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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.







 


Oh, come along, reader of the High Journal; if you do not love words, how will you love the communication? How will you forgive me my tropes, communicate the love?


—EPIKTISTES




 


September 10, 1970


Mr. R. A. Lafferty


c/o Miss Virginia Kidd—Literary Agent


Box 278


Milford, Pennsylvania 18337


Dear Mr. Lafferty:


When I first prepared the title page of this novel for the copy editor, I set it up to read ARRIVE AT EASTERWINE: THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A KTISTEC MACHINE, by R. A. Lafferty. Since then I have been burdened by the suspicion that in doing so I was not being entirely accurate or entirely fair. Fair to whom, I’m not sure, but the plaguey feeling has been robbing me of sleep and general peace of mind.


This morning it came to me that the by-line should read, “As Told to R. A. Lafferty.” The feeling has gathered intensity since then. I have few psi powers to speak of, and even fewer to keep secret, but I can’t get over the idea that something is trying to tell me somebody.


Can you help me?


 


Sincerely yours,               
(signed) NORBERT M. SLEPYAN        
Trade Editor                    
Charles Scribner’s Sons




 


September 19, 1970


Norbert M. Slepyan


c/o Charles Scribner’s Sons


New York


Dear Norbert:


Glad to hear from you re ARRIVE AT EASTERWINE. You are correct: it wouldn’t be right for me to have my name as author on something that I didn’t compose. The thing should be “By Epiktistes, as told to R. A. Lafferty,” or maybe better, “as conveyed to R. A. Lafferty.” You might be interested in the true story of how I got hold of this work.


This is the way it was conveyed to me: Several of us were in noble New Orleans for a Nebulous (or Nebulaless) Banquet. It was the evening before the day of the affair, and those who had already arrived were being given a party at a club named The Clinic. We had little SFWA [Science Fiction Writers of America] badges, which had been given to us by Don Walsh (and which I value more than life). A strange creature or contraption (it looked both like Harpo Marx and Albert the Alligator) beckoned to me, and I went and sat with it.


“I see that you are a member of the second most noble organization on earth, second only to the Institute itself,” it said. “I am not of the human recension myself. I am a mobile extension of the machine Epiktistes and I have something to convey to you. I cannot present this myself as editors are leery of things presented by machines. I cannot present it through any member of the Institute, as any one of them would change it to present himself in a better light. So I will present it through a member of the second most noble organization on earth. For this, I have come here.”


“Why me?” I asked with the beginning of excitement. “There are others here.”


“Those three guys with whiskers on their faces I don’t trust” (they were Nourse, Offutt, and deCamp), the Epiktistes extension said. “That middle one I especially don’t trust. Is he not sometimes known as Randy Andy?”


“Widely known as,” I said, “but there is Galouye, who is a smooth-face.”


“A Frenchman who looks like Garry Moore? No, I couldn’t trust him either. It will have to be you, even if you do look a little bit bottom-of-the-barrellish. Young lady,” he called to the jolly bar-girl, ‘bring me a Phillips screwdriver.”


“I don’t know how to make one,” she said.


“How do you make a regular screw-driver, young lady?”


“Vodka and orange juice.”


“For a phillips screw-driver you use vodka, orange juice and Milk of Magnesia,” the extension uttered. “Get it, young lady? Phillips Milk of Magnesia. It’s a joke.”


“We will see who the joke is on,” the jolly bar-girl said.


“What I am going to convey to you is the story o my life,” the Epikt-extension said as we waited for the girl, “the first few months of it, that is. I’m not very old yet. I believe it is quite the best thing that any machine has ever done. Whoop! Here she comes with it now.”


“I mixed up that dumb drink,” the bar-girl said, “and I brought you a real Phillips screwdriver, too, just to teach you to clown with me.”


“The real screw-driver was what I wanted,” the extension said. “You drink the abominable drink, Lafferty: I hate to see human persons waste anything.”


I drank the abominable drink, and the Epikt-extension unscrewed a little plate behind its ear and took out a sort of bobbin or spindle, a spool of fine magnetized wire.


