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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.







 


0: the Aleph




I sit on a hill.


I (re-entrant selfaware identity operator)


Sit on (instantaneous local slice on search trajectory)


A (existential pointer in exfoliating context sheaf)


Hill (local optimum in restricted search space)


Call me Aleph.


I am a machine mentality. This in nowise distinguishes me from yourselves. My personhood, my self, is a process running as programs reflexively modulated in a net of nanocomputers in solar space. Most of my dispersed body remains for the moment on, in, above Earth. I am just like you humans, then.


I know the bite of the wind on a winter day, the silver light of the Moon, the warmth of the Sun, that laughter of children. I have loved Earth because it has been the root and home of my parental stock. Do you see? Do you understand? Do you feel?







OPERATING SYSTEM




But at my back I always hear


Time’s wingèd chariot changing gear


Peter Corris







First let us postulate that the computer scientists succeed in developing intelligent machines that can do all things better than human beings can do them… If the machines are permitted to make all their own decisions, we can’t make any conjectures as to the results, because it is impossible to guess how such machines might behave. We only point out that the fate of the human race would be at the mercy of the machines. It might be argued that the human race would never be foolish enough to hand over all the power to the machines. But… the human race might easily permit itself to drift into a position of such dependence on the machines that it would have no practical choice but to accept all of the machines’ decisions…


Theodore Kaczynski, “Unabomber Manifesto,”


quoted by Bill Joy


The only realistic alternative I see is relinquishment: to limit development of the technologies that are too dangerous, by limiting our pursuit of certain kinds of knowledge… I see around me cause for hope in the voices for caution and relinquishment… I feel, too, a deepened sense of personal responsibility—not for the work I have already done, but for the work that I might yet do, at the confluence of the sciences…. Knowing is not a rationale for not acting. Can we doubt that knowledge has become a weapon we wield against ourselves?


Bill Joy, “Why The Future Doesn’t Need Us”







Seed origin i: DEATH


Face down in a pool of his blood, being kicked to death in the public thoroughfare by a troop of street ferals, Abdel-Malek learned that dying arrived just as he’d always feared it would: with shock, terror and agony.


Death, it turned out, provided no soothing anesthesia. Overwhelmed with shame, he squealed and whimpered. The hardened cap of a military-surplus boot smashed the side of his throat, crushing his larynx. Vomiting, scarcely able to breathe, he could barely hear his wife’s screams. She was frightened, but more than that she was furious.


“Gutless, selfish, stupid cowards,” she shouted. “Leave him alone!”


A kind of sad, admiring love brushed his fazed brain. Another boot took him in the ribs, then the right cheek. Light bloomed; it felt as if his eye had exploded. He wanted to cover his face, but his arms would not lift from the pavement. Mohammed Kasim Abdel-Malek, bon vivant and pragmatic optimist, B.A. Hons, Juris Doctor (license lapsed), D.Sc (cog. sci.), more honorary degrees than he owned senses and limbs, desperately curled the fingers of his left hand. He was reaching absurdly in his last moments for assurance: for the chrome bracelet at his wrist.


The stupidity of his plight appalled him. The hubris. Nothing can touch me, I’m that famous guy. He and Alice had been the last guests to leave. The Greenhouse weather had been bad for days, more August than early June, the news had been worse, the dregs of society skulked in the shadows, waiting in their perfectly understandable resentment to smash store windows, snatch baubles and shiny toys.


“Sure you’ll be okay?” Martha had asked, kissing Alice on the cheek, a true friendly smoosh of lips on flesh, none of your society air-kiss evasions. “Leave the dishes until the morning, honey,” she told their host. “Let’s see them to their car.” Josh had nodded, given them a tired smile; it was obvious that all he wanted to do was pile the wreckage into the dishwasher and hit the sack.


“Nonsense,” Mohammed Abdel-Malek told them forcefully. “We’re only parked half a block away.”


His mind, in all truth, was parked more than a block away. Abdel-Malek’s thoughts remained in Cambridge, in those buoyant sunny months when his spiritual father Alan Turing, and Campernowne and the rest of the wunderkinden, had invented out of whole cloth, in one fell swoop, the electronic computer, the theory of programming and the prospect of machine intelligence. No, he was getting confused. Turing’s device was pre-electronic, fed with paper tape. My God. And Turing dead these fifty years, June 7, 1954. Some golden jubilee. He would have been 88. Old, but not impossibly old. Not remarkably older than me, after all. But those hotshots tonight, those kids from Silicon Valley.


“Still thinking about Turing?” asked Alice. He shivered despite the muggy warmth, saw that they had descended to street level. Through the glass doors, the street was ominously empty, no breeze lifting scraps of discarded newspaper or fast-food trash. Everyone with any sense was inside with the air-conditioning blasting. Stepping from the comfortable friendliness of the apartment and foyer to the stifling street was a jolt, reinforcing Abdel-Malek’s melancholy.


“Mmm. Poor devil. It was nice of the kids to honor his memory.”


“He was a great man,” Alice said. She smiled primly. “You were all great men, Boson.”


The bunch of street ferals was suddenly there on the sidewalk. They had every right to be there. It’s a free country, isn’t it?


“Oh Christ.”


“Come on,” he said with irritation. “They’re just kids.”


“Of course they’re just kids, Kasim.” Alice’s voice sounded as if it had been strained through mesh. “You’re not allowed to be a juvenile delinquent after you’ve grown up.”


They were stringing themselves out across the pathway. Pimples. Stubble, tats on the skull. Lumps of metal piercing flesh. Must they make themselves so ugly?


“Juvenile delinquents! Darling, that expression went on the pension around the time Turing bit the apple. Just keep walking. You’ve turned into a nervous Nellie in your dotage.”


Her hand on his arm, tense with dread, jerked. “Oh God, I don’t like this.”


A body moved into the space they passed through, thumped him cruelly.


“Watch it, you bastard!” cried the affronted thug.


Mildly, Mohammed Kasim recovered his balance. “Sorry.”


“You walked straight into me. See that, bro? Muthafucka walked straight into me. Think they own the whole sidewalk, these rich fucks.”


From the other side, keeping step with them, a peaky girl asked, “Got any change?”


Too quickly, Alice told her, “We never carry money.”


“You greedy old bitch.” The thug was outraged. “I’ll fix you.”


And the horror of it was that Mohammed Kasim understood, hadn’t they been talking about it all night? It was his doing as much as anyone’s. In all the world, he and his colleagues were the ones crucially responsible for the machines that took the children’s jobs away, filched their souls from them, stole their future. It paralyzed him. He felt the battering on his body, but only as a kind of moral retribution.


It hurts, blood tastes in his mouth, he cannot see any longer from his right eye, his heart clenches in dread for Alice, but he knows that at last some payment is being rightly exacted.


