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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.








A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR



THIS IS THE THIRD AND PROBABLY FINAL CHAPTER IN THE Wonderland Gambit saga. It’s been a lot of fun to write and explore, although some may be upset with me for, well, borrowing a trick at the end that you all should have expected but that, all things considered, was absolutely essential and inevitable. Don’t worry. Next time I have this terrific new original ending featuring a great white whale …


During the course of writing The Wonderland Gambit saga, I’ve lost two very close friends who kind of remained in my mind while I completed this book. Roger Zelazny was very close; I helped him move to Baltimore in the early sixties, and he was active in the Baltimore Science Fiction Society and was a cofounder and hidden financier of early Balticons. We’d have dinner often, or just talk on the phone for long periods, and he often called when stalled or unhappy with something and used me as a sounding board. I may not have my own Hugo, but I’ll have you know that the little scene in Lord of Light in which the peasants discover their first toilet and try to figure out what it’s for is mostly me.


We weren’t as close after he moved to Santa Fe, but we still kept in touch and got together occasionally at conventions to marvel over how things had gone and occasionally plot new mischief. The last time I saw him, about nine months before he died, he seemed the happiest he’d been since the old Baltimore days. For the past decade, he was just far enough away physically but still so close in spirit that there’s an emotional part of me that knows he’s still just out in New Mexico someplace.


John Brunner was also a friend, and a good one. We met originally at conventions, and somehow tended to wind up trading stories—sometimes just the two of us, sometimes with a huge entourage—in a hotel pub or local bar for hours on end. Politically, John was far to the left of my militant centrism, but there was something there between us that was simpático. I was toastmaster at the World SF Convention where John was guest of honor.


He looked good at Glasgow last August Bank Holiday week. I saw him on Wednesday across the hall, and he saw me, waved, and called my name. I shouted back that we’d rendezvous as usual sometime before the last day of the con. Well, he headed out to dinner and returned with contract offers and a new resurgence in his career, and then he went around and partied all night and we didn’t connect. But, what the heck, the con was just beginning.


Timing, John! It’s all in the timing! It’s one thing to go out at a Worldcon on the upswing of a career that had been down, but on Monday, John, not on Thursday morning.


I thought of them when I wrote The Hot-Wired Dodo, and there’s certainly a good deal of Roger in segments here, and a little bit of Brunner as well, particularly in the moral dilemmas faced by some of the characters and the arguments they make.


I just wanted you to know that they were good people, and that I see them sitting around with Phil Dick and many others now gone and raising glasses to the future, never suspecting they’re in a brand-new virtual world.


John wouldn’t believe it anyway.


Jack L. Chalker





CHAPTER 1



WAITING FOR THE END OF THE UNIVERSE


WHEN YOU’RE WAITING AROUND FOR THE END OF THE WORLD and you know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you’ve got an immortal soul, you tend to worry less about being good and lean a little more to the bad.


Not that this helped me much, but it did help a little. I mean, I looked like a woman, but I had no reproductive plumbing, no particular sexual urges or desires, and no hair, either, so what the hell. I was more than ready for a new incarnation, but I didn’t have any say in when the button would be pressed, and we would have precious little warning when it was. When months went by, though, you did tend to get more than a little bored, particularly when stuck in the middle of nowhere. The most positive thing I’d accomplished since coming to the backup area in central Washington was that I’d managed to mostly break myself of the Brand Box-induced habit of referring to myself in the plural.


I was also “overwhelmed” with depression, but stuck in a body that was constructed in one of Al Stark’s little worlds, I really didn’t have much capacity for emotion. I was shaped female, but a sexual neuter. I was hairless, and needed a wig just to look presentable. I didn’t even have much in the way of taste or smell; it hadn’t been necessary in that giant “we’re all the same” supermall. I had memories, but it was hard to conjure up physical feelings and emotions when reliving them. So, I used chemicals to feel an approximation of pleasure—and not even all those worked. I was also hampered in doing a lot of the things I would have liked to because we all knew that there wouldn’t be much warning when Lee or whoever was now running the institute finally took it through to the next plane.


I certainly understood the setup all too well, having survived two such moves, but I found myself eager to move on from this reality, which had been the worst in several key areas, and impatient that I had to depend on somebody else, somebody I hated. That emotion I seemed to have no problems with.


Thinking through the long term was also more in my line, too, particularly because those thoughts were uncolored by some of the usual human feelings. I had to wonder if in fact we who thought of ourselves as “real” and the rest of the universes as filled with ghosts, or “spooks,” created by computer in some vast virtual reality were in fact any more real than the spooks were. Maybe we were even less so—nobody had ever been able to go backward and find out if the rest of the old universe was still there.


Suppose we were the electronic creations, going through a series of parallel realities? Suppose the great missing genius, Matthew Brand, almost our god figure in all this, had in fact found the gateway to infinite numbers of parallel universes, each as real as the one in which he’d been born? It wasn’t out of the question or more Lewis Carroll-type nonsense; the far-out edges of New Physics postulated parallel universes anyway, and used them to explain a lot of anomalies in “reality.” Okay, so suppose that was it. Suppose all the rest were real and we were the creatures of fantasy created by Brand. It could be that we were the Mad Hatters and March Hares and Mock Turtles, Duchesses and Caterpillars, and those who seemed so “normal” really were just that. Instead of me as Alice, I was really the Cheshire Cat, fading in and out of realities, but alien to normality.


It was possible.


That, damn it, was the trouble. Anything was possible.


What in hell had any of us learned after all these worlds, all these lives, all these existences? Callousness and cruelty? Well, I guess we brought that with us. Lusts for power and back-and-forth combat? Ditto.


Damn it, after all this time, at least some of us must have learned something! Surely it couldn’t have been entirely wasted!


Those aliens and their classic little flying saucer, for example. Who were they? Where had they come from?


“The Boojums showed up in a world where we literally got invaded by another planet,” Walt reminisced. “No, not them— at least not right off. Even nastier things. Kind of like War of the Worlds slimeballs. The Boojums were from someplace else entirely doing some kind of research work and they got blamed for what the ‘Slugs From Beyond’ were doing. I remember Matt took a chance on them, I think after seeing them battle one of the slug ships, and tried contacting them. Didn’t take, until the slugs knocked one of their saucers out of the sky almost on top of us. Matt saved ’em, and, ever since, they’ve been like high-tech hunting dogs, loyal to a fault and with no place to go.”