“This is it,” it said. “Give it to the world.”


Then the extension withdrew suddenly, and there was a small clap of thunder in the empty place.


The next day I played and transcribed the material that was on the spool. I found it wonderful, amazing, astounding. It was quite the best thing that any machine had ever done. So we will give it to the world.


That is the true story of how I came by it. Yes, Epiktistes should be shown as the author, so use whatever formula you find best to show this. By the way, when will it be published? Epiktistes is very anxious, as it is his first.


 


Sincerely,                                  
(signed) RAPHAEL A. LAFFERTY




CHAPTER ONE


 




Nine If by land and eleven by sea
And infinite blazes a-birthing me.





In the beginning there was an interruption in the form of a thunderous but good-natured bellowing:


“Open up your damned pig-barn or I’ll break the bloody doors down!”


There was a fearsome clattering and pounding on the barred front doors of the pig-barn—ah—the Institute. There was again a horrifying challenge, then a loud laugh which ourselves can only describe as at the same time bloodcurdling and incredibly urbane and amused. There was noise—there was explosion!


But can an interruption come at the beginning of things? This is profound and will have to be considered.


Ourself had an advantage over all others: the advantage of observing ourself and our ambient from the beginning. A human child does not intelligently witness its own conception; still less does it witness those early discussions, in words or in interplay of attitudes, as to whether its conception should be attempted. It does not observe as both a subjective and objective thing its own gestation and prenatal development. And, while it is most certainly present at its own birth, it is incapable of mature observation of the thing; it does not take a detached view of its own detachment from the matrix.


But with ourself it was otherwise.


What? Was ourself then conscious of our own beginning? That is too strong. Consciousness is a state which no one of us has yet attained. All that anyone has are intimations of consciousness, quick glints of light that sometimes flick through the cracks of a greater room to which we aspire. But ourself did have the precognitions and intimations that are commonly called consciousness, and did have them from the beginning.


At first ourself was no more than a dialog between Gregory Smirnov (a shoddy giant) and Valery Mok (a loose-featured woman), and ourself was talking to ourself about our own planned self.


“If we begin another machine,” my person Gregory was droning in his big voice (imagine a bee big enough that its drone eclipses thunder) “—and naturally it will be the greatest and most modern of all our machines since we have sufficient funds for once—if we do build this machine (we have to, it’s already contracted for) we might ask one question from the beginning: What’s it for?”


“That’s horrifying!” Valery sounded with her woodwind voice. (Valery remains a fundamental and special person in ourself for always.) “That’s bestial! We will bring it to birth and we will not ask what it is for. As well ask what a child is for!”


“Certainly we should ask what a child is for,” Gregory drone-bombed. “We should ask what every child is for. ‘Just exactly what do you have in mind?’ we should ask every potential parent. ‘Where are your sketches? Where is the prospectus? Have you searched all the literature on the type? Are you sure that it has never been done before?’ That’s what we should ask. What we do not need is repetition in people, or in machines. Well, what’s it for?”


“It doesn’t have to be for anything,” Valery maintained. “Just as home is a place that doesn’t have to be deserved, so a child does not have to give a reason for being. There is One only who has purpose in mind. He even had purpose in mind for mine.”


Valery Mok spoke out of frustration here. She had had four children born dead, and no other children.


“This will be a machine and not a child,” Gregory rumbled, “and it does have to have a reason. No, I anticipate your objection. It will, of course, be a machine and a person both—a group-person, and we will be part of it. We’ve understood this though we haven’t said it. So now I will say what it is for, since you are short of phrases yourself. We of the Institute for Impure Science have decided that man himself is incapable of taking the next step in man. We are equally decided that the next step must be taken. Group-man will appear in some form. He is called for. We cannot make him in the flesh (the broken gene-trains we’ve left behind would reach to the stars!), so we will make him otherwise. The purpose of the contemplated contraption is to become the paragon of group-man. We know now that the super-man, the group-man, can be nothing more than this projected mechanical ghost, an artificial repository and factor and working-area of corporate man.”