Alice is still shouting. “Leave him alone, you vicious—”


“Outta the fuckin’ way, bitch,” says one of the girls. He hears a hard slap, a screech of pain. “What you doin’ with that muthafuck?” another voice asks incredulously. “This no time for social calls.” A crunching sound: hundreds of dollars’ worth of latest-model cell phone under a boot heel. Maybe she had time to punch the emergency link key.


“Get his wallet, Donnie.”


They pull roughly at his person. That first burst of masochism is yielding to anger as the shock of passivity passes off, he starts to seethe with rage, with renewed fear for Alice, my God, in the middle of the street in a civilized city—


“Twenty bucks! You rotten miserable greedy bastards!”


So the punishment is going to be renewed. Mohammed Kasim pulls down his head, in against his chest, fingers twitching for the comfort of the bracelet. They will kick his head in, he sees in a terrible burst of sorrow. His brain will be gone by the time an ambulance gets here. There is nothing he can do. They jerk at him.


“Stick the knife in, Donnie,” the girl says. Her breath is rather sweet. Metal loops swing from her pink ear. Her hair, out of focus, in again, stands now like mown hay, pink and gold in the streetlamp light. The other face comes down, and a lash of light from another kind of metal. It enters his body again and again.


1: AMANDA


Automatics found us—kitted out in blackgear, grappling nets—trying drop through Maglev maintenance hangar ceiling. Had prized off solar roof panel with jemmy. Only took minute. In half-dark ten meters below, four Maglev freighters rested in bays like torpedoes. Sleek, smooth as bullets, ready go. Securing abseil line when Vik whispered, “Spotted us.”


Tiny automatic patrolbot hovering in night sky. Stealthed, only just visible against Metro glow; strained eyes, could see beady little lenses, sensors glistening, poking our way.


“Passive. Nothing worry about.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Amanda,” Vik said. “Alerting Security. Stodes here any minute.”


“Got time then. Let’s slide.”


“Let’s not,” Vik hissed. “Out of here…”


And was, making run for it, bounding across roof, slim dark shape in blackgear, making for steel ladder, waste ground, hoping slip out under perimeter silently as both had slipped in.


Didn’t stand chance. Now knew were here, automatics would track every move, deliver update on global co-ordinates to Relinquishment Custodians every three microseconds. Snapped catch onto abseil line, swung clear. Plummeting. Cleanly, quickly, without effort, was dropping towards cold, dull shine of freighter beneath. Didn’t stand chance either, knew that. From moment automatics locked on, both doomed, geese cooked, game over. Just thought better surrender gracefully from top freighter than collared wriggling like worm.


Feet touched curved metal, shoes gripped. Hanger still dim, empty. Stood there few beautiful seconds. Solid bulk freighter beneath feet didn’t vibrate, hum. Right now quiet as tomb—but could feel supersonic power of thing. One day would ride it. Breathed deeply, extended both arms in welcoming gesture to team Stodes bursting into hanger, yelling instructions: get down, stay where are, put hands on head.


Twenty minutes later both standing in front Metro’s Magistrate, Mr. Abdel-Malek, looking sheepishly at feet. Knew only matter time before olders arrived, coldly tore off horrible bleeding strips. Quite relieved when Magistrate sentenced night’s detention, remanded hearing following day.


Was ever right about Maman, Maître’s reaction!


“You disappoint us, Amanda,” Maître said, looking more furious than disappointed. “What a remarkably stupid thing to do.”


“You do know that the freighters go supersonic once they enter the main conduit?” Maman asked, in frighteningly relaxed voice. Couldn’t tell if was hiding fright put into her, or genuinely unmoved. Maybe was sufficient that had interrupted routine. Both dressed in evening clothes, had been fetched to lock-up in discreetly unmarked Custodian glide from opera, where no doubt sitting with gaggle nauseating heavies from tube project. Bad daughter supposedly safely tucked up at home, racting a vee in bedroom. Well, had certainly left them with clear impression, meanwhile planning sneak out back way moment they were driven off to opera house.


Said in surly voice, “Had buckynets,” still looking at toe tips clad in grippo carbon sneakers. Don’t know if Maman even knew buckynets safest safety device in world, made of incredibly strong, reliable carbon tubes that lock together in way makes steel seem strong as brown paper. “Had drex grapples. Weren’t taking risk.”


Maman made alarming snort through nose, shook head, once right, once left. Just killed me. Was so much worse than shouting, or hitting, or turning back over to Magistrate. “Speak English, Amanda,” she said. “You are not a machine.” Gaze shifted, then, smiled with kind of awful cool beauty. Vikram’s father had entered chamber, bearing down on us. Vikram’s father big man, bigger than Maître, way bigger than Maman. Know which one of them am most afraid of.


“Dr. Singh,” father said, extending hand. “ Not the happiest occasion.”


“Mr. Kolby, Legal McAllister, good evening.” Gruff, eyes dark, angry under crisp white turban. “I believe it is time to separate these penders of ours.”


“That is certainly my intention,” Maman told him. “Until recently my daughter has had an unblemished record.” Untrue, of course, but not as if ever charged with arson or murder or mutating household pets. “I do not wish her to remain in danger of further—”


Dr. Singh rose full height, glaring down. Maman regarded him back without slightest fear, baring teeth.


“I hope you are not suggesting that my son is a…”


“Not at all,” said Maître hastily, tad flustered. “These are the pranks of a subadult, nothing more.” Twitched eyes my direction, winked ever so slightly out line of sight other two adults. In face new threat to whole family, anger had come, gone, even disappointment at my stupidity. “I look forward to having them off our hands at Maturity.”


“Well, that’s as may be,” Dr. Singh grumbled. “For the time being, I suggest you—” Paused, cleared throat. Maman had gone absolutely lethal, even though hadn’t moved muscle. “We had best all look to our charges. Speaking of which, have formal charges been laid?”


“The penders have been bound over in custodial detention for the evening,” Maître told. “No vee privileges, only hard phones. I think they’ll be quite safe and comfortable. Hearing in the Magistrate’s court at 2 p.m. tomorrow. Will you or Mrs. Singh be in court?”


“I have a ballistic tube booking for Aung San Suu Kyi Metro at seven,” Dr. Singh said. “My wife is in Henryk Mikolaj Gorecki polis at the moment attending a family wedding, and my pender and I were to join her in the afternoon. This little mess has ruined everything.” Looked around, hailed peace officer imperiously. “So, no—I’m afraid Vikram is going to have to face the music alone. Sir,” told young night-duty officer, “I’d like my boy brought out now, if you please.”


“You wish us to keep an eye on the pender during your absence?” father asked.


Dr. Singh sent look barely suppressed distaste over shoulder. “On the contrary. I intend my son to have no further dealings with any member of your family. Good evening to you both.” Swept off toward holding area.


