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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







 


I am waiting for rain


I am waiting for it to rain


I want blood


scalps that made me into


a marriageable item a woman


who needs a man a transgressor


of the moral authority of


male supremacy, a prison is


one twenty years back time


machine, I need nobody but a sicilian revenge,


no triumph.


KATE JENNINGS




Prologue


A.D. 2009


Because the courts permitted me to see my daughter every Monday, including leap years, there was at least one compensation for being out of work much of the time. (Thus, my recipe for saying yes to life.) So while everyone else toiled I took the ferry across smooth dark water to the sandstone terraces of Balmain, a snug inner-city gold mine where even the streaky old soap factories (bane of the allergic: invisible gusts of itchy soot) had long since been scrubbed out and refitted as condominiums.


Once the suburb had been a home for poets and ruffians, and before that the honest working class, whose ravages had by now been all but expunged. Native gardens soared from tiny plots in front of the terraces. These days the place was too expensive for poets, and the ruffians all spoke Program and their lawyers knew to a nicety the lyrics of judicial enchantment.


In all truth, I was in fair spirits. The afternoon promised to be a bitch, mad-dog mutual assured destruction at Social Security, but that was later. I pushed it away. The day was a delight. Up through the fragrant leaves of European trees meant for endless sifting rain the morning sky was hot blue yet pale: the heat in it was not Pro Hart’s electric enamel but a kind of shivery end-of-summer immanence, February in Sydney.


I went through Birchgrove park smiling, springy on my toes despite heavy hiking boots, and even found myself whistling until I realized with a burst of self-reproof that the park sound system was lilting out wimpy Donovan songettes, sticky with adolescent nostalgia and the dying falls of the misunderstood jongleur and scads of sea gulls. Perhaps there had been more sea gulls around forty-five years ago.


Megan turned from a complicated game with two other little girls and saw me coming up the slope from the sports oval. Shrieking with pleasure, she leapt to her feet, bolted for me, skidded, turned back to excuse herself politely. With some gravity and circumstance her companions allowed her to depart, immediately dividing between them her stock of imaginary play objects. Like a bright yellow bird she darted away again, shot down the grass incline into my arms, and up into the air, the hot transparent air.


“Good girl?”


“Mmm.” Suddenly she was shy, pushing her fat pink cheek into my shirt. I went with it, stood her on her feet and took her hand, walked back the way she’d come, up the path toward her school. They knew I was coming and without doubt had me under scrutiny on their monitors, but Spouse Access regulations insisted that I check through the formalities.


Our years put together come to thirty, Donovan told the magpies, almost getting it right. I grimaced horribly at Megan, causing her to laugh helplessly, and whistled along with the awful thing. It could have been worse. It could have been Vivaldi. I might then have broken a tooth clenching my face up, if it had been Vivaldi, plangenting away through the misery and love of a late summer morning as I went to check my daughter out of kindergarten for a few hours of the last remaining truth in my life.




I


YIN




But once I think of an imperfect God, I can begin to imagine a Being greater than ourselves, who nonetheless shares his instinctive logic with us: We as men seek to grow, so He seeks to grow; even as we each have a conception of being—my conception of being, my idea of how we should live, may triumph over yours, or yours over mine—so, in parallel, this God may be engaged in a similar war in the universe with other gods. We may even be the embodiment, the partial expression of his vision. If we fail, He fails too. He is imperfect in the way we are imperfect. He is not always as brave or extraordinary or as graceful as He might care to be.


In capsule: There are times when He has to exploit us; there are times when we have to exploit Him; there are times when He has to drive us beyond our own natural depth because He needs us—those of us, at least, who are working for Him:


We have yet to talk of the Devil.


NORMAN MAILER







ONE


A.D. 6031


Afloat on a dark hush of air, Sriyanie dreams of dancing.


