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HOW HIGH AZTECH HIJACKED MY BRAIN
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by Ernest Hogan

The vision hit me while I was sweeping a floor. My wife – she's a writer, too, but that's another story – and I ran a house-cleaning business while we struggled as writers. We were cleaning this big house in Fountain Hills, Arizona, that always looked as if it had already been cleaned – nothing out of place, all surfaces shining. I hated jobs like that, because it meant that there were probably three or four crumbs of dirt somewhere in the house, and the client was aware of them.  If we missed them, we would catch hell. So I carefully pushed the broom across every inch of that white tile floor, hoping I could find the microscopic specks we were hired to eliminate.

The good thing about that kind of work was that once the back brain locks into taking care of the business, the frontal lobes are free to toss around stuff to entertain itself. For a writer, this is essential. As long as the work doesn't leave you too exhausted to write.

I was thinking about the world and how it was changing. Salaman Rushdie has just had a fatwa leveled against him for blasphemies in The Satanic Verses. We were suddenly living in a world where being a writer could get you the death penalty. Food for thought for someone who had just sold his first novel.

Then the vision hit me: A face. A grinning Aztec wizard/warrior, perhaps Tezcatlipoca himself, daring me to look into his crazed eyes and see another world, the world of High Aztech. Could that be where all this was heading? I was suddenly seeing it all.

I already had an idea rattling around back there: a futuristic Aztec cult where people sacrificed their hearts and replaced them with artificial ones – only someone hacks into the system, people start dying for real. Could have been a thriller/whodunit, but that didn't seem to be enough.

Usually, one idea isn't enough. You could end up with a conventional story with a quirky gimmick that could be entertaining but doesn't rattle the reader's mind cage. Why bother?

A good idea usually needs to be combined with something else: another idea, or element, or angle, something alive, compelling. 

The idea of the viruses that can download religions into people's brains materialized, and suddenly I had a living monster of a story coming to life on my hands. All I'd have to do is get it going, follow it around, and take notes on how it crashed through the landscape.

I was advised that I should write something similar to Cortez on Jupiter. I figured another quirky Hispanic/Latino first-person narrator, with media/surveillance cut-ins, an interrogation rather than an interview, playing with languages, things Aztecan . . . yeah, I could do it.

But this was to take place in Mexico City, Tenochtitlán, La Capital Azteca. I'd been there, and it blew my mind. The first time I thought, “so this is what it's like to be in a foreign country.” The second time it was like coming home. It changed the way I thought about the future and other worlds. I was determined to write science fiction that had the textural richness and energy of walking through the streets of Mexico City.

Also, I'm a Chicano from Eastlos. High Aztech was about Mexico. Chicano is very different from Mexican. I watched Mexican television and movies, read Mexican comic books, read Mexican fiction in Spanish and English, listened to ranchera radio stations while writing it. My Spanish got pretty good for a pocho. A lot of things in the book were different and better because of this.

This was along with all the books I read about science, history, and anthropology that I got from the library. This was before the World Wide Web. I still recommend seeking out books for research. There are more things in the universe than are posted on the Internet.The stuff that your readers can't access with a quick Google search is what you want. The great ideas come from encounters with life out in the real world, and what you can't get up close and personal with yourself can be found in books, and not books that are easily found in corporate bookstores – I'm always scanning for weird books as I wander about the world. Every now and then I find something bizarre and obscure, full of things that end up in my fiction.

My wife, Emily Devenport (AKA, Maggy Thomas and Lee Hogan) and I agree that short stories can be like a bout of the flu, and novels are more like demonic possession – if you're doing it right. High Aztech really did hijack my brain like a designer virus. 

Ben Bova, who bought Cortez on Jupiter, liked my High Aztech proposal, so I took off, went wild. He mostly left me alone to follow my crazed brain on its delirious rampage. He did give me some advice, like doing the glossary that he thought would help market the book, but mostly he turned me loose. I was lucky. Writers don't really get opportunities like that any more. Also, if he hadn't bought it, it may have remained an unfinished project, moldering in my files (again, this was before I started using a computer – I actually have an original, messy, physical manuscript).

But then I was walking around with this world in my head. If I didn't do something with it, it may have destroyed me.

