



[image: Cover Image]







CAVE OF STARS


George Zebrowski


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com







      

      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.











“The life of reason is our heritage and exists only through tradition. Now the misfortune of the revolutionists is that they are disinherited, and their folly is that they wish to be disinherited even more than they are.”


—George Santayana










 


“Reason’s heritage exists only through a flawed tradition, and can everywhere be seen subverted. The good fortune of revolutionaries is that they are disinherited, and their salvation is that they seek to be even more disinherited.


The past should be remembered if it is still at work in the present, for good or ill; but if it is all used up and has nothing more to say to the present, then it cannot summon the future and should be forgotten.


 


What may be left of it is a kind of dramatic beauty which elicits from us a painful love of the past, a love that also imagines some hidden wisdom or virtue is still there; but what remains is only a memory, or a false memory of things once familiar but now gone. Will our futures go the same way of impermanence? We shall see.”


—Richard Bulero Against the Past
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All this began some twelve light-years from the Sun, in the year of 2331, on the fourth planet of Tau Ceti, in the third century after the death of Earth.














2







Warm wind threw salt spray into Ondro’s face. Dark clouds stabbed the sea with lightning. Rain swept across the reef, raced the breakers and dotted the half-moon beach with a million drops. He held his face up to the wash, inhaling land odors from the shower, imagining the continent where all that would have been his went on without him.


He had taken to going out to the beach just before a storm, to be alone when reproaching Josepha. Are you alone now, my love? Do you suffer for what you did? Had she done anything?


He sat down as thunder rolled over the sea. A bolt burned the sand near him, but he felt only a feeble fear at its illusory show of purpose. Those who had arranged his end would not be so easily cheated. The lightning seemed to know enough to avoid that. It both amused and dismayed him that the other exiles preferred inevitable drowning later to a quick, merciful bolt sooner. Hope breathed beneath their daily resignation. They could not help it. What was reason, after all, but a gray counsel. Tomorrow the ocean might dry up and they could all walk home—and be met halfway by white horses to ride the rest of the way.


He clenched his teeth and shook with the sudden tropical chill as low clouds pulled in over the island. He shivered into sorrow, then lay back and stared up into the hurrying gray masses, seeing Josepha and himself in their first moments together, regarding each other with interest, even wariness, as if each already knew what was to come—she looking tall and slim, long dark hair down her back, he stocky, light-haired, healthy—and felt love for their shy innocence, and despair for the wreck of himself now, for what she was now. Kill me today, he said to the approaching storm. Today.


Her disappearance a week before his arrest, her failure to search him out in prison, had convinced him that she had been a loyal cleric’s daughter. Her dark-eyed looks of devotion and tender words had been false from the start, his love for her a leash placed around his neck by the secret police; and instead of the consummation of a marriage night, he had been given only the memories of longing for her pale body.


They had met in their first year at New Vatican University, among the sons and daughters of the professional class—merchants, artisans, engineers, lawyers, and physicians—who had come for their grudging chance at learning, even though their choice of professions was restricted to that of a student’s parents.


He had trained in architecture and had planned to return as his father’s apprentice. Josepha had studied theology and moral law, hoping to become a lawyer. She had told him that she was being sponsored by a papal official who wished to remain anonymous. Later, she had confided to him that this official was probably her father, but he had been skeptical; the illegitimate children of clerics had been known to make exaggerated claims about their anonymous fathers in the hope of advancement.




In their second year, Josepha had drawn him into a clandestine group that had access to the restricted papal library, where he had learned something of Earth’s history, and had come to believe that the papacy had to be abolished, by force if necessary. The very existence of the concealed library, cut out of the rock beneath New Vatican, had convinced him of the urgent need for change. Knowledge that could change the world for the better had been hoarded for three centuries. There was no need for people to work so hard on farms and in the townships. A better and longer life was possible. The endlessly repeated idea of a difficult daily trial as preparation for a life beyond the world began to seem cruel to him, and his faith had been replaced by contempt for the Church. The life it had made for its people was the Way of the Cross, with no reward but death for the common man, while the elite enjoyed temporal power. The fact that the library could be penetrated had convinced him of the regime’s fatal weakness.


