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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.


      




If all knowledge were within a man, and ignorance were wholly absent, that man would be consumed and cease to be. So ignorance is desirable, inasmuch as by that means he continues to exist…


Jalaluddin Rumi, Discourses




PROLOGUE


‘Come in, Rajit,’ the Teacher called; and the boy in the turban followed the echo of his knuckles into the room.


(This must have been how it happened…)


On one of the white plaster walls an emerald lizard poised, the membrane of its throat trembling convulsively. The table bore crockery, school exercise books, a bronze statuette of a Tibetan god copulating with a highly gymnastic partner, and a large box. A louvre window intersected the rows of palms and the flowering tree outside, producing a chequerboard effect. One of the two cane chairs was occupied by the African Teacher, the other by a Chinese, whose olive green tunic and customary holster (which may or may not have contained a pistol) showed him to be a Dobdob, one of the police wing of the Space Communications Administration, Bardo, which also handled all the world’s internal affairs.


‘I hear you’d like to be a lama when you’re older, Rajit?’


The boy nodded firmly.


‘More than anything!’


‘Why’s that?’ A pucker of amusement creased the face of the Chinese.


‘To see India one day–’ the boy blurted out.


The Chinese cut him off angrily.


‘Do you feel confined, here in Africa? Here is the same as everywhere else – part of human society. If you’re a lama, what do you think you’ll be preaching about? Tourism? He made the last word sound obscene, which it was. ‘What sort of people travel the world nowadays?’


‘Some sailors do.’


‘Oh yes – carrying essential supplies! That’s just because everywhere isn’t self-sufficient. Even the biggest of the sail- barges only need a few husband and wife teams to crew them–’


‘A computer trims the sails, I know.’


‘The barge is their world, not the ports they call at.’


Rajit flushed.


‘But you travel, sir. There’s nothing wrong with travel if you’re really contributing something.’


‘You’re forthright, at least! Bardo officials travel, right enough – to co-ordinate the world and see that everyone is fed and cared for and correctly educated. Perhaps to find candidates for starflight, if we’re lucky…’


‘I only want to visit places… to contribute. Like you, sir. Only slowly, as a Lama.’


‘Quite! The trick of being a lama is just that. To move gently from place to place, to teach the people social ecology. To repeat the good news of how the human body-field can be used to contact our star friends, without squeezing the world dry to build rocket-ships and other paraphernalia. The lama proves by his own example that there’s no need for people to waste energy that way. He doesn’t wander from town to town because he’s been allotted some sort of magic carpet, but because he’s the perfect compass needle to point the true way. That way always points right here – wherever he is, in a little village like your Bagamoyo or a big far-off city like Bombay.’


‘I agree, sir.’


‘But you’d still like to see Bombay? Well, honesty’s a fine thing, Rajit. At the same time, the really honest man also knows when to tell a lie. He knows when it’s more true to tell a lie. Sometimes we have to tell little lies and play games, don’t we? He who doesn’t know how to do this is a fool. No one would want him for a Lama.’


The Chinese smiled.


‘You’ll be a lama if you study hard – and learn to tell a lie convincingly, for the sake of pointing the way. In fact, you can even start right now. I have a little service to ask of you confidentially.’


‘I won’t tell a soul, whatever it is,’ Rajit promised fervently.


A stray mosquito had blown into the room along with Rajit. It flew about now, trailing legs like loose threads, whining ever so faintly but persistently. The lizard made a rush across the plaster and froze above the Dobdob’s head, a green flame.


‘You see that box on the table? Inside there’s a coco-de-mer. Yes, a real one. It’s quite heavy. Take it down to the shore. Secretly. I want you to dump that coco as though it had been washed up by the tide – but nowhere too conspicuous. Then get rid of the box. Smash it up. Now, there’s a girl in this village called Lila.’


‘Yes, we’re good friends.’


‘So I’ve been told. I want you to make sure she finds that coco. By herself, though; on her own – that’s essential. I’ll leave it up to your own ingenuity to arrange. Point her the right way without her realizing it; and keep the other children out of the way. After she finds it–’


Rajit listened carefully to every word.


Outside, a dog barked in the hot dust, and the blue jacaranda bloomed.




