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The distressing thing about Kandis Elliot�s new story is �how much of it isn�t fiction. The Virtual Harvesters and their capabilities, for example. El Cappa and Manantl�n. The rats of Birge Hall (to a point). Nonetheless, one of the traditional roles of SF is to act as a bellwether, to suggest where things are going, and how things might be if left to evolve in situ.� Ms. Elliot continues to write SF and mystery stories, and to draw pictures for such; she recently won a Science Fiction Age Readers� Choice Award for Best Novelette.


Evolution in Guadalajara
by Kandis Elliot


[image: ]
Illustration by Kandis Elliot

��Rapido, Nezzy! Faster!� Ziggy never asked, directed, talked, or orated. He shouted, the man with vocal cords of Polysteel. �If we get there before power poles and wells are sunk, we can ward off development of the hillside, if not the flats. IWT guys can set up a million-dollar bird-watching post out here, maybe even restore some of the native trees�what the hell�s their address? Oh yeah, Inter-national Wilder-ness Too-urs at-dot�� Bang, bang, bang, like a chant his callused fingers pounded out a code on the long-suffering laptop�s grease-corroded keyboard.
Our propane Volkswagen clattered past the outskirts of Guadalajara on roads recently transcended from burro trails by the anointing of lava gravel, palm-sized stones that might as well have been edge-up machete blades, considering the tire slashing they did. The car managed to avoid the most severe lacerating, which was fortunate because Ines, behind the wheel, was looking not at the road but at the steep volcanic flanks rising ahead, and Ziggy was pounding furiously on his laptop, in between wrenching and generally fruitless twists of its comsat transceiver. I was stuck, as usual, in the back seat with The Royal We. I started stroking her fur backward, raising sparks and risking the bloodletting promised by her flattening ears. Transceiver reception cleared.
Ziggy kept up a stream of snarled profanity, his fingers bang-banging out messages and counter-messages as rows of digits danced on the dim little LCD screen. �Projections have over a hundred thousand new constructs up there by Christmas,� he said through his teeth. �That�s economic efficiency in the capitalist marketplace for you. No sewage, no water, no power��
�Here comes the line now!� Ines held the rearview mirror steady and aimed more or less rearward for a moment. The vibration of the car on the road immediately torqued the mirror cattywompus as soon as she let it go; 99 percent of the time it reflected candy wrappers, ZIP disks, halfeaten tortillas coated with coagulated stuff, and here and there a little patch of gray that was the actual dashboard. Ines poked her head out the window and squinted back through the trail of ochre dust, never mind about steering the car. �jAguas!� she gasped, squinting.
Ziggy, me, even The Royal We were looking by this time, The We lashing her tail and flattening her ears again as though some Mexican dog pack had managed to escape the city taco vendors and were howling on our rear bumper. I could just make out a hazy line of poles about two miles down-slope and gaining on us.
�Step on it, Nezzy,� Ziggy yelled. The instant he had met Inez he�d used the nickname. Inez once told me she thought he simply had a speech impediment, and eventually considered it a brain impediment. She had more trouble with �The Royal We,� which in truth did result in a syntax nightmare�How�s We today? Is We a good kitty? Will The We permit her well-trained human servant to stroke The Royal We�s royal personage? �I�ll give �em a tourist center�� Ziggy hammered on the laptop�s tight, tiny keys� �that�s a concession. Fifty million new tourist pesos coming in every season alone, two hundred million a year from rich�ah, hell, they�re going to beat us by a country mile.� He�d glanced backward again.
Power lines were popping up along the east side of the road as fast as the eye could follow. Two thick black cables sizzled as they connected the poles, threading the crossbars almost before any materialized. With a whooshing roar the power lines passed us and within moments vanished up the slope and around the mountain road�s next hairpin turn. Scrub trees along the roadside blipped out of existence.
When we reached the plateau, which yesterday had been home to two or three plywood shacks and a half-dozen foundations, we found more than twenty adobe ranch homes, yards enclosed by plastered cinder-block walls, and some forty new foundations. Little blaze-orange flags were blooping up in rectangular formations all over the slopes of the old volcano. The power lines followed them around the crest. Cattle with floppy ears, goodly horns, and dazed expressions wandered among the thorn bushes and excavation mounds of dynamited lava grit. The air was still; few people had moved into their new homes. Water and sewage never kept up with power lines, and around Guadalajara it often never came at all to the flanks of the surrounding peaks.
Inez turned off the VW�s wheezing engine and we all tentatively got out. The Royal We spat at a pushy cow that was a little too brave, protecting a half-grown calf by snorting and pawing twenty yards off. Ziggy�s normally loud voice boomed like cannon fire in the stillness, making the displaced cattle start with alarm.
�Damn-na-tion! Just a day too late. Another couple of projections on tourist dollars and we�d�ve stopped it in its tracks.�
�It might not be too late, Doctor Zygidaynus,� Inez said, pointing to the third house down the rutted, stone-littered construction road. �Somebody already wants out.�
The red adobe-look house was a nice ranch, very Central-Mexico, with an extensive cooking patio and surrounded by a tastefully designed wall that was topped with broken glass inset into the mortar. As we watched, rose bushes jabbed at agave shoots to take over the trampled yard; passion-flower vines twirled like angry rubber bands up the wickerwork patio pillars. A potted palm suddenly cracked the bottom of its pot and sprouted upward three feet, knocking a boat-tailed grackle from his perch on the eaves. Across the red side of the never-tenanted house was painted a whitewashed �Se Vende.�
�Doesn�t matter,� I said. �If the owner can�t sell it right off, the homeless will just move in. Nobody�s going to come up here to chase them away. I doubt if any of these places has a building permit.�
�Of course they don�t,� Ziggy snarled. �People building houses on what they call wasteland isn�t any skin off the law�s ass. Land is to be dominated and populated, Bible says so. And better to siphon off the excess population into the mountains than have it living on the curbs�� he went on for another few minutes, Inez and I knowing better than to interrupt one of his sarcastic tirades about population versus land ethics.
