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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.


      




CHAPTER 
1


THE WOMAN SAT on the pink fabric of the softly padded float, combing her hair before the oval mirror and murmuring to herself. Those murmurings were all repetitions of the compliments paid her by her latest lover, who had just left her.


The unbreakable but translucent brown comb slipped smoothly through the shining strands of her auburn hair. It was not in need of combing; but she enjoyed this little private ritual of her own, after the men who kept her in such surroundings as this had gone. Her shoulders were bare and delicate, with smoothly pale flesh; and the equally pale column of her neck was hidden from behind by the strands which fell clear to the float. A faint odor, as of musk and perfume mingled, came from her—so light as to make it uncertain whether she had actually touched herself with perfume, or whether it was a natural scent, one that the nostrils of another person could barely catch.


The boy stood behind her and watched, his reflection hidden from the mirror by her own image in the shimmering electronic surface. He was listening to the words she repeated, waiting for a particular phrase to come from her lips.


It would come eventually, he knew, because it was part of the litany she taught all her men, without their really knowing that she had trained them to say these things to her, during and after the time of their love-making.


He was a tall, thin boy, halfway only on his way to adulthood, and his narrow face had almost unnaturally regular features that would grow and firm into a startling handsomeness with maturity, just strong enough to be beyond all delicacy. At the same time they resembled those of the woman gazing into the mirror.


He knew this to be true, although at the moment he could not see her face. He knew it because he had heard many people say it; and had eventually come to recognize what it was to which they referred. It did not matter to him now, except in his rare encounters with other boys his own age, who, glancing at him, assumed he could be easily dominated—and found out differently. On his own, and watching the woman over his limited years, he had learned many ways of defending himself.


—Now. She was coming close to the phrase he waited for. He held his breath a little. He could not help holding it, in spite of his determination not to.


“… how beautiful you are,” the woman was saying now to her image in the screen, “never was anyone so beautiful …”


It was time to speak.


“But we know different, don’t we, Mother?” the boy said, with a clear calmness in his voice that only an adult should have been able to achieve—and only hours of rehearsal had made possible even for him, intelligent beyond his years as he was.


Her voice stopped.


She turned about on the float, which spun unsupported in the air to the movement of her body; and her face stared back into his from hardly a handsbreadth away.


In that moment her green eyes blazed at him. Her knuckles clenched about the comb were bloodless, holding it now like a weapon—as if she would rake its teeth across his throat to open both windpipe and carotid artery. She had not known, she had not thought—and he had planned on that—of the possibility that he might be standing behind her at one of these times.


For a long moment the boy looked at death; and if the expression of his own face did not change, it was not because the great fear of extinction was not on him, at last. It was because he was frozen, as if hypnotized, in no expression at all. He had finally taken this risk, knowing that his words might actually drive her to kill him. Because he had at last reached the point where he knew he could only survive away from her. And in the young the urge to survive is strong, even at the cost of risking death.


A few years from now and he would have known what she would do when he said what he had just said; but he could not wait to know. In a few years it would be too late.


He was eleven years old.


So he waited … for her to follow the impulse to kill that blazed in her eyes. For the cruelty of his words—even to her—was the utmost he could use against her. For what he had just said was true. A truth never mentioned.


They knew. They two—mother and son—knew. The woman was not bad looking, except for the heavy, squarish boning of her face. With the almost magical art of makeup she controlled, she could be taken for attractive—perhaps very attractive.


But she was not beautiful. She had never been beautiful and never would be; and it was to give her that word for which her soul hungered that she had used the great weapon of her mind, to teach those men she chose to parrot it to her at the right moments.


It was her lack of beauty, in spite of all else she had, that she could not bear. The fact that all her power of intelligence and will, that could give her everything else, could not give her this, too. And Bleys, at eleven years, had just forced her to face it. The comb, tines outward, rose in her trembling hand.


He watched the points of it approach. He felt the fear. It was a fear he had known he would feel; even as he knew he had no choice, for survival’s sake, but to speak.


The comb, shaking, rose like a weapon unconsciously driven. He watched it come, and come, and come … until, inches from his throat, it stopped.


The fear did not go. It was only held, like a beast on a chain; though now he knew he would live, at least. In the end, what he had gambled on—her heritage and training as an Exotic, one of a people socially incapable of any violence—was making it impossible for her to do what her torn ego urged her to do. She had left the twin worlds of the Exotics, and all their teachings and beliefs, as far behind her as she could; but she could not, even now, go against the training and conditioning they had given her, even before she had been able to walk.


The blood returned to her knuckles. The comb slowly lowered. She laid it carefully down on the table of honey-colored wood below the mirror behind her; setting it down carefully, as if it was fragile and would break at a touch, instead of being tough as steel. She was once more her controlled and certain self.


“Well, Bleys,” she said, in perfectly calm tones, “I think the time has come for you and I to go different ways.”




CHAPTER 
2


BLEYS HUNG IN space, solitary and completely isolated, light-years from the nearest stars, let alone from any world holding even one of the human race. Cold, apart, and alone, but forever free …


Only, his imagination would not hold. Abruptly, he lost it. It was only a private screen in the ship’s lounge that he stared into—and it was full of star-points of varying brightness.


He was alone; but back with the cold, scared feeling that had never left him since he boarded, seated in one of the great, green, over-padded swivel chairs in the ship taking him from New Earth, where he had left his mother two days earlier, to the “Friendly” planet of Association, which was to be his home from now on.


One more day and he would be there.


Somehow he had not thought about the future in any detail beyond the moment when he would confront his mother. Somehow he had expected that once he had won free of her, and his legion of ever changing caretakers who kept him encased in an iron routine of study, practice, and all else, things would automatically become better. But now that he was actually in the future there was no evidence that it was going to be so.


His docking place on Association was to be the large spaceport at Ecumeny. This city had one of only twelve such spaceports on that whole world; for it was a poor planet, poor in natural resources, like its brother “Friendly” world of Harmony.


Most of the religious colonists who had settled both worlds made their living from the land, with tools and machines that were made on the planet where they lived. For there were almost no interstellar credits to pay for imported devices; except when a draft of young men would be sold off on a term contract, as mercenaries to one of the other worlds where military disputes were still going on between colonies.


Bleys had been pretending to be absorbed in that destination on his starscreen. Particularly the star of the destination, Epsilon Eridani, around which circled both Association and Harmony. As Kultis and Mara circled the star of Alpha Procyon—the twin Exotic worlds on which Bleys’ mother had been born and brought up; and which she had left forever in fury and disgust at her people, the Exotics, who would not give her the privileges and liberties to which she was sure her own specialness entitled her.


Association was only eight phase-shifts from New Earth—as restatements of the ship’s position in the universe were ordinarily, but not correctly, called.


If it had been only a matter of making each phase-shift in turn, Bleys was already aware, they would have been at Association in a matter of hours after leaving New Earth. But there was a problem built into phase-shifting. It was that the longer the ordinary space-time distance that was disregarded by an individual restatement, the more uncertain became the point at which the ship would return to ordinary space-time existence after making a shift. That meant recalculation of the ship’s position, every time a shift was made.


Consequently, to be extra-safe for the paying passengers, this trip was being made in small shifts of position, taking a full three days. He would be met on landing at Association by the man who would take care of him from now on; the older brother of Ezekiel MacLean, one of the earlier men in his mother’s life. Also, the only other permanent individual in Bleys’ life along with her, for as far back as he could remember.


It was Ezekiel who had been the only bright spot in Bleys’ existence. It was Ezekiel who had chosen to accept the blame not only for being the father of Bleys, but of Bleys’ older half-brother, Dahno. Dahno, who had, like Bleys, been sent off to Henry MacLean and his farm on Association, some years back. It was like Ezekiel to do so.