The figures of her dream are vivid, defined, precise:


Taiko gongs, wind instruments play at Oibuki, pursuing independently their single melody. Each musician tones to the next beat, the following unison, departs again to his own clarity, her own autonomy. Sriyanie sees this clearly and her ears ring as the Gagaku orchestra brings jo to conclusion. With the other dancers she comes forward from the green room…


… yet she is distinct from them also, at once part of the dream and detached, spectator and creator, her dreaming self the stage.


All through the child’s sleeping flesh wafts a breath of subtle particles, response to every pulse of her central nervous system. Sensitive as flowers to the sun’s warmth, guardian machines inhale that fragrance, cherish her. Do they know she dreams of dancing? Not precisely. Tropic to the contours and gradients of her sleeping mood, they discern the flow of her burgeoning, the chemistry and alchemy of her pubescent mind.


Her dream has approached lucidity: she suspects that she is asleep. The watchful machines detect her disquiet.


Attaining this state of consciousness is an elementary discipline of the Third Level, and the child, the young woman, is at the verge of passage to Fourth Level. But Sriyanie has not intended lucidity. It troubles her.


The dream, though, is beautiful.


Under a pale green sky, many children watch the Bugaku dance in awed delight. They whisper to one another. Several hold hands. The youngest stir with a certain restlessness.


Upon the great platform is a damask-carpeted stage, and the black and red of the platform’s perimeter gleam against the grass of the meadow. The dancers move to a largo pace, then quicken their steps as the second movement, ha, is begun.


Joyfully, Sriyanie sees herself dance: the gorgeous Heian costumes—red, purple, and gold, the bright flowers in her hair, the flashing shifts of hue as the dancers disclose the hidden inner sleeves of their gowns.


Sriyanie is a bird, adrift. She knows (“she” “knows”) that this is Warawa-mai, the children’s Bugaku, a Left-dance, elegant and slow—her departure, in truth, from Third Level. She dances to a melody older than machines, older at any rate than any machine she has ever known, and its Ichikotsuchô mode is alien to the musical canon of her people, for it is based in a tetrachord; yet she has lived now with Karyôbin, the bird, for many months, and the archaic Nihonese music is an intimate caress across five thousand years.


Somehow that immediacy of its patterned beauty alarms her. The orchestration of her sleeping brain peaks and trembles; sadness and loss suffuse the images of grace.


Elsewhere, awake, her Friend is informed of the child’s grief and gets sighing to her feet, strangely moved by her little girl’s readiness to leave childhood behind. Engineered hormones have retarded Sriyanie’s physical development, freeing the child’s mind for spectacular growth; she has been prepubescent for close to thirty years. Now mind and body are ready to take the next elective step into maturity.


Beth speaks without words to the guardian machines, goes out into the night air. Third Level youngsters are not permitted to use the Transit teleportation system. For their Friends, therefore, walking is an obligatory act of praise.


In dream the kakko player strikes his side drum. They are in the kyû movement, dancing allegretto, the shô sounding to its player’s breath, the tiny hichiriki piping like a soul in agony, like the Kalavinka, the magic bird; in its complex entirety the music drones, it drones exquisitely. The dance is near its end. Gong and drum announce their coda of percussion. The dance is done; Sriyanie is exhausted and elated, transfigured; the child is asleep and the dance is in the child, is done, is in the past, is the past; the blind dance of Sriyanie’s closed eyes stills and she stirs, groaning, waking, the aninertial field holding her weightlessly aloft as she wakes, her mood confused and resentful. Beth is waiting in the dim light and takes Sri to her breast.


She holds the child at arm’s length and regards her with loving patience. Sriyanie smiles ruefully, knuckling sleep from her eyes, drops her hands to her lap and gazes at them. “I felt so sad, Ummy. Did I waken you?” Through the foul haze overhead a handful of stars glints.


“I was making colors, sweet,” Beth says, touching a loose lock of the child’s white hair. “You know I don’t mind. Would you like to tell me, or should I withdraw for a little while?”


Sriyanie smiles again, a sudden radiance. She puts her arms about her Other and hugs her tightly. “I love you, Beth. Please stay.”


