ross Taraval, the world’s smallest man, you can write to him care of the Weekly World Inquirer, and we’ll forward the letter to him.

  


  Will the Chill


  “I refuse to speak to him,” declared Tondius Will.


  “If you don’t, there will be no more sponsor,” replied Great Senses.


  The biocyber computer paused, its wall of lights changed from considering-yellow to assertion-blue; the programming room’s shadows fled before the brighter blue so that the oval chamber resembled the interior of a great turquoise egg.


  The ship’s computer asserted: “Sports-eyes is serious. No interview, no sponsorship.”


  “Very well. Let there be an end to it.”


  “Nonsense. You cannot live without Contest. Mina’s death proved that.”


  Great Senses said, its fifty-by-fifty-meter panel of honeycomb-crystal glowing red for regret amid the blue of assertion. “You cannot live without Contest and you cannot Contest without a contestship. And this starship is owned by Sports-eyes. And there is the immense cost of the planet-pushcoils to consider…”


  “I’ll find a way to sponsor it myself.” But even as he said it, Tondius Will knew it was impossible.


  “Sports-eyes has legal access to this ship. If you refuse to speak with the reporter, you’ll have to talk to the show’s director. And he’ll come here personally. And you know how they like to touch you in greeting—on the lips. Latest homeworld fad.”


  Will the Chill spat in disgust. The self-cleaning walls of the ship absorbed the spittle.


  “All right,” said Will. “I’ll speak to the reporter. But only on the screen. Should I dress? What is the present custom?”


  “No need. Nudity is sanctioned.”


  Will turned and strode to the lift, rode the compression tube to tertiary level, communications. He glimpsed his reflection in the glass of the communication room’s inactive screen. He was golden-skinned, compact but muscular, utterly hairless, his bald scalp gleaming with metal hookup panels—for his physical guidance-rapport with Great Senses and the contestship—set flush with his cranium. His dark-eyed, pensive features, already cold, intensified as he approached the screen. His full lips hardened to thin lines; his hairless brows creased.


  A nulgrav cushion darted from a wall niche to uphold him as he sat. The screen flickered alive. The Sports-eyes communications emblem, a spaceship shaped like an eye, flashed onto the screen. The sign faded, and Will faced a spindly, nude, gray-haired man with tiny, restive blue eyes and lips that seemed permanently puckered.


  The stranger ceremoniously blew Will a kiss. Will merely nodded. The man moved uneasily in his seat; his shoulders bobbed, his thin cheeks ticked, his prominent Adam’s apple bounced. “Eric Blue here.” He spoke rapidly. “They call me Blue the Glue. This is a guh-reat honor for me, Tondius Will. A very great honor.”


  Will shrugged.


  Blue the Glue pounced on Will the Chill. “Will, it’s my understanding that you didn’t want to give this interview. Correct?”


  Will nodded slightly.


  “Well, uh, Will—heh—why is that? Can you be frank? I mean, you’re Titleholder for four Contests, you’ve been a planet-hurlin’ waverider for many longuns now. Twice my lifetime. You’ve earned two replenishings, so you’ll live another century at least. Is this the last interview for another century? As far as I know only one other SprtZ NewZ holorag has spoken to you in your entire—”


  “What is the pertinence of this?” Will asked sharply. Blue’s voice was abundant with hidden meanings. His face was not his face. Will wished he were back on Five, listening to those who spoke with no faces at all.


  “It’s relevant to your image. And your image is important to your audience-draw. And your audience-draw is dropping off, Will. Though some say you’re the best damn planet-hurler since Fiessar in 2270. Still, you don’t—?”


  “I don’t caper and jape for the cameras like Svoboda? I don’t brag endlessly on my prowess and gossip about lovers like Browning? I don’t soak up publicity like Munger? Is that your complaint?”


  “Look, Will, there’s a difference between, uh, maintaining dignity—and being cold. And you’re cold, man. That’s why they call you Will the—”


  “There’s a difference between being emotive and artistic, Blue.”


  “Look here, let me put it to you in the plainest terms. I’m a Sports-eyes reporter, my job is public relations—you’ve failed to give me anything to relate to that public, Will. Sports-eyes stars need audience appeal. They have to be likable characters. They have to be likable—ah—folks. They have to be fellows people can identify with. Not cold and distant automatons—”


  “All waveriders are cold and distant, as you put it, Blue,” said Will, coldly and distantly. “But most of them pretend they’re not, in order to maintain themselves in the public eye. But it is not coldness, not really. Not inside. It is the aura of unflinching and unremitting dedication.”


  Blue the Glue looked startled. “Well. Now we’re making progress. The Philosophical Waverider? Imagine BoyZ might be able to do something with that.”


  Will snorted.