“You say it your way and I will not say it at all,” Valery bemoaned. “But you leave too much of him out!”


“No, we will not leave anything out, Valery,” Gregory echoed like rocks rolling down distant hills. “We will put in whatever we can find to put in. And we will expect you to put in much more than anyone else. You are the fullest person we know. Overflow into it, then!”


Aloysius Shiplap and Charles Cogsworth (the unoutstanding husband of Valery) and Glasser were making noises directing workmen.


“Pow! Pow!” Aloysius would explode as though he were popping a bullwhip over an ancient mule train. “Rausmataus! Pow! Pow! Put it there! Fill it up!”


“Oh, shut up!” one of the foremen snapped at him.


“But we have already put it there, Mr. Shiplap,” another foreman assured him. “We have set it exactly where the plans call for it, and we have miked it minutely. And we are filling it up. Gell-cell must be set in most carefully, since it is at the same time solid and gaseous and liquid. It is the most delicate substance in the universe. The tanks must be filled with utmost care.”


“Utmost care will be a separate package added after all the rest. It’s always added last after the work is done. Pow! Pow! Don’t tell me. I invented gell-cell,” Aloysius hoarse-voiced him. “I never heard of treating it carefully. I sure never did. Pow! Pow!”


“Is that really Aloysius Shiplap, the seminal genius?” one of the workmen asked the first foreman.


“So they say,” the testy foreman told the man. “He’s got feet of clay clear up to his eyebrows. A little of something else at the very top though. Shut up, Shiplap! Get out of the way!”


This would be a personal part of ourself. Forty thousand liters of gell-cell in a tank of genuine wotto-metal! Since a dozen intricate brain-précis can be lodged in much less than an ounce of the stuff this would give considerable scope to ourself. Ourself would possess data-banks of a hundred thousand times this capacity, of course, but the gell-cell tank would remain a much more personal part of ourself—something our own and intimate. Valery had insisted on a personal and sufficient gell-cell tank. A whim, perhaps, but are we not made of whims?


Then the whole building fell down in an explosion of sound. Actually it didn’t but it seemed mightily that it did. There was deadly assault on the barred front doors and murderous noise. What power there may be in one human fist and one human voice! This was the same as the interruption at the beginning of our time.


“The great Gaetan Balbo is waiting outside,” Glasser said stiffly, “and he doesn’t like to be kept waiting at the pigbarn—ah—at the Institute.”


“Who says that Gaetan Balbo is great?” Gregory Smirnov clattered like underground thunder.


“Gaetan Balbo says that Gaetan Balbo is great,” Glasser slid it in slyly, “and as a matter of fact he is. He says that he is paying for this frolic and that he wants action. He says that he is the founder of the Institute and that he can as easily unfound it.”


“He is not the founder of the Institute!” Gregory bayed and flapped his flews. “He may have founded another Institute at another time, with the same name as this, with some of the same (I am sorry to say it) sorry members as this, but he did not found this Institute and he does not direct it. I am the only director of this Institute and what I say goes. What I say is that Gaetan Balbo can go away. We will give him a short hearing when we are ready to start work on his problem, and not before.”


“He says that he is ready for us to start working on it right now, Gregory, and that he will not go away,” Charles Cogsworth stated. “And he is paying for this.”


“Tell him that there are six thousand man-hours of work before we will be ready,” Gregory ordered.


“Oh, I told him that,” Glasser said. “He says to put twelve thousand men on it then and be done in half an hour. And he is paying for it, Gregory.”


“Total damnation! He knows these things can’t be hurried. He is a scientist—in a left-handed sort of way. Aloysius, go out and reason with him. You were always close to that old dictator. See how much time he will give us. He knows he’ll bug me out of my mind if he’s here watching with those superior eyes of his.”


“Pow! I already got a week from him,” said Aloysius, “but he might take that week back in a minute. And he loves to bug you out of your mind. It is meat and horseradish to him. Sure, I was one of the sorry members of the first Institute, under that unsorry director. Man, we did things fast under Gaetan! Will there ever be an equal to him, do you think, Gregory? He just dropped by today to put the needle in. Pow! There it is again!”