“But they shouldn’t have translated to the next universe,” I pointed out. “Nobody else did, except our people.”


Walt nodded. “Surprised the hell out of us, too. Everybody except Matt, that is. As you’ve probably noticed, they haven’t got a spoken language, and old paranoid Al wanted to blow ’em away and they knew it. Matt got to them, somehow, through the VR interfaces and the Brand Box. I just can’t be positive, but I’m pretty damned sure they had no idea of all this until he and they connected. They made a lot of the improvements, in fact—the Brand Box we know today was developed from the early work between Matt and them using their interface with the saucer. That’s how Cynthia, or anybody, really, can fly the thing. You put on the head mount and you are the ship. It’s that easy. Of course, I get the very distinct idea that the little guys and the ship are connected automatically, like the way you had a head mount inside your head. They let us fool with it, but we always know they’re there. They’re always connected—to the ship and to each other. The principle of the synergy between alien and ship is the same that went into the final Brand Boxes. The material, however, that makes up the core of the boxes also came from the spare parts supply  on the alien ship, which is why we can’t build any more of them.”


That explained that. “But he had the principle before this, I gather, and the meeting with these beings just allowed him to perfect it?”


Walt nodded again. “If you call this perfected, I guess you can say that. What we didn’t figure on was that Matt had some concepts and ideas these little aliens didn’t know. So, in exchange for the manufacture of the existing Brand Boxes that we interfaced to the life-support pods—mostly in the Command Center but also in some backup areas like this—they took a lot of the concepts and math from Mart’s computers and repaired and rebuilt their ship. When we punched through to the next level, they all got in the ship, and, although most of us didn’t know it at the time, they punched through right with us, using the ship as an alternate command center and its life support as their version of the pods.”


“Huh? How come you didn’t know it at the time?”


He shrugged. “Well, they shifted under cover. They don’t tell us much so we all called ’em Boojums, like the Lewis Carroll stuff Matt was so fond of. They don’t seem to mind. I doubt if they have names in our sense, either individually or collectively. Matt shifted them here, and sent me and Tanaka up to help ’em out. Cynthia came along for… well, long story of no consequence. Anyway, the slugs found the Mojave Command Center and forced a punch; we couldn’t get down there and thought we were done for. Dan tried to make it anyway and got creamed, so he wound up in the reincarnation bin. Cynthia and I stayed here, and were surprised as hell when the Boojums pulled us on board and hooked us up to padded sections around the wall on the center level of the saucer. Hell, what choice did we have but to go along? I don’t think the Boojums themselves knew if it would work, but they set it up for the punch, and when Matt punched through so did we. Surprised the hell out of us. Inside the ship, we didn’t even do an incarnation. We just rode straight through, believe it or not. Just as we were. Pain in the ass—I was already over forty. Since then we’ve used the  boxes; the Booj, they still punch through their way. Never changed, never got any older, and never got any fewer.”


“Huh? I saw several get creamed back in Yakima a few lives back,” I reminded him. “I even—well—I hit one with the car.”


He nodded. “I know. You can kill ’em, burn ’em up, but come the next punch the same bunch comes out of the same saucer just the same way and in the same numbers. They probably do reincarnate—but if they read minds, or have some built-in connection to a kind of master Brand Box in the ship, then they’re gonna get all the knowledge and memories back the moment the reincarnation happens. Must be nice. That’s what Al’s been trying to do, I think. Make it a certainty that his complete memory goes through even if he gets blown away as he did this time. He hasn’t made it yet, though. I’m pretty sure of that, although the Brand Boxes can record enough of your old self to really get you oriented. It’s never quite the same, though—usually a different sex for starters, then a slightly different background that makes it seem like you’re a peeping Tom in somebody else’s mind. I know what it’s like. The memory’s there, but it’s never, somehow, real. You get the knowledge, but not the personality.”


I nodded. “I know what you mean even if I can’t relate to the experience. I remember at least two past lives, but they don’t seem to have been my lives. I retain the skills and knowledge, but it’s like I’m taking it from a recording, not from experience.”


“Yeah, that’s about it. I sometimes wonder if we are the same.”


All this explained a lot, but not nearly enough to even start solving this.


“Walt, I think everybody’s been too damned passive, particularly since you lost Brand,” I told him. “Nobody’s really attempting a concerted, long-term program to solve this mystery. Nobody’s really looking for the way out, if there is an ‘out’ Instead, you’re just fighting each other, going back and forth, trying to gain a little power and advantage that’s always local at best.”


He shrugged. “What can we do? We don’t have the  Boojums’ automatic restoration. When we die, we wake up ignorant You know that. And there is no team effort from life to life, universe to universe. Everybody’s too busy stabbing everybody else in the back. You can’t force that kind of programming change. Matt could do some of it, a lot of it maybe, but when he vanished, so did any hope of getting out of this.”


“Maybe not,” I sighed. “Maybe it’s time we said to hell with what should be, worked with what is, and tried to find the answers come hell or high water. Force it. Anybody who wants in, fine. Anybody who doesn’t, we shut out.”


“With what? The saucer and these few Brand Boxes? Not enough, and definitely not enough computing power.”


“Then with the Command Center, the institute, or whatever we want to call it.”


Walt gave a dry, humorless chuckle. “To use that, you’d have to take it away from Al and Lee and that crew, and I mean take it by force.”


“Then that’s our first objective,” I responded, already thinking about how to proceed.


Walt laughed. “And what the hell do you think we’ve been trying to do these past several incarnations? Do you know how many of us there are on this side, not counting the Boojums? I’ll tell you—seven. Seven members of the March Hare Network. Now, with you, and if Wilma comes through the next punch, nine. Rick was certainly with us this time, but we’ll be back to square one with him again next go-round, and that’s part of the problem. I got you into the center to give you a chance to get us inside with the main computer, but it seemed you only got partway into the system before they caught you.”


I shrugged. “Look at what my alter ego was able to accomplish inside that grid, and even beyond it. What betrayed me in the end was that I’d hit a stone wall. I’m no Matthew Brand. I did a hell of a lot considering how far back in my memory I had to reach for those skills and how outside my area some of it was—not to mention the fact that I was working under the noses of people who didn’t trust me. I had to play coy with everybody just to stay on the plane at all.”


“Well, we’ve been fighting this out for a very long time,” he  said. “The thing is, though, I’m really beginning to wonder about the competency of the enemy we’ve been going after for so long.”


“He’s done pretty good so far.”