  “Will, I wonder if you’ll be kind enough to examine a holovid I have with me and give me your analysis of it. I’ll feed it into your screen, with your permission.” Without waiting for permission, Blue punched a button, and the screen was filled with a simplified holoimage of the final weeks (time-lapsed, sped-up to twenty minutes condensed action) of Will’s Contest with Opponent Brigg in system GV5498. Two planets approached one another, one brown-black, crescent-edged with silver, its atmosphere swirling turmoil; the other, Will’s masspiece, shining, chrome-blue like the shield of Perseus. Both were approximately Earth-sized and devoid of life, as was customary. Relative to the viewer’s plane of perspective, the planets closed obliquely, Brigg’s from the lower left-hand corner and Will’s from the upper righthand corner of the rectangular screen.


  How diluted the public impression of Contest! Will thought.


  The right-hand planet, GV5498 Number Four, showed white pushcoil flares at its equator and southern pole. Atmospheric disturbances and volcanic explosions roiled the contiguous faces of the planets as gravitational fields meshed and struggled.


  Involuntarily, Will twitched and flexed his arms as if he were in hookup again, adjusting pushcoils, controlling the tilt, impetus, spin, momentum, and mass resistance of his masspiece.


  Seconds before impact, as dead seas boiled and ice caps fractured, as continents buckled, the pushcoil on the south polar face toward Will’s Opponent flared and forced the pole to swing back, tilting the axis, lobbing the north polar bulge forward, precipitating collision before Opponent expected it.


  Opponent’s planet took the worst of the collision forces. And after the impact, the orgasmic rending of two worlds: more of Will’s masspiece remained intact than remained of Opponent’s. So Tondius Will won the Contest. And took Title from Brigg.


  The two Sports-eyes contestships, Will’s and Brigg’s, were glimpsed speeding to safety from the still-exploding bodies—


  The image vanished; the face of Blue the Glue returned. “Now,” said Blue, “why did you fire that pushcoil on your south pole, the face toward Opponent, during the last stage’s final—”


  “It should be obvious,” Will interrupted wearily. “You must have noticed that my masspiece had a more irregular spherism than Brigg’s. There was more mass in the north polar hemispheres. I applied torque in order to use the club-end of the planet with the greatest force of momentum—this can be useful only in rare instances, and Brigg probably hadn’t seen it before. Most impacts are initiated along the equatorial swell.”


  “I see. Beautiful. Uh, such niceties are too often lost on the Sports-eyes viewer who sees—”


  “Niceties! It was the most obvious ploy of the game. Brigg perceived it instantly but too late; he couldn’t compensate in time. Niceties! The most important plays of the game are the early stages when masspieces are moved into place for the final approach to designated impact zone. What is this whole affair to you, Blue? What can you know of the exquisite visions of hookup? You see only very limited aspects of Contest. You observe composite images, you see them in timelapse and you see only brief flashes of the months of preparation. There is no comprehension of the internal artistry requisite—we spend weeks at a time in hookup, assessing and tasting and physically experiencing every known factor in hundreds of millions of cubic kilometers of space!” Will was not aware that he was shouting. “What is it to you? A contest between two waveriders hovering off dead planets which they seem to-to shove about by remote control, kicking—kicking!—the planets out of orbit and tossing them at one another—and the piece surviving impact with the greatest mass determines Winner. That’s all it is, to you. You huzzah at the ‘flight’ of planets, their gargantuan turnings; they seem like colossal bowling balls in the hands of mites riding tiny specks and you swill your drink and clap your hands when you see the wracking and cracking of impact. You enjoy the sight of planets cracked like eggshells! Idiots! What do you know of the possession of men by worlds? Can you even for an instant imagine—”


  Will stopped. He swallowed, sat back, untensing. Specks of black swarmed his vision.


  Blue was grinning.


  “I suppose,” said Tondius Will ruefully, “that you’re proud of yourself now, eh, Blue? You recorded my little tirade, no doubt. You’ll crow about it at the SprtZwrtrZ Club. How you got a rise out of Will the Chill.” Will’s tone was bitter ice.


  “It’s good to see passion in you, Will! Though I have to admit I don’t entirely get your meaning. But why are you so tight with your enthusiasm, Will? We can build your ratings if you’ll give me more of that. And, really, can’t you leak us just a little of your love life?”


  “I have no lover: male, female, or bimale. None.”


  “No? None? Except your masspieces and playing fields, perhaps But you had a lover once, didn’t you, Tondius?”


  Will felt his face growing hard and dark with anger.


  Blue spoke rapidly. “Just for the sake of accurate historical perspective, listen, please, and answer my question—a yes or no will do. I have a document here I’d like to read to you. I want to know if what it states is true or false. Is this true? ‘In 2649 CE Tondius Will’s fourth confrontation with Enphon brought him at last into the public eye and put him in the running for Title. It was said he had prepared for this Contest for eight years; Enphon’s reputation doubtless warranted this, but eight years is unprecedented even for a waverider.