Maybe I went too far. Some people have told me that. I keep changing my mind about it. I actually wrote it so you could scan over the Españahuatl without understanding it, like hearing a new form of slang for the first time – something nobody seems to believe. The glossary does help for understanding, but you don't have to study it before starting, like it was a school assignment. I meant it to be an adventure, an expedition into unknown territory. Isn't that what science fiction is supposed to be all about?

Other times I think I didn't go far enough. That nobody ever goes far enough. But damn, do we ever have to keep trying.

In this case, the adventure only started when the book was published. Strange things kept happening. The ad in Locus didn't have any text, just a lot of blank space where it should have been. After Cortez on Jupiter got all kinds of rave reviews I expected to get more of the same, but there was nothing. Then I began to hear, “You mean your new book is out, Ernie? Funny, but we got the box of the latest releases from Tor and it wasn't in it.” The few reviews appeared in obscure publications and websites.

When I got a great review from the Mexican science fiction magazine Umbrales, I sent two copies of a letter to folks at Tor, telling them they'd better make sure the book was well stocked along the border because a lot of Mexicans were going to want to read it. Both copies came back unopened, stamped RETURN TO SENDER, NO SUCH ADDRESS. I checked, and I did have the address right.

I took part in group book signings around Phoenix, doing my best to make sure copies would be available. I called Tor, was told that there were plenty of copies, and things would be arraigned . . . the employee went to check but came back, sounding perplexed. He explained that, “We don't have any more. The computer said we had plenty, but now says they're all gone.”

I told my agent, she contacted them, asking if they were going to reprint, because they had obviously sold out of the first printing. They said no, the copies didn't sell. They were just, plain gone.

It's enough to make a guy paranoid.

But somebody must have bought and read High Aztech, because it has become a cult novel. People who like it really like it. Some of them, with no prompting from me, called up Tor and cussed them out on my behalf. Others have gone on to become writers, editors, and publishers.

High Aztech was ahead of its time, but it looks like its time may have come. We're witnessing an global explosion of sci-fi/specfic that doesn't see New York as the center of the universe. Characters don't have to be white, male, and heterosexual, and culture doesn't have to be a variation on that from the Anglophone corner of the planet. A few young writers have told me that High Aztech was an influence on them.

It's a different world from when I had that vision while sweeping that (already) clean floor. Maybe High Aztech is part of that change. We should make blood offerings to the gods.

¡Ticmotraspasarhuililis!

2016

This is the burden of Latin America—to go from one Church to another . . . —CARLOS FUENTES 

May the best church win, shake hands now and come out conjuring. —ISHMAEL REED 
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AN INQUISITION 
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Your chamagoso drug is working, at last, too soon. Makes me yearn for the old days and more primitive methods, like torture. If you—whoever the xixatl you are—were torturing me, the pain of all those throbbing wounds would give me something to fight against, and this would feel like some kind of Aztecan ritual or Christian penance or Buddhist denial or something, and when I finally broke down and told you what you want to know—or rather what I know; I have no way of knowing what you want to know or if I know what you want to know, or who you are, or why you want to know it. 

But then, it is information, and we are living in a global information economy. Knowledge is power, so I guess you figure you have the right to rizzioa me until you know what you want to know. 

And look out, here it comes, the whole enchilada, even though I’m really too tired to talk. You just have to listen to my hijacked mouth go on like this, my Cóatlicue/basal ganglia/R-complex/reptile brain is out of my control again, first by those chamagoso viruses that you’re so ixmictiada over, now your drug forces me into putting on this show for you. I’d rather have a zumbador on max to my ahuilotes! 

Yeah, I’m a piligüetl, a real poor devil! 

So get yourselves comfortable, open your ears, turn on your recorders and listen to me. Pardon my Aztecisms—I was born in Tenochtitlán, D.F., just before they dumped that name the conquerors stuck it with, Mexico City, and went back to the original—pure Global Spanish just ain’t my style. I’m about to vomit it all out. 

Don’t be surprised if you get so espantoa over it that you have to hire a high-priced curandero to cure you. 
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DESMADREIZATION 
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I can even give you an exact date when it all started, which being the infothugs you are you probably know, but it’s rare for me to keep track of such things unless something intense and/or traumatic happens, and that was a real desmadre of a day. How could I forget the day my life fell apart just when it was getting so good? Well, believe me, I could, Inquisitzinme, but luckily, this time I had a lot of help making the RNA shuffle to store this away. 

