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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.











Lethe


Nor skin nor hide nor fleece


Shall cover you,


Nor curtain of crimson nor fine


Shelter of cedar-wood be over you,


Nor the fir tree


Nor the pine.


Nor sight of whin nor gorse


Nor river-yew,


Nor fragrance of flowering bush,


Nor wailing of reed-bird to waken you,


Nor of linnet,


Nor of thrush.


Nor word nor touch nor sight


Of lover, you


Shall long through the night but for this:


The roll of the full tide to cover you


Without question,


Without kiss.


H.D.








A Gene Wars Timeline


2052 Underkohling discovered by robot probe on fringes of solar system. Evidence suggesting theoretical possibility of gates exposed. Alien origin of Underkohling hypothesized.


2059 First expedition to Underkohling; no evidence of aliens found, but Gate 1 discovered. Probe sent through reports no alien contact; no near star systems.


2070 An international emergency conference on biodiversity sponsored by Gen9 finds that worldwide economic, social and political well-being depend on environmental rehabilitation on a grand scale. Third World political leaders protest restrictions on development implicit in Gen9’s agenda.


2073 Underkohling’s Gate 2 also leads to remote area. Most popular Underkohling theory now posits body is an energy field, not material in the usual way. Attempts to terraform the Moon fail at great expense.


2075 Various media declare a population crisis. International law imposes restrictions on reproduction, ruling that population control and environmental restoration supersede human rights with respect to reproduction. Helix begins Third World sterilization/selection programme, called Arx, to bring population into proportion with economic base.


Gen9 unveils a battery of virii which will increase speciation and variety in plants, fungi and arthropods through alteration of genomes. These species will be introduced to areas designated to be cleared of humans.


These actions are met with immediate Third World resistance in the form of chemical weapons, terrorism and other forms of sabotage against the planet itself.


2076 Third gate discovered on Underkohling. Research team disappears and does not return.


2077 First illegal seizure of children from nations which refuse to comply with regulations, esp. migrant workers and others without documented identities. Ingenix begins to develop its ‘alternative’ humans in a secret programme.


2080–2083 Resistance by indigents rises to a peak. Nuclear bombs set off in Africa and Central America.


2083 All three previously competing genetics corporations unleash kill virii. Billions of humans infected; most later die. A few escape exposure and hide, mostly in the North. Some survive the virii and emerge able to withstand the chemicals, radiation and dormant kill virii now widespread; these will later become known as the One Eyes.


2084 Helix headquarters in Russia bombed; no survivors. Many unidentified virii loosed.


Gen9 surrenders voluntarily to an international task force and cooperates in shutdown of facilities. Gen9 leaders tried and sentenced to death.


Ingenix leaders flee a raid on their headquarters using an interplanetary. Later shot down near Underkohling. Task force takes over Ingenix and discovers large mammal and human genetics programme in progress. Prisoners discovered divested of their bodies and placed in symbiosis with computer system (Heads). Thousands of children found infected with variations on a virus which induces water-breathing ability. Some of these children, called altermoders, go on to found the League.


2084–2089 Altermoders discover they can communicate with cetaceans, who have survived the last twenty years relatively unscathed. Collective intelligence among dolphins first explored by altermoders. The Heads re-establish world communications system using computer interface. Altermoders, dolphins and Heads join forces informally through a literal ‘think tank’ and develop mirror-field technology to preserve pure humans from ill-effects of environment. Glitches in Moon terraforming resolved by same parties. Because of their ability to transform matter, the group are dubbed alchemists; the League of New Alchemists sets up official headquarters in Australia at the site of Ingenix, where the Heads’ physical presences reside.


2089–2166 Period of recovery from Gene Wars. Reservations established, League strengthened, One Eyes emerge as dominant work force. Significant economic recovery. In 2140 Gate 4 is noted but not explored because it’s deemed too unstable.


2166 Morpheus transmission picked up from Gate 4. Daire Morales disappears while exploring.








Morpheus
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While Daire Morales was disappearing haunches over nose, mind over matter, ghosts before breakfast into the sleek void that opened beneath him, he found himself thinking none of the usual thoughts to which people in such situations are prone. Life did not flash before his eyes; he experienced no old regrets nor yearnings of any kind; and no, he did not cry out for salvation. In truth he felt almost happy, if this is possible while one’s arms, legs, ears and gonads are being disassociated from their familiar locations as mapped on the brain before birth and scrambled into new and astonishing combinations in the senses. For the world, at long last, had proven itself to be large.


Daire’s ancestors had been sky people, some of them still sun worshippers into the satellite ages. They had come from the airless heights of the Andes and the burning plains of Mexico; their ancient gods were fiery and winged and they lived open to the heavens. Despite being raised indoors in a rez (or maybe because of it), Daire had inherited their craving for space. Only a moment ago, crawling across the black featureless surface of Underkohling, he had extinguished his handlight to look at the stars overhead; and he saw not only the sky above, but also its luminous reflection in the dark mirror of the ground. The stars, tiny blurred streaks, glowed from the surface in front of his face. He stared into the depths of this mirrored universe; it gave the impression of infinity, as though ground and sky were one.


Did he ask for it? Did he want it? Impossible to say, but …


He’d been crouching there, mesmerized, for some minutes when his headset cascaded to life.


‘Daire?’ Colin’s voice broke his reverie. ‘I’m getting a pulse from your location. Forget the readings – get the fuck out of there.’


Daire swallowed, unable to speak. Transfixed, he didn’t try to move as the dark surface suddenly began to stir around him, its shining skin rippling, stretching and then folding in on itself like a great mouth taking a soundless gulp. The ground beneath his feet deliquesced to the consistency of mercury and gently at first he flowed into it; then its pull turned nasty. He lost his grip on the handlight, the stars above shivered crazily and vanished, and darkness tongued him, rolling him over several times as all the while he slipped in its frictionless, womblike folds. For long, vertiginous moments he reached out with fingers extended to grab anything he could; but the substance of the darkness would admit him no hold.


Now, even as the limbs of his body arched out reflexively in swimming motions, his mind detached itself from the event. His body had become as alien as a frog’s, kicking and writhing in a dark stream, but Daire dismissed its helplessness blithely. A new sense had flooded his mind, a sense of not being somewhere and of never having been anywhere – a memory of nothingness. All premises were erased, the slate swept clean. He had no sense of himself; the mind was mute. And he gave over to the void without even a sigh.
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The summons came too early in the morning, and to conserve power the lifts weren’t running yet, and Jenae was feeling squeamish about reporting to the Hall of Pickled Brains in person. She didn’t like the feel of them looking at her. It wasn’t so bad when they were just voices in the computer, but to actually be in their presence, to shift your weight from foot to foot wondering what camera they were using to watch you … and then that weird smell. No matter how many layers of glass and steel they were sequestered behind, there was always that faint odour in the hall, like formaldehyde – something rotten being cosmeticized.


And then to have to remember not to call them Pickled Brains to their … faces? Heads, they insisted on being titled, instead. Which was too bad. Pickled Brains just seemed to roll off the tongue.


Still soft with sleep, Jenae wandered into the common room of the alchemist quarters and gazed enviously at the reclining forms of her colleagues scattered on couches. The air was stale. She longed for coffee but couldn’t risk it in case the Pickled Brains wanted her to go into altermode. Passing the mirror on her way out, she tried to scowl at herself, but even that didn’t turn out right. Jenae had one of those round, symmetrical, concave faces that are always serene and dignified. The most unattractive expression she could muster left her looking like a mischievous child – hardly an image commensurate with her mood.


She took the stairs down fifteen flights to the point where the League of New Alchemists tower plunged underground. The spire had been constructed to look impressive in an age when people went about aboveground and on the sea; but the business end of the place was below sea level, in the bowels of the old Ingenix headquarters that had been taken over by the League when Ingenix Corporation was dissolved during the Gene Wars scandals. Whenever she walked down the long, curving corridor towards the Hall of Pickled Brains, Jenae envisioned the old labs: the gleaming cylinders of galvanized steel, the petrie dishes, the optic robots, all focused on the creation of the genome-altering virii, one of which had given rise to her altermode talent. The leadership of Ingenix had spent most of their time and energy creating kill virii; what would they say if they could see her, Jenae, an unlikely by-product of the war for speciation control, walking down this corridor as if she owned the place – which, in a sense, she did?