At length we piled in the car and headed back to the central city. Toward the bottom of the mountain we noticed two new polio frito stands, a cervecer�a, a Pemex station, and four drive-in automated teller islands, each for a different bank, none of which had been there when we started our ascent up the mountain, three hours ago. Inez lifted the mirror and we all watched them occlude behind us as we drove over the lava outbacks and into the thick, egg-yolk haze engulfing Guadalajara.

Our rented lodgings faced Avenida de la Paz, the historic heartline of Guadalajara. The grounds were now guarded by one of the ubiquitous glass-shard-topped walls, but it was once a rich opal miner�s villa. The �mansion� today seemed built for dwarves or munchkins, especially when inhabited by two normal-sized gringos, their liaison, live-in maid, cook, and companion animal; however, its eight rooms and spreading patio were considered extravagant luxury in 1830. As though the city were still tethered to that era, even in the midst of downtown brick, asphalt, traffic, and smog we were awakened each morning in the gray of early dawn by roosters crowing.
This morning I came out to sit by the villa�s palm-shaded pond-cum-swimming pool. About waist-deep and four strokes across, the pool�s tepid water was a beautiful copper-sulfate blue, its central fountain with a pretty sound of spilling water cloaking the growl of the city beyond the wall. As I pulled up a dew-damp lounge chair I noticed that something had just been bathing in the pond. Not a human, at least not a gringo who valued the health of his bodily access orifices; ducks, probably, or pigeons. The wet tiles held a fresh defecation, which I knew would be hosed into the swimming pool as soon as the maid spotted it.
The Royal We joined me, gave the wet tiles an even more disdainful look than she did the little green and black turd, and chose to grace with her presence the only lounger receiving a direct sunbeam. She sat in the ray of light like a ginger Egyptian idol and paw-washed breakfast eggs and chorizo grease from long white whiskers. She ate anything we did and things even Ziggy didn�t touch on a bet, and was the only one of us who never got the drizzling dysentery. She seemed disappointed, however, that Mexican cuisine burned out her hairballs, which she otherwise delighted in depositing on Ziggy�s bed in the middle of the night. She knew that nothing compares with waking to the huk-huk-huk of a raffing cat. Ziggy�s rhinoceros-like demeanor aggrieved The Royal We�s nerves something fierce.
I settled down to mark the net�s stock proceedings on my PMX, raising the transceiver antenna to catch whatever The We generated with her washing. One in a million mammals, 90 percent of them felines, possessed a hair structure that made them focused-tesla generators. Perfect, uninterruptible power for mobile executive computers anywhere on the face of the Earth or any other magnetic mass. Fully cognizant of her one-in-a-million status, The Royal We gave me an insufferably superior look as I accessed the global digital highway. Ziggy would need some ammo for this afternoon�s lecture at the Universidad de Guadalajara�s historic auditorium, the one with the strange painting behind the stage. Speakers at the podium had to vie for audience attention as they stood like midgets beneath the great mural of skeletal workers either frying in hell, or bringing hell with them, as they raged at well-to-do CEO types and fat bourgeois clasping books. The bourgeois, faces emblazoned with loathing and trepidation, were painted in confrontational poses as they looked upon the oncoming tide of flaming proletariat corpses. I promised myself to ask the meaning of the painting, after the lecture. I promised myself, less credibly, not to lose heart.
Developing countries had some inkling of the value of recreational land; Ziggy and I had been trying to make use of that. Neither we nor anybody else could just glom onto a hunk of rain forest, or even semitrampled volcanic slopes, and rope them off as wildlife preserves. To salvage anything left meant finding clever ways of making nature pay her way, and we�d had some successes. A bird refuge in a parasite-infested swamp more than paid for itself when we allowed one big hotel to drain, pollute, and asphalt a portion of it, hire local citizens as cooks, bartenders, entertainers, maids, and tour guides, and collect big bucks from wealthy bird-watchers and millionaire retiree novo-conservationists who remembered seeing birds in their childhoods and wanted to see just one more before that final good night.
A mountaintop named Monte de Manantl�n west of Guadalajara would make a perfect riding trail for elite two-week gringo vaqueros who wanted a relatively cool, relatively bug-free, sub-tropical mountaintop to play on. The fact that the mountain had over 70 percent of its once-rich native flora and fauna, some two thousand species in all, was not relevant to its yearly profit margin. But the view was, and a couple of ritzy lodges here and there would pick enough jet-set pockets to pay for several hundred miles of patrolled razor-wire fences to keep the riffraff and their livestock out. Ziggy would ask for it this afternoon. Unfortunately, something bigger than dude ranches seemed to be in the electronic wind for that mountain. The Net divulged only indecipherable whispers, peculiar and well-guarded.
A little oval movement caught the corner of my eye. A big cockroach or small mouse, and I automatically turned to follow it. Whatever-it-was evidently ensconced itself in one of the potted palms rimming the pool�s tile beach, and might have been anything endemic to Central Mexico: handsized scorpions, spiders, beetles, lizards, toads, or any of a dozen species of mountain mice. It might have been a polluelo, a lost chick from the innumerable chicken families inhabiting the interior courtyards of private Mexican homes even in the dense bowels of glass-and-concrete cities.