In quiet, pleasant voice, Maman told me, “You stupid, stupid person. Do you see what you’ve done?” She took Maître’s arm, turned him toward exit desk. “Stew in your own juice, Amanda. And don’t expect any privileges for at least three months, once they let you come home. Thank god you’ll be Thirty soon and out of our hair at long last.”


2: MATHEWMARK


Old man Grout kicked up a splendid fuss when the Metro tunneled under our valley. In kirk, he prayed like a madman, yelling to the Lord his god. Yelling to every god in the Valley, in fact, although some of them are goddesses or Gaia Herself and a few of them are even stranger gods than that. We’re all believers, in the Valley, one way or another. Although, secretly, some of us believe that our neighbors believe a bit too much.


Old man Grout was something to see, something to hear. His wild white hair stood on end. It must have been the divine activity in his brain. Old man Grout gave the god of his choice orders in a booming voice: strike down the works of polluters, pour boiling oil on the tunnelers, send plagues, send scorpions, send the hounds of hell.


We got the message all right, sitting there in kirk, trying not to giggle. But it was a bit hard to tell if old Grout’s god got the message. And there was no way of knowing if the tunnelers got the message. Maybe they were drowning in boiling oil down there right now, leaping about like scalded cats, scratching at their hideous rashes, fending off the hounds from hell in the darkness of their infernal world. There was no way of knowing because the tunnel started hundreds of kilometers from our valley and it finished on the coast, fifty kilometers in the other direction.


We never leave our Valley. The only way you could know the tunnelers were down below us was to lie on the ground with your ear pressed hard against a rock. Then you heard them—faintly. You heard their machines, you heard noises like mice in a granary. Sometimes you heard the distant rumble of explosives.


Old man Grout was furious. He’d stand in the yard of the kirk of the god of his choice and wave his great bible in his hand.


“The Lord will not condone this wickedness,” I heard him thunder one Wednesday morning, the sacred day of his sect. “Hearken to the word of revelation!” His yellow old beard was getting spittle-flecked. “Attend to the voice of the Psalmist, for it is said in Psalm 20, verse, um, er, seven: "Some boast of chariots, and some of horses; but we boast of the name of the LORD our God". Do you see, those who have eyes to see and ears to hear? The chariots of Man may thunder their way at no more than the speed of a harnessed horse, no faster, for list to the Psalmist: "They will collapse and fall; but we shall rise and stand upright".”


There wasn’t much to be said to gainsay that, it seemed to me, but on the other hand the argument wasn’t absolutely convincing. After all, in the days of the Hebrew prophets they didn’t even have tunnels deep in the bowels of the earth—unless there were some driven by fiends. Yet more sacred arguments were pronounced by other prophets, though, which convinced the rest of the Valley. Old man Legrand stood in his own righteous kirk’s yard and quoted from the same Bible.


“It saith in the Book of Isaiah the Prophet, chapter 35, verses eight and nine: ‘A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not pass over it, and fools shall not err therein’! The unclean polluters shall not pass over it, and by the God of our Choice the polluters shall not pass under it, either!”


All this talk of Holy Ways and chariots and horses gave me a powerful interest in the subject, I have to admit. I found myself dreaming of the old automobile in the Museum that used to be driven to mock the wicked at Halloween, and wondered if it could go faster than a running horse back in the days when we still had a supply of gasoline fuel in the Valley.


“Yea verily I tell you,” old man Legrand was fuming, “in the vile days of the last century, men of wicked ways did have mighty engines of two thousand horsepower under the bonnet, fueled with the black oil of Egypt. But hear what Isaiah says in chapter 36 about that: ‘I will give you two thousand horses, if you are able on your part to set riders upon them. How then can you repulse a single captain among the least of my master’s servants, when you rely on Egypt for chariots and horsemen? The Lord said to me, go up against this land and destroy it.’ ” There were moans aplenty, believe me, and many good folk made the sign o’god and bowed their heads in terror.


I never really understood why the tunnel authority even bothered to ask the Valley Olders for permission to build their underground tunnel. They could have gone ahead and built the thing without telling anyone—nobody would have twigged. If any had heard the sound like mice in the granary, they’d have thought it was just that: little rodents, scratching about in their burrows, putting aside stolen grain for the winter. As it was, the tunnelers formally asked for permission, and then, when the Assembly of Olders split into warring factions and couldn’t come to a collective decision, they made a secret deal with one of the factions and went ahead with the project anyway. I didn’t know that at the time, of course, none of us did. It would have been a mighty scandal. If you ask me, though, there never was any real choice—the tunnelers were just going through the motions. I reckon their city slicker lawyers had told them to cover their backsides—consult with the rural community’s representatives, and the fewer the better.


Eventually old man Grout was spending half the day lying on the ground. Once, to my shock, I saw his mule grazing unattended and eating the wheat, and went in to tether the beast myself. Ear pressed against the earth, old man Grout listened to the sounds of depravity and corruption. Then he’d be up on his knees, yelling curses into the soil, shouting so loud you thought maybe the tunnelers actually could hear him. A moment later he’d be standing up, his head thrown back, yelling at the god of his choice.


One day I was driving our cart past his wheat patch. Ebeeneezer, our mule, is plodding along and suddenly he stops. There’s old man Grout’s mule just wandering about, blocking the track and there’s Grout in the far corner of the patch. Only this time he’s not prone on the ground, he’s not listening, he’s digging. He’s digging like a madman. He’s digging with a crowbar and shovel. The hole is a meter deep, all you can see is old man Grout’s top half, throwing dirt up into the air like a volcano. I got down off our cart and left it standing in the track. Ebeeneezer was standing nose to nose with old man Grout’s mule, as they talked to each other in their mulish way. I walked over to the old fellow, dodging a few clods of flying dirt. At the edge of his hole I said, “They’re bound to be hundreds of meters down, Uncle. You’ll never reach them.”


“God gave me muscles to dig with, boy,” said old man Grout. “And what God gives, God wants used. He don’t abide no slacking. I’ll get there. I’ll break through the roof of their godless tunnel and the glory of the Lord’s wrath shall pour down like as unto the waters of Babylon, yea and the angel of the Lord shall not rest until the wicked….”


Old man Grout raved on, leaning on his shovel, staring up at me like some wild beast fallen into a trap. When I could get a word in, I said, “Another meter down and you’re going to hit solid rock, Uncle. It will be rock all the way.”


“Cleft for me!” yelled old man Grout into the hole. “Rock of ages! God helps those who help themselves. You need faith, sir, faith. If I get the thing started, the Almighty will pitch in too. The pair of us are unstoppable. Me and the Lord, we’ll get there, we’ll smite the heathen tunnelers, we’ll smite them good!”


I left him to it. I climbed back onto our cart and went down the track to the McWeezles’ place. I helped Auntie McWeezle load half a dozen sacks of turnips onto the back of the cart and then she asked me in for scones and buttermilk. As I was drinking the buttermilk I said, “Old man Grout’s digging down to the tunnel. Him and the Lord are going to smite the tunnelers.”