It was a nice idea, but it didn’t lift her mood. How, she thought, does inheriting the dungeon justify the tortures?


The Hall of Pickled Brains was always kept dim. Jenae didn’t know whether this was a medical necessity for the Heads, or whether it was done out of discretion for their extreme ugliness. But it would be hard to say whether the darkness really helped. As she walked past the long files of machinery housed in tall cabinets, she could feel her skin reacting to the subliminal hum, and the grinning towers of plexiglass that housed the actual brains, though shadowed, still gave forth a chilling gleam. In the centre of the hall, in a shimmer of amber light, a single chair had been set facing the bank of monitors that lined one wall. As Jenae moved into the light to take the seat, she could dimly make out the outline of a Pickled Brain floating in clear solution in a tank opposite. For an instant she saw it clearly; the nimbus of grafted nerves and lymphatic vessels extending from the cortex to the unseen organ centres gave the grotesque impression of hair. Then she stepped into the light and saw nothing beyond its warm circle. She sat.


‘Good day.’ A dead voice, female, vaguely European. A shade too loud for life.


‘G’day,’ Jenae muttered. She looked at her hands, embarrassed at her own thoughts. The Pickled Brains couldn’t help their appearance.


‘My apologies for rousing you so early. We received an interesting communication in the night, and we must act on it now. When you’ve learned its contents, you’ll understand the urgency. May I play you the recording?’


Jenae inclined her head. ‘Shoot.’


The voice gave a little self-deprecating laugh. ‘The others are reminding me,’ it said, ‘that you don’t know the context of the message. Let me summarize. A physicist from Oxford contacted us some months ago from a small research vessel in orbit around Underkohling. As you know, experimentation has not yet revealed the exact nature of this celestial body. All work there is, therefore, high-risk. The Oxford scientist, Colin Peake, was examining what he thought was Underkohling’s fourth gate when, in conjunction with variable bursts of EM fluctuations—’


‘Hang on,’ Jenae interrupted. ‘What fourth gate? I only know about two.’


There was a touch of humour in the response this time. ‘As you should know, Underkohling has three documented gates. The first to be found led into distant space, too far from any star—’


‘To be explored, I know, but—’


‘Then the economic crash at the end of the Gene Wars brought space research to a screeching halt. When we Heads first began to discover our powers, our first priority was to get the new systems up and running and the mirror fields in place. The pure human population had to be stabilized and isolated. It was some time before anybody found the resources to make more expeditions, which found the third gate. The third gate appears to release only in one direction, since we have not had a team or probe ever return.’


‘I see. No wonder it wasn’t publicized. Not much use then, is it?’ Jenae enjoyed baiting the Pickled Brains. They took themselves far too seriously. ‘So what’s this fourth gate?’


‘Initially it was only a hypothetical gate, revealing itself at unpredictable intervals, but always in the same location. As I had begun to tell you, when Dr Peake first contacted us four months ago he complained that his system had been invaded by a software virus that left a trail behind it. His software had begun to display unexplained patterns that he interpreted as a code. This occurred in conjunction with those intervals in which the EM readings indicated the possible presence of a gate. He asked if we could decode the patterns that appeared, but our dolphin team found no cypher and no evidence that the patterns were codified at all. They seem to be an artifact of the EM flux. We were intrigued, however, so we sent him an assistant who was asked to find out what was wrong with the software – where this virus was coming from. We also wanted a second opinion on the situation. Peake is somewhat eccentric. He is not prepared to dive headfirst through a gate that may only open one way, like the third – and who would be? At the same time, he’s not about to relinquish the project to us, even though we are better qualified to pursue it. Pure humans have certain prejudices against the League – and maybe it’s natural enough.’


‘So you sent someone to be the guinea pig. Who?’


‘Guinea pig is hardly the appropriate term. We sent a League software expert named Daire Morales, who is qualified to take readings that dolphins can use, in the web, to find a way to stabilize this gate. This was several months ago. Recently Morales arrived at Underkohling and made the transfer to the Oxford vessel. Then we received this transmission, last night. I’ll show it to you in its entirety.’


A central monitor sparked open. The view revealed a dark interior, most of which was occupied by a tall, awkward-looking white man with thinning brown hair and spectacles who sat sprawled in a chair under an angled sliver of white light. His face was sharply outlined, his eyes invisible behind the reflection off his glasses.


‘I’m going to ramble at you for a while,’ he announced. His local accent was noticeable, almost affected, Jenae thought. ‘I don’t feel sufficiently coherent to make a written report. Please bear with me.’


His left hand was in constant motion, juggling a pair of Chinese meditation balls with preternaturally long fingers.


‘Your agent, Daire Morales, arrived about sixty hours ago. Interesting guy. He calibrated my program for remote EM readings to interface with your equipment, and we took a broad sample of readings which I’ll send to you presently. There was no evidence of anything unusual at that time. The indicators were very flat. He felt the readings we were getting were not much use because they can’t be interpreted relative to anything, which is true. He also wanted more intimate data. But I’d tried sending down a probe, and the EM currents interfered with its navigation and ultimately repelled it from the site.


‘Well, that didn’t bother your man. He insisted on going down there himself and getting a feel for the place, he said. Those were his words. “I need to get a feel for it,” he said. I didn’t think he meant it quite literally – oh well, wrong on that one.’


An ironic smile cut a swath of shadow across the lower half of his face.


‘I put a monitoring device on him before he suited up, derivative of what you use for altermode so far as I understand it, and I kept as much data displayed as the system would allow. Every factor concerning the energy around him in a five-metre radius was in front of me the whole time.’


He paused, scratching his head.


‘I guess these things will happen when you treat the universe as your playground. I tried to warn him, but it was too late. He was standing in the middle of the gate when it opened. It was really quite incredible to behold: he was simply pulled in. Took about two or three seconds. And that was it. The hopper’s still there, nearby, perfectly intact. I can get it back using remote control but I’m leaving it there for now, just in case … It’s been ten hours, by the way, and no sign of him.


‘Now …’ He let out a laugh. It was a bit manic, Jenae thought. ‘Let’s talk about the good stuff. First of all, the data I got as he fell through is priceless. I hope you and your dolphins can work with it, because to me it’s just exquisitely irrational, and I’d love to know what it means. Secondly, after he’d made his sacrifice and the gate closed again – after about twenty seconds, by the way – there was material residue left on the surface. At first I felt a bit squeamish about examining it, but I succeeded in programming the hopper Morales abandoned to pick up a sample and I was able to do a quick remote analysis. I’ve got the results here, which I’ll also send you.


‘It’s a fine dust, organic matter encased in ice crystals. It’s not animal, though, as I feared – it’s not our friend Daire, thankfully. It’s mostly vegetable with some trace minerals and silicon, microorganisms … it resembles nothing so much as alluvial soil. Silt, if you will.’


He stood and began wandering about the room. The monitor’s eye tracked him steadily.


‘I hope this will please you,’ he said. ‘One hates to be always the bearer of bad tidings.’


He stopped, glancing sidelong at the monitor.


‘I’ve been busy on the Morpheus angle, as well. It seems quite logical that Morpheus did go through this gate, and in my opinion someone should have been smart enough to report it at the time. As you know, I consider myself something of an expert on Underkohling, but even I didn’t know the full story about Morpheus. I did a little digging in the archives for Underkohling, and I found a record of a patrol ship returning fire on Morpheus. The runaway disintegrated on impact, according to the patrol, which is ridiculous. There was no debris recorded, and the impact coordinates correspond to this area that is now emitting signals. It’s hard to believe nobody would suspect a gate at that time, knowing that even then there were two stable gates that had been explored prior to the Gene Wars.’