At the center of the papal library sat a duplicate of the control room from the starship that had brought the original refugees from Earth. The ship itself had been left in high orbit around Ceti IV, but the duplicate control room had been built to transfer from orbit the ship’s artificial intelligence and database. Yet millions of books had never been printed out and could be viewed only on aging equipment. The corridors around the central bank were filled with thousands of hastily bound volumes that had been retrieved as they were needed, or as a hedge against failing information storage, or because a cleric had become curious. Pornographic volumes lay tucked away here and there, and sometimes, when Ondro looked for them again, he found they had disappeared. His overwhelming first impression had been that almost no one knew what was in the library anymore and that this amnesia would one day become complete. No one knew if the artificial intelligence still spoke to anyone, but he doubted it; the heavy door to the central control area was locked, and it appeared not to have been opened in many decades.


The official doctrine of the Church was that slow changes were best. The catastrophic example of Earth’s brief technological history was to be avoided by educating only a small technical class that would maintain a stable economic government under the Church’s moral guidance. In practice, the official doctrine of change meant no change at all.


The library group became a revolutionary cadre at the end of the second year, when Ondro’s brother Jason had arrived, but its only aim was to continue learning against the day when the papacy could be brought down. The creation of effective cells that would include members in high positions would take many years, perhaps longer than the lifetimes of the original members.


“We’re being too cautious,” Jason had said one day. “We should strike at the top as soon as possible, take their lives with one blow. They’ve been secure so long that it will come as a shock, and before they can rally we’ll have control.”


“But what if public support fails?” Josepha had asked.


“The public will know nothing about it. We’ll simply replace the gang at the top, and the others will follow, scarcely realizing there has been a change. Then we’ll start replacing from the top down, keeping our group a secret, so that we can continue no matter what happens.”


It had all been so halfhearted, Ondro realized with a renewed dismay as he sat in the downpour. Renunciation was the only balm left for his regrets and lingering ambition. Here there was no future to build, no past to tend. The night’s starry immensity seduced him into a sublime self-sufficiency, and by day the sunlit intimacy of trees, sand, and water lulled him into forgetfulness.


But a durable peace eluded him. Thoughts of death brought back the icy resolve of his first convictions. He still wished for the end of Bely’s theocracy, the death of Bely himself, if necessary, and would gladly plot again if he were ever given a place from which to strike.


But that place was not here. These islands were only sandbars. Sooner or later a hurricane would sweep the entire archipelago clean of life, as it had done in the past. Josephus Bely, His Holiness Peter III, who hid the knowledge that would topple him inside a rock, had chosen these islands as the final place for both criminals and political exiles, where the great sun-engine of weather would do his killing for him.
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The whispering snake had coiled in Josephus Bely’s sleeping brain for nearly twenty years. The end is coming, it hissed. He opened his eyes to darkness and hated his bodily decay, because it strangled his faith in the life to come. The end is coming!


And it would be final. The hope that had made him deathless during his youth of faith was fading, and he feared that this growing faithless emptiness within him was a punishment for the lingering imperfections in the papal succession from Old Earth, and for the changes—the changes, the poison of the changes that seemed to come with a wind from hell!


He struggled up from his bed and crossed the cavernous room to the open windows. Great white clouds sat over the sleeping city of two-and three-story wood and brick buildings that huddled around the open spaces and tall towers of the palace and cathedral.


He stepped out on the terrace and filled his lungs gratefully with the night air. There is a life beyond this one, his tingling body said as it was chilled by the brine-spiked breeze from the western ocean. The changes, the mortal changes, his mind insisted, they have destroyed you! All clerics, including popes, had fathered sons and daughters by selected females at one time, to increase the numbers of the refugees from Earth. According to the Jesuit geneticists, the arriving community had been just large enough to survive; to hold back any reproductive potential would have needlessly limited the gene pool’s diversity. The women’s faces had been covered at first, so that no cleric would know his offspring.


