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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.







Mindplayers


For Allie, putting on the madcap that Jerry borrowed was a very big mistake. The psychosis itself was quite conventional, but it didn’t go away when she took the madcap off, so the Brain Police took over leaving her with a choice – go to jail as a mind criminal or become a mindplayer herself.


Fools


The winner of the 1995 Arthur C. Clarke Award. When Marva, a Method actress, awakens in a hologram pool, carrying in her head the memory of a murder, she must think fast to find out whose life she is living and to elude the Escort Service assassins who are pursuing her.


Tea from an Empty Cup


‘How can you drink tea from an empty cup?’


That ancient Zen riddle holds the key to a baffling mystery; a young man found with his throat slashed while locked alone in a virtual reality parlour. The secret of this enigmatic death lies in an apocalyptic cyberspace shadow-world where nothing is certain, and even one’s own identity can change in an instant.




INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Pat Cadigan is the working name of US writer Patricia Oren Kearney Cadigan (born 1953), in the UK from the early 1990s; she began to publish sf with ‘Death from Exposure’ in Shayol #2 for February 1978; this Semiprozine, which she edited throughout its existence (1977–85), was remarkable both for the quality of stories it published and for its production values. She later assembled much of her best shorter work in Patterns: Stories (1989), where its cumulative effect is very considerable; later stories appear in Home by the Sea (1992) and Dirty Work: Stories (1993). From the beginning, Cadigan has been a writer who makes use of her venues – usually Near-Future, usually urban, and usually Californian though often intensified by a sense of windswept, prairie desolation – as highly charged gauntlets which her protagonists do not so much run as cling to, never arriving safely, but surviving somehow. It is an effect also to be found in the stories assembled in Letters from Home (1991) with Karen Joy Fowler and Pat Murphy, each contributing her own tales.


It may be that Cadigan’s first novel, Mindplayers (1987), failed to sustain the intensity of her shorter work, though its virtues were evident from the first (see below). Her next novel, Synners (1991), on the other hand, takes full advantage of its considerable length to translate the street-wise, Cyberpunk involvedness of her best short fiction into a comprehensive vision – racingly told, linguistically acute, simultaneously pell-mell and precise in its detailing – of a world dominated by the intricacies of the human/Computer interface; it won her first Arthur C. Clarke Award in 1992. The plot, which is extremely complicated, is an early exploration of the interface disease trope, where computer viruses which pass for AIs are beginning to cause numerous human deaths and to fragment human Identity; authors like Eugene Byrne have subsequently explored the imaginative possibilities of this concept, though Cadigan’s work may increasingly seem to have been prescient, in some part through the anxiety of entrapment it conveys, the sense that what is happening to us is not just our imagination …


Her immersion of her female protagonists in traditionally masculine venues – though she does not explicitly write Feminist sf – has furthermore had a salutary effect on both readers and any writer who wishes to continue to explore the prison-side of Cyberpunk. Like William Gibson’s similarly enclosing cyberpunk novels – and unlike the can-do brutalism of Bruce Sterling’s generically similar works – Synners offers no sense that the Conceptual Breakthroughs that proliferate throughout her texts will in any significant sense transform the overwhelming urbanized world, though there is some hint that the system may begin to fail through its own internal imbalances. At the heart of Synners is the burning presence of a future which offers little release. Cadigan’s third novel, Fools (1992) – which won her second Arthur C. Clarke Award in 1995 – exercises a virtuoso concision on similar material (see below).


Cadigan’s next significant work is the loose Doré Konstantin series, comprising Tea from an Empty Cup (1998) (see below) and Dervish is Digital (2000), in which the dark colours of the typical Cyberpunk future are conveyed through even more unrelievedly noir tones, as Near Future detective Konstantin, gradually becoming streetwise within the Virtual Reality domains that now proliferate, engages in complex Identity games with perps and victims, sometimes Japanese. Though the series is fast and not infrequently witty, there is a sense that Cadigan has exhausted, at least for the time being, the potentials of the 1980s-tinged marriage of Cyberspace and Virtual Reality. She has explored worlds whose like we now inhabit; and like many of her readers, but sooner and more clearly, has found them wanting.


Mindplayers (1987), the first novel presented here, can be faulted for its refusal to sustain unbrokenly a book-length tale; but the compensations are considerable, for the text is free to display very considerable vigour and a good will that seems valiant, given her default darkness of vision. Mindplayers takes off from a concept of the human mind as being an almost literal Theatre of Memory, into which a healer may literally enter, given the proper Dream-Hacking tools. It is an intriguing notion, and uttered before its time; more than a decade into the twenty-first century, we are beginning to suspect that the truth may be something very similar: that the mind’s internal narratives may be physically located and traced back and forth through the substance of the brain. Mindplayers was here first.


Fools (1992) expands on some of the suggestions made in the first book, though this time plotted with all the intricacy (but not the taxing length) of Synners. We are again in a Near-Future environment; memories are marketable and can be insertable at will into one’s mind/brain. Once inside the head, these memories prove themselves to have autonomy; each of them is a narrative (or segment of a self) in its own right; and individual brains become arenas where various partial selves engage in gladiatorial combat with each other. It is a dizzying ride. Hold on.


The third tale here selected, Tea from an Empty Cup (1998), is even faster and more intense than its predecessors; but this time round Cadigan has chosen for her protagonist a detective whose profession it is to weave through the traps and allurements of Cyberspace, and to solve its mysteries in the course of his job. Without Doré Konstantin to guide us, we might be as lost as we sometimes feel out here in the ‘real’ world. But we are not lost. We are shown the sights, we learn the streets. Cadigan remains one of our best guides. It is very good to follow her.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Pat Cadigan’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/cadigan_pat


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.
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Dedication


This is for my husband,


Arnie Fenner


for love and loyalty


above and beyond


 


and


 


In loving memory of


Tom Reamy


Won’t forget, Tom


 


I wish to express my thanks to the following people, for their considerable help and encouragement:


Gardner Dozois, Terry Matz, Lisa Tallarico, Ellen Datlow, Merrilee Heifetz, Victoria Schochet, Susan Casper, Tom Abel-lera, Jim Loehr, Ken Keller, Kathye McAndrew, Parke Godwin, Barry Malzberg, Jeannie Hund-Stuart, Robert Haas, James Gunn, Renée Duvall, Carolyn Hoppe, Cheryl Hawkinson, Mr and Mrs Robert A. Heinlein, Mr and Mrs George W. Fenner, and not least of all to my mother, Mrs Helen S. Kearney, whose contributions would fill a book on their own.


And of course, many thanks to Shawna McCarthy, caring editor, great friend.




PART ONE


Altered States of Consciousness




THE MADCAP


I did it on a dare. The type of thing where you know it’s a mistake but you do it anyway because it seems to be Mistake Time.


Of course, any time I did something with Jerry Wirerammer was Mistake Time. That seemed to be Jerry Wirerammer’s purpose in life. He was a cheery-looking type, very fair, all good teeth and clean hair and new clothes. He was also very crazy. His angle was skewed with respect to the rest of reality; one of those localized anomalies in human skin who always wants to make things interesting.


He came to me with the madcap, I didn’t go looking for him, which proves that when it’s Mistake Time, it won’t do you any good to hide out in your efficiency, wondering how overdrawn you can get with the kitchen before the meal dial locks up.


Even so, I suppose I should have known better than to let him in, but I figured, what the hell – he’d gone to all the trouble of fooling the entrance security program, I might as well see what he was up to now.


The madcap was surprising. Jerry’s trade ran mainly to bootlegged pharmaceuticals – hypnotics, limbos, meditative facilitators, hallucinogens. Hardware was usually beyond him unless he stole it, and he didn’t like to steal. Stealing was too physical, he’d told me once.


‘But this is just borrowed,’ he said, handing the madcap to me. I held it up and examined it as he made himself at home on my futon. It seemed to be a professional make, not jerry-rigged (or Jerry-rigged) – cushioned helmet, wraparound eye-shield, built-in reservoirs for premeasured doses of anesthetic, sedative, and madness. ‘Go ahead, Allie. I brought it over for you. Put it on. Dare yourself.’


Psychosis is an acquired taste and I wasn’t sure I’d acquired it. But I was game. After all, game was the name of the game. I slipped it on. The inner cushion molded itself to my head with a snugness so comfortable I forgot I was standing up and almost toppled over.


‘Whoops. Careful,’ Jerry giggled, lowering me to a sitting position on the futon. ‘You’ll be okay in a minute.’


Less than a minute. Behind the eye-shield, I was already getting a local anesthetic. Then the connections snaked under my eyelids and around my eyeballs to the optic nerve. Big splashy color explosions when they made contact. Where had Jerry gotten something this good? I was aware that my eyes were partly out of their sockets but the shield held them so securely I couldn’t really feel them. Then the psychosis kicked in.


Very slick – the transition from sanity to insanity was smooth. All the neurons involved were hit at once, so there was no bad-splice sensation. The right things were inhibited just as other things were stimulated, producing a change in brain chemistry that felt as natural as changing your mind. Not a bit of dizziness or pain. I got crazy.


The actual psychosis itself was quite conventional, paranoid delusions that built up quickly, one drawing on another for substance. Jerry had been wearing a white shirt, so that meant if I heard anyone, including myself, cough within the next few minutes (I did), I could be sure that there was a machine on the roof beaming thoughts at me. Exactly whose thoughts wasn’t clear, but I had to receive them: I was the One Chosen, and only moments after I realized that, I heard a voice in my ear confirm it.


You are the One Chosen, said a pleasant male voice. Don’t let on to Jerry, though. You know what a mistake that would be.


I sure did. I let the thoughts flow into me and watched a few mildly interesting hallucinations for a while and then the alarm signaled the end. The madcap separated the chemistry it had added from my own, cleaned it out, sedated me and disconnected, replacing my eyes in one smooth stroke.


Jerry struggled the cap off my head for me. ‘Good, huh?’


‘Not bad at all. How’d you get it?’


He shrugged cheerfully. ‘Told you. Borrowed it.’


‘Yah, but who do you know that would loan it to you?’


He shrugged again. ‘I didn’t ask.’


‘Probably the same people who put the machine on the roof.’


‘What?’ said Jerry, still cheerful.


‘The machine on the roof. The one that –’


I told you not to say anything, said that male voice, now coming from a point slightly above me and to the right. I looked up in its direction. Jerry caught it and his cheerfulness faded a bit.


‘Uh-oh,’ he said.


‘What do you mean, “uh-oh”?’


‘Nothing.’


‘No, you meant something by it and I want to know what.’


‘Nothing, Allie, I swear. It’s just an expression.’


‘Right.’


‘It is. Honest. It’s just something I say once in a while. Uh-oh. See?’


I tried to look knowing. ‘Okay, Jerry. Have it your way. But I’m in on it.’


‘You are?’


‘You bet. And there’s nothing anyone can do about it.’


Well, I was wrong on that count. Jerry just waited until the sedative kicked in a little more and then left me off at a dry-cleaner emergency room where, after I was sane again, the Brain Police took me into custody.


Of course, they traced the psychosis to Jerry and his borrowed madcap and got him, too. Jerry was hardly a licensed psychosis peddler, and the madcap turned out to be an experimental model he’d lifted out of someone’s back room.


I didn’t find out for a long time what they did with Jerry. But what they did with me was pretty interesting.




THE REALITY AFFIXER


You lose consciousness when you’re dry-cleaned; afterward, you dream or you drift. When the fog cleared, I was lying naked on a slab in a boxy gray room while the Brain Police photographed everything inside and out. I could see the mug-holo taking shape in the tank on the ceiling. Unbelievable. My first offense and they were taking a mug-holo as though I were a hardcore mind criminal, and for what was basically a victimless crime at that. Was this someone’s election year? I wondered. Or maybe I was still at the dry-cleaner’s waiting for treatment and this was a psychotic dream.


‘Haas, Alexandra Victoria,’ said a female voice. Not a paranoid delusion but real, belonging to the Brain Police officer looking through the thick observation window at me.


‘Yes?’ I said, trying to sound casual and matter-of-fact all at once.


‘You can dress now,’ she said.


I sat up. A set of prison jumpjohns was lying over the foot of the slab. I put them on a leg at a time, trying to get my thoughts together.


I didn’t know much about the Brain Police – not many people do unless they get into trouble with them, and those people don’t talk much about it later – but at that moment, I’d rather have been facing the IRS. At least the IRS couldn’t audit your thoughts. The woman on the other side of the window didn’t look like gestapo; she was plain to the point of dowdy with her straight sandy hair and bare face. The uniform was more the kind of thing you’d put on if you were going to paint something yourself. She was gazing expressionlessly in my direction without looking directly at me. When I finished dressing, a door opposite the slab whispered open and I stepped through into another boxy room.


‘Have a seat,’ the officer said, pointing at a table and two chairs in the center of the room. She remained at the window and the desk beneath it. I could see a smaller duplicate of my mug-holo revolving in one of the two monitors set between the array of system controls.


I sat. ‘Now what happens?’


Another door across the room opened and a round man in a beige sacsuit came in. The officer turned away and made herself busy at the desk. The man looked harmless enough; he wasn’t any taller than I but a good deal heavier. He barely nodded to me as he went over to her. They whispered to each other for a few minutes. I stared at my hands on the tabletop, trying to catch a few words, but I couldn’t hear a thing.


Abruptly, the woman crossed the room and left. I watched her go and then looked questioningly at the man, but he was busy studying the monitors. I waited a while and then cleared my throat.


‘Could you at least tell me if there’s anything good on tonight?’


He peered at me over his left shoulder. He said his name was Paolo Segretti and he’d been assigned to my case. ‘I see you still have your own eyes,’ he said, after a pause. His eyes were carnelian biogems. ‘Unusual for someone in your position.’