He sat down again, his face grave. The pitch of his voice dropped.


‘It should have been followed up on. It was carrying evidence of war crimes, for God’s sake. This is exactly the kind of interdepartmental project the university is going to be looking for, and I’m champing at the bit to get it worked out. I’m sure it would be beneficial to your interests as well, if we could locate the ship. I haven’t spoken to anyone at Oxford about it … yet. If the League can find a way to stabilize the gate, I’ll gladly share the credit. If not … well, we’ll worry about that if it arises. I’m sending you everything I have, and I’m going to sit tight. Contact me as soon as you have something I can use.’


The screen went dark.


‘What was that bit about morph—?’


‘Morpheus,’ corrected the Head. ‘It was an Ingenix ship that escaped the raids during the dissolution near the end of the Gene Wars. Executive-class interplanetary vessel. State of the art, at the time. They were trying to get to the Jupiter mining station, apparently, and went off course. You heard the rest.’


‘War crimes …’ Jenae breathed, impressed. ‘They were the Ingenix directors? The guys who started the whole fucking—I mean, the whole Gene Wars disaster?’


‘So it would seem,’ the voice replied crisply. ‘That is not your concern at present.’


‘You want me to stabilize the gate.’ Jenae could feel the blood waking up in her gills in anticipation. ‘Is that it?’


‘Indeed. But we’re not asking you to work miracles – not yet. If you can even discover the mechanism of the gate – its timing, how to predict its opening and closing – we’ll be pleased. Stabilizing it may prove more difficult. You haven’t seen the data yet.’


Jenae wasn’t listening to caution. Her reluctance had dissolved: here was a project with real meat.


‘Let’s start,’ she urged.


‘Very well,’ said the Pickled Brain. ‘We chose you for your talent, but more than mere ability will be required. This project will prove strenuous, for you and the dolphins. Zafara?’


Out of the corner of her eye Jenae saw a slender black man approach from among the shadows. He walked around the ellipse of the altermode tank and stood to face her. He had a hypodermic in his hand.


‘I’m Zafara,’ he said. ‘Would you like an injection?’


Jenae lifted an eyebrow. It was a common rumour that the Heads were addicted to endorphins, but it was not common for them to offer their private stock to alchemists, however favoured. She felt honoured and a little dismayed. ‘It’s OK, I don’t need it. Have we met?’


‘I’ve seen you around,’ he said. ‘You’re younger than I am – we probably work on different kinds of projects.’ He stroked his barely visible gillslits unconsciously, and for the first time Jenae realized he must also be an alchemist. She was surprised: he didn’t have the ‘feel’ she was used to picking up off her own kind. Her nostrils twitched. In the air that had stirred since he moved forward she could smell that faint, sickening odour again.


‘I’m here to monitor you,’ he added. ‘Don’t take it the wrong way: I understand you’re very talented or you wouldn’t be here. But you’ve never done anything this big before, and it is possible to burn out. I’m here for your safety.’ He handed her a skin patch with its electrode. ‘For today we’ll just be exploring the data. Go in, establish the web and signal me when you’re ready. Then I’m going to interface you with the Heads, and they’ll control the data flow. We’ll start you off with the parameters of the project, which the Heads have already established. The data should be coming into the web smoothly, very digestible stuff. Just take it, and let the dolphins start to play with it. We don’t need any great inspiration right off the bat, so don’t push them. Don’t push yourself, either. I’m here to make sure you stay slow and steady. Concentrate on weaving a strong web and let the dolphins do the rest. This is not a project that you can participate in mentally, so don’t even try. The volume of data is too great.’


‘Dig,’ Jenae said. ‘I’m ready.’ She hadn’t had such a long lecture since her training days with the League. She was conscious of the importance of the project to warrant so much attention from the Pickled Brains, but that consciousness didn’t inhibit her. The level of her talent in altermode had brought her, if not conceit, at least a certain nonchalance.


She went to the tank, removed her robe and lowered herself into the water. It was warm and sweet – the seadoor, as always, was closed, but Jenae derived some odd sense of comfort from the fact that the great mass of the ocean was only inches away from her, on the other side of the steel. She laid the skin patch, with its delicate, tiny circuitry, over her forehead. Then she sank to the bottom and went into altermode.


‘Are you sure about her?’ asked the voice of the Head.


Zafara slid the needle delicately into a vein behind his ear. His eyes rolled back. His mouth blossomed into a smile.


‘She’s a lovely girl, my friends. You want to know if you can trust her, don’t you? Not to hurt you, ever. For you have been so hurt, I know,’ Zafara reflected. He sighed, looking into the depths of the pool where the woman was changing into her second self. ‘I think she is the one. I really do.’


And he smiled and smiled.


There was always a moment (how long in measurable time she couldn’t say) where Jenae was – for all practical purposes – nowhere. One would think, if she were nowhere, there would be nothing to remain in her memory afterwards; without reference points, her consciousness would skip over the time, like sleep, and she would simply forget it. But this wasn’t so. She was always aware of being nowhere, and afterwards she always wondered about it. There in the tank, that moment was approaching.


She had stopped breathing.


Her gills woke up and shook themselves in the current. Altermode spread over her like a chill: the outer, opalescent layer of epidermis flared slightly in the water, picking up oxygen to supplement her gills’ intake. Her body responded quite automatically, her pupils rolling back as the microprocessor she had placed on her forehead began to churn out code, interfacing her with the Heads’ virtuality built within the huge mass of information kept in silicon. But she, Jenae, could not switch so blithely from her normal, human consciousness to the acute, non-verbal Now of altermode without crossing that little chink of nothingness between modes. It was a leap of faith that had to be made.


She jumped.


On the other side, dolphins are waiting. She can hear them in this state: her mind processes the impressions into words and images, but words are hazy at best. As they make the web of minds around and within her, their means of thinking is singular: closest to mathematics of all the human disciplines, but it is dolphin maths, and therefore capricious and paradoxical. Jenae has been trained to make her consciousness hang back from the dolphins’ thinking, so as not to pollute the web with human logic.


Her pod of seven is outside in Shark Bay. They are descendants of those first, whimsical dolphins to strike up a friendship with local fishermen here at Monkey Mia, Australia, back in the twentieth century. Luckily for altermoders, some of these highly human-sensitive dolphins happened to be around when Ingenix, located in the present League tower, decided to start experimenting with human regression to aquatic form. These ancestors of present dolphin members of the League saved many altermode humans from death in the sea; they taught the disoriented altermoders how to tap into the web and so communicate with dolphins. And they provided the League with its greatest asset: willing dolphin pods with their extravagant talent for layering mind on mind and so tackling the most complex theoretical problems to confront humans of the present age. Jenae trusts them implicitly. She may be called an alchemist, but it is the dolphins who perform the magical transformations of data.


Now the web is ready. Jenae leans into the system and pulls out the first strands of data retrieved by Colin Peake and paths them to the dolphins. It has begun.








3


Her sister’s face was a broken mirror.


‘Wind power,’ Yi Ling said. She crouched on the floor of her empty room in Perth rez as though poised for takeoff. Her fingers, taut and graceful, stretched away from her throat, tangled in the loops of the blue strangle ribbon. Like birds’ wings they stroked the pale air. Her neck flexed against the pressure even as the drug-charged blood rushed into her face. She gave an odd, lopsided twitch and closed her eyes. She didn’t breathe for a long time.


‘Yi Ling,’ Jenae whispered. ‘Please don’t do this. You know it scares me.’


Yi Ling opened one eye, which jumped as it gazed at Jenae. Her face was flushed, but still she did not breathe. She rocked back and forth on the floor. Jenae could see strands of blue creeping up her neck.


‘Stop it,’ Jenae said again, and reached forward to remove the band. But Yi Ling lurched away in a violent movement and crashed into the corner, kicking out at Jenae. Still she didn’t breathe. Jenae fell on top of her, wrestled her arms down and pulled the blue band off. It had made a pink indentation in Yi Ling’s neck. Her sister refused to exhale.


