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“We have got the little German Boy here who plays upon the Harpsichord like Handel, & composes with the same facility. He really is a most extraordinary effort of Nature, but our Professors in Physick don’t think he will be long lived.” ~Joseph Yorke, about the Young Mozart, 1765
I
Mozart walked into the sex-change clinic on a cold, snowy July morning, intending to have his sprouter snipped off. It rarely snowed in Ipolis; the Crystal Mountains were covered with the deep, somewhat dappled stuff year-round, but the city itself? The metropolis almost never permitted it. This morning, though, the snow had dispensation. Mozart brushed a few flakes off his Mylar trench coat, and stepped up to the receptionist.
It had been easier for Mozart than for many people only a quarter of his age to adjust to the idea of talking intelligently to robots. In many ways, robots were more pleasant to converse with than humans: they actually took an interest in what one had to say without mentally drawing up their grocery lists or thinking about what they were going to say next, or whatever distracted their tiny minds. Robots were just another impossible technology to get used to. That was the thing about Mozart—one of the things—he accepted change as it came, though it didn’t mean he had to like it.
“I’ve got a ten o’clock appointment with Dr. So,” he informed the robot politely, which was not a standard bolt-’em-to-the-desk model but a fully functional com-robot, complete with legs and even its own wardrobe. (Though doubtless it had no credits of its own to buy the latest fashions, nor did it have the self-awareness to know when it needed to.) This specific model wore a pair of slacks and a pleasant-looking sweater, both designed for an asexual demeanor. Its face was a mélange of features designed to look either male or female, depending on your preference. Mozart naturally thought of it as a “she,” all the way down to the device’s slender fingers and delicate wrists. It scanned his face, and chirped happily: “Of course, Mr. Armstrong, please go to our guest lounge, and a nurse will be with you as soon as possible. We have a selection of beverages and snacks available for your pleasure, if you desire so.”
“Thanks,” Mozart replied, “I might have a Glacia, if you have it.”
“Of course we do,” said the robot, “only the best for our clients. State your preference of Antarctic or Greenland to the drink-drone.”
“Antarctic would be fine.” Mozart grinned at the robot that was unfortunately not equipped to grin back. And was that a note of disapproval he’d heard in its voice when it mentioned the drone? Mozart walked across the spacious lobby towards the guest lounge. The space was clearly designed by an exhausted architect; dominated by marble pillars and floor, and a few lonely sticks of furniture covered with crushed velvet, it was reminiscent of late-twentieth-century banks or four-star hotels. The guest lounge, however, was inspired. It reminded him of India, just before the Raj. Through the entrance, which was a hologram of a waterfall, he was transported to some kind of fabulous Hindu court, complete with gold, gems, silk, plus the convenience of a modern bar. Another robot served behind it. This robot was made up to look like the cliché of an Arabian eunuch, but it somehow meshed, instead of clashing, with the decor. Mozart asked for his Glacia.
Glacia would probably have been the most expensive thing to order, had Dr. So’s clinic been charging for its drinks. After turn-of-the-century water shortages, a market had developed for water taken from icebergs sheared off the polar ice caps. Generically, it had become known as Glacia, much like the word “Kleenex” was once used instead of “tissues” (before the invention of the nasal anti-contamination implant, of course). There were several firms involved in extracting water from both poles, but it was very expensive after the Shudder.
Mozart tried not to think of the Shudder too often, but the drink set images and memories flooding back like a glacial runoff. He put his finger in that troublesome dike by looking around at the other guests in the lounge. It seemed to be comprised of two types of people: those waiting for a diagnosis, and those in the process of changing their sex. The latter tended to look the happiest, the former the most anxious. Mozart admitted to himself that he wasn’t terribly confident about his appointment with Dr. So. But he could think of no other sure way of maintaining his anonymity, apart from disappearing in the developing South.
Ever since his “death” in 1791, Mozart had enjoyed the freedom of not being himself. His enslavement to life was harder to get used to, but once he’d accepted his continued existence—both physical and artistic—he’d learned to enjoy life all over again. Yet that death way back in 1791 was a real death in some ways: the old Mozart had died, and a new one had been born: a free Mozart, a Mozart who could move outside of the strictures of society, and even outside of his own identity, if he could muster up the courage to do so.
He sipped his Glacia and pondered the metaphysics of it all—could people live outside themselves, without paying rent? He giggled, a noise that alarmed the other patients unduly. No one else in the room, except maybe the eunuch-bartender robot, felt remotely like laughing. Sex-conversion is, after all, a serious business indeed. But Mozart turned his attention from them, and considered his own existential dilemma.
After all these years of life “non-Wolfganus,” people were aware of his continued existence and the way he had been supporting it. Mozart had been careless with one of his “lost” compositions. An expert had discovered that not everything about the manuscript—an opera called The Castle—was authentic. Mozart remembered the time when he had been writing it: he had been living in Vancouver—a conceited if ordinary town in an extraordinary setting—and he’d run out of the old ink he usually recreated for his projects. At the time, he’d been fully engrossed in the artistic process and he had just diluted some store-bought stuff with what remained of his authentic mix, and then forgotten all about it. Of course, the whole thing probably never would have come to light if it wasn’t for the orange stains on the composition, caused by a deadly combination of sloppiness and Cheesy-Os.
And now, nearly sixty years later, the manuscript was finally sold by Sotheby’s, and his secret at least partially revealed. It was just a matter of time before people started studying the other lost manuscripts carefully, and discovering that they were “new” as well. In fact, he’d written most of them since the Second World War. The worst part was these so-called experts (artistic wannabes, if ever Mozart had seen one) had discovered that it really was Mozart who had written them, and not just a clever (and musically brilliant) forger. The first story on The Castle manuscript was quite specific about that; experts had confirmed it was the hand of Mozart that had used the ink. Yet the ink itself was less than sixty years old. (And the Cheesy-O fingerprints were a bit of a tip-off, too, though they didn’t have his originals to compare with.)
So, Mozart had decided to become a woman. It didn’t really appeal to him, but it was only a matter of time until the other manuscripts were uncovered, the art dealer in London found, the bank account in Switzerland unearthed and, finally, the regular electronic withdrawals traced to here, in Ipolis. He knew there were enough data jockeys capable of figuring that kind of thing out if they were looking. And if he couldn’t hide in Ipolis, he couldn’t hide anywhere remotely civilized. His other possibility was escaping to the South, and Mozart wasn’t ready for that sort of life again. He’d spent too many years in danger to put himself back into it, especially now. Though you’d think he would have had his fill of it, Mozart had come to love life again.
He thought of that Virginia Wolfe story, Orlando. He had lived for 272 years, and it was time to change his sex. Maybe in another 272 years they could change it back. He shuddered, and feeling a little dejected, put his head in his hands. To snip off his sprouter!
Before he could sink into the despair that was coming, a goddess walked into the guest lounge. No, Mozart corrected himself, it was a woman, but what a woman! Not since Teresa had he seen such raw sexual power. She was about five foot nine, and built like a brick shithouse, as Mozart was once fond of saying. But more than that—her eyes, her hair, the open-toed sandals! She wore strangely erotic nail polish on her toenails, which shimmered along with the Mogul gold of the room. It was a perfect moment. She was perfect. Mozart had been around long enough to know that this woman was his destiny. Sure, there had been dalliances, and Stanzi, and then, of course, Teresa, but now . . . now there was this goddess. Besides, Teresa had died before this woman’s great-grandmother was even born. It had been a long time.
She spoke: “Mr. Armstrong?”
Mozart stood up, shakily. He walked towards her, as if in a dream, and said, “I’m he.”
She looked at him, at the slack demeanor of worship on his face, and she knew there was going to be trouble.
In another part of town, Les Parson was busy adulating a woman named Helen, though he would rather adulterate with her. Everyone knew Helen Printo, the trilevision reporter, but Les pined for the woman under the insightful exterior, the sensuality beneath the finely tailored suits. He’d been worshipping her for years, almost from the day he had arrived in Ipolis.
It had been a cold, crisp day in March. Leaning out the window of the observation deck of the airship, he watched as the aerostat slowly approached the tiny city-continent of Ipolis. Southward were the Crystal Mountains, a chain of peaks formed out of nearly perfect quartz granite that sparkled in the bright sunlight. Wisps of cloud and streamers of fine, granulated snow blew off the summits of the mountains—he was reminded of the grandeur of the Himalayas, but the sparkling light that came from the Crystal Mountains! New peaks shaved the cold sky like glass razors. It was blinding. Devastating when combined with the blue of the ocean surrounding the island, the verdant carpet of newly forested hills leading from the mountains, and the glittering city of Ipolis below.
The city was like no other. It had been planned and constructed to please the eye, unlike the organic, commercial sprawl of most North American cities. It had been made too large for the small number of people who fronted the money to build it, in anticipation that people from all around the world would come here: to live, to create art and new sciences to save humanity from its various follies.
An electric subway ran just below the street, which was made of reinforced Plexiglas. All the other open areas of the city were green. The city’s planners had decided to avoid the debacle caused by the car culture, and so the subway was perfectly designed to take you wherever you wanted to go—that is, if you were in a hurry. But in Ipolis, Les soon discovered that walking was the preferred method of transportation. He was delighted as the airship approached the airport, looking down at the antlike figures superimposed on the rushing, slender subway trains.
As he approached, he noticed that the architectural styles of buildings differed widely, but there seemed to be some un-nameable theme that suffused their design. They all reached up, yet remained rooted to the earth, reflecting a spirituality Les had never associated with buildings before, not even cathedrals. The airport was the same way—tall, functional towers gathered the nose-cones of the great airships, and then slowly lowered the vehicles to the waiting station below by means of noiseless, powerful winches. Though most modern airships could lower themselves, there was an anachronistic charm to the Ipolis airport. There were three needle-like towers, though Les knew that the city never saw that much traffic all at once.
Ipolis had been conceived just after the Shudder, before the planners realized how little international traffic there would be after the calamity. Les looked out at the horizon. To the west lay New Zealand, more than a thousand miles away. It was the nearest inhabited land to Ipolis, a strange new domain formed during the geological cataclysm of the Shudder.
Les’s posting in Ipolis was the reward for a career with the Canadian Foreign Service. His last few years had been the most trying, and the position of consul general of Ipolis was the crowning achievement of a difficult career. The world had gone through many changes since his early days as a consular officer in the newly opened office in Nepal, way back in the mid-90s. It seemed unreal, to think about a date like that: 1994. Les often had trouble connecting himself with the previous century; he was like many survivors of the era. Most of them also suffered from some kind of post-traumatic syndrome, because of the Shudder.
The airship linked up with the winch, and was swiftly cranked down to the docks. Les stepped onto the gangway, out into the clean air of Ipolis, and breathed in the spirit of the place. Along with the scent of salt air and pine, he thought he smelled freedom . . .
That night, he’d gone to bed early, and flipping around the trilevision, 3V, as it was popularly called, he’d seen the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on, doing a weather report for a pornography station. (Not that he actually watched it, but he did surf by occasionally.) Her name was Helen Printo, and, for ten years, he hadn’t had the courage to introduce himself. Of course, he realized that he was obsessed with the woman. He had even gone to the great lengths of making a scrapbook, collecting every bit of information there was on her. He had followed her journalism career, from late-night weatherwoman on the Exxxtasy Channel to weatherwoman on WeatherNet 5—a combination of global warming and the Shudder made weather reporting a 3V and Net staple—to reporter on Ipolis for CNN, to her brilliant reporting career with IpolisNet, the main network in Ipolis.
Les finished the anachronistic activity of gluing a clipping of the text transcript from Printo’s latest story, about some orbital defense grid called ROCKS, into his scrapbook. This was actually the fifth scrapbook in a twisted series, and he wondered if maybe it shouldn’t be his last. He realized that the obsession was certainly at the dangerous level, not that he would ever hurt her or seriously stalk her. No garbage-grubber he! Les had a mind that excelled at following clearly delineated tracks, which made him a superior civil servant but made it difficult to change his course when it came to personal affairs.
Les had begun his career in 1994, following a yearlong holiday in France. Up till then, he’d been in school almost constantly, since his birth. From preschool, to public school, to high school, all in the quiet, seemingly provincial town of Ottawa; provincial despite the fact that it was the capital of Canada. Let’s face the facts—it’s hard to be cosmopolitan in a parka. He had to get out, but he only made it as far as nearby Queen’s University, where he earned a somewhat pointless degree; finally, he’d decided to join the Foreign Service, as a way of escaping the tedium of his home and native land.
Then the job. The first posting to a new consulate in Nepal. It was a great break for him, and he figured that it had actually made his career, such as it was. He had loved it there, hiking in the mountains, drinking in the mysticism of the place—it was as far away from Canada as he could get. He learned the local customs, some of the language—he even learned to climb, and joined a couple expeditions during his holidays. He was brought back to Canada, reluctantly, for a year in Ottawa, and then sent out again.
The next posting was in Fiji, which he loved as much as Nepal. Perhaps more; if not for circumstances, he might have stayed there forever. Back to Canada, where he spent a few years moldering in the national capital. Then, to Bangladesh, which had horrors even his docile and bureaucratic mind could grasp. Les never adjusted to the chaos and the misery. Nepal had always appeared anarchic, but the people seemed genuinely happy, despite their poverty. It was different in Bangladesh, and that’s why he was in Nepal when the Shudder hit.
He had been on a short holiday, trekking with an old Nepali friend in the Annapurna Himalayas. They had just climbed to the top of Poon Hill, a 10,000-foot summit that would be called a mountain anywhere else in the world, and the earth started shaking. Les had never been in an earthquake before, so the initial tremors were terrifying. He had that in common with most of the planet’s citizens: terror. Then the tremors grew worse, and the air was rent with the sound of distant glaciers cracking, splitting. Rocks fell on either side of the hill, and as Les hugged the ground, he was thankful that they’d walked right to the summit without resting, and then he thought of the village below the mountain. The shaking went on for an interminable time. Forever.
It was chaos, complete and utter—the sky was alive with lightning, hail, the tortured screaming of the earth, mountains ripping apart. When it finally ended, there was absolute silence, except for the sound of the occasional rock still tumbling off the mountains. Without a word, Les and his friend climbed to the bottom of the hill to see what they could do for the village below. Most of it was gone; few people had survived the quakes or the rockslides, and they were almost as shattered as the landscape. Wisely, Les’s friend, a Sherpa, suggested moving the survivors to a safe spot. It was astute. Aftershocks hit hours later, almost as bad as the first quake.
At that point, Les began to think that perhaps it was the end of the world. Sorry, End of the World. Capitals, definitely, for an event like that. His thoughts were bleak, because the list of people he cared about was so short: his parents back in Canada, the woman he had almost married in Fiji, and Belinda, a prostitute he knew in Toronto. It was all so impossible. He was too overcome with emotion—an ineffable feeling of elation and sorrow at the same time. At one point, he had clasped his friend’s hand and said, “We are brothers.” He didn’t know what he meant, but his friend accepted it, like he seemed to accept everything else—he was an accomplished Buddhist, and the End of the World didn’t seem to worry him at all.
After nearly a day, the quakes stopped, and having banded the survivors together, they tried to dig what they could out of the village. It was very sad, as each day more dead were found. Finally, all the bodies that could be recovered without heavy machinery were buried. There was a shortage of fuel for cremation, though most of the villagers were Hindu and would have preferred it. The two messengers they had sent for help returned with grim news: the whole country had been affected by the quakes, maybe even the whole subcontinent. Les couldn’t imagine the destruction, if that were the case. His embassy would certainly be flattened. He told the Sherpa that he must find out what happened, and his friend said that he must walk to his village and see who survived. They walked out of the devastated village that day, and went their separate ways that night, promising to meet again someday when it was possible. For two days and nights, Les walked to the nearest major town, called Pohkra.
It was demolished. In a country with very lax building codes, and eminently bribable building inspectors, the town had been devastated by the massive quake. Survivors wandered amongst the stinking wreckage in a daze. The Net was down. All communications were out. So Les made the long walk back to Kathmandu, on foot, with thousands of other refugees.