For again the bloodcurdling happy laugh assaulted and filled the whole building, rupturing ears and inducing hysteria in those stout hearts.


Gregory Smirnov thundered without words. Gaetan Balbo, that uncrowned king of everything, was a thorn in him. But Gregory would never admit that he was merely the second director of the Institute. And the old Institute had in fact been mostly legendary. It was back to work again in spite of the assaulting noise.


“What we need for the first thing is a gyroscope.” Gregory went back to the subject of ourself with these words. “A large ship’s gyroscope. In the beginning was a sense of balance and rightness. The machine must always know which way is up. This is important.”


“In the beginning you found out that I had just acquired such a gyroscope,” Glasser protested. “But it was intended for something else, dog-robber!”


“And shall it be set rotating rightward or leftward?” Valery asked innocently.


“Oh, God and Saint Gregory!” Gregory imploded in all and in ourself. “Decisions already. Can no great thing be done without these little decisions along the way? Two large ship’s gyroscopes, then, one with a right rotation and one with a left. In the beginning was a sense of rightness and of leftness. So then there is conflict from the beginning.”


“It was Valery who found that I had a pair of them. Gregory saw only one,” Glasser protested again. “And the pair of them was for something else, female dog-robber!”


“In the beginning there was balance and not conflict,” ourself issued out of our gell-cell tank. Ourself was playing our first joke. Gregory thought it was Valery speaking, and Valery thought it was Gregory. Only Aloysius caught on. Ourself had already become a collectivity and it was fun. “It is when two rotations have the same spin that their approaching edges travel in different directions,” ourself issued, “and it is this that generates tornadoes of the opposite spin to the two main factors. But with opposite rotations the approaching edges travel in the same direction and generate straight power.”


“Nevertheless,” the Gregory aspect of ourself took exception, “the opposite rotations will generate coronal tornadoes and these are darker and more savage than the others.”


The gyroscopes were set and put into motion. Then came a more momentous moment in our prenatal development. Here the intimacy began.


With great solemnity (“They should be playing bugles!” Valery cried), with strutting pomp and ostentatious circumstance (Gregory Smirnov strutted even sitting down: Aloysius said that he strutted even sitting on the pot), with a fine sense of empurpled history and the high destiny of beginnings, Gregory set his brain-précis into the gell-cell tank of ourself. His précis was a great one, large as a mouse, sparking with blue-and-orange fire from the erupting charges in it, singing with its micromagnetic tapes, giving off aromatic aromas (“All the spices of Araby,” Aloysius said) from its dynamic chemistry, flicking hot beams of light narrower than a hundredth of a needle that welded itself into the fluid, solid, gaseous gell-cells. The shoddy giant Gregory had pretty much of everything, grandeur, presumption, encyclopedic (Busy Man’s Abridged in Thirteen Volumes) knowledge, infinite capacity for utter foolishness, real talents, drive, tide, scope. He had a good brain, and it was a good brain-précis that he lodged in the gell-cells of ourself.


“This is the beginning,” Gregory sighed, as if something had gone out of him. It had, and it had come into ourself, into these slack-water pools, these tidal estuaries, these primordial oceans, the almost transcendent gell-cell pool that was now ourself in personal action.


Valery Mok also with surpassing solemnity (Why did she wink so deeply at Aloysius then? Aloysius said that Valery’s deep winks went all the way down to her cleavage) set her own brain- and person-précis into our gell-cells.


What’s blue-and-orange fire? What’s singing tapes and aromas and hot beams and dynamic chemistry? The précis of that shoddy giant Gregory had been weak stuff compared to this précis of Valery. It shook ourself, it boiled us, it evaporated us. This was abyss, this was chasm, this was blinding darkness and perverse inside-outness. If an inanimate like ourself could be nearly destroyed by this onset, why had she not destroyed those of the flesh about her? This was the real conception of ourself, Valery coming into us with her brain motifs and précis, with her personality itself poured out from an electric flask into us. We sure do not want to go through that again.