But in his time he had known his daughter’s name, fathering her with a Sister of Martha long after he had become bishop. The anonymous reproductive duty of novices for the priesthood should never have been extended beyond the time of ordination. The personal need had lived beyond the immediate one of community survival because the geneticists had only made temptation easier to accept with their more-the-merrier view of the gene pool. Every breach of celibacy should have been punished after the danger had passed, yet still the Jesuits insisted on adding to the population. Some of them had sought to modify and even abolish celibacy, but they had lost the fight. Corruption, corruption, he cried within himself. Three centuries of papal rule had committed and then practiced error, he told himself, clinging to the fact of his daughter’s existence and wondering if God was on the side of the burrowing heretics who sought to overthrow religious rule. The Church was no longer the Church. The City of God had died with Earth, and he was an impostor…


Suddenly he saw the universe through heretical eyes, as an unbounded, self-sufficient infinity requiring no creator, in which afterlife was the dream of what could be only when natural life learned to preserve itself. Survival into ages of greater knowledge and skill was the real hope of heaven. Religious imagination was nothing more than a denial of the simple fact of decay, and faith a yearning that had mistaken the means of salvation, which would come from within, from the powers of the human mind, alive and teeming with secular sins.


Was it so? Or had his loss of faith thrown him into a pit of fear and delusion? Was it so? He might imagine anything at night and think it true. Night was the devil’s cloak, covering the light of his waking mind, letting out the demons from below.


Struggling with his doubts, he turned away from the darkened city, found his cold sheets, and fell dead into his dreams, where he lay buried in the ground, falling apart while overhead the stars burned. He became dust, but was still conscious, enduring as the stars finally aged and new ones were born, and he became part of the unfeeling everblack, then nothing. Without flesh, there was nothing, nothing at all, his flesh whispered. You must have it to live, to become yourself, and you must raise it up renewed to be saved. Even the old doctrines couldn’t make up their mind about what would be saved, spirit or flesh.




They didn’t know. They had never known…oh, dear God, my lost strength, they had never known…
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As she waited in the wood-paneled audience chamber, Josepha looked around anxiously at the walls. The carvings of angels and devils battling each other with the weapons of history were cut deeply into the brown-stained wood and accented with black and white. Nowhere in the room, she realized, did the vast, convoluted depiction show a victor. It was a common feature of Jacob Kahl’s prolific works.


She began to struggle with a sudden fear. If her cleric father knew of her involvement with the cadre, he might try to use her to track down the other members of the cell, if they had not all been arrested. To have ignored his summons would have placed her under suspicion.


She took a deep breath and sat still. Maybe this was about something else entirely. After all, she had never been commanded to appear before any authority or to come to this audience chamber for the kin of clerics.


“Welcome, daughter,” a male voice said from behind the screen.


“It was by your order, wasn’t it?” she asked, unable to control her trembling as she gripped the arms of the chair.


“Of course.”


“But why?” she added.


She heard him sigh. “I know you wanted him, daughter, but he betrayed us all. And he would have blocked your way—“


“What has he done?” she demanded in a breaking voice.


“Don’t you know? He sought the overthrow of the state.”


“Ondro? Impossible. I know his family.”


“He was not alone, daughter.”


“Where is he?” she asked, afraid that she would hear that he was dead.


“He has been judged. I don’t know the details. You’re well rid of him.”


“Where is he?” she shouted, realizing that Ondro’s life was over, that all his hopes for his profession would never be realized. No one in the cell had expected sudden arrest by the state, at least not before they were all established in their chosen paths. It had been a kind of game, meeting once a month to discuss the latest revision of the revolutionary council’s program for the future. No one knew who was on the council, or when it would call the cells to action. We were all fools, she thought, talking of revolution but also dreaming of personal power. How many other conspiracies waited in Bely’s vast, decaying bureaucracy? Who was the council, anyway? It might be a cardinal or two, perhaps even a single individual telling the cells what they wished to hear. Maybe there was only one cell. Bely himself might have started the whole thing to trap dissenters as they appeared.


She had come to the cell meeting and found an empty room. The chairs and table were in disarray, and the lock on the door was broken.


She had fled in panic, wary of contact with any of her friends from the group, afraid to find out who had been caught, fearful that some of those who had been arrested might be released to lure others into giving themselves away.


There were rumors of a cardinal being assassinated right here in the papal palace.


Later, she found the summons under her door in the college dormitory. It was the first message she had ever had from the man who claimed to be her father.


Quietly, she got up and came around to his side of the screen. “Tell me!”




The old man sitting there looked tired. “You must not…” he began, swallowing as he looked up at her. His obvious distress gave her confidence.


But as she looked at the pitiable old man who shrank from her gaze, she saw something familiar in the gaunt face, and her pity turned to surprise as she recognized the pontiff himself, by whose order she had escaped arrest—and who by being here now confessed himself as her father.