In a strange way Ezekiel was both like and unlike Bleys’ mother. She had left the Exotic worlds. He, born a Friendly on Association, had left that world as if he fled from it, rather than with the disdain and fury with which she had shaken the dust of her native world of Kultis from her feet. Ezekiel MacLean was the exact opposite of what those on other worlds imagined Friendlies to be. He was gentle, warm, easygoing—and somehow so good at all these things that he had been suffered to continue to hang around Bleys’ mother and Bleys himself, through the succession of lovers that Bleys’ mother had taken since.


Normally, Bleys’ mother drove her former paramours from her, once she had chosen a new one. But Ezekiel seemed willing to take on a position that was half-friend, half-servant. His round, freckled face always cheerful, always obliging, he raised the spirits of Bleys’ mother—and they were usually not high spirits. Ezekiel was useful to her, although he had long since been shut out of her bedroom.


An example of this convenience—for Bleys’ mother had no idea of who his real father was—had been Ezekiel’s contacting Henry on Association, two weeks back, to see if he would take in yet one more supposed bastard child of his wandering and irreligious brother.


Bleys had always suspected that Henry had a soft spot for Ezekiel, although Ezekiel had pictured his brother as hard as flint. Certainly, Henry had not turned Dahno, Bleys’ 10-year-older half-brother down, earlier; and he had not turned Bleys down now. It had been Ezekiel, with his never-failing good humor and kindness, who had offered Bleys some relief from the iron discipline of the caretakers and his unpredictable mother. And now Ezekiel was left behind also.


Dahno, in his time, she had kept with her, on the basis that only she could control him. But this had not worked after all; and Dahno, at only a couple of years older than Bleys was now, had literally tried to run away from her. As a result she had shipped him off to Henry, and determined that she would not make the same error again.


Nor had she. She herself was completely willful and undependable. But Bleys had been put under the control of caretakers, changed as each new lover moved them to a different location and hired a different set. They guarded and ordered him at all times, letting him out only to show off to his mother’s guests. At which times she basked in the reflected glory of having a genius child.


A genius he was, legitimately. But that accident of birth had been supplemented by long hours of study, under the caretakers’ discipline.


Actually, the study was the last thing he minded. All things fascinated him. His mother, unable to escape her Exotic upbringing, would never, for example, have punished him physically. But the rules of an environment she laid out for him, making sure he would be under the supervision of caretakers at all times, were as rigid as those in a prison.


So it was little help that punishment was non-physical, a room to which he would be sent to “think over what he had done.”


This would be a room, not unpleasant in itself, but with the only furniture in it a force-field bed, that needed no bedcoverings. It was merely a field in which the body sank until it was enwrapped by the field itself and kept at a desirable warmth and softness according to the wishes of its occupant.


It had been a room which enforced idleness. There were not even books; not merely in the archaic sense of bound cardboard and paper, but in the modern sense of spindles or disks inserted into a reading machine. So he did there what any lonely child would do; and let his imagination take him places.


He had dreamed of a land where there were no caretakers, there was no mother, and he had a wand with ultimate power that gave him unlimited authority and freedom. It had been a land where there was absolutely no changing of the people about him. That was one thing that, as absolute ruler, he insisted upon.


It was a land where he lived in sharp contrast to his real life.


He sat now, remembering all this on the spaceship to Association. He had been ecstatic at first at the idea of escaping. But gradually it had dawned on him, during these days on shipboard, that he might be going merely to the equivalent of yet another set of caretakers.


As he had used his quick, childish memory, schooled and trained until it was almost eidetic, to memorize stock tables and current news, so now he studied religious materials he had brought along to prepare himself and shield him in this new encounter—with this “uncle,” and his two sons, whose names Bleys did not even yet know.


In between the times when he merely sat staring at the stars, feeling himself not so much enclosed by the warmth of the spaceship but as someone apart and isolated from the human race, placed light-years from anything human or any human world. In solitude, he had studied the material brought with him, committing long passages to memory until he had all of it tucked away to the point where he could parrot it back.


—As he had parroted back the stock tables, real estate prices, and current political actions of the world his mother was on, to make himself sound knowledgeable to her guests. When, indeed, most of the time he had no idea of the meanings of many of the words he said to them.


It was on the second day of spaceship travel that, all unprepared, he suddenly became aware of someone at his side.


Unaware of it, Bleys had been a subject of discussion in the lounge for some time now.


“I think he’s lonely,” one of the two uniformed women on lounge duty had been saying to the other. “Most children move around. They want soft drinks from the bar. They get bored and pester you. He just sits and isn’t any trouble at all.”


“Be thankful, then, and leave him to go on doing it,” said the other attendant.


“No, I think he’s lonely,” the first attendant had insisted. “Something serious must have happened where he came from, and he’s lonely and upset. That’s why he’s keeping to himself this way.”


The other lounge attendant was skeptical. She was the senior of the two in job experience and had been on many more flights than the concerned one, who was a young, pert-faced redhead, with a small, neat body that complemented her blue and silver uniform. Finally, in spite of the strong suggestions by her co-worker that she simply leave the boy alone, the redhead approached Bleys, sitting down on the seat closest to his and swiveling it so that she could look at him from the side.


“Are you getting acquainted with the stars?” she asked.


Bleys was instantly on guard. His life had taught him to be wary of any seemingly friendly approaches. In spite of how she looked and spoke, here was most probably another caretaker come to pretend friendship as a preliminary to controlling him. It had become a reflex in him to reject any sudden attempt at friendship by people hitherto unknown; experience had too often taught him it was a false front.


“Yes,” he said, hoping that the pretense of being immersed in star study would cut short the overtures of the other. Perhaps she was only going to offer to show him how to handle some of the controls—though he had already worked these out for himself. Then she would go away and leave him alone.


“You’re getting off on Association, aren’t you?” she persisted. “Somebody’s meeting you there, of course—at the spaceport?”


“Yes,” answered Bleys, “my uncle.”


“Is he fairly young, your uncle?”


Bleys had no idea how old his uncle was supposed to be. But then he decided that it really made no difference how he answered.


“He’s twenty-eight years old,” said Bleys. “He’s a farmer in a little town some distance from the spaceport and his name is Henry.”


“Henry! That’s a nice name,” said the attendant. “Do you know his last name too, and his address?”


“His last name’s ‘McClain.’ Actually, it’s spelled ‘M-a-c-L-e-a-n.’ I don’t know his address—”


This much was a lie. Bleys had read the address, and his memory, which now forgot almost nothing, had stored it away. But he hid that fact, just as he had learned to hide his own intelligence and skills, except in those cases where he was called upon by his mother to show them off, or the situation was such that it looked as if he could gain by performing.


“But I’ve got it right here at my feet,” he said, and reached down toward the little bag that he kept with him at the foot of the chair, that had his identification and his letters of credit.


“Oh, you don’t need to show me,” said the attendant, “I’m sure you’re all set. But wouldn’t you like to do something else for a change, instead of just sitting here and watching your star-screen? Wouldn’t you like some kind of soft drink from the bar?”


“No, thank you,” said Bleys. “Watching the star-screen is part of my studies. I’m missing some school because of this vacation with Uncle Henry; so I’ve got to keep up on my studies as much as possible. I thought I’d do most of my space-watching on the way there, so that I wouldn’t have to spend any time doing it on the way back.”


“Oh. I understand,” said the attendant.


It was not so much Bleys’ words, as the confidence he was able to put into his voice, alert and vital, that reassured the cabin attendant. She was beginning to rethink her original guess that his trip was the result of some death or other crisis in his family, and that he had needed to be brought out of himself.


Actually, she also knew the name and address of the Association man who was to meet Bleys. It was required on all regularly-scheduled spaceliners for the cabin attendants to take on certain responsibilities toward any passenger twelve years of age and under, traveling alone.