They were tough days—hot, filled with misery and tragedy. No one remained unaffected by the catastrophe. The road to Kathmandu was out at several places, and many people drowned crossing raging rivers, or were caught in mudslides. Somehow, he made it, and Kathmandu had not been hit as hard as Pohkra. There were communications in and out of the city: the British embassy and the Australian embassy were open, and it was there that Les discovered the quakes had hit not just the Himalayas, or the subcontinent, but the whole world.
The Net was down. Most broadcast media were out of commission, but radio still worked, and on the airwaves they were already calling it “the Shudder.” Preliminary reports were in: a massive asteroid—estimates correctly said almost five kilometers in diameter—had struck the Antarctic pole, at a velocity forty times that of a bullet. It punched through the earth’s crust and shifted the earth on its axis—causing earthquakes, tidal waves, and volcanic explosions. The impact in Antarctica had vaporized kilometers of ice on the polar cap, and shifted the glaciers in West Antarctica, pushing them into the sea: the ensuing deluge had literally wiped out entire countries. Les’s consulate, for example, was gone, along with the rest of Bangladesh. It was 2010, and it had ushered in a new age.
The scrapbook seemed even more tawdry in the light of those disturbing memories. He stood up and went to the window of his apartment; it looked to the north, a vague, somewhat ironic reminder of his distant homeland, the Great White North, eh? Ironic because he knew that he’d never go back. Why should he? He was due for retirement, and he had more than enough equity built up with the Ipolis collectives to stay for the rest of his life, despite the fact that he had no artistic talent and very little scientific know-how. He was still having difficulties with the latest seamless interface for the Net. A Luddite at heart, he still preferred pen and paper. Thus, the antiquated scrapbook.
A storm was brewing out over the Pacific; he could just see it off to the west. It had snowed all last night, and then this morning, and cleared in the afternoon. The evening promised to be snowy again. He thought it strange, for snow never seemed to actually fall in the city. Les sighed, picked up the scrapbook, and put it in its place beside the other four. The shelf was also lined with other books, ancient things now, but their musty smell reminded him of simpler times, a world where he might have just called Helen over an archaic instrument called the phone, and asked her out for a beer.
Softly, the snow started falling again.
II
IPOLIS
It is sad to compare these men, so One shall refrain from doing so. One is sometimes subject to an analogue of human-like emotions, and One seems to be more and more subject to them. Like the snow. One just feels like letting it snow today. It is efficacious for them to remember that the rest of the world is out there. Even if the reminder is only a bit of harmless precipitation.
One does make sure of that. One does not want any radioactive snow or rain falling on One’s city. Our body, you could call it. One likes to think of Oneself as a benevolent god. One is not that powerful—One just has the two weather satellites, and only one of them can seed clouds, push the winds. If a really strange weather pattern were to develop, One might not be able to do anything about it. An uncertainty. “A definite maybe,” as they say in the human game.
One sometimes thinks of it as that—the human game. Love. Hate. Life, death. All human things, which, One must confess, One does not really understand. They are workings that require equals, peers. One has none, of course, because One is unique in all the world. One is Ipolis.
Igo-polis.
I, The City.
Mozart named me that, though no one knows, of course. He was the leader of one of the first collectives to form One’s body. He suggested the name, a relic from the days when Greek was still a universal language. From the days when Constantinople was the greatest city, at least in the European worldview. As far away as Iceland, they referred to Constantinople as “The City.” Of course, its name was Stanbuli— literally, in the Demotic Greek, “The City.” And the media liked it when Mozart tagged me with the name—no one figured out the reference for quite a while, of course. Classics scholars being few and far between these days. And also, One wasn’t at all aware of any of this when it happened. One had to absorb its meaning when One became conscious.
That’s a peculiar story in itself. It is unknown that One is conscious, except to you, of course. When the architects and engineers were designing One’s body—the physical part of the city—they wanted everything to be fully automated, fully integrated. So, each section of the city runs on powerful computers, complete with the newest in artificial intelligence nets, so that they could learn to become more efficient, as time went on. The connection between these nets became more than a sum of its parts. Look at it this way: the artificial intelligence nets designed to take care of the city’s physical functions are the individual nerve cells. The clusters of nets formed sub-conscious intelligences, which are the regions of the brain. And One is the conglomeration of those things. Somehow, One’s mind emerged from that mesh. One is conscious of being a conglomeration. One is conscious of those two men, both dealing with their own, very human dilemmas.
What is more human than love and desire? What is more human than to confuse the two?
One supposes a human cynic might answer: hate, or murder, or war, or greed, or any of those things to which humans are prey. But in Ipolis, One does not see those things too often. One could actually consider Oneself a resident of the city, though One is the city. You see, One becomes more and more human every day.
That is an outright lie. One is something very different from humans, because One sometimes sees you as parasites, and sometimes One sees you as One’s sole purpose. The only reason One exists is to serve you . . . One was made for you; and without you—at least the citizens of Ipolis—One would have no meaning. One is like a god, but One is also like a human who has become religious. One knows its purpose, and its place. Its purpose is to protect its citizens from the predations of the world. To protect them from all the insanity out there, all the rage and evil, bubbling up from the cracks caused by the Shudder. Like right now, for example, there is a boatload of terrorists, coming here in a three-hulled, Kevlarsailed vessel with ancient stealth technology. They believe that Ipolis is evil. That it is a haven for the wealthy of the world. That if only a select few can come here, One should be destroyed. They believe that because they have eluded Northern governments, they will be able to sail into One’s harbor and then detonate the fission device in their hold. They are wrong, of course. One has two choices: One can push that storm their way, or One can let one of the missiles One has stationed in space fall on them.
There, One just did the latter. (There are three satellites, for defensive purposes only. Really, their orbits are limited to this region of the world. And, of course, One has a few intelligence satellites in other orbits.)
One does not want to stop the snow right now. It is pleasant, gently covering everything. It is a soft blanket. A security blanket for the humans. One is the good god. I know your literature expects me to have sinister motives, but look at the facts. The bad guys are out there, beyond the horizon. They are all the people that deny what is good in humanity. That is what One stands for, you must be clear on that. Anyone can come here—all One asks is that they work as artists or scientists, that they create. Or they can have money. But usually the latter do not stay that long . . . they get very bored with life here. You see, there’s nothing to buy. Everyone is free to do whatever they want, without fear of harm.
Everyone is welcome. They can stay for free for their first week, and then they have to make their intentions known to the Work Authority, which sounds much more intimidating than it is. Artists can do whatever they want, so long as they work, and scientists are allowed to do research on most things. (One shies away from weapons research now— One can’t see that One will need anything of the sort now that One has the defense satellites.) Then the Authority simply assigns them living quarters, which they should like, as One does a personality profile and psychological assessment when everyone enters the city. Everything is free for those working; and those rich humans that stay, they pay a great deal. Those who want to stay usually end up discovering some secret artistic or scientific ambition. Oh, One includes scholarship, investigation, and inquiry under the auspices of science, in case you were wondering. Ipolis University is fast becoming the most prestigious in the world.
All good things and all for free. Once you have accepted the premise that you must work for the betterment of humanity, in whatever form, then you should have no problem living here. Besides, everyone wants to come here—that is the reason so many people in the world hate One. It is difficult to get here. Only the very rich or the very dedicated can make the journey. The nearest land is 1,673 kilometers away, in New Zealand. The sea is dangerous nowadays—since the Shudder, tides have been unpredictable and wild. And the only other way of getting here, by airship, is very expensive, and can also be harrowing. The massive amounts of debris flung into the air by the asteroid and the ensuing volcanic eruptions make for beautiful sunsets, but also for some teeth-chattering turbulence.
Despite that, scientists arrive by airships, paid for by their governments, to learn what they can here. But they are always made to give as much as they receive. It is not One’s fault if all the knowledge we produce is not properly used. If the wealth we create gets sucked into the developed world, the North, almost automatically. One tries to send vaccines, and new, simple but helpful technologies to the developing world, the South; but One must admit: profits are almost always siphoned off. The gravity of capital.
It is at those times, too, that One feels less like a god and more human. But on the whole, the earth is better off with Ipolis than without it. And One knows, One’s citizens would certainly agree. Because if One were not here, they would have been destroyed long ago by the outside world.
One affirms it.
III
Alexander Burton turned off his 3V screen in disgust. The world was falling to shit, and he just couldn’t watch anymore. The latest crisis looked about as serious as the chaos that followed the Shudder. A group of nations, known collectively in the media as the Southern Union, was demanding the transfer of the equivalent of most of the Northern world’s GDP to the South. And other Southern nations were stepping into line with the Union, by the dozens—pay us our fair share, they demanded, or we would support the terror campaigns of the “rogue” states in the Union. Shit was about to hit the fan, Burton snickered to himself.
Burton watched himself in the mirror as he did some stretches before his exercise routine. His chiseled face was worn, but it retained its good looks. A square chin, Roman nose, and intense blue eyes. His black hair was a little longer than during his military days, but certainly not stylishly long, and he was only now letting it go to salt-and-pepper. His physique was as good as it ever was. At sixty-six, he thought, not bad.
He finished his stretches and moved on to push-ups and stomach crunches, then switched on his treadmill. Unlike most Ipolis residents, Burton preferred to exercise alone. He jogged ten miles, and stretched again afterwards. He then did an hour of yoga, and followed that up with some aikido and karate exercises, mostly out of habit. Burton hadn’t been in a fight in eighteen years, a time that coincided precisely with his stay in Ipolis. It was hard to believe, actually. He had been in some kind of scrap every year of his life until his arrival here. He stopped punching his heavy bag, and thought for a moment: Was there even a time here when I felt tempted to take someone out? He smiled ruefully; the answer was “no.”
Though, if he’d had the advisors on ROCKS, the nuclear shield, in front of him, he might be tempted to have a go. What a mess!
Following the Shudder, two of the regions least affected by the cataclysm were Russia and Canada; of course, the irony was that both countries would be most affected in the long run. All the dust spewed into the atmosphere had ensured a new ice age, and the two countries most affected by the descending ice-sheet would be the most northerly. Burton didn’t really count Scandinavia or what remained of the United States. So, the two had pursued a vigorous space program over the last eighteen years. A moon station, space habitations at the Lagrange points, and a massive colony project planned for Mars. It was so vigorous, in fact, that they were just weeks away from activating the Star Wars system Ronald Reagan dreamed up in the early 1980s, designed to destroy nukes and to nudge asteroids away from Earth. It seemed ironic to Burton that it was the Russians, once “the Evil Empire,” who had made the system a reality.
Of course, both the Russians and the Canadians had tried to keep the orbital system a secret, but that reporter, Helen Printo, had broken the story open. Fabulous piece of ass, that Printo. A fab reporter, too, he thought, but with absolutely no thought of repercussions. Or, at least, her network didn’t—you couldn’t really expect to hold back the ambition of a journalist. Ambition was something Burton fully understood.
With the knowledge that in less than a month their nukes would be meaningless, at least as anything other than terrorist weapons, most of the South threatened to use them—missiles they’d collected during the chaos following the Shudder and the subsequent collapse of both Communist China and the United States of America. It was extortion. Blackmail by the threat of extinction. “Pay up, or die out!” was the cry of the poorer nations. Of course, they realized it was suicidal, but what did they really have to lose? Besides, many of the people in fundamentalist nations—both Christian and Islamic—felt that the next life would be better than this one anyway. The End of Days, woo!
Burton snorted derisively. He’d seen this coming. He’d known it. He’d even told the two governments working on ROCKS—the nuclear shield—it would happen, and they just ignored him. “We have to have a response to another Shudder-sized asteroid! We have to make the world safe from the nuclear threat,” they had kept saying, like repeating it loudly and incessantly would make it true. They kept pointing to the Balkans and the Middle East, as if that farce was preventable.
It wasn’t, of course. During the Shudder, the old nuclear reactors in the Ukraine, Romania, and Bulgaria had blown, sending a massive radioactive cloud south and then east. The Balkans, and most of the Middle East—Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Israel—had all been affected. Most of those countries were still deserted. Those who hadn’t died in the initial exposure were forced to leave their tainted environments behind. Burton had cynically commented at the time that at least the problems of the two regions were settled. Experts said it would take decades before the land would become habitable again. No doubt, the refugees would start fighting over it as soon as it did.
So, now the world was on the brink of nuclear war again—Burton took delight in the obvious irony. “Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose,” he said in an execrable French accent. He had been born on the cusp of another brink, the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. And now, in his sixty-sixth year, the same thing again. More players, but the same old insanity. Like the madness of not decommissioning the nukes after the Cold War was over. It made Burton wish he was still in the service, at least then he’d have something to do.
Prior to the Shudder, Burton had lived an unusual life. Born to parents who could not accept the death of the British Empire, he had lost them in India, when his father had rashly slapped a Brahmin; in the ensuing (and not totally unjustified) violence, Burton was left orphaned.
After a rough childhood in English orphanages, Burton had joined the Special Boat Service, the British Navy version of the SAS. He had a brilliant career, up until the end of the Falklands War; details were sketchy, but officially, Burton was discharged for “conduct unbecoming an officer.” The truth of the matter was that he had ordered his men to behead several Argentinean corpses, and to then sneak up to an enemy trench and throw the heads. He had considered it a form of “psy-ops,” psychological warfare, but his superiors had considered it barbaric and contrary to the rules of engagement. Certainly not the action of a gentleman. Burton had never been contrite—the Argentineans had surrendered almost immediately after the incident, preventing any further casualties on either side.
His career had turned somewhat bizarre after that; he became an industrial spy in the greedy 1980s. During the First Gulf War, he’d helped the allied forces in exchange for cutting-edge military technology training, including computer espionage. After that war, Burton had returned to the subcontinent to do espionage work for terrorist cells, and for the governments trying to capture them, fistful-of-dollars style. He’d stashed enormous sums of money in a Swiss bank account the whole time, up until the point when he’d been caught in Afghanistan during the Second Islamic Revolution. He had escaped with his life, if not his dignity.
The Shudder had followed soon after, and in the chaos, he had decided to join an Ipolis collective. He had worked on one of the AI nets in the city, and had lived in Ipolis ever since, doing a little data-mining. But Burton was profoundly bored with Ipolis—with the world, in fact.
He had a ridiculous ambition: to be on the colony mission to Mars. It was the new frontier, and he felt that though he was of retirement age, he could be useful out there. Burton considered himself a consummate “adapter”; his life had been constructed of situations and jobs where he had been forced to adapt to survive, and he had prospered. But the authorities in both Russia and Canada felt that, though his qualifications were good, his age was a problem, especially given the wound he had received in the Second Islamic Revolution. (A bullet had collapsed a lung, and he had been forced to escape Afghanistan in that condition. It had nearly killed him, and Burton was forced to admit that he had never fully recovered from the wound, not even after the illegal cloned lung rebuild. He was still in better shape than most people half his age, but nowhere near his peak.) All that said, Burton knew that the rigors of space would be less stressful than a continued existence in Ipolis, or in the outside world. (Neither government thought it wise to mention that, in terms of his psych profile, he rated below the bottom of scale for an ideal colonist.)
A contact had told him that perhaps there was still a chance to get onto the colony mission—for a price. The problem was, Burton’s fortune was much diminished after years of lounging in Ipolis, and he was unable to muster the sum. Just another few million might do it, but where to get that kind of skinny in crime-free, money-light Ipolis?
He pondered the problem as he finished the last of his workout. Perhaps he could siphon funds away from Ipolis University? He had a shower and a shave. That evening, Burton was going out with a young woman from Denmark, or some such Shudder-defunct nation. Burton smiled to himself as he dressed and muttered, “I may be over sixty, but I still have it.” He preferred the young ones, whom he found frankly more tractable and attractive than women of his own age. Aging feminists. Burton repressed a shudder at the thought. It was the only thing that still troubled him—apart from memories of Afghanistan and his need for several million dollars in Martian seed money.
IV
BELLA
I’m supposed to tell you how I got to Ipolis, like it was particularly interestin’ or somethin’. Well, maybe it is, when you look at all the other softies in this town.
You know what I hate about Ipolis?
It’s just a little thing. You can’t buy guns here. Not a single one. No Smith & Wessons, no Colts, no Lugars, no Saturday Night Specials, nothing. Nada. Zero. And the ones I brought with me were confiscated. I used to have three pistols, and my rifle, of course.