‘What position is that?’


‘Mind criminal.’


‘Oh, for – I put on a madcap for maybe two minutes. Two minutes. I didn’t go out and urge children under twelve to do likewise and I didn’t threaten anyone with bodily harm. The madcap was stolen but I didn’t steal it. This is my first offense!’


‘This is the first time you’ve been caught,’ the man corrected me. ‘But that’s better.’


‘What’s better?’


‘That wailing note in your voice. Now you sound more like what you are, which is a woman only a few years over the age of consent – an age I personally think is too low, but I’m sure that doesn’t interest you – who took a wrong turn.’ He smiled. ‘You’re very lucky. I mean it.’


‘I know,’ I said; somewhat defensively. ‘I had no idea a madcap could leave you altered after it cleaned out the psychomimetics. I thought when it was over, it was over.’


‘The particular madcap Wirerammer “borrowed” was incomplete; it didn’t have a restore setting, which you need even with the clean-out sequence. Once you put it on, you’re crazy until you go for the cure. Is that his real name – Wirerammer?’


‘I don’t know. I never asked.’ I took a deep breath and sat up a little straighter. ‘You can probably find out easier than I could. Take a look at his specs.’


Segretti glanced down at the monitors again. ‘Can’t. He’s not my case. I can’t just go barging into anyone’s head as the whim takes me. I was just curious. “Wirerammer.”’ He pronounced it carefully. ‘Nah. Couldn’t be, it’s too good.’


I got up and went over to look at the monitors. There was some kind of program full of numerical gibberish running on one; on the other, my nude form was still revolving slowly next to a list of distinguishing characteristics – two moles on left shoulder, nose broken once, and so forth. I frowned at the display of my rather padded form, with my hair showing a little more auburn than it actually was, rippling down to my shoulders as though I were underwater.


‘What’s the matter, One Haas? Don’t like what you see?’


‘On the contrary. I didn’t think I looked that good.’


Segretti restrained himself from chuckling. ‘Have you ever heard the expression “Nobody loves a smartass”?’


‘Yes, and I don’t think it’s necessarily true.’


‘Well, it’s truer than some smartasses might care to admit. When I said a little while ago that you were lucky, I didn’t mean only that you were lucky Wirerammer had enough decency to leave you off at a dry-cleaner’s when he realized you were in trouble. I meant you were lucky they caught you.’


‘“They”? Shouldn’t that be “we”? As in ‘you’?’


He shook his round head. ‘I’m not Brain Police. I’m your attorney. And your reality affixer.’ He glanced at the watch on his shirt cuff. ‘Ah, it’s time.’


‘For what?’ I was still trying to absorb the fact that I had an attorney who was a reality affixer, or vice versa.


‘For a little trip. We’re going over to my office to get your reality affixed.’


I stepped back. ‘Wait a minute. What if I don’t want my reality affixed?’


‘Sorry. It’s mandatory after an emergency dry-cleaning for an illegal psychosis.’


Great. I wasn’t sure who to curse, Jerry Wirerammer, Segretti, or myself. ‘No, you don’t go barging into everyone’s mind as the whim takes you, not you. You’re a real respecter of privacy, you are.’


‘You’re my case,’ he said brightly. ‘I won’t take you out restrained and I’ll even treat you to dinner.’


Yippee, I thought sourly.


Restraints were hardly necessary. With my mug-holo in the active file, I couldn’t have used any credit and I couldn’t even have gotten into my own apartment building without alerting the authorities. I was no Jerry Wirerammer, I didn’t know how to hackety-hack the security program. I was beginning to see how ill-prepared I was for a life of crime, even petty crime like being crazy without a license. But then, Jerry Wirerammer had been prepared and they’d gotten him, too.


Segretti took me out a side entrance, signing me out in his custody by pressing my left hand to a screen and superimposing his own print. The big Brain Police officer on the door didn’t look like the type who knew much about anyone’s brain; he was built more like an assassin. He also had that same lack of expression that I’d seen on the woman officer.


‘Glad to be out of there,’ I said as we stepped out into the deepening late afternoon sunlight. ‘Are they always so emotional?’


Segretti looked at me as though he couldn’t decide whether he should be amused or not. ‘They get that way, dealing with mind crimes. Stuff like mindsuck, mindrape. Even the petty stuff like unlicensed psychosis. Defensive suppression of emotions, what with all the mental stuff they sort through.’ He took my elbow and guided me up the sidewalk to the corner.


The city was just starting to get its second wind for the onset of evening. Overhead, airborne traffic was accumulating as it headed for Commerce Canyon; a looped holo on the belly of a crosstown express urged anyone looking for a new lease on life to visit any of Power People’s 57 local outlets ‘and browse our selection of over 1000 franchised personas! Rates are reasonable but reservations are required!’ I shuddered slightly as the goose walked over my grave; franchised people gave me the creeps worse than the Brain Police. Segretti noticed, but he didn’t comment.


‘Ground traffic’s lightened up a lot,’ he said. ‘We’ll walk. It’s only eight blocks and walking’s good for the brain. Ever notice how after you take even just a short walk, you get a new idea? Or do all your new ideas come out of madcaps?’


I tried to duplicate the Brain Police officers’ no-expression look. Segretti laughed, his chubby body jiggling in his sacsuit. ‘Remarkable,’ he said. ‘You could be taken for one of them. I mean it.’ I must have looked alarmed then because he laughed a little harder.


We started walking in the general direction of Commerce Canyon; through the gaps in the air traffic, I could just see the haze-covered lines of the buildings that rose up in man-made walls on either side of the central urban air and ground artery. In eight blocks, we wouldn’t get anywhere near it, which was fine with me: the filtration systems in Commerce Canyon left a lot to be desired. I didn’t care much for breathing air I could see.


‘Did anyone ever tell you your brain organization is unique?’ Segretti asked, still keeping a firm hold on my elbow as we walked. A woman in a red plastic workerall gave my prisoner jumpjohns a disdainful look but she gave Segretti an equally disdainful look.


‘Everyone’s brain organization is unique,’ I said, glancing over my shoulder at the woman as she passed us. ‘Even people who think alike think differently.’


‘Well, I was looking at your activity readings and it seems you store a lot of information in places where most people tend to store only those things they’ve experienced in real time. You lead an awfully mental life. I’m surprised no one’s ever approached you about it.’


‘“Approached” me? What do you mean, “approached” me?’


‘Talked to you about it after mindplay.’


‘I don’t mindplay.’ A pair of onionheads linked together by a three-foot chain gave us a wide berth, ignoring us as hard as they could. Onionhead marriage is about as weird as you can get without drugs. ‘Wait a minute. I thought you were supposed to be able to tell whether somebody mindplayed or not.’


‘Yah.’


‘Well? Wasn’t it in my readings?’


Segretti gave me the look I was beginning to think of as his Standard Cheerful. ‘Nope. You’ve got the brain chemistry of someone who has mindplayed regularly, entered into altered states of consciousness.’


‘That’s from the madcap.’


‘No, it isn’t. The madcap left an entirely different sort of trace. And a madcap, by the way, is technically a form of mindplay, though not the kind we both know I’m talking about.’


We passed a dreamland where a freestanding holo of some sort of silvery bird-person was beckoning with a feathery arm. A melodious recorded voice assured us that if we could imagine it, we could dream it, and with their enhanced dreaming technique, we’d never know the difference between it and a real experience. Big deal; I never knew when I was dreaming even without enhancement. Anyway, the claim wasn’t true. The human mind won’t accept a script in the rem state. I’d tried it.


‘Mindplay is a hell of a lot safer than madcaps or drugs, you know,’ Segretti said, oblivious to the dreamland come-on.


‘And a hell of a lot less private.’


‘You’d be surprised. How private is it to end up at some dry-cleaner emergency room babbling every thought that runs through your head at the top of your lungs?’


‘That’s never happened to me before. Maybe because of my unique brain organization.’


‘If it happens enough, you could lose that unique brain organization. And a lot of other stuff. Having unique brain organization doesn’t automatically make you smart.’


I shrugged. ‘Being smart doesn’t make you smart.’


‘But it does make you a smartass.’


There was a neurosis peddler on the next corner, spitting glittery little stars into the air from a pouch in his cheek as he solicited passersby. ‘Are you paranoid enough? Are you sure? Paranoia’s the wave of the future. Get alert, get paranoid!’ He spotted Segretti and made a fast getaway down the cross street without looking back.


Segretti smiled benignly at me. ‘I used to know him. Such a shame. His license was revoked a while back and what he’s selling are basically his own fears and insecurities. So sad when talent goes bad.’


‘Why was his license revoked?’


‘Because he was selling his own fears and insecurities. Bad ethics. You use the client’s own raw material, you don’t impose your mental state on someone else.’


‘How can you avoid it?’


‘There are ways. Training.’


For some reason, I thought of the Brain Police and their blank faces.


In the middle of the third block, one of Power People’s franchise outlets was having a grand opening, with a freestanding holo of a party in progress on the sidewalk in front of the store. There were hardly over 1000 personas displayed; probably just some of their bestsellers mixed in with the slower-moving types. A deliriously-in-love Nordic couple with matching gold hair and sculpted noses were discussing something with a grandfatherly man holding a bowl of pretzels. Next to him, a licensed likeness of this month’s hottest holo star was laughing with the licensed likeness of last month’s hottest holo star, while a tall, slender woman with large sad emerald eyes wandered among some of the other images. Very slick arrangement – it was cued to have them all turn and greet anyone stepping into the display field. Silently, though; there was no sound track. It wasn’t that slick.


The grandfatherly type held out the bowl of pretzels. It passed through my shoulder and I looked the other way just in time to see I was marching through a bouncy brown-haired woman with her arms wide open in welcome. Of course, I didn’t feel anything, but it still made me uncomfortable.


‘It was an inevitable outgrowth of the chain method of merchandising goods,’ Segretti said, smiling at me. ‘It lets people be the way they’d like to be with each other, and when they’d like to be different, they can change without a lot of emotional problems.’


‘Yeah, everybody wants to be somebody but nobody wants to be just anybody.’


‘Would you deny them a little pleasure just because they’re so dissatisfied with themselves they’d rather exist with an imposed persona? It’s really just another form of acting.’


‘Actors don’t rent personas so they can act.’ Segretti walked us a little faster as the afternoon began to fade. ‘No, but a lot of them are licensing themselves. Acting being what it is. What it’s always been. It’s no different than selling their faces to endorse jumpjohns, say, or flyers or drugs.’


‘If you say so. But that doesn’t mean I have to think it’s wonderful.’ I remembered when they’d finally legalized franchises. My parents had gone out and put their applications in the same day. The last time I’d seen them, I still hadn’t known who they were. ‘Listen, I don’t feel like a big sell on how wonderful it is to be alive in this age of mental marvels. Just affix my reality and let me pay my fine and I promise never to get loony without a license again.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ Segretti said flatly but no less cheerfully.


Well, he was on target there, but I didn’t say anything. The streets were becoming a little more crowded as the lights came on; apparently there were plenty of parties somewhere tonight. We went in silence the rest of the way to his office.


Segretti’s office was schizy; half of it was crowded with screens of various sizes and cassette library cases piled floor to nearly ceiling. You could hardly see out of some of the windows for the stacks of books and program boxes on the sills. He had two desks, back to back, and there was less than a square foot of clear space on both of them with all the slates and styluses and even more books he had scattered all over them.


The other side of the room was completely separate, as though a tangible, if unseen, barrier ran right through the center. That side was reserved for his system. It was fair-sized, maybe seven feet by ten, with two cushioned slabs and two holes the size of small ovens, where we’d be sticking our heads. The outside of the system didn’t show much, except for six monitor screens and the lighted control panel between the headholes.


‘Hungry?’ Segretti asked brightly.


I just looked at him.


‘I’ve got a nice lasagna dinner on the dial. Algae instead of spinach but it tastes great, I mean it. Come on.’ He led me around a corner on the cluttered side of the room and into a small, tidy alcove where an old-fashioned breakfast nook stood under a delivery box and a dial.


When the delivery box chimed and the door slid up and I smelled the lasagna, hunger hit me all at once. Segretti served us healthy portions from the dish without making much of a dent in what was left. ‘Plenty of cheese,’ he said, putting a fork in my hand. ‘You’re a bit depleted in the neurotransmitter department, so eat up. We’re going in.’


‘On this?’


‘Oh, it’s all fortified.’


‘You could have just shot me.’


‘The brain likes to take its nourishment conventionally, through the stomach. Shooting you full of concentrate is a strain in the long run, something you should be more concerned about. You don’t go cranking up the thought machine indiscriminately or someday you’ll wake up with Swiss cheese behind your eyes, I mean it. I eat.’


‘Obviously.’


He didn’t take offense. ‘If I wanted to look different, I would. Anyone can.’


The lasagna tasted wonderful, lacking the mediciney undertaste fortified food usually had. Segretti let me diminish a fair amount of it in peace, beaming at me as though he’d cooked it himself. I could feel myself starting to relax after a bit, at least physically. No tranquilizers, just the right combination of carbohydrates in the right dosage. But I didn’t want to relax.


‘I’ve never had my reality affixed,’ I said, after he’d served me another helping. ‘I don’t see why I have to.’


‘It’s the law.’ He frowned at the dish, then shrugged and helped himself to more.


‘But why? I mean, I know what reality I’m in now.’


‘Then, you’ll still be in the same reality afterwards. Nothing to worry about.’


My appetite died suddenly. I sat back against the booth and pushed my plate away.


‘Uh-uh,’ Segretti said, gesturing with his fork and the long dangle of mozzarella cheese hanging from one of the tines. ‘Keep eating.’


‘I thought you referred to mindrape as a crime.’