She stood in silence, unable to speak.


“What will happen to Ondro?” she asked at last, struggling with the pontiff’s revelation, wondering if it might be a lie. “If you are my father, then you must tell me!”


“You cannot understand…”


“Then explain it to me.”


He shook his head and sank deeper into the heavy cushions of his chair. “Go back to your studies. Forget…or risk joining him in punishment. Do you want your life to end here and now? I have other hopes for you.”


“What are you saying?”


“Forget these associations. Remake your life, and we will talk again.”
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Paul Anselle’s nightly walk through the papal palace was a bodily form of worry, when his reason—free of daylight’s restraints and glaring practicalities—paraded his dilemmas before him, then reproached him for not having done more with his power and influence. He sometimes felt frozen at his center, transfixed inside an outer shell that spoke and acted with no feeling for his fellow human beings.


He preferred order to justice, because he was deeply suspicious of human nature, even if order’s peace was held by duplicity and manipulation. Only long periods of quiet might provide the foundation for lasting progress, he told himself.


He insisted to himself that a religious state had to oppose secular happiness to some degree; by its own theology it had to accept a measure of misery in life, as a testing process, and allow evil as the occasion for moral choices. But that was only the theological facade. The secret of the Church was that it sought to give human life a structured decency based on an authority beyond question, by which to maintain itself in power by divine right. It did not matter that God’s authority might be doubted by the most intelligent; what mattered was that the ideals of a good life would be observed by most people. Simple minds needed justification from an unimpeachable source; they would doubt ethical values that merely proclaimed themselves. The Church’s great fear was that the flock might come to believe the dictum, “If there is no God, then everything is permitted.”


Paul had long ago concluded that the world moved according to hidden currents, and that these were not God’s mysterious ways. Bely, who was not a fool, knew that the growing secularization of Cetian society was a threat to the Church. The old dogmas were being worn away. The sky had not opened recently to destroy the world, as had happened to Earth more than two centuries ago. A difference in kind was creeping in with increasing population, among whom practical behavior was always the best measure of unbelief. One had only to observe how much of life went on without reference to doctrinal belief.


Paul’s hope was that the scaffolding of theology would one day fall away and reveal the genuine sympathies of human ethical ideals, as real in themselves as if given by God.


But Paul knew that this would not happen in his lifetime, if ever. Too many heretics were in exile, scarred beyond recovery, and he was a minor Merlin who thought for himself only in private.




Ironically, his inner independence and knowledge of the past only helped him to serve Bely better; few understood so well what was at stake on all sides, and almost no one knew the nature of the roles that were being acted out.


There could be nothing for him during a revolutionary upheaval. His power would not survive a transition, even if he lived through it, because no one would see his true self, or trust him. The time to have allied himself with change was long past. And he knew that his younger self would not have understood the harm that revolution would have brought, and would now be struggling to regain the noble ends that had been destroyed by evil means.


He felt pity for Bely. Secretly, the old man clung to the impossibility that his daughter might succeed him if she excelled in her theological studies; but this was a delusion born of pride and biology, and Paul had not tried to argue the hope, which would fail without his opposition. She could not ascend to Bely’s position while he lived—no one could, unless Bely resigned—and she would be ignored after his death, no matter what arrangements Paul made. The cardinals could promote only one of their own, and no woman had ever been a cardinal.


Paul expected the number of Bely’s delusions to increase with the pontiff’s failing health. At any time now, Paul expected Bely to trot out his trump card, the legend of the one female pope, which had somehow survived along with the transplanted Vatican. The cardinals were watching very intently.


Had Ondro cultivated Josepha to spy on her father, or had the two youths simply fallen in love? There was no evidence that Ondro could have known that Josephus was her father, because Paul was certain there was no way he could have discovered the fact.


Paul had not spoken to Josepha for nearly a year. They had become friends during her girlhood, when he had become her protector at Bely’s request. She had been only four when her mother had killed herself.


Lesa Eliade, Josepha’s mother, had been a woman of great faith. Paul remembered the warmth he had seen in her eyes, the kindness with which she had treated even the humblest of people. She had come from a farm a hundred kilometers south of New Vatican, after her family had died of influenza, to become one of the Sisters of Martha, who served in the papal palace by washing the robes and linens of the cardinals and priests, dusting the papal treasures, scrubbing the floors and cooking the Pope’s meals—and bearing the children of clerics who could never officially claim them.