“Has he?” Walt responded, chewing thoughtfully on his cigar. “I wonder. What has he learned? What the hell have any of them done! They’ve been in charge now for at least the last nine incarnations, maybe longer, ever since Matt vanished into that box. Al was really in charge of it, longer than that, I think, with his toadies and the ones he seduced who think they’re smarter than he is. Matt was just too preoccupied to notice. We really started getting somewhere, too, until Matt was taken out. Since then—nada, nothing, zilch. All those power games but no real progress. Using the Brand Boxes as their sadistic toys, for playing with their old enemies like you or trying to indoctrinate others through those fake lives. Progress? Any more info on how to get out of this trap, or information on just what the hell we’re caught in? Nothing.”


“I’m not sure Al really cares anymore,” I told him. “We had lots of talks, you know, once he had me inside the box. Talks about lives and relationships that I had no memories of at all. Playing God is Al’s game. I don’t think he wants much else. If you weren’t keeping the heat on him, I don’t even think he’d punch through to a new incarnation until we were all old and gray. Lee—Lee’s a follower. He likes being around power and basking in it, but he’s not the kind to make the hard decisions on its use. Rob has a lot cleaner, more innocent sort of soul but is otherwise the same type. Tanaka has real talent, and to some extent so do Cholder and one or two others, particularly when working together. McKee—she has the will, the administrative experience, and the smarts to run the place as an alternative to Al. I’m just not sure she’d be an improvement.”


He nodded. “I know what you mean. My own feeling is that the best hope we have is to get the Boojums in there along with somebody competent at interfacing the system with others. That’s you, mostly. A few others on our side can help with the basics, but not a one of them is equal to Tanaka in terms of programming in that medium, and nobody else but you can do that  mind-to-machine interfacing. See, they didn’t care much about your abilities in that direction, but we need it bad. Or don’t you agree with the overall goal?”


I shrugged. “Anything’s better than doing this over and over, but I’m not sure just what will happen if we manage it. We don’t talk to those people, we interact with them.”


“Huh? What d’ya mean?”


“Just that. We don’t have conversations with them the way you and I have been speaking. Oh, I think they understand what we say, all right, at least inasmuch as it relates to their own perspective, but we have no real exchange of ideas. They’re here. They help out. They hang out. But why? If they know so much from their time with Brand, why are they still stuck here with us? What are their long-term objectives? What makes them occasionally risk life and limb to help us out? In other words, there’s no disputing that they’re our short-term allies in the sense of fighting Al and his group, but are they our long-term friends? Or are they just after this technology, the solution perhaps to their own puzzles over these principles?”


“I don’t think they’re any kind of long-term threat. I’ve been with ’em for so many years, it’s impossible to count. They’ve fought with and for me and our people and pulled me out of a lot of jams. More important, I don’t think Matt was scared of them, and he got closer than anybody. No, somehow, I just can’t bring myself to worry about that.”


Driving always had been something I did as much to think and get things out of my system as to actually go anywhere. I don’t mean driving to the store or to the big city—just long drives to nowhere and back.


I was down in southeastern Oregon, driving through the desolate remnants of ancient volcanic fury, and I felt depressed but still irritated. Something wasn’t right I kept going around and around, though, and I couldn’t get it out of my head that I wasn’t being told the whole truth.


Part of it, I guess, was Good Old Walt with the fast, pat answers. The same Good Old Walt that I’d known as a boss lifetimes ago, and as a friend as well, straight through to the  core, only… where was the Walt that had coldly shot that kid? He was in there, somewhere, but he’d never emerged, not in front of me, anyway.


Al and Lee and the institute were one thing—they represented the devils I knew. Walt, though, and Cynthia, and Father Pete, and the rest—these were the devils I didn’t know, not really. They might have been fighting Al, but they sure didn’t do anything to help me or Rick until very recently. They were chummy but still, well, distant. I had this eerie, paranoid feeling that there were still lots of meetings to which I wasn’t privy, and lots of things they weren’t about to let me in on.


Even paranoids have enemies.


Those aliens—somehow I still couldn’t trust them, either, or at least believe that they were just regular good old boys with one hell of a pickup truck. The story about them and Matt rang a bit true, but it seemed, well, simplistic. The elusive, mysterious Matthew Brand was always so, well, convenient.


“How’re we gonna explain this?”


“Hmmm. I dunno. How about Matt Brand went out to his garage and built this supercalifragilistic hypo-blaster …”


He was Einstein when somebody needed an Einstein, God when somebody needed a god, and he was missing, which made him too damned convenient.


After all this time, after prowling through the institute and having dialogues with Al and others there, I still didn’t really know a lot about them or the institute itself. I’d pulled off some incredible stuff—or, at least my alter ego who thought she was me had—but it was the tip of the iceberg. Who were those people in the Brand Boxes? Who or what were those presences just below the institute? And how had Les or Al whipped up a convenient portal out of the last universe just when Wilma and I needed one? It was hard to forget Al’s sheer power in that vortex, even though we had considerable power there as well. He knew and controlled more than he was supposed to in his role as the power-mad security chief.


Les did, too. A medical doctor who could conjure up a hole to the spaces between the universes. That kind of power would otherwise be attributed to Matt Brand, but Les wasn’t Brand. He wasn’t even a programmer, yet he’d managed to divert Al with a wooden club and open up an escape route for Wilma and me in the middle of a warehouse.


And Walt—Walt was the March Hare, all right, and his cronies were more of the opposition to Al, but who was the Caterpillar, and who had left the Dodo? We’d bumped into him in a kind of mental plane outside the virtual universe; Walt’s group later took credit for it, sort of, but clearly were making up their story as they went along without any real knowledge of what had happened except what they pulled from my memories.


For that matter, many lives ago, we’d watched Walt and Cynthia open one of those portals, too, right over the backup center, and the Boojums had been inside, off-loading supplies.


When I’d asked about that, Walt had sloughed it off as a misinterpretation of what I had seen from a distance, that they were really only off-loading from the complex below the desert floor.


It was difficult to focus with real accuracy on such distant memories, but I was pretty damned sure I’d seen what I had seen.


And then there was Wilma. I missed her terribly; she was the one real friend I had in all this who hadn’t changed or lost continuity. She also had that power, that way of dropping into that bizarre shaman’s plane and often dropping me in there, too. It had saved our asses more than once—but where and what was it? Was it real or some other construct? Was it, somehow, a Brand Box, or outside of the system altogether? While she knew a lot more about it than I did, I felt sure that even she saw it veiled in the terms of her beliefs, not really knowing how it fit into this entire system.


