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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.
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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
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