Josepha had been only four when Lesa had been found hanging in her room, from a noose made of a silken sheet bearing the Pope’s crest. The Papal guards had been quick to remove the body, and the other Sisters of Martha had denounced the woman who would be condemned to eternal damnation as a suicide; but Paul had wondered how sincere their condemnations were, how many of them might have sympathized with Lesa.


Paul knew what had brought that kind and beautiful creature to take her own life. Josephus could never have acknowledged her openly, but he should have made a private place for her in his life. Instead, as he ascended in the hierarchy, he had stopped seeing her and was soon disavowing her to the few, such as Paul, who knew of the affair. He had broken her heart, and seeing him become Pontiff had almost certainly crushed her faith—that and knowing that her daughter would inevitably be taken from the mother who loved her to be trained and educated and used to serve her father’s ambitions, as were all the children of the Sisters of Martha. And because Josepha was a woman, the ambition of her secret father would not be a high one.


Paul had been the one to find Lesa’s suicide note, before ordering the guards to removed the body. “We’re all alive in hell,” she had written, “but what have we done to deserve it?”




Paul had thought a long time about Lesa, and his view of her had not changed over the years. The woman who had worked so hard to forgive her fellow human beings, to understand their needs and weaknesses, Bely’s included, had possessed a genuine faith. She had deserved the storied life to come, but her faith had been shattered, leaving her with no hope of salvation, or fear of eternal punishment. She had looked into the abyss, and had gone willingly.


And the agony of it was that Josephus had loved her; that much seemed certain to Paul, because Lesa had loved him, and in the early days Josephus had confessed to him his love for her. So what had happened? Ambition. He could not take her with him. He would not even risk that ambition for a secret life with her, and it would not have been a great risk. Nothing at all, in hindsight, in a world where faith was dying. Lesa’s faith had told her that Josephus would confess his sin and not turn away from her and their daughter. But as he buried them far from himself and the papacy, she despaired of her faith and its chief representative before God. It was all Josephus could do to see to it that his daughter was well raised and educated; but her life preyed upon his faith, as it had upon his dead love.


Paul had never told Josepha any of this; she had been too young to remember much about her mother, but rumors of Lesa’s suicide had followed Josepha Bachelard, the name Paul had registered to hide her past, to the halls of Saint Elizabeth’s, the girls school where she lived and was educated. Suspicions about her identity protected her at the school; but she found happiness there for herself, by proving that she did not need privilege. Paul had seen this plainly during his frequent visits, about which Josephus always demanded detailed reports. His daughter liked and admired the nuns who taught her, especially the scholarly Sister Perpetua, and they in turn treasured the girl.


But in time Paul had seen signs of distress in Josepha’s dark eyes, as if she knew everything and could see what was to come. She never spoke of any close friends among her schoolmates, and Paul suspected that her mother’s suicide had somehow become known, and had tainted the girl in their eyes.


It saddened him now to think of what state she was in following Ondro’s disappearance, even though he knew that she was strong.


Paul always tried to think in historical terms, which promised him, to a degree, that he was looking at the flow of facts without the interruptions of generational life. He knew himself as one of the last in a long line of scientists and engineers who had come to Tau Ceti on the colony ark from Earth. A kind of Masonry still existed, but it was one more of engineers than of scientists, of practical people who knew how to keep things working; basic inquiry and research were not their interest. But it was their influence, together with that of the merchant-businessmen, that had brought the decline of otherworldliness as the basis for law and ethics. Their sons and daughters had an alternative—in business, engineering, and in architecture—to farming and basic industries, and to the pieties of life in the Church’s civil service.


But the old vision of a powerful, technically advanced Earth had not been completely erased. There was life beyond the Tau Ceti system, in the mobile worlds, where three centuries would have certainly brought new developments. Something was stirring in the people of his world, Paul thought, and it was more than the historically common crisis of religiosity. It was akin to the millennial tremors of Earth’s history, the hope of a Second Coming, perhaps even a rise of a secular ideology that might replace traditional faith and rule without fear and self-loathing.