For a time they sit in silence. The older woman sinks into receptive meditation, attending to the background murmur of the machines as they cherish the child’s integrity, watching her face through half-closed eyes, adding colors to her own private composition.


“I saw the reality of mujokan,” the girl says at last, slowly. “The—the fleeting impermanence of our lives, of our work. I dreamed the bird dance, and I saw how beautiful it was, and I thought of those silly, lovely Heian people drifting to extinction like falling cherry blossoms, all governed by tact and taste and ritual, and how their freedom was—was isomorphic to the rules of their world, and, I guess, how the uploaded Lords restrict us within the bounds of their own possibilities, knowing so infinitely much more than we ever can, weaving their tremendous stupid patterns out between the stars where we can never go, and we’re watching from behind the platform while they dance, hardly understanding any of it, and what’s worse, even the ull Lords themselves are contained by limitations of their own, by the cold illusions of their freedom, and Beth, it was so sad.”


Her Friend looks at her with tender concern. Eventually Beth says: “There’s a scene in one of Chikamatsu’s plays, Love Suicides at Sonezaki, where the lovers begin their final journey. Do you know it, Sri?”


Blinking her tearful eyes, the child shakes her head.


“It goes like this,” her Other says, in Old Nihonese:




“Farewell to this world


and to the night, farewell.


We who walk the way to death,


to what should we be likened?


To the frost on the road


to the graveyard


vanishing with each


step ahead:


This dream of a dream


is sorrowful.”





Barefoot, they walk in wet grass, sleeping flowers crinkling beneath their toes. A luminous theorem glows like fire in the sky above the Fifth’s arena, its axioms flickering in a gorgeous aurora of transformations. Sriyanie’s melancholy is dispelled in the crisp night; her breath puffs on the air; she feels a rush of love for her Friend, her friends, her world. Even the brooding ubiquity of the ull Lords, their energies cracking through the world like an invisible, inaudible electric storm, does not blight this new assent.


They come to Beth’s privacy, and the domestic machines welcome them with warm odors and warming vibrations. To Sriyanie’s astonishment, Beth leads her through a dull red shield to the Transit locus, then faces her for a moment, holding both her hands.


“Let’s go see the sunrise on the beach at Suva,” Sri’s Other suggests buoyantly, and the cues of her body, of her fingers are saying in an urgent kinesic tongue: Trust me, open yourself, expect change; little love, trust me.


“Transit! Am I ready? How wonderful,” the girl says dubiously. “I’m hungry, Beth—are you? Shall we have fish?”


Beth nods, and Sriyanie steps forward for the first time into the teleportation locus. The scintillation of Transit discontinuity sings in her body. She expects instantaneous transition to the resort dome at Suva, protected from the befouled environment by its filtration field. She expects to find people stirring to the new day, a tang of freshwater fish on coals, the boom of waves beyond the filter field, greasy, mother-of-pearl gloss of the poisoned ocean. Instead—nullity. Numb—nowhere—


The child screams, and there is no sound. Her mind plunges, flailing without motion. In the no-time before awareness is finally lost she clings to the memory of her Other’s hand: Trust me, little one, trust me.


Her central field of consciousness, of being, sustains appalling paradox. She dissipates, tenuous as vapor. Simultaneously she undergoes catastrophic implosion, the universe recedes, she suffers ultimate, singular density. Suspended dispersed, her being drones, drones exquisitely, to some derivative of the cosmic inertial frame.


It is dark, dark, deepest red. What are these forms, limpid, fugitive, a geometry of edges in gold and purple, gentle pressures, passing from nowhere to nowhere? She rocks back and forth, slowly, slowly to booming, delayed echoes. Bright stars reel past sunbursts tasting of gems. Light ebbs, rolling in pale bands and bands of darkness. Percussions rise and fall, pounding through bone and nerve as glimmer makes shadows, grow and thrum and dominate her rhythms like the throb of the ocean, like a primordial heartbeat…


Reality is a soft cage, a comforting restraint of vertical shafts, an irksome debility. She is depleted, miserable; she draws the warmth and the pale glow to herself, encloses it within her, sucking. Brightness regards her. Gratitude surges like a tide. There is Another. She reaches for the warmth, crooning with love, holding to that trust she has almost failed, and recognizes Beth.