“In fact,” said Bleys, “I really should be getting to my studying right now, if you don’t mind. I’ve got a book and reader I ought to be checking the stars with.”


“Oh. Well, I’m sure we don’t want you disturbed. But if you want anything, you just press the buzzer and I’ll be right over. All right?”


“All right. Thank you,” answered Bleys, already reaching over to get into his carry-bag, “I will.”


She got up and left. She did not bother to glance at the reader now on his knees, slightly bigger than a slim box that could be held conveniently within Bleys’ two hands. So she did not notice that the page of the first book revealed on the electronic screen of the reader was entitled in large letters, The Bible. Nor could she have guessed that underneath that book were stored others by some writers of the Muslim and other faiths.


Having taken out the reader, Bleys sat with it on his knees. He was experienced at appearing to do something, while leaving his mind free to occupy itself otherwise.


He actually still had some reading to do in the Bible, which had been Ezekiel’s, and given to him when he left, with a strange sadness. Bleys had long since memorized the names of the prophets; but he had also been reading through it for what he thought of as stories, little bits of histories and adventures, like the account of David’s encounter with Goliath, that were more interesting, and stuck better, if anything, in his memory with one reading.


But the attendant had gone now; and in this particular moment he was feeling more lost and abandoned than ever. It was a strange thing. He would have liked to have trusted her and welcomed the warm emotional offering she was making to him, but he could not trust her. He could trust nobody.


He did not think of his feeling about the attendant as a sign he was lonely. He did not, in one sense, really know what “loneliness” was. He felt it, strongly; but he had never had the opportunity to measure its dimensions. He only knew that when he had been very young he had been under the impression that his mother loved him. Then, sometime very early, he had become aware that she did not. She either ignored him, or was briefly pleased with him, when he was able to do something that reflected well upon her.


Now he should carry through what he said he would do, and read. But the will to do it failed him, foundering in his even deeper fears of the future which had been triggered off by his turning away the attendant’s attempt to reach him.


The reader with its Bible, its Koran, and the other religious books which the library to which he had gone on New Earth had listed for him as being the most likely ones that might be used in worship on the Friendlies, lay forgotten in his lap.


Once more, he felt the terrible separateness, the feeling of being off in space from all the other human worlds and human people; and to combat it he dredged up his old dream of a magic wand that would give him exactly the kind of people around him and the kind of life he yearned for.


But even this would not work, now. The passages he had memorized from the books in the reader he now held on his knees seemed like fragile, almost useless, things to make friends for him with whoever he might encounter on Association. The ways he had learned to amuse and impress grownups like his mother’s guests, would not work on a farm on an ultra-religious world like Association.


All sorts of things could be required and expected of him by Henry and his two sons, beyond the matter of being clever or learned.


He had never felt so helpless. He had really nothing to offer them, Henry MacLean and his family, beyond these memorized words from the Bible and the other books he had brought. What was he, after all, but a monkey with a bag of tricks—?


The memory came grimly back to him, of where he had heard that phrase. Shortly before he had left his mother, a friend of Ezekiel’s had come around—obviously with his mother’s indifferent permission but at Ezekiel’s invitation—and talked to him.


The friend had been a slightly overweight, gray-haired man, with a touch of accent. There had been something different about his talk that Bleys could not put his finger on exactly. Like the cabin attendant just now, he had tried to be friendly. Bleys had been tempted to like him, but those he had dared to let himself like had been taken from him so many times before that he held his feelings in check automatically. The man had asked a great many questions and Bleys had answered truthfully those he felt safe answering truthfully; otherwise he pretended he did not understand their real meaning.


After a couple of meetings with him, he did not see the gray-haired man again for several days. Then on the day just before the one on which Bleys left, he was coming into a side sitting room of the main lounge of the enormous hotel suite that his mother was now occupying, and heard Ezekiel’s voice from the next room. Answering him was the voice of the gray-haired man. But the gray-haired man was now talking much differently, with different words and cadences to his speech; and Bleys realized suddenly that he was hearing the type of Basic affected by some of the ultra-religious Friendlies—called “cant.”


Bleys had checked, hidden in the side room and listening. The gray-haired man was talking about him.


“—A monkey with a bag of tricks,” the gray-haired man was saying, “thou knowest it as well as I do, Ezekiel. That was all the need his mother ever has had of him, and all the use she ever made of him. It was wise of thee to call me in to observe the boy. There are no lack of good psychomedicians in this city; but none who, like myself, grew up in the same district as Henry and yourself on Association. For I can indeed tell you something about the boy. For one thing, he’s not another Dahno.”


“I know that,” said Ezekiel, “Dahno was very intelligent too; but he was as big as a grown man at twelve years old and easily as powerful as a grown man. The Lord only knows what size he is now.”


“That, I don’t know,” said the gray-haired man, “but I have heard he is as a giant nowadays, and probably it has been the will of the Lord that he have a giant’s strength.”


“But you say Bleys is different,” said Ezekiel’s voice. “How can that be? His mother kept him if anything, more under control than she did Dahno. You’re the psychomedician.


You actually saw and met Dahno when he was still kept on a string by his mother.”


“But this difference is enormous, I tell thee,” said the gray-haired man’s voice. “Dahno grew up with their mother, for she trusted no one else to control him; and he is another like her, in every way. He even has the ability she had, to charm a snake into choking itself to death by swallowing its own tail. But this boy, Bleys, even though he hath been under the same roof, hath been raised entirely differently.”


“Oh, I know,” Ezekiel said. “You’re thinking of the caretakers. It’s true that he’s been tied down much more tightly than Dahno was. But—”


“Nay, but the difference goeth far beyond that,” interrupted the gray-haired man. “He hath been given a totally different upbringing. Dahno was part of his mother’s life. This little fellow hath had no part of it. As I say, to her he hath been only a monkey with a bag of tricks. Something to show off to other people and preen herself about. But think thee now of Bleys’ life as it must be and hath been, from the inside. He was like unto a soldier, under strict discipline at all times. A child less intelligent would have been ruined by this time. He is not ruined, the Lord be thanked for that; but he is put on a totally different path. Hast thou marked the boy’s isolation? Hast thou noticed that he trusts no one—unless it is yourself?”


Bleys could heard Ezekiel’s sigh.


“Yes,” he said, “that much is true. When I’ve had a chance to, I’ve tried to get him out of his shell. But all the rest of the time, and everything else’s he’s had to do, put him in it too tightly. Anyway, that wasn’t the point. I wanted you to give me an idea of whether he would be all right with Henry, back on Association.”


“Thy brother, Henry,” said the gray-haired man’s voice, “was someone I grew up with. I may not know him as well as yourself, but I know him very well indeed. Yes, whether for good or ill, Bleys will survive and grow along the path he hath been already started on, once he gets to Association. What has been nurtured in him is far closer to that of our people—that which thou ran away from, thyself, Ezekiel—than it is to this world we’re on, or even the world of Exotics. Yet, he is Exotic also; and what will come of the blend I do not know. But, he will get along with Henry. Dost thou suppose I could see him again for a short time?”


“Certainly, certainly,” said Ezekiel, “I’ll just go and have a word with the chief caretaker and then I’ll come back and get you. Do you want to wait here?”


“As well here, as any place in this over-pillowed suite,” said the gray-haired man.


“I’ll be right back,” said Ezekiel, his voice receding.


Bleys turned and hurried back into his own quarters. He was apparently deep in reading a book on ancient languages of Old Earth, when Ezekiel came and got him.


“Medician James Selfort would like to speak to you again,” said Ezekiel, when he found Bleys, “would you like that?”


“Yes,” Bleys had said, putting down his reader with the book still in it, “I like him.”