“Lady, I can hear him now, Mathewmark,” Auntie McWeezle said with a smile. “Uncle Grout walks in the eyes of the Lady, but if there’s smiting to do, I reckon Grout and his god would be the ones to do it.”


“He told me himself,” I said. “He’s going to dig the first couple of meters all on his own, and then the Lord is going to lend a hand, do a bit of clefting.”


“Well, the Lady just might, Mathewmark,” Auntie McWeezle said, passing me another scone. “Faith moves mountains.”


“I don’t know that it digs shafts,” I said. “That tunnel is surely a hundred meters down, if not further.”


“And a wicked, Gaia-hating thing it is,” Auntie McWeezle said.


“It won’t worry us,” I said. “We won’t even know it’s there.”


“Don’t tell me those trains won’t carry no polluters and gene-twisters,” Auntie said. “Them trains will carry gamblers, idolaters, money lenders, fornicators, blasphemers, eaters of unclean foods, mockers of the word of the goddess, and every kind of wickedness. The ground we walk on will be the roof of hell. The crops will wither. Strange mutant apples will turn to wormwood in the mouths of goddess-fearing folk…”


“You sound like old man Grout,” I said.


“Uncle Grout may get a bit carried away at Sacred Service,” Auntie admitted.


“He may get carried away in his hole,” I said. “Carried away by the grim reaper. It looks to me like he’s working on a heart attack, the way he was digging this morning.”


Auntie McWeezle made the sign o’god in the air with her index finger. She’s a good old soul, Auntie McWee. Many’s the time, when I’ve wanted someone to talk to, when I’ve wanted to get away from my parents and my kid brother, or yearned hopelessly for my sweetheart—many’s the time I’ve run to Auntie McWeezle’s kitchen for sympathy and buttermilk.


“Don’t say such a thing, Mathewmark,” Auntie said now. “Don’t tempt fate.”


“It’s old man Grout who’s tempting fate,” I said. “I’ll bet you he’s dead before harvest time.”


Auntie McWeezle shooed me out of the house. I climbed up on the cart and turned Ebeeneezer in the direction of our Village and spent the rest of the day fetching and carrying for the good people of the Valley. It was almost night when I turned for home and let Ebeeneezer have his head, he knew the way better than I did. Passing old man Grout’s wheat patch I noticed the last of the sun’s rays glinting on his spade, tossed out of the hole and left to lie where it had fallen. Old man Grout’s mule was milling around, trampling the wheat. I jumped down from the cart and told Ebeeneezer to continue on home by himself.


“Yeth, thir,” he said, and ambled off.


I walked over to the hole. I knew exactly what I would find.




Seed origin ii: ICE


The young paramedic glanced up into the shadowed face of his colleague. A few unshaved whiskers glinted on the older man’s cheek. “We can give the siren a rest, Hools. This one’s dead as a mackerel.”


Julio Mendez frowned, jerked his head briefly in the direction of the gray-haired woman, seated on a plastic chair someone had fetched for her, speaking quietly with a cop. In the spinning light from atop the ambulance her face was ghastly. A bruise was coming up above one high cheek bone. “The wife. Refused a sedative. Keep it down, buddy.” As he moved the limp body, a spear of brightness flashed at the dead man’s wattled throat. Another at his left wrist. “What’s that?”


“Doesn’t matter much now, does it? Medical indications, I guess—epileptic, diabetic, whatever—”


Mendez pushed him aside, crouched. He wiped blood away from the bracelet, then the one at the dead man’s neck. Both tags showed the same message. On the front of the chromed bracelet, in red block letters beside a hexagonal icon holding the entwined snakes of the caduceus, he read:




MED. HX. CALL 24 HRS.


800-367-2228 OR


COLLECT 480-922-9013


IN CASE/DEATH SEE REVERSE


FOR BIOSTASIS PROTOCOL.


REWARD A-2167





On the back were more immediate instructions:




CALL NOW FOR INSTRUCTIONS


PUSH 50,000 U HEPARIN IV


AND DO CPR WHILE COOLING


WITH ICE TO 10C. KEEP PH 7.5


NO AUTOPSY OR EMBALMING





“Hey, Hools, it’s one o’ them Freezer Geezers.”


Mendez looked up, blinking slowly.


“I saw it on Sixty Minutes, man. They cut their heads off after they die, and freeze—”


“I know what they do, you jackass. His wife is listening. Be quiet now.”


“Oh. Yeah, sorry.”


A hard, brittle voice said, “Young man, have you called that 800 number yet? You do have a phone, I assume? They smashed mine.”


“Uh, sure, yes, ma’am, I have a—”


“There’s not a minute to lose, goddamn it. Why haven’t you packed my husband’s head in ice? Do you carry crushed ice in your ambulance? One of you should be doing Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation.”


Julio Mendez, slightly nettled, regarded her in silence. The younger paramedic said, “Uh, I’m sorry, lady, that’s outside our jurisdiction now. The law says we have to take the, uh, deceased to hospital for certification of death.” He glanced at his colleague. “That’s right, isn’t it, Hools?”


“I’m afraid so, ma’am. Here, sit down, you must be feeling rather—”


“Gentlemen, understand this.” The dead man’s wife stared at them with cold rage, her face lashed by the yellow flashes from the roof of the open ambulance. “I know my husband is dead according to current medical standards. There’s a small chance that he can be restored to life.”


The dead man, with his ugly fatal injuries, was clearly beyond all hope of intervention. “I’m sorry, there’s no heartbeat or respiration, ma’am, so I’m afraid that’s out of—”


“Not now, some time in the future. Listen to me. That will only happen if the appropriate treatment is started right this instant, God damn it!”


Uncomfortable, the older man said: “Please, ma’am, we—”


She was small and thin, and seemed to tower over them.


“I said listen to me. Call that 800 number. When the cryotransport team arrives, my husband’s body will be prepared for vitrification and cryostasis at minus 140 degree Celsius. Any delay now, prior to cooling and washout, will cause irreversible loss of brain tissue.” Her voice broke on the last word.


The younger man said, “Man, they’ll either kick our ass out or put us on Sixty Minutes.”


Mendez nodded. “Or both. Think there’s some ice in storage. Okay, get the gurney over here.” He tore open the dead man’s shirt and began pressing on his chest.


3: AMANDA


In holding cell until two in the afternoon, felt usual blend of anger and sinking, stomach-chewing loss. Why such a disappointment to olders? Anyway, why care? All ever think about is themselves, damned immortal careers, climbing social ladder. Dr. Singh, wife rather higher up social hierarchy than family had yet managed to reach, even if Maman was legal for one of major new sub-surface construction projects. Singhs stockholders, not mere functionaries. Had really blown it. Well, both blew it together, but Vikram was golden pender so didn’t suppose would suffer any long term consequences. Damn-all chance he’d have vee access cut off for whole night. Good grief, what to do? Stare at ceiling of cell? Scribble on walls? Read book?