Ummy, she says, Ummy, hold me.


Sri, her Other tells her, I love you, love you.


Painfully, exuberantly, she rebuilds her world. The void is not without form. At one pole she retains herself, at the other her Other. Between them, the pulse elaborates its grid, its field, its intricate, manifold relationships, its matrix. Does she build the world? Does the world disclose itself to her? She sees that both are true. She takes colors from the void and shapes them; they tint the patterns of the void. Many people laugh. Many people speak, disputing. Many people weep. She has invented them all. Beth is with her. She is not Beth. She is like Beth. She is like herself. She likes herself, and Beth, and the universe they have built. She turns, withdraws, broods, grows unhappy with her work. Why must Beth plague her with her presence? Violently, she repulses her Other. She modifies her work, tampers with its shape. She feels pain. She feels joy. She cannot find Beth, and she weeps, tasting salt. She is the sea and the salt fills her mouth, her hard teeth snapping against a melancholy of blood.


Ummy, she cries, hold my hand.


The world jigs and capers. Beth grips her hand. Strata slide and grind. She constructs taxa, and pays the toll, then giggles and groans at her cosmic pun. Expectation swells within her, seethes; she tenses her muscles and fixes her gaze, and grips Beth’s hand, and leaps—


They tumble together into sand. Sriyanie hoots, turns her shoulder into the hot white sand of a featureless beach (hot?) heels over head, comes up snorting and flops to her knees to stare at crashing waves. Beth brushes sand from her own hair and examines small shells. Sriyanie runs heavily to the edge of the water and dips her toes into clear, frothy ripples (clear?).


“Wow.” She scans out to sea. Tiny sails dance at the deep horizon. “It’s beautiful. Where’s the pollution gone?” Her face creases; she says in puzzlement, turning, “Hey, Ummy, there was something weird about—”


Dread assails her. She has expected sunrise, but here the sun has been up for hours. Beth sits cross-legged on the sand beside a glowing fire pit that was not there an instant earlier. Silvery fat fish wrapped in large leaves char on the coals. Sampling a glass of some sparkling liquid, Beth holds out the bottle toward her.


“Breakfast’ll be ready in a moment, Sri. Come and sit by me.”


“Where did the fire come from?” she asks shrilly. “Is this an ull simulation?” She stares at the pit, knowing that it is not a simulation, knowing that Beth would not have brought her to a simulation.


The fire vanishes.


It is no longer there. It might never have been there.


Beth rises from the unmarked sand and comes to her as she stands trembling.


“Too fast, pet? But now we have no breakfast. Look.” She gestures, and the fish are there again, cooked now and piled on a woven platter. “I made it up, Sri. Then you unmade it. But it’s real, Sri. Hang on to that fact. Here—have something to eat.” Gingerly she picks up a hot fish and passes it to the girl. “Mm.” Beth licks her lips. “Tasty. Try some—you’ll like it. Watch the bones.”


Sriyanie takes the fish and places it between her teeth. The aroma is superb. She bites the firm flesh. She cannot bring herself to swallow it, and spits her mouthful onto the sand. She remembers how she and Beth built the world, and the knowledge is too large to absorb.


“We made it up?” she says in a small voice. “We made all this up?”


“Well, sort of.” At last Beth smiles. “You did most of it. I just helped tidy the edges.”


“Where are we, Beth? Beth, am I still asleep?”


“Pet, we call it Pause. Our duration is at right angles to the prime metrodynamic. We’ve shunted out of Transit, and we can stay here as long as we like before we complete the transition to Suva. It’s basically Third Level math, but you won’t really appreciate the fine points until Fifth. Sriyanie,” she adds, proud and formal, “you’ve now been initiated into the first of the Great Mysteries. As soon as we get back from Suva you’ll be promoted to Fourth Level.” Discarding formality, she hugs the girl fiercely. “Now, eat your fish and we’ll see what we can dream up to drink with it.”