ONE


When I was just eleven years old and my breasts were freshly budding I found a coco-de-mer washed ashore. It was tangled up in damp seaweed, though strangely it was quite dry itself.


Cocos are huge, double coconuts. Because they resemble a woman’s parted thighs and vulva, they’ve always been powerful ritual objects. The ocean had brought this one all the way from the Seychelles Islands, for me! Forgetting my sandals in the excitement of being singled out by fate (for I firmly believed I was destined for Bardo even then, though it was to be six years before the Dobdobs came to confirm it) I ran barefoot through the Bagamoyo streets, staggering under its weight, to show the prodigy to my friends. The Bardo Building – the former mosque – contained an ebony carving of a coco-de-mer, which we children had to dust and polish; but we’d never seen a real one. They’re only found in the Seychelles. The southern equatorial current generally bears them all the other way: to India and Sri Lanka, where they’ve been treasured for centuries.


Yussuf, Rajit, Cousin Rose and Timothy crowded round.


The black, polished double shell stood as high as my knee-cap on the dusty road. The central cleft where the shell divided was smooth and milky white. Symbol of human love and joy – and more than that, the gateway to the stars.


Our own thin, lanky, domestic coconut palms spiked the blue sky everywhere. Their clusters of nuts were only a fraction of the size of my coco; little skullfuls of milk. Tattered parasols of leaves drooped from the tops of their knobbly banded trunks, providing the only shade for our village, apart from a few corrugated awnings along the shops, and an arcade outside the dispensary where patients could squat and gossip.


Dun, humpbacked cattle with tight, ribbed hides grazed right down on to the beach under the shade of these palms, nibbling seaweed at the high tide line.


‘Mer means sea in French,’ Rajit said knowingly. (All those facts crammed into his turban along with reams of oily black hair.)


‘They never spoke French in India,’ Yussuf protested.


‘People always performed a ceremonial when they found a new coco!’ Rajit said. ‘We must do the same. Out at the tombs. That’s the proper place! ‘


‘She ought to take it straight home,’ mumbled Timothy the albino. He was scared of the old ruined Arab graveyard. Scared of spooks, since he looked like one himself. His skin was mottled pink and ivory, and his flesh had a poachy texture like thick sour milk. He was a sickly boy. We all know that he’d probably die in his early twenties, since albinos only live a little while. Rajit took an unkind advantage of his appearance in our games. Timothy was the perfect ghost. However, we were children, we didn’t care, and Timothy still followed us round sheepishly, grateful not to be excluded. Tears sprang to his eyes as he begged us not to go to the tombs, and we told ourselves that it was just the sunlight hurting them.


Cousin Rose and I were both black and glossy as polished ebony. We wore our hair plaited in tight corn rows. Our mothers spent hours unwinding and retying them every week-end – a whole morning of fidget and chatter, during which we heard (for example) how Bibi Mwezi had poured boiling water over the contra capsule in her arm in her anxiety to conceive a child, and how she put up with the worsening pain for weeks till Mboya, the Barefoot Doctor, was hard put to it to save her whole arm from amputation. Or we heard the tale of how the baobab tree gets its strange shape – for a baobab looks as though it’s growing upside down, with its crown buried in the soil and its roots poking in the air. That tree is somebody whose head got stuck in the ‘Divine Ground’ by experimenting with Tantra, the yoga of love, without proper knowledge or safeguards. This was a cautionary tale put about by the lamas, and I mention it mainly to illustrate how we behaved with Timothy – because a huge baobab loomed over the Arab tombs and one day the tale suggested a game to Rajit. He uprooted a large stone to make a hole in the ground, and forced Timothy to stand on his hands, with his head hidden down the hole, while we stood round laughing at this white baobab tree with legs wagging in the air. Other times, we collected the fallen baobab pods, smooth as the heads of babies, with the lightest down of hair, to crack them open for their sweet sherbet.