I caught the little retinal shadow twice more during the next hour, each time not quite turning fast enough to perceive what it was. I ventured to The We, engaged in the sunning of the Royal Personage, that she might do a little policing of the pool area, a suggestion received as beneath both notice and contempt.
The maid came out and hosed the turd into a melted heap and thence into the pool.
Ten minutes later Ziggy dashed out and heaved his stocky bulk into the pool like a white whale, splattering me, my laptop, and The Royal We. He then proceeded to stand waist-deep in the center of the pool under the fountain, letting his hair wash into his eyes and laughing at We, who hissed furiously at him from under her lounger.
�I�m going to tell them about Albricht�s rats,� he yelled at me as I departed for dryer realms.

We decided to walk to the auditorium, which occupied most of an old Alamo-like church taken over by the Universidad and was only a mile or so from our villa. I carried The Royal We. She was part of the team and knew it, so she consented to use me as a riding mount and was smart enough to stay put on my shoulders. One never saw cats running loose in Mexican cities, and I wasn�t sure that if we left The We at the villa, the cook wouldn�t be serving fresh-meat tostidos for la cocina in the evening. Pollution made We sneeze cat snot on the back of my head a couple of times, but in general she gave me no more grief than would a woolen scarf wrapped around my neck in the eighty-degree heat.
Smog called El Cappa sat over the city like low clouds, obscuring the bowl of mountains and old volcanoes enclosing Guadalajara. From our plane, the cap of pollution had looked like a solid ochre plug; seen from the streets, the calles and avenidas and sharp lava pavement stones, it seemed a more distant veil. The air occasionally stung the nose and made eyes water, but the perfume of flowering trees along the avenidas and the roses growing everywhere like weeds was thicker than the smell of auto exhaust and the effluent of factory smokestacks, and easier to breathe deeply of. Also easy to sniff in the air was the warm, delicious fragrance of taco stands, sugar and cacahuete tiendas, and omnipresent restaurantes frying eggs with chopped tomatoes and hot peppers and white crumbly cheese. And tortillas on hot greased griddles, smothered in frijoles and salsa, the good rich grain smell of roasted corn. For a moment the air wavered as though the aroma itself had palpable substance, a thickness distorting the crowded streets like a lens.
The smell of corn got Ziggy to commenting. Ziggy can comment inexhaustibly on any subject. �Gringos don�t roast corn much,� he observed. �We don�t know this good smell�our sweet-corn roasts don�t compare at all. Sweet corn�s a watery, unripe vegetable. Popcorn, perhaps�� he turned to Inez, who�d been following at our heels and suffering the stares of her countrymen for us and the cat on my shoulders. �Nezzy, did you know that Mexican tortillas are made from African corn? Bought cheap, because your higher-grade Mexican corn is sold to Africans at twice the price. Africa�s one big cornfield and day-care center. Growing damn near as fast as Latin America. Did you know that Mexico City is a third bigger than Calcutta?� Of course Inez knew all that, and probably better than Zig.
We crossed a magnificent plaza lined with palms and blue fountains so clotted with chlorine and copper sulfate that birds could not drink from them, although kids did. The plaza stones were covered by blankets strewn with jewelry, ceramics, little sculptures, and so on, brought in daily by Nauatl-speaking descendants of Cortes escapees. �Der Todge-schwiegen,� commented Ziggy in rusted German, indicating the street merchants. He pointed at billboards, advertisement placards, store manikins, pictures in newspapers, all of which portrayed northern-European Caucasians. The people visible in the plaza, like all of Guadalajara, were swarthy, black-haired, stocky indigeno types. �Dead by silence. Nonexistent by popular consensus. One day they�re not going to be so dead.�
As we approached the lecture-hall church, proprietors of tiendas along the streets were just lifting their shop doors after the one-to-three P.M. siesta, heavy, iron garage doors essential in a country of poverty, thieves, and gangs. Each opened door released the rank odor of sewage, the closed areas accumulating air seepage from below the streets, reminding us of what was down there.

�Doctor Hugo Albricht, in 1956, put two adult white rats�� Ziggy was shouting to the audience in Spanglish, fully seizing their attention from the fiery proletariat-versus-bourgeois painting raging behind his back, �one male and one female, in the basement of Birge Hall�that�s the University of Wisconsin�s biology building�and let them breed.� He paused for dramatic effect. He had already shown a slide of the human population growth curve, the little dip in the 1300s during the Black Death years, the line skyrocketing after the industrial, medicinal, and green revolutions to the �Year 2000� mark, where it divided in three parts, one shooting up out of sight and labeled �Pope�s dream,� the other slightly decreasing and leveling off, labeled �Sanity,� and the third falling precipitously toward zero, labeled �Inevitable.�
When we�d arrived, the church-cum-auditorium was half empty�Ziggy�s conservation speeches never drew much of a crowd anywhere. I put The Royal We on the seat next to me. In deference to a foreign colleague, Inez had sent out word to attend-or-else, and most of the faces were student-age, with a couple of rows of university dignitaries up front. Media people had been packing up their camcorders and preparing to leave after enough footage for a sound bite; when Ziggy started with Albricht�s rats, the paparazzi had stayed and turned their equipment back on. The Guadalajara press was going to love blasting Ziggy�s pro-abortion, anti-Pope rhetoric, I knew. Comparing humans to animals. Suggesting people of color curb their fecundity�him a white, Earth-sucking American, any one child of whose would use more than forty times the world�s resources than a Third-World child would use. I could feel our influence with the conservation movement here dropping like the �29 stock market. Universidad directors who had sponsored us wiggled uncomfortably in their seats. Several ladies of child-bearing age watched Ziggy�s every move with predatory lust.