Now I got a reaction out of him. He put down his fork and stared at me, the carnelian eyes scanning my face. ‘I’m not going to mindrape you.’


‘You’re not? Tell my mind that. It doesn’t seem to believe you. My mind has a mind of its own. As it were.’


‘You committed the crime. I can’t believe you didn’t know you’d have to go through some kind of probe.’


‘What I didn’t know was that I’d get caught,’ I mumbled, staring at the half-finished lasagna on my plate.


‘The Brain Police put together an approximate picture of your history without having to access your mind. Everything you do leaves its mark on your brain chemistry, you know. Though I must say this is the first time I know of that anyone’s brain chemistry deceived their analysis. I’ll have to enter a note in your record that you’ve never mindplayed. Real mindplay is harder to pinpoint specifically than things like madcaps or drugs. Because it’s so global, you know.


‘Anyway, this was the fifth madcap you’ve taken, the third in about the last twelve months. A fair amount of hypnotics and meditation drugs. You’ve also limboed quite a bit with catalysts and you’ve tried enhanced dreaming two or three times – it was hard to tell because it apparently affected your normal dreaming for some time afterwards. You’d do better to visit a dreamfeeder but instead you put on illegal madcaps that could do serious damage. Makes sense.’ He pointed at my plate. ‘Eat. I mean it.’


I pulled the plate over and twiddled my fork in the sauce.


‘Once you have commerce in things mental,’ he went on, ‘you give up your right to be free of an apropos legal system. Mindplay’s been around a lot longer than you have. Blame it on society. Perhaps you’d prefer to go to an enclave and live happily ever after, sans madcaps, sans Brain Police, sans any kind of mindplay at all.’


‘It sounds more attractive all the time.’


‘You wouldn’t like it. I can tell.’ He leaned his elbows on the table and looked at me with his round face all puckered up earnestly. ‘It’s not going to be anything like rape.’


‘But you’ll be in there!’


‘No, I won’t. We’ll both be in the system, where we’ll meet in mind-to-mind contact. But I won’t be in your mind. There’s only room enough for you in there. Part of you would have to be excised for both of us to fit. I’m not going to do that.’


‘How would I know if you did?’


‘A record of your brain activity is being kept at three separate locations. When we’re through here, you’ll be tested at each location and the results compared. Any sign of tampering and I’m under arrest and you get restored. With a large cash settlement. But you have to know.’


‘Know what?’


‘Mindplay. Not the piddly little stuff you’ve been fooling around with. Not even the stuff that most people fool around with, buying neuroses and thrills and having their dreams fed. The real mindplay – that isn’t even the word for it. “Mindplay.” It’s always sounded trivial. But it isn’t. What I’m going to do is show you a few things. After that you’ll be arraigned, and what happens after your arraignment depends. You’ll be given some options. Because of your unique brain organization.’


I didn’t like the sound of any of it but I forced myself to start eating again. If we were going to run around inside my head, or whatever, and I really was low on neurotransmitter, I’d be no match for him.


The thing was, I was scared. Not just of him or the Brain Police, but of all mindplay. I didn’t mind, as it were, an altered state of consciousness, but the idea of going naked mind to naked mind with someone …


And people did it every day, as though they were just meeting each other on the street instead of mind to mind. How did they keep themselves from leaking into each other, or from disintegrating completely into one big blob of mixed-up consciousness?


It worried me. Everything worried me. Segretti said the Brain Police hadn’t accessed my mind – what a way to put it – while I’d been down, but how would I know the difference? Like a perfect crime – the locked room, no way in or out, but, somehow, someone gets in anyway, looks at every single thing in the room and gets out again, and (let’s just optimistically assume) doesn’t disturb so much as a speck. No on knows, no one will ever know. So, did it happen? Was the room really entered? The only person it would make a difference to would be the person who’d gotten in. Would that mean it happened only in his or her reality, and as far as anyone else was concerned – even the owner of the room – nothing happened? Or would it be like quantum, where something might change just by virtue of the fact that it’s been observed? And how would you tell it’s been changed? Could you tell?


It worried me. It worried me all the way up to the time Segretti was satisfied I’d eaten enough and put me on one of the slabs.


‘The system will administer a local anesthetic and displace your eyes,’ he said, very businesslike, as his fingers danced over the control panel. ‘You shouldn’t feel any discomfort, though it would be a lot easier on you if you didn’t still have your own eyes.’


Leaning on one elbow, I twisted around and looked at the headhole. In the soft light of his office, I couldn’t see anything inside.


‘Lie down, now. There’s nothing to worry about.’ He patted my hand.


‘Do I look worried?’ I said, forcing myself to lie down.


‘No. The first thing the system will do is play a little game with you, just by way of getting acquainted and helping you relax. I’ve set it for a simple color exercise. You can just watch or participate as you choose. Once the system senses you’re relaxed enough, we’ll make contact.’


‘What if I never get relaxed enough?’


Segretti did something to the slab and I felt it rearranging itself slightly under me, molding to the contours of my body.


‘Comfortable, isn’t it. Listen, I want you to understand – I won’t be joining you inside your mind. I mean it. Our minds will meet within the system.’


‘So you said.’


‘I just want to make sure you’re clear on that.’


‘Okay. But I’m not willing. I just want to make sure you’re clear on that.’


Segretti touched something else on the side of the slab and it glided back to the system and inserted my head in the hole.




INSIDE


The inside of the headhole was dark and pleasant smelling, like a field after a light spring rain. The smell grew stronger with every breath I took and I was just starting to feel almost calm when I felt something soft close around my neck and panic kicked in like an electroconvulsant.


Dark! And small! And close! And something had me by the neck and that smell, that smell, smothering me in pleasantness and I had to get out, get out –


Then the system was injecting the local anesthetic and before I could even register that my eyes were partway out of their sockets, the connections had reached my optic nerves and it was no longer dark and small and close. The fresh-field smell seemed to be coming from me now, spreading through my awareness like haze. I was floating along with it, alert but calm, no longer burdened with a physical body.


It felt pretty good. Not ecstasy but all right, the kind of well-being you’d choose over ecstasy when you were having a bad day – and this, I thought, definitely qualified as a bad day. I had a sense of being somewhere, in some sort of location, and I thought of looking around, even though I didn’t really have anything to look with.


As soon as the idea occurred to me, the colors came up. It wasn’t like light coming up, though you’d have thought it would be. For some reason, it made me think of music rather than light, like music I’d been hearing for a while but had only just become aware of.


Blue came first, deep, dark, fading in from the edge of my perception. As I watched, it changed, becoming lighter. It evolved into a soft green and I automatically thought of the fresh-field aroma. I smelled the memory and knew that it was the memory, not the aroma itself. Very trippy.


A small spot of yellow blossomed at the center of my perception and sent out tendrils. Well, it was like that, but that wasn’t precisely what I saw. I couldn’t really resolve what type of movement it was, unless I changed my perspective so that I was perceiving it directly, and then I almost got it. Almost. Exactly what was going on eluded me, as though I were trying to grab hold of mercury. I stopped trying to force the colors into a coherent pattern and they sort of settled around me, the yellow changing to gold and then to orange.


No pictures, I thought, watching the colors move and change. No pictures and no sense of environment or dimension. It was a few steps away from watching patterns on the backs of your eyelids, which was a perfectly respectable way of achieving entry to certain mental states. I used that a lot myself. I’d tried all the techniques for reaching altered states of consciousness – unaided, that is, without drugs or involving another person like a mindplayer. The colors thing felt like the best solo stuff but even better, because I didn’t have to concentrate so hard to keep my mind from wandering off on tangents.


The colors became a little more complex in their shadings, acquiring nuances – turquoise with a hint of stronger yellow, gold with an emphatic red underlay, red falling into purple that flickered back and forth on the border of midnight blue.


He was there, in the blue, his presence coming up the way a diver might slowly approach the surface of a dark lake.


See? No shock, no intrusion. How are you doing?


The sensation of his presence made me think of bubbles touching. There was the surface tension of his personality, his Segretti-ness, all the things that revolved around his actively being who he was, meeting my Allie-ness, the container that was me and the me the container contained, and which materials went into the container and which into the thing contained – it was the most powerful sense of identity I’d ever had in my life.


There was a feeling of barriers going. Somewhere panic jumped in me again, but the sensation leveled off and I perceived that there hadn’t been a total breakdown in my border condition or in his either. We were still separate, but we were in contact.


Suddenly, and yet somehow not abruptly, I had an orientation; the colors were rising, or I was falling, or both. Like veils drawn upward as I descended, the colors were lifting and something else was coming into focus around me.


Here we are, Segretti said.


Here was the edge of a broad field bounded by a low, flimsy wire fence; a roughly made sign on a post in front of me read WATCH THIS SPACE.


I didn’t realize I was so suggestible, I said, feeling rather amused.


Suggestible? How so? asked Segretti. He had come into being (if that’s the way to put it) sitting on the grass near the sign but a respectful distance from the fence.


That fresh-field smell in the system. It must have triggered this image.


Segretti smiled up at me. I looked around. Perfectly ordinary blue sky (maybe with a hint of the depth of that midnight blue behind the light day color); the field went as far as I could see in front of me. Behind me was more countryside but it was different, unbounded, grass grown up freely, the land rolling, the horizon obscured by haze.


This is what your mind looks like from this angle, Segretti said, still smiling.


What angle is this?


Your point of departure.


I shook my head, or rather, I did the mental equivalent of shaking my head and discovered I’d visualized/materialized a complete body for myself. I studied my hands for a moment; they were my hands as I’d always known them, no surprises there. I reached up to feel for my face.


Big surprise. No face. No head, even. Nothing but air.


You re all right, Segretti said, looking both amused and concerned.


I’d be better if I could find my face and everything that goes with it, I said, my fingers groping in the empty air where I judged my mouth should be.


From your perspective, you’ll have a head only when you really need to feel one. To shake, for instance. From my perspective, you look quite normal. Remarkably normal, in fact, very much the way you look out there. You have a very strong physical image of yourself. How you look is, uh, how you look. Most people’s inner image is a little more idealized, at the very least, and there are plenty who don’t look much like their outer selves at all.


I was still feeling for my head, trying to concentrate hard enough to bring one into existence. Suppose I want to put on a hat? Or maybe a madcap?


Segretti’s amusement took on an edge. If you really need to do that, you’ll find something there when the time comes. But if you spend all your time trying to feel for your own head when you re already inside the contents, you’re not going to find out much about yourself or anything else.


He had a point. I looked back at the open country again, straining to see through the haze in the distance. Well, I find it strange that my mind looks the way it does from this angle or any other, even taking my suggestibility into account, I said. I’m not queer for the country. That I know of.


Segretti got up, brushing a little dirt and grass from his pants. I felt as though I should have had some kind of sensation from that – he was brushing at my visualization on himself. But I didn’t feel any differently than if we’d been out in the real country in real reality and he’d brushed some dirt off himself.


Well, I’m not going to tell you about your mind, he said, or perform a thoroughgoing analysis of your imaging. But I would guess it grows out of some kind of personal metaphor you’re so accustomed to that you’re not even aware of it anymore. And metaphors do tend to propagate, if you don’t keep an eye on them. Since they have no discrimination, they’ll go on into the unimaginably absurd.


Good thing I couldn’t see any trees; I’d have been afraid to think what they meant.


But you have to remember, Segretti went on, that this is only what we’re seeing from this angle. Your point of departure.


So how do we get somewhere else and see something a little more interesting? I looked at the sign. I don’t really want to hang around here watching this space.


Segretti shrugged. This is your mind, as I keep telling you. And as I also kept telling you, I’m not going to force you to do anything.


It may be my mind but you’re making yourself at home in it.


Not quite true.


True in the sense I mean and we both know it.


For the first time, he showed real irritation; it manifested as a small swarm of noisy little insects buzzing around both of us. All right, yes, in that sense. But if you think I’m going to go leading you around in your own mind, think again. And I do mean think. It will be quite a change for you. The insects’ buzzing grew louder. Up till now, you’ve been perfectly happy to pour all sorts of junk into your head to jerk your own consciousness around, supposedly in the name of thought. Madcaps aren’t thinking; limbo isn’t thinking; you don’t engage anything, you just lie there and have it done to you. Altered state of consciousness. You might as well alter your ear for all the good it’s done your consciousness.


I batted at the insects; now I had a head just so they could annoy it. Okay, okay, I said, I’m a menial suckling, have it your way. But you’re the one who dragged me in here and now you’re expecting me to behave like a seasoned tripster. I just wanted to know what to do, I didn’t ask you to do it for me.


The insects faded away, along with my head.


You’re right, I’m wrong, said Segretti. Come to that, you really are taking this awfully well.


Yah, I said, looking around again. It’s not the way I thought it would be in here with someone else. I mean, you’re here but you’re not invading. You’re still – outside. And I like it here. I’m – I groped for a word and found one I hadn’t quite expected. Home.


I was, too. It was more than just getting used to it. I really wasn’t enthralled with the country, and if I’d come to an identical spot out there in real reality, I’d have thought it was pretty enough but I wouldn’t have fallen in love with it at first sight or anything. But in here – in my mind, I kept reminding myself – I could feel the rightness, the appropriateness of it. The faded grass at my feet, bending over my shoes – shoes? I wore shoes when I ran through my own mind? Guess so, they persisted – I might have spent my whole life standing around in that grass (in those shoes), I felt so at home. And of course, I had spent my whole life standing around in it (after I’d grown it … watered it? cut it? Stop. Segretti was right, metaphors propagated too damned crazily). Just as I’d spent my whole life walking around under this sky, the sky I’d always assumed to be over me when I didn’t take note of the one out there. Yah, and that was my haze in the distance. The longer I was there, the more at home I felt. It was, as it were, me.