Jenae clenched her teeth and punched her twin in the stomach. Yi Ling gasped, coughed and inhaled, her eyes fixed coldly on her sister until Jenae had to look away. Shaken, Jenae stepped back. Yi Ling pulled her slender legs up against her chest and made herself small in the corner. She didn’t even seem to be high.


‘Shit!’ Jenae spat. She looked at the strangle ribbon in disgust, wondering how she had let Yi Ling come to this. ‘Why do you do that? To be like me? You don’t want to be like me. You wouldn’t believe what it’s like.’


The eyes of her twin stared, implacable.


Jenae gave a hollow laugh. ‘You should be thankful you can’t kill yourself that way. Your automatic nervous system would kick in for you – mine wouldn’t. You don’t want to be like me.’


‘Kill something already dead.’ Yi Ling’s voice was a soft scraping. She wasn’t looking at Jenae any more.


She wants altermode, Jenae thought. Can it really be that bad here, that she would rather work with the League? That she would torture herself because she doesn’t have altermode, even after most of our family died from the viruses?


She glanced around the room. Yi Ling had a private room – there was something to be said for that. She had a computer with the latest software. She even had plants. Once Jenae had given her a cat, thinking it would give her something to care about, but she’d raged at it until it fled down the hall to the home of a gentle old man who did downers most days and sat in front of the vid, stroking the cat endlessly.


‘You’re bored,’ Jenae said. ‘You should do something. With your art, maybe. Teach people, or just share … you don’t have to sit here all day. People do things in the rez. They work. They accomplish things.’


Yi Ling was ignoring her. She stared at the wall.


‘Where are your paintings?’ Jenae asked suddenly. ‘What did you do with the stuff that was on the walls?’


‘Gave it away. Don’t need it.’


People start to give their stuff away, Jenae thought, when they’re getting ready to die. She’d seen it happen often enough. Anger formed, cold and motionless, in the bottom of her stomach. Suddenly Yi Ling’s ways seemed more than games to attract attention. If her sister was thinking about it …


It wasn’t fair. Yi Ling was all the family she had. Until the age of fifteen they had been inseparable; they’d had the special bond of identical twins made even stronger by mutual need. Jenae didn’t know how she would have survived the confinement, the agonizing sameness, of growing up orphaned in the rez without Yi Ling. Guiltily she realized that without her Yi Ling was not surviving it. She had always been too sensitive, too fragile. Jenae had been protecting her for years. When Jenae had started developing altermode in her teens, Yi Ling had been frightened by it – and horrified that it meant her sister would no longer live in the rez. She had broken down completely, retreating more and more inside herself. Now that Jenae had this gate project, she would have even less time to spend here.


Jenae had taken three days off to travel almost a thousand kilometres down to Perth to see her sister, and Yi Ling seemed encased in some invisible yet impermeable membrane.


I have my dolphins, Jenae thought. The human part of my life may be empty, but I have altermode and my second self there. Yi Ling can only imagine it, but does she have any idea what it really is? If only I could share this, too, with her. Damnit, why didn’t we both develop the phenotype? Did she resist it? We should be together …


Yi Ling was watching her. Reading my mind, Jenae thought. Jenae had better cheer up or she’d only make things worse.


‘Hey,’ she said. ‘I didn’t tell you what’s been keeping me away these past few weeks. I’ve been working on this chewy problem. Did you know they found a third gate on Underkohling?’ She paused, searching for a flicker of interest. It was too hard to tell with Yi Ling. She had a face like Jenae’s: still.


‘They did. They found a third gate but get this: it only goes one way. You can’t get back! But’ – she pitched her voice enticingly, as if she were talking to a young child – ‘there may also be a fourth gate. Yeah, you heard me right. And there may be life there. It may go to a planet – or a solar system with planets. And on one of them, there may be life.’


Yi Ling was not looking directly at her – but she wasn’t looking away either.


‘They found plant matter. Someone on the other side may even be trying to communicate with us. It’s all possible. So …’ She made herself grin. ‘I’ll have to keep you posted on it. Can you imagine, Yi Ling? Outside. Trees. Rivers. Rain.’ Jenae became caught up in her own imagination. She closed her eyes.


When she opened them, she saw heavy tears on her twin’s face.


Some days, out in the bright and burning wind, it was possible to forget that the earth was inimical to human life. The harshness of the elements felt more invigorating than threatening. Turning her back on the shimmer of Perth rez’s mirror fields, Jenae looked out over the exposed seaside. Her mind conjured the long-ago-extinguished afterimage of men and women on fast horses cantering across the shore. Their faces flushed. Their hair blowing. Sometimes she felt she was one of them.


But she was only walking, and the wind was fit to knock her down and her goggles stained the land yellow. The protective gel on her skin rendered it insensitive to the air currents, and she was sweating in the heavy clothing. Her boots kicked the stones dully. It was only a few kilometres from Perth rez to the tube station that would take her back to Monkey Mia on Shark Bay in the north, and the League of New Alchemists tower. It was unheard-of not to use a sealed taxi, but Jenae was sick of confinement. Altermode made her more resistant than most to the virii that floated on the wind, that lay dormant in the plants, in the very ground. And she needed to get out. Her sister’s room had been oppressive, and for all Jenae’s cheerful words about the rez not being so bad, just going there was always enough to bring her down. And then there were Yi Ling’s moods.


Back at the tower there was only work to look forward to. Was it true? Should she look forward to it?


Did she dare to believe what she’d told Yi Ling?


It couldn’t be as simple as she’d made it out to be. Another planet, comparable to Earth … the chances were a million to one against it. But every day that she and the dolphins worked, they got a little closer to understanding the characteristics of the gate. Last week Zafara had smiled at her. ‘You’re really elegant,’ he said.


I want to believe, she thought. So I will believe. Fuck the truth.


She cut away from the road through the tough, dun hybrid grass that could survive anything, even chemical and viral warfare. The grass was now bent almost horizontal in the force of the wind. To the right in the distance sprawled the low tents of the nomadic One Eyes. She had never seen them camp so close to the rez before. She felt thankful she hadn’t encountered any, and headed away from the dwellings. She’d heard stories to ice the veins.


To the left, the sea was a choppy green. Jenae had keen eyes. She spotted the rolling coins of dolphin backs in the waves offshore, and broke into a run.


She was precisely in the mood for an illicit swim with dolphins. Dolphins were different when they were playing, and sometimes as she was leaving altermode at the end of a work session, preparing to climb back into her human body and out of the tank, she wished she could follow them instead, leaping and calling across the sea for the joy of it. The gate project was proving to be brutally difficult, and altermode in the tank had become toilsome where before it had always been a release from the stupor of being human and confined in the tower.


There was a path – who made it, she never stopped to think. It skirted the edge of the rez and then bucked down to the shore in a series of rough steps cut out of the turf until it hit the cream-coloured, smooth shingle. The tide was out, and she could smell the green undersea decay. The ocean was real, alive – impossible to resist. She took off her clothes and ran across the slick rocks to the place where the water claimed her.


At first as the sea rushed over her she was preoccupied with the global sensation of change in her body. Her outer epidermis flared away from torso and arms, beginning to respire even before her gillslits were wide open. As soon as she got beyond the rocks she dived, swimming straight for the bottom where she would not be able to come up for air. There were always a few scary moments between air and water breathing where it was all she could do to master her fear and stay down until her gills began to supply her with enough oxygen. Now, to complicate matters, she didn’t have the nicely modulated current of the altermode tank to keep water flowing evenly past her gills; she had to work at it. Opening her eyes and closing her mouth, she began to swim, at first lightheaded and then with gathering strength, as altermode and the fullness of the present moment possessed her fully.


– Gather to me. Hear my call.


In yellow light, above the green caverns, silvery blue fish turn as one. Flip. Yellow. Flip. Blue.


Bubbles.


Jenae cruises along the bottom, testing the currents from the dark caves that open beneath her and watching the school of fish turn from yellow to blue and back. Again she calls silently to the dolphins.