But these feelings of change, he reminded himself, had been around for more than half a century, feeding on scraps of history and imaginative possibility. Everything could be accomplished in the realm of pure possibility—but what was likely in the existing climate of power and politics? How far had the tide come up to the City of God? And how long would it take to sweep it away? Delay would bring less social disorder, but it would be too late for him. He would not live long enough to participate in any progress.


He came to the great north windows of his wing of the palace and looked out at the night sky. A tall, gaunt figure stood on Bely’s terrace across the courtyard. It was the old man—and Paul suddenly wished for the sky to be pulled back, so that his old friend might see the face of his God and be assured once and for all.


Paul watched the night-orphan, as he had so often over the years, until the wasting shape wandered back inside; then he turned and began his own slow search for his distant bedchamber.


He imagined, as he walked, what Earth’s sunspace had endured in the years following the ruins of the home planet, as groups of survivors had struggled to reorganize. The remnants of Roman Catholic Christianity had modified a vessel into an ark and set out to find a new Earth from which to prepare for heaven. Other ships had also sought the nearer stars, while mobile worlds went out to reproduce themselves, forsaking natural planets.


The fragment of humanity that had come to Tau Ceti IV burned away the native life on one of the two continents and seeded the soil with the alien biota of Earth. Three centuries later, fifty million human beings lived in conditions that had been set to prevent progress beyond Earth’s early twentieth century.


The other continent was still an alien, mostly unexplored wilderness, blamed for every new disease and the object of superstitious fear. It was also thought to be rich in metals, which the merchant-businessmen knew were the key to economic growth. The rapacious settlement and exploitation of that continent would make a great crusade one day, only awaiting an ambitious pope to give it his deadly blessing; and by so doing he would also prolong the Church’s power.


Bely knew the need for metals, but he also knew and feared the unstoppable developments that heavy industry would hasten; but when it came to a choice between being swept away or accepting change, his successors would choose change.


No signs of native Cetian intelligent life had ever been found, probably because the invaders had arrived too early or too late. But this world would certainly never develop any, now that man from Earth was here to prevent it. The issue was an obscure one, but he thought about it from time to time, imagining the vast aborting of the alien unborn that had already taken place.


He stopped before the door to his quarters and felt a moment of sympathy for Ondro and his brother Jason. The two Avonmoro brothers had longed for something new to intrude into their world, bringing impossible changes, loosening the mortar of time and fear that had made a changeless wall around their hopes.


The knowledge for change waited in the vast library of the ancient information storage and retrieval system below the palace. But unused skills also required teachers, and there were none. The trades passed on only much-used techniques that required minimal understanding, enabling the world to function, after a fashion, but without progress.


He entered his apartment, closed the heavy wooden door, and turned the key in the wrought-iron lock. He stood there for a few moments, looking at the dimly lit carvings of angels in the wood, and was sick with the loss of sweet possibility that he had known in his youth. He turned away, hoping that there was still enough night left for him to find sleep’s mercy.
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He was a fool to have doubted himself, Josephus thought as the anemic glow of dawn lit up his windows. When Josepha had refused to leave, he had tried too hard to explain to her why Ondro, however honestly or unwittingly, had become part of a larger threat. The revolutionary cells had to be cleaned out once in a while, because their aim was to work from within over long periods of time, threatening one day to elect a pope from their own ranks.


He should not have admitted to her that he also blamed himself for the liberal decisions of his early years in office, among them the order to release to the schools the record of Earth’s heritage. The past’s corrupting examples had taken their toll, forcing the Church to share its control of science and technology, especially medical knowledge, with too many people. And as new students came up through the schools and were able to compare their world’s accomplishments with the record of Earth’s achievements, the taste for change could only grow, ignoring the fact that Earth had destroyed itself and that the aim of a simpler life was to insure survival of the means to attain the eternal life of heaven. If this decay continued, he had warned, then a successful revolt against the Church would become possible. Under pressure, the cardinals might even select a heretic pope to be a tool of the educated class, in the mistaken belief that they were serving the Church’s survival. Earth’s history would repeat itself as religious guidance of life slipped into secular hands and the material world became the sole object of life. Humanity would become blind to the life beyond life, deaf to the values of the world beyond the world.


“My life will have been for nothing,” he had told her, hearing his own words as they must have sounded to her, hollow and self-important, but truthful.


“But I love him,” she had said to him, tearing at his father’s heart with her eyes.