It was a Sunday, the sixth of August 2045. The one hundredth anniversary of the atom-bombing of Hiroshima. It’s so chamagoso poetic that I’d never use such an incredible coincidence in any of my poems—but that was the day, even though nobody thinks Hiroshima was such a big tragedy, ever since Armageddon. Sometimes reality has no sense of style. 

Anyway, it was back in my prize apartment in the new suburban redevelopment project that pops up here and there in the chilaquioso ruins of Ciudad Satélite, that was built in the last century as a clone of North American prosperity, then devolved into a horrible slum, so now they’re trying to snazzoa it up by leveling random blocks and installing Nuevoaztecan-style vecindades-type apartment buildings. I guess they let me in there because I’m a bit of a celebrity, and I actually make my living with words, most of which have been about the social mutations in Tenochtitlán for the electronic underground, and I’m a rare literate expert on Españáhuatl—the new local native tongue. Also, as long as my trusty zumbador is charged up and ready to buzz the insides of anyone stupid enough to give me any trouble, I don’t mind walking these streets. 

I was in bed—not thinking I was alone, dreaming that I was walking those chuecoso streets, suddenly surrounded by a gang of thugitome that my subconscious had dressed in jaguar-headed Aztec war costumes, Nazi uniforms, ninja suits, U.S. Marine armor and Islamic assassin’s robes, and of course, they all had the weapons that went with their clothes. I clicked my zumbador up from the stun-and-nauseate to the gut-hemorrhaging setting. They closed in. Across the street I heard my mamátl calling, “I told you you’d get in trouble if you didn’t behave yourself!” Then I heard the sound of surf pounding on a beach—a big, tsunami-like wave sent water sliding around my ankles. Across the other street, on a Yucateco beach, was my papátl, as usual in the company of several nearly-naked young women—some of these gachitlime were even too young for my tastes. He held up a beer and said, “Learn to enjoy life, son!” By this time the thugitome were on top of me,. singing El Brujito’s latest hit, “Huitzilopochtli, Eat My Heart.” 

I shoved my zumbador into the nearest belly, that was suddenly out of my reach, but the obsidian blades of his maquahuitl could still bite my face. My blood gushed out with an ear-splitting, almost musical noise. 

Thrashing around like a maniac, I woke up, realizing that the noise was the sound of my phone, ringing with the new ring that Chinese technicians created to wake people out of the deepest sleep—even comas—for the new emergency system that overrides your answering machine that all the phone services of the world are dutifully offering. 

“Cóatliquita, my yolotli,” I said, figuring that I must have severely bruised her, “I’m sorry.” 

I felt around. Mine was the only body in these twisted sheets with a detailed replica of the Aztec calendar printed on them. She was gone. Left me in the middle of the night. Again.

•
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Ciudad Satélite Security Force records show the woman known as Cóatliquita (no other name known), identified by clothing and face, being on the streets in the vicinity of the New Sun Apartments at 02:48, 6 August 2045. At 03:19 she disappeared into the nearby Metro station. As there was no probable cause at the time to continue this surveillance, the Metro Security Force was not contacted. 

•
[image: ]


There was a note stuck to her pillow, but I didn’t read it just then; the chuecoso phone was still emitting sounds that were the audible equivalent of a zumbador buzz. I staggered over and answered it. Something out of my nightmare filled the screen. 
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A phone call made via the Hispanoworld Telecommunications Network at 04:02, 6 August 2045: 


(A grainy, home-unit image of a young man tied to a table. His face has been computer-altered to resemble Xólotl Zapata.) 


An electronically distorted voice: “Xólotl Zapata . . . “ 
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Yes, my parents—it was my papátl’s idea—named me after Quetzalcóatl’s deformed twin brother, the intelligent monstrosity and patron of the deformed, the crippled and hunchbacked, who were considered blessed with his power and were sacrificed to him during solar eclipses. 

It was originally because of my pelmalotl—my hair is kinky instead of straight and shiny the way the hue-hue Aztecs liked it. “In the old days, they would have sacrificed you,” Papátl would say, then laugh. A real character, my father. 