– We hear you.


The collective voice of the dolphins seems familiar, but it cannot be her pod. They are many hours away in the north. She kicks hard, carbonated bubbles whizzing from her gills down the length of her skin; the fish scatter. Threads of sound, high and shivering, pierce the bones of her skull and spin in her mind. Here they come. Count.


Seven?


She launches herself up and breaks the surface. Waves slap and caress seven dolphins in formation: leap, spout, gasp and down. Click and call. Leap. Circle. Jenae dives. What strange luck! These dolphins are ‘hers’. Effortlessly the web of their union with her materializes very bright all around, intruding even on the physical as a faint tracery of stars hovering before the eyes, blinked away easily. They greet her with a friendly taunt.


– What brings you here? Why aren’t you skulking in your tank?


– I can’t ignore the urge to be here, she replies. My body demands it.


The web sizzles with dolphin amusement.


– You alchemists! It’s too bad you stopped playing in the sea. Your forebears didn’t lurk inside like flabby, obedient little units in the system.


– They got skin cancer, didn’t they? They got poisoned sometimes, too.


– True. This is what happens when you live in the world. It’s a small price for freedom.


Jenae pulls hard through the water, startled by their vehemence. She has never heard them speak this way while she is working in the tank.


– You’re right, she answers. But I can only afford to do this once in a while. I’m breaking the code of conduct, and I’m burning.


– You are burning. What are you burning for? Have you come to ask our advice?


The question comes at her from all directions, sevenfold.


– Advice?


– About the fourth gate. Why else would you be here without the supervision of the Pickled Brains?


– Maybe for the joy of it.


Even as she says so, she wonders why she did succumb to the urge today. She has indulged in this sort of thing only twice during her career, and never while in the middle of a project. It’s a serious breach of safety protocol.


– Ah, we’ll stop playing! We planted the suggestion in your subconscious when the Pickled Brains weren’t listening. Then we followed you down here. It was a long swim, Jenae.


– You expected me to come out to the sea like this, naked?


– We hoped. We have no wish to keep secrets from you, but there are thoughts we will not share with your masters.


They are swimming circles around her, ghostly bodies above and below and around her, too fast to follow. Confused, she queries,


– What’s going on? What’s all the secrecy about?


– You tell us. Zafara worked on the Underkohling gate before you. Did he tell you about the new mind on the other side of the fourth gate?


– No. What do you mean?


– The coded message that appeared on the human’s computer at Underkohling.


– Yes! But it couldn’t be translated.


– Ah. Zafara told you that?


The oldest dolphin, the one they call Pele, comes right up to her, his beak close to her face. The great crest that covers the brain confronts her like a wraith of the future: too much going on in there, she realizes. Where are these creatures headed?


– But of course, dolphins cracked it! Zafara’s own pod decoded it. They told us.


Pele spins away, all confidence.


– Are you sure?


As soon as she paths the question, she feel foolish. Happy, mocking dolphins whistle but do not laugh. They chime in to answer.


– The transmission that invaded the professor’s computer some months ago was crafted by a great mind. In the middle of the code was a pulse signal identifying the ship Morpheus. Ranged around the signal were a series of encoded images. Want to see?


She hesitates.


– Wait. Why would they lie? Is it secret?


– No secrets in the League. Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be?


A single dolphin is pathing now, one of the females. She continues:


– That’s what we were promised when we joined the collective. No secrets. Jenae, the Pickled Brains are in deep fear. We can feel it even through Zafara when he is monitoring you; we can even feel it through other dolphins through their alchemists. The whales feel it. And despite their cleverness, the Pickled Brains are stupid enough to think they can hide it from us.


– Why are they afraid?


– Remember, this concerns the ship Morpheus, the ship that carried their torturers. Of course they are afraid, even after all these years. We will show you the images, if you are not afraid. But you should be. The Pickled Brains have lived nearly a century without bodies, and now their memories are being disturbed. They’re not like the living. Some of them are psychotic.


– I don’t care. If I’m going to make the gate, I have to know. Show me.


The images slip from the dolphins’ collective memory on to her mental screen. The first time it is too fast. She sees only a blurred collage.


– Again?


Now she is paying attention, and she catches the scenes as they are pathed to her. It is awesome to think that such lucid, natural images could be slipped into a computer in subtle code: what could have done it except another computer?




The first picture shows two pairs of legs from the point of view of a small child. There are voices.


‘But it’s suicide!’ says a man’s voice.


‘You could see it as suicide,’ answers a woman. The accent and timbre of her voice are distinct and fleetingly familiar, but Jenae can’t quite place her. ‘Or you could see it as a total change in identity. An expansion, if you will, into an infinity of identities.’


The scene cuts off abruptly.


A still picture of three children, aged between ten and twelve, sleeping with their arms around each other. The image focuses on the hospital ID band one child is wearing. It bears the Ingenix logo, and a magnetic strip.


A teenaged girl at the helm of a ship, blue navigational light playing across her face.


Yellow letters on a black screen: R-at Ingenix 06. Retrovirus aquatic transfer sixth generation.


A single word, lifted from some printed source.


Deceit.


That’s all.





Still they swim tireless circles around her. Jenae is suddenly weary.


– What does it mean?


– Think about it. It isn’t made of equations – we can’t tell you what it means. Whatever it is, the Pickled Brains don’t like it. They want to make it disappear.


It’s cold, and Jenae feels herself flagging.


– I’m going. I’m not supposed to be in the ocean.


– You’re free. Be where you want.


– But it hurts me. The sun, and the poisons. And the Pickled Brains don’t like it …


– It hurts us too. We don’t have a choice though, do we?


– What will I do tomorrow? Just keep going as if everything’s normal?


– For the present. Learn what you may, quietly. But come out to Shark Bay, after you are back at the Tower. We’ll look for you. We must have a way to communicate without being overheard.


They breach as one, turn into deeper water and are gone. Jenae pulls hard for shore where she hauls herself out on to a rock and goes through the coughing, vomiting and near-asphyxiation that constitute altermode transition. Time curls in on itself, collapses.


And then she was human.


At last she could breathe, and her red, aching gills had closed and the outermost layer of skin began to peel off her torso, used up and dead. She was streaked with green slime from the rocks and her legs were scratched and bleeding. She could feel points on her body where the gel had failed her: they burned.


‘Yi Ling,’ she said aloud, ‘you don’t want to be me.’


She put on her clothes and staggered to the tube station, where the dingy shuttle train rocketed her back to the tower, and the rest of life.
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There were only voices in the dream. Speaking in tones first caressing, then plaintive and then incisive and demanding, the voices hammered her from all sides, but the words were a sham – not even a real language. Jenae began to shake. Something about the voices, so poorly able to articulate themselves and yet so insistent, sickened her. She had the impression of faceless people filled with some intense need, grasping hands that pulled her into a mass of many that had become one flesh moving automatically. Out of control.


She struggled to form words; it was as if she could only end the mayhem by articulating herself. She forced the words out with only the greatest difficulty. ‘Who are you?’


Bang. She was awake.


The dream was gone instantly, leaving only a residue of anxiety. Three weeks had passed since she started developing the Underkohling gate project and she was sleeping less each passing night, thanks to these maddening dreams. She got up at four a.m., cold.


Jenae had not been long in the League. She had started to develop altermode three years ago, when she was in her early teens. The League recruited her immediately, passing over her identical twin, Yi Ling, who showed no sign of developing the phenotype. Jenae still remembered her horror when she realized that there was something different about her. Altermode could not have come at a worse time: it arrived while she was in the throes of puberty and it made being in her body a living hell. Her instructors at the League had taught her how to master the physiological changes of altermode: how to take a shower without going into transition, for example, and how to groom the outer layer of skin that formed and was shed every time she went into altermode. And they had taught her to web with dolphins, which was the saving grace of having altermode.


Jenae was lucky in many respects: she was strong enough to stay in altermode for long periods, and she retained consciousness and memory of her experiences there. She was soon the youngest person to be granted the status of alchemist and all that the lineage implied. And carrying that heritage was a weighty responsibility.