The last few words, like so many that Bleys uttered, were not strictly true. But it was a fact that he did not dislike the mart; and now, having overheard part of their conversation, he was warming to James Selfort, who seemed to be on his side, with Ezekiel, in spite of his “monkey with a bag of tricks …” statement. So Bleys found himself wanting to talk to Selfort again, in hopes of hearing more hopeful things about himself.


As it turned out, he did not. But he had clung tightly all through this trip to the fact that in the overheard conversation Selfort had said to Ezekiel that he, Bleys, would survive on Association. Remembering it now, he found himself warmed by that opinion, and his current depression lifted.


One thing in favor of the people and the place he was going to. They and it would not change on him within weeks, or a few months, as the caretakers had and everything else about his life with his mother. He could learn the rules there once; and then be sure of them.


He was nothing right now but that monkey Selfort had called him. Certainly he was no Exotic, twice removed from that identity by his Mother’s denial of it; and the fact that she had kept all things Exotic—except herself—from him. Consequently, he could be anything, in pursuit of the dream he had dreamed so many times when he had been in the caretakers’ “thinking room,” with himself in a solid, fixed universe, holding the magic wand to keep all of it the way he wanted it.


There was no reason he could not reach that dream also by becoming a Friendly first. It would mean everything would have to be learned all over again—all of it different from anything he had ever known before. But he would be able to belong to other people and still make his own freedom.


It was even possible that Uncle Henry could be a rock against which he could lean—Henry and the probably stable, dependable people who were his neighbors and attended the same church. It was just barely possible that Bleys might find them understanding of him, accepting him, and offering him a place to belong.


It all depended on his being able to become a Friendly. Maybe then, in time, he could actually go on to become what he pretended; and there would be no doubt in anyone, no doubt in himself. …


He sat in the big chair, staring at the screen with eyes that did not see it, but instead seeing a future that might be what he had always wanted. The warmth of the possibility carried him back into his dream, in which he hung in space, solitary, completely isolated from the rest of the race—but master, at last of himself and his universe.


He looked at all the suns with planets where the human race had settled. But it was the planets he gazed on, not their suns. The time would come, he told himself, the time would inevitably come, when nowhere on any of them was anyone who could order his life.


Rather he would order theirs.


That last thought was so exciting as to verge on frightening him. He pulled back from it. But he lingered a moment longer. …


“—Do you see that?” the young, red-haired cabin attendant said to the older one.


“No, what?” asked the older one.


“The boy. The look on his face. Look!”


The older was busily inventorying the liquor. She did not look up right away.


“What look?” she asked, when she finally lifted her head.


“It’s gone now,” the younger said. “But he was looking so strange for a moment, there. So strange. …”




CHAPTER 
3


BEFORE THE SHIP entered the atmosphere of the planet of its destination, it switched from phase-shifting to its ordinary engines. Within the hour it landed at Ecumeny; and its passengers were escorted from the lounge into a deceptively small terminal—that was actually only one of many terminals scattered over a large plain near that city. All senses alert, like some small, wary animal, Bleys carried his personal case off with him, hidden from his surroundings by the tall adult bodies that joined him in thronging the disembarking passage.


He was tight as a bowstring. Now that he had arrived, his plans, the Bible and other books he had studied on the way, seemed like fragile things for his hopes of making new friends to depend upon. The reality of finally being here was like stepping into a new universe.


The terminal waiting room was a large, circular place with light silver carpeting, as opposed to the familiar dark green of the upholstery on the overstuffed chairs of the lounge; and a number of people were standing there waiting for those who were landing. The red-haired cabin attendant went with him, saying she would point out his uncle to him when they got there. She had, herself, been provided with a picture of Henry.


He was standing a little aside from the others who were waiting when they found him; and Bleys’ hopes sank a little at the sight of him. He had none of Ezekiel’s open face and engaging smile. This was a man of surprisingly indeterminate age, whose hair had not so much grayed as become drab with approaching middle age. Certainly he was more than twenty-eight years old.


He was tall, thin almost to the point of emaciation, with a narrow, potentially unyielding face, and an impatient air about him.


His clothes were universal working clothes—rough dark pants, and rough dark shirt, under a leather-like jacket of some black material. The bones of his face were so narrow that the features of it seemed pinched to a sharpness like that of an ax-blade. He had dark eyes which focused like twin weapon barrels on the attendant and Bleys as they came up to him.


“Bleys,” said the cabin attendant, stooping down a little to speak into Bleys’ ear, “this is your uncle, Henry MacLean. Mr. MacLean?”


“The same,” answered the man. His voice was somewhere between rusty and harsh in an otherwise light baritone. “I thank the Lord for your kindness, attendant. I’ll take care of him, now.”


“Honored to meet you at last, sir,” said Bleys.


“No need for frills, boy,” said Henry MacLean. “Come with me.”


He turned around and led the way out of the terminal waiting room with such briskness that, although his height was only a few inches greater than the average, he set a pace that had Bleys trotting to keep up with him.


Outside the terminal, they went down a slope into a long underground tunnel and stepped onto a floating strip that moved them along; at first, slowly, then at faster and faster speeds, apparently accompanied by a flow of air that moved with them, since there was no feeling of a breeze in their face.


Still, so swiftly did they end up moving that Bleys guessed they had covered a number of kilometers within several minutes by the time the strip slowed again and they were let off at the far end before wide, glass doors that opened automatically. They stepped out into a gray, cool day with a stiff breeze moving damp air under low-hanging clouds that threatened rain.


“Sir! Uncle! said Bleys, trotting beside him, “I have luggage—”


“That will already have been delivered to me,” answered Henry, without looking down at him, “and let me hear no more ‘sirs’ from you, boy—Bleys. ‘Sir’ implies rank; and there’s no rank, in our church.”


“Yes, Uncle,” said Bleys.


They continued for some distance, until the parked vehicles thinned out. At last they came to a number of other vehicles, motorized, but with wheels, rather than the skirts around their bottom edges that marked the hovercraft or magnetic-field style of transport which made up most of the ranks they had passed through so far.


Eventually, beyond these, they came at last to unmotorized transports. These varied from carts to wagons, and finally to something that was neither cart nor wagon, but something of both, but which like the rest had a team of goats harnessed to it and tethered in place. Beside it stood Bleys’ single small bag.


“How did they get it here so quickly, Uncle?” asked Bleys, fascinated to see the expensive case glittering beside the unpainted, goat-driven cart.


“They drop off a luggage container on landing, before taxiing to the terminal,” answered his uncle, shortly. “It’s done automatically. Put your bag in the back and we’ll cover it with a tarp. It’ll likely rain before we’re home. You and I sit in the cab, up front.”


Bleys moved to help; but his uncle was too quick for him. The bag was loaded and covered before Bleys had done more than begin trying to help.


“In the other door with you, boy,” said Henry, opening the left side door of the wooden cab for himself. Bleys ran around and let himself in on the right side, closing the door behind him and securing it with a loop of rope that seemed to act as a door-lock.


Within, the cab was much more obviously home-built than it had appeared to be, looked at from the outside. It was like a closed wagon on the inside, with cut-out holes for the reins in a dashboard below a windscreen made of some transparent material—not glass, for it was bent and creased in places.


Reins to the goats ran through the holes. He and his uncle were seated on what seemed like an old bench, thinly covered with something like the tarp they had used to cover the luggage in the open back of the vehicle, and padded underneath the tarp-material with straw or dried grass, of which ends stuck out. The back, where there was a backrest to their seat, was similarly padded.


Bleys had been eager to get into the cab. He was dressed for shipboard. In fact, he had never owned anything but warm-weather clothes in his life, since his whole life had been spent either inside buildings or at places that were at a season of summer temperatures. But the cab, aside from the fact that no wind blew through it, was just as damp and cold as it had been outside.


He was shivering.