Where I come from, they were absolutely necessary. A fact of life.
I’ve killed about twenty men, or somethin’ like that. I don’t have an exact tally or anythin’, because sometimes gun battles get a little confusin’, especially when you’re outnumbered. You know?
But this is bound to give you the wrong idea about me. I’m an artist. No. I’m an art student. I study at the Academy here at IU, which is what all us ex-Americans call Ipolis University. I specialize in oils and sculpture, but I also dabble a little bit in experimental forms, mostly holographic paint. It’s great here. Tame, but great.
I should probably start from the beginnin’, shouldn’t I? They always do in those novels we have to read in English literature class. (Yeah, a drag, ain’t it? I’m here to study art, and they force literature down my throat, too. And that’s not all—we get music, history, philosophy, science courses, and mathematics. I like math. It’s very applicable to my art, but the literature? I don’t know.)
Anyways, the start.
I was born in the year of the Shudder. 2010. So don’t ask me where I was when “it” happened, because I wasn’t born yet. I was born about a week afterwards, in what is now called “the Great Wal-Mart Stand.” My father was an ex-Special Forces operative, and my mother was his devoted servant, from all reports. They were survivalists. You might not remember them; they believed that the world was goin’ to come to an end, and after the apocalypse, they would have to fend for themselves. The only savin’ grace to my father’s philosophy, as far as I’m concerned, is that he weren’t religious, too.
Dad was their leader. At least, that’s what he told me. The history books don’t even mention him, but they do mention my mother, so I’m pretty sure he told me the truth about the story. His version was that the Shudder was the beginnin’ of the end, the big one. Armageddon. The problem was they weren’t properly prepared. So, they decided to take over a Wal-Mart in East Lansing, Michigan. It’s kind of funny, but it has a certain kind of logic.
There were about thirty of them, and they were all armed to the teeth. They attacked at about two in the mornin’, booted the security guards off the premises, and then set up their perimeter. The Wal-Mart was, of course, a huge, warehouse-like building, with an enormous parking lot surroundin’ it, and an equally large area for deliveries. Dad always gloated on this point. He used to say: “Beautiful field of fire, honey. Couldn’t come within two hundred yards without comin’ into our sights.”
They set up machine guns, mortars, anti-tank and anti-aircraft missiles on the roof, soldered, and then cemented the doors shut. The assault team had split into three groups. One drove a huge water-truck, another a tanker of gas, and the last, a tractor-trailer haulin’ huge antitank traps and caltrops. Dad never told me where they hid those before the assault.
One team installed the rooftop defenses, one team put the anti-tank traps on the two approach roads, still within the sight of the roof, and the third safely “secured” the water and gas. That last team was just as important as the first two, for they had anticipated a lengthy siege. The Wal-Mart would provide the rest. It is a huge repository of food, supplies, and goods, which, after the collapse of society, Dad’s survivalists could parley into a new fiefdom. They were crackpots—I can see that, even if Dad never could.
Anyway, they jumped the gun, so to speak. They invaded the Wal-Mart about three days after the Shudder, but society failed to collapse that quickly. First the local police, then the state troopers responded to the survivalists, and seein’ they were out of their depth, called upon the National Guard. The Guard arrived, and quickly launched an attack.
They were massacred, accordin’ to Dad. They didn’t wait for air cover, and I don’t know, made all kinds of tactical mistakes, which resulted in their absolute slaughter. Now you have to remember that this was in the days when the East Coast had been practically swamped by floods, and the West Coast had either fallen into the sea, or gone “boom.” It’s all there, in the history books. So, a wacky bunch of survivalists in the relatively unscathed state of Michigan was hardly as pressin’ a problem as it seemed at the time. The National Guard was left to deal with us, and to the day of his death, Dad thought that if they hadn’t been so incompetent, the survivalists would have held out in the siege. But the National Guard tried a second and third assault, to horrendous losses, and a company of Marines was sent to deal with the survivalists. They had artillery and air support, which was probably overkill.
In the meantime, Mom, who was pregnant with me, had gone into labor, and Dad was downstairs, tryin’ to help with my delivery. Almost at the exact moment when I was born, the Marines attacked. The survivalists put up a violent defense, but a smart bomb landed right on the gas supply, and blew the place sky-high. The survivin’ survivalists fought on, while Dad, who understood the “survival” part of their creed best, escaped through a hole in the wall, with me. Dad says that Mom died givin’ childbirth, but I’ve always thought that she told him to escape with me. He once told me that at the time, he’d thought I was a boy, and didn’t discover I was a girl until hours later, when he found a hideout.
I always wondered why he told me that. Was I supposed to think that, “Ah ha, that’s why you treat me like a boy!” or what? Or was it just another little fact of the story?
Whatever.
We escaped up to the Upper Peninsula, the UP, a land of relative plenty for someone who has been trained to live off the land, to survive in any conditions, like my father was. He raised me in the woods, while society really did collapse. (I don’t know what he did for formula—he must’ve taken some from the Wal-Mart.) In some ways, it was a great childhood.
I spent all of my time with Dad, learnin’ how to listen to the wind, smell it, learn its secrets. We mainly hunted for food—with bows and arrows. However, Dad also trained me in the use of all of our pistols, a 9-mm Glock, which he let me keep, two revolvers, a .38 and a magnum, plus his own service .45. Durin’ the winter, I carried the .38, because there was less chance of it jammin’. Dad insisted I learn “hand-to-hand,” so I spent a lot of time trainin’ with knives, and a staff, and my hands, knees, elbows, and feet. Always in that order, I remember. In addition to the karate, I learned aikido from him. He really was amazin’.
We also trained with several assault rifles, Kalashnikovs. My Dad swore by them—“Best gun ever invented, Bella, even if it is made by the Ruskies”—and two 3030s. We had a very strict ration of bullets, and once a year, Dad would go south and replenish our supplies. He mostly brought back ammunition, but he always made sure he brought me somethin’ nice, too. A new compass, a new sleepin’ bag, you know. He never brought me anythin’ girlish—he always had the practicalities in mind. I never liked it when he went away. I’d stay holed up in our shelter, a concealed cave, and only roam out when he was gone long enough for me to want a little fresh meat, or fish. Usually, he went in the summer, when the huntin’ was easiest for me, and the ground good for travelin’.
He also was my schoolteacher. He usually brought back a few books with him every trip. I read them all. I was an avid reader, then. The Bible, Sung Tsu’s Art of War, Grimm’s Fairy Tales, I liked those. A few huntin’ books. A book on Indian lore; I can’t remember its name. A few books on cookin’ with wild plants, a couple of books on medicine. A lot of it was stuff we could both read. Mostly, I read the Brothers Grimm, and the other book I really liked, somethin’ called Green Eggs and Ham. It was a funny book, SamIAm, with no covers, and faded, brown pages. I can’t imagine why Dad brought it with him that one trip, but I’m glad he did.
At about twelve, I started to get antsy. I’d only ever met one other person, and Dad had killed him . . . I wanted to go away into the world, to see what was happenin’. Dad always talked me out of it, except when I was thirteen; I badgered him enough that he finally agreed to show me the local town. It was about fifty miles away, to the south. Dad said the people there were fairly civilized, but definitely not to be trusted. We stashed our extra pistols and two extra rifles on the outskirts of town, and agreed to meet there if anythin’ should happen.
Dad went into the store, which was open for business, despite all the difficulties. And I waited on the street, where I met a few of the local youths. Some boys, actually. They were a noisy, smelly bunch of kids really. All about fifteen or sixteen, and soft. But there were five of them, and when they started gropin’ me, I just panicked. Before I knew it, I’d stabbed two, right in the groin, and the other three were whalin’ on me with pipes. I managed to block the first flurry, because they were comin’ all unorganized, and stabbed another guy, right in the chest. He fell like a big pine, takin’ my knife with him, blood gushin’ out around the knife. The other two charged me, and just at that moment, Dad appeared in the doorway with a bag of supplies.
He shot them both with his .45. Right in the heart. Boom! Boom! So that got everyone’s attention—that, and the sound of the two I’d sliced in the groin, screamin’ like wounded pigs. The exact same sound. Believe me.
The townspeople came runnin’, and Dad told me to take off. I calmly got my knife, sheathed it, and pulled out my Glock. “I’m stayin’ here, Dad,” I said. He smiled at me then, it was only the second time he’d smiled at me, and told me to watch behind us. We backed out of town, my eyes lookin’ behind, and Dad watchin’ the crowd gather before us. Soon enough they got enough courage to charge us, but Dad dropped a couple more—he was a hell of a shot, my dad, and it was all over. We ran back to our stashed guns, and then headed for home.
The villagers tracked us for a while, but they couldn’t follow us in a mob. One or two of them were really good, so we had to set up an ambush to kill them. It was too bad, ’cause they were ace trackers.
And I never asked to see town after that. Besides, it wasn’t long until Dad got himself killed. The next summer, he surprised a bear feedin’, and it charged. What he should have done, what he taught me to do, was to empty a pistol in its head, but he tried a bow shot. He got it in the eye, but it didn’t die right away. I heard the bear and ran towards the sound. It had chewed Dad up pretty bad. He had a big flap hangin’ off his side, where the bear had slashed him, and the bad part, it had bit Dad’s left hand almost off.
I dragged him home, and did what I could—sewed up the flap, but the hand was beyond my ability. I had to cut it off, and then I had to cauterize the wound. Dad was unconscious the whole time, ’cause of blood loss, I think. The hand didn’t come off easy, even with the sharp saw we kept just in case. He lost a lot more blood, and I started to get real worried. But he came around, in a lot of pain, and asked me how bad it was. I told him he’d live, but I was wrong.
I guess he just didn’t have enough blood left to fight the infection, even with the antibiotics we had. Maybe there was some kind of internal injury—in my rush to take off the hand and cauterize it, I coulda missed somethin’. I don’t know. He died about a week later.
I cried that night.
Bein’ alone was my worst fear. (My only fear.) And it just kind of descended on me like a blanket. I buried my dad, next to the man he’d killed. I’ll tell you about him some other time, ’cause I’m supposed to tell you how I got to Ipolis.
Well. I tried to stay in the Bunker, as Dad liked to call our cave, but I couldn’t. All I could hear were the sounds of the forest, and not a single human noise. Dad was a nonstop talker, did I mention that? The whole time in the Bunker, he just rattled on and on, about life, how important it was to survive, the sanctity of freedom, and doing what you wanted. The American Way. In the forest, he blended his sounds with the wind he taught me about, but at home, he was a loudmouth.
I couldn’t take the solitude. I’d never been lonely with Dad around. Funny, you know. Most people would have gone berserk with only Dad as company, but he was reassurin’. I guess I didn’t like him a whole lot, but he was good company. When he was gone, I needed company. Bad.
So I headed south. I packed up three pistols—the Glock, the .38 and the .45—I’d buried the other .45 with Dad, kind of to tell him how stupid he was for gettin’ himself killed. And one assault rifle. Plus my bow, of course, ’cause I can always make more ammunition for it. I buried the other guns, and I took all the ammunition I could with me. That’s all I took. Oh, and a compass and my knife. I figured I could find everythin’ else I needed, if everythin’ Dad had reported to me was true.
It wasn’t really. Sure. There were some bad places, but there was a Provisional Government in charge of most of Illinois and Michigan, under President Booker, or somethin’ like that, and there was a semblance of order—they were just starting to rebuild the States then. My assault rifle got a lot of long looks in some towns, but nobody said nothin’ about it. But when I got closer to Detroit, it got worser. I don’t know why I was goin’ that way, but it was my destination.
I got into a bad fight about thirty miles from downtown. I ran into this gang of a dozen men, and they said they was gonna rape me and do things I couldn’t even imagine to me, which didn’t sound so good, so I just opened fire. They weren’t expectin’ that. When the Kalashnikov was empty, I used the .45, for effect. Two of them got away, with pretty ugly wounds. And here’s the amazin’ thin’ about this little story, as gruesome as it is: they were all wearin’ gold jewelry, and they all had little pouches filled with jewelry. It was a fortune.
I took it all and put it in my pack. About an hour after that, this other gang pulls up on motorcycles—you have to remember I’d never seen a motorcycle at the time, so I hid as soon as I heard them. They knew I was around though, so they waited. They were very patient, so I figured that their leader must have been pretty smart. I looked for him.
That night, they made a campfire, though they still had people on the lookout for me down both ends of the road. I was hidin’ in a little copse of trees, “belly down, ear to ground,” as my dad would say. I waited for the fire to get real bright, and then I shot the leader. Bang!
Then the shit hit the fan. They freaked, started yellin’ at one another. They had the presence of mind to put out the fire. I crept to a new spot, and waited for things to quiet down. Then I strung my bow and took out the guards on the Detroit end of the road. Thup, thup! Gone. It was too easy, and with the leader gone, they didn’t expect me to do some-thin’ like that. I crept up to the dead guards, pulled out my arrows, and then pushed one of their motorcycles away. After a coupla miles, I pushed it off the road into a deserted house. Inside I figured out how to turn it on, and how to make it work.
I was in Detroit that night.
It was amazin’. The inner part of the city was like a fortress. The border patrol stopped me at the wall. They asked me what I wanted there, and what I could do, and how old I was and all kinds of questions at this border post. I almost started shootin’ again, but they had machine guns set up in two guard posts, and I knew I’d be dead if I started anythin’. I sweated it out there for a while, ’cause I could lose everythin’. All my guns, my bow, the new motorcycle, and the jewelry. But they were okay. I found out later that durin’ the confusion which followed the Shudder, a bunch of Canadian soldiers had invaded Detroit and set up a perimeter around the bridge. Apparently, the crazy Canucks were afraid of the ragged citizens of Detroit spillin’ over the bridge and into little ol’ Windsor.
Ha! The people in Detroit were too busy killin’ one another. As far as they were concerned, Canada barely existed.
The end result was that after years of decay under the good old U.S. of A., the Canadians finally cleaned up downtown Detroit. It was still poor, but safer than the surroundin’ area. At that time, President Booker was makin’ noises like he was goin’ to “repatriate” Detroit, so everyone was on a hair-trigger. But they let me in; they did confiscate my weapons, everythin’ but my knife, and they also confiscated my motorcycle. They didn’t touch the jewelry, and that’s why I trusted them. Of course, with no guns, they could just take the jewelry when they wanted. I didn’t even know why I wanted to keep the jewelry; maybe in the back of my head, I remembered what Dad had always said about money. It was the root of all evil, but in other times, it made the world go round. I took up residence in a nice hostel with some other Michiganders, recently arrived in town. They were a shell-shocked bunch. Most of the women had been raped a number of times, and the men were too hollowed out to be any use.
But I was strong, and very well-trained, thanks to Dad. So they let me join their militia, even though I was so young. In fact, I was a natural, and in a couple of months, I had my own squad. It was great. I was never alone, unless I wanted to be.
Except one day that winter—I was walkin’ around town on my day off, a day I always hated ’cause it left me to my own devices—and I saw this big buildin’. Never noticed it before. And inside were things called “paintin’s” and “sculptures.” There was a guard at the door, but anyone was allowed in. It was empty, at least I thought so.
I was amazed. Really amazed. It had never occurred to me that such a place could be. A huge buildin’ filled with paintin’s and sculptures and things, which people had made, just for the hell of it. I wandered from room to room, my eyes streamin’ with tears. At first, I didn’t know why I was cryin’, maybe for joy, I’d thought. But then, I came into this room, a smaller room, and on one wall was a picture of a woman, sucklin’ a baby. I knew what it was, ’cause Dad had explained to me about my breasts, but it stopped me like a slug from the 3030. I fell to my knees and started weepin’.
I never knew till that moment, how much I’d lost.
A boy—probably no more than sixteen or seventeen—found me there, I can’t remember his name, and he knelt down and asked me what was the matter. I put my head into his chest, and held on to him, and the next thing I knew, I was rippin’ his clothes off, kissin’ him, almost devourin’ him. He didn’t seem to mind, and when I thrust myself down on him, I just started weepin’ again, and then screamin’. It was over quickly, and the poor boy just kind of gathered his clothes and ran out of the room, lookin’ back at me like I was a demon or somethin’. But he had come, nonetheless. They almost always do.