Later, acne scars made me an even more fitting name-sake for the monster god. I know, these days I could always go to Guadalajara and get my skin smoothed out, and even have my hair permanently straightened, but I’ve been Xólotl all my life. I’ve just turned thirty and don’t see any sense in messing with my identity at this stage of the game.
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“. . . we, the Neliyacme, the True Iyacs, and the true guardians of our sacred Aztecan traditions in their pure form, find you guilty of blasphemy for writing the comic book The Teoguerrillas. Our leader has authorized the death penalty for your crime.” 


(A hand holds an authentic-looking ceremonial flint knife. Other sets of arms reach in and hold the young man down as the flint knife slashes open his chest.) 


“We suggest you make your peace with the gods now. We are coming for you.” 


(The camera zooms in on the heart, that still beats as it is lifted out of the chest cavity and cut out.) 
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The screen went blank, then the words MESSAGES WAITING appeared and flashed hypnotically. I just stared at them for a long time. I was espantoa. The message was like my nightmare—only worse. 

Sure, it could have been a hoax or joke—a bit of my friend Itzcóatl’s surrealist terrorism—but the footage of the sacrifice looked real, and that sort of thing has been happening in Tenochtitlán lately, making some people say that the Aztecan revival was getting out of hand.

And the way my face was put onto the victim—it was crude, totally without the subtlety that an artist would use, even when he was trying to be brutal. This was the work of someone who wanted to give me some serious cocome, and, yes, even kill me. 

I wondered what they’d do once word got out that my agent was negotiating a movie adaptation deal. 

I dropped back onto my bed and stared up at the ceiling where I had a copy of the deluxe edition of Itzcóatl’s poster—the one he actually bothered to copyright and which earned him a little legitimate tomines—Mother of God(s), on which the image of the classical Aztec statue of the earth goddess, Cóatlicue, as a monster with two snake heads is superimposed with the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe and a diagram of the part of the brain called the basal ganglia, each image printed in a different-colored iridescent ink so that as the light changes they overlap, fuse, and cancel each other out, making it a great meditation/contemplation/vegetation poster. He claimed that it was really all one image—a picture of the thing that gives birth to gods in three different manifestations. He could be a cuallioso artist if he wanted to—too bad he decided to take his terrorism metaphor too literally. 

Funny, the first time he told me, “All metaphors eventually become literal,” I thought it was a brilliant observation. 

After a while I noticed Cóatliquita’s note digging into my ear. I peeled it off the pillow and read it: 


Namique Xólotltzin, 

Sorry I had to run out on you like this again, I really wanted to stay the night, but I have something very important to do that won’t wait. I promise, I’ll be back really soon, 

All my love, Cóatliquita


“What a load of xixatl,” I said out loud, as if she could hear me. “Don’t call me namique—you don’t treat me like your love!” 

We had ourselves a wonderful celebration a few hours earlier, but I was having some serious doubts about that gachitli. There were just too many strange things about her. I was going out with her for almost a year and I didn’t know her last name—and for all I knew, Cóatliquita was just a trendy name she adopted as part of the Aztecan revival—not everybody had crazy parents like mine, who gave me a Nahuatl name long before it was fashionable. She was supposed to be a graduate student in sociology, and sounded like it the way she grilled me on how Españáhaluatl was developing and what new trend I was writing about, but I had no idea of what university she was connected with, and she never talked about professors, studies and exams. Also, sometimes I wouldn’t hear from her for weeks, she wouldn’t return my calls, then she’d show up, demand my attention for several days, asking a lot of questions about what new Aztecan things were going on. 

If she wasn’t such a tlacuilotli in bed, I’d figure she was only seeing me for the information. 