  “It is known that at this time Will’s lover, Mina Threeface, was not permitted to visit the waverider—he avoided all distractions. For eight years he refused to screen to her for more than a period of ten minutes once a month. The lover of a waverider is best advised to understand his need for utter concentration. Apparently, Mina did not understand. She hovered just out of scanrange in her father’s yacht and, minutes before impact, she dove on a sure course for the impact zone between masspieces, dispatching an emergency transmission to Tondius Will: I’ve gone to Impact Zone. Avert your masspiece, lose Contest because you love me. Or I die. His Great Senses dutifully relayed this message to Will. Tondius Will’s thoughts can only be conjectured. He had to measure the scope of two loves. He found he could not permit himself to surrender or even stalemate Contest simply to save Mina. She was trapped between impacting planets, she died there and, though Will won Contest, it was this victory that also won him the cognomen Will the Chill—”


  “Yes,” Will said softly, though inwardly he shook with the effort at self- control. “It’s all true. It’s true.” And he added: “Your heart, Blue—your heart is far more chill than mine will ever be.”


  Will broke contact and strode to the hookup chambers.


  ***


  Hookup flushed Will’s circulation, winnowing fatigue poisons from his blood, unclouding his brain. Refreshed, he adjusted hookup from yoga to extern. The cushions at his back, the cups gripping his shaven pate, the crowded instrument panel—all seemed to vanish. He closed his eyes and saw the universe.


  The senses (but not the mind) of Great Senses were his, now. He scanned first through visible light. He had been orbiting Roche Five for two months; the alien constellations overwheeling the Roche system seemed almost natively familiar. Dominating the right-hand scope of his vision: Five, fifth planet from Roche’s Star, bulking half in golden-red light, half in shadow. Five was Will’s Contest masspiece. And patching into a drifting Sports-eyes camera satellite’s signal, he could see himself: his contestship soaring above the twilight border, north-south over the face of the Earth-sized planet. The contestship, with its outspread solar panels and the beaked globe at its forward end, resembled a metallic vulture scanning the barren planet face beneath.


  Not quite barren, thought Will the Chill. The survey crew was wrong—there’s more than desert and ruins down there.


  He looked up from Five and sought for Opponent. Focusing away from visible light, he worked his way down (“down”) through infrared’s multifarious blaze, down through the longer wavelengths. He sorted through the transmissions of the star itself, discarded background sources, letting frequencies riffle by like an endless deck of cards, each card with its wave-length-identifying signet. He was looking for a Queen of Diamonds. She wasn’t transmitting. He worked his way up (“up”), toward shorter wavelengths, and ten thousand hairs split themselves ten thousand times apiece. He skimmed X-rays, and, through hookup’s multifaceted neutrino-focused eyes, spotted her, traced her spoor of nuclear radiation—she was using a hydrogen-scoop, fusing, traveling overspace, so Will’s Great Senses (constantly monitoring gravwave ripplings) wouldn’t notice her change of position. She was far from Three, her own masspiece.


  What was she doing? Then—Will shuddered. A strong probe signal had bounced from his contestship. He felt it again, and again. He waited. It came no more. He traced the signals and found that the source was Opponent’s contestship, fusing to travel unnoticed in ordinary space. Will tied in with Great Senses. “Did you feel that?”


  “Someone tasted our defense screens with a probe signal,” Great Senses replied, voice particularly mechanical coming through hookup channels. “Who was it?”


  “It was Opponent! She’s traveling through upper space so we wouldn’t be likely to think the probe came from her…no reason for her to assess us from that direction, surreptitiously. She knew in this stage we’d expect to find her wave-riding. What do you think? Is she testing our reflexes or trying to kill us?”


  “Three sleeps gone there was a disguised Opponent drone—I recognized it for what it was because it was maneuvering in a pattern for which a Sports-eyes vehicle would have no use. It was probing our defense systems.”


  “You didn’t tell me.”


  “I was waiting for confirmation of my suspicions. We have it now.”


  “She plans to kill me.”


  “That’s within the scope of Contest rules. She has the right to kill you. Under certain conditions.”


  “It’s accepted technically, but it’s not considered sporting. No one’s killed an Opponent for half a thousand Contests.”


  “Shall we kill her first?”


  “No. I shall Contest, and I’ll defend myself. She’s inexperienced. Luck brought her this far. She’s too impulsive to take the Title.”


  “But she has innersight. Admittedly she’s injudicious, little precision as yet. Her Opponent second to last died in deep space…She admitted nothing. They said it was a leak.”


  “I didn’t know.” Will snorted. “So, she’s a killer. Let her kill if she can. That’s all—I’m going back to scanning—”


  “One moment. Do you want me to maintain ship’s gravity?”