Now, thanks to Al and the institute, she was a vegetable, kept alive in one of our life-support pods, waiting for the next translation when, we hoped, we’d at least get the rest of her back. My only real hope was that somehow she’d managed to opt out, to somehow mentally drop down to the shaman’s world, but I had no way of knowing if she’d managed it or even if it was possible under those conditions. I had dropped in there  once or twice under stress, apparently following some sub-conscious pattern, but I couldn’t do it voluntarily. I’d tried. I’d tried all sorts of ways, including hypnotism and meditation, and I’d failed.


One thing was for sure—wherever it was, it wasn’t in the linear progression of universes we were creating as we lived and died and moved on. The same shaman’s world that I’d first encountered in a half nightmare in my previous universe, I’d gone to again from this universe.


And just where did I fit into all this? Everybody seemed to want me around, but nobody seemed to want me very badly. I didn’t have the same killer instincts, nor did I have Tanaka’s programming brilliance, or other special skill. I was the one who hooked up the wiring so it all functioned with minimum fuss. And nobody, but nobody, either trusted me or cared to trust me with what they knew. Sure, I understood that no matter who or what they were and what powers they had, Les, Al, Walt, and the rest really didn’t have a clue how to escape from Wonderland. But they knew a lot more than I’d been told.


Off in the distance I could see a row of ancient volcanic cones looking like they’d been formed only a few years ago instead of thousands of years past. For some reason, that made me think of assassins and snipers.


Assassins and snipers? Why?


Well, you couldn’t create a new plane, a new universe to move to, until you’d zapped the person who created this one. Basically, you had to figure out which one of our happy group was God and kill him, her, or it before anybody could get out alive. Okay, maybe it wasn’t that easy, but it was possible. Then you had to anoint a new god to create the next plane, or universe, to which we could move, and you did that, dead or alive, by being the first one into the next level. It was the reason that Al kept so many of us in the Brand Boxes, so he could control things to some degree. You wouldn’t want to kill the God Incarnate right away, even if you knew who it was. Not unless you could also be the first one through the next time. Or maybe control who that one was enough to fashion the next plane through that God Designate, leaving yourself in command but  not in the crosshairs of either side. Maybe that’s what Al was trying to do by sticking people he couldn’t otherwise dominate inside the Brand Boxes.


Whatever the truth was, the one thing the evidence suggested was that both sides in this had long ago given up trying to get out and were instead just trying to tailor their own worlds.


It was a pretty fruitless task, I thought. Even if you got what you wanted, which was unlikely, then what? In the end, it was still an endless no-win video game that just happened to involve real lives and real people. I wanted out, period. Who knew just how long these entire lives really lasted, for one thing? Suppose we were all lying somewhere, hooked into real versions of the life-support modules, all networked together in this bizarre program, but still growing older and totally dependent on the efficiency and maintenance of the LSMs. A batch of thirty to forty dreamers, lying there, dreaming their real lives away, caught in this madness until something went wrong and they died for real.


Rich had opted to live a real life here rather than incarnate. It wouldn’t help him escape in the end, but, for now, he was probably the happiest of the group. In a sense, that’s what I wanted, too, only I didn’t want the illusion.


Networked together…


Now, there was a thought. The LSMs weren’t really networked together; the Brand Boxes were all independent little universes that could be monitored from outside and entered if one wished. Each Brand Box was its own tailor-made virtual environment.


Like this one…


It was a thought that hadn’t really occurred to me before for some reason. The schematic, as limited as it was at this stage, was nonetheless clear. X equaled the number of people hooked into this thing—probably no more than thirty-five. Each was attached to the server running a master program, which could also run programs independently on top of this connection—the Brand Boxes, for example. Like spokes on a wheel, with people stuck in the ends. The people so connected were not  directly connected to each other, but were connected through the central server.


So I was the Maddox spoke, and off of that three programs were now running as subroutines on the end of my link, of which my current incarnation was one.


It was a simple, obvious concept, but where did it lead? Was the institute, or Command Center, the server? It survived in each transition. It went through to the next plane. But it was still limited by the constraints of the master program—it couldn’t move until the conditions for a new plane had been met, making it nothing more than a program itself. A different kind of program, though, which was why things could be accessed there and nowhere else.


It was a shell. Like a pretty interface on clunky old operating systems that shielded the user from having to know, see, or understand what was really doing the work. In the same way, it, and its extension shells like the backup region, were merely devices to hide what was behind it. What the Buddhists called the That Which Is Behind All That.


When Rini had tapped into the system, she’d really just tapped into the shell. She’d not been a real person in any sense, although she became one later. Al, or maybe Tanaka at Al’s direction, had created her as an object on the shell rather than an object through which one could access the shell. She’d never been “human” in the sense of anyone else in this world, either we incarnations or the folks who went about their lives in ignorance of the greater forces within the plane. In a sense, the institute was a real, live, three-dimensional representation of the server desktop. We interact through the desktop to whoever or whatever it hides. The average person here operated according to the rules of the greater shell, the universe so created and left to run as a mathematical model. But Rini—she wasn’t of the universe and she wasn’t of what was hidden as we were, the two types of objects the system generally dealt with. She was instead a creation of the desktop.


No wonder she could move through its base structure, mentally and physically, and interact with whatever was connected to and through it. Al had created a monster, and that’s what  eventually bit him. He was lucky—if Rini, or the knowledgeable part of me she carried with her, had actually understood the concept, she could have controlled the whole damned institute. It was passive, waiting for us to click on a program or routine, but Rini was a part of it that not only was not passive, but was so integrated that she didn’t show up in the command procedures. She had owned the place, lock, stock, and barrel; she just hadn’t known how to use it.


But would I have known? In any event, it was a new class of being, one that, once created, could be created again. I couldn’t become one, nor could any of the rest of the Elect. We ourselves extended beyond the workstation desktop. Still, inside the institute’s computers, somewhere, on some memory module or segment, was the data on just how they’d done it. If that routine could be found, and used judiciously, then whoever the new creation trusted, or had personality elements from, would be able to alter the entire great plane and become virtually a god.


Al had stumbled on just what he’d been seeking, only he hadn’t recognized it when he had it. And the programming team, and even the head programmer, probably Dannie Tanaka, had been so intent on creating what Al wanted that they hadn’t once thought about all the implications.