The first alchemists had exposed themselves to the virus deliberately, seeking resistance to some of the related kill virii that came with the ability to regress to aquatic form. Stumbling upon their abilities to link dolphins and computers while in this ‘altermode’, they had been instrumental in the survival of civilization after the Gene Wars. They had worked with the collective intelligence of whales and dolphins to develop the mirror-field technology that made reservations possible; they had done the theoretical work behind the terraforming now underway on the Moon.


And eventually they had formed the League, uniting with the powerful new force of the Heads who were just awakening from the awful ‘sleep’ forced on them by Ingenix – awakening to the absence of their own bodies. The Heads had made it possible to administer the complex interactions of alchemists and computers and pure humans, and they had also set up a central communications system that linked all the reservations. Now the League’s younger generation of alchemists, like Jenae, were left to try to restore the ravaged land and air, to make it habitable again. But the Gene Wars and the destruction that had surrounded them were not so easy to undo.


That was why, Jenae often reminded herself when the work was getting too hard, finding a viable, new planet would present such a welcome opportunity. It was not only the chemical and radioactive damage caused by the anti-genetics terrorists that presented a threat. Earth’s ecosystems, propelled by the many genome-altering virii of Ingenix and Helix and Gen9 and the smaller research entities, were evolving away from humanity. But if Morpheus had found an escape route, then maybe her words to Yi Ling would prove true.


And if her words were true, then it would make everything worthwhile. The frightened, parentless childhood on the rez; the forced separation from Yi Ling, whom she loved better than herself; the discomfort she felt among the other alchemists and the Pickled Brains – it would all be worthwhile. Even the weird feeling of being watched in the tower.


Acceptance in the League had been a great honour, but she still remembered her fear when she understood that she would have to open her mind not only to dolphins, but to the computer system that coordinated the whole enterprise of the League. When she had arrived she’d been told by the other alchemists in her section that her need for privacy would dissipate as she blended with the others of her own kind: evidence indicated that this did indeed occur. The other alchemists usually slept in the common room, frequently ate together when their schedules permitted, and seldom spoke. There was little need for speech. Even outside altermode, tacit communication flowed naturally, although it was the kind of understanding shared by animals, not psionics.


Yet Jenae, accustomed to sharing everything with Yi Ling, continued to find herself unable to share herself with the other alchemists in the way that they found natural. She blamed herself for staying too human, but the rest of the alchemists didn’t seem to mind and they let her keep her single room with a bemused air of ‘you may, but why would you want to?’


Now, waking with the aura of the nightmare still around her, she closed her door for privacy, went to her terminal and called up the information she’d gathered earlier that evening. She had flight records from Morpheus gleaned from Sydney, a satellite station, the Moon, Mars, and finally the Jupiter mining station. Since no one had attempted to interfere with Morpheus until it approached Jupiter, she had to assume that either the stations’ military didn’t know who the passengers were, or else that Morpheus had been permitted to escape. She found it hard to believe the first one was true: security at spaceports was very tight, and had been doubly so eighty years ago when the traffic was far greater. But the second possibility made even less sense. Why wait until Morpheus went all the way to Jupiter before pursuing it – and why not attempt to capture it and bring the criminals to trial?


She checked the origin and time of the command code to fire upon Morpheus and was rewarded with a puzzle: the command had been issued twelve days after Morpheus was launched and originated with the ship’s computer on board Morpheus. The fire order arrived at Jupiter well before Morpheus was scheduled to get there – but then Morpheus never arrived.


Two days later, Jupiter station sent a police vessel in pursuit of Morpheus and eventually found it far off course beyond Neptune, trying to establish a stable orbit around Underkohling. The police vessel fired on the renegade and it fell into Underkohling’s gravity, and then, as Colin Peake had remarked, the records indicated that it disintegrated on impact.


It was fishy, Jenae thought with a tiny grin. She didn’t know much about space military procedures, but she could wager a guess that the whole episode had been irregular. If they were suicidal, why did they change course and go to Underkohling at the last moment? And if they were going to try to gate through Underkohling, why did they inform Jupiter of their presence when after twelve days undetected they could probably have got away scot free? And, most of all, why the hell had nobody challenged them when they were leaving Earth? Morpheus was the property of Ingenix, and that had to make it a military target in 2084. The raids were in full swing then.


‘And what does this have to do with children?’ Jenae murmured, replaying in her mind the scenes the dolphins had pathed. ‘What’s the bloody connection?’


She decided to try one more tactic. She instructed the computer to pull up the files on the Ingenix personnel who were listed aboard Morpheus in the flight plan filed in Sydney. A standard security rejection flashed across the screen.


The information you have requested is restricted. Your access code has been recorded. This code does not have access. Exit this area now.


She typed in a request for upgraded clearance.


Jenae, you should stay away from this. You’re going to do great things some day, but respect your limitations. Clearance denied.


She wondered who that message had come from. It was too personal to be a standard flag, and it was friendly. But it didn’t get her in, and she wasn’t going to be turned aside so easily.


‘OK,’ she said. ‘Be that way.’ She exited the section and thought for a minute. There was a reference to a retrovirus in the encryption, so she typed a general information query on Gene Wars retroviruses. Lists of subtopics flooded the screen; she glanced at the first one that popped up:




R-gh Ingenix 77


– subspeciation in Central America of


– symbiosis with Zea mays (corn)


– effects on human serotonin re-uptake


– close protein-mapping


– post-Gene Wars applications





A balloon popped up before she could read on. It said: New fishes should not be prying into history. Go to sleep, Jenae Kim. It’s very dangerous to web when you are tired. Accidents can happen.


‘Shut up,’ Jenae muttered. ‘Whoever you are, quit messing around and find someone else to play games with. I’m busy.’ She routed around the balloon and got back to the list. There were thousands of entries, but they weren’t listed alphabetically so she typed in a command to find R-at Ingenix virii.


There was nothing there. Nothing. She repeated the request, sure she had remembered the name of the virus correctly from the web image.


Nothing again. She rubbed her eyes, confused.


A grinning, blue cartoon face had appeared. ‘I warned you,’ it chirped in a mocking, synthetic voice. Then the system crashed.


Jenae cursed loudly and slapped the monitor.


‘You’re up early,’ said a voice, and she started guiltily. Tien, one of the senior alchemists in her section, had opened her door a crack and poked his head in. He was at least thirty, slim and serious, his features an interracial blur of European and Asian extraction. He usually kept to himself, but Jenae knew he was well-respected and even loved by the younger alchemists, who frequently sought out his advice.


‘Did I wake you?’ Jenae asked, though he looked perfectly alert.


Tien chuckled softly. ‘You’re broadcasting cogitation on a broad band. All this thinking. Don’t you get enough in the daytime?’


Jenae swallowed and said nothing. Rather belatedly, she had realized the source of the annoying messages.


‘What’s wrong?’ Tien whispered solicitously, closing the door and coming in. He placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder and knelt down beside her.


‘Tien,’ Jenae began, dismayed to hear her voice quivering, ‘can you think of any reason why a Pickled Brain would want to threaten me?’


Tien just looked at her. ‘Oh, shit,’ he said after a moment.


‘Yeah.’


‘Do you want to tell me about it?’


‘I think I can trust you,’ Jenae said. ‘I don’t trust Zafara, but I think I trust you.’


Tien swiped his hand across the air. ‘Zafara? He’s addicted to their little methods, isn’t he? He’s got no soul any more. They’ve played him and played him. I’d say he’s almost worn out. That’s why he’s no good for serious web work these days. Talent dried up in the endorphins and volts.’


‘Volts?’


‘Oh, you know. The odd shock when you’ve misbehaved. The careful fix when you’re good. Old style simple conditioning. Crude but effective, as they say.’


‘Are you serious? Are they allowed to do that?’


‘Of course.’


‘Has it ever happened to you?’