  “Yes. I’ll be going planetside. After hookup. I’ve got to go down to—ah—” He hesitated. Why lie to Great Senses? But he couldn’t bring himself to voice the truth. So he said: “I’m going down to inspect the fusion scoops. All that dust—there may be corrosion on the pushcoils. And we’ll keep the planet in this orbit for another sleep. Until then, maintain gravity. I want to be gray-adjusted—I might be going planetside fairly often.” He broke contact with Great Senses.


  But in the programming room the lights of Great Senses went from questioning-green to doubting-orange.


  ***


  The atmosphere of Five was breathable, but too rarefied to nourish him long. So he wore a respirator. Also, a thermalsuit against the bitter cold, cutting winds. That was all. Unweaponed (against the advice of Great Senses: Opponent skulked nearer), he leaped from the airlock of the lander. He stretched, getting the wieldiness of planetside back into his limbs. He walked a few meters to a large boulder, clambered atop it, and looked about him.


  Just below, the double-domed lander squatted on spidery limbs. Beyond the lander, many kilometers across the battered yellow plain, rose the shining column of the nearest pushcoil, the planetmover.


  Anemic sunlight glanced from its argent hide, light streaks chasing the shadows of striated dust clouds skating low in the bluegray sky. It was afternoon, but overhead a few stars guttered, visible in thin atmosphere.


  The pushcoil column towered, broad and austere, into the clouds and beyond. Its lower end widened into a compression skirt that uniformly clamped the ground; steam and fumes trailed from vents in the conical skirt: the column was converting minerals into energy, building power for conversion into magnetic push. There were ten such columns placed at regular intervals about the planet. Put there by the Sports-eyes Corporation for Will the Chill’s exclusive use.


  Made from metals extracted from Five’s core, the columns were powered geothermally. Sports-eyes had built hundreds on hundreds of worlds. Worlds now asteroid belts and clouds of dust; crushed and dispersed for the amusement of jaded millions on the homeworld.


  The Sports-eyes crew had departed months before; Will was glad that they were gone. He hadn’t spoken to another human being, except on screen, since Mina’s death, years before.


  Will turned and gazed west. Roche’s Star was low, opposite the column. Long shadows reached from the endless scatter of boulders and crater rims. The meteorite-scored hills to the north stretched to him like the pitted, skeletal fingers of a dead giant.


  Will strode into the grasp of those peninsular fingers.


  In those hills were the ruins, and the sunharp, and the voices. Will began to climb, anticipation growing.


  ***


  In the ship. In the hookup chamber. In the hookup seat. In hookup.


  Time to re-examine the playing field. He tested the solar wind, noted its slant and strength.


  Then he immersed himself in somatic-eidetic impressions of gravitational energy. An exquisitely fine and resiliently powerful fabric flexed between star systems. On this skein a star and ten planets moved like monstrous spiders, electromagnetic grips adhering them to the field, bending the webwork. The gravitational field was the playing field, and Will examined each component’s interaction with the whole.


  Will needed no numerical calculation. No holotrigonometry. He had never got beyond the multiplication tables. All he needed was hookup and Great Senses and the skill, the innersight. Great Senses was navigator, astrogator, life-systems watch. Hookup was Will’s cerebral connection with the ship’s electronic nerves, a binding of synthetic and biological neural systems. Will’s was the instinct, the athleticism, the determination. Determiner of destinations.


  He knew the ship physically.


  The ship’s cognizance of (and interaction with) visible light, cosmic rays, gamma rays, nuclear forces—these he felt in his loins. Physically.


  De hipbone is connected to de backbone; the electro is connected to the magnetic. The seat of his magnetic sensorium was his spine. This chakra he experienced in the region of his heart. Electricity in the heart. Physically.


  He comprehended the gravitational field through shoulders, legs, arms. Very physically.


  In loins, light-packets. In heart, electromagnetism. In limbs, gravity.


  In hookup they integrated as variations on the wave-particle theme: in his brain. Sometimes, Tondius Will remembered a poem, one of many the ship’s library had recited to him. It was Blake:


  
    Energy is the only life and is from the body:


    and Reason is the bound or outward


    circumference of Energy.


    Energy is Eternal Delight.

  


  Innersight hookup. On one level he knew the vast gravitational field in term of mass and weight, gross proportions.


  Take it down, another and broader condition of unity.


  He penetrated the vacillation of gravitrons, the endless alternation between wave and particle forms, slipped the knife edge of his innersight into the transitory sequence between wave into particle and particle into wave; waves, here, revealed as particles and particles exposed: packets of waves.


  His brain took a Picture, recorded and filed it. He had memorized the playing field.


  And that was enough for now. He willed internalization. Hookup shut down his connection with Great Senses. He sat up and yawned. But his eyes glittered.