“Here!” said Henry MacLean, gruffly. He picked up what turned out to be a jacket, not unlike his own, but smaller—though still too long in the sleeves and wide in the shoulders for Bleys. He helped Bleys into it with one arm. Bleys gratefully closed it about him, buttoning the front up tightly, with its row of awkward, primitive buttons.


“Thought you wouldn’t have anything to wear,” said Henry. For a moment there was a blunting of the edge to his harsh voice. “Think you’ll be warm enough, now?”


“Yes, Uncle,” said Bleys; and with the warmth to prompt him, his mind began to work again. A lifetime of surviving by giving grown-ups the responses they thought proper and correct brought the answer to Bleys’ lips without conscious thought. “I thank God for your kindness, Uncle.”


Henry, who had picked up the reins and looked ahead again, stopped abruptly. His head snapped around to stare at Bleys.


“Who told you to say that?” His voice was totally harsh again, and threatening.


Bleys stared back at him with a look of utter innocence. Actually Henry himself had given him the words, with Henry’s opening speech to the lounge attendant. But the question triggered a panic in him. How could he ever explain to this almost-stranger how he had learned to pick up phrases from adults and use them back to the same people?


“The woman,” he lied, “the woman who took care of me said that that was the proper thing to say, here.”


“What woman?” demanded Henry.


“The woman who took care of me,” said Bleys. “She took care of me, arranged for my meals and my clothes and everything. She was from Harmony. She’d married somebody on New Earth, I guess. Her name was Laura.”


Henry stared hard at him, as if his eyes were searchlights which would illuminate and uncover any lie. But Bleys had had too much experience at looking completely blank, misunderstood, and innocent. He stared back.


“Well,” said Henry, turning back his head once more toward the front of the cart. He gave the reins a shake that started the goats to moving. There were eight of them, harnessed in pairs, pulling the cart; and they moved it, it seemed, with comparative ease. But it was strange to Bleys to feel the jolting of the wheels of the vehicle on the surface over which they were passing, used as he was to hovercraft and magnetic-floatcraft.


“We’ll talk more about this woman, then,” said Henry.


In spite of his last words, however, Henry MacLean said no more for a long time, merely concentrating on guiding his goat team and the goat cart along various roads leading away from the spaceport.


At first the road was like a massive ribbon of half a dozen colors, draped over the surface of the ground. All around the land was bare, not even trees showing; only in the distance, occasionally, they would see one of the landing terminals.


All Bleys’ senses were alert, his eyes, his ears, his nose recorded the sights, sounds and smells of the goat-cart, the road surface beneath their wheels and the day outside the windscreen and cab of the cart.


They were traveling in the lane on the far left of the highway, the darkest colored of all the stripes that made up a number of different parallel roadways leading away from the spaceport and obviously designed for different vehicles.


At the far right, the striped road was so wide that Bleys was not able to see clearly the vehicles on it. But at its further edge must be the near-white surface, seamless and almost electronically smooth, above which Bleys could almost see magnetic float vehicles traveling. These were disk-shaped. They moved, by contrast with the goat-cart, at blinding speed; so that in any case it would have been hard to get a good look at them.


Not that Bleys needed to know what they looked like, since he had traveled in many such during the earlier years of his life, going with his mother from one hotel to another, or from a hotel to some palatial private home.


Just in from the strip for float vehicles was the one for hovercraft. Next was the strip for small passenger-carrying, wheeled vehicles that were also motorized, and then, next closest, the one for large, motorized transport-carrying wheeled vehicles.


Last of all was their strip, the one for unmotorized wheeled vehicles, with the slowest, like the goat cart, at the extreme edge.


In between the goat-cart and the wheeled vehicle strips were a number of other unmotorized vehicles of varying types. They ranged from other versions of goat wagons like Henry MacLean’s to odd vehicles, such as one whose wheels were moved by two men pumping a horizontal lever, see-saw fashion, between them. In among all the rest, in and out, were bicycles, some of them with carts pulled behind them.


As their own cart moved along, strip after strip peeled off from the roadway. First to go was the near-white strip above which the magnetic vehicles moved. It headed off over the horizon to their right. Shortly thereafter, the strip for hovercraft also parted company with them. It was some longer time—whether it was a longer distance or not, Bleys was in no position to judge—before the two strips carrying motorized vehicles also left them. They were at last traveling on a single strip for unmotorized traffic, though this was still at least five vehicles wide.


Finally, however, even this strip also began to narrow, as the carts and wagons on it turned down side roads. A few trees were beginning to appear on the horizon now; and Bleys, who in his omnivorous reading had also gotten into books on trees, recognized most of these as variforms of earth flora—mainly the softwoods and conifers. Only occasionally was a variform hardwood maple, elm, oak, or ironwood tree seen growing among them.


Now as the traffic dwindled down to almost nothing, the trees moved in, and soon they were passing through what seemed to be almost solid forest with only an occasional open area of grassy meadow, or an occasional valley with a small river. Now they were headed uphill; although the goats pulling Henry’s goat-cart showed no sign of the extra effort this must require.


It was only when they had the road almost completely to themselves, that Henry MacLean spoke again.


“This woman,” he said, glancing briefly down at Bleys and then back at the road, “what else did she tell you?”


“Stories mainly, Uncle,” said Bleys, “about David and Goliath. About Moses and the Ten Commandments. Stories about the kings and prophets.”


“Do you remember any of this?” demanded Henry. “What do you remember of the story of David and Goliath?”


Bleys took a deep breath and began to talk in the tone of voice with which he had kept visitors to his mother entertained. Hope rose in him at the chance to show off this early to this new uncle. He spoke in a solemn, steady utterance that made every word plain.


The words flowed freely from his memory:




“—And there went out a champion out of the camp of the Philistines,” said Bleys, “named Goliath, of Gath, whose height was six cubits and a span …”





He was aware of Henry’s eyes on him—but they gave him no clue. Bleys went on.




“… And he had an helmet of brass upon his head, and he was armed with a coat of mail; and the weight of the coat was five thousand shekels of brass.


“And he had greaves of brass upon his legs, and a target of brass between his shoulders.


“And the staff of his spear was like a weaver’s beam; and his spear’s head weighed six hundred shekels of iron: and one bearing a shield went before him.”





Out of the corners of his eyes, Bleys could still see Henry’s face, unchanged. Bleys felt his heart sink. But he kept his voice confident and went on.




“… And he stood and cried unto the armies of Israel, and said unto them, Why are ye come out to set your battle in array? am not I a Philistine, and ye servants to Saul? choose you a man for you, and let him come down to me.


“If he be able to fight with me, and to kill me, then will we be your servants: but if I prevail against him, and kill him, then shall ye be our servants, and serve us.


“And the Philistine said, I defy the armies of Israel this day; give me a man, that we may fight together.


“When Saul and all Israel heard those words of the Philistine, they were dismayed, and greatly afraid …”





Henry MacLean was staring fixedly at Bleys, who continued to watch the man out of the corners of his eyes while pretending to gaze ahead out through the windshield. The reins hung lax in Henry’s hands, but the goats continued, keeping directly down the road as they had been doing. Bleys went on:




“… Now David was the son of that Ephrathite of Bethlehem-judah, whose name was Jesse …”





He continued quoting. Henry continued to listen without a change of expression; and the cart continued without direction directly down the road under the lowering gray sky, the clouds of which were now darkening and threatening rain.


Bleys had had experience in holding an audience, and he knew how with tone and voice to work up to the climax of a story. Now he was getting to the climax of the account of the combat between David and Goliath, the Philistine. Henry should be showing some reaction now if he was ever going to; but he showed none. Bleys’ voice changed accordingly, rising a bit in tone and the words speeding up:




“… Then said David to the Philistine, Thou contest to me with a sword, and with a spear, and with a shield: but I come to thee in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, who thou hast defied.