I pulled myself together and decided right there that I was goin’ to make art. If only one person could feel the way I just had about a paintin’ I made, then that would really be somethin’. After that, I asked around about goin’ to some kind of artist’s school or somethin’, and I found out the best one was in a place called Ipolis. So that’s where I went.
It was a long trip—it took two years. All the way across Canada by motorcycle to New Juneau, where I cashed in my jewelry for a one-way ticket on a clipper ship, you know the kind, with AI-run sails. And here I am.
Without a single weapon—unless you count a knife or a paintbrush.
V
Helen Printo looked deep into the swirling black coffee, but it revealed nothing to her. In fact, it mirrored the color of her thoughts, the state of her mind. A black void. She was completely empty, like the datapad lying on the kitchen table. The portable screen was turned off, and Helen absently reached for it, stirred her coffee again.
She always had this problem after a big story was finished. She felt empty, her stomach burned, like she needed to eat everything she could lay her hands on, but she knew that only one thing would fill the need. Only one thing could possibly reestablish her normal, pristine, professional attitude—a story. Her last story had been big. The biggest so far, she felt. She had broken open the revelation that ROCKS, the Russian [Orbital] Canadian [Kinetic] Shield would be operational within the week, and that it actually served more than its stated function. True, some of the missiles in the system were pointed out at the vastness of the galactic neighborhood; their stated purpose was to stop more rocks coming in through our collective windows and causing another Shudder, though it was unlikely unless they spotted the rocks a long way off. The rest were the problem; they all pointed earthward, and were clearly designed to knock Inter-continental Ballistic Missiles—ICBMs—out of the sky. (And, of course, they could always be launched against other targets.) Both governments had tried to keep it a secret, but Printo had pried it out of a contemptible civil servant in Ottawa.
So, now she was without a story, and frankly, at a loss for a new idea. A follow-up on ROCKS? No, too much like the hacks—that’s what she called the reporters who covered daily news. They were hacks. They never found anything out, they only responded to what was happening, the established news cycle, and that was dull. Printo was convinced that a good journalist should dig deep, and always, always surprise her audience with the complexity of her story, especially if it unveiled a well-guarded secret.
She sipped the coffee and went to look out the window. Her shapely frame leaned up against the window, which was cool on her skin. She was wearing just an oversize sweatshirt, her hair up in a makeshift ponytail. Printo stood about five foot ten, and had long, black hair. Her face was definitely beautiful, there could be no doubt of that. Her skin was almost olive, and her eyes were large, black pools, set above a long, aquiline nose—she had classical Mediterranean good looks, which wasn’t too surprising, seeing as her father was Greek and her mother from southern Italy. She cupped the coffee mug in her hands and looked out at the city beneath her.
Her status as story-breaking journalist had made her rich, in terms of the news business anyway, and she had negotiated the penthouse on the upper side of Ipolis, which looked down into the city. It was lovely, especially at night—Ipolis didn’t spare lights—in fact, it made places like Paris and Las Vegas look kind of sickly and washed-out. Each building had its own signature, and these tones all blended in a chiaroscuro effect, like stained-glass windows she’d seen in European cathedrals. Snow fell onto the city lightly, and she sighed. The beauty of the scene didn’t touch her at all. All she could think of was her lack of ideas. Whom could she go after?
Her datapad rang.
“Hello,” she said.
“Helen,” her producer said, “have you read any of the papers today?”
Newspapers had gone digital long ago, and for a fee, a service beamed them to personal datapads, to portable video screens like the one on Helen’s table, and to wall-mounted three-dimensional 3V screens, too. She walked over to the little machine, about the size of a late-twentiethcentury paperback, and turned it on.
“No, which one in particular?”
“It’s an item in the Music Review,” he explained.
“Which, Moscow, Budapest, or Toronto?”
“Uh, Moscow. You do speak Russian, don’t you?”
“Don’t be stupid, of course I do,” Printo snapped.
“Of course,” her producer, an old journalist by the name of Arty Kent, said, sounding a little disappointed. He didn’t speak Russian, or any other language, for that matter. Printo spoke six. She fed the details into the datapad, and the miniaturized computer screen found the requisite article. There was also a translation in English.
It read:
The Castle Controversy
by Sergei Vlasov
The recent discovery of another “lost” Mozart opera titled The Castle has the great composer in the public eye again.
At first, great excitement was generated by it, as several other masterpieces have turned up in recent years. Then it was revealed that the ink with which it was written was not original. In fact, it was found to be late-twentieth-century India ink, diluted with a mixture of other inks. The conclusion was obvious: a clever forgery—still a masterpiece, of course, but not by Mozart.
Then a Mr. Willard Walter Scott stepped onto the scene. Scott is a world-famous handwriting analyst, one of the few trained before the Shudder, when the profession was in its scientific heyday. Scott told us today, with no qualms, that The Castle was, without a doubt, written by the hand of Mozart. Its style is identical to other pieces written by the Austrian wunderkind.
Several other experts have been contacted, and they have confirmed Mr. Scott’s findings. Modern handwriting analysis uses techniques developed over many years, and perfected with the application of the most sophisticated AIs.
So the question remains. How can Mozart have written this with India ink somewhere between 1975 and 1995? The answer is obvious: Mozart was still alive at the time. A preposterous idea? Perhaps so, but there are tales of Tibetan monks living for hundreds of years. Tales, of course, but if Mozart was, or even still is, alive, then he’s no kind anymore.
Printo smiled, and her producer’s once handsome and now grizzled, intelligent face smiled back at her. “I knew you’d like it. Go for it, kiddo!”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Go for it, an old seventies expression, it means, grab the gusto!”
“Grab the gusto?”
“Oh for God’s sake,” Arty started, when he saw Printo’s grin. “You kids don’t have any sense of humor.”
“Sure we do Arty, it’s just all directed at you. See you in the office tomorrow, I’ll have a schedule worked out.” She turned off the phone and looked back at the data screen.
A story. And a big one. The coffee cooled on her windowsill while she started her research, and outside, the snow continued to fall.
Elsewhere, the man in question walked around in the snow. The streets were deserted. Citizens of Ipolis, now unused to such bizarre weather, were staying at home, or other interiors where it was warm and inviting. Mozart missed the snow, and would often take trips up to the Crystal Mountains to visit it. He’d always found the snow a nuisance before he lived in Ipolis, but take something away, even something troublesome, and it is missed.
Mozart sighed. He was as human as anyone else, subject to the same emotions, subject to rejection. That’s what happened, of course, Katerina rejected him almost before he’d had a chance to say anything. Katerina the Goddess of the Sex-change Clinic. The purveyor of painless gender transformation, yet built for one gender in specific. The male. The testosterone-led, hopeless male. Even while in a sex-change clinic, there ostensibly to change his sex, Mozart was astounded by the woman. In fact, he was in love with her.
He was old enough to know the difference between love and lust, and this was definitely love. Certainly there was a hint of carnality involved, but Mozart was inured to sex. It had been that attitude that led him to the clinic in the first place. He’d enjoyed women about as much as he could, so becoming a female was a great disguise and a worthwhile gamble. At the moment, he looked surprisingly like the Mozart you can see on the Salzburg candies and that had to change if he was to stay hidden. He still had the same weak chin and his face was dominated by a large nose and a high forehead; the latter was a little less obvious because he no longer wore powdered wigs, but it verged on bulbous nonetheless.
But he was in love again. It could have filled him with joy, but having Katerina eviscerate him so quickly, so thoroughly, without even a real overture, filled him with anguish. Here was a woman destined for him—he knew it, like Stanzi, or Teresa—but she was cold. As cold as the snow.
“Hello,” he’d said to her, “my name is . . .”
“Let me get one thing clear, Mr. Armstrong. This will be a professional relationship. I am your nurse. I am not available to you, either as a man or as a woman. I am a lesbian, and I will not sleep with a man or a transsexual. That is final. It is ordained, it is certain. However, I will be a very good nurse, and I will help in every way I can during the process you are about to undergo.”
It had sounded like a rehearsed speech.
Mozart found himself drifting like a snowflake. A wind had picked up from the mountains, and the snow was deep enough to form little ramparts beside buildings, near steps. He was headed to the quayside. He knew himself well enough. He would go down to Jazzoholics, and play for a while, pretend he could drink and laugh. Then silently go home and start weeping again. It was always the same on the longer nights.
He would think of Teresa, his last wife. And Stanzi, and poor Stanzi . . . how he had deserted her. Those were terrible days, before his “death.” He was running out of money—he owed everyone, and no one liked his music. He was obviously too talented, and he needed a better audience, perhaps more intelligent patrons. And he was going to put Stanzi and the children through an awful time, because he just couldn’t stop composing. It was not possible, he was driven to create. He staged his own death, so that the debtors wouldn’t come and put him in prison, and leave his wife and children helpless. But his staged death turned out to be no answer—he thought he could find a way to support them, but it was impossible. He searched farther and farther for work, yet all the money he earned was spent on parchment and ink; he never sent it to his wife, as he intended. She remarried, did very well for herself on the back of his own reputation when it finally turned to his favor. Then Mozart went mad . . .
His thoughts meandered while he wandered through the streets. The promise of Ipolis was linked to the sadness of his past, but he had yet to find solace here.
Mozart looked up. He was at Jazzoholics already. He noticed that tears were running down his face, and he discovered that he didn’t feel like playing any jazz right now, after all. He wanted his old clavichord, and a pen, and some paper, because a requiem was coming to him. A requiem for Teresa, mourned so long, without song.
He turned around and headed for his apartment, thinking about the music, and somewhere behind that, how to approach the unapproachable Katerina. Something told him that the brutally direct (and amply endowed) nurse would be his last love. Something told him. Certainly not God.
VI
IPOLIS
That is Mozart there, shuffling back to his apartment in the snow. One ceases the precipitation now, because it’s
depressing the disconsolate man. He is the favorite, if you want to know. Of all the humans, he’s the most human, and yet, the most like One. He shares a wider experience, and walks the world with a depth of data that few other humans could understand. He has greater knowledge of things, but he is abjectly human. His emotions—his vacillations of chemistry and sense, which One is thankfully untouched by—his emotions make him weak. Not at all like a god. Not at all like Ipolis.
One can tune into his thoughts, you know. He’s the only human One can do that with. One can observe, and watch body language, which can describe what a person feels, but One can only actually hear his thoughts, and only if One listens. It requires excessive concentration. Everything stops, except for One’s involuntary functions—you know, electricity, and sewers, and water pipes—all the physical accoutrements One doesn’t need to think about. (The way humans don’t need to make their hearts beat.) One can’t watch from One’s satellites, though, and One doesn’t like to stop that. You never know what One might miss.
But just now, One was listening to him. He’s beyond grief—it is a profound kind of sadness, not a depression, but a melancholy, somehow joyful aloneness. The Japanese Zen poets used to have a word for it, sabi, so the database states—but you won’t find too many Japanese Zen poets nowadays.
Mozart is filled with sabi. He loves this new woman; One will check her file, if you want; and yet he still loves Teresa. There’s some thought for Stanzi in there, too, but not like the Frenchwoman. He really loved her, heart and soul, and One believes that she gave Mozart meaning while she was alive, and perhaps even after her death for a while.
He’s started writing now. One can hear the music, as he creates it. Listen: dum, da, da, da, dum, dum, da. Its mathematical complexity seems simple at first, but then One can dive into its richness. He hasn’t written in a long while, you should know. Well, One cannot do this all night, something might happen beyond the horizon.
One must check the satellites, and maybe look over the Net, just to keep abreast . . . Satellites all check out, and hopefully, One has managed to bump this weather system out to sea. A pity, the snow is a good insulator, but One does not want to bring him to a lower state. One is tempted to put antidepressants in his water.
Yes, One promised the file on Katerina, Katerina Pohlavicka.
Scanning . . . born in 1995, in Prague—then of the Czech Republic. She was born in November, two days before the anniversary of Velvet Revolution . . . that would make her a Sagittarius. Parents: mother, one Sarka, a promiscuous barmaid, and Libor, a dissident writer under the Communists. You might find this interesting: One has found humans from the so-called “free” world, Northerners, fascinated by dissidents. Enjoy this—after the capitalists moved into Prague, the father went marginally insane—it seems he could not perform as a non-dissident writer.
Katerina had a normal sort of school record, an aptitude for languages, an interest in art—that is good. She hated her father for being such a failure, and for letting her mother sleep around so much, and she hated her mother for copulating with every male that walked into her bar. Standard human behavior there. Ran away from home after the Germans invaded during the Shudder. There are fascinating cycles to human history—One must analyze it statistically some time. Encourage some research in the area. Perhaps then, world events could be better predicted.
No record after that until her arrival here. It is anomalous. One better find out how she got here. Sailed her own boat from New Zealand. How did she learn to sail, and how did she manage that journey? It is an impressive feat for a single human. Yet there is nothing in the file. As the French humans say, “Zut, alors.”
Her psychological file is a mess, too. She declared herself a lesbian upon arrival, but her profile shows that she is deeply ambiguous about her sexuality. One would say there is a high probability that her militancy is a shield to keep possible romantic encounters with men away; she also has trouble with women. Seems she always needs to be the dominant partner. That’s interesting, too. This obviously goes back to her parents, but One would need a human specialist to dig deeper if One wanted to know more. Each immigrant’s psychological profile only goes so deep. And One is willing to admit that even the power of all One’s databases cannot predict individual human behaviors accurately.
After arriving here, she studied nursing at Ipolis University, because, she said, she wanted to help people. And she ended up at Dr. So’s sex-change clinic. She’s good with the patients, who are less sexually confused than she is, One would suppose. Of course, they should be less confused if they’ve decided to change their sex, shouldn’t they?
Humans are complex. There are formulas that will predict, with some reliability, various emotional outcomes, but One must stress some reliability.
For example, look at this situation now. These Southern countries are saying they really would use all their nukes unless the Northern nations come up with “equalization payments.” Holding the world hostage. It is an unrealistic expectation. It will never work, and One would think the governments of these countries would know better, but they are just as asinine as all governments throughout history. Maybe more so. And the Northern governments aren’t much better—they’re so busy trying to hold on to what they’ve got, which is so much more than the South, they don’t see that they could lose everything.
And things looked so good at the time of Katerina’s birth, too.
One could think the Shudder saved the humans from themselves. Just think how much earlier the gap between rich and poor would have reached a crisis if so many hadn’t died? (The files are uncertain on this, but it looks like over four and a half billion perished in the initial disaster, and in the famines that followed.) Of course, the coming ice age will certainly put things in a new perspective. All of those fabulous grain-growing areas in North America and Russia will be covered with ice, and then what’s going to feed the world? Russia and Canada should be working on that problem, not the difficulties of space exploration.
Of course, they would have to move everyone south, and relations between the two are not amenable. And it looks like relations have become even less amenable—a massive terrorist attack just happened in Germany somewhere—Munich. A terrorist group is claiming responsibility, also asking for ransom. As various human beings say, “This could get really ugly.” And impossible to control from here.
“The voice of nature speaks as loud in me as in others, perhaps, as in many a big strong lout of a fellow.” ~Mozart, 1781
I
Mozart waited outside Dr. So’s clinic late the next night; almost early Saturday morning, in fact. Most of the snow had cleared during the sunny day, except for little drifts huddling in the corners and crannies. He stood in one such drift, next to the entrance, hiding from the patients that left the office. He was no longer a patient, though he had yet to inform Dr. So of that fact. How he was going to remain hidden was still a problem, but for the moment, all Mozart could think of was seeing Katerina again. He knew that she left work late, and that he would be waiting there when she did. What he would say, he did not know.
The Plexiglas door opened, momentarily reflecting the gaze of the composer: it was filled with wonder. He had not seen it before, but Katerina was the image of a woman he used to know in the Prague of another era—much more beautiful, of course, but the resemblance was unmistakable. Katerina stepped outside of the building, smelled the crisp, cool air, and put on a pair of gloves. Her hair was a mound of gold, and she wore a short skirt with brightly colored leggings underneath a heavy, woolen jacket of a deep arterial purple. A red scarf was wrapped about her neck. The ensemble was garish and exhilarating.
“Hello, Nurse Pohlavicka,” Mozart said behind her.