My attention wandered back to Segretti, who was staring up at the sky with a pleased expression. I looked up to see what was making him so happy, but suddenly the sun (or whatever) was too bright.


What are you looking at? I asked.


Symbols.


Where?


They happen to be overhead at the moment, probably because you’re elated. Kind of a getting-acquainted euphoria. A high, as it were, and the mind’s symbolism is often simplistically literal when it can get away with it. The symbols tell me that you’re glad you’re in here and you feel very comfortable among all your mental trappings.


I tried to look up at these too-revealing symbols again but the light was still blinding.


Don’t bother, you can’t see them. Not at your level, anyway. That’s a very sophisticated mental trick you couldn’t perform without training, I mean it, and even then lots of people never manage to get a deliberate look at their own symbols.


That’s nonsense, I said. All of this is made up of symbols.


All of this is your visualization. It carries a certain symbolism, yes, but it’s not the same as what I was looking at. It would be like your trying to see one of your own spontaneous facial expressions by staring into a mirror.


You can if you’re caught off-guard, I said.


Yes, you can, Segretti said smoothly. And when was the last time you were deliberately caught off-guard?


I couldn’t help squirming. The grass rustled with me.


That noise you hear is the sound of a mind beginning to work for a living.


It’s grass rustling.


So, are you game to take the tour? he asked.


Definitely the right thing to say to me. Sure I was game. Much later, of course, I realized that Segretti wasn’t always so obvious about reading symbols.


All I had to do was move around a little. But in the beginning, I was moving around a lot, just to watch the way things changed. I couldn’t tell how it was going to happen – quickly, gradually, with a shimmer and a sigh or a blink and a flash – but there was high entertainment value in it, at least for someone who’d never done it before. I didn’t ask Segretti any questions; somewhere between the open country and the cathedral, he’d tied a gag over his mouth.


The cathedral – now, there was a surprise. I’d never imagined that I would have a church in my head, but there it was, taking up a healthy portion of space in whatever area of my mind I was in. I looked around for anything that might have been a mental landmark but the only thing I found was another sign near the cathedral’s front steps, so inconspicuous I might have missed it, bearing the legend: You ARE HERE. And below, in smaller letters: WHERE DID YOU THINK YOU WERE?


Segretti stayed right with me, handy but unobtrusive and still voluntarily gagged. I walked from side to side in front of the cathedral, trying to get some idea of what kind of church I’d been keeping all these years. I didn’t know exactly how many years but it had obviously been around for a long time. In spots, the architecture (architecture in the mind – I wavered between acceptance and disbelief) seemed traditionally Gothic from one angle, but then from another it looked different, all clean lines and windowless, and from still another, it had a rough-hewn appearance, like a log cabin or something. I kept finding odd spots here and there that I couldn’t see clearly, a hole or a patch where a hole had been or a place where the stone had changed to wood or glass or something softer, like leather. (Leather? Me?)


I was hesitant to go inside. After all, I hadn’t expected to find anything like that in my own mind; I wasn’t sure I was prepared for what I’d been keeping in it. But after a while, I’d seen just about all I could of the front, and for some reason, I seemed to have some kind of block about going around to the back. Eventually, I went up the steps to face the front door.


It was a big wooden door with a lot of carving on it. I couldn’t quite make out what the carving was – it kept shifting and changing. When I put my hand on it, it rippled under my fingers, sometimes changing texture so that it felt like velvet or fur or, disturbingly, flesh.


There was a doorknob instead of a chip slot. I was reaching for it when the door swung open and I was inside without having taken a step.


The room was nothing like the interior of a cathedral. It was bright with serene golden lamplight and filled with more things inch for inch than Segretti’s office, all of them things that I especially liked, things I’d owned or wished I had, souvenirs of things I’d done or seen. A pile of rock crystals I’d seen in a geology exhibit when I’d been a kid were sitting in an old felt hat I’d found in a clothes bin in a secondhand shop. There was an old jacket of my father’s that I’d coveted lying next to a static holo of myself on the street in front of a dream-enhancement parlor with someone I didn’t usually let myself think about (unrequited love makes you feel like such a jerk). I tried to see it all and couldn’t. But directly in front of me, high on a wall covered with red brocade, was a large portrait of my great-grandmother.


A goofy kind of happiness spread through me at the sight of her. It wasn’t a holo but an oil painting, like the ones she’d owned. She was sitting on some kind of antique chair with a high back, dressed in a white silk kimono embroidered with delicate butterflies. I remembered her showing me a picture of it in one of her old big books (the book itself, I noticed, was on a glass-topped table, open to that page).


My great-grandmother had been incredibly old, having, by some feat of endurance, outlived even my grandmother. I’d never known her when she hadn’t been bedridden, often with tubes running in and out of her. Some institute had maintained her for years, just for research because she’d been so stubbornly not dead. But she’d been more than that to me – she’d been so stubbornly alive, signing for me when my parents had gone franchise (my mother had opted for a party-animal model while my father chose the soldier of fortune, complete with memories of the Malaysian war he’d never been in).


Having outlived her time, my great-grandmother hadn’t approved of mindplay or anything else that couldn’t be slept off. If you have to get messed up, she would tell me, get drunk. You can sober up from that, and for free. And it’ll probably make you sick, which will keep you from doing it too often. If you’re smart, anyway. The institute hadn’t approved of her attitude, but she’d told them that if they took away her vodka she’d withdraw from their maintenance and they could go hunt up someone else over the age of 110 to study. Nor had she given them permission even to delve her memories, in spite of the fact that her eyes had been replaced decades before and it would have been a fairly easy procedure.


Eventually, she’d begun to fail. The organism was simply wearing out, as the institute had put it. Near the end, she suddenly chose dream therapy, and went out hooked into a dream enhancer. The dent her death had left wore smooth after a while, but it was still there.


Obviously. Here she was, enshrined in my personal cathedral. I was beginning to catch on.


The portrait showed her a little better than I remembered her ever looking when I’d known her, but otherwise it seemed to be fairly true to her appearance. There was the same wiry, colorless hair, the square forehead and gray eyes, aquiline nose, the long jaw, her lips set in some private, probably reactionary thought; I might have been looking at my own face a hundred years on.


And maybe I was. I couldn’t figure out how much really was accurate memory and how much I was filling in myself … with myself.


The woman in the portrait turned her head and looked down at me. Now you’re really catching on, she said.


I stepped back in shock; around me, the cathedral shuddered in sympathy.


Gran? I said. Are you – I mean – I floundered, unable to find the right question.


How would I know anything? she said. This is your place. I just stay here. Never expected to see you here like this. You’re not drunk, are you?


No, Gran, I’m not.


You’re a lot more messed up than that, aren’t you?


Yah. I sure am. I paused. Can you come down out of there?


I doubt it. The portrait frowned. I told you, I don’t know anything.


There was a strange high whistle from somewhere.


What’s that? I asked.


Something I do know. Telephone. Voice only. I hung onto that thing until your mother finally wired it into the regular phone for me because I liked the sound better than that beep-beep-beep. You put it in here with me. You never call, though.


The phone whistled again. I found the long flat receiver on the desk next to a large crystal bowl filled with silk lotuses and picked it up.


So, how are you doing? said Segretti.


There’s a picture of my great-grandmother in here. I’m talking to it. To her, I amended, glancing up at the portrait.


Are you learning anything?


Well, she says she doesn’t know anything.


She doesn’t know anything you don’t know is what she means.


That figures.


Don’t take too much longer in there, all right? We have other things to think about.


Okay. Just let me take a look around and I’ll be out in a minute. Or something. I put the receiver down and looked up at my great-grandmother’s portrait again.


I have to be going soon, I told her, but I’d like to see what’s here, if that’s all right with you.


She shrugged. It’s your place.


I could have spent something equivalent to the rest of my life rooting around in there. In a short space of time, I came across a copy of The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (which my great-grandmother had first read to me), several musical recordings, a picture of a friendship that hadn’t been active in years, and, to my great surprise, a very small holo, smaller than the palm of my hand, of Jerry Wirerammer.


He grinned up at me. Heya, Allie, he said.


Quickly I put the holo down on the desk where I’d found it.


I never met him, said my great-grandmother, but I don’t think he’s any good for you.


Yes and no, Gran, I said. I have to leave. I don’t know when I’ll be back.


I’ll be here, she said. That had been something she used to say back when she was rooted to her bed with the tubes. I’ll be here. I felt mildly melancholy as I left.


Outside, Segretti still had his gag on.


You can make phone calls through that thing? I said.


He shrugged.


You’re not helping me.


He pulled the gag down from his mouth. Sorry. I can only help so much. Come on. We walked around the side of the cathedral and into an apartment.


It was my apartment – not the overpriced efficiency I was leasing, but the apartment I’d idealized for myself out of wish fulfillment and the best parts of other places I’d lived or visited. There were windows all over the place, looking out on the ocean to the east and on a city skyline from high up on the west. The differing views were almost the only things I could see coherently; the rest was jumbled up, sometimes the overstuffed leather sofa (okay, that was where the leather had come from) taking up my vision, sometimes the gleaming fully-equipped lavabo crowding everything else out.


Just decide on something and get comfortable, Segretti told me.


I concentrated, clearing away a big area and laying a futon down in the middle of it. After holding that for a while to make sure it wouldn’t melt away on me, I added the right amount of humidity and a hint of joss-stick fragrance.


Okay, I said, stretching out on the futon. No, wait. I glanced at either side of the futon; it tripled in width. Now it’s okay.


Segretti sat down near my head (I could feel it again, for the sake of comfort, I guess). Relax.


I’m relaxed.


Really relax. Stop thinking about being relaxed. Stop talking to me, or you won’t be able to hear it.


I almost asked, but for once I managed to do what I was told. I had to lie there for a long time, but at last it started coming through to me. It was like singing, or white noise, but not really like either one of them; like the murmur of the voices of people you like who are close enough to hear but too far away really to listen to; like the sound of the voice that comes sometimes in dreams, telling you the secret of life and shutting off just as you snap to awareness of what it’s saying; like something you almost see but miss; like something you almost remember; like being almost asleep and almost awake; like thinking you’re awake and finding out you’re asleep; like thinking you’re asleep and finding out you’re awake; like holding a familiar object just before you identify it; like a face you know but without a name; like teetering before you fall; like a shadow you can describe only by what it is not; like a figure that is in reality the ground; like the ground that comes forward as a figure; like …


After a while, I sensed Segretti shifting position and I was alert, just like that.


Here, he said, and handed me a folded sheet of paper.


What is it?


Letter from your great-grandmother. Read it. Then we have to go.


I unfolded the paper, feeling rather strange. It was really a letter from another part of myself, sort of.




You find this peculiar, getting a letter from your great-grandmother while visiting inside your own head. It’s peculiar having you here. Mostly you live out there, in what you call ‘real reality,’ in spite of the fact that this reality is just as real.


I’ve been here a long, long time, not just since your great-grandmother’s death. For years, I kept pace with that woman in ‘real reality.’ When you indulged your thoughts and memories of her, it was me you were activating. Visiting me the way you just did activated me even more; I’m becoming somewhat of an entity in my own right. Because of the way you relate to me, as we used to say in my day, and because of this terribly mental life you lead.


If you think this is something, wait till you see the rest of your head. If you live that long.





I looked at Segretti. How did you do this?


You did it. I just helped you attain the proper mental state.


Passing the letter from one hand to the other, I could feel the paper quite vividly. It was that strange, non-tear stuff people mostly use for formal invitations. You really didn’t have anything to do with this? I asked Segretti.


No.


How do I know that?


You’d know the difference right away. He yawned. Listen, I’m worn out after that trick, I mean it. You can come back later if you want but I’m about to go to sleep.


That made me nervous all over again. What would happen if you went to sleep in here with me?


We’d wake up unable to tell ourselves apart. The sarcasm was mild.


I’m just asking.


If it were unintentional, the system would automatically break our contact as soon as it felt the loss of consciousness.


Oh, I said. But – unintentional? Why would it be intentional?


Sometimes the dream state can be very useful. Or just plain unconsciousness, for that matter. ‘Never mind. Let’s go back outside.


How?


You could click your heels together three times and say, ‘There’s no place like home.’


Say again?


I felt his laughter. Never mind. Find a blank wall and stare at it.


I found one but it wasn’t blank for long. The colors came back, possibly in the reverse order in which they’d appeared; I couldn’t remember well enough. A calm spread over me again and I had a sense of the colors receding, something like a tide ebbing. Very pleasant sensation. I kept watching them forever, it seemed like, and then they faded, blurred, and resolved themselves into Paolo Segretti’s face.




OUTSIDE


He let me go home. He had to: I made bail. Of course, I wasn’t about to jump. I couldn’t afford to lose any money or start over as a fugitive from a stupid offense like being psychotic without a license. I had to go right back the next afternoon, anyway. It seemed the disposition of my case might go differently than the usual thirty days and thirty dollars or whatever the penalty was. Usually a fine for the first offense, but not always. The law was not that crazy about people being psychotic without a license. I could hope for leniency – which was better than Jerry Wirerammer could hope for. This couldn’t have been his first offense. I wondered what they’d done with him.


I mooned around my efficiency – no spectacular views from any of the three windows. There was a futon but not as wide as I’d have liked, and I was still on the verge of being overdrawn with the kitchen. I was homesick for the apartment in my head, just as though it were a true, separate place I’d visited. Maybe in some way it was.


In the midst of all the mooning and sulking and wondering, I found that Segretti had been right – I really could feel the difference of having been in mind-to-mind contact with someone. He’d left a sort of aftertaste in my thoughts, a sense of intense familiarity, as if I’d seen him every day for years or something. It was a purely mental phenomenon, what some people call the ‘pressure of presence.’ He felt even more real to me than my great-grandmother. Maybe I had a picture of him in the cathedral now.