“This day will the Lord deliver thee into mine hand; and I will smite thee, and take thine head from thee; and I will give the carcases of the host of the Philistines this day unto the fowls of the air, and to the wild beasts of the earth; that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel.


“And all this assembly shall know that the Lord saveth not with sword and spear: for the battle is the Lord’s, and he will give you into our hands.”





Henry’s face had not changed.




“And it came to pass, when the Philistine arose, and came and drew nigh to meet David, that David hasted, and ran toward the army to meet the Philistine.


“And David put his hand in his bag, and took thence a stone, and slang it, and smote the Philistine in his forehead, that the stone sunk into his forehead; and he fell upon his face to the earth.


“So David prevailed over the Philistine with a sling and with a stone, and smote the Philistine, and slew him; but there was no sword in the hand of David.


“Therefore David ran, and stood upon the Philistine, and took his sword, and drew it out of the sheath thereof, and slew him, and cut off his head therewith. And when the Philistines saw their champion was dead, they fled.”





Bleys was openly watching Henry now, but Henry’s face was as unchanged as the cart around them.




“… And the men of Israel and of Judah arose, and shouted, and pursued the Philistines, until thou come to the valley, and to the gates of Ekron. And the wounded of the Philistines fell down by the way to Shaaraim, even unto Gath, and unto Ekron.


“And the children of Israel returned from chasing after the Philistines, and they spoiled their tents …”





Bleys stopped reciting. He turned and looked directly at Henry. For a long moment the other merely stared back at him. Then, as if suddenly waking up, he jerked his head, gathered up the goat reins and turned his attention to the road before them, chucking the reins to urge the goats temporarily to a trot, which gradually dwindled as they went on, until they were back in their walking pace again.


Meanwhile he continued to stare straight ahead and say nothing.


“Was that the way it actually was, Uncle?” asked Bleys at last, out of a desperate need to break the silence.


For a moment it seemed that Henry had not heard him. Then he drew a deep breath.


“There are no miracles nowadays!” he said violently to the windscreen, as if Bleys was not even there. “No! No miracles!”


But then he turned and looked at Bleys.


“Yes, boy,” he said, “that’s how it was. As it is written, in the First Book of Samuel in the seventeenth chapter.”


“I thought so,” said Bleys softly, for now the time for histrionics was past. He had had some success, after all. All this, and all that was yet to come from him, was simply a basis upon which perhaps he could build a better relationship. “I knew you’d be able to tell me for certain.”


But Henry said nothing, driving the goat cart ahead.


Bleys let the silence continue-again for a good time. Finally, he ventured another timid feeler.


“Would you like me to tell you what I know about Moses and the Ten Commandments?” he asked.


“No!” Henry stared unchanged of face through the windscreen. “No more! No more of that, for now!”


They drove on in silence. The skies had lowered and darkened; and Bleys was beginning to feel weary. He had been doing his best to use his trick of sitting unnaturally still. But his natural fund of eleven-year-old energy was threatening to explode inside him. He wondered how much further they would go before they got to their destination.


Desperately, he went on waiting. Sometimes that was the only way, to let the other person lead the talking. Then you could answer with some certainty; and with a reply tailored to what was said.


“What was her church?” demanded Henry, suddenly.


“Her church?” said Bleys. “Oh, you mean Laura? I can’t remember.”


“What were some of the prophets she taught you the names of?” demanded Henry.


“Moses and Isaiah, Daniel, Obadiah, Malachi, John and Jesus—” On sudden impulse, on the chance that Henry’s church had other prophets, Bleys threw in a couple of extra names—“ ’Ali and Mohammed Ahmad—”


“I knew it!” Henry interrupted him fiercely, striking his fist on his knee. “She was of a Bridging church!”


“I don’t know what a Bridging church is,” Bleys said. “She never mentioned anything like that.”


“Well,” Henry’s voice had dropped to a satisfied mutter, “it will have been one like it, it will be one of them. She taught you wrongly, boy! ‘Ali and Mohammed Ahmad are not among the prophets. They are false, and those are false who name them so!”


He sat back in the cart, more relaxed than Bleys had seen him since Bleys had first used the phrase in which he thanked God for Henry’s kindness.


“I’m glad you told me, Uncle,” he said. “I wouldn’t have known if you hadn’t.”


Henry threw an approving glance at him.


“Yes,” he said, “you’re young. But you’ll learn. Though it’s surprising you memorized so much from the Bible. Bleys … what else from that Book can you tell me?”


“There’s Moses and The Ten Commandments—” Bleys began.


“Yes,” interrupted Henry, “recite that to me.”


Bleys took a deep breath.




“And Moses called all Israel, and said unto them, Hear, O Israel, the statutes and judgments which I speak in your ears this day, that ye may learn them, and keep, and do them.


“The Lord our God made a covenant with us in Horeb …”





Bleys went on reciting Chapter Five of Deuteronomy. Henry listened. His face seemed incapable of smiling, but there was a satisfied look on his face, as if he was someone listening to music well known and loved.


While Bleys was still talking, the first few drops of rain began to strike the windscreen before them and ran down it, like drops of oil. Henry ignored it, and Bleys went on talking, even as the rain increased and thunder crackled overhead while occasionally flashes of lightning could be seen off toward the right horizon.


Henry was no longer watching Bleys. His attention was all concentrated on what Bleys was saying. Bleys allowed himself to twitch and move on the seat, which had become very hard with its thin covering of straw and tarpaulin.


At Henry’s urging Bleys went forward from the Ten Commandments, to recite part of Chapter Thirty-eight of the Book of Job, where the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind; and from there to the Psalms. He was still reciting Psalms—in fact he was on Psalm One Hundred and Twenty, when he felt the cart lurch, and realized they had turned off the road onto a dirt track which led them off among the trees.


The dirt road led them only a short way before coming out in the open farmyard before a one-story building of logs and a few outbuildings, also made of logs.


“Here we are,” said Henry, interrupting the Psalm.


The rain was now coming down heavily. Through its curtain and the windscreen Bleys saw a boy a little younger than himself who ran out ahead of the goats and took hold of their reins. Meanwhile the door on Henry’s side was opened and a boy a year or two older than Bleys, more heavily built and looking a great deal stronger, jerked it open.


“Father—” he began, and then stopped, seeing Bleys beyond him.


“This is your cousin Bleys, Joshua,” said Henry stepping out into the rain as if it did not exist at all. He looked back into the cab. “Bleys, you’ll have to make a run for the front door.”


Bleys stared at Joshua keenly for a second. An older, larger boy like this might offer physical aggression. Then he opened his door and stepped out into a veritable downpour of cold rain. The jacket Henry had given him seemed to be waterproof, but the rest of his clothing was soaked in an instant. Dimly he saw that the large log building, which was obviously a dwelling, had a door in its middle right ahead of him up three steps from the miry yard in which he was now standing. He ran for it, got up the three steps, took hold of a block of wood which seemed to do for a knob, and pushed. The door did not open.


“You’ll have to turn it,” said a voice behind him, and he looked back to see the older boy, Joshua, standing just behind him. He turned it and went inside, grateful to be out of the rain and for the warmer interior of the building.


“Stand there,” said the voice of Joshua, as Bleys heard the door close behind him. “Stay on the entry rug. If you get the floor all wet Father won’t like it at all.”


His voice took for granted the right to give orders.


Bleys stood where he was, dripping onto and over the roughly woven rug, which seemed to absorb the water without too much problem. The room he had stepped into was clearly a large part of the house’s interior. It had a rough ceiling made by lengths of saplings laid side by side, and the partitions that took the place of walls on the two sides of it that were not the exposed logs of the building’s exterior were made of medium-sized logs standing upright between the floor and ceiling of saplings.