‘Only when I was a young fool, like you – no offence. As you get older, you learn to navigate the Pickles’ eccentricities. They like to be involved in everything, and they can be very annoying. Eventually, you learn to pick projects where you know they’ll leave you alone. That is, if you can. As soon as I heard you were doing the gate, I got worried about you. They may be grooming you to become the next Zafara.’


A wry smile twitched into Jenae’s face. ‘I don’t think so. Maybe I should tell you what’s been happening …’


Tien listened to the whole thing. Halfway through her description of the dolphins’ warning he sank into a sitting position on the floor and placed his fingertips on his forehead, propped his elbows on his knees and rocked back and forth. When she finished he didn’t look up for a long time. Then his face was grave.


‘Step one. You’re going to have to make a box in your head,’ he told her. ‘And put this stuff in it, lock it and hide the key. If you let it drip into your awareness while you’re working, they’ll read you instantly. Are you able to use that technique?’


She nodded. ‘I’ve been doing it. But it comes out in dreams.’ She wrinkled her forehead, then added, ‘I don’t understand Zafara. I trust the dolphins, but I don’t see what they mean about the Heads being afraid. They’ve been cordial to me, and they’re giving me a really big opportunity. I feel caught in the middle.’


‘You may have to defer your judgement, Jenae – not an easy thing for someone your age to do. Keep doing your job, and by all means. Which brings me to step two: let me look into it, discreetly. I know who to talk to on the human side of things. Step three. Go back to the dolphins – not when Zafara or the Pickled Brains are there, but on your own, quietly – and try to find out more from them. Try to get them to interpret the images for you. They’re probably scared, too, but they’d never show it. If you’re patient with them, maybe you can get more.’


He paused, eyeing Jenae studiously.


‘I could lecture you for hours on the subject of the Pickled Brains, but I’m not sure how much it would help you. You must accept the fact that no one really understands them. They’ve been floating there, preserved by the so-called miracles of science, for years and years and they don’t have the most reliable memories. They were traumatized, I guess, by the process which separated them from their human bodies. Which means of course that they don’t have the most stable identities or even personalities. They were found floating in those tanks during the raids on Ingenix and were obviously victims of the Gene Wars, just like us: but the angle at which they diverge from humanity is much more radical.


‘Quite honestly I’ve always felt sorry for them. They live only in the system, after all. They have none of the physical joys of humans, except maybe drugs, and they retain little of their memory of what it was like to be human. But they have their foibles, and one or two of them have trademarks: you can always recognize them because they have habits that go back for years. Like the hardbaked Aussie: that thick accent. He doesn’t remember much about his real life as a human, but he seems to see himself as some kind of macho outback hero, and that’s the identity he projects. Some of them have distinct personalities like that. Others blend in and out of the computer, and they’re harder to recognize. Generally, the more human they seem the more they remember about their lives.’


Jenae swallowed. She had never heard the Pickled Brains spoken of in quite this way before. ‘If they’re so traumatized, is it safe to give them so much responsibility?’


‘Give them?’ Tien laughed. ‘My dear, we have no choice. We need them. Without the Heads the whole infrastructure of communications, the whole central organization that keeps everyone on this planet together, would break down. Don’t get me wrong! They’re not senile; just odd.’


‘Is that why I got that creepy message when I was only trying to do research for my job? I think it’s kind of nasty, Tien.’


Tien said, ‘Try not to take it personally. If even one of them feels threatened by the Underkohling project, it could affect them all. It’s possible that it has to do with some past trauma associated with Ingenix. Buried memories of the Ingenix experiments, perhaps. This could make them touchy. Still, you’ll need to handle them carefully. None of them is easy to deal with. They can be generous, and they can be cruel, and it’s very hard to understand the plan behind it. You certainly can’t second guess them because they’re much, much smarter than you. All you have are your instincts. Trust them.’


Jenae hadn’t realized how much strain she’d been under until she felt the relief after talking to Tien. Working in the web was easier that day, even in the special tank in the Hall of Pickled Brains. When she arrived later the same morning, the Heads were quite silent: preoccupied, no doubt, with concerns halfway across the world and having nothing to do with the League. Jenae had tiptoed through the Hall of Pickled Brains, nodded to Zafara, who looked sour, and slipped into the tank.


There is no question that this work has been making her a better alchemist every day. Her gills are becoming more efficient with constant practice; altermode transition is less scary; and she’s now able to put aside concern about her body and allow her mind to be drawn more fully into the web. It’s not as much sheer fun as actually swimming with dolphins, but there is something awesome about the way they toss and spiral and play with data in the collective web. The project is becoming more engrossing the further on they progress.


Jenae’s main job is to conduct the data back and forth to the computer system, but she has never been able to resist ‘helping’ – orchestrating the complex and subtle interactions to heighten the efficiency of playful dolphin minds. She knows she is bringing discipline to the process, and every day she’s learning how to work with this pod better. Thankfully, she doesn’t really need to understand what the dolphins are doing: everything happens on a mathematical level, and the dolphins parcel data carefully within images and metaphors to shield her from paradoxes.


Today everything is congealing nicely. The dolphins continue to work smoothly even while swimming at great speed; they are south again, almost halfway to Perth, but distance seems to be irrelevant. They decline several opportunities to feed, too deep in the work to afford distraction.


Towards mid-morning the myriad aspects of the problem, scattered loosely like constellations in the web, begin to drift loose and exchange places in a curious kind of dance. Jenae can feel Zafara’s watchful presence grow suddenly more intent; something’s happening.


The coloured shapes that are metaphorical data constructs rove and shift as if looking for their places. Pele is in her head, making her shift dimensional viewpoints and scan each of the phases. He pulls at her urgently; she reaches into the system and finds the material he needs, passes it on. They are pulling on her from all sides and Jenae surrenders her awareness, allowing her mind to be used to answer their demands for more information. A piece falls into place, then another; the process accelerates dizzyingly; now a whole cascade of events brings the problem to a dazzling close: a finished matrix: perfection. Solution.


– Thank you, says a dolphin chorus into her mind. Her head feels stalled, as though she has lost herself somewhere in the shuffle.


– Alchemy, Pele remarks. Transformation. Better than gold, for you. Check it out.


Jenae examines the outer surfaces of the matrix; it appears to be flawless. She doesn’t even attempt to penetrate it. Her mind isn’t built to understand such things.


– I’m going to pass it on to the system, she tells them. It is a pale wisp of thought: she’s tired.


Data overload, the other real danger in alchemy, is prevented by the presence of a good monitor. Zafara takes over, making a chute in the system through which she will transfer the matrix without absorbing any of it into her own mind. She could easily be fried at this point: an untimely glimpse into the innards of the problem would overload her, burning out the singular talent that gives altermoders the ability to use their minds this way. But Zafara is too good to let that happen.


Afterwards, when she lay on the floor of the Hall of Pickled Brains learning to breathe again, the voices of the Heads reached her as if from some distance.


‘Beautiful job, Jenae,’ said the female. Did her tone seem warmer than before, or was Jenae simply getting used to the Euro-accent? ‘Your pod has identified the variables contributing to the frequency curve of the gate’s manifestation. With more analysis, we should be able to predict when the gate will open and close. It is an extremely complex matrix, Jenae. You exceeded our expectations.’


Zafara squatted down beside her, offering a steadying hand. ‘This was a major step,’ he told her. ‘Maybe the hardest of all.’


‘Are we done, then?’ Jenae gasped.


Zafara looked up at the bank of monitors that fronted the Brains. ‘No, I’m afraid not. Stabilizing the gate is a whole new problem. And, as the Head told you, it’s a very strange matrix. I think they are surprised by it.’


Jenae was too tired to think. But she believed that a measure of respect had replaced Zafara’s initial condescension toward her. She let him help her to her feet; then she staggered off to sleep the rest of the day.