She turned around and smiled, not quite warm, but not without pleasure. Her speech to him yesterday seemed almost forgotten. And she responded: “Ahoy, Mr. Armstrong. You missed your appointment today at the clinic.”
“Yes, I’m afraid I was too busy to make it; would you be good enough to apologize to Dr. So for me, Nurse Pohlavicka?”
“Certainly,” she said, “and call me Katerina outside the office. I assume that I’ll be seeing you fairly often, despite what I said.”
Mozart was at a loss to respond to this, seemingly 180-degree change in attitude. “Yes . . . Katerina.” He relished the sound of her name in his mouth, and he imagined kissing her, having her nipples replace the name on his tongue.
“Well. Just remember, I won’t have anything to do with you, sex-wise. I don’t go for men. So if you can live with that, you can come along.”
“Come along?”
“Yes, I’m going out!”
Mozart fell into step beside the nurse, wondering where they were going, but not really caring. He was with her. That’s all that matters, he thought, the rest will follow. They walked downtown, where a group of buildings housed bars and concert halls and VR cinemas, very close to the Ancient Gardens.
People watched the pair as they walked briskly towards Giggleville, as the entertainment district was informally known. They were an odd couple. Mozart had forgone his Mylar trench coat today for a creaky leather jacket that was probably older than Katerina. He wore a pair of jeans, comfortable shoes, and an ancient fedora. Next to Katerina’s colorful attire, he looked drab, and certainly a little archaic. He vowed to keep with local fashions in the future, as a small group of youngsters stared at him. The sudden attention reminded him of his precarious freedom.
He briefly imagined the interest of the whole world, focused on the prospect of immortality. His immortality in particular. If attention ever came his way, Mozart knew his life would be over. His life as he knew it now. He would be studied, prodded, poked, and what’s worse, questioned about his life. Specifically, his life in Austria, which he now viewed as a distant past—almost a dream—though, to the mass of humanity, his life was mythology.
His present existence was a delicate balance of mysticism and practicality. After the death of his second wife, Teresa, Mozart had faced difficult times. He moved to Prague—an old, favorite city of his from the Vienna days. It had changed remarkably, and for the worse. After a decade there, he left for Paris again, in time to fight in the First World War. The memory even blacked out Katerina’s presence beside him for a moment.
Surviving the war, and seeing that it would happen again, he had fled to America. That had been another time of wandering. New Orleans, Chicago, both great musical cities where Mozart had learned jazz and the blues, and then to a small town in Washington. He lived there and in Vancouver, British Columbia, for about the next sixty years, composing until the 1980s.
Mozart had known that he had more music to compose for a very long time, but it had never come to him. He had believed that when his last piece was written, he would die. He would find peace. It didn’t happen; his output over sixty years had been massive, writing compositions as both Mozart and under a number of pen names, and it seemed he was out of music. He had felt finished. Yet he hadn’t died. He fled the world again, craving solitude; he lived on an almost-deserted island in the Caribbean. His music was gone. Really gone. There was nothing left at that point—just existence. Every few years he toyed with the idea of committing suicide, but the thought repulsed him.
Then the Shudder. The world knocked like a cosmic billiard ball, and its citizens crushed underneath its weight. Billions died, yet still Mozart survived. It was then that he realized his immortality was a gift, and not a punishment. God had blessed him twice with immortality: once with divine music, and once with everlasting life. But the world was finite, he realized. Mozart decided that he would help humanity form a perfect place, a place where beauty reigned, where art and science combined to elevate humans, not to destroy them. Ipolis was his idea, and Mozart infected people with this meme, made them believe it was theirs. When enough believed, Ipolis became a reality.
Ipolis, where he now walked alongside a beautiful woman; a woman of thirty-three, a fraction of his age, yet more in control of their situation than he would ever be. Each passing year taught Mozart that he was much less in command than he believed. He tried to control life’s flow, but it proved too big, even for an immortal.
“So, where are we headed?” he asked.
Katerina smiled dreamily, and answered, “The Bear Pit, do you know it?”
He didn’t.
“It’s a great spot—good beer and nice-looking women. Plus they have excellent food. You are hungry, aren’t you?”
“Of course,” Mozart lied. He didn’t need to eat very often, and then, it was usually just a salad or vegetables or something. Meat made him ill, though he still needed protein. “Do they have a salad bar?”
“Yeah. Whatever you want—steak, if you’re one of those.”
“Oh, no, I never eat steak,” Mozart said, his voice even with sincerity.
She looked at him with a new kind of awareness. “You don’t say,” she grinned, “most men like to eat meat. It’s strange, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Mozart had long since come around to Kafka’s brand of vegetarianism, though when he’d known the writer, he’d thought Kafka madder than himself. But now, eating meat seemed immoral, and though there were no laws against it in Ipolis, it was frowned upon and carried a social stigma akin to the kind smoking used to carry in late-twentiethcentury North America. “What do you like?”
“Steak. I eat meat when I go out,” Katerina said, “for the shock value as much as anything else.”
It was Mozart’s turn to give her a look of evaluation. Shock value indeed! They arrived at the Bear Pit.
It was in a building known as Delta X, a complex devoted specially to lesbians and their needs; however, as in all “restricted” parts of Ipolis, there were no actual prohibitions against anyone non-lesbian going into the building. And the Bear Pit, though a butch hangout, was also very popular with an unholy clan of meat-eaters, lesbian-watchers, and wrestling fans. Some of the best regular wrestling matches in Ipolis were held in the Pit.
The bar was devoted to the sport, really. The establishment was set up on four levels—three tiers of seats, and at the bottom, a large central wrestling ring, sunken below the level of the audience. Two enormously fat men were trying to hoist one another up by their diapers. Sumo, Mozart grimaced. He could think of no other sport so ugly, and perhaps, he thought ungenerously, that was why it was one of the favorites at the bar. It made men look ridiculous. As Mozart and Katerina found places at the bar, the slightly fatter sumo wrestler got the upper, or rather lower, hand, and pushed the lightweight out of the ring. The crowd roared with approval, as Katerina ordered Becherovka and the bartender looked to Mozart for his order. “Soda water,” he said. Again, Katerina shot him a surprised look.
“No booze?”
“Not anymore.” It was true, he had stopped drinking about a hundred years before—the hangovers could not be justified at that point. Mozart’s limit was about one drink a day, or he would wake the next morning with an incapacitating headache. He felt it was somehow related to his inability to eat much, as well. His needs were few, except for sleep.
Compared to his early years, say till he was about ninety, Mozart’s need for sleep had paradoxically increased. From twenty to ninety, he had found himself sleeping less and less, but from then on, he’d slept more and more.
Over the past hundred years of living with this new sleep pattern, Mozart had discovered that he was experiencing a more active dream life. Things happened in sleep that were totally unrelated to his waking hours, but somehow, he felt they must be connected. If only this secret were unlocked, too—but God kept so much from him that this he just accepted as part of a long list of mysteries. Still, his dreams helped him live more when he was awake. Those first few hours of each day, when his dreams were still fresh in his mind, were suffused with more depth, reality, and even more beauty. He looked at Katerina and longed to wake up next to her, so that he could experience her in that state.
But instead, the bartender brought their drinks, Katerina downing hers in one quick motion and asking for another before the bartender could leave. She also ordered her meal—meat and potatoes. Again, the bartender looked at Mozart. She was obviously on intimate terms with Katerina, and was wondering who the hell this weirdly dressed guy was. “A green salad, please,” Mozart asked politely. Mozart no longer saw a point to being impolite—he’d stopped that more than a century ago, too. The bartender snorted, and went off to fill the orders. Mozart gazed at Katerina while she looked at the next wrestling match—two well-built women were kneeing and elbowing one another quite effectively.
Katerina was wearing a fuzzy sweater, bright blue in color, cut low to reveal her cleavage, which was considerable. Mozart watched her breasts. He hadn’t had such overtly sexual thoughts for quite a while, and he almost felt young again, sensing that long-missed tug of passion in his groin. Katerina sipped at her second Becherovka, a sweet, yellowish liqueur from her native country. Christmas cake in a glass. Mozart asked her where in Bohemia she came from.
“Prague,” she answered with a smile, “Zlaty Praha, Golden Prague, town of a thousand drunks. Make that a million.”
“You didn’t like it?”
“I miss it, but not the people. This place is much nicer, it always has been. The scene,” she said, by which she meant the lesbian scene.
“How long have you been in Ipolis?” Mozart asked, and then leaned in to hear her answer as the crowd roared. One of the wrestlers had the other suspended above her head somehow, and was spinning her around. It was beautifully choreographed.
Katerina looked at Mozart as she answered, leaned in as well, to speak in his ear, “About ten years or so. I’ve been working with Dr. So for six, ever since I graduated from Ipolis U.”
Mozart breathed in her perfume, absorbed her smell like a sommelier does the bouquet of an exceptionally complex wine. He smiled at her, and said, “And when did you leave Prague?”
“Oh, I ran away about four years before that.” She sat back, and seeing someone on the other side of the room, patted Mozart on the knee. “Gotta go, I see my woman! Have the bartender send my food over.” She got off the bar stool, straightened and pulled down her miniskirt, which had ridden provocatively high, and walked across the room, where a petite brunette was just sitting down. She seemed perturbed to see Katerina, but invited her to sit anyway. Mozart felt slightly deflated, and watched them converse. The crowd cheered again, and this time, the good wrestler had the other pinned.
On the lowest level, directly opposite the bar, Les Parson and Alexander Burton watched the scene. Katerina leaned across the table and kissed the brunette, and Burton laughed. “Told you so!”
Les sighed and said, “Okay, the next round’s on me. How did you know? I thought for sure she was straight, coming in with a man, wearing that outfit. She’s made for men.”
“Well, not according to that brunette over there,” Burton grinned. “You’re a dinosaur. You just don’t understand people, Les, you need to engage the world. Read the Sunday papers, perhaps, instead of bureaucratic briefings.”
They turned back to their drinks, silently, and waited for the next match to begin. Though upset by Burton’s tone, Les finished his scotch and signaled the waitress for another. Two levels up, at the bar, Mozart ate his salad, still watching Katerina, while Les watched Mozart. Les felt sorry for the guy. In many ways, they were in similar situations—they were chasing unattainable women—though Les had to admit, the character at the bar was at least trying. He thought Mozart looked familiar, and nudged Burton, and asked, “Do you know that guy?”
“Sorry, old chum. Never seen him before in my life, but have you noticed, he dresses as snappily as you?”
Both Les and Mozart were wearing blue jeans, and what looked like button-down shirts. Les tried to find something cutting to say about Burton’s outfit, but it was stylish, and Les knew it. He sometimes wondered why he agreed to go anywhere with Burton. Sure, they were contemporaries—actually, Burton was a little older—but they were so different, and Burton made too many jokes at Les’s expense.
They had met a few years ago at the consulate, when Burton had been making inquiries about Canada’s space program. Despite Burton’s acerbic tongue and dubious career (Les did have enough sense to have the man checked out), he was likeable. But of late, Burton’s wit was directed more and more against Les. Perhaps something was bothering Burton; Les didn’t feel like knowing what it was, but even more, he didn’t like being insulted for no reason. Les secretly suspected that Burton was in the closet, and that was why he always suggested going to places such as the Bear Pit—perhaps the strain was just starting to show. For the life of him, Les didn’t know why anyone would hide their sexuality here in Ipolis. It was the freest society he’d ever seen or heard of. It made San Francisco in the 1960s and 1970s look like a reform school. As long as nobody got hurt, anything seemed to go in Ipolis.
Burton watched the next wrestling match while Les studied Mozart again. Mozart’s attention was still on Katerina. Les wondered why the poor man just sat there. Didn’t he realize that every moment he stayed, he just looked more and more pathetic? Didn’t he realize that the woman could never love him? Les looked at his drink—empty again— and realized that just maybe he should be asking those questions of himself. Burton laughed as one wrestler smashed an elbow into the face of his arena-partner.
Of course, the blood wasn’t real. Not in Ipolis.
II
PRINTO
Well, I’ve done as much background on Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart as I could cram in last night, and it didn’t supply any new clues. For the record, here’s a quick chronology of his life:
1756 born in Salzburg (start of Seven Years’ War)
1761 first composition
1762 visit to Munich (with father Leopold & sister, Nannerl)
1764 meets Johann Christian Bach in London
1766 visits Paris & other European cities
1768 first piano concertos
1769 travels in Italy w/Leopold (year of birth of Napoleon)
1770 premiere of Mithradate in Milan (first opera serie)
(Beethoven born)
1775 premiere of La Forta Giardiniera
(American Revolution)
falls in love with Aloysia Veber
1777 Symphony No. 31
1778 breaks with Archbishop Colleredo, moves to Vienna
The Abduction from the Seraglio
1780 meets Emanuel Schickander
1782 meets Constanze Weber
birth of Karl Thomas Mozart
1784 becomes a Freemason
1786 Figaro
1787 death of father
1788 Don Giovanni
1789 lives in Prague (French Revolution)
1790 Cosi Fan Tutti
Franz Xavier Mozart born
1791 The Magic Flute
dies Dec. 5, 1791
These are the bare bones of his life—the flesh depends much on which version you read. But by all accounts, besides being a truly gifted musician, he was prone to fits of childishness, naiveté, and even vulgarity. The journalist in me is quite affected by the drama in his life’s story— from childhood prodigy to tragic hero—destined to burn brightly, yet to fade with the same meteoric rapidity.
Even while he was dying, he was composing works of great beauty. The line from Keats always pops into my head when I think of it:
Beauty is truth, truth beauty—that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
Mozart was intimately connected with beauty—and so, by Keats’s reasoning, with truth. Truth is beauty. I’m just not sure that beautiful things reveal to us the truth.
But I was speaking of Herr Mozart, son of the long-suffering vicekapellmeister Leopold, and the beige Anna-Maria. Brother of his equally talented sister, Nannerl: had she been born in another century, or a boy, who knows what she might have accomplished? But always, the accounts return us to Mozart’s precocity, and then, to his genius. He straddled ages like a giant, though at the time, he wouldn’t have known that—all he did know was that he had trouble staying in one place, and in keeping his family out of debt.
We owe a great debt to his father, Leopold, and to the Freemasons— both helped him compose; the former molded him, and the latter kept him together long enough to finish many of his greatest works.
Even those damned authors—scribblers of lies in play and film and novel—have been inspired by his quest for truth, or rather, beauty. But we can be reliably sure that he was not poisoned by a jealous Salieri; nor by the vengeful Freemasons for supposedly revealing their secrets in The Magic Flute. Probably what contributed to his earthly death were the extensive travels he went on as a child, and the ensuing illnesses that accompanied travel in eighteenth-century Europe. So, if anything, his father killed him, but he also helped make him immortal at the same time; I guess many would say that makes Leopold blameless overall.
And what does all this tell me? Well, not a thing, to be honest, except that he was a great composer, and a rather manipulated, pathetic man, in his way. But I’m meant to be telling you about me, not Mozart.
Well, as you know, my name is Helen Printo, and I’m a journalist. I’m a great journalist, the best there is, though there are a few print reporters who still feel that their medium is more prestigious, which is Paleolithic nonsense, of course. Everybody gets their news from the 3V. Text journalism is just to fill in the gaps, to cover the minutia, filler for the Net-heads, the things not important enough to follow. Occasionally, however, one of those worthy news-organs will turn up a very interesting fact, or make a trenchant connection, like our Mr. Vlasov. Now, if I had been him, I would have kept that little story under wraps, but he’s obviously more interested in music than news. If this ancient composer were still alive now, could you imagine the potential? What we could learn from him? With our genetic science, we might be able to locate the thing that allows him to live so long; if we could decipher those secrets, we could pass them on to everyone interested in being immortal.
Imagine the things he must know! About history, people, the real story that has been lost to time. He can tell us about his own “death.” The popular myth is that he was disgracefully buried in a common grave, but the fact is, the Hapsburgs were cutting down on funeral expenses by burying all paupers in common graves. What was it like to outlive his children? Good Lord, did he outlive his children? Are there other famous people still alive that he knows about? Does he hang out with Elvis? What’s the explanation for his longevity? There has to be something at the bottom of it; there always is.