The graveyard sang with heat and insects. It was just after noon. For centuries now the old pillar tombs had been rotting back into their natural state of coral. Pockmarks gnawed the blocks and columns; their plaster mouldings had nearly all fallen off. Most of the lime and gypsum mortar had washed loose during the past four hundred and fifty years, although there were still a few geometric friezes and even an unbroken blue and white Chinese bowl inset high up at the top of one pillar just underneath the turban-like knob. It bore the Chinese character for ‘long life’ (according to Rajit). All other inset plates and bowls had long since fallen out or been stolen.


I carried my coco-de-mer up to the base of one tomb and propped it against the carved coral.


‘Whose tomb is it, Yussuf?’


Yussuf, who could read Arabic, squinted up at the remains of the squiggly dotted script.


‘It says, that this is the tomb of the Muslims… He is as-sultan Shonvi la-Haji… He died in the year something after the Flight of the Prophet. He must have been a salt trader, Sultan Shonvi. The salt boss. That’s what it means.’


I tried to visualize the bearded Arab in his flowing robes and jewels. The slaves, the sacks of salt on their backs. Whipcracks. Laden dhows in the now silted-up creek. Before the Europeans came to this part of Africa. Then went home again. Before Americans brought sacks of grey dust from the seas of the Moon, and bags of red sand from the Martian deserts, at incredible cost. And abandoned the whole enterprise. Before the human race discovered the true way to the stars through the sexual union of Man and Woman.


We were all so young then. Even Rajit, with the first soft bristles on his chin, was merely cruelly innocent when he made us carry out the masquerade that afternoon among the graves.


He insisted that Timothy and I should act out the copulation of


Black Kali and White Shiva. Kali the Destroyer stands for the ravages of time, Shiva for the eternal spirit of creativity. Thus, though Shiva is slain, a white corpse, he still has an erection, even in death. Kali rides upon his body, her four arms brandishing weapons, her red tongue sticking out in scorn. She’s supposed to do so in a graveyard, by night.


After dark the graveyard was always full of great scuttling crabs marching up from the sea, and the baobab tree glowed ghostly in the starlight. Sighs of wind through its branches sounded like lost souls coming to take possession of you.


However, the sun was shining down on us right then, from overhead. Ants were tunneling through the bones of the long- dead Salt Boss, turning them into flutes and trumpets; and the hum and buzz of insects round about us sounded like music played on them, filtering up above the ground.


‘You’ll have to take your clothes off, both of you,’ ordered Rajit. ‘Timothy must lie down with his eyes wide open. He’s dead. He’s the white corpse of Shiva. He has to be virile, of course.’


‘How can he be?’ wondered Cousin Rose. ‘There’s nothing to excite you when you’re dead.’


‘But Timothy isn’t really dead, he’s only pretend-dead! Anyway, it has to be this way because Kali on top of Shiva means that you’re leaving your physical body behind – by means of the sexuality of the body. Right, Lila? It’s just a symbol for Bardo flight. So Timothy has to be virile just by thinking about it. He isn’t to touch himself, because he’s dead. He can’t move, see?’


‘Tim will get awfully sunburnt. You know that his mother won’t let him take his clothes off to swim, in case his skin peels,’ said Yussuf.


‘That’s the salt water, not the sun!’


The only occasion when I’d seen Tim naked, he had looked like a great fat maggot, his flesh as spongy as white bread, with pink blotches as big as saucers. I loathed the prospect of touching his naked body with my own. No doubt Rajit was aware of this, and it added to his sadistic glee. Both Rajit and Yussuf had proved their newly-acquired virility recently, standing in the surf, squeezing their own white seed into the foam. But could Timothy produce anything? To be sure, he had a contra capsule implanted in his arm, just as they did, but the Barefoot Doctor might only have given him one as a kindness, to save him from the scorn of his peers. So, despite my repugnance, I was curious.


As we stood arguing, a giant green mantis sprang on to a knob of the Salt Boss’s tomb and glared at us – ten centimetres long with saw teeth on its open arms ready to snap shut like an animal trap; with globe eyes and very little brain behind them. A female; and she was pregnant. Her swollen egg-case slumped beneath her angel’s wings. A green Kali had come to watch over our little ceremony. Her arrival settled the matter.


Timothy stripped off awkwardly and laid his blotchy body down by the tomb. It was a beached gasping fish’s body. We all felt at once guilty, fascinated, excited.