�Albricht gave them all the Purina Rat Chow and water they could hold,� Zig was roaring. Ziggy never lectured at any volume save High. �And guess what? Adam and Eve Rat had babies. And more babies. And the babies grew up and had babies. So many they couldn�t even be counted, not by all the graduate students in the biology department. But they didn�t go hungry or thirsty, oh no. Nobody starved. Everybody made love. Albricht was a good Pope.�
The audience let that sink in, discovered it was a funny, and laughed half-heartedly.
�The basement of Birge Hall is a very big place. It held lots of rats. But eventually it began to fill up. There were rats on the conduit. Rats on the fuse boxes. Rats on the pipes. Rats all over the floor. None of them hungry, unless they got hungry for space. For lebensraum. And you know what happened then?�
Another pause for dramatic effect. The audience leaned forward. I thought I saw a tiny shadow, mouse-sized, zip across the spotlight dribbling down the front of the stage. I looked around: the auditorium, like the basement of Birge Hall, was also filling, even though the doors had been closed to admittance at the start of the talk.
�Ladies and gentlemen, Albricht�s rats developed civilization. Yes, a very human-like society, complete with politicians.� Ziggy was in fine voice; politicians bounced off the cathedral ceiling, ricocheted around the auditorium, knocked paint off the mural behind and above his head. Flecks from both the marching zombie proletariats from hell and the sweating bourgeois CEOs fell like snowflakes. The inclined floor quavered beneath my feet. �Three big, mean rats proclaimed themselves king. Each had henchmen who protected the respective thrones, one on the top of a water heater, one on a distilled-water line, the other in a cranny in the wall. All high spots. The men-at-arms attended their masters when they went off for food or ladies. Every so often new, young rats would join the mercenaries, and every so often one of them would battle the king and kill him and take his place.
�Life in the lower echelons was also changing. Gangs of young rats would terrorize older ones, chasing them from their little plot of ground, often killing them. Not for food, mind you. No one was hungry. Rules for making love changed. Female rats no longer went into estrus. But they were hunted down by packs of males and forced to copulate nonetheless. Can we use the word rape here? Or is that too human a term?�
Men of the audience cringed. Ladies licked their teeth: Ziggy the biologist-hunk. ��Aguas!� Inez shuddered, mortified, slouching farther down in her seat, but I always suspected her of certain Zygidaynus fantasies, too. I started to notice children in the auditorium. They elevated themselves by kneeling in their seats to better see a slide of rats like a lumpy hot carpet on the floor, walls, and fixtures of a dim basement that receded into darkness.
�Mother rats who had litters started to ignore their babies. The little kiddies went malnourished, they weren�t washed properly, they developed sores and grew sickly. Many were killed by the gangs. Many were killed by their own mothers. The moral rules of rat society had broken down, and there was chaos throughout the land, or in this case throughout the basement.� Ziggy searched the stunned audience. Two babies started to cry. A mother three seats down from The Royal We began to nibble on her infant, which was too terrified to make a sound. I turned away as she bit its fingers off, not before noticing that children on either side of her were similarly mutilated and scarred.
Sounds of heavy machinery came through the doors of the auditorium. The floor shivered in waves.
�Ladies and gentlemen,� Ziggy boomed, �does any of this seem familiar? Do you think that we don�t need clean air and wide open spaces and the beauty of nature? Do you think we can be good animals if only we are fed enough? But people are already starving. Our cities are teeming rat holes chewing away at our morality, our personal liberties, our ability to be responsible animals. What kind of world are we making for our children? For them, for the future of mankind, we must preserve the world that evolved us, or we will disappear along with that world!�
I never liked Ziggy�s �children� argument. It seemed to me that on the one hand he preached birth control, and on the other that preserving nature was something we adults did only for our children, which Ziggy suggested we don�t have. My mind strayed to my internal argument, and I started to see retinal lice again in the dim lecture hall. I thought it might have been The Royal We, who had heard all this before and had long since grown jaded by the rat slides. Was she slinking around, about to disappear out the nearest window and end up a taco entree?
She was still politely seated beside me, steadfastly refusing to look toward Ziggy�s ranting�since the morning�s dousing The We no longer acknowledged Ziggy�s presence on the face of the Earth. She quietly basked in the curious stares of nearby attendees. House pets in general were a rare thing here, and most of those were caged songbirds. I squinted around, wondering if someone hadn�t brought their pet cardinal or oriole and let it loose; several of the just-glimpsed motes appeared to silently fly past at head-height. Something rat-sized darted behind the corner of the stage. Several other shadows on the floor seemed to harbor darker shadows moving within. If those are cockroaches, I thought, I�m taking a machete to bed with me tonight. I put my arm protectively around The Royal We�the auditorium was now standing room only, and people lining the near wall angrily coveted her seat. Little creatures continued to appear subliminally to my peripheral vision.
By the time Ziggy was wrapping up with a pitch for a biosphere reserve on that local, still-undeveloped mountaintop, most, if not all of the ladies in the audience, and a good number of men and older children, held infants. The room was filled to overflowing. It had grown brighter in the last few moments from new plate-glass windows boring their way through the century-old adobe walls. The back of the auditorium and the east entryway had been knocked down, and the historic building was half-remodeled. Through the rifts I saw various plastic signs, advertising fast-food places and clothing outlets, waiting in tombstone-like rows out in the old monastery garden, which was being paved. The church was becoming a mini-mall.
