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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.







PART ONE


Altered States of Consciousness




THE MADCAP


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Not bad at all. How’d you get it?’


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


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


He shrugged again. ‘I didn’t ask.’


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


‘What?’ said Jerry, still cheerful.


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


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


‘Uh-oh,’ he said.


‘What do you mean, “uh-oh”?’


‘Nothing.’


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


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


‘Right.’


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


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


‘You are?’


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


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


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


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




THE REALITY AFFIXER


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


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


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


‘You can dress now,’ she said.


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


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


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


I sat. ‘Now what happens?’


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


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


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


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


‘What position is that?’


‘Mind criminal.’


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


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


‘What’s better?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Yippee, I thought sourly.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Talked to you about it after mindplay.’


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


‘Yah.’


‘Well? Wasn’t it in my readings?’


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


‘That’s from the madcap.’


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


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


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


‘And a hell of a lot less private.’


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


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


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


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


‘But it does make you a smartass.’


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


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


‘Why was his license revoked?’


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


‘How can you avoid it?’


‘There are ways. Training.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Hungry?’ Segretti asked brightly.


I just looked at him.


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


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


‘On this?’


‘Oh, it’s all fortified.’


‘You could have just shot me.’


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


‘Obviously.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘It sounds more attractive all the time.’


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


‘But you’ll be in there!’


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


‘How would I know if you did?’


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


‘Know what?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What if I never get relaxed enough?’


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


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


‘So you said.’


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


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


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




INSIDE


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Here we are, Segretti said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


What angle is this?


Your point of departure.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Not quite true.


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


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


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


The insects faded away, along with my head.


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


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


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


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


What are you looking at? I asked.


Symbols.


Where?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It’s grass rustling.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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