“Love cannot exist for long outside of the knowledge of right and wrong. Surely your studies have taught you that?”


She had glared at him, declaring that the substance of his words meant nothing to her, shaking his convictions as only a youthful gaze could do, because it could only look ahead.


“It’s not such a bad place where I have sent Ondro and his brother,” he had added. She could not marry, of course, if she were to have any chance of rising to the rank of cardinal and succeeding him. Women had never risen beyond the station of parish priest, even though the Church had opened the way for them on Old Earth.


“Where is he?” she had demanded, as if questioning a child, and he had felt the falseness of the fatherhood that he could not deny or abolish.


“I cannot tell you, daughter.”


“I’ll find out. Someone must know.”


She had left the chamber before he could give her his general blessing, leaving him with the weight of her resolve. It would not help her; even if she learned where Ondro was, she would not be able to rescue him.


As he lay in bed and looked out at the brightening sky, he remembered the generosity of his youth and the ways his own compassion had been used against him, leading him to give away too much of the Church’s authority to others. Perhaps it was still not too late to reverse the changes. But was his faith strong enough to help him apply the means?














7









Ondro came to the top of the hill and looked down at the makeshift village of wooden houses and grass huts. In a dozen lifetimes these islands could not grow an economy powerful enough to build a navy and invade the mainland; even if there were enough ore to develop metal-working, there would never be enough food to feed the growing population that would be needed. The power pyramid was just as rigid here as it was back home. The criminal hierarchy here was largely based on force and physical brutality, while the political prisoners paid obeisance to intellectual and rhetorical skills. There was little contact between the two camps, although there was no question in his mind that the criminals could easily overpower the politicals had there been anything for them to gain besides the occasional sexual demand. Idleness born of changeless decay maintained a stable hopelessness.


He sat down and thought bitterly of the documents he had signed to avoid torture, deeding away his father’s land and house to blanks on paper, to nameless members of the religious oligarchy who had told him he would have no need of his property where he was going—so why suffer pain? Bely was probably just as corrupt as his authorities, or deluded about their actual behavior.


The odor of fish reached him on the rise, telling him that a fresh catch was sitting in the shed near the shore. A small field of scrawny grain was coming up on the far side of the village. The chickens were clucking away in their fenced area. The fruit trees were expected to do well this year, but he missed the potatoes, carrots, and beets of the mainland. He would probably never taste them again. The distant hope in the thought made him smile; that he would certainly never taste them again was the truth that his errant thoughts insisted on denying with modifiers. If he had his grade school teacher’s blackboard on which to diagram sentences, then he might be able to root out all hope from his thoughts. Yet again—not might, but would root out all hope. Hope makes a man deathless, someone had once written; he should have written that it makes him a fool before the fact of death, to go forward into the abyss with any hope at all.


Jason waved to him from their hut, then started up the hill. His brother was still losing weight, Ondro noted, and he was taking more frequent naps. He had given up inside himself, and there was no way to call him out again. Together they had planned great waterworks, had dreamed of redesigning cities, and that was one reason they were wasting away here. Too much change would have rearranged the world, taken power from its masters; change could only be slow, conserving the positions of the powerful, preserving against the evils of revolution. But occasionally, some secret violence had to be done to internal enemies.


As he watched his brother struggle up toward him, Ondro found it hard to believe that Jason had been the vocal theoretician of the cadre. “That’s why we’re both here,” Jason had confessed one day, admitting guilt but showing no repentance. “I should have known they wouldn’t have let us change the world so easily. They don’t need new cities and more people. Too hard to control. There’s enough herd to keep the masters on top.”


That Jason was gone.


“Hello, Ondy,” Jason said as he came up to him, smiling for a moment as he had when they were boys, and sat down next to him. Together they surveyed what world was still theirs.


After a while Jason smiled at him. It was the second time today. Ondro felt a jab of hope.


“I wonder if we had it in us,” Jason said with a show of energy, “to carry through with our plans.”


“You seemed ready enough,” Ondro said, ready to play along.


“We would have risked poisoning our ends with necessary killing, as the old historians say. Or is that just another bit of preventative teaching, to keep us quiet in our chains?”


“Who knows,” Ondro said. “We might have sacrificed a whole generation to reach better times. Maybe slow changes are better, no matter how long they take.”