After the lecture I tried to get an explanation of the painting (it had just been smitten by a wrecking ball). Someone said it was Jose Clemente Orozoco�s Four Aspects; but everyone was going up to Ziggy and either regaling him with praise for his courage in broaching the subject of overpopulation, or trying to spit in his face because of his blasphemy. �We are not rats,� they protested. One young reporter wanted to know how Albricht cleaned up the rat poop. �It was quite an ordeal, as I understood. The dean finally had Albricht�s rats gassed and hired a professional firm with moon-suits to shovel out the basement. On humid days when the pipes sweat you can still smell rat shit down there.

The trip back to our villa made us all wish we�d taken a taxi. Just outside the Alamo-cum-MexMall a starving child sat watching his naked mother sell blowjobs to three workers in the night shadows of a construction crane. The child was filthy; Inez walked by him without looking down, but Ziggy cast an angry eye his way and murmured�the first murmur of his life� that he should throw the little snotball in the plaza fountains. The copper-sulfate blue waters no longer existed, however, the plaza stone having been tarmacked and colonized by businesses while we were in the lecture hall. The smell of roast corn had become the reek of sweat-shop effluent and seeping dumpsters. The plaza�s palm trees were now anti-vandal lights, and the Indian traders who this afternoon sat on blankets and sold semi-precious stones and fired pottery were replaced by pizza and Chinese take-out hole-in-the-walls, bars, strip joints, drug sellers and users, whores. Foul language dribbled ceaselessly from the mouths of apparently homeless urchins. Fights broke out six times in five blocks; the sound of gunfire and shrieking tires filled the noisy distance. A gang of scary ne�er-do-wells gave us a look-over and a follow. An even scarier look from Ziggy made them change their plans. Steam blows from grates in the gutters floated like wraiths of disease and mixed with the exhaust of noisy bumper-to-bumper traffic.
At one point Ziggy halted so abruptly I crashed into his back, nearly dislodging The Royal We. He faced the low yellow billows of smog above that obscured the higher buildings, and filled his chest with the thick air. �Julian Simon says the Earth can support unlimited population growth for seven! billion!years,� he roared at the top of his lungs. Inez and I each grabbed one of his arms and yanked him down the streets.
We almost missed the villa; it had become buried in a cavern between a Hyatt and a Banco de Mexico high-rise.

I stayed up well past midnight, depressed by the latest GNP, by outrageous media misreportings of Ziggy�s speech�all of which cast him as a tree-hugging Hitler and advised self-castration if he wanted population control�and by the consequent gutting of environmental programs, what there�d been, in Mexico.
I had a glass of kahlua and milk with Inez in the kitchen just before she headed for her room, then fed The Royal We leftover chicken tostadas. I splashed enough salsa verde on them to ream a horse, just to see if she�d eat them. She did, without hesitation and with great literal relish. I then checked on Ziggy. The gloomy return from the lecture had gotten to him. He was passed out on the floor of the bathroom in a barf puddle, mainly the contents of a liter of El Presidente.
� �S regressive evolution,� he babbled. �People w� sensitivity�first to drop out �a gene pool. It�s �ose sel�-promoters inna air-conditioned bedroom communities who�re goin�t� survive us. All �ey need izza steak dinner �n cable. Rat chow, water, �n a new car. Education�s t� National Enquirer. Truth�s an NRA flyer��
I lifted his head up by his hair and shoved a towel under his face so at least part of him would have a dry, if not comfortable, night; then I took a leak, found another brandy bottle, and retired to my room where I spent two hours on the Net not finding out what was secretly on tap for Monte de Manantl�n, the last living mountaintop in Central Mexico.
I was just starting to think about all the strange motes I�d been noticing lately out of the corner of my eye when I saw a big one. A little flurry in the air, more like a flicker of reflected car headlights, snapped my attention from the LCD and into the yellow lamplight on the desktop. I was so amazed, I found myself staring at nothing for a full minute, seeing an afterimage clear as a bell. An animal had stood there, its staring face I mistook at first for my own in a mirror reflection, only there wasn�t any mirror on the desk; tiny thick-fingered hands, not paws, rested on an ashtray; a long, horny tail armored with tiny whiskered scales curled around the telephone. It was no animal I recognized, and in my business I recognize them all. I tried not to make startling movements as I looked under the table and around the room for it�wild animals can move faster than the blink of an eye�found only The We curled up on my pillow and sound asleep. I gave my bottle of El Presidente a suspicious glance, but Ziggy had inspired my thirst only as far as two shots, hardly enough for the DTs.
�Would Her Royal Magnificence,� I suggested to The We, �kindly rouse her precious personage and keep the vermin out of the bedchambers for at least one night?�
She replied with a salsa-verde cat fart that sent me out of the room. I fled to the pool area, skirting little dark heaps on the wet tile. Overhead a few bright stars pierced the light-polluted sky, but my eye kept being drawn to thick billows of streetlit fog that rose and swirled like the mists of time beyond the broken glass of the security wall.