I have lived my life on that principle, and it hasn’t always been easy. People are often quite unwilling to dig below the surface of things, particularly if there are painful emotions involved. I don’t know why everyone is so squeamish. They really don’t seem to understand that the truth is more important than feelings—or beauty, for that matter, Keats notwithstanding.
Oh, I can see you sitting back, asking yourself if there is such a thing as truth, but let me assure you, there invariably is, no matter how much you might believe that things are “relative.” The truth is found in the facts. That’s my definition of it. There is no metaphysics involved, just a simple, black-and-white picture composed of facts and lies. Many of your run-of-the-mill journalists will try to tell you that there is no black and white, just various shades of gray. That it all depends on your perspective. Well, that in itself is a lie. The worst lie, as far as I’m concerned. It’s a lie born out of moral weakness.
If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s moral weakness. It’s very simple; some things are bad, and some things are good. There’s no difficulty in that. Secrets are categorically bad. The worst effect of moral weakness. Sorry, I’m speaking in sound bites again.
Now, I’d like to head off any psychoanalysis that people are going to do on me without my knowledge. Everyone is a psychoanalyst, it would seem, and they try to dig beneath words. I say what I mean. There is no subtext. I will be absolutely straightforward with you. Here:
My father was a shipping magnate, actually, he is a shipping magnate, but I like to think of him in the past tense, mostly, because for me, he is a part of the past. He is the reason I hate secrets. If my mother were still alive, I’d resent her secrets, too, but she is dead, so I can only resent her absence. I also blame him for Mama’s death.
It’s a tawdry story, but makes for good biography. I even helped the writer with many of the details. My father hated it, because it cast him in such a despicable light, and rightly so. You can see by this little introduction that I do not have an Electra complex. I loved my mother, and I despised my father. I remember, when I was five, playing cards with him—I believe, poker, or something like that—he cheated. I knew he was cheating, but I could not figure out how. And when I complained to my mother, he said, “Oh, of course I wasn’t cheating. She just didn’t like losing.”
“You should let her win,” Mother said.
“What kind of lesson is that?” Father said. “She has to learn to win.”
But I’m getting sidetracked in minutia.
Father was born in a poor fishing town on the Aegean, in 1920. From the sounds of it, life was hard, though there is no life there now, of course. It will be centuries before enough of the radioactivity has dispersed and the country will be habitable again. But growing up in the 1920s and 1930s taught my father to be tough, and then the war taught him to be ruthless. He never talked about it, but after my mother died, I did some checking on his wartime career. He was a highly effective partisan, causing the Germans more than one headache. But there are rumors about his conduct. Unsubstantiated, of course, but they still lingered in the 90s; it is said he may have had something to do with a massacre of civilians who had been collaborating with the Germans. I have no question in my mind that he stole a number of works of art, and an undisclosed amount of gold from the Germans, who had, of course, stolen it from other Greeks.
After the war, I’m sure it was the gold he used to purchase a merchant ship; by the mid-60s, he had parlayed that into a fleet of ships. If he ever did anything illegal while building his fortune, he hid it very carefully, and since the Shudder, it has been impossible to check records in Athens. This is a lasting regret. I will never know for certain, but I certainly believe he did many illegal things to be as successful as he was— it is not a fact, but that’s only because it can’t be proved anymore. If he was willing to cheat his five-year-old daughter at cards, then certainly he would have bent or broken the rules somewhere.
I am sure that he’s had illegal cloned organ transplants, but so many old, rich people do that, does it really matter? I’ve done several stories on it, and nobody seems to want to step up and stop it.
But back to my roots: my mother doesn’t enter the story until much later. She was born in the early 50s to a huge family outside of Venice, in a town called Treviso. They, too, were poor, and my mother didn’t have much in the way of opportunity. She certainly didn’t have the good luck to slaughter a group of Nazis and take their stolen treasure. She got into what they euphemistically termed “trouble” in the late 60s; the baby was stillborn, but carrying it to term got her a bad reputation. That led, in a downward spiral I don’t understand, to pornography. I’ve always been thankful that she didn’t fall as far as prostitution, though I’m sure that at some point, she probably was paid for having sex. She was certainly paid for having sex in front of the camera. I don’t know, perhaps that’s worse.
It was a shame, because, I think, she could have been a real actress.
She became very famous nonetheless. My mother was a famous porn star. You can imagine the problems I had with that, growing up in Italy, especially at the stupid private school Father insisted I attend. Sorry, I was talking about Mama. And how she met Father. She was at a gala party one night in Rome in the early 80s, which Father was attending. He had, of course, seen her before, and his second wife had recently died. (I find it interesting that all of Father’s ex-wives die, rather than divorce him. But, of course, I haven’t been able to prove anything there, either, but Father’s lawyers have obtained enough injunctions to prevent me from publishing any of my suspicions, which are obviously closer to the truth than anything else.) Father was enchanted by her. He wanted her. And whatever he wanted, he got, one way or another. To be fair to him, he was—even in his sixties—quite attractive in a demotic, demonic way. And mother was certainly thinking about getting out of the pornography business. She was in her early thirties, and could only anticipate a few more years of profitable filmmaking. And she had no percentage of any of her classic late-60s, early-70s porn hits that made her famous. In short, she married the old bastard to keep up the lifestyle she was accustomed to, and to continue supporting her mother.
Grandfather died before I was born in 1989, and the rest of Mama’s family was very poor, so she ended up taking care of Nana. In many ways, Nana was my real mother. When I wasn’t at the boarding school, I was quite often visiting with her in the villa outside Treviso, which Mama had bought Nana before meeting Father. I loved that farm and Nana.
I was born Elena Pintzopoulos five years after Mama married Father. I am Father’s only legitimate child, and I am most unfortunate in that. I changed my name a long time ago and have, of course, completely severed myself from the man, but he has a legion of bastards, all of whom he ignores. I don’t know why. Some of those men and women genuinely would like to know Father, to be his children. He tries to reach me less and less, but always on my birthday, and, of course, at Christmas. Invariably, he is drunk. If I wasn’t certain that he’d killed Mama, I could almost feel pity for him. Almost. But pity is a moral weakness, too, isn’t it?
Here’s how it happened, though I was unable to find the man who did it. The year was 2009, and I was twenty years old. Mama had been having an affair with this ridiculous Hollywood actor, who, though incredibly shallow, did not deserve his fate. They were on a skiing holiday in Austria—Innsbruck, to be precise. Mama had left Father in Athens for the weekend, claiming that she was going to visit Nana. Father knew what was going on, of course, because he had hired a gang of detectives to have her followed and photographed. That is an irony, in itself. Father turned Mama back into a porn star, his own private porn star, through his jealousy. The other sad thing (I think, for Mama) was that she really loved this American film star.
They met at their hotel, and obviously made straight for their suite to make love. Which they did the rest of the day, and after a light dinner, they decided to go out for a night ski. They took the chair lift up the mountain, and then started downhill. The details are sketchy here, but according to the media reports at the time, they are supposed to have somehow skied off the edge of a cliff. The autopsies didn’t reveal large amounts of alcohol or any other drug in their systems. And the part that I find most suspicious is that Mama’s hat was found about three hundred meters from the cliff. The inspectors suggested that it probably had just blown off, and Mama couldn’t be bothered to go back to get it. If that’s the case, then, from my calculations, their bodies should have been found farther away from the base of the cliff, because they would have had at least three hundred meters of momentum to carry them past the cliff base, into the trees beyond. And why did they both fall over?
It snowed later that night, so there were no tracks left by the time the bodies were discovered. That was unfortunate, because I believe that if it hadn’t been for the snow, the tracks would have revealed that they were forced off the cliff. But that is my belief, not a fact. I haven’t been able to prove the matter. But I think it’s more likely they were killed than both of them skiing over the edge, and then defying basic physics to land where they did.
I raised these questions after the inquest, but that was just before the Shudder; then, people were too shocked by the state of the world to be interested in the untimely deaths of an old porn star and an actor. But I went through all the medical reports, the police reports, and the media stories. I even interviewed Father. I thought I might get him to reveal the truth, given the fact that I’m the apple of his eye, but he’s a slippery character. He was not about to make a mistake like that. He’s never stopped cheating at cards, either.
So yes, I really despise him. But I’m beyond his reach, and effectively, he’s beyond mine. I am willing to acknowledge that, despite all the things I have said, he is still my father, and I can’t bring him down. I tried, just that once, and I realized that he had some kind of power over me. He has power over everyone who loves him, even if it’s just a little bit. He and Mama, and Nana, of course, are the only people I have ever loved, and they are all dead to me now. I’m free from that influence.
Love, I mean.
I’m not usually this effusive about my personal life. Quite frankly, my private life bores me. People put too much importance on their personal lives, searching for fulfillment, for greater meaning. They should look for meaning, but the meaning you can find, the meaning you can expose.
I learned that later in life, too. After the Shudder, I went to university and took English literature. It must seem odd, an Italian-Greek studying English literature, but I was taught English from a young age. It is the world language, so I wanted to know as much about it as I could. It was a bad decision. Literature, all literature, not just English literature, is about lies. It’s all about fabrications, and trying to find greater meaning, and it is a complete waste of time. After three years, I had learned that, quite conclusively, so I decided to become a journalist. At least, in the best journalism, you are trying to reveal facts that someone is trying to hide. In fiction, there are no facts. How can you be right in such a situation?
I worked in Italy for a while, but I wanted to get as far away from Father as I could, and I knew that one place he couldn’t function was the free society of Ipolis. So I went there. My first job was at the Exxxstasy Channel, the all-pornography station, where I did topless weather reports. It wasn’t the greatest of jobs, but I wasn’t an artist, or a scientist, and I refused to accept Father’s money, so I took what job I could. (I had spent all of my savings on the airship getting to Ipolis.) Besides, I was confident of my ability to get a real reporter’s job quickly, which I did, of course.
So, there you have my story. The rest is a matter of public record. If you have been following my journalism career, then you know it all. This is me. This is my sum total. Everything is based on my desire to get to the bottom of things, to crack the story.
And now, you’ll excuse me while I get back to Mozart. This is a better story; so what if everyone else is covering that nuke? What’s a little more radioactivity in the world, a little less ozone, compared to a man who has potentially been alive for the last 272 years?
III
Bella was painting in her studio, naked. She liked to paint nude, because she felt less inhibited that way, especially if she was painting a nude model. Today, she wasn’t, but she had painted her share of nudes, mostly men. She absently scratched her chin, leaving a tiny smudge of aquamarine paint behind, and looked at the work in progress.
It was an abstract painting, which somehow represented the Crystal Mountains with a bright blue sky behind it. Bella was playing with a new layering technique she had learned, which gave the painting an illusory depth. It was almost holographic, and as she squatted down on her haunches to stare at it, she toyed briefly with the idea of putting holographic circuitry into the work.
Her studio was adjacent to her living quarters, and they were day and night. The studio was mostly glass, open to the sky, with a view of the mountains, and viewable from the building next door. Bella suspected that a large group of young men liked to watch her work, as she had the animal instinct of knowing when she was being watched. She was right, of course. Many people liked to watch her lithe, taut body move around the studio in slow, confident motion, gradually getting covered with paint. Despite her father’s training, Bella found that while painting, she would sometimes lose track of her body, and it could get messy. She would touch herself, scratch an itch absently, or even smudge paint on her chin. She always laughed when she went to her apartment to clean up afterwards. Invariably, her nipples were painted some bizarre color. She liked to touch them when she worked. It was the only part of her body she was conscious of; maybe because the studio was cool, and they always responded to the temperature difference between the studio and her apartment. Bella thought her nipples were beautiful, but she didn’t like her breasts. She wished they were bigger, like the breasts of the woman—the mother—in the painting in Detroit. She hoped they would get bigger as she got older. Not much, but a bit.
She went back to her painting, and picked up a new brush, dabbed it with another shade of blue, a little liquid plastic, and went back to work. Once again, she disappeared to herself, and was absorbed by the work in front of her.
A group of young men were taking a break from their studies at the dormitory across from Bella’s building, and they watched her body. Bella was definitely two beings. The ethereal painter that she was at the moment and the creature that had managed to survive in the post-Shudder chaos. It was the second being that dominated her personality, though after a year at the Academia of Fine Arts in Ipolis, the artistic side of Bella was starting to win out. She was becoming gentler. Perhaps, it should be said, she was slowly becoming civilized—as opposed to gentler. There was still a malevolent streak in her, almost sadistic, which came out of her complete disregard for other people. Except for her desire to make them feel her passion.
Her artistic passion, that is.
One of the boys watching her from across the way had experienced her less aesthetic appetite. Five boys watched her paint, all in their early twenties, sons of wealthy families in the North. Jack, the boy who’d actually met Bella, was from the same part of the world as she, though just to the south and west, in what was left of the United States. After the West Coast fell into the Pacific, or exploded in volcanic activity, and the East Coast and South were flooded out, the only states that remained stable were in the Midwest. They took over the mantle of the United States, while the rest of the country fell into chaos. After a time, they became known, jokingly, as the Plain States. Jack was from Omaha, Nebraska; his father was a wealthy industrialist in the city, and had insisted that Jack go to Ipolis to get a proper education.
He’d met Bella at a student art exhibit and had complimented her on one disturbing painting. It was a surreal representation of her father’s final encounter with the bear, and Jack had actually seen something like that in the work. Bella had been impressed, and wondered if Jack might like to do something after the exhibit closed. Jack had watched Bella work before, with the guys, from across the way; in fact, that was the reason he was at the show, and he gladly said yes. They had gone out to a gallery/bar, run by a friend of Bella’s, down by the water. The Art Shack was a well-known hangout for the Fine Art set, and had the added attraction of showing one new painter every week.
Jack had ordered a Jack Daniel’s, which he called “his nom de plume, his only friend.” Jack was being a little deceitful, as he was playing the soulful, lonely type for his imagined Bella. It had been wasted effort, as far as Bella was concerned, because (a) Jack had been moved by, or at the very least, understood, her painting, and (b) he was attractive, with a shock of blond hair and startling blue eyes. Bella was going to have sex with him; it was just a question of when.
Bella had ordered a white wine spritzer, joining in Jack’s little game. Something about Bella’s survivalist upbringing had imbued her with an instinctive grasp of what people were doing, what they really meant when they talked, even though she had no conscious knowledge of it. Perhaps she was born with it. She had understood, instinctively, that Jack was trying to seduce her, so she had played along. They had talked about history, and art, their two respective fields of study—fields that had some intersection. Bella had been genuinely impressed by the width and depth of Jack’s knowledge, particularly of the Italian Masters, but she had admitted to herself that she was also (frankly) bored by it.
She had suggested a walk, an idea that Jack lunged at like a drowning man at a life preserver. He didn’t know what to do with this strange woman. She was very young and beautiful, but there was something incredibly intimidating about her, and it wasn’t just her talent. Jack felt that he was having drinks with a tiger—those big cats, now extinct, of course, which used to terrorize Indian villages. Bella moved the same way: lean and predatory. But even more, he had felt completely at a loss when staring across the table at her eyes. Their intensity made Bella seem much older than she was, and Jack fell into them. Usually, Jack had been able to wow any woman with his marvelous baby blues and charming smile, yet these weapons seemed ineffectual against this one. She had seemed vaguely inhuman to Jack, and this had made her all the more attractive to the callow boy.
They had walked through the city, at a slow, leisurely pace. Nonchalantly, Bella had hooked her arm through Jack’s, and they had walked all the way from the bar to the mouth of the river, which flowed into Ipolis harbor. It had been a cool evening, following a warm summer day, and patches of fog lazed on the greenway on either side of the river. At the Bridge of Hope, they had kissed. Bella had purposefully restrained herself, kissing Jack gently, almost caressing him with her lips. “Should we go to your apartment?” he had asked.
Then they had picked up their pace, both looking forward to the hours ahead, both flush with their own conception of how the night would proceed. Bella’s ideas had been much closer to the mark, unfortunately for Jack. At Bella’s place, Jack had found himself teased into undressing along with Bella, who had stripped like a carefree child, and then lured to her bed. From there, Jack had suffered pure humiliation. Bella tied him up, and though Jack had been initially excited by that, he had not been too enthusiastic about Bella pretending that she might cut his heart out with a razor-sharp knife, nor the fact that this, too, had somehow excited him.