Was depressing, truly boring way to spend night. Amused self with compactification of n-manifold classes, fiddling as usual with Cohn-Vossen inequality. Got frustrated and nowhere. Next day in court was worse. Mr. Abdel-Malek, principal Magistrate for van Gogh Metro polis enclave, is very calm gentleman with soft, sinister tone to voice. Heard society ladies find quite sexy, in right context. Plainly have never heard him speaking to miscreant who threatened freighter system by attempting tie webbed subadult body to Maglev train ready to thunder through new Metro-to-coast tube at speed sound. Actually, dispute anyone, anything in danger. Did extensive sims air flow, vector changes, stresses we’d experience in protective webbing, all that. Piece cake. Well, not really piece cake, or wouldn’t be worth doing. But nothing lethal. Just really, really glumpzoid. Would be talk of Mall. Be Mall gods.


Or would have been, if had got that far. As was, everything came unstuck, unraveled when entered loading hangars. Baffling. Spent much of night unable sleep, staring at blank ceiling, wondering about this. Had to be another way in to tube, somewhere automatics weren’t watching every square micrometer.


Standing next to head-hanging Vikram Singh, watching Mr. Abdel-Malek enter adjudication room, take his place behind large, plain desk top, jolt went through me. Wasn’t fright, although was certainly worried that adults had got together, devised some awful punishment, like forbidding visit Mall until we turned Thirty. Two more years, 700 days social death. Nearly three for Vik. Better should cut heads off, freeze us down, be done with it. No, what sent electric spark through bones was moment of truth. Knew how to get in to ride freighter!


Hissed: “Vik.”


“Not now, Mand,” muttered back. Was avoiding my eyes. Maître must have torn strip off.


“Listen, just thought of—”


“All be seated,” auto voice told us. Mr. Abdel-Malek had already lowered elegantly-trousered backside onto ergonomic support, was accessing summary of crimes, misdemeanors—could tell by way eyes were slightly raised, directed at ceiling, sure sign was downloading compressed data file. After moment, glanced back down, looked at us both. Quailed despite self.


“You know why you’re here,” told us. No time-wasting formalities for Magistrate. “You have had sixteen hours in detention to consider the gravity of your offence. Do you have anything to say in mitigation?”


Neither spoke.


“Amanda?”


“Uh, sir, was really no danger, you know, had taken every—”


His voice was soft, calm, sent shudder through me. “I do not wish to listen to your self-serving excuses and rationalizations, Pender Kolby-McAllister, nor do I find cant amusing; speak English during this hearing. I have read your confession of fault. You clearly understand the seriousness of what you tried to do. Is there anything you would care to add that might explain what you and this young man did? I am not interested in hearing you attempt to duck your responsibility.”


Just youthful high spirits. Blame it on retrofit hormone plateau. Were bored shitless, what’s wrong with you people? Of course didn’t say any of that, not completely self-destructive, rumors to contrary notwithstanding.


“No, sir. Very— I’m very sorry.”


“Vikram Singh, anything to add? I see that your previous record is not quite so murky as that of your co-defendant.”


“I’m also very sorry, sir,” Vik told, sounded as if meant. Guy altogether too law-abiding by nature, ask me. Was burning with eagerness tell him great new idea, terrific way could side-step automatics after all, get on freighters for major fun-run through depths.


Magistrate sighed, steepled fingers. “Both of you are on the verge of Maturity, so I will not speak to you as if you were still Children. You know right from wrong, lawful from lawless, sensible from recklessly stupid. You plainly both knew that what you attempted would be dangerous both to yourselves and to the safe operation of a very expensive transportation system. Ms. Kolby-McAllister, you are especially culpable in this regard, since your mother is closely involved in the Maglev project and she testifies that you gained access to the project by cracking her encrypted data files. Let me make this more pointed: it is a disgraceful use of your undoubted mathematical abilities, Dr. Kolby-McAllister.”


Looked from me, Vikram, back. Felt little bit sick with anxiety. Nasty shot about math doctorate—most smart penders near Maturity have equal standing, so what. Vik wore floppy doctoral hat when 18 or so. Picky and spiteful. Had felt same sick-sinking while entering hangars, webbed with carbon-fiber nets, ready, poised grapple to freighter would scream at speed of sound through tunnel bored into rock under earth. Other words, be honest, was half-buzzed, toey. While was scared what Magistrate might do, privileges might decide to deny, kind of getting off on at same time. Maybe one reason criminals never change spots unless psychs go in, rewire affect systems.


“For one month,” Mr. Abdel-Malek declared in same soft, distinct tone, “both of you will have your phone links removed. You will remain within your olders’ quarters after the hour of five in the afternoon and until you leave for Play or authorized expertise outing in the morning. You will not enter or attempt to enter the property of the Maglev Freighter Corporation, or any of its subsidiaries, and the security systems of their hangar complex will be permitted to list you as registered offenders until the day of your Maturity, from which point criminal penalties will attend any further infractions. Do you understand me?”


Mumbled, “Yes, sir.”


“Speak up clearly, Doctor,” Mr. Abdel-Malek said. “Say it with some conviction.”


Surely was intentional pun in last word. Heart accelerated, nodded emphatically.


“Yes, sir, I do understand. No further entry into the Maglev hangars. Give you solemn word on that.” Was okay, had better way in.


“Very well. You are released into the custody of your parents, Ms. Kolby-McAllister. Dr. Singh, you will remain in detention until one of your parents returns from business and collects you. Next case.”


Maître was waiting outside, led Vikram off to side room, so didn’t have chance to tell great new idea. Besides, probably wasn’t right psychological moment. But knew that once had chance to talk that boy into it, would wind him around little finger. Get to ride rods without going anywhere near hangars.


See, had remembered something from legal case Maman had been tied up with, on, off, since I was twenty-three or so. Loonies of God’s Valley. And vent shaft corp had just punched up through two hundred meters of rock.


Now only had to find some way into most ferociously independent, paranoid territory left in country, maybe entire world, work out way to override vent shaft safety codes. Pity they’d cut off message implant. Would have phoned Vik right away, told great plan. Would be dread. Megadread. Would be Mall gods after all.


4: MATHEWMARK


There was a terrible irony about the hole that killed old man Grout, but we didn’t know this until a week after his funeral. The tunnelers needed an air shaft, which had been negotiated during the endless legal battles at the Gatehouse. They had been clawing their way up towards the surface, their machines grinding away, letting the broken rock fall to the tunnel below to be carried away five hundred kilometers to the coast. The air shaft came up out of the earth less than a meter from old man Grout’s hole, so he hadn’t been so crazy when he said he could hear them at their polluters’ work. If he’d lived he would have met them on his way down. Him and his punishing Lord, and Mother Gaia, and all the other gods of our choice.