We drove west. Guadalajara�s morning light knifed through smog like congealed pudding. �Step on it, Nezzy,� Ziggy ordered, pounding his laptop. He showed no after-effects from his night of driving the porcelain bus, whereas I nursed not only a headache and queasy stomach�harsh retribution for only two shots of brandy, I thought, until I remembered the water glass of kahlua and milk�but also a stiff neck from falling asleep on a pool lounger. Inez twisted and jerked the Volkswagen around thickening traffic and down the maze of Old-City streets. In places the sidewalks were still cobbled and cracked; in others, whole sections of corrugated tin sheet-metal slums, like a shuffling deck of cards, were being bulldozed and replaced with newer slums made from plasterboard ticky-tacky: putting the shine on squalor. In the residential aprons of town, swarthy black-haired people poured from doorless doorways, pushing carts, sweeping little weedy lawns, setting up one-family stands to sell damn near anything: bottled water filled at the nearest polluted tap, fried cabbage and dogmeat tostadas, mounds of tomatillos, fresh-squeezed fruit juices from backyard trees bearing more weight in fruit-fly maggots than fruit. The ubiquitous roast-corn aroma mixed with the odors of gasoline and industrial effluent pumping El Cappa from endless rows of smokestacks. It did nothing for my sense of ill-being.
The worst leg was the midden at the city limits. We rolled up our windows for sheer self-preservation of lung tissue. Great swells of garbage, trash, street waste, rags, tires, food too rotted even for tourist stands, the slick gleanings of chamber pots, newspapers, tons of dumpster debris, viscid dregs of backyard hen houses, dog houses, goat houses, pumped-out outhouses, all the leavings of two million six hundred thousand human animals and their civilization, whatever the level, poured into the doughnut of offal ringing Guadalajara like a putrefying necklace.
�Step on it, Nezzy. �Rapido!�
Inez needed no prodding to speed through the outskirts, past the hundreds of garbage-pickers pawing through unspeakable billowing filth as far as the eye could see. As we crossed the bridge over the chasm and the river into which the city sewers dumped their untreated flows, I looked down in masochistic horror. Even there, people poked through the brown foam, searching for subsistence, those lacking even enough social standing to join the garbage-pickers above, the lowest of human echelons, the putrefaction of the human soul.
And then we were out of it, beyond the city, rising from the Atemajac Valley and up the slopes, going over first one old volcanic mountain and then the next and yet one more. Finally the houses and shacks and fruit stands and new foundations attenuated into mescal-agave fields, the power poles thinned, the sky deepened its blue, and we were at Monte de Manantlan and its forest of two thousand species of non-human life.
The base of the little precious mountain was chewed by ages-old slash-and-burn agriculture, two- and three-acre bites in various stages of slash, burn, crop, or regrowth, looking like a black-to-green patchwork quilt through the distance. Nonetheless, thatched indigeno huts shortly gave way to game trails over which natives roamed to harvest nuts and fruit from wild trees. The canopy was fully closed even halfway up to the weathered, flattened summit. Pines, oaks and magnolias dominated the highest elevations, sub-tropical species, never subjected to freezing, the coldest El Nino weather dropping the nights only to a rare fifty degrees. Every sunfleck hitting the forest floor blossomed with flowers, mostly red tubes visited by hummingbirds. Baskets of orchids and bromeliads and veils of Spanish moss coated old, twisting branches.
Car windows down again, Ziggy, Inez, We, and I took deep, cleansing breaths of pine-scented, warm fresh air, the sweet oxygen-laden breath of Nature. My eyes stung, for the first time without encouragement from any of a thousand aerosol pollutants. What thoughtless ambition, I reflected, could destroy this? What gain could outmeasure this?
So thick; it seemed so thick and lush that for a long moment I thought I was seeing two forests, superimposed one on another. Two slides stuck in the projector, of entirely different forests: a bright one I knew, a dark one I didn�t. In the trees bounced both a rainbow-winged mot-mot and shadows of unfocused phantasms. Suddenly giddy, I closed my eyes and tried to quell a buzzing in my ears, until I realized what the sound was.
The beee-beee-beee clamored from Ziggy�s PMX in the front seat. He was already on it, punching for data on the warning. �Something�s wiring in on the summit apex,� he yelled.
�jAguas!� Inez stomped the accelerator. The tires spun on the overgrown, two-rut lane we�d been following. We were very near the apex ourselves, for that had been our destination, a perfect spot to feed designer candy to a custom app and access data bases for the dude-ranch marketing campaign. Not that we wouldn�t have to grind our teeth promising people hot-and-cold running spas, tennis courts and casinos, but to make a mountain into its own financial instrument you had to cough up real-estate futures with impact, and not spare the binary units.
In ten minutes we�d reached the apex. Things already looked suspicious. The two-rut wagon trail had graveled itself along the way and ended in a paved parking area next to a giant monkey-ear tree. The monkey-ear sat exactly at the geographical center of the mountaintop as though planted by a plat map.
We got out and surveyed the area. Still dense, still green. �El Eden de Dios,� In�z breathed, and I echoed her sentiment: �Heaven.�
�And there�s the fly in the ointment,� Ziggy added, mixing metaphors with an eggbeater. He pointed to the monkey-ear�s gigantic bole. The tree had to be over four hundred years old, the trunk wide enough to buzz a biplane through, the main boughs themselves each bigger than any cold-climate oak of comparable age. The diameter of the crown covered at least half a football field, twiglet to twiglet. Flowers dangled in fat grape-like clusters from the fern-leafed umbrella of a ceiling, two hundred feet above. One scant yard off the ground, however, where Ziggy�s finger held its aim like the muzzle of a Glock 9 mm, was a little whirling flutter of wood chips.
A wood-white line widened from a point and proceeded to chew an encircling saw-cut around the trunk of the tree, gaining speed and looking like nothing so much as the spark at the end of a lit dynamite fuse. Leaves and flowers and wrinkled green monkey-ear seed pods began to rain down. Above, little branches and then bigger branches and then main boughs abruptly severed into sections, the sausage links hovering over our heads as they reformed into construction beams and slabs of ornate veneers.