  ***


  He was hungry, and there was no hookup here to feed and refresh him. He was weary, but the hills drew him on. There was only the sighing wind, hiss of breath in respirator, clink of small air tanks on his belt, crunch of his boot steps in sand. And the wide-open, the empty. He trudged the rim of a crater, admiring the crystalline glitter streaking its slopes, the red nipple of iron oxides in the impact basin. On the far side of this crater were the ruins, upthrusting along the broken ridges like exposed spinal segments. Light splashed off the sunharp, still half a kilometer away.


  The sun was westering behind the mesas, the jet sky overhead spread shadow wings to enfold the bluer horizons.


  Will slid down the embankment, enjoying the earthy heft of hillside resisting his boots. He reached the floor of the gully and picked his way over rough shin-high boulders to the base of the hill whose crown exposed the first stretch of ragged ruins, uneven walls like battlements above.


  The hills were not simple hills—they were barrows, grave mounds cloaking the remains of a once-city. Here, an earthslide triggered by a meteorite strike had exposed a portion of the city’s skeleton. The walls of rusted metal and cracked glass and tired plastics, throwing jagged shadows in the fading daylight, were notched and scored with age, erosion.


  But there were no signs of war on the ruins. These were not broken battlements...Genetic Manipulation experiments had released an unstoppable plague, robbing the world of most of its life and all its fertility. No offspring were born to lower life forms, or to the world’s people. People they were, of a sort, with tendrils instead of boned fingers and large golden whiteless eyes like polished stones. The plants withered, the air thinned, the land died. Those who survived, one hundred thousand living on chemically synthesized food, were so long-lived they were nearly immortal. Childless, living without societal evolution in an endlessly bleak landscape, they surrendered to a growing collective sense of futility. A new religion arose, preaching fulfillment beyond the veil of death, advocating mass suicide. A vote was taken, its tally unanimous. The remaining one hundred thousand decided to die. To die by poison, together, and all at once...


  For so Will had been told. The voices in the sunharp told him this.


  He passed through the maze of roofless ruins, coming to the broad square at their radial center. He beheld the sunharp. Everything here had decayed but the sunharp. It had been built at the end, as a monument. Built to endure a nova.


  The diamond-shaped sunharp’s frame was constructed of light silvery tubing. A coppery netting was woven densely between the frames, for sifting and carrying light impulses.


  The final rays of sunset, veering lances of red, broke the thin dust cloud and struck the coppery sunharp wires. Till now it had been singing in the subsonic. Struck full by corpuscular rays, its netting vibrated visibly, resonated internally, interpreted the sun shiver. Translated into sound waves, photons sang out. Choirs of alien races, chorus of human voices, subhuman voices, wolves baying and birds singing: all in concert. The wind sounds of thousands of landscapes (each landscape altering the wind song as Bach’s inventions vary the hymnal theme) combining into a single voice. The nature of rippling endlessly defined in song.


  Will listened, and more than listening: he heeded. And if Blue the Glue had seen Will’s face just then, he might not have recognized him; he did not associate joy with Will the Chill.


  Royal purple gathered in the ground hollows, dusty darkness collected in the dead windows of the ruins, the stars shone more fiercely, the mesas at the horizon swallowed the sun. The sunharp’s call dwindled to lower frequencies, softly moaning to starlight and occasionally pinging to cosmic rays. Other sighs came to replace the sunharp’s voice. Will shuddered and, for an instant, dread enfolded his heart. But the fear left him abruptly, as it always did before they spoke to him. He smiled. “Hello,” he said aloud.


  There came a reply, one hundred thousand voices speaking the same word at once, a mighty susurration in an alien tongue. A greeting.


  Then they spoke subvocally, in his own tongue, echoes within the skull.


  For the fifth time you have returned to us (said the voices). But the first time and the three thereafter you came alone. Why have you now brought a companion?


  “I have no companions,” said Tondius Will.


  We see now that you do not know about the one who follows you. It is a lurking he who does the bidding of a distant she. The he comes to destroy you.


  “Then he is an assassin,” said Will sadly, “sent by my Opponent. She becomes reckless. She has breached the rules of Contest. Death-dealing must be done by Opponent or by her machines only. Still, I will not protest. Let him come.”


  The time is not yet, Tondius Will.


  “Will the time be soon?”


  You doubt us. You wonder if you are the One prophesied by the Gatekeeper. You are he. Ten thousand times in ten thousand millennia we have attempted transit to the fuller spheres. Ten thousand times we have been denied. One hundred thousand cannot enter as one, said the Gatekeeper, unless they become onemind, or unless they are guided by a sailor of inner seeing. We were bound together by a united death. Simultaneity. We plunged together into that tenuous Place, this between. We need a guide to lead us out. Do not doubt us. You are He. The Gatekeeper whose seven stony visages exhale blacklight said to us: One who wields spheres below can guide you through spheres above...You are He. We know your history, Tondius Will.


  “My father...”


  Was an orbitglider, a great athlete of space race.


  “My mother...”


  Was a freefall ballerina for a space-station ballet company.