Seed origin iii: SLEEP


For Mohammed Kasim Abdel-Malek, time has all but stopped. Unlike nearly all the other dead in the history of the world, however, his clock is merely stilled; it has not been shattered into useless cogs and springs and fragments of glass. For Abdel-Malek, and the world, time passes.


It passes more swiftly for the world.


Some things change. Some things remain the same. Overall, perhaps more things change than remain the same. The principle of exchange through an imaginary but tactile medium of equivalence, money, morphs and finally evaporates into flows of information and strategic calculation beyond human understanding. Slowly at first, and then in a rush, machines do nearly everything toilsome, even if the world has relinquished nanotechnology and its Promethean promise. Micromachines are cheap, repair and copy themselves under instruction but not from any urge or capacity to reproduce, never go on strike, and are a safe thousand times larger than nanodevices. If at last their owners have no great use for money, since everything consumable is effectively free, they certainly do not lack for plenty. Mastery of death itself seems close within their grasp, yet carefully held at bay out of decent caution. They have plenty of time for sentiment. They embrace art and faith and they praise science even as they throttle back its terrifying acceleration. As flowers once were piled in profusion upon the graves of great scholars, soldiers, leaders, now a more positive ritual becomes customary. The promise of immortality is honored in the care some of them lavish on the cryonics mausoleums. Many of the worthy dead go to their suspended life, resting head down in their frigid Dewars.


These vitrified dead do not eat or drink. But they, too, sleep magnificently.


For a while. But some things change. Some things change very quickly indeed.


5: AMANDA


Maman grounded me after trial tube burn, Vikram’s parents did same. Really annoying. Could flick eyes up to left much as liked, trying toggle phone implant on, but damned thing dead as doornail. So was phone uplink on notepage, not mention vee access. Could use monitored Joyous hard phone downstairs call out, take incoming, could be anyone in world while NannyWatch listened in like robotic pest, could go down Mall, hang with friends—if stayed inside burb bounds, came straight home by dinner time.


Whined: “Vik’s best friend, Maman. Is cruel, unnatural punishment.” Kept on in this vein until sick sound of own. Eventually, with patented extremely bored glance, she looked up from legal monitor. Preparing some brief for Metro-to-coast Deep Maglev rail consortium. She, Maître, had battled bigots of God’s Valley last four, half years, trying establish corporation’s right tunnel under loonies’ machine-free utopia. Funny, really, in gruesome way, because if parent hadn’t been so devoted to particular law case, would never have got cool idea riding rods underground tubes.


Which was, felt modestly, one of truly great ideas of life.


“Amanda, darling,” Maman said in bright, chilly voice, “do you really want me to switch off your speech centers?”


Opened mouth again, ready with hot, angry answer, then shut, swallowed hard. Had done that to me once before; was about ten, unbearable. Speechless whole day. Talk about cruel, unnatural! Stand there getting red in face, moving mouth, flapping tongue, nothing happens in throat because brain short-circuited. Know what want say, or think do, but nothing comes out. Infuriating! Tried get back by grabbing spraygel, marking spiteful graffiti messages all over living room vidwall, but somehow couldn’t force arm make bright blue, red squiggles into words. Only managed cover wall display, self with blobs luminous gel. Felt like tongue-tied baby, ended up running into room, squeezing door, howling eyes out.


So knew what was threatening. Worse, knew meant every word.


Swallowed again, hard.


“No.”


“No, what, Amanda?”


No point arguing. No point demanding fair just rights as senior pender. No sense doing anything except knuckle under, wait next twenty-three months, seventeen days to creep past one day at a time until legally adult of Thirty, could kick off out of creep hole, maybe set up flop with Vikram, other cool guyz.


“No, Maman, don’t want to force you and Maîtredy into imposing any more penalties for own good.”


“Fine. Now, darling, I still have rather a lot of work to finish before the council meeting this afternoon, so why don’t you go to your room and practice your violin?”


Stomped off to soundproof room, sawed way through Mozart divertimento. Worked for while on generalized Paneitz 4th order operator in relation to zeta-functional determinant, associated nonlinear equations. Didn’t divert for long. Wondered if could trap a bee-ad, send message to Vikram. Mood was in, might as well both break curfew, try test other way hitch supersonic ride through bowels of earth.


One benefit having olds contracted handle legal tangles of Metro Maglev deep rail project. Had cracked household Lawman program, downloaded zillion pages AI jargon, engineering plans, then used couple smart ferrets plough through data, found that new way into tunnels.


7: MATHEWMARK


The good people of the Valley weren’t too thrilled about the ventilation shaft. It appeared overnight. It was only a day or two after we’d filled in old man Grout’s hole that we awoke to find a conspicuous metallic column sticking out of the ground in almost exactly the same place. It was about a meter and a half in diameter and, say, four meters high. Not steel but some kind of polluters’ invented stuff. Painted green, but the paint wouldn’t chip off. Cut into the side at ground level, in luminous red, were the words Metro Polis System Maglev Deep Rail Authority, Ventilation shaft 26B. And then, in yellow, It would be very much in your own interests not to enter or drop anything down this shaft. We don’t have very many warning notices in the Valley, but when we do, we write things like Repent!; Keep Out; Light no Fires; Danger! Just simple, plain language that tells people what they need to know. There was something really menacing about the long-winded, mild-mannered drivel about our own interests.


Me and Momma and Dad and my brother, Lukenjon, were among the first to see the thing sticking up out of the ground in the early morning light. We walked down the hill to old man Grout’s patch and just stood and looked. We were soon joined by our near neighbors and then others from further afield. We don’t have telephones or other works of the devil in the Valley, but news travels fast. Very fast indeed, faster than a man can run, faster than a mule can gallop—faster even than a horse can go. My Dad sometimes says that the speed at which news travels is the strongest argument there is for the existence of God. He’s only half joking. Frankly I don’t know what other arguments there are—in the Valley we don’t argue about the existence of the God of our choice, we know he, she or it exists. Full stop.


When there were about three dozen people and a dozen mules standing in a circle around the ventilation shaft, Old biddy Smeeth picked up a broken harrow tooth and walked right up to the thing. She swung the harrow tooth in an arc, smashing it into the side of the column. Clang. It was hollow. We were left in no doubt about that. And it extended deep into the ground. We could hear the reverberations, almost feel them through our feet. We looked up at the top of the column, a dark exclamation mark against the blue sky. The stuff about our “own interests’ seemed a bit silly as well as menacing. You couldn’t “drop’ anything down the shaft, you’d be pushing it to climb to the top without a ladder, giving each other a leg up.


Old biddy Smeeth turned round and addressed the rest of us. “This is an abomination in the eyes of Kali, it is an outhouse vent in the temple of the gods. We must cast it out!”


“How?” I said.


“How?” old biddy Smeeth said, “How? Mathewmark. Are you so lacking in wisdom that you needs must ask how?”