Me, I wasn’t a genius programmer, I wasn’t a key brain in this, just a mechanic, a systems integrator who took all the stuff the smart people created and put it together into something that worked. A high-tech and somewhat abstract builder, who took disparate elements made by others and eventually came up with something that was greater than the sum of its parts. Not an architect, since I was using the parts they gave me rather than designing them myself, but an engineer who could take off-the-shelf parts and build some neat things with them.


I had the keys to the Command Center; if only I could get in and gain access long enough to put it all together. Once I had that access I would be able to strip at least one more layer away. Rini still hadn’t been able to fully perceive the powerful intelligences she saw as lurking below the station, but she didn’t know what she might be facing. Fear always limits  vision, and she was so awed by the power she felt that she was afraid to look, afraid that, like Moses and the burning bush, if she had looked it could have blinded or consumed her.


The problem was, how the hell could I get Walt to take the center, and then give me unlimited access to it, without being able to explain to him just what I was doing?


That problem would have to wait, though. In spite of this very universe being the one that gave us the best chance at an opening, it had come too late.


The March Hare’s beeper went off before I got to Crater Lake, and when I called they said, “Get back here as quick as you can if you want to incarnate. There was kind of a palace revolution down South, and Lee’s been pretty well deposed for indecision and maybe being a little too heavy-handed with the wrong people. Rita Alvarez is now running the show, and she’s ordered a packup and rigging for a punch.”


“How soon?” I asked, concerned.


“It could be any time, but it’ll probably take them eighteen to twenty-four hours. That’s just a guess, though.”


“I’m on my way.”


I can’t tell you how fast the drive back was. While Oregon isn’t a very large state when you’re traveling south to north, it’s big enough, and in this world, the interstate highway system wasn’t as comprehensive as it had been in the last one I remembered. Still, I got to the backup site after about six hours of steady driving, and turned down the dirt road leading into the Air Force firing range hoping that nobody had jumped the gun. Rita Alvarez had done a lot of nasty stuff to me in this life; it would be just like her to unknowingly polish me off.


Fortunately, everybody was still there, including the backup station. In fact, getting in was almost an anticlimax, since they were mostly sitting around and waiting.


The March Hare Network looked far less impressive in their human forms, and not very threatening. There was Walt, of course, and Cynthia, Father Pete, and an older man I’d seen once before, down at the institute long ago, introduced to me as Dr. “Just call me Herb” Koeder, who, it turned out, was a paleontologist. Also present was a slightly built brown-skinned woman with cornrowed hair that I’d never seen before and who was introduced as “Mabel,” but that was the only new face.


I looked at Walt. “I thought you said there were seven of you,” I reminded him. “Aren’t you still missing a couple?”


Walt nodded. “You’ve never met Doc Koril, at least on this plane. He got himself abducted by Al’s boys and taken into the institute. We haven’t seen or heard from him since, and I suspect he’s one of the folks inside the LSMs there and most likely one of the people our Rini ran into. He’s a brilliant man, a research psychiatrist, and I doubt if Al ever thought of him as a threat, let alone on our side, until he made some slip or something. At any rate, he won’t be joining us until we can spring him somehow.”


“And the seventh?”


“Adrian Martinez. A good-looking Latino with the heart and soul of a certified public accountant. He died in a car crash last winter. Doesn’t seem to have been any funny business—he just ran into one of those bad breaks. It’s quite possible that this boring piece of shit was his creation. It sort of has that Gary, Indiana, feel to it.” He sighed. “So, we’re still seven, counting Wilma, who’s already in and set up; eight, with you. We’ll see who else we can recruit. I’ve got Brand Box recordings of Adrian and Isaac, as well, if we can spring him sometime, and we’ll certainly be looking for others to bring on board. You have any new insights while we wait?”


I decided that it would be better if I didn’t discuss things too far. “Not really. Some ideas that are still coming together. What caused the big flare-up that brought me back here and has us all sitting around?”


“Well, we can monitor their general traffic from here, even if we can’t do much of anything about it, and we got the word. They’ve gathered just about everybody left alive on their side who they want to take through, and I expect it’s pretty much a done deal. I’ve got a fair roster, here. There are a few interesting omissions, I notice. No Lee Henreid, no Harker, Santee, Cholder, or Prine, and no Standishes, either, although I think Bernie drowned in some big storm while he was back East.”


I looked over the sheet of paper he handed me. Rita Alvarez, Danielle Tanaka, Robyn Henreid—that was interesting!— Dorothy Sloan, also interesting, and Les Cohn, of course. He always seemed to be on the winning side.


“Les is our Talleyrand,” Walt noted.


“Who?”


“Talleyrand. Started off as a bureaucrat under King Louis the Sixteenth. Just before the mobs pulled Louis down, he sought out the revolutionaries and signed on with Robespierre. When Robespierre’s time was up, there was Talleyrand on the side of those dragging the dictator to the guillotine. He shows up prominently as Napoleon’s foreign minister, but is also the fellow who, years later, engineers the return of the old monarchy. You see what I mean? A real knack for always being on the winning side before it’s clear who will win. That’s Les. If the good doctor ever approaches us and wants to join, we’ll know we already have won.”


I stared at him. “I didn’t know you knew anything about history.”


He shrugged. “You pick up a lot of everything when you live as long as I have. Makes you wonder how smart I might have been if I hadn’t been killed at some time in the past, doesn’t it?” He grinned. “Just kidding. It gets boring as hell, you got to do something. I already did the alcohol business once, I’ve never been comfortable with drugs because of that experience, so, well, you do other things. You’ll see, if you make it as long as I have.”


“How long has it been for you, Walt? How many lives, I mean?” Al had made it through nine lives before we finally plugged him.


He shrugged. “Ten, maybe a dozen. I don’t even think about it anymore. Too long, so much wasted time …” He began to look glassy-eyed, almost as if he regretted those lives rather than being proud of surviving them. He quickly tried to change the subject.


“You pretty clear on what will happen when the alarm comes?” he asked me.


I nodded. “I think so. We head for the LSMs, hook into the systems, and wait.”


He nodded. “Understand, though, this won’t be like before. The body will not survive-, for one thing. For another, you won’t be in Brand Box heaven—you’ll be aware the whole time until the dissolve. The difference is that the Box is going to keep your memory codex with you when you slide into the rabbit hole. Everything will be like when you did it before, and I can’t tell you which or what type of hole you’re going to go through, or whether you’ll be alone or with some of us, all of us, or even one or more of them. Remember, if you don’t get to the dissolve, you don’t incarnate. Because you’ll be going through this way, you’ll stay connected to the backup center here, so no matter what happens, we’ll be able to locate you or you will be able to locate this place. Because of that connection, you may well be disoriented when you get into phase with the incarnation. You might not have all the background from the incarnate’s life at the start, or you might not remember in detail what you do now, but it’ll slowly merge. Give it time.”