  “My grandfather...”


  Was an Earthborn snow skier of Earth who journeyed to the ultimate ski course on mountainous Reginald IV and died on Thornslope.


  “My great-grandfather...”


  Was a Terran trapeze artist.


  “My great-grandmother...”


  Was a surfer on the vast seas of terraformed Venus, and once rode a wave for seven days.


  “And I came to wave-riding...”


  When your mother killed herself en route to Earth from your father’s doom on Reginald IV, and the captain of the transport adopted you; he was himself a retired waverider.


  “And I know your history, and how you came to die, one hundred thousand at a single stroke, trapped by imperfect unity...”


  We are as one hundred thousand waves...


  “On a single sea.”


  The understanding forged anew; the voices hushed. The air about him began to course and whirl, a dust-devil rose up and the spirit host—seen in the dark of his closed eyes as endless banners of unfurling white—enclosed Tondius Will. He wept in unbridled joy and relief as they entered him and swept him up...He could not abide the touch of flesh on flesh, not since he had crushed Mina between two worlds. They took him with them, for a while, and let him incorporeally ride, like a surfer on a sea constituted of the ectoplasm of one hundred thousand souls. For this time of merging, loneliness was beyond conception. For this time of—


  But it ended.


  Returned to his body, he felt like an infant coughed from the womb into a snowdrift.


  He screamed. He begged. “Please!”


  No longer (the voices said), for now. If we kept you from your body any longer, you’d wither and pass on to us. It would be too soon. You’re not quite ready to lead us yet, though you have the innersight of energies, particles, and planes. You are a born sailor of upper spheres. But not quite yet. Next time. Soon.


  “Wait! One thing! You said you would search for her. Have you found her? Was she too far away?”


  Linear distances don’t impede our call. We have found her. She was very much alone. She is coming. Next time. Soon. (The voices faded.)


  They were gone. Will was alone in the dark.


  The sunharp moaned faintly. Distant whispers: starlight rumors stirred its webwork.


  He shivered in sudden awareness of the night’s cold. Stretching, he fought numbness from his limbs. He turned up the heat in his thermalsuit, checked his air tanks’ reading. Best get back to the landing pod, and soon.


  He turned and began to descend the hillside. At the outermost finger of the ragged walls, he stopped and listened. He nodded to himself.


  He took a light from his belt, flicked it alive, and set the small beacon on a ledge of the crumbling wall. “Come out and face me as you shoot me!” he called.


  Silence, except for the echo of his shout.


  Then, a squeak of boot steps on gravel. A broad, dark figure in a gray thermalsuit stepped warily from a murky doorway. He was two meters from Will. Most of the assassin’s face was concealed by goggles and respirator mask. “You are one of the guild,” Tondius Will observed. The assassin nodded. He held a small silver tube lightly in his right hand. The tube’s muzzle was directed at Will’s chest. Will said, “It is a tenet of your guild that if your quarry discovers you and challenges you then you are compelled to face him. Yes?”


  The assassin nodded.


  “Well then, come into the light of my lamp. I want to see some of your face as you kill me. You can’t begrudge me that, surely.”


  The assassin took two strides forward, stepping into the ring of light. His lips were compressed, his eyes were gray as the ice a thousand meters beneath the ice cap. His thick legs were well apart and braced.


  Will the Chill fastened his gaze on the eyes of the assassin. The stranger frowned.


  Tondius Will spoke in a voice compelling; it was compelling because his voice was the raiment of his will power, and his will was backed by the unspeakable mass of all the planets he had hurled. He said: “I am going to move my arm quickly in order to show you something. Do not fire the weapon, I am not going to reach for you. I’m going to reach into this wall...The guild of assassins esteems its members greatly skilled in martial arts...”


  To his left was a high wall of transparent bricks backed by old metal. Ancient but solid. Will had explored these ruins thoroughly. He knew there was a metal urn on the other side of the wall, lying on a shelf; he knew just where it was. He moved, visualizing his left hand passing through the obstruction as if through a cloud, fingers closing about the small urn; he pitted perfect form against the mass resistance of the wall.


  There was a crack! and a small explosion in the wall side; dust billowed; chips of glass rained. The assassin twitched but did not fire. Will withdrew his arm from the hole he’d made. He held something in his bare hand. A stoppered urn of age-dulled gold. “Waveriders learn that masses are merely electron-bounded fields of space-influence,” he remarked casually, examining the urn in the dim light, “and all fields have a weak point, where that which seems impenetrable may be penetrated.” He paused, glanced up, murmuring, “That’s the principle behind the traversing of space between stars: knowledge of secret passages through the fabric of spacestuff. And it’s the principle behind what you’ve just seen, assassin.” Will reached out with his right hand, poised it over the urn, and, with a motion outspeeding the eye, he stabbed a rigid thumb at the metal casing held in his other hand. The urn split neatly in two; half of it dropped to the ground. The assassin took a step backward; his eyes dancing with wonder, he held his fire.