�Stop!� Ziggy yelled. �This is a hostile takeover!�
For a moment of eerie silence, nothing happened. Then a beer-bellied man in a hardhat popped up in front of the sawed-through trunk of the monkey-ear tree and waded toward us through a drift of sawdust. He held an IBM ThinkPad-AI in one hand, his data/fax modem plugged into a battery transceiver jammed alongside a hammer and screwdriver in his leather toolbelt. The acrid odor of corporate bloat rose on the wind.
I fetched The Royal We from the car seat and ran over to Ziggy with the cat in my arms, her claws dug in from the abrupt flight. Inez retrieved the laptop from the dashboard and held it up in front of Ziggy. I stroked The We hard enough to shear hair from hide as Ziggy expanded the keyboard. Inez�s arms had all the stability of a bung-legged TV tray.
�What�s that?� the hardhat asked suspiciously, indicating The Royal We. Ziggy smiled craftily. �Computer-Assistant Transponderite.�
�A CAT, eh? Well, it ain�t gonna out-spark this little beauty here.� He held up the toolbelt battery. �Data Obeisance Galvanoset.� It had an atomic symbol sticker on it. �Go ahead,� the guy snorted. �Gimme your worst.�
Right then and there a foreboding chill went through me. Nobody was ever that confident in a face-off with the Zig man.
Armor-plated against intimidation, Ziggy started banging on the laptop, each landing fingertip-callus jarring though the keys, motherboard, Inez�s forearm bones. The LCD screen glowed green-hot. �Intermega Global Pharmaceuticals return-on-the-net-asset analysis projects restructuring monopoly rights into a one hundred-million-dollar market for Monte de Manantlan medicinal plants identified and any/all predicted de novo Taq DNA polymerase enzymes on research futures!�
Atta boy! Ziggy�s first volley, our biggest gun: new magic medical bullets from tropical weeds.
The hardhat staggered, but recovered all too quickly. He pounded his own computer-ette. The return volley zapped nearly instantaneously into our machine, and everyone else�s on Earth, from the comsats. �Acknowledging financial muscle from the information industry�� he flipped through some: telecoms; banking; biotechnology, our bid; aerospace. Then he countered with entrenched, deep-pocketed rivals. �Steel, petroleum, automotive�� The basic infrastructures willy-nilly began clearing regulatory hurdles; permits for fiber-op lines and permissions from INboards fluttered all around the parking lot in swarms.
�Shit,� Ziggy snarled, scrambling to refocus. �What�s this guy got?� With the integrity argument fizzled, he hit the venture capital funding and flogged entertainment stocks, offering building portfolios with virtual 3-Ds of the mountain. Dude Mex took form. Stockholders grabbed in for ultra-long-range mergers and acquisitions. The resulting synergy and operational efficiency offered a launch of hot offerings, including a trivestiture gain from horses, bird watching, and roller-blading trails.
The opponent countered with Embalmed Palms International, a Korean conglomerate. We�d tussled with those guys before. They always waded in to offset our nature gig�soaked plant leaves in something to preserve them and stuck them in plastic-and-cast-steel stems and trunks. No watering, no reinforcing of hotel or mall floors to support a big pot of soil; the only maintenance an annual dusting. EPI had made whole lobbies into jungles; they could make mini-forests of dead-but-lifelike.
Ziggy snorted at the audacity. �Wait a minute. How can you compare the volatility of a growth investment like Dude Mex with that of a Pacific Rim company on the Nasdaq? Them�s apples and oranges!�
Hardhat grinned. We suddenly noticed his venture capital skyrocketing. Dead-but-lifelike was a screen to arbitrage for interest-rate derivatives versus Australian pork-belly futures. He�d acquired properties in a deregulated market. Meanwhile Ziggy�s debt was compounding faster than future assets.
�Oh, feeuwww,� Inez groaned, making a face. Administrative bloat popped all over us like sulfide-gas balloons.
�Cash flow negative!� I yelled. �Cash out, Ziggy!�
Capital gains taxes and redemption fees buzzed angrily around our heads. Ziggy winced, taking the brunt of the stings, but gamely kept chiseling at the enemy�s clammed executive package. �What is this? A megaplex?�
The guy was comp-opting an eight-million-dollar entertainment center, fifty thousand square feet of indoor video arcade, next to a restaurant, merchandise mall, and virtual reality theater. Bongs and wails of vid-games drowned out the last of birdsong.
That in turn was drowned by a fleet of Virtual Harvesters eating their way up the slopes. Selected trees were felled, their limbs removed, and cut into logs of pre-programmed length�each in less than thirty seconds.
I found myself offering spiritual energy to Ziggy, seeing him not for the first time as a lonely battler against unfair and evil odds, a crusader whose cause is nothing but confetti. Why was nature and the world that spawned her human race so content to be broken into sad little bits here and there around the globe? Not asking for help, not fighting back, willingly letting herself get mutilated, entombed by concrete and asphalt, all her flowers and hummingbirds rendered into brown foam flushed down a stagnant river. Ziggy the anachronism, charging ultimate windmills. A warm drop trickled from my eye and fell on The Royal We, snapping a bright spark in the dimming sunshine.
Ziggy countered bravely. Dude Mex assumed a 15-million-dollar debt and ante-upped with the pharmaceuticals. �We trade at 233/8, up from 11, with an earning ratio of almost 50!� He leered at the mega-fun-plex guy. �Virtual entertainment is bullshit. All you do is tie �em in a black box, show a movie and shake �em up till they puke. People want the real thing�trees and cliffs and mountain climbing.� At once the public bought up a third of our 14.9 million shares outstanding.