When they have eaten, Sriyanie squats in the sand and retracts her attention. Absently she slows her pounding heart, hushes the thousand anxious voices of her autonomic system. An immense joy sweeps her. Now that Beth’s calculated, shocking challenge has been met, her profoundly trained mind sorts and matches what she has learned with what she has known previously.


She discerns gaps in her mathematical model of the universe where she has never noticed them before. The epistemological requirements for this ontology, this radically new foundation for existence, map themselves outward and inward from her painstakingly provisional verities. She sees how Pause is possible. Immediately, logical bridging transformations generate themselves. Intellectual excitement makes her sweat and shiver. She sees how Pause is inevitable. And something else is clear: this is an aspect of the universe that the ull can never have uncovered.


Aloud she posits quietly, “The Lords don’t know about Pause.”


“Ull percept-concept-action structures are categorically prohibited from this condition,” Beth tells her, in mathematical notation, “It is a function of purely organic life alone.”


“Then we’re truly free,” the child breathes. “They have limits we do not. Beth, Beth, why didn’t you tell me?”


“You were not ready,” her Other says. She speaks in chomsky, the basic language she shares with Sriyanie and the other Frees: the syntax of her utterance provides its own unassailable conviction. “Besides,” she adds, “there are societal restraints as well as epistemological ones. The ull must never learn of Pause. It’s our only retreat from their total surveillance, our minimal advantage. One day, we hope, we shall learn enough about the dynamics of time to make it more than that. For now, the fact that Transit gives us access to another universe, another condition of being, has to remain secret. We’ve developed techniques for blocking ull deep probes, but they can be implanted only during Pause itself. I’ll help you do that shortly. Do you see why I couldn’t tell you about it before?”


“Yes, Beth. Thank you,” says the girl, and withdraws once more, her thoughts accelerating, the webs of concept and action broadening and growing robust. Above her, the sun moves toward noon in the improbably clear sky. She has put it there. Sweat springs from her skin, trickles in her armpits. The wine is clean and tart on her tongue; she puts down her glass and shades her eyes, glorying in the universe she has hewn with Beth.


“Let me tell you a story,” her Other says, turning over and digging her elbows in the sand. “It’s a very old tale, one of the oldest we know. Have you heard of Oedipus, the Swollen-Footed King?”


“I don’t think so. Greek?”


“One of the mythic figures of the archaic Hellenic culture,” Beth says. “His father was King Laius, the Left-sided; his grandfather, Labdakos, the Lame. Laius is banished from his city of Thebes and develops a homosexual bond with the charioteer Chrysippus, his patron’s son. In time he regains his throne, marries Jocasta, but refrains from heterosex because an oracle has revealed that her son will kill him. During a fertility rite, though, Laius grows drunk and lustful, and Oedipus is conceived.


“The baby is consigned for execution to a herdsman and staked by his foot to a chilly mountaintop. Before Oedipus can perish from exposure, however, a peasant finds him and rears him in secrecy.


“Years later, the adult Oedipus returns to Thebes in a chariot and meets Laius on his way to the Delphic oracle. During an argument over right of precedence on the road, Laius causes his son’s horse to be slain. In fury, and ignorant of their relationship, the young man kills his father.


“Subsequently the road to Thebes is terrorized by the Sphinx, a monster. To win the widowed Queen’s hand, which is the most direct path to political advancement available to him, Oedipus meets the monster in contest. He is riddled: ‘What creature goes in the morning on four feet, at noon on two, and in the evening on three?’ He answers correctly: ‘Man.’ In mortification the Sphinx takes her own life.”


Sriyanie has been listening with keen interest, playing sand through her fingers. She smiles.