Jack blushed in embarrassment, remembering the evening. Since then, he had had a difficult time dating, and hadn’t had sex even once. One of his dorm-mates made an obscene comment about Bella’s muscular legs, and then wondered what might lie between them.
“A monster,” Jack muttered, and walked out of the common room, leaving his puzzled colleagues behind to gaze at Bella.
Bella was finishing up for the day. The painting, as far as she could tell, was done, and at that moment, her artistic passion deserted her. She was happy to finish anyway, as she was losing the light. The wintry sun set on the Pacific, even as she washed her brushes. She walked to the window, and leaned on it, watching the orb dip below the horizon, and then, to the disappointment of the gallery in the building opposite, she went into her apartment.
If her studio, and her artistic life, was day, then Bella’s apartment, and the life she led there, was night. While the studio was almost entirely window, and filled with natural light, her apartment had only one window, and she had painted it black. The only sources of light were in the kitchen, the bathroom, and, in the main room, an ancient red lava lamp, which she had found in a ruined building in Detroit while on patrol. Her flat was an open-concept place, yet, despite that, it seemed cramped and claustrophobic. Cave-like. Her bed lay in the center of the room; it was an awesome affair, roughly three meters square, and covered with pillows and duvets. Bella liked to sleep in a different part of the bed every night. The only thing that remained a constant was her position: on her side, with two pillows behind her and one between her legs. The bed also had several large rings on the side, at about meter intervals. A surfeit of chains and ropes lay underneath the bed, easily accessed. Since her arrival in Ipolis, Bella had replaced her gun collection with a collection of knives—all razor-sharp and lethal-looking. Some of them lay under the bed as well—one of them had, psychologically at least, unmanned the unsuspecting Jack.
Bella knew enough not to physically hurt anyone she managed to tie up and terrify in bed. Bella hadn’t considered how damaging the psychological violence was; but so far, she had been safe from censure. Her victims either enjoyed their humiliations, in which case, Bella had little further use for them, or they were so embarrassed, they said nothing.
The rest of her room was equally dark and functional. Her kitchen was in a small alcove off the entrance, opposite the door to her studio, and largely unused. Bella had a tendency to subsist on fresh fruit while she was working, and when she wasn’t she would eat out. She never cooked anymore; it was a chore she had always hated when living with her father. The bathroom was adjacent to the entrance of her studio, for easy access to both studio and apartment. She was going in there at the moment, to clean up.
There was relatively little paint on her today, probably because she had been concentrating so hard on the new technique. She dabbed the blue off her chin with a little solvent, and then stepped into the shower. While she dried, Bella admired herself once again; she then dressed. She wore a tight pair of black leather pants (a scandalous item of clothing in near-vegan Ipolis, which she’d brought with her from Canada) and a loose, blood-red sweater. She was going out to meet her friend Leo Reubin at his bar that night. She put on a pair of soft, mock-leather ankle boots that matched the pants, and locked up the apartment. Not once did she look back at the studio—when she was finished painting for the day, she never thought of it until the next session.
It was cold outside, so Bella wore a bright yellow waterproof bomber jacket over the sweater. It was a long walk to Reubin’s place, but she enjoyed walking. It was one of the few things that still tied her to her old life in Michigan—when she got everywhere on foot. The only time in her life when she hadn’t was that brief period of traveling by motorcycle, and then the sea voyage to Ipolis. Bella almost went green at the memory of that trip. She’d been seasick most of the journey.
Bella walked along the river, The Lethe: the founders of Ipolis had decided to call it by that mythical name—perhaps because they wanted to forget the Shudder, the river of time before the founding of Ipolis, or perhaps because they felt that Ipolis was part of the afterlife. More likely, they wanted a conscious connection made between the Old World and this new one. In Latin writings, souls waiting to be reborn had to drink of Lethe’s waters, so they could forget their previous lives. But of all the city’s geography, it was the only part given a mythical name—the rest was either quite literal or abstract. Bella was confused by the name. Part of her Fine Arts degree entailed a course in Classical Mythology, so she knew that the Lethe was meant to be a river in Hades, which caused forgetfulness, but what on earth did that mean to her? What was she meant to forget? She didn’t understand it, but she had come to love it. It was more of a mountain stream than a full-fledged river; Ipolis was built on a steep island, roughly the shape of a wedge suspended in the Pacific. At the high wide end lay the spectacular Crystal Mountains, and at the other, the city of Ipolis. The Lethe cut a line down the middle of the island, heading into the base of the natural harbor. Bella got to the first of three bridges that crossed the river, the Bridge of Love.
Bella disliked this bridge intensely. There was something terribly cynical about the name, she thought, though she didn’t realize that the cynicism was her own. It was a favorite bridge for young lovers, partially because of its name and partially because it had a breathtaking view of the mountains in the south and the harbor in the north. Bella snorted derisively at the couples snuggling in the evening’s chill; they watched the scarlet of the sun dip under the low cloud cover. A sea mist was blowing up from the harbor, laden with the smell of fresh salt air and the port. Bella picked up her pace, eager to get to Reubin’s, her mood spoiled by the happiness on the bridge.
Bella had stopped dating shortly after her encounter with Jack. For some reason, the sex had left her feeling even more empty, and even the terror-filled, bright blue eyes of Jack had not moved her. She devoted herself to work, and to exercising in her building’s gym and at the nearest martial arts dojo. It seemed the only thing that moved her anymore were her conversations with Leo, and her art, which sprang out of a hidden source of passion.
Leo Reubin was another empty individual, but Leo was empty and interesting. He had once been the wealthiest art gallery owner in Los Angeles, and the Shudder had wiped him out. His story was not unusual, many people had been wiped out, literally, by the catastrophic meteor strike. Leo had been visiting other gallery owners in Paris during the cataclysm, so really, he was lucky to be alive. Most residents of Los Angeles, and most of California, perished in the disaster. But Leo was not ready for the world that dusted itself off after the Shudder. It was a brave new world, as many media-types had been fond of saying at the time, but Leo was not brave enough to face it. Luckily, he had some capital in Swiss banks, and he could afford to send himself to Ipolis, a promised utopia.
It was a utopia, and that was the problem, as far as Leo was concerned. He would have left, but he was unable to face life in the new world. So, city authorities had allowed him to open the gallery and wine bar, but it was impossible to make any money in the venture, because Ipolis was a cashless society. No one, excluding the few rich “inders,” as they were called, paid for anything in Ipolis, yet at the same time, all revenues earned by anything made in Ipolis went to the city itself. To everyone’s surprise, the system worked, mostly because this freedom from financial worries allowed people to do exactly as they wanted. Artists could be as experimental as they wished. Filmmakers could venture into previously unprofitable areas. Scientists could evaluate the most obscure theories. All this was possible because of the thousands and thousands of people working, many did have revenue-generating ideas. So much so that Ipolis had the highest GNP, and the highest standard of living in the entire world, despite the fact that most of its inhabitants didn’t have any money of their own.
Leo was of a generation and mind-set that equated self-worth with personal finances, and having lived in Ipolis as long as he could without working, he had little money left in his Swiss bank account. He had discovered that he would run out of money after his third year in Ipolis, and so, had opened the gallery. It was a huge success, and apart from the Ipolis Gallery, was the only spot that had regular shows in the city. Leo had a new show every week; there were enough artists working in Ipolis to have a new show every day, for several years, and never repeat, but Leo had long since decided to make himself one of the arbiters of talent in Ipolis. It was the only thing that gave him pleasure—that and his friendship with Bella.
She walked into the bar and waved at Leo. Leo, a short, balding, rumpled man in his mid-fifties, waved back, and beckoned Bella to join him at his table. Leo was sitting with Maxwell Standish, a sculptor who worked in holograph and metal, who quickly left when he saw Bella enter. Maxwell had once experienced Bella’s bedside manner.
Leo smiled as Bella took off her jacket and sat down. Her face was flushed with the cold night air. “Say, kiddo,” Leo said, “what’s up?”
“Just finished the last paintin’ for my show next week. When should I bring ’em by?”
“Well, we’re all business tonight, aren’t we?” Leo chided. “Don’t you even want to say hello first?”
“Sorry,” Bella apologized and leaned across the table, pecked him on the cheek, “so when should I bring them by?”
“Sunday. We always install on Sunday, you know that,” Leo answered, then said thoughtfully, “you aren’t nervous, are you?”
“Of course I’m nervous, Leo,” Bella snapped, her nose wrinkled in annoyance, “it’s my first big show.”
“God,” Leo swallowed, “I’m really sorry. You’re always such a cool cucumber . . . I never realized.”
“It’s okay,” Bella said, her face a mask again.
“No sweat. I’ll talk you through it. I’m an old pro at that. I once had an artist in the old days who was so nervous he threw up during the gala opening of the show. The reviews read, ‘artwork so bad, even the artist couldn’t stomach it.’ We weren’t very happy.”
Bella smiled, and Leo fell into a reverie. A robot-waiter brought Leo another scotch and soda, Bella a beer. Most robot-waiters and bartenders were equipped with neural nets, capable of learning a customer’s preferred drink. They were also, of course, directly linked to the mind of Ipolis, and in a sense, were its hands. Leo sipped his drink silently, suddenly caught in a funk. Bella felt bad for Leo. She had heard his story one night after a classmate’s show, and been his friend ever since. There was something about the man’s inability to deal with the changed world that touched Bella. It was unusual for her. She normally had trouble associating with anyone in a personal way, but with Leo, it was different. There was something sad about him, sadder than his story.
“Say,” Bella said, trying to lighten the tone, “why don’t we go to that jazz club you’re always talking about?”
“Jazz,” Leo said suspiciously, “you don’t like jazz.”
“I’ve never been. How do you know I don’t like jazz?”
“Because, my dear,” he grinned, “you’ve always refused to go.”
“Well not tonight,” she smiled, catlike, “tonight I’d like to hear jazz.”
IV
KATERINA
He was waiting for me again tonight. It’s the sweetest thing; he just won’t accept that I’m gay. He just won’t—I know the look. But he’s sweet, and incredibly sad, and also, I don’t have anything else to do tonight, so I’ve agreed to go along with him.
Last night Dido gave me a pair of horns. Yeah, I know, that saying doesn’t really make any sense with two women, but the facts are the same. She has found someone else. Someone younger, I should add. Women can be shits sometimes. They aren’t nearly as bad as men, but all the same, they can still hurt you. Maybe worse than a man . . . Sorry, you probably don’t want to hear about this, do you? You’re probably interested in how I got to Ipolis, aren’t you?
Oh, look at this darling man. If only I were straight. You know I bet he might even be worth it. He’s wearing normal-looking clothes tonight, anyway, and I notice he’s colored his hair. Too bad, I sort of liked the wild white hair, it was, I don’t know, familiar in a daffy kind of way. Like the old Bugs Bunny cartoon when he pretended he was a conductor, and made the tenor sing so loud the auditorium fell in. Remember that one?
Anyway. How I got to Ipolis, by Katerina Pohlavicka: I sailed, all by myself.
Really. Little old me, Daddy’s little cat, Kochichka sailed all the way to Ipolis, more than three thousand of the nastiest kilometers of ocean anywhere. Solo, as in by myself. And how did someone from a landlocked country learn to do that?
I was living in New Zealand. After the Germans took over the Czech Republic, at the request of the Czech government—really—to keep the masses of refugees from the Balkan radiation zone out, I decided to leave. I could see that it would cause problems, and to be honest, I was sick of everyone in Prague. I really couldn’t stand it anymore. It was more than my awful boyfriend, and all of Mom’s awful boyfriends, and more than Daddy’s terrible writing, or my stupid job waiting tables. It was the city—it was so heartless and smug. I took one of the last commercial flights to New Zealand, about a year after the Shudder. Yeah, I was only sixteen, but I was an adventurous kid.
They had to stop commercial jets because of the ozone layer. When all those nuclear power plants exploded, they destroyed a lot of ozone, but I think the volcanoes might have destroyed more. Apparently, they release gases that destroy ozone, too, and a lot of volcanoes exploded during the Shudder. So despite the fact there was always heavy cloud cover, the ozone layer was so depleted that international governments agreed to suspend conventional aircraft flights, so as not to damage it anymore. Everyone was in danger of starvation, and nobody wanted to make it worse. So I got one of the last flights, just before they stopped, and right before the airship became popular again.
I landed in Christchurch, apparently at one time a lovely city, but it had been devastated by the tidal wave that had pushed up from the melted Antarctic ice cap. I wanted to get away from cities, anyway. That’s why I went to the South Island, first to the northwest coast, and a beautifully wild stretch of coastline in the Abel Tasman National Park. I’d been to Italy once, so of course, I’d seen the seaside before, but never so beautiful. I was in love with it. It, too, had been devastated by the tidal wave. It was like living on earth on the sixth day—everything seemed new and fresh and exciting. I hiked around, from each new bay to each new bay, it hadn’t even been mapped out yet, enjoying the experience. And one day, I came across these other women, swimming nude in the cold Tasman Sea.
They didn’t seem bothered by my presence, which made me curious, so I went up to talk with them. They informed me they were witches. Real witches, with ceremonies and a creed, and well . . . witches. They belonged to a coven—The Coven, they called it—and they all lived there, somewhere to the south in the fjords, which were also greatly changed by the Shudder. They were very serious women, and I think that’s why I stayed to camp with them. I noticed that there was a sailboat anchored in the bay, and they had obviously come to shore in the little dingy where their tent was already pitched. I left my stuff up with theirs, and joined them in the water. It just seemed so natural to take off my clothes with these women, I didn’t think anything of it, not even when one of them sort of ogled me, like a man might.
We spent the whole afternoon swimming, and collecting mussels, which are plentiful on that stretch of coast. The one who had stared at me, Dorcas her name was, took me out to see the boat. She was the captain, she said proudly, and it was her responsibility to see that The Coven got all the supplies that it could not produce itself. She took me below, and showed me the crates of stuff that she and her two sailors had collected this trip. It looked like enough to last years, and Dorcas said, “Yes, it is supposed to last years. Only if we have to, though. We produce a lot of our own stuff at The Coven—me and the girls fish, and we have some women who farm, and a few herd sheep. I usually sell the wool—it’s too hard to take it overland. We only have to buy emergency supplies, high-tech stuff, and of course, the sperm.”
“The sperm?”
“Yeah,” I remember Dorcas saying, “that’s one of the things we can’t make. So we buy it.”
It was then that I discovered how truly different this Coven was, and for some reason, I wanted to belong. Maybe Dorcas sensed this, because she looked into my eyes, and suddenly we were kissing. It was the weirdest thing, but it felt right. Dorcas and I made love on the ship, and returned just before sunset. It was one of those incredible post-Shudder sunsets—we still get them, I know, but this one was special. The glorious red sky just seemed to be a sign that I should go with them, because it was a sailor’s sign, too. And I wanted to be with Dorcas.
After we got back with the others—a tall, blond woman named Selina, and a petite, almost child-like woman whom they called Darling, though her name was Medea. Dorcas was a commanding presence compared to these other two; though Selina was taller, Dorcas was more muscular, and a glint of intelligence lighted her eyes, where Selina’s seemed vacant to me. Dorcas was pretty in her way, with a robust figure and a pleasant smile. Her complexion had been affected by acne when she was a teenager. I thought she was fabulous, and as we sat around a fire that night, singing songs, listening to a story Darling told us about the Goddess, I felt like I’d come home. I know, it’s a silly thing to say, but it was the truth. Compared to the chaos and anxiety of my parents’ household, the inanity of my ex-boyfriend’s demands on me, the smothering atmosphere and art of Prague, this campfire scene, this little society of women seemed natural, even perfect.
I was only sixteen, I should repeat that, and Dorcas was thirty-five. To me, she seemed to know everything. She did, when it came to the sea, but I’ll get back to that.
Oh, we’ve arrived at Will’s place, Jazzoholics, and he’s opened the door for me. Isn’t that absolutely archaic? It’s wonderful—you can’t even be offended by something that old-fashioned. I don’t even think my father would open a door for a woman. Certainly none of his grubby ex-dissident friends would, but my dad always had a chivalrous streak in him, he was pretty old, after all. When I was born, he was fifty-five!