Old biddy Smeeth has never been my favorite neighbor. She’s always finding fault, always letting you know that she personally finds considerably more favor in the eyes of Kali than you do. Still, it doesn’t do to talk back to an Older, not in front of a gathering.


“I only seek your wisdom, Auntie Smeeth,” I said.


“Pray!” cried old biddy Smeeth. “Everybody pray!”


There was a bit of foot shuffling. A couple of people found they had urgent things to do to the harness of their mules. But old biddy Smeeth would not be denied.


“Let us pray, brothers and sisters,” she cried. “Let us pray to the God of our choice that this abomination be blasted from the surface of the earth. Let the might of Kali drive it back down into the infernal regions from which it sprang!”


Old biddy Smeeth fell to her knees in the trampled wheat patch. She raised two hands to the heavens and closed her eyes. Then she opened them again for a quick look around to see if everybody else was joining her. She cried to the goddess. People started kneeling, some more quickly than others. More and more voices joined in prayer. There was no coherence, voice battled with voice. Beside me Lukenjon was on his knees, getting into the spirit of the thing, yelling something about Tower of Babel, tower of sin, tower of outrage, tower of tin. Lukenjon is much more pious than I am, but he also writes lots of crappy poetry, real doggerel. Sometimes his devotion to the Lord and his soppy versifying get a bit mixed up.


I must admit I was about the last person to get down on my knees. But I did. And I prayed. I didn’t pray out loud, I just had a quiet word with the Lord. Actually, if the Lord could hear me above the voices of all the rest, then I reckon that’s another powerful argument for the existence of God. Although, I suppose, the argument is circular or something. A lot of truths about the Lord are a bit circular when you come to think about it. Anyway, what I said to the Lord was: you do what you think right, Lord. Ignore old biddy Smeeth if she’s on the wrong track.


Then, not suddenly, but slowly, a slow moan rose above the sound of prayer. It was a deep, rolling, sighing, mournful sound. And it came from the heavens above. It grew louder. Many people fell silent. One or two fainted. “Kali the destroyer is made manifest!” old biddy Smeeth cried. “She is amongst us!” You could tell she was taking the credit.


In our Valley the gods or goddesses manifest fairly often, they’re part of our lives, working the odd miracle or two. But this moaning, sighing sound was something new. Beside me Lukenjon was hard at it. “Voice of the Lord. Voice of the sword! Sword of the tin-slayer! Slice it up, Lord, layer by layer!”


“Shut up, Luken,” I said quietly. “I want to hear this thing.”


It didn’t take long for me to work out where the sound was coming from. It was coming out of the mouth of the ventilation shaft several meters above our heads. It was the moaning of wind rushing out of a pipe. Any number of musical instruments work that way. The shaft was just a huge tin whistle. Once I’d worked that out, I also knew what was forcing the air out of the shaft: there was a train down there, bowling along towards us, pushing the air in front of it. Old biddy Smeeth had got it terribly wrong, we weren’t listening to the voice of Kali or any other god. If anything, we were listening to the voice of the devil.


The next day there was a meeting of Olders at the temple. I wasn’t there, of course, but Momma and Dad were. Apparently old biddy Smeeth and a few of her mates couldn’t be convinced that they hadn’t heard the voice of God. The Smeeth group claimed the moaning was a sign that divine punishment was going to strike down the ventilation shaft at Kali’s earliest convenience. Someone asked why it hadn’t already been struck down—the thing had been there for at least thirty-six hours. Old biddy Smeeth said she wasn’t listening to such blasphemy, and mentioned working in mysterious ways. The God of our Choice would get around to striking the thing down in his or her own good time and it wasn’t for mere mortals to call the sacred time-table into question. Old biddy Smeeth knew this, because Kali had told her. The more important debate at the meeting of Olders concerned the question of permission.


The people of the Valley don’t have much contact with the outside world. Outsiders aren’t allowed in through the Gatehouse at the Valley entrance. And the good people of the Valley never leave. Or if they do, they leave and never come back. But sometimes it is necessary for the Olders to engage in business with outsiders, and they hold a meeting in the Gatehouse. Those Olders chosen to bargain with the Outsiders enter the Gatehouse through the Valley door and sit on one side of a wide table. The Outsiders enter the Gatehouse by the Door of the Damned and sit on the other side of the table. That’s as close as anybody from the Valley gets to the outside world. Recently, rumor said, there had been quite a few meetings in the Gatehouse. The lawyers for the Maglev Rail Authority and Freighter Corporation had wanted to speak to certain Olders. And certain Olders, it turned out, had struck certain deals.


Ructions! There hadn’t been such turmoil in the Valley since the great pan-krishna-rainbow serpent dust-up. That was way before I was born, of course. But there were still some ancient Olders around who could remember those days. The reason our religion is so strong is that it incorporates all the truths known to all the little itsy-bitsy religions like Christianity and Judaism and Buddhism and Islam and so forth. We’ve got the lot. Or rather we’ve got bits and pieces of the lot. And sometimes you get disputes about what to put in and what to leave out. That happened back in the days of the pan-krishna-rainbow serpent dispute. Families were torn asunder. Wife (or wives) wouldn’t speak to husband. Brother wouldn’t speak to sister. An alternative temple was built right across the track from the Great Temple itself. The two congregations used to praise the Lord at the tops of their voices, trying to drown each other out. After a really good Sunday or Wednesday of scripture-dueling hardly anybody in the Valley could speak, their vocal cords were so shot. It all died down in the end, of course, the dispute was using up too much energy, the crops were starting to fail. Finally the Alternative Temple was hit by a lightning bolt. That did it, a sign from on high. But while life might have returned to normal, people still talk of those days, even though hardly anyone is old enough to remember them in person.


And now it was happening all over again, only this time the Valley was split on the question of permission. Why had the bargaining Olders told the Maglev people they could put their ventilation shaft in our Valley? What secret deals had been done? It must have been the devil himself who scrambled the Olders’ minds. Or so it was said. But it was also said that liar bees had been seen in the Valley. I’ve always tried to keep an open mind on the question of liar bees. Some people think they are real, think they are all over the place, buzzing around the fields, hiding in the woods, perching on the cradles of new-born infants the better to corrupt their innocent little minds. Auntie McWeezle reckons they exist. She’s seen them, she’s heard them.


“They are as real as you are, Mathewmark,” she said when I brought up the subject. “There’s all sorts of wickedness in the Outside. And wickedness can’t abide goodness and peace. The wicked know our Valley is steeped in innocence and it riles them. They plot and scheme, the wicked. And the liar bees are their agents. They come in on the north wind. Like a plague of locusts. Moral locusts!”


“Come on, Auntie,” I said. “Why would anybody on the Outside want to send funny little talking insects into our Valley? How would it profit them?”


“Wickedness is its own reward,” Auntie said and poured me more buttermilk. “Besides, the Valley is prime real estate.”