‘Open your eyes,’ said Raijt. ‘Dead Shiva’s eyes must stare.’


‘But what at?’ Tears welled in Timothy’s eyes.


‘At Kali, obviously. Now take your things off, Lila. Don’t squat on him till he’s virile, though. He has to do it by thought power.’


‘I can’t!’ said Timothy.


I slipped off my java-print frock and handed it to Rose.


Rajit giggled. ‘Let’s use the coco to help him! Concentrate on the magic coco, Tim!’


Rajit picked up the heavy coco and deposited it on Timothy’s thighs, while I straddled them, pinning him down. Then Rajit pressed my hands down on the coco and began rocking it to and fro as though the coco shell was making love to the albino. He slapped and rubbed Timothy’s flesh against the groove in the coco. It was like a sea-slug smacking concrete.


Poor Tim stared blindly at me through a film of tears, while I rocked to and fro, clutching my coco, dreaming of space travel.


‘He’s wet himself!’ said Rose.


I scrambled clear and snatched my precious coco free. Tim swung over on his side to escape our gaze, and blubbered quietly.


Rose threw my dress back at me brusquely and knelt by the crying boy, stroking his wispy ginger curls, as slick with sweat as a bawling baby’s skull.


‘We didn’t mean to hurt you, Tim. It’s only a game,’ she crooned.


None of us were looking at each other any more. We were ashamed. I stumbled when I stepped into my frock and tore the cotton on a toenail.


Back home, my mother greeted the advent of the coco with such delight that I might already have been accepted by Bardo for the space programme. She called the neighbours in for bowls of coconut beer, and sent a message to Teacher Makindi, who soon arrived to take a drink. He seemed to see the coco as something of an omen too. Naturally we all believed it after that. Whereupon my aunt (Rose’s mother) grew jealous.


‘Hush, girl, it’s just a lucky find, it doesn’t mean anything. You’re only eleven years old.’ But I tapped the tiny bump of the capsule in my arm.


‘I’m a woman,’ I said, and drank my beer down. The fermented coconut juice buzzed in my throat.


‘I’m a womb-man,’ I sang. ‘My womb is Space!’


After a while my head swam. I was already swimming through the psychic space inside me, out to fabled Procyon and far Barnard’s Star.




TWO


Our little group fell apart after the cemetery masquerade. A wedge had been driven between us. Timothy avoided us utterly now, a solitary ghost of a boy who’d used up his whole life’s energy bearing the weight of my coco that day. He sat dully in school, dozing and lazy. He deliberately made his skin more repulsive by sitting out in the brightest sunshine till he was a kind of walking chrysalis, except that no butterfly would ever emerge from it, only the same white grub.


Rose and I no longer had our hair corn-rowed together. My aunt let Rose’s hair grow into a bush. My mother filled up the lonely gap of Saturday mornings more satisfyingly by entertaining Teacher Makindi, who continued calling round at our home to show me mandala prints during these hours of hair dressing, paying court to my mother on the side.


Before long, Teacher Makindi was coming round constantly. When I was present, he spoke about Astromancy, about psychic Spaceflight, and about Bardo, while Mother looked on proudly and hopefully. If I happened to be out of the house when he came visiting, Mother looked equally exhilarated on my return.


Our school lessons took up the five weekday mornings. Afternoons were for swimming, playing Go with pebbles on the beach, fishing or helping in the fields. Saturday – Restday – we could do what we liked, but every Sunday morning we had extra classes in the Bardo Building, the old mosque, on the significance of Bardo and Social Ecology – on outer space and the inner workings of the world which had now joined hands. On successive Sundays, week in, week out, we learnt from Makindi or from a visiting Barefoot lama precisely how the Social Ecology of Earth is sustained by our new knowledge of the stars and why the proper organisation to administer the Earth’s affairs is Bardo.


Rajit, his sights set on being a lama, did well in Social Ecology. As he grew into adolescence, he gave up pranks and masquerades. His eyes were firmly fixed on the dusty road downcast to Dar es Salaam, whence the computer-rigged sail-barges set out with their cargoes of sisal fibre, copper and salted eland carcasses, for the Persian Gulf and India. Dar es Salaam was the lama training centre for all East Africa.