In the far wall of the house, the other outside wall that would face backward, there was a large, stone fireplace—like everything else around the house, obviously homemade—that had a good fire going in it which accounted for the warmth, and with a rack that stretched out across the flames to hold a large metal pot above them. The furniture in the room consisted of a couple of chairs with straw-stuffed tarpaulin cushions on their seats, and a rectangular table with upright chairs having no padding whatsoever. The single exception was one enormous chair, strongly built, which was pushed back into a corner. Surprisingly, the floor, which was made of split logs, had been planed almost level and had apparently been scrubbed mightily, for it was as clean as the rest of the interior and the furniture, itself.


The door opened and shut again behind him. He turned around to see Henry and the younger boy.


Henry stood aside, stepping onto the thick entry rug as did the boy, so that they were all crowded together.


“Will, meet your cousin, Bleys. Bleys, this is Will, my younger son.”


“Hello,” said Will, offering a smile. He looked something like Joshua, built on a more flimsy and smaller scale.


“Honored to make your acquaintance,” said Bleys.


“Never mind being formal!” said Henry. “Bleys, this family doesn’t speak cant and it also doesn’t go in for high manners. Say hello to your cousin.”


“Hello, Will,” said Bleys.


Will blushed, evidently at simply being directly addressed and called by name. He said nothing.


“All right now,” Henry was saying above Bleys’ head, “Joshua, take Bleys to your room and find some clothes for him besides this old jacket of yours he’s wearing. They’ll have to be your clothes, and there’s no reason he shouldn’t get the older ones, since he’s come later to the house. They’ll be too big, but that’s all right—he’ll grow into them. Go along with Joshua, Bleys. Never mind about the floor. You’re pretty well dripped off by this time.”


Bleys followed Joshua through an entrance in a wall on their left and directly into a relatively small room that had two chairs and three bunkbeds in it, the bunkbeds fixed to the wall. The last of these was obviously freshly carpentered, but had nothing but a mattress so far. This could only be the one intended for him.


“Here,” said Joshua, holding out some pants and a shirt to Bleys. He was on his knees, rooting around in a chest that he had pulled from under the bottom one of the other two bunks, attached to the outer wall of the room. He went on, still in a commanding but, Bleys thought, not really a bullying tone. “As Father says, they’ll be too big; but you can roll the sleeves and pant-cuffs back, and make do. I’ll have some socks for you in a second and maybe we ought to give you a different pair of shoes. They’ll be old ones of mine, which means they’ll be too big but we can stuff them with some cloth. Your shoes won’t stand up for five days out here. Hurry now, it’s almost dinner time.”




CHAPTER 
4


THE CLOTHES FELT strange, heavy and stiff upon Bleys, even though the elbows of the shirt and the knees of the pants had been worn smooth by use. Happily the pants had belt loops.


“You’ll need a belt—oh, you’ve got one,” said Joshua, digging further into the chest.


Bleys indeed had a belt. This was by deliberate intent, since such things were ornaments nowadays, worn with the type of clothes he usually wore. But, even though he was still young, he had read a great many stories in which the hero, about to go into strange territory, worries about having enough funds with him to buy whatever he might turn out to need. He had been hoarding all the money he could get his hands on since his decision to challenge his mother; and in that profligate household had gathered together a surprising amount.


He had used it all to buy interstellar credits—good anywhere. The belt he now wore had a magnetic seal along the inside that opened up into a long thin envelope, in which he had folded bearer certificates for about fifteen hundred interstellar units—enough to buy him passage on a spaceship off this world, if it came to that.


Also, in the two weeks it had taken his mother to arrange for his being sent to where he was now, he had managed to get a bank to supply him with some small denomination Association currency, most of which he kept with the bonds. Now, he threaded the belt through the loops of the pants he had just been given, and pulled the oversize waist tight around him, before latching the buckle.


“You’ll find a chest under your bunk, too,” said Joshua, nodding at the single bunk on the wall opposite to the two beside which he knelt. “You can keep these spare socks and underwear there. I’ll show you how to fold them. Father likes things neat.”


He was about to close the chest and shove it back under the bed when he saw that Bleys was still standing, now dressed in the new clothes and shoes, but with his arms wrapped around him.


“You’re cold?” asked Joshua. He reached into the chest and threw something dark and soft into Bleys’ hands. “Here, you can have this sweater. It’s a little worn out at the elbows, but I’ll help you patch that. Do you knit? You don’t? We all knit here, in the wintertime when there’s nothing else to do and we’re rained in. I’ll teach you how.”


He closed the chest and pushed it back under the bunk out of sight. Bleys had struggled into the sweater, finding it, as he had expected, too large for him, so that he had to roll back the sleeves from both wrists. It was a pullover sweater that clung to him fairly well, in spite of the fact that it was large for him; its knitted fabric fitting itself to his slim body. It was a dark blue in color.


“Now, we’d better be getting out to the dinner table,” said Joshua. “Will is going to have it set and ready to dish up by now; and Father will have finished his prayers. He went into his room to pray when we came here, because he had to miss a couple of prayer times going in to get you.”


“Prayer times?” asked Bleys.


“ Yes.” Joshua stared at him, almost as much at a loss as Bleys.


“Didn’t they call them that, where you come from?” Joshua asked. “We pray four times a day. Morning, at getting up, at our midmorning break, just before lunch, and at bedtime. Some churches have their people praying six or even seven times a day; but that’s not what our church is like. It’s terrible how many apostate churches there are, Father says. But it can’t be helped. We stick to the true gospel and the true way.”


For a moment Joshua’s last words echoed in Bleys’ mind. “… True gospel …”—“true way.” His heart bounded at the prospect of possibly finding something for which he had longed. To believe in a single truth for each and every thing—and all the stability that promised …


But even as he was thinking this, he was following Joshua and they were back, outside the bedroom. As Joshua had predicted, the table was already set.


Its scrubbed surface was now covered with a cloth that had originally been checkered red and white, but now had been washed so many times that it was almost all white. This cloth was laid with wooden forks and spoons; and homemade knives that were sharp enough, Bleys discovered by accident during the meal, to shave with.


“What kept you?” demanded Henry as they emerged from the boys’ bedroom. “Well, never mind. Sit yourself down, sit yourself down. Will, you can serve us now.”


Bleys found put before him a large wooden bowl that contained a dark-looking stew, from the iron pot that had been hanging over the fire in the fireplace. It had an odd smell, mainly of vegetables, but it was an appetizing one; and Bleys found himself suddenly weak with hunger. He realized then that it had been a long day since they had left the ship and he had last eaten.


He was about to pick up his wooden spoon and dig into the stew, when he saw that no one else at the table had done so. They were waiting with their hands in their laps looking expectantly at Henry. Finally, when everyone had been served and Will himself had climbed into a chair opposite his own bowl of stew, Henry spoke.


“Grace, Will,” he said.


“Lord we thank thee and thee alone, always for the food that thou has supplied us. For all things are supplied by thee, in thy name …” Will’s young, clear, high voice began immediately and continued for some time, the extreme earnestness of it giving a special intensity to what he said.


Bleys, looking at him, thought that the other boy could not be more than a year younger than he was; but in some ways he was much more childish. It was obvious, now, that in this moment Will was not just thanking a deity in whom he believed. He was speaking directly to an invisible, all-powerful presence that stood just behind his father at the foot of the table; and weighed every word the boy said for correctness and sincerity.


The result upon Bleys was impressive. For the first time, he appreciated emotionally how deep the dark river of believed truth in their religion and all its observation ran, in the three people with him here.


At last, Will came to an end. Still, none of the family moved until Henry took up his own spoon.


“Now we will eat,” he said. “Joshua, pass your cousin the cheese and the bread.”