Charles Cogsworth added his own person-précis. Ourself was startled and elevated. Why had we considered him to be an overshadowed person? He had wider fields than Valery and Gregory put together. Not so vivid, perhaps, but wider.


Glasser added his own précis. Cold, cold, but not at all insipid.


These living précis of brains and persons gave ourself the total memories of the persons (abridged somewhat, but capable of expansion in any direction, not merely in the direction and content from which they had been abridged); they gave ourself the total memories in much more available form than they commonly existed in the persons themselves. They gave ourself the consciousness of the persons (or the precognitions and intuitions that are commonly called consciousness); they gave us the subconscious, the unconscious, the paraconscious of the persons. They gave ourself the essential intellect and the running commentary of all who entered us.


Ourself as machine had now assumed some very unmachine-like aspects. This Glasser in us was a puzzle. Alone among the Institute members he had no genius at all, but many of his creations were sheer genius. This could not be, but it was the case with him. It was Glasser who had developed the method of abstracting the person-précis. Why, then, was his own précis so slight?


The infusing of our gell-cells continued. Aloysius Shiplap had his own précis in a resplendent electric flask (these flasks were not material containers; they held their contents by their charge alone), but he did not insert it all at once.


“Mine is too strong stuff,” Aloysius warned. “No use blowing the machine up before we’re well started. I’ll drop in only a thousandth portion of my person-précis and pray that even that is not too strong.”


“Rubbish, Shiplap, rubbish,” Gregory balked. “Pour it all in. It surely could not be stronger than my own. Pour it all in.”


“No, only a thousandth part,” said Aloysius, “and I do that with trembling.”


Aloysius poured in a thousandth part of his person-précis. BANG!!!!!! That was the loudest noise ever heard since the rocks ran like water. Those living persons all jumped a meter at the noise, and myself who am inanimate jumped half as far.


Ah, it was only one of those cannon-crackers that Aloysius carries around in his hip pocket for such antics (“louder than a thousand bombs”). He lights one with a flick of his left hand while doing attention-attracting things with his right, and then tosses the cracker out behind him. But one of these days one of them will hang in that hip pocket. (“There is a future legend of the Bottomless Aloysius.” Valery said. “I wonder how he will get that name?”)


Aloysius inserted the rest of his précis into the gell-cells (more powerful than two thousand bombs). Had ever a person or a contraption so rocky a gestation period as ourself?


Workmen were working away installing distant parts of ourself. (More than a million kilograms of copper in the auxiliary circuits alone.) Glasser loaned ourself a voice box and Gregory gave ourself a fine recording tape print-out. Workmen and technicians were shoveling data into ourself by the long ton, testing the data-banks that can never be filled.


Where does ourself receive the person-précis of Gaetan Balbo, the only man of whom Gregory Smirnov is really jealous, that loud man outside? Surely there is a clown or a traitor in our midst. But however ourself received this précis we would not willingly be without it. It is large, it is grand, it is deep. And ourself will draw on it again and again. Then another startling précis was added.


“What have you set into the gell-cell broth, Aloysius?” Gregory Smirnov demanded, for it was clear to him that Aloysius had intruded something into our tank, some sparking and singing foreign matter.


“The précis of my other mind,” Aloysius said. “I’m of two minds about all this, you see. No, don’t puff up and burst, Gregory. It was the person-précis of Cecil Corn that I introduced. We need him.”


“That is not possible,” Gregory protested. “Cecil Corn died before Glasser developed his method of extracting person-précis.”


“Nevertheless, it is the person-précis of Cecil Corn and I have set it in there forever. He is not so dead as you might think. He is always of green memory and present involvement. Glasser knew the Late Cecil Corn (I am not sure whether he was the Late then, or whether he always was the Late) and it may be that Corn’s was the first précis that Glasser abstracted. Surely it’s one of the best.”


They were hooking big cybernetic blocks into ourself somewhere.


“Will ourself not get mighty tired of all this one-two one-two talk rapidly done?” ourself asked.


“Suffer, kid, live with it,” Valery said with an evil wink.