No, I thought, it wouldn’t be there, not in the cathedral. There had to be another place where I’d keep people like Segretti. I didn’t feel like trying to figure out where at the moment, though he clung to the top of my mind like a tune I couldn’t stop humming. Just to distract myself, I went into the kitchen and calculated how much I could get out of the dial.


It was a little more than I’d originally thought, which elated me all out of proportion. In the throes of delight, I ordered up the budget protein-algae casserole and ate it out of the wrapper on the counter. There was even enough credit left for a drink and a quarter, or for a moderate-to-weak shot of something moderate-to-inferior. My great-grandmother wouldn’t have approved. If you had to get drunk, she’d said, make sure it’s something worth getting sick on.


Maybe I had a soporific in my also-depleted goody bag, in which case I could try to sleep everything off. I checked the head of my futon; the bag was still there, and I laid everything out on the smooth black cushion.


One soporific, from Jerry Wirerammer, of course; one limbo spansule, two meditative facilitators, also from Jerry Wirerammer; a sleeping capsule in drop-dead strength, courtesy of the Wirerammer larder; one of the new minor hypnotics, Jerry Wirerammer stock; and a breath mint. Probably also from Jerry Wirerammer.


I popped the breath mint and stretched out next to my pharmacy, trying to decide which, if any, would get me through the next twelve hours, or at least give me a running start on them.


Somehow you always ended up doing that sort of thing alone. Where had my life gone, I wondered – into a lot of funny pills and spansules? What happened, and when? I hadn’t always lived like this.


Well, there had been the separation from my parents, when I’d moved to live closer to my great-grandmother. I’d spent some time with her but the institute people hadn’t cared for me hanging around slipping vodka to her, and since she’d been bedridden, we couldn’t exactly go out doing the town or even a small portion of it. Friends – yah, there’d been friends, but they’d all drifted away when they’d started mindplaying. I could see why. What would I have to say to someone like myself now? I was just talking to my great-grandmother the other day – she lives in the cathedral upstairs. Sure. Saying it out loud would make it seem lame. Even just thinking it out that way made it seem lame.


So much for friendship, or anything deeper. There was a little of that, mostly superficial contacts, outside of the Unrequited. I could have lined all of them up next to the drugs and they’d have come out one for one except for the Unrequited because I’d eaten the breath mint.


I rolled over onto my back and stared at the meditation mandala on the ceiling. The colors reminded me of the colors from the relaxation exercise Segretti had hooked me into. The program had probably drawn on them, I realized, and for some reason, the idea was rather comforting.


So the course of action seemed to suggest itself. I looked at the meditation facilitators. Jerry Wirerammer Vat No. 44. They were actually mild hallucinogens – I used them regularly. Meditation was such a loose term; you can do almost anything mentally and call it meditation. Maybe, I thought, I should have told Segretti and the Brain Police I meditated by ingesting bouts of paranoid schizophrenia, and seen if I could have gotten around the freedom-of-meditation statute, which didn’t cover psychosis.


What the hell. I slapped both patches onto the side of my neck directly over the blood vessel and stared up at the mandala, thinking about the cathedral and my great-grandmother.


After a while, the mandala began to shimmer, the colors loosening their boundaries. I looked past them, trying to recreate the whole scene of the outside of the church in my mind’s eye. The extra neurotransmitter in the hallucinogens kicked in, giving me a boost that enabled me to picture it in more detail than I’d have been able to manage unaided, but I never achieved the detail I’d had with Segretti.


Segretti – his aftertaste was stronger than ever under the influence of the facilitators. I couldn’t picture the cathedral without him standing outside with his gag on, frozen in place but very present. I let him stay there and concentrated on getting a firm visual hold on the front steps.


I went up those steps four times, and every time I got to the door it dissolved into the mandala. On the fifth try, I almost lost it. The colors threatened and then suddenly I found myself inside the cathedral.


There was hardly any light at all this time. All I could see was my great-grandmother’s portrait and not very well at that. There was no possibility of getting it to speak to me. Nonetheless, I concentrated on it for a long time, trying to move a little closer to it.


What light there was faded away. I didn’t even get the mandala back; I just fell asleep.




CONSCIOUS CHOICES


Segretti laughed. ‘Well, what did you expect?’


‘I tried not to expect anything,’ I said, not entirely truthfully. ‘I thought maybe once I’d been in, I could go back whenever I wanted.’


‘Someday you might be able to do that, but you don’t have the brain paths right now.’ I stared down at the thick protein drink he’d given me. We were back in the boxy gray room at Brain Police headquarters where I’d first met him, sitting across from each other at the spare little table. Two expressionless Brain Police officers had escorted me through the maze of corridors, placed me here, and left without bothering to speak a word. Maybe they’d thought I was some sleazoid mindrapist. Or maybe they hadn’t thought anything at all. It was hard to tell. They seemed more cut off from everything than I’d ever been.


When Segretti had come in, bearing the protein drink like some kind of priceless gift, I’d had to force myself not to jump out of the chair and run over to him. The sight of his round face and pudgy little body reactivated his mental aftertaste, turning it into a small storm of associations I hadn’t been aware of. Somehow I knew he was probably feeling tired because it was morning and he didn’t hit his stride until afternoon, and that he was already hungry for lunch, which he wanted to eat in his office. He’d also just finished discussing me with someone, probably one of those deadpan Brain Police officers. I had no idea how I knew something like that; it was just that familiarity. I wondered if I felt as familiar to him as he did to me and, if so, what he did about it.


‘News on your case,’ he said to me. ‘Care to hear it?’


‘I think I can guess. Plead guilty to a lesser charge of going crazy without a license or plead not guilty and be tried for one count of failing to report a stolen madcap, one count of receiving a stolen psychosis, and one count of second-degree insanity without a license.’


He was impressed in spite of himself; I could tell by the way his mouth curled at one corner. ‘Or you can shut up and listen to the third option.’


Chastened, I gulped my protein. The fishy flavor was unpleasant but it was breakfast.


‘Your third choice,’ he said, when he was sure I would stay shut up, ‘is to do something.’


‘Community service,’ I guessed, not without a hint of weariness in my voice.


‘In a way. You can become a mindplayer.’


I blinked at him. ‘Me? What kind?’


‘Any kind you want. Thrillseeker, belljarrer, dreamfeeder, pathosfinder, neurosis peddler.’ He grinned. ‘Reality affixer.’


‘Justice goes poetic, huh?’


‘Your brainwave and activity patterns along with the results of yesterday’s reality-affixing have been previewed by the presiding judge and a consulting panel. In light of the potential demonstrated by your brain organization and native mental abilities, the judge and panel both feel that justice would be served if you entered mindplay training with the goal of becoming a professional of some kind. Your criminal record would be erased a year after your certification.’ His grin flattened. ‘Or you can just go to jail.’


The bottom dropped out of my stomach. ‘Really?’


‘Well, not right away. You’d be fined and go to jail for your second offense, which you will inevitably commit. It’s your decision. What’s going to happen?’


I set the fish-shake aside and leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table. ‘You probably know me better than anyone. What’s going to happen?’


Segretti looked troubled. ‘I don’t know. I mean it. If you want, I could draw you a decision tree. But just making a guesstimate on the different outcomes, I’d say most of the other courses have you ending up subsisting from offense to offense, possibly incarcerated as a career mind criminal, though that sounds extreme to me. More likely you’d get burned out from one thing or another. Or one thing and another.’


‘I didn’t ask you that.’


‘I know.’ He smiled again. ‘But no matter how well you know someone, you can’t predict the future.’


I pushed the fish-shake further away. ‘You know – and you know I know you know – that I’m going to go for the mindplay thing, if for no other reason than to lose the criminal record. Once you’re a convicted mind criminal, you’re locked out of anything but menial work, even if it was a victimless crime, because nobody trusts you not to tamper with reality in some way, your own or someone else’s. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life swabbing out some neurotic’s vomitorium.’ I sat back in the chair. ‘You also know that I’m hooked. Once you’ve taken the trip, you’re never the same afterwards.


‘But I want you to know that I still feel like I’m forced on this. The choice is really no choice at all. And how do you know, once I get to some mindplay institute, they won’t find something in my head that will weed me out as a crank?’ I paused. ‘Or do you keep your finder’s fee anyway?’


Segretti just looked at me without anger or recrimination, but he looked at me for so long that I thought I’d squirm completely out of my skin.


‘Someday,’ he said slowly and quietly, ‘I hope you’ll know the rewards of finding something of value and quality in the most unlikely situation. And how that doesn’t require the extra incentive of material gain. “Surprised by joy,” as it were.’


I sat there studying the table top. There wasn’t much to study, but I memorized every featureless inch in front of me.


‘The best place,’ he went on, ‘is J. Walter Tech, up north. They’ve been the best for the last sixty years, almost from the beginning. Started out in another line of work entirely, became one of the pioneering mindplay institutions on the basis of thorough studies of human nature.’


‘Where you went,’ I said.


‘Where I went.’


I jerked my head at the desk under the observation window. ‘You can punch me up an application anytime.’


‘Not necessary,’ Segretti said cheerfully ‘They’ve already accepted you. I mean it.’


Oh.


So it was all over but the court appearance, which had been reduced to a formality. The judge gave me a speech about how failure to find my niche in life (unquote) was a mitigating circumstance, and that my mental abilities warranted all-out effort at rehabilitation, with the added warning that if I dropped out, they’d snap me back into court with all charges reinstated. Next case.


Which happened to be Jerry Wirerammer. They wouldn’t let me stay and hear the outcome but the recommendation had been for an Exploratory – the Mental Strip Search. Or, as Segretti put it, death by embarrassment.


It wouldn’t actually kill him. You could survive someone knowing every single thing about you – every single thing you’d ever done, said, seen, or thought, not just exposed but examined and analyzed. You could survive that. Therapy helped.


Jerry Wirerammer in treatment. I couldn’t picture it. I didn’t much like it, either. I thought about what Segretti had said: once you have commerce in things mental, you give up your right to be free of an apropos legal system. How apropos was the Mental Strip Search, really?


And I was going head first, as it were, into the whole thing, legal system included. (Head first made me think of the headhole in Segretti’s office; the thought of that small dark place was enough to give me reminiscent horrors.) As if I were condoning this ultimate invasion of Jerry Wirerammer’s privacy, or of anyone’s, career mind criminal notwithstanding.


There were some things about mindplay that just weren’t very nice, Segretti told me the day he saw me off on the underground tube. He treated me to another of his lasagna dinners in his office. I sat with my back to his system so I wouldn’t have to look at the headhole but it seemed as though I could feel it gaping at me the whole time.


‘Appeal is automatic. And at least they aren’t going to incarcerate him,’ he said, digging into his portion heartily. ‘They’re not going to offer him the same chance they did you. Most likely they’d simply let him loose afterwards to put himself together however he can.’


‘That’s a hell of a thing to wish on anyone.’


‘He’s not an innocent. I’ve seen his record. Wirerammer, indeed. The boy’s a burglar. You’re lucky you never went mind-to-mind with him. Jerry had the rather tacky practice of cloning memories and fencing them. Half your life would have been all over town, I mean it. How that for invasion of privacy?’


‘My life isn’t interesting enough to fence.’


‘That’s what you think. Suppose you found out some burnout case was having your great-grandmother? Or reliving one of your love affairs?’


The idea and the headhole behind me combined to kill my appetite. Again. ‘Okay. I hate it. But I hate the Mental Strip Search, too. Getting a taste of your own medicine isn’t medicine.’


‘What would you suggest they do, dry-clean his criminal tendencies out of him? That would be much worse, wouldn’t you say? I would, I mean it. And dry-cleaning wouldn’t work, anyway. They’d have to go to a full wash, maybe even with surgery, a procedure that was outlawed generations ago before mindplay was hardly more than an experiment. To prevent the government from correcting people into obedient robots. Mindplay was never meant to be mind control.’


I leaned my elbows on the table and cupped my chin in my hands. ‘It’s just as bad. Choosing between having every detail of your mind exposed or being corrected isn’t much of a choice. The Mental Strip Search is just one step removed from brainwashing. If authorities are allowed just to look at anything they want, the next logical thing to do is to allow them to mess around with the arrangement.’


Segretti nodded at me. ‘You’re not the only one who thinks so. There’s a move on now to ban the Mental Strip Search as cruel and unusual.’


‘Is that the way you feel about it?’ I asked.


‘I’m a lawyer. I deal with the law as it is, not how I feel about it.’


‘Yah, but you’re a person, too. You have to have some feelings about it. I know.’


‘Yes, I know you do.’ Segretti’s smile was gentle.


I sat up straight and stared at him. ‘And that’s not all you have feelings about, either.’


‘Pardon?’ The smile vanished and he took on that Brain Police kind of expressionlessness.


‘After that first night you brought me here, I had this – aftertaste in my brain –’


‘In your mind.’


‘Yah, that, too. This aftertaste. Of you. Like, I don’t know. Like you were the only person who’d ever gotten to know me so well. And you affix realities for – god, I don’t know how many people you’ve gone mind-to-mind with. And they all leave that mark on you, don’t they? That aftertaste. How do you handle it? How does any mindplayer handle it?’


Segretti glanced down at his plate for a moment. ‘How do you handle what is?’


I squinted at him. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘The aftertaste, as you put it, comes with the territory. You learn that any contact, face-to-face or mind-to-mind, leaves its mark on you. In mindplay, it’s a bit more profound –’


‘That’s an understatement.’


‘– it’s a bit more profound, but no less impermanent, really. The mind is a dynamic system. More information comes in, rearranges everything. Impressions fade. Unless, of course, you reinforce them with continued contact. Just like anything else.’


I thought it over. ‘I don’t think I can deal with that.’