Bardo – and Astromancy That was my best lesson. The word Bardo actually stands for Bureau of Astromancy Research and Development Organisation. Two hundred years ago, in the Bad Old Days, they had had rocketships and dreamt of colonizing the stars. The Earth was becoming a desert while they shipped dust back from dead worlds.


Then, in the far north of People’s India, where Tantra, the yoga of sexual ecstasy, had kept a toehold through all the revolutions of the time, the woman known to us as Comrade Tara Dakini found herself for the first time in human history in full true contact with a Rakshasa, one of the alien intelligences inhabiting the moon of the second planet of Barnard’s Star; and the human race passed suddenly from one mode of science to another. The foundation of our knowledge shifted; our present world was born. Society shifted abruptly too: towards loving mutuality and stability. So we learnt. So the Teacher and the lamas told us.


Teacher Makindi was thin, sleek and svelte in his blue tunic. Always encouraging and helpful, he kept remote from me at heart, however. I never quite ceased being in school, even at home when he visited (and later still, when he became my stepfather).


‘Astromancy,’ he taught me one Saturday morning at home, while my hair was being done, reiterating the previous Sunday’s lecture given by a lama passing through Bagamoyo on his preaching circuit, ‘means communication with the stars by psychic means, just as necromancy means communication with the dead, in graveyards, when people believed in such things.’


He smiled a private smile as though he knew all about our game among the graves. And Mother tugged my hair even tighter, exposing scalp as though preparing my skull for electrodes for my Bardo test, years in advance.


Bardo. It was once a Tibetan word, before the Bureau took it over. There was an ancient Tibetan religious book called the Bardo Thödol, the so-called Book of the Dead, a title which should really be translated as ‘Liberation by Hearing on the After-Death Plane’. In the old days the Tibetan lamas used to read this book over corpses to guide departed souls to new bodies for reincarnation (or so they thought). However, the book’s real value lay in the mental disciplines it contained for projecting the human mind beyond the body.


‘There’s a lot of confusion in that book, as in all religious texts.’ Makindi smiled. ‘No one before the time of Comrade Tara Dakini realized that all religions and mythologies were simply interstellar messages from our friends out there, gone astray. All that nonsense about life after death! Let Men make a hell of the Earth, because there’s a heaven elsewhere! We could never have true social ecology as long as that philosophy prevailed. No, Lila, when the body dies, the brain melts like a jellyfish in the sunshine. Consciousness melts too. You linger in the minds of other people for a while, in what you’ve made and done. You carry on socially. But individually? What is an ‘individual’? Are you an individual when you’re asleep? You have no consciousness of yourself then. There’s really very little individual consciousness, as such. It’s an illusion.’


The human race briefly hoped that Comrade Tara Dakini was indeed in contact with the souls of dead humans, that alien worlds were truly spirit abodes, as the ancient Tibetans believed. They were wrong. That was the last great illusion of humanity. With its passing, the old world passed. True aliens inhabited those alien worlds – and the psychic ‘Bardo plane’ happened to be the uniquely logical way for alien worlds to communicate with one another, not the way of the radio telescope. Indeed, a technological approach to Space dealt death to a culture, sooner or later, the aliens told humanity.


The only true way was the way of the body-field. The human ‘body-field’! How Makindi enthused about it – as indeed did each lama who passed through our village. And rightly so.


Religions had always more or less acknowledged the existence of a body-field, a field of energy associated with each living organism. Why else did Christianity have its saints with haloes? Why else did the head of Buddha, in mediation, wear a bright corona? In the East the body-field had been charted for several millennia by various means: in highly abstract mandalas and other cosmic ‘circuit diagrams’, or, more practically, in acupuncture charts. But the superstitious masses doted on fakirs and miracles, while real holy men simply yearned for union with the great blank of nirvana.