You infothugs could appreciate that. I did my usual wondering if I’d ever see her again, stared up into Mother of God(s), wondered if I should call some kind of police agency before they knocked down my door, closed my eyes and suddenly I was standing in the courtyard of the National Palace; high above, supernova-bright stars glared in a cobalt-blue sky that I could see through the gridwork of the New Pyramid. I was in front of my favorite of the Diego Rivera murals that ring the courtyard, the one that shows Tenochtitlán in a glorious, idealized version of what it would have looked like in the days of the hue-hue Aztecs; the panoramic, gigantic composition is dominated by a glowing, ixmictiante figure: a woman, a fabulous prostitute, her skin dyed a bright yellow, she is hiking up her huipil to show the intricate tattoos on her legs; her smile makes sperm slither up my spinal cord and chew on my brain. I could stare at her for hours, and I often do. And this time, I seemed to have her all to myself. No tourists were milling about, asking me to move so they could take a snapshot. It was quiet, too quiet; silent, like the surface of the moon. I was all alone in the palace courtyard, except for the guards, who weren’t young soldiers, but life-sized, papier-mâché skeletons formed in the exaggerated style used for calaveras in the Day of the Dead fiestas. They wore uniforms and helmets, and slept on the ground, cradling their Chinese FN-51 urban assault rifles. 

Something was wrong here. I couldn’t figure out what. I’m such a piligüetl.

The Great Whore of Tenochtitlán then leaped out of the mural, floated over and silently landed in front of me. 

She stroked my cheek and said, “Xólotltzin, namique, my yolotli. You are my loyalist admirer.” 

“Who are you?” I asked. 

She laughed; the sperm were now devouring my entire nervous system. “You know who I am. I am the spirit of the city that you love so much. I am Tenochtitlán.” 

“Lady Tenochtitlán.” 

“You can call me what you like. As long as you keep loving me.” 

“Of course I love you. I will always love you.” 

She kissed me; I was her slave. “I love you, too, Xólotltzin. And I am going to show you how much.” 

The skeleton-guards were awake, and aiming their FN-15s at me. 

She held a surgical laser up to my chest and flicked it on. “Your heart is now mine; and I am hungry.” She smiled; her teeth were like razor-sharp jewels. 

I tried to scream, but only managed that choking whimper that often accompanies waking up from a nightmare. I was soaked in sweat and had an erection. 

MESSAGES WAITING flashed from my phone screen. It triggered an autonomic reflex in my espantoa brain. I got up and hit the key to play the messages. The first thing I was treated to was a rerun of the death threat. My erection ceased to exist. Like a stupid nentloatl, I watched again. 

When it was too late, I realized that I had a fastforward key, that I reached for as a face out of my past filled the screen. 
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From the recording chip confiscated from Xólotl Zapata’s telephone machine: 


(The famous Argentine mundo singer Beatriz “Beat” Garcia Ortiz smiles, then looks shy.)


“Xólotl? Xólotltzin? Are you there? Please answer. It’s me, Beat. I’m back in town, but then you may have heard about my latest deal—I’m starring in the Frida movie! It’s really great, but the original stage musical is all yaya and you know that’s not my style. I think I can talk them into some rewriting on the songs, and thought maybe you could do it. My old group had a big hit with ‘Mundo Nenatzin’ that you wrote for me, and I thought that maybe you could help me with this. It’s been a long time, and I’m sure you’ve forgiven me by now . .” 

It had been a long time, her blue eyes were still beautiful, but no, I hadn’t forgiven her—even if she had accidentally helped me make the leap from unknown poet to semifamous songwriter by making “Mundo Nenatzin,” that I wrote as a personal love poem to her, into a song that she and her band New World made into a global hit. I couldn’t take her lingering Catholic guilt and snobbery over being of pure Castilian stock—something her eclectic mundo music fans would be shocked over. She finally blurted out that she considered me a “filthy, ugly half-breed.” 

I was about to wallow in bad memories when the death threat came on again—but this time I was ready with the fastforward key. It looked like the chuecome Neliyacme demonized my phone—now a virus program would bring the death threat to my screen at every available pause, and my possessed equipment will send signals through the system that it’s been invaded by an illegal program. So I don’t have to worry about what police force to call. Sooner or later, someone would come to investigate. 

Then a pretty face that I couldn’t place at first popped onto the screen, causing me to let go of the fastforward key.
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(A young woman in her early twenties, wearing heavy makeup, her hair tied up in the latest pseudo-Aztecan style, self-consciously poses, trying to look seductive.) 


“Oh. Good. This is your right number. Remember me? I’m Patiyonena. We met at Huezcatli’s Xochipilli party Friday night. I thought you liked me and I gave you my number, but you haven’t called. And I like you. Oh well, maybe you were busy or something. Please give me a call. I would really like to see you. It could be cuallioso. Mayitl.”