‘It’s just a matter of training, I –’


‘– mean it,’ we said together.


Segretti burst into hearty laughter. ‘It really is, though,’ he said. ‘And there’s nothing wrong with any of it. What are you so afraid of?’


I opened my mouth and then hesitated. ‘It would take too long to tell you.’


‘I know. Finish up, now. You’ve only got half an hour till the northbound tube departs and you should board at least ten minutes before.’


‘Paolo –’


‘What?’


‘Are you really trained just to forget me?’


‘Oh, not forget.’ He laughed a little. ‘Recover from would be the more appropriate term, I think.’ He shook his head. ‘As long as it’s alive, the mind is a most resilient thing. You’ll see. Mindplay makes it work a lot harder than it’s ever had to, but what’s wrong with pushing the limit – of anything?’


‘But if you get pushed over the limit instead …’ I shrugged. ‘Forget it. I guess I’ll recover from you, too.’


‘It’s better to recover from something than to have been numb to it. I mean it.’


‘I know you do,’ I said.


When he left me at the tube station, it was like watching my mother walk away. Not the mother who’d bought herself a franchise personality, not her. I wondered if other people were hit so hard by their first mindplay experience, or if it was just because I was so much older and had that much more resilience to learn.


The Mental Strip Search was declared unconstitutional before they got a chance to do it to Jerry, even though it made me wonder what they’d find to do to him instead. By then, I’d been at J. Walter Tech for over a month, and they were doing plenty to me.




J. WALTER TECH


‘Pyotr Frankis wants to see you.’


I sat up on Jascha’s bed, wincing at the give of the mattress. ‘I’m going to ache like hell in an hour. Why can’t we use my bed?’


‘Because I paid a fortune for this one and all the equipment’s built into it,’ Jascha said, his mustache twitching. It was gilded today, as were his eyebrows. ‘I’ve already fixed up special connections so you won’t have to stick your head into the cavity.’ He straightened the wide neck of his sweater for the millionth time. A few more yanks and it would be an off-the-shoulder number, which wouldn’t have been so bad. Jascha was an attractive man. It wasn’t exactly protocol to think of your dreamfeeder in terms of his desirability, but I did it anyway. I couldn’t really help it. The familiarity reinforced by repeated mindplay didn’t discourage me, either.


Jascha remained professional about it, neither emphasizing nor glossing over the pertinent elements that turned up from time to time in my dreams. His matter-of-factness made me marvel; he fed elements into my dreams nearly every day and watched the outcome as I made my way through the various events and images and symbols. Having your dreams fed was a lot better than enhanced dreaming. Jascha’s judgment was unerring as to what elements should be added to a dream to make it stronger or stranger or more complex, whatever the therapy seemed to call for, which also made me marvel. But it didn’t make me want to be a dreamfeeder.


I swung my legs over the side of the bed and rubbed the small of my back. An hour, hell; I was starting to ache now. Jascha shook his head at me.


‘I suppose I could put in a bedboard for you.’


‘I’d appreciate it.’


‘I’m sure you would. I’m just not so sure it’ll help.’


‘Neither am I. But I told you the first time you plugged me in, I’ve never dreamed lucidly and I never will. I’m incapable of it. No matter how bizarre it gets, I just can’t tell when I’m dreaming, even if you signal me with the most obvious symbols. If you can’t tell when you’re dreaming, it’s impossible to take control and start steering things around.’


‘A lot of impossible cases have lain on that bed –’


‘No kidding.’


‘– and they were all dreaming lucidly by the last time they disconnected and got up.’ His gold-flake eyes narrowed. ‘If I put in a bedboard, will you stop saying it’s impossible?’


‘I’ll stop saying it. But you’ll still have to turn in the readings to Pyotr Frankis.’ I paused. ‘When does he want to see me?’


‘As soon as you’re feeling alert. I’d give it at least two hours if I were you. You were dreaming pretty hard, especially toward the end.’


‘You put that stuff in.’ I yawned and rubbed my eyes.


Jascha pulled my hands away from my face. ‘Not all of it. And I told you not to do that.’


‘Old habits die hard.’ I got down off the bed and left him puttering around with his system, getting it ready for his next appointment.


By the time I got back to my apartment, five levels below Jascha’s office in the peculiar maze of the J. Walter Tech building, my postdream lassitude was wearing off and I was feeling a little nervous. Carbohydrate time. The dial in the kitchenette produced a fair lasagna, but nothing approaching Paolo Segretti’s. I dialed it up anyway and ate it picnic-style on the floor in front of the dataline, while the news babbled at me.


In the seven weeks I’d been at J. Walter Tech, I’d mainly spent my time plugged into Jascha’s dreamfeeding system, absorbing technical information about brains and systems and mindplay in general, or hooked in with Pyotr Frankis. There had been a few dips in the pool for training in dealing with consensual reality, and a fair amount of socializing in real time with the other mindplayer candidates. That was J. Walter’s official term for us: candidates.


The candidates were a pretty mixed bag, without many overt similarities. J. Walter’s program was just as diversified: there was no set time when everyone’s training began or ended. You started when you came in and you left when you were finished. The average length of stay was around a year, but that was just a statistic; the only time frame that meant anything at J. Walter was your own.


They didn’t expect you to replace your eyes, either, which was something else I liked about the place, although I’d thought that would be a requirement when I’d arrived. My arrival had been rather low-key. Jascha had met me at the front door when I stepped out of the groundcab that had brought me from the tube station in the center of town. J. Walter sat on the fringe of the mid-urban area, housed in an old stone building that looked as if it had been some kind of temple once, before it had been built up and added onto; flanking the wide front steps were a couple of stone lions, almost featureless. The curious minimalism of their faces gave me pause until Jascha explained they’d been reconstructed from the days of acid rain, but the finer details had been lost.


Jascha had explained a lot to me in the beginning. He’d showed me to my living quarters, an efficiency slightly smaller than the one I’d left behind. Along with the usual features, including meal dial and lavabo, it had its own scaled-down system and the dataline that was presently telling me what was going on in the rest of the world.


It was easy to lose touch with that sort of thing at J. Walter. Hell, it was easy to lose touch with night and day, you spent so much time plugged in to one thing or another. It surprised me how quickly I got used to that, being plugged into a system, with or without someone else. The awfully mental life I’d been leading, I supposed. As though I’d been training for something like this for years.


But then, it helped that it was Pyotr Frankis I’d first plugged in with and not Jascha, probably because Pyotr Frankis wasn’t real.


I finished the lasagna, tossed the pan in the disposal, and settled down in front of the dataline again. They were running old footage of the Malaysian war split-tank with present-day scenes of the Restoration, ten years after. It might have been anywhere. The Malaysians didn’t look too happy. I wondered what they would have made of my father.


Sometimes I thought about calling my parents, but mostly, like now, I thought of not calling them. As far as I knew, they were still franchised. Being franchised doesn’t leave a lot of room in your head for anything else, or so it seemed. The easy life, if you could qualify. Surprisingly – or maybe not so surprisingly – plenty of people couldn’t. I’d never cared to find out, even just for curiosity’s sake, but something told me I was completely ruined for it now.


Closer to home, the dataline told me, mindsuck was on the upswing again. There was an interview with one of those impassive Brain Police officers. The sight of him emotionlessly reeling off some of the latest cases so unnerved me I switched off and put a music spike in the deck, Coor and Lam’s Transcontinental Elopement. It was nearly ten years old but I never got tired of listening to it, maybe because I’d never listened to the whole thing. But it was 408 hours long and somehow I’d never found time for one of those listening parties where everyone gets together and camps out for the whole two and a half weeks it takes the piece to run. Too busy putting on madcaps or hanging in limbo, I guessed. That was where my life had gone, too.


And here I was hanging around again, except now I was preparing myself for a visit with Pyotr Frankis. What a name – Pyotr Frankis. I wondered who had made it up for him. Pyotr Frankis, Jascha – Slavs all over the place, it would seem. Just like my great-grandmother. I felt for her in my mind about the same way you’d feel for a stray piece of food in your mouth with your tongue, but as usual, I had no sense of her beyond a particularly intense memory. Paolo Segretti felt about as vivid to me, though his aftertaste had faded quite a bit over the weeks.


I looked at the clock over the dataline. There was another hour before I had to present myself to J. Walter’s system. No one had said I had to stay in my apartment, so I went down to one of the outside courtyards, using the exterior gallery promenade. The claustrophobia I’d felt when Paolo Segretti had stuck my head into his system seemed to have extended itself to elevators and laterals and other small enclosed spaces. Even the tube ride up to J. Walter had given me some bad moments.


The garden courtyard was beginning to fill up with people taking a break between mindplay appointments. Waving to a few familiar faces, I found the Extremely Identical Twins, Dolby and Dolan, having a late lunch at a small round table under an elm. They were both the same fraction over six feet tall, with the same amount of minor plumpness around their middles. Their straight reddish-blond hair grew at the same rate and fell into the same patterns (and cowlicks). Their taste in clothing ran to the same kinds of loose, frothy shirts over leggings, though they stopped short of dressing exactly alike, and their eyes, too, were different. Dolby had malachite biogems while Dolan had opted for reproductions of his (or their) original hazel pupils. They claimed not to know which had been born before the other; apparently, no one had ever told them.


‘Allie,’ they said almost simultaneously as I joined them. They adjusted their chairs so they seemed to be exactly the same distance from me on either side and offered me the same portion of their identical tomato sandwiches.


‘Thanks, but I just ate,’ I told them. ‘I’m murdering time before I have to go see Pyotr Frankis.’


‘Murdering time,’ said Dolby. ‘Sounds too serious. How is it, being mentored by a composite?’


‘Does it feel different than hooking in with a real person?’ Dolan asked. ‘Clare mentors us. Never both at once, though.’


‘It’s different,’ I said. ‘Though I’m not sure I could explain how. Part of it is the way it draws so much on me for a lot of things. Hooking in with a real person, that doesn’t happen in quite the same way.’


‘It sounds like you’re inventing your mentor as he mentors you,’ said Dolan.


‘Weird,’ Dolby added. They paused, looking at each other intently.


‘But probably no weirder than anything else,’ Dolby said, and offered me part of his sandwich again. I took some, figuring I could use the extra fuel, and then had to take some of Dolan’s to even them out. No weirder than anything else. And Jascha couldn’t understand why I was unable to dream lucidly. How could I? Everything was absurd, whether it was dream real or really real, so how was I supposed to be able to tell when I was dreaming?


‘We’ve finally come to a decision,’ Dolan said, holding off on finishing the last bite of his sandwich so his brother could catch up. ‘I’m going to be a belljarrer and Dolby’s going to be a thrillseeker.’


I looked from one to the other, suppressing the urge to laugh. The Twins had been at J. Walter for two months longer than I had and they’d been coming to a decision every week. ‘I thought Dolby was going to be the belljarrer and you were going to be the thrillseeker.’


‘We talked it over,’ Dolby said. ‘Dolan is really more suited to belljarring. I’m slightly better at finding a thrill in someone’s mind than he is.’


‘Actually,’ said Dolan, ‘I’m slightly better at inducing sensory deprivation is what it is. Positively no trauma, none whatsoever. I’d ease you into the belljar so carefully, you’d never miss your senses.’


‘I’d find you a thrill you’d never forget,’ Dolby said, not to be outdone. He popped the last bite of his sandwich into his mouth at the same moment as Dolan. ‘But it would be a safe one, too, not something that should stay buried in your mind. There was this woman I heard about whose big thrill – true case – was walking a dog.’


‘That doesn’t sound terribly thrilling to me,’ I said.


‘She got a big charge out of it, though. Of course, it had to be a certain kind of dog and the walk had to be in a certain place and go on for a specific amount of time – I can’t remember all the details. But it’s pretty exciting work. I mean, it can be, looking for bona-fide thrills in people’s minds. You know, most people are looking for thrills and they don’t really know what they are. And most of it’s a lot more than walking a dog.’


‘I hope so,’ Dolan said. ‘For your sake.’


They gave each other another one of those looks. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to be a thrillseeker?’ Dolby said after a moment.


‘We decided,’ Dolan said. ‘I’m better at belljarring than you are.’


‘You could both be thrillseekers,’ I said.


They stared at me.


‘Well, surely you’ve thought of that, haven’t you?’


‘Yah, we have,’ Dolby said uncomfortably.


‘But there’s a problem. The Kibitzing Factor.’


‘We do things differently, see –’


‘And we’d be jumping in on each other’s work even worse than we jump in on each other’s sentences,’ Dolan finished in a rush.


‘Oh,’ I said, mollified. ‘Well, I suppose it’ll work even better with one thrillseeker and one belljarrer. After people are overstimulated from Dolby, they can go to you and take a rest under the belljar.’


The Twins nodded together. ‘That’s the idea,’ said Dolan. ‘It’ll work out just fine.’


Unless he decided to become a pathosfinder and Dolby chose to go into neurosis peddling instead. I couldn’t picture either of them as pathosfinders – they didn’t seem to have the temperament to work with artists, helping them find what was basically the soul in their work. Pathosfinders delved other kinds of professionals as well, usually as part of some kind of therapy, but I couldn’t picture that either.


Twin neurosis peddlers was a more likely scenario, I thought. I could just see them giving people some kind of obsessive-compulsive ritual or a minor recreational fetish. I was considering neurosis peddling myself. If I knew anything, I knew neurosis.


And then again, I thought, anything could happen and all three of us might end up as reality affixers. Oh, sure, said a small voice in my mind. But in three different realities.


The Twins began another discussion of who should be the belljarrer and who should be the thrillseeker. I listened to them until the appointment chime on my collar went off.