  Tondius Will reached into the half of the urn in his left hand and extracted something that had lain there for ten thousand millennia. A tiny skeleton to which a thin shroud of skin clung; a miniature mummy. “It’s an infant who died at birth,” Will muttered. “The urn was his sarcophagus. A shame to disturb it. So...” He bent, retrieved the fallen half, replaced it over the mummy. Clamping the two halves snug with his left hand, with the thumb of his right he pressed the seams of the urn, all the way around, fusing it shut. Moving slowly and easily, he replaced the urn in the hole he had made in the wall. Then he returned his gaze to the eyes of the assassin. “Now: can you match what I have just done?”


  The assassin slowly shook his head.


  “Then, you know that I could kill you,” said Will lightly, taking a cautious step forward so that he was within striking distance. “I could kill you even before you pressed the fire stud of your charge gun.” Will smiled. “Yes?”


  Looking stooped and weary, the assassin nodded.


  “Therefore, your mission is useless. Depart now, in peace.”


  The assassin shook his head...The tenets of the assassin’s guild.


  Will saw the man’s eyes narrow. Will knew, a split-second realization, that the assassin was depressing the stud of his charge gun.


  Will struck, doubly. One hand struck aside the charge gun, the other dipped into the assassin’s chest. Just as that hand had penetrated the wall.


  Will took something from the man’s chest and held it up for him to see.


  Spurting blood from the gaping crater in his chest, the assassin took two seconds to collapse, two more to die.


  ***


  In 1976 CE the physicist-philosopher Denis Postle said: “Mass-energy tells space-time how to curve and curved space-time tells mass-energy how to move.”


  Imagine you are involved in a competition which requires that, with your right hand, you throw a discus with Olympic skill, while your legs are performing an elaborate ballet movement and with your left hand you are playing the world tennis champion (and winning), and in between racquet strokes you must move a piece to attack a champion chessmaster effectively on a three-dimensional chessboard. If you can imagine doing all that in near simultaneity, then you know something of what it is to be a waverider.


  ***


  Externally. In hookup, Will’s eyes were closed, his hands were clamped rigidly on armrests, his legs flexed and poised; except for his heaving chest, he seemed inert—about to fly to activity like a drawn bowstring.


  Internally. He saw himself, in his mind’s eye, floating naked in space; outside him were luminous matrices, the energy fields, flickering in and out of ken as he looked up and down the spectrum. He approached a pulsing sphere—to innersight, the sphere seemed only ten meters across. It traveled in preordained paths through the matrix. Paths he had ordained. He had set this globe on the road it was taking by manipulating pushcoils situated about the vast surface of its genuine counterpart, Roche Five.


  He felt the presence of Opponent, though he could not yet see her.


  He sensed her position as a man with closed eyes knows the whereabouts of the sun by the feel of its glare on his eyelids. She had not yet moved Roche Three from tertiary-stage orbit. But she was there, satelliting Three elliptically, just within pushcoil-control range. She was waiting for Will to serve.


  Will served. He reached out, mentally, for the imaged sphere. He placed his hand near the eastcenter south polar pushcoil, poised over the pushcoil column in a hand posture that told Great Senses exactly how much push should be exerted by the coil, and for how long, and at what intervals. Through hookup, Great Senses drank Will’s muscular expressions, translated them into mathematical formulas. Great Senses knew Will’s flesh, though Will denied that flesh to humanity.


  Except for autonomic functions, breathing and blood moving, Will’s every movement (as visualized on the noumenon plane, hookup) represented, to Great Senses, a signal to be transmitted to the pushcoil control units on Five.


  Externally. He was rippling like an eel, rippling purposefully, sending three dozen signals in one dozen seconds. Sometimes several pushcoils were activated simultaneously, sometimes one at a time; on each occasion the activation signal carried a precisely quantified regulation of the thrust applied.


  Roche Five moved out of orbit.


  A man about 1.8 meters high and weighing 170 pounds moved a mass of about six billion trillion tons, some 11,000 kilometers in diameter. And he did this (apparently) by rotating his hips and flexing shoulder muscles.


  Internally. Swimming through space after the sphere, waving his hands about it in intricate patterns like a wizard invoking visions from a crystal ball, he swept it easily (but not effortlessly) in a wide arc, ninety degrees from the solar system’s orbital plane, right angles from its former path.


  This was stage three-fifty in Contest. Six months since stage one.


  The greater the scope entailed in implementing an activity, the greater the need for strict attention to small details.


  Each split-second decision taking into account all that Will read of gravitational fields, electromagnetic and heat-energy factors, gravdrag on nearby asteroids, influence of solar wind—the consequences of interaction with these factors.


  Will struggled with ecstasy. Each aspect of the celestial field had its own music, in Will’s mind, and its own fireworks, exquisite and hypnotic: a threat of distraction.