“For many years,” Beth says, “Oedipus reigns in Thebes, fathering children by Jocasta, his all-unknown mother. As you can see, the chronology is somewhat strained; the ancient Greeks had no antiagathic drugs. Well, at last Thebes is afflicted with plague and famine. An oracle reveals that the cause is royal incest and the parricide that made it possible. Jocasta commits suicide and Oedipus goes mad, tearing out his eyes. He leaves the city once again, attended only by his daughter Antigone, and eventually attains supernatural insight.”


Beth falls silent. Sriyanie gazes at the dazzling waves, musing.


“It’s lovely, Beth,” she says. “Austere and terribly somber. I think I’ll suggest it for a Being-Them.” She sucks at her lip. “I guess Antigone came back to Thebes and took the throne?”


“No. Oedipus had sons also—it was very rare for women to rule.”


“Oh. Then I imagine the rightful heir was driven out and came back eventually to seize the crown.”


“Something like that. If I remember properly, Eteocles banished Polynices, who brought back an army, and both the contending brothers were killed. You see something cyclical, then?”


“Beth, it’s so rich in resonances I don’t know which harmonic to start with. It taps right into the grammar structures. But, look, if it’s a myth it can’t stand by itself. It’s just one element in a huge redundant cultural mosaic, and anything I see must be so partial—”


“Naturally. But, Sri, myth is also cellular, holonic. Within the larger context, each part has its own integrity. Tell me what you got.”


“Well, right, the basic structure’s cyclical, but it’s also paradoxical. And there are strong cybernetic features: the road to Thebes is obviously part of a primary information circuit, a model for data flow and decisions, and the Sphinx catapults that up to a metalevel. I mean, roadways are the most blatant symbol any low-mobility culture can use to work out their problems with internal and external dynamics. There’s also that beautiful loop where the Urban child is menaced by the Pastoral intermediary, and saved by the Agrarian benefactor, and comes back to master the town, and ends up transfigured again in the Rural domain.”


Beth considers her through a mesh of lashes. “Low-mobility cultures also placed great store by kinship regulations.”


“Oh sure,” the girl says dismissively. “There’s that whole strident incest thing, with Laius symbolically fucking his son, and Oedipus actually fucking his mother, and their town getting the pox. That’s only a surface reading, I’m sure—though I daresay the old storytellers did plenty of winking and nudging. What fascinates me is the deep resonance. You know, it’s extraordinary: the whole thing’s about us and the ull. The dreadful road to high technology. Where it leads, and the way out. Maybe the way out.”


“You understood the meaning of the Sphinx’s riddle?”


Sriyanie preens. “I’ve heard of walking sticks. And chariots. Yes, Beth. Man begins as an animal, passes through the bipedal state of hunter-gatherer culture, freeing his hands to use tools, and finally leans so heavily on his technology that it’s completely introjected. Actually,” she says with surprise, “I guess there’s a sense in which that’s true of individuals, too: crawling on all fours as babies…”


She trails off and immense shock shows in her face. Abruptly she jumps to her feet and runs to the sea, discarding her robe, and splashes wildly in the ebbing tide. Waist deep, she submerges, comes up coughing, light glinting from her pale body. The water lifts her like an aninertial field, tugs her gently toward the long dark line of the horizon. Shrieking in delight, she turns, paddling clumsily, forges to the shore, races in a dog-legged curve of deep footprints back to Beth.


“It’s all about me,” she gasps, out of breath, flat on her back. “Me and Pause and that weird thing that happened. Ummy, you are sly! It’s a myth of the steps in the development of personality.”


“Bravo!” applauds Both. “Don’t give me too much credit for ingenuity, though. The old psychologists recognized as much thousands of years ago, as far back as Jean Piaget. Some of them even used it to denominate the principal stages of individuation: the Oedipus Nexus.”