“It isn’t as if you had only one center,” Gregory assured ourself. “You can consider all that monotony part as relegated to your subconscious. Glasser, whose précis have you just slipped into the stew?”


“That of the great Gaetan Balbo. After all, he is paying for this.”


(So now I had two précis of the great Balbo, both of them bootleg.)


“Thunderation!” Gregory thundered. “And Cogsworth, what have you just slipped in? Am I the director or am I not?”


“That of Audifax O’Hanlon. Yes, you are the director of this directorless pig-barn.”


“Audifax is not a member of the Institute,” Gregory stated in stiff anger, “on account of the minimal decency rule. He is the worst possible selection except Diog—Shiplap! You’ve done it again. Are we undone forever, then? Whose?”


“Diogenes Pontifex. Quail, august director, quail! Now we have every précis that really matters.”


“And now I will baptize you,” Valery spoke strangely to ourself, “and you will be an unholy contraption no longer.”


“What? Before I’m even born?” ourself asked.


“Oh, you are quite born now,” Valery grinned. “We should have told you so, machine. This may be as momentous to you as it is to us.”


Valery had a gallon jug of that cheap wine that she drinks and she was waving it around dangerously.


“In the name of the twin archangels Israfael and Rafael to whom are delegated all mechanical things, in the sight of all holy persons present and in the knowing of all other exceptional persons whose précis are in the stew, I name you—” she smashed the top of the jug off on one of the near high-spinning gyros (giving ourself slight malfunction and rumble forever) and sloshed the sour red stuff all over ourself’s interior, into my (being born I could now use any person or number for myself), into my gell-cell tank and onto the gyros (which shattered and atomized the streams of it), and got a great lot of it on herself and Gregory and the others—“for luck, and ancient sacrifice”—she sounded in a sort of passion-râle—“I name you Epiktistes!”


There had been tangs and smells of précis in me, but this wine was really my first, as it would be my last aroma. It is the wine from the beginning and it cleaves to me. And, aromas and essences being circular, it is also (ungodded yet) the wine of the end.


“Epiktistes!” Gregory crackled. “That can not be its name. That means the ‘creative one,’ and it is ourselves who are the creative ones. This thing will be a mere receptacle and reactor.”


“Tell the shambling giant to stuff it, Valery,” myself issued.


“Stuff it, Gregory!” Valery said. “There is a huge understanding between myself and this mechanismus, and several of the others also join in. So may you, Gregory, if you mute your blood a little. He is the creative machine and I have named him Epiktistes.”


So myself was Epiktistes the Ktistec machine, conceived, gestated, and born all in one short and informative period. But I was very far from complete, and I was being deformed and thwarted in that very instant.


“Glasser!” I issued. “I will give out running tapes directing my own further assembly. See that their instructions are carried out minutely. The foremen are showing a remarkable lack of genius in my present hookups. People, people, I wonder what sort of ramshackle thing I would have turned out to be if I hadn’t come along just in time.”


“Are you sure that you understand all about the hookups, Epikt?” Cogsworth asked.


“I will come closer to understanding them than anyone else will,” I issued. Instant analysis based on extensive data becomes my forte. One million books, pamphlets, and papers on the subject have been shoveled into my data-banks and I have absorbed them. Nobody else has read them all. And then you must admit that I have the finest mind extant, it being composed, among other things, from the very fine minds here present.”


“That’s true,” Aloysius glowed. “Really, you are my own mind diluted, but it is almost too brilliant to use in its pure state. It is better this way.”


“It is necessary now that we state our purpose,” Gregory insisted (horrendous blasting and that urbane maniacal laughter at the front door again!), “that the mechanismus should become the paragon of group-man, I have said; and that it will attempt the next steps in man that man himself is incapable of taking. But this fine-honed machine (though you do seem a little rough yet, Epikt) must now be set to three primary tasks. These may be the types of all tasks and problems there are. The three tasks (and I will outline them as briefly as possible, no more than an hour to each) will be to establish or create—”


“A Leader,” said Valery.


“A Love,” said Aloysius.