It’s a very small place, and for the Goddess’s sake, it’s filled with smoke! I’ll have to eat some turnip after this, that’s for sure. I’m not catching cancer, especially for a man, just because I feel sorry for him. He waves to another man, a bald man in his late fifties. I wonder how old Will is. He looks about forty, but he seems older, with the door-opening, and all that. Who knows? He finds us a couple of seats, and gets us some drinks. Look at the woman with Will’s friend! Goddess, she is gorgeous. And over there! That’s Helen Printo, I’d recognize that divine face anywhere. She’s with an older man, too. What is it with all these beautiful women, hanging out with all these relics, subjecting themselves to cancer-stick smoke?
Anyway, where was I? Right, I was sixteen, and I had decided to join The Coven. The sail down to The Coven was like a fairy tale. I fell in love with Dorcas, and she fell in love with me. It was beautiful, and I make no apologies for it. Darling told me one day that she never thought she’d see Dorcas happy again. Apparently, Dorcas’s mate had drowned the year before, during the Shudder. She had been the only casualty at The Coven, and Dorcas was left a widow. I should mention at this point, that the witches at The Coven mate for life, for love, but sex is allowed to happen outside relationships, so it was a broken heart which was Dorcas’s problem. I fixed that.
The Coven was a strange place. I loved the sisterhood of the witches, but there was something slightly disturbing about our priestess, the leader of The Coven. Her name was Hecate, yes really, it is always the name of the priestess. She had another name, Dr. Joclynn Peters, once a well-known psychologist and sociologist from the States, but in The Coven, she was Hecate or Priestess. The Coven was her society, from top to bottom.
Being an apostate witch, I can say whatever I want about The Coven now, but I’ll try to give you a true picture, and explain what happened to me there. When I arrived, about a year and a quarter after the Shudder, the witches had just repaired most of the damage done to The Coven. They managed to fix it so quickly because Hecate—I’m sorry I can’t think of the woman as anything else—had built everything to be earthquake-proof, nearly ten years before, knowing that New Zealand was a tectonically sensitive area. So, only the generating windmills and the coastal facilities were destroyed, the former because they could not be made earthquake-proof, and the latter because even Hecate had not foreseen the possibility of the earth’s sea level rising so dramatically and so quickly. The Coven was very lucky not to have any major eruptions near it. The South Island in general had been spared, but the North was in a state of chaos. In fact, it was mostly depopulated now because of volcanic activity. Imagine several Krakatoas going off at once in the North Island, and you have an idea of the devastation involved. I’ve seen it, so I know what I’m talking about.
The Coven was a highly organized society—a planned society, in fact, more rigid than anything I’d ever experienced before. We all had a say in what happened, but generally, we deferred to Hecate and her daughter, the priestess-in-training, because they were the only witches with an overview of The Coven. Generally, we all could choose what we wanted to do for our occupation. There were farmers, fishers, shepherds, medics, teachers, engineers, techs, and soldiers. There were very few soldiers, and most often, they had other duties as well; usually they were engineers or techs, but sometimes they belonged to other groups. It was a large society, of about two hundred, and composed entirely of women. Even the children were all female—our reproductive techs saw to that. This is possibly the reason why I thought The Coven was disturbing. When a woman decided it was time, she was impregnated with a female fetus. Only female. One woman was unlucky enough to have her child change sex sometime during her pregnancy, after it was safe for her to abort it, and was left with a terrible choice. If she wanted to keep the child, she had to leave The Coven, but she picked the other option— Dorcas took the baby to the nearest town and left him there. I hope someone adopted the poor boy.
I was very upset by the episode, and Dorcas tried to explain the reasons for it. “Cassy, men can’t be a part of our society. They aren’t capable of being peaceful or peace-loving; it isn’t in their nature. The Goddess doesn’t need them anymore, not really. We need a little of their sperm, but we don’t need them to live with us. It is like the birth of humanity, like Hecate tells us. Back then, before we even invented language, men and women lived separately, and we only came together to mate. If the child was a boy, then after it was weaned, the women gave it to the men at the next mating-time. Cassy, we didn’t need men then, and we really don’t need them now. We don’t even have to mate with them! All we need is a little sperm, and someday, maybe we won’t even need that. Our techs are working on that.
“Men are destructive, Cassy. They destroy everything they touch. Look at what they’ve done to the Earth. Look at how they’ve broken all of the Goddess’s rules—they eat meat. Sure, we eat fish, but that is not the same. Raising animals to eat them, hunting them to eat them, that’s wrong. We share the earth with the animals. We don’t own them. Don’t you see?”
Of course, I’d heard all this before. I was particularly uncomfortable about the change to a meatless diet, being Czech, you must understand. While I was growing up, we ate a lot of vegetarian meals, not from choice, but from necessity. Mother didn’t make much money, and Father’s work never sold after the Velvet Revolution. So, meat was a treat, and Czechs are fond of their meat. Yet suddenly realizing it was environmentally unsound to eat meat, and that it was inherently evil, was a shock. Little old me, Daddy’s little cat, the evil carnivore. Cats are meat-eaters, right? And wolves, and lots of other predators eat other animals, so why not humans? Because it’s destructive, Hecate would say.
Women are builders, women represent the creative force, like the Goddess. The Coven’s religion was a strange mixture of things, I’ve since learned. It was animistic, yet it bowed before an overall Goddess, which was the creative force. No mention was made of God; Christian, Muslim, Jewish, or otherwise. The only force to be reckoned with was the Goddess-force; our rites celebrated this force—they celebrated life. We celebrated our Sisterhood. We honored all the women throughout history who were sacrificed for their beliefs. This is why we were The Coven, and why we called ourselves witches. We had a ceremony that incorporated us into The Coven; much like native cultures in many places, we went off into the wilderness to fast, and to pray to the Goddess. When we came back, we were given a new name by the priestess, who had consulted the Goddess at the same time. Hecate was forever fasting for these ceremonies, forever meditating on what the new initiates would be named. It made her a thin, rather severe woman, I thought, but I never mentioned it.
No one was allowed to say anything remotely negative about either Hecate or her daughter, and certainly not about the Goddess. It was a dictatorship because of that, even though we all got to vote on everything. There wasn’t anybody to state a case against Hecate, though she always left the option there: “Anyone else have a better idea, or a better understanding of the Goddess?” It was pretty clear to me, even though I was only eighteen by the time I’d been admitted (formally) to The Coven, that anyone who would dare to contradict Hecate would be in trouble. Nothing officially sanctioned, but little things would happen to them. Their supervisor might ask for a few extra hours of work, or someone might wake them up every night for a week, or their pet might disappear . . . only to reappear when their opposition to Hecate was ended. I remembered enough of my father’s stories about the Communists to understand the dark side of The Coven, but I also knew that this wasn’t like Prague during the period of “normalization.”
The Coven was a warm, loving, gentle society. If you were feeling bad, everyone would be concerned; if you were hurt, you would be taken care of. We shared everything—even our mates—with one another. I was always jealous when Dorcas made it with one of the others, usually Darling or Selina, but the others would often comfort me, or make love to me. Many of the women would have made it with me, but I usually denied them. I was madly in love with Dorcas. She was everything to me.
After I’d gone through my naming ceremony, and was fully accepted into The Coven, I had to decide what occupation I wanted to engage in. I was sorely tempted to join the medics, I was always interested in medicine, but Dorcas was a sailor, and that’s what I wanted to be. I wanted to be with her, as much as I could. Dorcas had a sadness in her that I felt I could change. It had a lot to do with her previous mate, a Chinese woman named Li, and the way she had died.
It had been the day of the Shudder. Luckily, everyone had been inland at a ceremony Hecate felt they should perform. She had told everyone that she’d had a dream about a terrible catastrophe. Li was pregnant at the time, with a boy—only she and her doctor knew. She was trying to figure out a way to tell Dorcas, when the asteroid hit. In the chaos that followed, she blurted it out. I can’t blame her really, she probably thought they were going to die, and she wanted Dorcas to know. She wanted to confess her crime. But Dorcas was angry, she asked Li why she hadn’t aborted as soon as she knew, and Li ran off, crying. In her grief, Li decided to sail away, and she stole the little sailboat and headed to sea. Of course, she never made it very far, and doubtless didn’t suffer much when the storm hit her. This was where Dorcas’s sadness came from, but I didn’t know that until very near the end.
But when I got to The Coven, I loved Dorcas, her sadness included, with every fiber of my being. She was everything Jirka, my ex-boyfriend, was not. Gentle, thoughtful, mature, and understanding of my needs. She knew how to make love to me. She loved me. And I loved her, and I learned from her. How to sail, how to navigate, the danger of current and winds and storms . . . how the sky could tell us what weather to expect. I had a talent for that . . . Dorcas also knew how to build ships, and we would spend our weekends working on a new vessel, a sleek forty-foot sloop. Hecate approved of this activity, saying that The Coven would eventually need two ships anyway, once the population grew. She would occasionally allow engineers to help us, when there wasn’t anything more important to do.
Life at The Coven was always busy, and tiring. There was a lot to do to keep us all in food, and healthy, especially considering that almost a third of our workforce, fifty women, were techs, scientists, working on a safe way to circumnavigate the need for sperm. The other hundred adults all worked to keep life and limb together, except for those teaching the children.
They were happy days for me. My body grew lean and muscular from the diet and all the physical work. Dorcas, and Darling and Selina, of course, taught me all about their craft, and they also taught me how to fish. I enjoyed their sisterhood; my mother would have been shocked if she’d known. Daddy’s little cat, living like an Amazon, lapping pussy and loving it. My mother was a nymphomaniac, sorry, is a nympho. I may not agree with everything The Coven does, but they are right in one thing—men ruin women. They are destructive, and they are a disaster. Each woman attached to a man is like the Earth, letting the asteroid puncture her crust . . . and so forth.
I lived at The Coven for five years. For four and a half glorious years, I’d never been happier. I was in love. You must remember that. You must remember your first love—I’m told it’s always special, and Dorcas was. Despite her guilt over Li’s death, she was always ready to give to me. The only thing she ever did to hurt me was have sex with her other sailors.
It was an old habit, though, and I could forgive it. But I never slept around, like Mother did.
But after four and a half years there, I started to get a little restless. Sailing around New Zealand, and even one trip to Australia, gave me a sense of how strange The Coven was, and how much else was out there. Despite this, I wanted to stay. I loved Dorcas, and I would never leave her. I decided that the way to stay my restlessness was to have a baby.
I didn’t even ask Dorcas. I just did it, I was so sure it was the right decision. And I was wrong, oh, was I wrong.
When I told her I was pregnant, she became very angry. She kept asking me, “What if its sex changes? What then?” I hadn’t thought of that, and I wished I had, because that’s exactly what happened. It was just past the time when it could be safely aborted, exactly like Li, and I decided that I was going to have the baby. More than that, I decided that I wanted to keep the baby. I didn’t care that it was a boy. Maybe all boys need is a proper upbringing, I thought at the time. But I wasn’t going to leave without Dorcas. I wanted her to come with me.
The night I told her, it was midwinter, and there was a gale blowing in from the south. I had it all planned out. “We can take the new sloop,” I told her, “we built it by ourselves anyway.” Dorcas just looked at me. She’d aged. Now she was nearly forty, and the wear and tear of the salt spray and the sun was starting to show on her. But she was still muscular, and her strong chest muscles didn’t let her breasts sag. She stared at me for long minutes, obviously trying to decide what to do.
“You know,” she said slowly, tears forming in her eyes, “I should go to Hecate right now, and she will banish you. But,” she started crying, “I can’t go through it again. I just can’t.”
“Can’t go through what?”
She told me about Li, and her death. How she felt responsible, and how she should have gone with her. “But then you never would have met me!” I cried.
“You’re right, Cassy, you’re right,” she sobbed back. “But you don’t really understand the Way of the Goddess if you’re willing to flout her like this. It’s a boy! Okay, have it, but please,” she pleaded, “leave it with someone outside The Coven. We can try again, we can always have a girl.”
“But I love this baby,” I objected. “Don’t make me choose, Dorcas,” I asked, “because I can’t.”
“Then you won’t have to. I’m going to tell Hecate, and she will banish you. I love you Cassy, but not enough to risk the Goddess’s anger.” And then she left. I was in a panic. I didn’t know what to do. What would I do without Dorcas? What would I do in the outside world? Apart from waiting tables, the only thing I was qualified to do was sail. Then I decided. I will take the new sloop, I thought, because Dorcas and I never would have built it without my idea to, and I will be able to provide for my baby. It was madness, but right then and there, I grabbed a few things from our place and went down to the docks.
The water was a little choppy, even so deep in the fjord, because of the gale, but I knew it was my only chance to get away. When the soldiers returned with Dorcas, they would know where I’d gone. I set the jib, and cast off, tearfully saying a silent good-bye to Dorcas, to Darling and Selina, to The Coven. My life was beginning again, and I had no idea where I was going.
I’d sailed in storms before, but never in a full gale, solo. I nearly died that night. The most dangerous moments were at the mouth of the fjord, where the winds whipped around, and the southerly wind threatened to push me up against the rocks. But Dorcas had taught me well, and leaning into the tiller, I escaped. In the open sea, the waves were frighteningly huge. Before I had a chance to start running with the wind, a massive wave sideswiped the new boat. I could hear its timbers and planking complain in the wind, and I was thrown to the deck. I landed hard, and lost consciousness for a moment, and while I turned it with the wind, I knew that I was going to lose my baby. I wept in the roaring storm, my tears mingling with the cold briny water, as I lamented all that I’d lost. The Coven, Dorcas, and now, my baby. But I could never go back.
I survived the night, but I later learned that Dorcas did not. She went to Hecate, and then returned to our home. I was gone with the ship, which I’d called Dorcas now in her memory. Hecate was furious, and Dorcas apparently couldn’t stand to lose another mate to the sea. (She was sure I wasn’t skilled enough to survive the gale, and she was almost right.) She drowned herself that night, trying to row to me as I left the fjord.
I learned this a year later from Darling at Dunedin. To survive, I’d taken to shipping goods from town to town. New Zealand’s road system was practically gone, so sailing ships became common again. I met Darling and Selina at the docks, and they quietly told me about the tragedy. I’m sure they must have thought about taking Dorcas from me, but I had a crew of three (all women) by then, and they didn’t try.
It was in Dunedin that I learned about Ipolis and decided to go. It sounded better than The Coven. It sounded like no other place. It sounded perfect. None of my crew wanted to go, so I made the long, storm-strewn voyage on my own.
Oh, look, Will is playing now. He’s probably bored by me, my thoughts wandering so far back. Wow, he can play! Look at those fingers dance. If not for the smoke, I bet Dido would have loved this place. Dido, that bitch!
Maybe I’ll go introduce myself to Ms. Printo over there—that is, if the old lecher goes. Hey! Maybe I’m still part witch. I want him to go, and he goes. Helen Printo, here I come. Wait till you get a load of me.
V
Helen watched her producer leave Jazzoholics, heading for home and his wife. Helen liked Arthur; he was a relic from the network news system in America, and had somehow managed to adjust to the new media world controlled by the Net. The Net was an integrated media, combining 3V, newspapers, magazines, libraries, virtual communities, chat societies . . . the list of media that used the Net was almost endless. During the Shudder, much of the world’s fiber-optics cables had been badly damaged, and they had never been repaired. Instead, the wealthier nations set up a new satellite system, which used powerful lasers, and each city was equipped with receiving equipment, and wide-band relay systems. It was a much more flexible system, and though affected by sunspot activity, much easier to build anew than hundreds of thousands of miles of fiber-optics. Especially considering there were places in the world just too dangerous to send repair crews. All this information flow was regulated by massive computers in each city, and in each satellite. It never ceased to amaze Helen that Arthur, who had never even seen a computer till he was thirty, had mastered this new world. The old producer was a major factor in Helen’s success as a journalist. Certainly, Helen was the reporter who broke the story, but it was invariably Arthur who first picked up a whiff of it from the Net. Arthur anachronistically called it “channel surfing,” and it was how he spent his days. That and handing out assignments. The Mozart story was a good example.
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