“Do you have any idea of what it’ll be like? Next time, I mean? Will it be another variant of this, or what?” The only two I could really remember were pretty similar.


“Not a clue,” he responded, “only I don’t expect the next one to be even close to what we’ve been having. It’s almost dead positive that Alice McKee—academic, tough, radical, and an anthropologist, God help us—will set the tone, but not consciously. Not that, at least. Her subconscious will do it. Give a pattern. The computer shell will then provide all the detail flowing logically from that premise. I’m not at all looking forward to this one, if you ask me. I think she’s the kind that, deep down, wants redress for past perceived grievances. I remember when Ben Sloan was the object. You wouldn’t have believed he had any deep-down problems like that at all, but the world we had to survive in was one that the Black Muslims would have been proud to live in. It was mean. Changed him, too. After that one, he was almost drained, a company man. Strange. Sort of like it all came out of his  system at once. I was lucky to survive that; a lot of us didn’t I’m not sure we aren’t in for another like that. Brace yourself.”


I stared at him, and the others all looked uncomfortable. “You really think it’s going to be that bad?”


“Could be. Depends on which way you come out the other end, I think. I really wonder if some of us wouldn’t be better reincarnating than going through this way, but no matter how good a recording, it’s never the same as the real thing, never without losses. I—”


The air was suddenly filled with loud bells, going on and on at earsplitting volume, amplified by the concrete bunkers and metal cabinetry.


I looked at all of them, and there weren’t any who didn’t have fear on their faces and in their eyes. None of them wanted this, but it was go through with it or be left behind, to be reborn totally anew. Even Cynthia had been uncharacteristically silent and somewhat sullen, and not at all the confident and bossy bitch that was her trademark personality.


Still, nobody hesitated. If you did, you’d wind up not only being left behind, perhaps, but also totally deaf from all those bells.


There was a name on each LSM. I found mine and quickly stripped and entered, pulling the door shut. I heard it hiss and felt the air pressure change, and I also suddenly found myself if not quite in silence, at least well insulated from the bells.


These LSMs were far more automated than the ones used at the institute, or at least the ones I’d seen. Walt and the others had done an impressive job. The breathing mask fitted over my face fine, and there was a spongy material that expanded and form-fitted around my body, holding me firmly in place. I felt all sorts of pinpricks on various parts of my skin as small needles and IVs entered, probed, then settled into place.


Things become totally unreal, and all sound ceased except the noise of my own breathing and heartbeat.


Here we go! I thought, nervous, scared, but excited, too. If, of course, I lived to reach the dissolve once again…


* * *


’Round and ’round and ’round she goes,
Where she stops, nobody knows.…


Sound suddenly washed over me like a great ocean wave; not loud, obnoxious, or unpleasant sounds, just sound. It was the sound of a hollow area, like a cave or large room with smooth walls.


The life-support module melted away, and I stood there a moment, naked, looking out at the tableau. It wasn’t bright; instead, it was a great dark room the floor of which was made up of hundreds and hundreds of round colored disk-like lights glowing red and green and yellow and blue and white. They would burn steadily for a little bit; then the colors of just one block of them, perhaps six rows by six, would blink once, twice, three times, then change into a different color pattern. A short while later, a second block would do it, then a third, and so on. When all that I could see had undergone this change, the first one would do it again.


A maze, I realized instinctively. Some kind of mathematical pattern. But how did you determine what it was if you hadn’t seen anyone or anything else run it? There had to be something more to it, something basic and perhaps even obvious.


I had hopes of seeing a Dodo or some similar creature who might give me a clue or some sort of help, but it didn’t look like any were going to show.


There was nothing to do but study the changing patterns and see if there was any logical progression. Certainly the temperature was comfortable, the air dry with a faint metallic odor, so there wasn’t a problem taking time that way. The only thing was, I appeared to have consumed my last food and water in this life; I either made it across and was born again, or I died in that maze and said good-bye to memory. Of course, having gone out attached to the LSM, I could get some of it back, but even my older selves present by direct memory seemed ghosts of another life, another time, growing a bit dimmer with each incarnation. The Box could feed back facts and knowledge, but not firsthand experience and wisdom; it was more like  borrowing somebody else’s data than recalling and using your own.


I didn’t want that I hadn’t any knowledge of having done that before, but something in my subconscious said that it was better not to remember at all than to remember that way.


Every transition for the living began with a video game, it seemed. Some sort of challenge that you had to solve to move ahead. Last time it had been giant spiders in a human pinball machine; now it was a complicated version of the kids’ electronic game Simon. Simple, really. Figure out the pattern and see the repeats. If you can repeat the pattern, the game would give you a longer, more complex pattern, and so on. This was a clear variation.


I watched it for what seemed like hours, and after a while I was getting pretty good at predicting things. Whoever or whatever set this up wasn’t some maniacal monster; it would have been easy to make these tests very nasty. It seemed designed more to require you to at least have some sense, and desire to do it, nothing more.


Take this one. Six-by-six grid, thirty-six lights, but only five colors. Every pattern had the colors in the same relationship to others of the same color—in other words, the reds might well be 1A, 2C, no 3,4B and 4D, and so on. Looked pretty random, but it repeated the same way. Each color was the same in relation to the other five in terms of positioning on the grid. Funny thing was, this left six of them that turned out to be red-green-blue-yellow-white-red each and every time. Finding the pattern was pretty tough, but you were given a fair amount of time to isolate this one combination. Once you had it, you had a kind of outline of a walkway, maybe not straight, but always present. The confirmation was that the next adjoining block continued the master pattern of the first and always linked to the six-in-a-line combo. The tricky part was that you’d have to run it during the period when it was static, after all the blocks had changed, and that period, by my count of several cycles, amounted to but one minute before it started to change again. It wasn’t a long distance, but you had to see the whole pattern, run to it, and get through all in that minute; then  you were hustling with little margin for error as the rest changed behind you. Not hard, but not child’s play, either.


I looked around, somewhat surprised that nobody else was here. For a moment I had the horrible thought that, starting in the LSM, this wasn’t a real punch-through at all, but rather just another Brand Box experience. How would I really know?