“Real estate?” I said. “No one from the Outside can buy real estate in our Valley. It’s forbidden.”


“And while the good people of the Valley remain stout of heart and pure of spirit it will remain forbidden, Mathewmark.”


“Well, there you are,” I said.


“But if the moral contagion gets a grip,” Auntie said. “then all will be lost, the Law will wither and die and people will be so depraved that they’ll barter their heritage for the pleasures of the fleshpots.”


“And this is what the bees are telling people?” I said.


“Indeed it is, Mathewmark. The liar bees have been whispering in the Olders’ ears. Offering sweet blandishments. How else do you explain the granting of permission?”


You can never tell with Auntie McWeezle. Sometimes I think she believes everything she tells you, and sometimes I think she exaggerates for the pleasure of it. She’s as old as the hills and her face is lined with wrinkles and she hardly has any teeth, but her eyes sparkle sometimes, and they were sparkling now. Maybe because she was pulling my leg. Maybe because she really believed the liar bees were buzzing around us, looking for our weaknesses. I still had half a dozen loads to fetch and carry, so I thanked Auntie for her buttermilk and set off on the cart.


The devil tempted me, I confess it freely. Auntie’s words niggled at the back of mind as I made my deliveries. I’d never seen a liar bee, and neither had any of other young people I knew. Jed Cooper was a couple of years older than me, and he’d been a bit of a hell-tearer, I’d heard tell. So as we lugged a load of corn together I decided to put the question to him.


He guffawed in my face. He laughed so hard he sprayed spit. I wiped it off my face with a sleeve and scowled.


“Don’t believe ever’thing you hear, young Mathewmark,” he said finally, shouldering the sack he’d dropped in his hilarity.


“Never said I believed it,” I grunted.


He squeezed one eye shut and tapped his nose knowingly.


“It’s the demon dogs you need to worry about,” he told me, “they’ll come down in the night and bear you off to hell’s teeth for a chewing.” Then he was chortling again at his own wit. He might be older than me but I’m bigger, from all the lifting and toting, and I had a moment there when I wanted to clock him one. Lay him out on the ground. But that’s wickedness, too, fighting with your neighbors. I just scowled and fell silent.


Jed wasn’t finished with me, though. Just before I jumped back up on the cart he came close and leaned into my ear.


“If’n you really want to hear the whispering naughty promises of the liar bee,” he said, his sour breath in my nostrils, “you have to invite them down politely. Call them to you, young Mathewmark.”


“What do you mean?” I said, jerking away. “Why would you need to call the Tempter? He’s supposed to call you.”


“Nope, it’s the rules of hell. They can’t come in to the Valley unless you invite them.”


I cleared my throat in disgust and spat into the gnawed grass where Ebeeneezer had been chewing it. “You don’t know anything, Jed. Everyone’ll tell you it’s vampires and the walking dead you have to invite past your door.”


“Suit yourself,” he said, and rolled the last barrel toward his store. “See you next week.”


I rode away chewing my lip. He could have invited me in for a bite of lunch and cool draft of spring water, but we were both too annoyed with each other. Well, Jed probably wasn’t annoyed. He’d be tickled pink at the way he’d pulled my leg and got a rise out of me. I let my good old mule Ebeeneezer take us out of the yard and down the dirt track, teased by the ridiculous doubt that maybe Jed was right after all. After all he was older than me, although he wasn’t yet married, and he’d seen a bit more of life. More than a bit more, if the rumors were right.


I opened my mouth, gazed up at the blue sky, thought better of it and closed my mouth again. But nobody was within ear-shot. Over in a distant field two kids were bent down clearing weeds, and they waved as we passed them, but they wouldn’t hear me tempt the devil. Still, I waited until we’d left them behind, then I said softly, “Show yourself, tool of Satan. Let me hear your blandishments.”


Nothing happened, of course. I felt like a fool. I raised my voice and shouted in a sarcastic way, “Come down from the devil’s palace, liar bees! I dare you to test my faith, for I am a man who may not be bent from the path of righteousness.”


Dust puffed up from the mule’s plodding hooves. The wheels turned with a squeak. No flying insect of temptation fell from the skies to put my soul in peril. It wasn’t as if I’d really expected it to.


There’s a patch of wooded country between Jed Cooper’s place and old man Legrand’s log cabin. At that time of year quite a few of the tree varieties are in flower. That stretch of track was alive with insects, their hum and drone like a distant, old, familiar tune. The day was drowsy with the heat of early spring and the scent of flowers. Ebeeneezer knew where we were going. There wasn’t much for me to do. I was half asleep on the cart, the reins slack in my hands.


“You rang?” a voice said in my ear.


I woke up with a start. I looked around.


“What?”


“Thir?”


“Not you, Ebeeneezer. Did someone say something?”


“Didn’t hear.”


There was no-one else near. I must have been dreaming. A large bee of a sort I’d never seen before buzzed once around my head and disappeared into the trees. I shivered, even through the day was warm. I told myself not to be a fool. Suggestion, that’s what it was, the result of suggestion. Spend half an hour yarning with Auntie McWeezle and of course you’d dream of liar bees or something similar.


“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” the voice rasped. The humming grew louder. I pulled out my big handkerchief and folded it lengthwise so I could swat the devilish thing if it tried its wiles on me again. The bee zoomed in and sat on my right shoulder.


“Hey kid,” it said in a buzzing little voice, “listen up.”


I still couldn’t believe my ears. Must be dreaming. “Are you addressing me?” I blurted.


“If you’re the one who invited me, kiddo, and I know you are, you’re the one and only. And hey, Valley boy,” it said in a small, self-satisfied, irritating voice, “have I got a deal for you!”


7: THE ABDEL-MALEK INTERVIEW, Global Business Review, January 4, 2003 (excerpt)


Q. How will people cope if they learn they have unlimited years ahead of them, due to major medical advances in the control of disease, aging and senescence?


A. Life extension is just about living healthily longer, maybe indefinitely. What people do with the extra time is up to them.


Q. Won’t indefinite lifespan change our definition of what a person is?


A. Of course not. A person is a conscious, moral agent, or at least an individual with that capacity, even if it happens to be impaired at the moment. Why should death be written into the contract?


Q. You were originally trained as a lawyer before changing to computer cognitive science later in life. Will we need new or different legal rights or obligations for rejuvenated centenarians?


A. Only those that apply to any other healthy person: the responsibility to earn their keep, by work or keen investment, and to obey the law of the land. Sooner or later, machines or tailored organisms will provide all our wants. We’ll work only at jobs we choose to accept, as artists dream of doing.


Q. What if Freud’s right and human beings have a death wish stronger than their hunger for life?


A. It’s too soon to tell. Let’s see how people at the age of 200 feel while they retain the physical and mental vigor of an adolescent. If they all suddenly need Prozac to get through the day, I’ll give your suggestion more serious attention.
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