In the West the body-field was largely ignored by religion, and by science until an American called Cleve Backster wired up a lie detector to the leaf of a rubber plant on a whim one day, and discovered that all living matter, even an individual sperm or a single living cell, possesses ‘Primary perception’ – an extended sensitivity field. Until a Russian called Kirlian photographed – electrically – the aura of his own body, and found it to be emitting flares of light corresponding to the ancient Chinese acupuncture points. Until leaves were filmed electrically, and seen to have a body-field that remained intact for a while even if the leaf was mutilated; proving that there was an energy body as well as a physical body. Given proper guidance and enough energy, the body-field could be beamed far from the body itself. Here at last the Eastern religions pruned their magic and mysticism, and the Westerm technologies found common ground.


The ‘astral plane’ – jeered at for years by Western science – was found at last to be the plane of the stars, indeed. Guides were waiting patiently, guides who had long been projecting their own, better-organized body-fields towards the human race, only to be taken for Gods or Devils, or phantoms of the afterlife – the very mistake made by those reincarnation-minded Tibetans who wrote the Book of the Dead. ‘The Book of Life’ it should have been called, instead!


‘Can you lend me this Book of the Dead, even if it is a bit wrong? I’d like to read it.’


He shook his head, regretfully.


‘I’ve only read a summary myself. You see, though it’s a great classic it’s also a profoundly misleading book. There are so many wrong notions in it. It took long enough to disentangle the sense from the nonsense! Bardo don’t want people confusing themselves again. Besides, somebody might try to put it into practice all on his own. You know how much some people want to be accepted for


Bardo travel.’ (I knew!) ‘But the Book of the Dead ignores a lot of the practical side – for instance the tantric yoga you need to free the body’s energy, to fuel the Bardo journey. The Book of the Dead is only one wheel of Bardo. A truck can race along on one wheel for a while, but then it topples over! Tantric yoga is only one wheel too. Raising that kind of energy in private is really dangerous. You need to study mandala diagrams to train your mind, you need computers to monitor your brain waves – oh so much else.’


‘Comrade Tara Dakini must have been either a very clever woman, or very lucky, to fit it all together by herself!’


‘Well, the Rakshasas helped her. They set up the first mental embassy here on Earth, and of course they showed us how to fit our jigsaw pieces together. Part of one Eastern religion here, part of another mental discipline there.’


‘A mental embassy? What does it look like? I can’t imagine.’


He chuckled. ‘Oh, just a building, like any other. I’ve seen photographs of the Procyon Embassy. It’s a converted hotel, on Miami Beach. Barnard’s Star use the Potala Palace in Tibet. The Yidags of Epsilon Indi use a Russian monastery near the old space centre in Kazakhstan. But the main thing is that you need a very special cast of mind to be just right for Bardo and not one tenth of one per cent of human beings have this.’


‘I know. I mustn’t feel disappointed.’


However, Makindi and my mother exchanged a glance. I knew what they believed. Perhaps their love for one another was so cemented by this hope that they needed to believe it, true or not.


I walked out into the blinding streets to be alone.


Astromancy. For me, the word held another word cradled in its arms.


Romance.


I wasn’t thinking of the erotic aspect of star flight, the need to take a love partner. I was imagining what it must be like to brush against such a being as a Rakshasa with one’s mind. Those fiery, mercurial shape-shifters, those flying denizens of cloud-cities soaked in the ruddy orange glow of an alien sunlight! How did they manifest themselves in Lhasa? Was it as a blazing light or pillar of fire? The Rakshasas had been exploring our galaxy for ten thousand years on the Bardo plane, they said. After ten millennia they had still only reached five hundred light years out from Barnard’s Star. It would take so much time to chart the whole galaxy and meet all the strange beings in it. A hundred thousand years might be too short. Yet free time was what we had now. That was the uniquely precious gift of Bardo. Breathing space!


Sunlight boomed on the white street, cleaving a line of darkness under the rippling tin awnings, where an old man sat at his sewing table running off white linen tunic tops. His foot danced on the pedal; danced in the same spot all the time, as the whole world danced joyfully nowadays, not moving anywhere. As I passed him, he grinned dreamily and broken-toothedly.


A bicycle lay on its side outside an open door. The ribbed track of its tyres uncoiled down the street like a very long sloughed snakeskin. A hen trod this path pedantically till a dog ran barking out of the house and scuttled it away in a clucking of affronted feathers. This was the pace of human life today. And this pace was exactly the same in Nairobi, New York, Moscow, Peking. We had saved ourselves. All space and time was ours.