But, of course, that had been the problem from the start. The hell with it. Having now predicted five patterns in a row and finding myself growing very thirsty, I decided that the next one was it.


The pattern as path seemed obvious; I was either right or I was wrong, but there didn’t seem to be any alternative interpretations, so I stepped out and walked, not ran, briskly into the sea of lights.


It was easy to get disoriented the moment you were inside, something I’d thought about, so I’d simply reduced the whole tiling to a grid and began repeating the directions: 3F to 2E to 2D to 1C to 2B to 3A. Walk forward, and the next block should start the same sequence; find 3F again and you were on your way farther in. I didn’t want to rush it; I felt that the two major traps here were running through—too easy to slip or miss a step—or becoming so cautious you overthought, second-guessed, and wound up with the changing pattern catching up behind you.


Don’t think about the pattern behind. Keep going, keep going… 3F, 2E, 2D, 1C, 2B,3A…3F,2…


Halfway through, I got that uncertainty edge—you know, your mind goes not quite blank, but what you know as well as the back of your hand suddenly seems totally wrong somehow? Was it 1C or 2C? Keep going, keep going.


The thing had its share of surprises; noises and menacing forms waiting in the dark down various wrong turns, almost like everything lethal was prepared for you to make one wrong step—and it probably was.


I was near the end and could actually see the great wall of gray static, a giant television tuned to no channel at all, waiting for me, just one more now…


All the lights changed around me.


For a moment I stopped, panicked; then I heard all the shadows that seemed to have been lurking just out of sight start roaring, spitting, and scuttling toward my position.


The hell with this! I thought. What the hell difference is it if it’s only one row?


Now I kicked off, running out past the lights and straight toward the wall. I heard the things behind me, whatever they were, and something brushed against my thigh, but I didn’t look back, didn’t stop, and I dove right into the void.





CHAPTER 2



THE WORLD DARK ALICE MADE


I BEGAN TO SEE WHY WALT AND AL AND EVEN CYNTHIA had made it through so many times after the first one or two. The first time I could remember going through one of those mazes or puzzles, I fortunately had Wilma with me to help out and give me courage. I’m not sure either of us would have gotten through without the other. Still, here I was, past the first danger point and into the queue section; I hadn’t panicked, hadn’t fallen for any of the tricks, and I’d done it on my own.


I couldn’t help wondering if that rabbit hole didn’t always change the lights when you got to the last row. I was sure I’d run it in more than enough time; that hadn’t been six minutes by any measure. All those creatures in the dark were there to divert you, scare you, make you forget your pattern or where you were, and then that last-minute free-for-all was the final trap. Nothing could really reach you if you just splinted—but if you froze…


It may have been a simple enough game, but the son of a bitch who designed that one had a sadistic streak. Deep down, I hoped it wasn’t some earlier version of me.


This second stage had only one trap in it, one I’d fallen into last time and was determined, if possible, not to fall into again. At least here, time didn’t really seem to exist, or at least I wasn’t conscious of it. I’m not even sure if the existence in the holding area was real in any sense, or just a form our minds created to make sense of a status that had no other interpretation.


It still seemed like it was a factory, and I was on a conveyor belt. Around me were all sorts of exotic shapes and unknowable, futuristic devices designed less to do something than to take as many unnecessary steps as possible to convey you from point A to point B.


It had a pleasant feel, and you could sense other presences, other minds, like you, riding along in a pleasant, timeless fog, with only a mild awareness of place and no concerns at all. That would be the case until the last of us passed from that crappy world we’d been in to here. Then, stacked up but in the order we’d entered, we’d be processed for the new world. In the meantime, it probably gave the master computer, whatever and wherever that was, more than enough time to construct the universe of the first in line, the late Sister Alice Mary McKee, Ph.D.


I earnestly hoped we wouldn’t all be nuns.


A world of cultural anthropologists wouldn’t be much better, maybe worse. Her work was more about urban folks than South Pacific aborigines, so it wasn’t likely to be Polynesian. Too bad. That might have been fun; at least the climate would be great.


It didn’t matter. All of us, including her, were stuck with whatever her subconscious mind had come up with, and it was not only possible, it was likely that she wouldn’t like it much more than we would. Or, maybe she would, but it might not be what she would have consciously created. This sort of thing tended to be built on emotion, not rationality. Walt, who seemed to go back further than anybody, had once told me in a worried tone about a society where torture and self-mutilation and even nastier stuff were the norm. That wasn’t even Cynthia’s sort of place, and it wasn’t certain who had “created” it. It sure wasn’t the kind of society anybody we knew of would build rationally. Still, it had been built because, while we were rational beings, we were more than that, too.


I did have the same question this time as last. The normal rule was that if you died, you reincarnated without conscious memory of the past life and as the opposite sex; if you came through alive, as I was doing, you remained the same sex and retained your memories of the past. The problem was, in both cases I’d begun male and had been changed in the first  case to female, in this case to a female-appearing neuter. The odds were, though, that I’d wind up male this next time, and while that didn’t bother me, it sure as hell worried me. I mean, McKee was a hyperfeminist superwoman who had no strong relationships with men but plenty of casual stuff before becoming a nun. Would she want to get rid of men, or get even with them? Somehow I didn’t think equality was a concept that would trouble her very much.


The point was, it didn’t matter. At least, it didn’t matter right now. What mattered most was not repeating what had happened last time, when I’d taken a risk and wound up coming in crippled beyond the ability of medicine to fix. I knew you couldn’t come in too early—a five-year-old with a graduate engineer’s knowledge and vocabulary would have been pretty obvious and not very clever—but I didn’t want to repeat that kind of pattern.


As it turned out, I needn’t have worried, at least not on that score.


As Walt had warned, I did feel a difference from having started in an LSM attached to a Brand Box that had recorded all my memories and personality. The backup center somehow moved into the new reality, as would the main Command Center, but they would have to be sought out over time and activated. The master computer that created these universes had the one advantage of being able to back-engineer the new world—first specifying that, say, the Command Center must exist, then going back to create a probability line that would put it there. Even if it turned out to be a nontechnological society, somehow, somewhere, the artifact would exist.


That, of course, might well present a golden opportunity for the “outs” to move “in,” except that whoever was in charge when they punched through had programs that could limit access. Rita would be the controller if she was the one heading the operation, and it would proceed in a hierarchy down from her. By the same token, I was now in the backup-center hierarchy, although probably way down the list.