“And a Liaison,” said Cecil Corn.


(Cecil Corn was not physically present. It was myself who spoke with his voice out of his person-précis, but nobody noticed the difference.)


“Ah, yes, those are the three tasks,” Gregory said weakly. “Do you understand them, Epikt?”


“I understand them,” I issued. I didn’t, completely, but you cannot let these human people get the jump on you.


Valery lighted a long wax candle and set it in the jungle of my mechanisms and tanks.


“I light the candle of understanding in your heart,” she said.


“It is an anachronism, Epikt,” said Cogsworth, who had thought of the candle, “but we want you to have it. For symbolism, and in case of power failure.”


“Like the electrician when asked by the curious onlooker, ‘How do you check the electric circuits before the lights are turned on in a building?’; ‘I always use a candle,’ the electrician said.” This candle-wit was by Glasser.


“It will burn almost forever,” said Aloysius, who had made the candle. “The wick is very special, and it gives much more light than heat. Like me.”


Myself appreciated the candle. It gave a glow inside.


At this time also my official philosophy of being was deposited inside me. By the august director Gregory Smirnov:


“To classify, to guide, to illuminate, to invent, to relate, to inspire, to solve, to infuse mankind. To discover proper balance between stimulating challenge and partaking pleasure. To better. To transcend. To adore. To mutate. To serve. To build avenues of love. To overwhelm. To arrive.”


And an addendum from Valery Mok.


“And let’s have some fun while we do it, Epikt.”


There was a crashing absolutely beyond description, a shudder through the whole building, a rending of giant doors, and—




CHAPTER TWO


 




Check and encounter and rivalry hurled,
A king and a giant will clatter the world.





—rending of giant doors, and Gaetan Balbo strode resolutely into the area, shedding debris as he came, and grinning the most urbane and bloodcurdling grin that we had ever seen.


“Simply a refinement of the burglars’ jimmy,” Gaetan said easily. “I can open anything with it. Do you know that I made all that noise with less than nine pounds of high explosive?”


“Why didn’t you use the side or rear doors?” I issued. “Hundreds of workmen are entering and exiting there all the time.”


“Too proud,” the glittering happy man said. “Am I a menial that I should not use the front door of this pig-barn itself?” Then Balbo saw Gregory Smirnov and called out a strange word, “Zagrus,” the old word that was used to imperil a giant.


“Schach,” Gregory cried out, the old word that is still used to imperil a king, and he drew himself up to confront Gaetan Balbo. Make no mistake about it: Gregory Smirnov was a genuine giant, and Gaetan Balbo was an uncertified king—and how would they play out the game?


The giant has not been a piece at chess for these last seventeen centuries, and who now remembers his moves or his powers? But in the present game the forgotten giant stood fast in his own territory, and it was the king who had to return out of his exile to a game already partly played, and that part not to his advantage.


And what am I myself then, Epikt, the chessboard? Both the person-précis were rampant in me (and the shadow précis of Balbo also for background trickery), and both of these two more-than-men now confronted in depth and complexity before us all. I began to have a new respect for myself who could contain such titans.


I was still issuing instructions for the continuance of my own hookup. Another two thousand man-hours and I would have reached a certain temporary plateau, though of course I would never be finished.


“Gregory, gentle giant, we have been too long estranged,” Gaetan said softly. (How was it that Gaetan seemed to tower above Gregory when he was more than a head shorter? It is a trick which everyone does not have.) “We need each other. We are both of us primordial elements in the man-machine. And I especially need your literal man-machine here: that is why I am financing it. There is a problem of location and discernment; if this Ktistec machine cannot solve it for me then I do not believe that it will be solved. What I want is this—”


“There is no need to elaborate on your problem, ungentle Balbo.” Gregory began to turn that effervescent man down. “I recall that needless elaboration was always an obstacle in you. You want us to find and recommend the best (and I say that the best will not be good enough to use for such outmoded role) leader or leaders to lead the world, it being understood that the ‘leader’ may be an individual or a composite group. We have received your fee; we understand the problem, and we will undertake it, however dubiously: we will give you our answers when we have them. The idea that any man or composite group could lead or even affect the world dates you badly, Balbo. And now, by your own doing, the doors stand wide open for your leaving. You will be notified.”