When she woke up she went looking for the dolphins. There had been no time to celebrate while she was in altermode, and she felt cut off. She stole out of the tower and made her way to the beach at Monkey Mia. She looked for signs of dolphins in Shark Bay, but saw nothing. This was strange: even before the League had formalized relations between humans and dolphins – even before the Gene Wars had made such relations possible – dolphins had been hanging out in Shark Bay and taunting humans with their raucous behaviour. Now where were they? At this time of day One Eyes were coming in to the tent city on the mainland in their fishing boats; dolphins ought to be tagging along.


It was almost dark when she got down to the beach. She waded into the surf, going back into altermode for the second time that day, and called for the dolphins. There was no sign of them, and the sea was dim all around. A nagging doubt had begun to first tease lightly, and then to assert itself in Jenae’s mind. She thought: the webs are closed to me, and I’m alone in the Indian Ocean with the worst predators, and my skin is burning off.


She got out. She went to a bar on the fourth floor of the tower and drank a solitary beer, wishing Yi Ling were here to share her accomplishment and disappointed in the realization that Yi Ling could not even understand what the achievement meant.


She recognized two or three other alchemists in the bar, but they were deep in their own conversation. She felt too shy to approach them, and in the end she left with her drink half-finished.


On her way out she literally bumped into Zafara, who nodded politely and without apparent surprise to see her. He gave a brief glance at Jenae’s hand on his arm where she had steadied herself when they collided. Then he moved on. Jenae looked at her own hand and realized through the blur of the single beer that it was burning. She must have swum through an acid zone, because the tender, inner skin on her wrist was peeling off in ragged, discoloured sheets. When she sniffed it, the smell reminded her of the smell in the Hall of Pickled Brains.


The next morning, she was fried.


It happens in altermode, almost as soon as the dolphins have established the web. Jenae is easing into rhythm with them, getting everybody warmed up and ready to start on the next phase of the project. Through the heightened awareness of the web she can perceive her dolphins out in the grey morning, diving and blowing, feeding casually even as they work. She deliberately avoids thinking about her search for them last night, or wondering where they were, pouring her concentration into the web. Her consciousness of her physical body in the tank in the Hall of Pickled Brains is only peripheral. She’s not aware of Zafara at all.


If anything, her guard is down. Tien was a brick the other morning, and they defined the gate yesterday. Today she feels strong. A little tired, but confident nevertheless.


Pele, the lead dolphin, charges into her mind first.


– Lightning. There is lightning in the web!


Dolphins scatter. Jenae sees it coming from out of the dark computer surround that to her has always meant safety, an altermode womb. It comes almost slowly, a jagged, potent snake of energy aimed directly at her. The web tears, dissolves, and Jenae’s perceptions fracture into multiple perspectives as each member of the collective splits at high speed, leaving her alone. The white killing shock goes down her mouth, through her bowels and out, impaling her on a single moment of fission. She does not lose consciousness, though she wishes to. She is spared nothing, not even the aftershocks, the frizzed-out jumble of hairline sparks and resonances that come after the strike, closing over her head, looking like nothing so much as a more deadly kind of web. A shining cage of light.
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The astral body called Underkohling was small. It had almost no atmosphere and it was bitterly cold: but in none of these ways was it exceptional. No: it was the symmetry of the thing that was unnatural. Perfectly round, black, and yet lucent with reflected starlight, the object lay utterly featureless in space. Its orbit, more distant from the sun than parts of Pluto’s, was irregular. Its polarity was questionable: magnetic disturbances played silent and invisible across its surface; even the gravity was suspect. On the night side of Underkohling, stars were mirrored in the very ground. During the day, the body reflected dim, watery sunlight. The substance of its surface had not been identified. Whether it had been built or born had been the subject of heated debate for decades; still nothing was decided. It was permeable, in at least four places, to space vessels – and it had released some of these into unidentified regions of the galaxy, from which they returned only with reports of emptiness – inconceivable emptiness. Still, to the burnt-out eyes of humanity, Underkohling was a commodity, a potential escape route. Researchers who were interested in Underkohling justified their fascination on such purely rational grounds as these. But there was more to it than that. The real reason they were there was its mystique: the place had a kind of pull, like the pupil of the hypnotist’s eye.


Until very recently, no person had ever set foot on it.


Consequently, until this very moment, no one had ever been lost there, either.


Those trees are shining again. Or is it: the Tree? Singular or plural, it doesn’t seem possible to distinguish, and anyway ‘tree’ is too small a word. What is It? It is shining, if only in the faintest way possible, with a milky spook light, casting shadows of Itself like a forest-sized spiderweb on the cool ground below. Interlaced woody tentacles curve as smooth as children’s arms round one another, melding into shadow above where grey elephant-ear leaves genuflect in the silent breeze. Invisible roots draw water from the still depths of the black lake that It surrounds, and in the daylight rushes of bright insects will sweep through the spaces of air claimed by the Tree, bringing some awareness of life, perhaps, that only mobile beings with their illusions of action can carry. But here it is night, and for miles around the Tree shines in Their sleep.


The mud had a green, ancient smell. It had not yet dried on his skin when Daire opened his eyes and clenched his fists, remembering the nothingness of the long swallow into Underkohling but receiving, with surprise, a wet, substantial fistful of soil.


His teeth ached with the density of his own body. He was definitely somewhere else. His helmet was gone, for he was no longer breathing processed air.


Faint crepuscular light spilled around him, and he could hear the soft slap of water where it lapped over his booted feet. When he raised his head he saw a tangle of grey roots twisting towards a kind of ropy trunk. Sitting on a low-slung branch as if it were a swing was a slender, wary child. The child looked to be seven or eight. Its gender was uncertain, for it had long, gangly limbs beneath loose-fitting rather soiled garments and a sharp, androgynous face. Its head had been recently shaven. It had his gloves in its hands, and it was fingering them absently.


Its eyes flickered to the air above him, then rested on his face.


‘Who are you?’ said the child.


Daire pressed his palms down into the mud, trying to raise himself.


‘Watch him,’ said a voice over his head. At the same time the weight of a small, unshod foot sank firmly against the back of his neck. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the blade of a jagged knife poised near his right ear.


‘Slowly,’ the voice said, and the child’s gaze slid again to a point above his head. ‘Bring me the rope, and step back. Watch his hands.’


Daire looked at his own right hand, slippery with mud. What was it liable to do? he wondered. He couldn’t see the owner of the voice, but he knew two things already. It was a she. She was afraid.


The child came forward and extended a length of rough hemp; the weight of the foot on his neck shifted painfully.


‘See? He knows I’ll cut him if he moves,’ continued the voice in a didactic manner, ‘but that may not matter if he’s a ghost, or distorted. They can’t help themselves.’


Daire heard himself emit a shocked gasp as hard pressure was abruptly applied to a point inside his elbow, compelling him to release his arm into the vicious twist she now performed. His face was forced towards the mud.


‘Why is he in the lake?’ asked the child. ‘Is he distorting?’ The knife moved away for a second.


‘Don’t ask so many questions.’ Both his hands were bound behind his back in one swift movement. By straining his head against her weight on his neck he could just keep his nostrils clear of the mud. Vaguely he wondered what had happened to the oxygen tubes he had been wearing.


‘Where are we taking him? To High, Tsering? Does he have to go to High?’


‘Be quiet, Rena,’ said Tsering. Daire breathed with effort. Her voice, he realized, was too light and soft to match the toughness of her actions. And she was uncertain. He wanted to speak, to break her confusion as much as to help himself; but he wanted more to see what she would do next.


‘Call the others,’ she said. ‘We need more people to move him.’


The child turned and glided easily up out of sight into the branches.


Now, thought Daire, she is vulnerable. I could escape.


But he didn’t try. For no reason he could name, he was content to remain passive. At first he had been dazed. Now the more he woke up the more he wondered what was going on – and yet the less he felt inclined to act. Being treated as such a monumental threat, maybe, made him reluctant to fulfil that expectation. Unless he was dreaming. You could never do anything in dreams, anyway.


And then he heard a strange sound. Golden and keen, children’s voices echoed and spread from what seemed to be a forest all around. The same words were repeated clear and perfect to the right and left, and then behind him sounding over water and far away in many directions.
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