Before, when the process started, I had been able to view my next life from birth as a sort of movie on fast-forward, and pick  where I was going to enter and when. I’d then entered as my new self, and my old self had crept in, like an old friend rather than some stranger, over the next few months. In this setup, it appeared somewhat reversed.


What I saw now was a dizzying kaleidoscope, moving fast and in a very disorienting way, keeping me from making any real sense of the new world and my place in it. The scenes were odd, confusing, bizarre, and moving at a great speed that was not easy to slow down. Still, I was getting enough to know that I shouldn’t waste much of that life if I expected to do anything at all there, and that whatever happened would be pretty tough anyway. None of us, I knew, in all our wildest dreams, had imagined that Alice McKee would come up with something like this.


The hell with this crap, I thought, and just inserted. The only hope I had in this new life would be if I could find some other key players, or just somehow get back out alive.


The strange line of souls marching through the celestial factory vanished, to be replaced by a deep but very ordinary sleep.


Okay, now, how best to explain this place where I awoke to somebody who was never there?


Think about spiders. No, no, I don’t mean we all had eight legs and ate flies. Think of insect sex.


The females are pretty well dominant in the insect world; males in general exist for only one function. They tend to be small, often colorless, and rather weak, and it’s not unusual for the female to devour her lover. The male has only one job to do, and, once it’s done, he is otherwise irrelevant.


They say that the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence, and that’s usually true, but we often tend to exaggerate the shade of green. Somebody who starts poor and becomes well educated, rich, famous, and has everything that everybody would love to have is also a member of a subclass that is part of his or her cultural identity. The Utopian Ideal, somebody called it. The conviction that, no matter how much you have, they are still keeping something from you and laughing behind your back.


The Alice McKee of both worlds that I knew was from a good home, extremely well educated, never in want, and always assertive and confident. Occasionally, though, like everybody, she’d been turned down. Maybe it was a lover, a friend, a boss, and maybe it was a really nasty encounter at an early age with a male slimeball, but it was always there, coloring her mind-set just below the surface. The enemy was men. Men could do what she couldn’t, men got the best positions, men stepped in front of more talented women. She’d always been one of those “banish-the-white-male-culture-from-society” types in academic circles, but she’d never been particularly hostile to me. Still, deep down, it had to have been more than a posture; more than just a set of committed beliefs, it was a firm and somewhat psychotic view consistent with the rest.


That sure explained this world.


First of all, it was a modern world not unlike the one in which I felt most at home, a world that went way beyond indoor plumbing to air conditioning, automobiles, jet planes, and all the rest. It was also in the broadest sense a feminist world, not in terms of all the ideological posturing but just in the fact that, of necessity, women ran things. It wasn’t because they seized power or there’d been some great social movement; biology and mathematics dictated it.


First of all, women outnumbered men two or three to one. They tended to live into their seventies in the industrial West, and they were physically bigger and stronger.


Men were not just the significant minority, they were physically smaller, four to five feet tall, at most. Having a “short” chromosome, they tended to be weaker as well, and unlikely to pose much of a threat to women no matter what their disposition. They tended to be more sickly and, even in the advanced countries, tended to the relatively young, often in their forties and fifties.


Figuratively, men didn’t wear the pants in this society. In most cases, literally as well, but from a more pragmatic cause, for men did have one function in society and it was very important, if very basic. Although they were physically quite small,  their sexual organs were, well, huge. I couldn’t help but remember an old silly song from two lifetimes ago:




He was dirty and hairy


And full of fleas,


But his terrible tool


Hung down to his knees!


God Bless the Bastard King of Eng-land!





It wasn’t just the “tool,” either, but the support structure that, while giving enormous, well, capacity, also made wearing pants impractical. By the time they finished letting out the crotch area for comfort you pretty well had a kind of skirt anyway.


In English they were always called “kilts,” to differentiate from a woman’s more exotic formalwear, but in practice the guys wore skirts and the women tended to wear pants, period.


Such a physical makeup, and its attendant testosterone levels, did tend to keep a guy always fighting his hormonal urges, which didn’t help at all.


Now, you’d think that with this kind of situation men would wind up going around constantly chasing these big women and most of the time getting the crap knocked out of them by their quarry, but that’s not the way societies evolve. Still, make no mistake, this was a society that was designed by and for women, although in the image of the familiar as both Alice McKee’s background and the computer’s world-building methodology dictated.


That same methodology, in which whatever was not specified was simply fitted to the premise, made for some rather comical history, or at least comical to those of us who had known a different society. The Golden Gate of Santa Francesca was only one such example, and hardly the most outrageous. The government, the names, the institutions, and even the religions were all feminized in the generic sense. Men, in fact, were largely excluded from institutional life; there were no male equivalents of nuns, for instance, since it was accepted that men would go insane trying to keep celibate in that kind of  cloistered life, and there were no men in government, since men didn’t work well in groups or at consensus-building.


My name was Cory Kassemi, the last being my mother’s name in the past two incarnations. I wasn’t crippled, that was one thing, and I was in relatively good health for my age and sex. Growing up was a somewhat confining experience. After age three or so, most boys were put in a kind of male boarding school called a Primary Center, raised pretty much apart from family and with friends being the classmates at the center, where we lived in a kind of dorm-style setting. Mothers visited often, and quite often took you out for some kind of treat or short trip, so you always had that attachment, but basically you were kept confined to the school, and all the authority figures were older women. We saw men as janitors and gardeners, but even then always under the supervision of women.


We were taught reading, writing, and arithmetic, but not a lot more in the Primary Center. For one thing, it seemed that boys, including me, tended toward a mild dyslexic condition that didn’t prevent learning but made it hard and discouraged studying anything beyond the basics.


The center knew this, and was concerned only with imparting a functional literacy. Much of its real lesson objective, what it really taught and was designed to teach, was discipline, discipline, discipline—self-discipline and control, discipline in groups, discipline in interactions with others. The fiction books, television, and movies—dramas and comedies and cartoons— all had reflections of these lessons and all had strong, heroic women and weak, wimpy, helpless, and trouble-prone boys. “Girl” and “woman” were often used interchangeably, but we were always “boys.” Creative and intellectual pursuits beyond the basics were discouraged, even cut off as soon as identified. Great women and their accomplishments were touted over and over; you sort of knew that there had to be some boys around or there wouldn’t have been a next generation of great women, but if you ever asked about it, the reply invariably was, “Well, any boy will do for that.”
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