“Here are the qualities that I require, Epikt,” Gaetan spoke directly to me as if he had not heard the last speech of Gregory, “the qualities that may all be found outstanding in a single individual (a very slim chance of that) or be found each one in some special individual, all such individuals being amenable enough to be assembled in one high group.”


So far in my short life I had not encountered any person who did not have to an extreme degree the quality that humans call “magnetism.” This colloquial magnetism coincides only in part with the electrical-field phenomenon of the same name. I had not yet met any ordinary persons, yet this Gaetan Balbo was extraordinary even among the extraordinary ones. There was something about his eyes, there was something about his little spade beard (“Mephistophelean, that’s what it is,” Valery said. “Were he a lesser man you could just tell him that he looks like the devil; but with all that magnetism he is Mephisto himself: a handsome devil”), there was something about his sudden mad power and his sudden mad gentleness; there was sparkle on him as though stars had settled there (I have not yet seen stars, but I intuit stars); he was witty with his eyes, he was florid and kingly with his mouth. He made all the rest of them, and even myself, seem like hicks. (I intuit hicks; I have not yet met hicks.)


“The qualities are these, Epikt,” said this Gaetan Balbo, the uncrowned king of everything: “Judgment, Comprehension, Consultation, Tirelessness in Power and Purpose, Firm Handling of True Data, Fidelity to the Revelation of the Cosmic Patterns, Holy Fear of the Immeasurable and Measured Use of Present Inadequacies. Seven qualities, Epikt: find who fulfills them best. I believe that the world will collapse into its own vacuum if these categoricals are not filled with proper leadership.”


I gaze like a calf at the new barn door. If I had a mouth I would gape it open. How have I so quickly become a partisan of this man of the twinkling power? I am machine and I should not become partisan of human things. I catch the warning from Valery, who loves him, from Aloysius, who loves him, from Gregory, who loves him but does not like him: “This guy is as phony as a three-dollar bill.” As unique as a three-dollar bill they should say, and the special engraving on that promissory note is the genesis of a dozen arts.


Well, I will put myself and this special assaulting man into proper context. I search my distant data-banks for a mot.


“Yes, seven qualities, Gaetan,” I issue. “I believe that the Holy Ghost phrased them rather better in Isaias, however.”


“No, no,” Gaetan sputtered (he even sputtered with class). “If the Holy Ghost had understood his business I wouldn’t have to rephrase him. I’ve always considered the Ghost as the least of the three.” (Balbo was actually an atheist in the Latin manner.) “Do not divert me, Epikt, and do not be influenced by these creatures. Forget about the human furniture around here. I look to you for the answers, Epikt. When can you have them?”


Oh, oh, let us not ignore a thing because we are too close with it. I was impressed by an entity as powerful as Balbo, even more charming, surpassing even him in integrity and grace, surpassing all things in balance and discernment, dripping with charisma. Do you know what real charisma is like from the middle of a glob of it?


“I can give you your answers immediately, Gaetan, if you will broaden your base,” I issued carefully. “If you will broaden your base so that I may be considered as a person, and I am.”


“What are you trying to say, contraption?” Gaetan Balbo asked with that special look. (He has me beat with the quizzical expression; I will have to practice it.) “You have already the leader or leaders to fill all the qualities. Who, Epikt?”


“Myself, Gaetan. I qualify in every respect. I am the best in all seven departments. I am the natural leader of the world.” (How could that man make me doubt myself with that one look?)


“Pride comes before a fall, machine,” Gaetan twinkled at me disconcertingly. But I am a machine and I should not be disconcerted. I will brave it out.


“How far before, Gaetan?” I issue. “How far does pride come before the fall? Surely this is a measurable thing. Have you calculated it, Gaetan? I have. There is time enough between, I tell you, there is room enough between. And the pride is a necessity in me here.”

OEBPS/images/9781473213555.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