There were still many large cities, true; but they were no longer the tumours of the twentieth century, as depicted in our school history book. That culture reached its breaking point because of its mad urge to conquer space with machines, and subdue the Earth in the same way – as though Nature wasn’t alive, a friend, and each plant did not have its own vital animated body-field but was a thing that needed poisons and chemicals to make it grow.


Science had its proper place in life today: the computer-rigging systems on the transocean sail-barges, or the solar energy panels for power, or the contracapsules in our arms limiting population to a sane level – all of them developed in the twentieth century, to be sure, but only as puny ‘alternatives’ to the main cancer of growth.


We were surely very different souls now from the main mass of greedy, selfish competitors then – more like their Chinese, in fact, who had helped inaugurate the New Way while the West went bankrupt and the alien guides at last made contact. Even their Chinese had had to discard their own false growth ideals, learnt from the West; though it was easier for them to reassert the cosmic forces that had always subtly moulded the human soul and tied it to the stars, without our knowing it. They had traditions on their side.


Very difficult for us now to understand the minds of twentieth century men – their blind thrust, like so many moles ramming themselves down dark tunnels in pursuit of wealth, power, spaceflight, super-highways, hectic travel, packaged electronic amusements! Our school history book, issued by Bardo, only stated the bare facts, the better to condemn the Bad Old Days.


At least we knew our own minds. Nothing that they had wanted then, did we want now. And truly we had given up nothing, but rather gained a sane and healthy world; and friendship with star peoples.


Calmness was a quality that I doubt they understood, those men and women of the previous ‘civilization’. We were calm now – but vibrant as well, like living plants rooted in the earth, each with its own scintillating aura. We had seen enough Kirlian photos of these in school. Each static vegetable was really a galaxy of light and energy. If we were static, we also sang with life.




THREE


Rajit came up to me in the street one day, carrying a glass and rubber mask with a pipe like a chimney sticking out of it.


‘It’s called a snorkel. You can see underwater.’ He stood fidgeting. ‘My uncle found it in one of the old beach hotels. Do you want to try it? Out on the island with me?’


Our fishermen never used anything like this. It was a genuine plaything from the age of waste. The breathing tube was even made of plastic. So his uncle had found it in one of the abandoned tourist hotels? In such perfect condition after all these years? I didn’t really believe him. But as there was no other explanation, after a while I just had to accept what he said.


Rajit had shot up tall and lanky since the cemetery days. He was many centimetres taller than me now, with fuzzy adolescent beard.


‘We can sail out with old man Mkwepu tomorrow. I already asked him. There’s a whole different reality underwater. You can almost feel what Bardo flight is like.’


I felt slightly repelled by the plastic tube. The whole world was once almost ruined by things like it: frivolities and trash by the cubic kilometre, using up resources uselessly. However, the mask was here and now, not two centuries ago, and I was curious to see what Rajit really wanted on the island. Evidently he felt it was time for more grown-up games than cemetery masquerades.


On Saturday morning, therefore, we helped Mkwepu to load his nets and sisal fish baskets into the outrigger – a home-made job like all small fishing boats, marks of the adze notching the wood everywhere inside. Mkwepu had painted a yantra mandala on the prow for luck: the nest of interlocking triangles, four pointing upward and three downward, which stood for male and female forces respectively, with a dot in the centre that was the reputed entry-point to Bardo Space – when you learned to enter it! (I was already preparing myself to learn, though. Staring at yantras and other mandalas by the hour, till they printed themselves on my mind’s eye like new brain circuits. Mkwepu’s painted yantra was crudely drawn, compared with the beautiful prints Makindi showed me, but it still had a hypnotic effect.)


The old man agreed merrily to maroon us on Sinda Island for the day, and we set sail for the fish shoals out there. Rajit had brought some palm wine, sweet coffee cakes and a pawpaw to feed us. He played a wooden flute as we sailed, tootling a glittering jagged melody that teased and excited.


‘We’re sailing on the surface of reality,’ he proclaimed importantly, taking the pipe from his lips to point at the foam sprinting past the prow. ‘Soon you’ll know what’s underneath it all.’