PYOTR FRANKIS


The attendant on the system worked as fast as he could to minimize the lapse between the time I stuck my head into the system and the time the connections touched my optic nerves, but I still hit the relaxation exercise with a bang. There was no way to modify the institute’s system the way Jascha had changed his for me, rigging up a blindfold-type sling to secure my eyes while I was plugged in. The institute’s system was worse than Paolo Segretti’s had been; it molded right around your face and fed you air instead of letting you breathe undisturbed. No matter how much I relaxed myself before climbing onto the slab, every nerve in my body turned into an alarm bell as soon as I put my head in the hole.


The system was patient, once I was inside. It just kept washing colors over me, working with my synesthesia to get me down off the ceiling of my skull and into a receptive mode.


Pyotr Frankis always appeared after the colors began to fade rather than feeding himself in as one of them, the way Segretti had. Probably because he wasn’t real, I figured. Except, when I was hooked in with him, he felt as real as anyone did.


He looked real, too. His composer(s) had made him a fairly diminutive person, always dressed in dark, loose clothing that seemed to be hiding a bony frame. His straight black shoulder-length hair was starting to get a little white in it, just like anyone real. The silver eyes, however, were just a little too much, at least in my opinion. They would catch light at odd moments and glow at me. I’d thought I might laugh about that effect but somehow I never did, even afterward.


Today, there was a pause between the end of the relaxation exercise and his appearance. I waited, drifting bodiless in some kind of undefined open space, and then I saw them.


Snakes.


Well, that was new. They congealed out of the air – or whatever – moving slowly, floating along with me. I didn’t know anything about snakes but something told me they weren’t the kind even an expert could have identified. They were all colors, some bright, some pale, some dark, some almost invisible. It wasn’t unpleasant, having them there with me, and I was no longer given to snap judgments about symbolism so I wasn’t upset by them. They swam through the nothing for a while and then, almost casually, they all grabbed their tails in their mouths and began to spin.


I tried to back off but it was like trying to recede from my own shadow. They stayed with me, spinning faster and faster, becoming rings of colored light, giving off sparks. I felt something vibrating inside me, answering somehow. Sympathetic excitation.


Then they were gone and Pyotr Frankis and I were sitting across a desk from each other.


What was that? I asked, breathless, as it were.


Alerted Snakes Of Consequence.


Pardon?


Pyotr Frankis smiled at me. It’s a joke. Altered States Of Consciousness. Alerted Snakes Of Consequence. Life is funny, Allie. You should remember to laugh. But that’s not to say you shouldn’t watch out for the Alerted Snakes Of Consequence all the same.


The environment switched without so much as a blink to a large empty room. Pyotr Frankis and I were sitting on the floor in the center of it, reddish-gold afternoon sunlight pouring over us from the oversized mural windows to my right. Outside I could see a hazy city skyline that looked vaguely Byzantine. The environment tended to switch without warning when I was hooked in with Pyotr Frankis. I wasn’t sure whether it was a peculiarity of his program or something of my own, perhaps a sort of mental nervous twitch.


Pyotr Frankis was looking at me dreamily, stroking his own hands one against the other as though he were a magician preparing for his next trick. Now, he said, tell me you can’t dream lucidly.


I can’t. I’d try, except I don’t know when I’m dreaming so I don’t know when to try.


Try now, he said.


Now? But I’m not asleep now.


No, but you’re dreaming.


Well, yes and no, I wanted to say but I had a sense of not wanting to argue with him. Instead, I got up and went across the room to one of the windows. The skyline seemed to shimmer like a mirage, the haze more like red dust resting thickly in the air. Minarets and spires gleamed in the sun, swollen to three times its normal size as it floated downward. Far off, I could see the points of a familiar cathedral.


Without thinking about it, I put my hand through the glass. It felt as though I were reaching through something warm and soft. The sharp points of the buildings touched my fingertips. I was a giant; the skyline outside was miniature.


I touched the cathedral, running my hand over the roof, the spires, the buttresses. My fingertip was larger than the front door. I could find no evidence of the patched places I’d seen when I’d visited it before. Some things were visible only from very close up.


My hand closed around the tallest spire. In one stroke, I could have pulled the cathedral up like a root. If I did, would everything come with it, or would I just pull the housing off the foundation, leaving everything inside exposed?


My attention pulled back, turning inward so that the mental flow of time halted. Not this; you don’t go exposing your private places just for the sake of having done something. I let go of the cathedral.


Abruptly, I was sitting on the floor again, facing Pyotr Frankis. There were still indentations from where I’d been holding the spires.


No one is prepared for such an extreme action, Pyotr Frankis said. Not you, certainly not me. Mental activity does not need to be so drastic. If I were real, I would be unable to cope with being a witness to such an act of self- exposure. And even so, it might have done something to my configuration.


But suppose I took you there and showed it to you?


That would be different, he said. A revealing rather than an exposing, which is quite something else. It would be in context, and so appropriate for you to do that. He laughed a little. Or would you really like to try ripping off your undergarments before you remove your outer clothes?


Oh. I heard something slither dryly across the floor behind me but I didn’t turn around. Alerted snakes of consequence? I asked.


I told you to watch out for them, said Pyotr Frankis, mildly amused. Say it with the capitals. Alerted Snakes Of Consequence.


Alerted s-s-s-S-snakes of conse-con – I shrugged. Sorry. I guess I just can’t accept them. I mean, they’re a joke. Aren’t they?


He was smiling at me.


All right, then, what are they? Really.


Is really the word you want to use, Allie?


I did my best to convey glare as a total sensory experience, which amused him.


Think of them as … oh, perhaps something you hadn’t thought of. How much of the consequence of anything can you foresee? And everything has consequences, Allie, especially in the mind. You have to be – he beamed like a small sun – alert.


Okay. I’m alert. What now?


We were sitting on a bench in a courtyard not unlike the one where I’d left the Twins, except this one was an island in the middle of an endless sea of low shrubbery. Pyotr Frankis was on my right, gazing up at the pale blue sky. I see forever, he said. No, what he’d actually said was, I can see this is going to take forever, but somehow it had gotten compressed. He reached over almost casually with his right hand and pressed the palm to my forehead, which materialized as soon as he made contact. I jumped. There was pressure and a flash memory of the last several days. Tendrils from his fingers unwound, going deeper, touching even earlier events.


Switch. The memory probe was over and now we were ambling along the green bank of a river, Pyotr Frankis still on my right, closer to the water.


I have some things for you to do, he said. Perhaps they will help. First, you will fast two days out of seven. Two days in a row, forty-eight hours. Only water those days, lots of it. Start today, as soon as we finish. Spend at least an hour every other day in the pool, longer if you can manage. Take walks. Dream vigorously.


Except for the fasting and the frequency in the pool, I do all of that already, I said.


Now do it in a mode of following my instructions.


All right, I said, but tell me something – all I’ve done since I’ve gotten here is have my dreams fed, paddle around in the pool, and meet with you. When do I take the other forms of mindplay?


The time will come. This is just the beginning for you, Allie, and everything begins in dreams. He smiled up at me. Being closer to the water, he was shorter than I was. His silver eyes gleamed as he leaned forward and kissed me. Nothing much, just a brush of lips (I’d gotten so used to being without a head that it was somewhat jarring when it sprang into existence for any reason). Then he turned and went toward the river.


He didn’t do anything so ostentatious as walk on water. He just walked into the river and disappeared beneath the surface.


Colors fell over me like a soft rain of veils.




GOING FAST


Two days out of seven. It was hell. I took to marching through the city by myself (walks he wants me to take, I’d think, well, I’m taking them, this is a walk, maybe I’ll walk off the edge of the world, lucid walking, we could call it), glaring straight ahead without really seeing anything. Then I’d feel bad because I knew that wasn’t in the spirit of what Pyotr Frankis wanted me to do, so after I could eat, I’d go out again and look at real reality as though I were a tourist.


There were still regular appointments to keep with Jascha, fasting or not. My dreams had to be fed even if I went hungry. The fasting dreams were not all about food, but they always contained some element involving consumption, much more so than the dreams I had when I wasn’t fasting. Jascha would feed in some element – an image of a piece of sculpture, a stranger entering the room, music playing – and whatever it was, I would find some way to consume it.


But never lucidly. I still behaved as though I were in real reality, even as I was absorbing a futon or a holo-tank. If it continued to frustrate Jascha, he didn’t say anything about it.


The pool was a different experience. The hookups were buried in the J. Walter sub-basement, a collection of pods watched over by several attendants who installed people and removed them again like batteries in a power pack. I had to spend half an hour breathing myself into a near trance just to get near one of those pods. The attendants didn’t seem to care. They were a curiously bland group, all of a kind; I often wondered how they’d come to do what they were doing, and what they’d been doing previously. But after a bout of swimming around in consensual reality, it was a relief to surface to one of those nondescript beige uniforms who would help me out of the pod without comment and send me off.


The pool fascinated me, as it did just about all the candidates and even the resident mindplayers, who dipped into it almost as often as we did. You couldn’t always tell who was who in the pool – people wouldn’t necessarily manifest in a form you would recognize from the outside world. Sometimes you couldn’t even tell which were the real people and which were pool phantoms, a phenomenon nobody understood completely. The prevailing theory was that they were leftover waking dreams or visualizations that had taken root in the reality, like feedback loops or something. Aside from the general bizarreness of the phantoms’ existence, it meant that you couldn’t always be sure of exactly how many people were really in the pool at any one time.


After my first few dips in the pool, I stopped trying to figure that out while I was still in, although I had a feeling Jascha wouldn’t have approved. Not lucid enough. Well, there were times to be lucid and times just to go with it, I reasoned. Maybe someday I’d strike a balance.


Entering consensual reality was different from meeting someone mind-to-mind in a system. Things were already in progress; you had to visualize a place for yourself in the middle of whatever was going on. Breaching the boundary conditions of the environment (or whatever) was sometimes easy, sometimes not. Occasionally, I found myself watching for several mental minutes before I could get the gist of what was going on and find a place for myself in it.


After that, it was almost easy. Sort of. You had to concentrate to hold up your end of the reality. If your energy flagged, you’d find yourself locked out of the action, watching as though from behind a transparent screen. Eventually, you learned how to keep pedaling, as it were, without devoting the greater part of your attention to it.


In spite of the strong mental image Paolo Segretti had said I had of myself, I was surprised to find I didn’t always join the pool in an easily identifiable form. Pre-existing conditions might dictate something entirely different than how I usually saw myself and my unconscious (or something) complied. It was quite natural. The day I faded in to find a playground scenario in progress, I joined as another child. Another time, the pool was flying a jet stream so I came in as a flyer, complete with flashy paint job and chrome accents.


Scenarios seldom persisted for very long, however, and there wasn’t always a great deal of continuity. The pool system provided a back-up environment in case things dissolved, so we wouldn’t all be drifting around in our private conceptions of limbo – a pool of the swimming kind, with deep end, diving board, and even a smell of chlorine. But you still had to work to keep your part in it going.


Generally, I took a walk after a session in the pool even if I was exhausted, probably as a reaction against knowing I’d been shut up in a pod barely larger than a body bag. I’d walk halfway across the city sometimes, past the business district, through the residential area, all the way to the lake harbor, and then grab a flyer back.


I began to get into a kind of rhythm that wasn’t exactly a routine but more a matter of knowing what I had to do and what I could leave open. It figured, I thought; Pyotr Frankis had to exist the same way, since he wasn’t real.


Well, I felt real enough. The only times I didn’t feel quite real were on fast days, when I wasn’t sure I could generate enough presence to hold my place in real reality, let alone in something as trippy as the pool. Nonetheless, I managed, not always lucidly, and I might have gone cycling my way through my life almost indefinitely, except that McFloy showed up. And that changed everything.




THE EYE TRICK


I was eight hours into another bout of fasting and the pool had gone pastoral, rolling hills bounded by lightly wooded areas, mountains in the distance under an overcast sky. The pastoral scenario was a variation on a recurring environment, fairly undemanding in terms of how much it took to make a place for yourself in it. The air seemed charged with collective conscious energy. Must be a full pool today, I thought, settling down in a small stand of trees on the fringe of the forest. Whenever the pool was full, the situation simplified to accommodate all the presences at work in it. I coasted for a while, watching two men directly in front of me set up a sketchy campsite with a barely realized lean-to and some vague equipment. One of the men was very old, the other just out of adolescence. The Twins, I guessed and wondered how they appeared to each other. How I was seeing them wasn’t necessarily how they were seeing themselves.


A little ways off from them, someone in a clown suit was juggling an indeterminate number of brightly colored balls. No, not balls – eyes. That had to be Felicity, I decided. Felicity was about to leave J. Walter at any moment for a career as a thrillseeker. She had all those thrillseeker characteristics, extroversion, tendency to act out, energetic style, the dramatic gestures Pyotr Frankis had accused me of, as well as real talent for finding bona-fide thrills locked in the unconscious. But there was one last step for her and it hadn’t come yet. She had explained some of it to me not in the pool but one night when insomnia had hit us separately and we’d found ourselves in one of the Common Lounges, the only people awake in the whole world. In real reality, she was an expansive kind of person, always looking as though she were taking up more space than she actually was. Perhaps it was the hair, which seemed to have been colored by a primitive artist and designed by an admirer of Van de Graaff. In the pool, she often manifested as an odd element that somehow always found a niche. A clown juggling eyes in the country wasn’t the most unusual thing she’d ever done with herself.


There were a few other people sitting on the grass, some alone, some in small groups of two or three or four, some wildlife running around, stray flowers appearing and disappearing as someone thought about them and then forgot them again. Someone I couldn’t identify waved at me, an androgyne wearing an expensive-looking velvet suit. I waved back. Overhead, the trees whispered in the wind and I heard a faint mumble of thunder from far away.