Bleys had scarcely noticed that also on the table were two platters, one holding thick-cut slices of dark, rough-looking bread, the other a whitish cheese cut into two-inch cubes. He accepted the plates from Joshua.


“Thank you, Joshua,” he said.


“Here, we say thank the Lord,” said Henry. “Remember that, Bleys.”


“Yes, Uncle,” said Bleys. “Thank the Lord for these foods.”


He waited until he had spoken before he helped himself both to the bread and a couple of cubes of the cheese and then he passed the platter back to Joshua himself, who swiftly, without taking anything, passed it to Henry.


For the first time a wintry smile showed on Henry’s features, a smile directed at his oldest son.


“Bleys is just come among us, Joshua,” Henry said, “and it was because you were eldest I asked you to serve him first. It was polite of you to remember not to help yourself before passing the platters to me.”


Having taken what he wanted, he passed the platters back by way of Joshua down to Will; who both, at last, got to help themselves.


Bleys was busily searching for an understanding of the people around him—but particularly an understanding of Henry. It would be Henry he wanted to understand and bring to a liking for him. Henry, from whom in the end he could win the most in freedom and favors.


Indeed, in the long run, he had some hope—but it was faint—of eventually being able to in a small way, at least, influence the man, as he had literally controlled some few of the adults he had known around his mother. Nearly all of these he had been able to take some advantage of, first by the method of getting into their good graces, and then by playing on their own likes and dislikes to make them give him what he wanted. But only a few of them had become so amenable that he had been able to get anything at all he wanted from them.


Henry did not look like an easy man from whom to get anything at all.


Luckily, at the present moment, Bleys had time to think about it. There was no conversation; since mouths were full and jaws were busy with the stew, the cheese and the bread.


There were also large cups full of dark liquid standing by each plate. Bleys tasted it and discovered that it was the brew of some local herb, probably considered the equivalent of coffee. Its taste was bitter and unpleasant to him, but he drank some of it anyway, not only because he wanted to seem to like everything and be as much one of them as possible, but because he needed some kind of liquid to wash down the food he was busily eating.


Curiously, otherwise everything at the table tasted good to him. The stew was indeed mainly vegetable. But it had been enriched by small threads and chunks of fattish meat. Goat probably, Bleys guessed, since there would be no native animals here; and if there were, they would be indigestible by human digestive systems. Also he had seen no sign of other domestic animals about the place.


Later he found out that he was wrong. The planet had almost a plague of wild rabbits; and the meat in the stew had been from one of these.


The goats, he told himself now, must mean everything to this farm. Not only as draft animals to pull the cart; but to pull other things such as plows, to supply leather, hides, meat, and even the milk from which this cheese was made.


For the cheese alone was the one thing that had at least a slightly familiar flavor. It was not quite the same as the goat cheese he had eaten on occasions with his mother, but it was close enough to be identified as basically that, and not something else.


As far as making an attempt to ingratiate himself with Henry … clearly Henry’s religion was everything to him and his family. Bleys had been informed by Ezekiel that things were like this with all those who lived on Harmony and Association, and belonged to one of the innumerable churches there—which were at the same time always at each other’s throats over religious ritual and doctrine.


He felt instinctively that he had scored a strong point with Henry, by his quotations from the Bible on the trip home. But, where to go from there was a question. Here, in his own house, on his own land, Henry seemed complete and invulnerable to persuasion, except along religious lines; and those lines were the only route now to the kind of freedom that Bleys wished and needed to gain for himself.


Basically, he wanted escape from all people and all restrictions, as he had wanted escape from his mother; and the chance to find a life for himself, in surroundings much more like those he had been used to during his first eleven years. The thought of living out his life in the surroundings of this rough cabin, with its rough table and homemade food, repelled him. But he had been ready to risk his life to escape from his mother; and he would not shrink from anything that turned out to be necessary.


There was a deep hunger in him for something he could not even put into words, but which he knew he would finally recognize when he found it—if he simply kept searching for it and working to understand it. This he knew: it was bigger than what anyone else he had known—including his mother—had ever dreamed of having.


Now, for the first time, he could feel a solid hope that he could find it here, on Association. But first and foremost, it must mean freedom for him, in all respects …


The voice of Henry jarred him out of his thoughts.


“Bleys,” his uncle was saying, “what schooling have you had?”


Bleys’ mind leaped to find answers to that question. In effect, he had had no real schooling. From time to time, there had been tutors in one subject or another when his mother thought of it. But, since he and she were generally on the move, it was troublesome and time-consuming to find someone for a short period. Anything else, from his mother’s point of view, was unthinkable. As a result Bleys had educated himself, more than been educated; and his education had been oriented toward those things that interested him, or would impress the people before whom he showed off for her approval.


Now he tried to think of things in which his own reading might have trained him enough so that he could get by with giving the impression he had a knowledge of them; as he had hastily pretended to have a knowledge of the Bible. Mentally, he scrambled for subjects that would make him valuable to Henry.


“I can read and write, of course,” he said, reaching for the most obvious topics first, “and of course I know arithmetic, up into algebra and geometry. I know a little bit of practical mathematics, like the basics of surveying, and figuring how tall a tree is from its shadow and so forth. There’s a formula—if your house was built of boards instead of logs, Uncle, I could probably make an estimate of how many board feet of lumber there were in it. Then I know something about chemistry, too, and mechanics—”


“What do you mean by mechanics?” interrupted Henry.


“Oh, how engines and things like that are put together.” He took a chance on an outright lie. “I had some training in shop too, which helped.”


“Shop?” demanded Henry.


“That’s where they show you how to take apart and put together motors and things. It teaches you how to make them,” said Bleys.


“Is that so?” said Henry; and Bleys thought that for the first time he heard interest in his voice. “What other things have you learned?”


Bleys found himself running out of ideas and educational topics, particularly any that might interest Henry. Henry would clearly not be interested in music, literature, or ancient Earth history, and such things.


“I was taught something about first aid, and medicines,” said Bleys, “but not much. But I really am quite good at arithmetic, Uncle. I can add up figures without making mistakes, and keep records.”


“Can you now?” said Henry.


He sat for a minute, obviously thinking. Then he went on.


“We’re not a bunch of storekeepers here,” he said finally, “but there are some records that could be kept. I’ve kept them myself, but if you’re capable of helping me with that, Bleys, it’d be a good use for you to put yourself to, as well as your other duties”—Bleys’ hopes sank fearfully at the thought of what “other duties” might be—”I’ll think about this; and we may talk some more about it. Is there anything else you’ve got to tell me about subjects you’ve been schooled in?”


It occurred to Bleys it was best not to claim to know too much.


“Maybe, Uncle,” he said, “but I can’t think of any more, right now. If I remember I’ll tell you.”


“I’ll say one thing for you, Bleys—and your cousins”—he looked from Joshua to Will—“should take note. You’re willing to be helpful. And this is the right attitude.”


“Thank you, Uncle,” said Bleys, with relief.


He had been unsure whether an emphasis on a sense of duty would necessarily recommend him to Henry. But from what he had learned about the Friendlies beforehand and from what he had seen of Henry himself, it seemed possible. The thought occurred to him, abruptly, that Henry might want to send him off to some local school; and that would be the last thing Bleys wanted.


Any time spent in local schooling by him would be a waste of time; and, beyond that, pure misery, since he would almost surely know more about many things than those already there. Even if he did not, he would learn all they had to teach children of his age in a few weeks; and he cringed at the thought of trying to fit in with the other students.


“Very well, then,” said Henry, shoving back his chair and standing up. “Will, Joshua—get to your evening chores. Bleys, come along with me.”


He headed out the front door. Bleys, following him, snatched off a peg the jacket Henry had given him earlier. Henry smiled his wintry smile again, watching Bleys struggle into it as they went down the front steps together.
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