  Opponent drew Roche Three in ever-widening spirals, never quite breaking free of the gravitational field of the sun. She used the pull of the sun, increasing her speed as she neared it. She expended weeks in each strategic repositioning, always moving with strict reference to the ploys of Will the Chill...


  Concentration opaqued time; Will’s fixation on Contest never faltered. The weeks collapsed upon themselves; Three and Five spun nearer, and nearer.


  Hookup fed and cleansed him. In place of sleep, it washed his unconscious and hung it to dry in the winds of dreaming. Weeks melted into minutes. Sports-eyes recorded all. Sports-eyes staring from a thousand angles, a thousand droneships with camera snouts preparing the composite timelapse vid reducing Contest to the relative simplicity of a bullfight.


  ***


  They entered the specified ninety-thousand cubic kilometers of space agreed upon as Impact Zone.


  Like macrocosmic Sumo wrestlers, the planets closed, bulk upon bulk.


  The masspieces were ten thousand kilometers apart.


  She was closing fast, impulsively, driving straight as a billiard ball, utilizing the equatorial bulge as impending impact point. She was overconfident, perhaps, because Will had not been performing as well as in the past; his mind was troubled, divided. He had to struggle to keep from thinking of the ruins, the sunharp, the voices, and Mina.


  This was his final Contest, and his heart pleaded with him to play it to denouement.


  But as the two planets engaged for impact—each making minute split-second adjustments in trajectory, rate of spin, and lean of axis—Will rose up from hookup, thinking: Sports-eyes, this time you’re cheated. Crack your own eggshells.


  Great Senses was not capable of surprise. But it was capable of alarm.


  Alarmed by Will’s withdrawal from hookup, the computer spoke to him through ship’s intercom. “What’s wrong? Impact is in—”


  “I know. Less than two hours. So it is scheduled, and so Opponent expects. But there will be no impact. We are stalemating; no one wins. I’ll back out of the approach pattern as if I’m preparing another. But Five will never collide with Three.”


  “Because of the voices in the ruins?”


  Will was capable of surprise. “You aren’t supposed to read my mind.”


  “I read only what hookup leaks to me. I know you want to preserve the planet for the voices. The dead one hundred thousand. Why? They’re already dead. Do you want to preserve Five intact as a monument to them?”


  “In a way, it will be a monument. But—do you know what they require of me?”


  “They want you to guide them upspectrum. Beyond the shortest known wavelengths, the highest frequencies. Into the fuller spheres.”


  “I want to go. I want to see upspectrum. And I want Mina...We have to depart from an intact planet; it’s like a door into the Farther Place. If the game were consummated, most of Five would be destroyed...The only reason—beyond my love of Contest—that I’ve played this far was to be near Five. I had to Contest to stay near, since this is sponsor’s Ship.”


  “Within an hour the quakes on Five will begin. If you want to preserve the ruins—”


  “I’ve programmed the backup navigator. You won’t have to do a thing. In forty-five minutes the pushcoil will veer Five. Opponent’s momentum will prevent her from coming about to strike. As soon as we’re out of impact zone, on that instant, transmit a message to her, tell her, as is my right at this point, I declare stalemate, by right of points accrued. That will infuriate her.”


  “And you’ll go to the surface of Five.”


  “Yes...and you’ll go to serve another waverider.”


  “And on Five you’ll die and go with the unseen multitude.”


  “Yes.”


  “How? Will you crash the lander?”


  “No. I’ve got to be in sunharp rapport with them when I die.”


  “Then—you’ll remove your respirator? An ugly death.”


  “I don’t think that will be necessary. She’s proved herself to be vindictive. When she discovers the stalemate, she’ll come after me. She’ll find me in rapport.”


  ***


  That was where she found him.


  The sudden change in orbital trajectory had riven the surface of Five. The sky was mordant with volcanic smog. Some of the ruins crumbled. The sunharp survived.


  Roche Five was moving into a wide, cold, permanent orbit. The pushcoil column, in the waning light like a colossal mailed fist and forearm, flared for the last time.


  He stood before the sunharp, tranced by its distant hum. The voices whispered, sang louder, a cry touched by exultation.


  “Hello,” he said.


  Again, you have not come alone (said the voices). A she comes in a small, armed ship. Just out of sight, in the clouds. She approaches.


  “I know. She will be the instrument of our union.”


  Tondius…


  “Mina!” shouted Will the Chill warmly.


  I’m here.


  The planet was rotating into darkness. Light diminished, night engulfed Five. But Tondius Will had no lack of light: “Mina!” he breathed.


  She touched him before the others, a chill breath, a kiss of ether. Then the others came, and he was borne up, the surfer deliquesced; a sea of one-hundred thousand and two waves. His body, still standing, remained alive and for a few moments it tethered him to that plane.
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