The androgyne melted into existence next to me, leaving the little group she’d been sitting with. It’s hard to say what happened next. When you’re in mind-to-mind contact with just one other person, the exchange is fairly clear-cut. But there was something about the pool that tended to make certain things blur. Kind of. Maybe it was the fact that everyone was acting on everyone else all at the same time, just by being present. Or maybe it was because the contact wasn’t as direct in the pool. Individual events could take on a virtual aspect and you’d have to figure out what happened later, after you were out in real reality.


Some kind of contact was made, some exchange took place. Eventually, I looked up and saw a man sitting in one of the trees directly above me. The androgyne was gone.


This is my first time in, the man in the tree said. The words were quite clear, not muddied the way a lot of first-timers’ were. I was impressed.


What are you doing up there? I asked, standing up to get a better look at him. If his words were clear, his face wasn’t. I seemed to be looking at him underwater.


Getting the lay of the land. Pause. As it were.


As it were. And then I was in the tree with him, perched on a branch at right angles to his. I didn’t know whether that was my idea or his, or maybe someone else’s entirely, like the androgyne. Another branch obscured my view of him, so I broke it off. For a few mental moments, his image rippled in front of me, as though he couldn’t decide on something. Then it cleared and I nearly fell out of the tree.


Jerry Wirerammer.


Jerry Wirerammer and none other. The same insubordinate sandy hair, the same cat’s-eye biogem eyes, the same mildly goofy expression of Who, me? and Come on, dare yourself all at once. The tree began to sway.


Did I do something wrong? he asked.


Not Jerry Wirerammer. Definitely not. Did I do something wrong? was not a Jerry Wirerammer question.


We were sitting on the ground, some distance behind the campers, whose lean-to had vanished. Somewhere in there I’d told him he looked like someone I’d known once and he’d acknowledged it but he still looked exactly like Jerry Wirerammer.


If Jerry Wirerammer did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him, he said. The spirit of Jerry Wirerammer moved upon the waters and found it good.


What? I said.


I was just thinking, he said. Jerry Wirerammer sounds more like a force of nature than a person.


You were talking like he was God.


Isn’t God a force of nature?


The scenario was evolving as we spoke, or whatever we were doing. Now it was a large indoor room with grass carpeting and odd potted plants in the corners. The person who had been the androgyne was now more female than male; she was traveling around the room a few inches off the floor. I couldn’t find the Twins. Maybe they’d become plants for a while.


It’s disconcerting. You looking like that, I told him.


I don’t know how else to look, he said, almost sadly. I think I’ve always looked this way.


I’ve never seen you before.


Well, I did tell you it’s my first time in the pool.


There was music, something I couldn’t quite identify, and we were all outside again on a terrace, attending a formal evening dance under an impossible sky of multicolored stars.


Does it always change this quickly? he asked.


Not always.


I may have danced, alone or not, but I kept returning to him. We sat at a tiny metal table in the same respective positions we’d occupied in the tree. For a while, the eyes Felicity had been juggling sat in a pile on the table between us and he examined them all carefully, occasionally handing one to me. We talked, but I wasn’t always sure what we were saying.


Not Jerry Wirerammer, he said at one point, but McFloy. Just McFloy, nothing else.


There’s always something amusing, if that’s the word, about one-name people. You wonder what they do when they run into two-name people whose first or last name duplicates their one. Three-name people like me rarely run into two other people with names that duplicate two of their own – the equally amusing possibility of Alexandra, Victoria, and Alexandra Victoria all swimming around in the same pool.


He picked up a little of it from me; someone else caught more of it and passed it on to little effect. The music faded away and there was the sensation of a lot of time passing without any time passing at all. Eventually, the environment moved back inside, but the terrace was still visible through a pair of tall French doors.


McFloy looked around the brightly lit room from where we sat together on an indeterminate antique divan. I liked it better outside, he said.


And then we were outside again, just him and me, looking back at everyone still inside from the other side of the French doors.


That’s pretty good, I told him. Not many people can manage that on their first time in the pool.


I’m a prodigy, he said distractedly, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out an eye. Not one of those Felicity had been juggling. It had a gold-flake pupil. You recognize this?


It looks like Jascha’s.


He balanced it on his palm. He doesn’t know I have it. Should I give it back to him?


That gave me a chill. Yes. Right away.


He rubbed the eye between his hands and then paused, smiling at me. A man materialized on my left. He had two eyes, but the right eye was blank. It changed to a gold-flake biogem; McFloy’s hands were empty. The man turned to me; he didn’t look at all like Jascha and he melted away when I tried to speak to him.


Not terribly ethical, I said, borrowing a piece of someone without his permission. The eyes Felicity was juggling were of her own imagining, they didn’t really belong to anyone.


That wasn’t Jascha. It was a phantom. Some people leave them behind, I’ve noticed. They can persist for mental days before they finally fade away. McFloy smiled Jerry Wirerammer’s loopy smile at me. Here’s something else you should know about. He reached into his pocket again and held out a gold-flake eye – the same one.


Very prodigious, I said, feeling uncomfortable. Jerry Wirerammer had been in the habit of cloning mental bits from other people, too.


Jascha was still here when I joined the pool. And he still doesn’t know. He never will. Unless someone tells him. He closed his hand around the eye. When he opened it again it was gone. See? he said, smiling at me. His right eye was now gold-flake, mismatched to the other one. Everyone’s got a blind spot. Never mind, I haven’t diminished him. I’ve just cloned something of his and now we both have it. Allie. A new eye appeared in his hand, not a biogem. The pupil was brown with green flecks.


I put my hand up to my eyes, but there was nothing to feel because I had no head. My blind spot. I moved to the center of the terrace, wishing the eye back into the head I didn’t have. It vanished from his hand.


Don’t worry, Allie, I haven’t diminished you, either, he said, still grinning at me in the loopy way. What I’m really interested in is your mind.


Time to go, I thought, and went.


The damnedest things affect you in the damnedest ways. I kept seeing those eyes resting in the palm of his hand, first the gold-flake biogem and then my own. Quite a mental trick, and he’d accomplished it effortlessly, or so it seemed. I wondered if anyone at J. Walter knew there was a prodigy loose who was capable of appropriating other people’s points of view. Or maybe I was the only one bothered by it. People traded points of view all the time in real reality – figuratively, of course. So maybe it was just the way it translated so literally into the eye trick in the pool that bothered me. Maybe it was just my initial resistance to mindplay resurfacing.


I looked for McFloy in real reality but almost no one seemed to know him, with the exception of Jascha.


‘I’m dreamfeeding him, the same way I am you,’ Jascha told me somewhat shortly when I questioned him. I couldn’t stop looking into those gold-flake eyes. Did he have any idea someone had stolen part of his vision? But if it wasn’t actually missing from him, had it been stolen at all?


‘I was just curious,’ I said, hoping I sounded harmless enough. ‘I’d never met anyone named McFloy and he looks exactly like Jerry Wirerammer.’


‘No, he doesn’t. Not out here, anyway. He leads an awfully mental life, too.’


I kept looking at Jascha as I stalled with talk about McFloy so I wouldn’t have to get up on that too-soft mattress, and gradually I became aware that I was reading his Emotional Index by sight.


Training in reading an Emotional Index by sight or while you’re in the system was rather vague. Somehow, you were just supposed to start doing it. It was easier in the system, since things tended to become palpable. Sight-reading in real reality was a lot less certain. So much depended on body language of a particularly subtle sort – movements performed in a certain order, the tilt of the head, certain facial expressions of course, but you couldn’t always depend on that, either. It had to be a gestalt kind of thing, where you were perceiving everything at once, situation and mood as well as appearance. When you could make it work, however, it was extremely revealing. Not quite mindreading, Jascha liked to say, but more like being able to read the graffiti on the walls of someone’s skull.


The graffiti on the walls of Jascha’s skull said he was troubled, by McFloy and by my questions about him. He didn’t like McFloy, or he didn’t like something about him, which was almost the same thing, and he had to work extremely hard to hold it in.


It was a little embarrassing, as though I’d peeped into his room and caught him talking to himself or something. After a long moment, I realized he was staring back at me just as hard; he knew I’d been reading him.


‘Hey,’ I said, hopping up onto the techno-bed to cover my embarrassment. ‘Lucid living. You know?’ The bed didn’t give the way it usually did. I pressed the mattress with both hands. ‘You put in a bed board!’


‘I told you I would,’ Jascha said, almost sullenly. ‘Think you can dream lucidly now?’


‘No.’


I was right about that, too.


Maybe it was because of Jascha’s reaction as well as my own curiosity about McFloy but I started spending more time in the pool. Neither Pyotr Frankis nor Jascha commented on it; the attendants installed me and took me out with their usual neutrality. And McFloy was always there, as though he lived there. If Jascha hadn’t told me he was dreamfeeding him, I might have come to believe McFloy was actually one of the stronger pool phantoms, invented by all of us because he didn’t exist. It wasn’t that he didn’t seem real, but then even the pool phantoms seemed real while you were in.


McFloy and I became shadows to each other, always within easy mental reach. The pressure of his presence was unmistakable; I always knew him, no matter how he appeared, and his image would always resolve itself into the form of Jerry Wirerammer. Like a mental landmark for both of us.


Occasionally he did the trick with my eye again, producing it from a fold in his clothes or some other hiding place, once from his mouth, which was rather alarming. I couldn’t reciprocate with one of his cat’s-eyes; the mental acrobatics of just appropriating his point of view without his help were beyond me. Reading his Emotional Index wasn’t easy, either. It seemed to be something he was already familiar with and was able to guard against, showing me only the more predictable feelings without the undertones. Once in a while I caught him out, but not often. Not often enough, as far as I was concerned.


The walks in real reality took on an intermission quality, as though I were using them to rest up for dreamfeeding with Jascha or the occasional conference with Pyotr Frankis or the pool. Maybe mostly the pool.


Maybe? Well, I fooled myself about that for a while. Mindplay never meant you couldn’t fool yourself as much as you wanted. I took to the pool as though I were trying to emulate Pyotr Frankis in his form of existence, meeting McFloy in the sky, in realms built out of group fantasies, in places that were so common I wasn’t always sure I was really in the pool, except that I would look over and see him in his Jerry Wirerammer suit.


Eventually, I realized he’d had my eye for longer than when he’d first shown it to me on that terrace. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t caught on sooner. Maybe because I couldn’t live lucidly enough. I wondered if he had a complete collection of eyes. But mostly I wondered how I could find him, out there in real reality.


You don’t need to find me out there, he said. It’s enough that you found me in here. What I’m really interested in is your mind.


We were sitting in another variation of the pastoral scenario where I’d first met him; his words startled me several inches off the grass. I hadn’t mentioned I’d been looking for him out there in real reality.


Come down, he said, amused. I didn’t mean to alarm you. The sensation of searching has been pouring out of you for some time.


That obvious? I reached down and dug my fingers into the aqua grass, trying to pull myself down again; my buoyancy fought me.


For anyone who wants to see it. The cat’s-eyes shimmered. Everything is obvious for those who want to see it. His left eye was blank now; he was holding one of the cat’s-eyes out to me. What would you like to see, Allie?


I was fasting that day, and very hungry. I took the eye from him.


What I’m really interested in is your mind.


That’s the sort of thing you should think over, especially when a mindplayer says it to you. Even a mindplayer candidate. The first thing I saw were a series of parquet deformations. He watched them with me as the patterns evolved, drawing on the shapes in the pool reality.


Do you keep this running all the time? I asked. There was no answer. The deformations cleared and we were floating in the system pool. Some kind of mist or fog was rising up from the water, thickening in the humid air. I was disappointed; I’d thought he would show me more than a few of his personal visuals.


We’re the last two left, he said. There’s no one else in the pool but us.


I might not have known it if he hadn’t told me, and with anyone else it might not have mattered. I could detect no difference in the feel of the hook-up; it wasn’t as though we were hooked in only to each other, and yet now we were. The only thing between us was the pool itself.


This was bound to happen, he said, treading water lazily. With all the time you spend in the pool now. Sooner or later you were bound to end up alone, or just with one other.


With you, I said.


With me. His admission stirred the water gently. The fabric of my thoughts rippled in sympathy. His left eye was open now, brown with green flecks in the pupil. I was no longer holding the cat’s-eye in my hand, but I knew where it was.


Let me look at you, he said.


In the act of letting him, we bypassed the pool medium and it vanished. Now we were hooked directly in with each other, by virtue of the eye trick, an exchange of vision.


Paolo Segretti’s carnelian eyes had changed to cat’s-eye in the memory, shimmering as I accused him of being about to mindrape me. Pyotr Frankis’s cat’s-eye pupils caught the light more intensely than silver and shone like small, distant suns. Jascha asked me about a bed board, the cat’s-eyes alternating from light to dark with each small movement. As though they’d been there with me all along and I was only seeing them now. Even my great-grandmother’s portrait looked down at me with them, casting their light over everything in the cathedral.


Did anyone ever tell you you lead an awfully mental life? someone asked.


He moved through all of it, touching the memories carefully, handling the pieces of my life as though he were looking through a small box of treasures. I could feel his curiosity, his amusement and compassion and, strangely, envy and a kind of longing as he went back and forth among them.


Where did my life go?


You are the One Chosen. (That one seemed to amuse him greatly.)


On the contrary. I didn’t think I looked that good.


Hey. Lucid living. You know?


Alerted Snakes Of Consequence. Life is funny, Allie. You should remember to laugh.


McFloy’s longing seemed to swell in volume like music or water; it flowed in between the memories and I felt myself resonating in sympathy. My resonance drew him in further. Something in him gave, or perhaps it was something in me. The cat’s-eye he’d given me seemed to blaze up brightly, illuminating both of us. Surrounded by the elements of my life, he could not do anything but consent to my own request.
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