“What if they never come?” Jason asked, his voice reaching for strength.


“Single generations, facing death, are never patient,” Ondro said. “We lacked the belief in the life to come, to make us patient.”


“We had our belief in the future,” Jason said, “in what was possible. And we held that belief with clear knowledge of how we were being held back. We had no time, no chance, to make our own mistakes, to commit our crimes, to try new ways.”




Ondro said, “You might as well say it. I got too close to some cleric’s daughter, and that got us here. She may have even led them to us.”


“I don’t blame you,” Jason said. “Who could have known that she was the small hook with which they would pull us out into the open? Who knows, they may have arrested her, too.”


Ondro glanced at his brother in surprise. Jason had only rarely speculated about Josepha’s role in the arrests. There had been no word from her or about her after the arrests, not even a rumor among the prisoners about what had happened to her. Ondro was relieved that she wasn’t here—but where was she?


“What did you see in her, anyway?” Jason asked.


“I don’t know,” Ondro replied without any of the emotion he expected to feel. “With all the show of fervor she put on, she still seemed innocent of politics. Just a theological student with no future except the one that her nameless father might one day give to her.”


“You felt sorry for her,” Jason said, but without the reproach that might have asked, “We’re here because you felt sorry for her?”


“Maybe I did,” Ondro whispered, hoping for a physical blow from his brother as a sign of his improving health.


Jason laughed. “She was beautiful. I’ll admit that much. If you had to get a leg up, she would have been a painless way to go. You might have achieved a position of some use.”


Ondro looked at him and didn’t know what to say, thinking that his brother was getting confused in his argument.


Jason saw his questioning look and said, “You think now that you might not have been of much help to us if you had married her, that you would have deluded yourself with the idea of slow change, of leaving things as they are. Oh, I admit we might not have been better than Bely. We’re all the same inside, but Bely’s hereditary hierarchy added worse to bad from the start. Just look at their rules. They stand justified by the story of a crucified god who rose from the dead—and one of their rules is an injunction against doubting that yarn. How’s that for self-serving convenience?”


Ondro took a deep breath, feeling reassured.


“The simple human trust in experience and health,” Jason continued, “which is all that faith is—a kind of shorthand—is made into a cosmic system of trial and redemption in a life beyond this one.”


“I’m not surprised that we all try to make something of the abyss around us,” Ondro said. “Goodness brings life and evil inner death, does it not? And are we not judged, whether we admit it or not, by our motives and our deeds? And then do we not have to live with what we have made? I’m not surprised that we dream of a place beyond life where all wrongs and sorrows stop, and where every question is answered.”


Jason’s wasting face smiled at him and said, “Well, yes, but I don’t have to believe it’s all true. I’ll sit here and judge motives and deeds, and I’ll grant you that we are what we have made of ourselves, at least to a degree—but beyond life there is nothing that will damn us or save us, and Bely rules here, with promises he cannot keep, with fears that only serve him and his. Maybe we should have played his game and waited for slow changes—but for our impatience we’ll die here. With patience we would have died in our father’s house, still being patient.”


“You’re probably right,” Ondro said.




“I hate how they separated you and Josepha,” Jason said sadly, suddenly drained. “I wonder if she even knows what happened to you.” His voice trembled as he said, “It was just your luck to be my brother. They might have let you off more easily if I hadn’t been such a firebrand. I could have left you out of it.”


“I’m more like you than that,” Ondro said, “and that would have prevented me from just going along to get along. Sooner or later…”


“I know, I know,” Jason said feebly.


Ondro gazed at the sinking sun. Something of his brother’s fading rebelliousness entered him, and he resented his own humanity—the flesh that was doomed to die, the mind that struggled toward the light and never quite attained it. There was no help anywhere, despite the longing that reached out and pleaded with the nameless, irredeemable fact of living that seemed to be both wake-fulness and dream.


“Storm’s coming,” Jason said, and lay back where he sat. “Feel the drop in pressure?”


This one will finish us, Ondro thought, and a part of him welcomed it. A blind rage readied to break across the sea and drown the island exiles; yet it would still be a crime, committed by Bely with nature’s innocent hand. We’ll be dead forever, Ondro thought, thinking of his bones rotting in the sea, where in a million years he would still be dead, still counting up to forever.


“You know,” Jason said in a whisper, “I’m looking forward to it.”
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