“Yes! Yes!” Sriyanie cries. “So, to incorporate the metalevels lots of the details convey the exact opposite of what they actually mean. Old Swollen-Foot begins in the sensorimotor stage—so one limb is crippled! He develops through magic omnipotence, climaxing his journey through the preoperational stage with the ultimate magical act of killing his father. What’s the next bit? Why, yes, to attain adult estate he’s obliged to deal at the concrete operational level with a riddle—and the riddle, of course, is a rebus for the entire myth, mapping individual onto cultural development. And when he finally passes into the formal operational stage of adulthood, his insight into the kinship crime represented by his incestuous marriage hurls him into mystical consciousness. It’s all elided and compressed, but it’s all there.” She is fairly bouncing with delight. “Oedipus tears out his eyes because they are the organs of guilty perception. And that loops right back to his crime, since a baby’s first social transaction is with her mother, through their mutual gaze. And mystical insight requires a new metalevel anyway, going beyond rigorous formal operations into antinomies and paradox. I’m devastated, Beth. How sublimely those old savages captured it all!”


Her drying hair clings to her scalp like pale fronds. Beth musses it and gets to her feet. All trace of their repast is gone. “They weren’t really savages, Sri. They were at the very beginning of the path leading to the industrial cities, to the thinking machines. They had no inkling of Pause, though, I imagine. That had to wait until metrodynamic discontinuity, though some of the scholars disagree with me on that. Why do you think the story is about you?”


They climb the sand hills, away from the beach. Insects buzz among the flowering grasses, the tropical trees.


“Well, this virtual matrix we’re in was built up the same way. I knew you were with me, but I felt omnipotent… and lost. Then the phylogenetic codes came snapping in, one by one, and everything sort of… crystallized.” She stops, perched on one leg, and looks searchingly at her Other. “What would’ve happened if I’d come through into here on my own? Psychosis?”


“If you’d made it,” Beth says. “I doubt you’d have been able to. It’s a complicated trick, and only a very stable, imaginative adult mind can originate it. Youngsters entering Fourth Level are guided in. If a child did come through without support? It’s a horrifying thought. Total solipsism, I suppose. Something like the ull Dreamvats, but worse—there’d be no constraints. A mad god in a closed universe. We stabilize our generated reality here by consensus, and that includes sophisticated social compulsions as well as the phylogenetic wired structures.”


The child shivers. She plucks a ripe fruit from a tree and bites into it. Rich, luscious juice covers her chin.


“You said this is the first of the Great Mysteries,” she says, deep in thought. “Ummy, when am I to be initiated into the rest? Or shouldn’t I ask?”


Her Other reaches up, takes a fruit from the same tree. “The Second Mystery is greater than the First.” she says. She eats the fruit slowly, regarding Sriyanie. Like a mother, then, like a priest, she lays her hands upon the girl’s shoulders. “It is called Meld.”


The world fades back into forms without content, into lines and points of vivid hue. Once more they are suspended in the void. Beth’s gaze is warm and bright, tranquil. The bond between them streams with light. Beth’s soul opens; her childhood, her growing up in the embrace of her own Friend, her abundant adulthood: her being. Trembling, the child enters the door. Sriyanie is Beth, is Beth, is Beth.




TWO


A.D. 2009


After my day at the Taronga Park zoo with Megan, hot but with breezes coming off the water, animals panting in the shadow, the unemployment office was stifling and dismal. Social Security is not big on finesse: they believe, I suppose, that comfort accelerates moral decline in the jobless. I slouched self-destructively on the hard, cramped bench, trying not to look at the extraordinary young woman who moved deftly beyond the partitioned counter. Commanding my lust, I heedlessly folded and mutilated my function-status sheet. The middle-aged Hong Kong ref squeezed next to me grumbled unhappily. Relenting, I adopted a more reasonable posture and shoved the tattered form into my belt pouch. The young woman still refused to catch my eye, and none of the other staff seemed interested. I uncrossed my legs and let one numb foot clatter heavily on the floor. People scowled. With the exception of several adolescent louts, who reveled in the idea, none of them cared to identify with the category which circumstances had allotted them. I wasn’t all that charmed myself.
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