•
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I remembered and recognized her about halfway through her message. Patiyonena, Expensive Doll. She was the sort of spoiled young thing that wouldn’t realize what that name said about her. She thought my acne scars were cuallioso and my name was cuallioso and the fact that my name flashed by on her screen as she scanned the underground bulletin boards for cuallioso things to do helped. 

Yes, at thirty, I should know better. But I was getting fed up with Cóatliquita and needed a diversion. I was actually considering calling her. She might be good for a week or so of harmless fun. 

I fastforwarded through the death threat again to the next message. 

•
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(A thirtyish man with long, flowing, shoulder-length hair, flowers stamped on each cheek, and bloodshot eyes, gestures wildly as he speaks.) 


“Ay! Xólotl Acuache! The party you left Friday night is still going strong! It’ll be time for another gathering in honor of Xochipilli, the god of partying, soon! Come to my place, next Friday, after dark! Gachime! Nenatzinme! Bomboase!”
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Good old Huezcatli, whose name means “Laugh” and his parents call Hernán Aguirre. He sure can conjure up a good time and clothe it all in Aztecan finery. He was typical of the vast majority of people involved in the Aztecan revival. I was glad to be reminded that they weren’t all bloodthirsty chilaquime like the Neliyacme. 

Then the death threat came on. Fastforward time again.

•
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(A man who could be middle-aged or just prematurely grey and wrinkled appears onscreen. His hair is sticking out in all directions, he has several days’ worth of beard and wears only a necklace of animal teeth and burnt-out microchips.) 


“You sure are hard to get in touch with these days, Xólotl. There’s some serious xixame coming down in town! The STVN needs your help! Remember, even if you’re making it big in the mediaonicos, we’re all nigrománticome doing our nigrománticoa! Call me! Quick!”
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That was Itzcóatl O’Gorman, who I used to consider to be one of my best acuaches—I was one of the charter members of his Surrealist Terrorist Voodoo Network—but lately he’s been taking everything too seriously, wanting to be a terrorist rather than a cultural rabble-rouser. “Reality makes terrorists of us all,” he once told me. I’m not ready to believe that.

It wasn’t an accident that he was finding it hard to reach me—I’d been avoiding the ocotitotl! 

The death threat came on again, and more fastforwarding showed that there was nothing but it and static on the chip. I shook my head, and caught my clock winking 06:02 at me. Still hours away from waketime for me, but I wasn’t sleepy or ready for another nightmare.

I decided on a long, hot shower, got myself cleaned and groomed, then dressed for action. Then I zapped me up some instant huevos rancheros and even some non-decaffeinated coffee. Your basic get-ready-for-anything ritual. You see, I had a feeling that someone would be knocking on my door soon, and I planned to be bright-eyed and ready with my zumbador on max. 
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Bug monitoring of activities taking place on the Zócalo, after 06:12, 6 August 2045: Having raised the giant flag onto the pole at the center of the Zócalo, the soldiers marched away. Almost immediately, the people assembled in a neat square to watch the raising of the flag swarmed over the square, heading in all directions. 

The bug hovered over the entrance to the Metro station. A scan of the crowd showed several people not moving with the flow of traffic: Most are beggars and street vendors who have set up shop around the Metro entrance, the others all seem to be in disguise: hats pulled over eyes, sunglasses, trenchcoats and capes. The disguised individuals checked devices strapped to their wrists. 

Instant analysis showed these devices to be crude bug-detectors. It is estimated that there was a 34% chance that our bug was detected at this time, but with the exception of some indecipherable head nodding, there was no direct communication between the disguised individuals.

At 06:19 a seemingly obese (analysis gives a 53% chance that this may be part of a disguise) individual that because of a hat and scarf couldn’t be identified as a man or woman emerged from the Metro. 

One of the disguised individuals then faced our bug, smiled (analysis shows that the pattern of the teeth matches those of a woman known only as “Cóatliquita” who has been long suspected of carrying out espionage activities in Tenochtitlán; however, there is a 29% chance that this could be a dental prosthetic worn to confuse attempts at identification), aimed the wrist device at our bug and pressed a button. 

An electromagnetic pulse then blanked our bug’s nanoelectronic systems. 

Later on-site inspection
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