�Nature trails, my ass,� the guy laughed. �They want fucking roller coasters.� With a sickening grin of victory he tapped swiftly, decisively on his silly little ThinkPad. The atomic battery started to whine. Suddenly junk bonds, investor groups, and volatility swings poured from his modem port and buried him to the knees in venture capital, stunning us all. He had a market capitalization of 5.1 billion, 6 times forward sales and 28 times forward earnings. With 70 percent interest, his outfit was worth over a billion on electronic paper alone, and that was just the beginning. He held up the bottom line: 2 percent of the global Gross Domestic Product!
His burger, Coke, and vid-joint-on-steroids, whatever it was, nailed Ziggy to an electronic cross.
�You can�t do this,� Ziggy yelled inanely, flicking melted bits of laptop keys from his fingers. �Seventy-five percent of humanity lives in developing countries. In order just to provide them a basic subsistence diet we need to increase food supply by more than 400 percent. Without a major technological breakthrough, the rats won�t even have food! And any such impossible miracle will be at the cost of total deforestation, topsoil depletion, and pollution of all the freshwater on the planet!�
Inez and I both gasped. Quickly, she said, �Doctor Zygidaynus, they don�t want to hear that�� but her warning came too late. A whistle of crashing stocks shrieked over our heads, impacted the slopes, the craters immediately used for foundation excavations. Ziggy�s laptop vibrated, convulsed out of Inez�s benumbed hands, turned cherry-red, white, ignited in sparklers.
Failure. The monkey-ear tree already was but one monstrous, ornately carved, and gaudily painted door in a solidifying wall that appeared to shove out like a fortress around the entire summit area. Leaves, sand grains, half-page memos, mot-mot tail feathers, wads of cotton-candy, paper pesos and dollars, and sharp needles cracked from the Dow Jones industrials, CRB Futures Index and the S&P 500 filled the air. Swirling detritus gained volume and velocity, the tornado nearly ripping The Royal We from my arms. Trees crashed down, facades sprang up; the mountain beneath our feet started to rock. Huge diplodocus cranes reared cherry pickers and elevator frameworks in the dust-haze; hardhats wearing lumberjack shirts and jeans or Armani suits and silk ties swarmed through the warping landscape.
�Back in the car,� Ziggy ordered, pushing us toward the Volkswagen. We dived in just in time; a wrecker was backing up to the front bumper. Inez wheeled the little car around and put the pedal to the metal. We flew down-slope as branches, leaves, bales of Spanish moss, and other forest detritus shot around and past us. High-tension power lines reared up alongside the road, which was now a concrete snake, splitting into multiple lanes, keeping Inez far too occupied to use her customary let-the-car-steer-itself techniques. Ziggy, I, and We looked back. The mountaintop vanished behind a wall cloud like the epicenter of a nuclear blast. Construction flowed down the mountain behind us, a lava amalgam of tarmac, huge buildings in strange shapes and oddball colors, vast tangles of miniature train tracks, and gigantic erector-set structures that sprouted bright, car-sized Christmas-tree ornaments filling with screaming kids.
�They�re amusement rides of some sort,� I said, dumbfounded.
�Hell,� Ziggy moaned, �it�s a goddamn theme park!�
At that moment we sped past the perimeter of what had been a natural area and the base of a mountain, hitting the flats between two towering pillars that spewed out a fifty-foot steel gate and seventeen ticket booths just behind us. A curved thirty-foot-tall sign arced above the gate in a dayglo-orange and purple rainbow. Ersatz Aztec symbols etched themselves over the sign and the gates. Twenty-foot-tall yellow neon letters sizzled into being, proclaiming Monte de Manantlan, now shaved and overlaid with pyramid-theme restaurants, grandstands, racetracks, hotels, water playgrounds, acres and acres of rides and other amusements, to be Mex-Disney AztecLand.
The highway finally settled down into a six-lane transcontinental viaduct. Our three lanes leading back to downtown Guadalajara were fairly empty, but the other side, a beeline to the new theme park, was already bumper-to-bumper with campers and trailers. Both sides of the highway was a stripmall from park to city limits. At dusk we reached the river chasm bridge, which now bisected the sea of gangrenous waste that had filled, then jumped, the gorge and flowed four miles beyond.
Directly ahead of us in the eastern sky we saw a brilliant star slowly rise above El Cappa. We watched it grow in morbid fascination, finally recognizing that the sunset illuminated a miles-long orbiting Mylar Elvis.

We drove through the city until night had fallen, not able to find our villa at all. We could barely locate Avenida de la Paz, although the only tranquillity on the Avenue of Peace came from the curtains and walls of dark atmosphere, blacker than the night, a strange thickness that couldn�t be called either smog or haze. Tall buildings vanished less than thirty feet up in the stuff, and that ceiling seemed to be steadily lowering. The dark flocculence even narrowed the streets.
�Where should we go, Doctor Zygidaynus?� Inez asked. �What do you want to do?�
Ziggy had been awfully quiet; even The Royal We seemed distressed by his unnatural bearing and had, to my amazement, jumped to the front seat and crawled into his lap. He ignored her, but she tapped into him and her eyes grew forlorn and confused. She, too, was a dear anachronism, as dead as the science he championed, natural history. �I want my world back,� he whispered. But he would never get it.
We drove until the veil encompassed the road and us altogether. In the shadows I could see the motes and vague forms and new beasties and superimposed forests and cities, this world of another dimension, regressive evolution, perhaps; and I wondered if we would be perceived, for a fading moment, as ghostly motes in the jelly of their eyes�the future who walks beside us, those who will be our survivors, all translucent yet, but gathering like mourners at the grave site.
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