I laughed ‘I bet.’


For a long time we seemed very close to the shore then suddenly we crossed some visual dividing line and we were a vast distance away. The mainland shrank to a green line pasted along the sea horizon.


Apart from birds and crabs Sinda was deserted. Landcrabs as big as skulls scuttled among the spiky scrub. Speckled yellow weaver birds flitted through the tangle. Sooty gulls stamped up and down the beach at the tide line. Otherwise, only Rajit and I. Sea currents forked turbulently round the island some way offshore, leaving a hundred metres of slack inshore water rippling calmly back towards the beach.


When we undressed, it was so different from the last childish time in the cemetery. My breasts were little black pears now, with cusps like horns of the quarter-moon. Rajit was gangly to the point of emaciation, bones poking through his flesh in far too many places. Unpinning his turban, he sent it snaking up the shore. Unpeeling his hairnet, he let the glossy black rope cascade down. He looked like mad, skinny Kali in some frantic Calcutta oleograph. Little white camouflage crabs, thumbnail size, dived sideways into their steep tunnels; parts of the beach flickered and swallowed themselves.


The mask made my breathing sound like snoring. My words boomed and misted the face-plate. If Rajit looked strange with his hair let down, how strange did I look with a single blue plastic antler rearing from my head like a visible snake of Kundalini!


I paddled out into the shallows, ducked my head, and thrust forward. Before long, as promised, I was floating in the sky of an alien world I’d never seen before …


Corals branched and bloomed beneath: scarlet fans, purple tusks, violet dishes forming curious, tiered cities. Yellow brains squatted in fields of bristling urchins. The jet-black quills of the urchins waved softly in a liquid breeze, yet there was nothing soft or fleshy about the life, though bodies wore a soft jelly bloom, a velvet gel. This was a world where minerals had taken on static, garish life: a silicon planet with porous brain-masses and fungoid domes as its Thinkers, presiding over strange cities, vividly bright, midway between life and stone.


Tiny iridescent fish, more like darting flocks of birds, flashed through the cities, wings flickering and bubble-eyes staring. The cities seemed to be projecting these flickering motes of softer life through their skies as signals from one part to another. Would the cloud cities of the Rakshasa world, the forests of Asura, the Yidag bottle-beings seem any stranger? Abruptly, towers, tusks, tiers and brains all halted on one final sprawling lip. The world fell sheer away. I hung above a deep down precipice.


Down. So far down. In the abyss, out of focus, amorphous shapes lumbered and blundered. The Deep was crowded with them. Yet, too, they were invisible. They were just the blacknesses of the deep resisting light.


Was this the way the space between the stars would look? Not an emptiness that impeded nothing, but something heavy as lead whose fabric clung to the traveller instead of letting him pass? Something with its own fierce gravity very different from the gravity of worlds? Compared with this, did planets possess any true gravity at all – or was gravity merely a force of repulsion exerted on them by the heaviness of space?


I hung mesmerized, scared to my wits’ end, staring downwards. Drifting further outwards. Then a delta-shaped something flapped up towards me out of that stiff nothingness, detaching itself from its background, taking on colour. A fat rubbery sheet of matter congealed, and flew at me till it was brilliant blue, with yellow eyes glowing from all parts of it.


Not eyes. No. Spots all over its skin.


And then I recognised it.


Its two actual eyes stared up at me. Its tail flicked a whip that could kill me.


Thrashing my way back to the shallows, away from the sting-ray, I found Rajit floating on his back, hair spread around him like a veil.


When he stood up, the hair clung sleek and lank to his body, tracing lines of force from head to loins, and he was a Siddha, a man of power of ancient days. His gaze was harsh and commanding. His smile, shy and hungry. We walked up the beach together and he passed the bottle of palm wine to me in such a formal, ceremonial way. A nervous gush of words from him, endearments, flattery, compliments? None of that. He said nothing. He only did, after I had drunk. And it was better that way. It was more shocking, alien and mysterious – yet something expected, too, something that lay in wait, had always lain in wait. We made love on the beach with fierce concentration like silent strangers, unlocking the sealed doors in our hearts and bodies. We shocked awake the hidden selves within ourselves.
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