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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.
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Volume: One





Chapter 1


The low-angled daylight dimmed suddenly on the page of a poem by Alfred Noyes that Walter the InTeacher was reading. It was as if a little cloud had passed over the face of the late afternoon sun that was slanting its rays through the library window beside him. But when Walter glanced up, Earth’s star shone bright and round in the sky. There was no cloud.


He frowned, set the antique book aside and reached into his now old-fashioned Maran robes to take out a small, transparent cube filled with liquid, within which normally drifted a thin pink strip of semi-living tissue. It was a cube sent to him here on Earth fourteen years back, from what remained of the old Splinter Culture of the men and women of Mara—that with Kultis had been the two Exotic Worlds. In all those years, as often as he had looked at it, the appearance of the strip had never changed. But now he saw it lying shriveled and blackened and curled as if burned, at the bottom of the liquid enclosing it. And from the implications of this it came to Walter then, coldly and like something he had been half-expecting for some time, that the hour of his death was upon him.


He put the cube away and got swiftly to his feet. At ninety-two he was still tall, spare and active. But he did not know how long the life gauge had been shriveled, or how much time remained. He went quickly, therefore, along the library and out through a tall french window, onto the flagstone terrace, flanked at each end by heavy-blossomed lilac bushes and standing a sheer forty feet above the half mile of lake enclosed by the Mayne estate.


On the terrace, legs spread and big hands locked together behind him, Malachi Nasuno, once an officer and man of the Dorsai, but now a tutor like Walter, stood watching an eggshell plastic canoe and the canoeist in it, paddling toward the house. It was almost sunset. The sun, dropping rapidly behind the sharp peaks of the Sawatch Range of the Rocky Mountains around them, was growing a shadow swiftly across the lake from its farther end. This shadow the canoeist was racing, just ahead of its edge on the dark blue water.


Walter wasted no time, but hurried to the flagstaff at one end of the terrace. He loosened the cord on the staff; the sun-warmed, flexible length of it ran through his fingers, burning them lightly, and the flag with its emblem of a hawk flying out of a wood fluttered to the terrace stones.


Out on the lake, the canoeist’s paddle beat brightly once more in the sunlight and then ceased. The living figure vanished overside. A moment later, the canoe itself heaved up a little, filled and sank, as if it had been ripped open from beneath and pulled down into the depths. A second later the advancing edge of darkness upon the water covered the spot where the craft had been.


Walter felt the breath of Malachi Nasuno suddenly warm against his left ear. He turned to face the heavy-boned, deep-lined features of the old professional soldier.


“What is it?” asked Malachi, quietly. “Why alarm the boy?”


“I wanted him to get away—if he can,” answered Walter. “The rest of us are done for.”


Malachi’s craggy, hundred-year-old face hardened like cooling metal and the thickets of his brows pulled close together.


“Speak for yourself,” he said. “When I’m dead, I’m dead. But I’m not dead yet. What is it?”


“I don’t know,” said Walter. He lifted the cube from his robes and showed it. “All I know is I’ve had this warning.”


“More of your Exotic hocus-pocus,” growled Malachi. But the growl was only half disdainful. “I’ll go warn Obadiah.”


“There’s no time.” Walter’s hand on a still-massive forearm stopped the ex-soldier. “Obadiah’s been ready to meet that personal God of his for years now, and any minute we’re liable to have eyes watching what we do. The less we seem to be expecting anything, the better Hal’s chance to get away.”


Far up along the shadowed margin of the lake, the gaudy shape of a nesting harlequin duck, disturbed from some tall waterweeds below overhanging bushes, burst suddenly into the open, crying out, and fluttered, half-running, half-flying, across the darkened surface of the water to another part of the shore. Walter breathed out in relief.


“Good lad,” he said. “Now, if he’ll just stay hidden.”


“He’ll stay,” said Malachi, grimly. “He’s not a lad now, but a man. You and Obadiah keep forgetting that.”


“A man, at sixteen?” said Walter. The ready tears of age were unexpectedly damp against the outer corners of his eyes. “So soon?”


“Man enough,” grunted Malachi. “Who’s coming? Or what?”


“I don’t know,” answered Walter. “What I showed you was just a device to warn of a sharp pressure increase of the ontogenetic energies, moving in on us. You remember I told you one of the last things I was able to have them do on Mara was run calculations on the boy; and the calculations indicated high probability of his intersection with a pressure-climax of the current historical forces before his seventeenth year.”


“Well, if it’s only energies—” Malachi snorted.


“Don’t fool yourself!” said Walter, almost sharply for a Maran. “There’ll be men or things to manifest its effect when it gets here, just as a tornado manifests a sudden drop in air pressure. Perhaps—” He broke off. Malachi’s gaze had moved away from the Maran. “What is it?”


“Others, perhaps,” said Malachi, quietly. His generous nostrils spread, almost sniffing the cooling air, tinged now by the sky-pink of the sunset that was beginning to flood between the white-touched mountain peaks.


“Why do you say that?” Walter glanced covertly around, but saw nothing.


“I’m not sure. A hunch,” said Malachi.


Walter felt coldness within him.


“We’ve done wrong to our boy,” he almost whispered. Malachi’s eyes whipped back to focus on him.


“Why?” demanded the Dorsai ex-soldier.


“We’ve trained him to meet men—men and women at most,” whispered Walter, crouching under his feeling of guilt. “And these devils are loose now on the fourteen worlds.”


“The Others aren’t ‘devils’!” snapped Malachi, not bothering to keep his voice down. “Mix your blood and mine, and Obadiah’s in with it—mix together blood of all the Splinter Cultures if you want to, and you still get men. Men make men—nothing else. You don’t get anything out of a pot you don’t put into it.”


“Other Men and Women. Hybrids.” Walter shivered. “People with half a dozen talents in one skin.”


“What of it?” growled Malachi. “A man lives, a man dies. If he lives well and dies well, what difference does it make what kills him?”


“But this is our Hal—”


“Who has to die someday, like everyone else. Straighten up!” muttered Malachi. “Don’t they grow any backbones on the Exotics?”


Walter pulled himself together. He stood tall, breathed deeply and with control for a few seconds, then put on peace like a cloak.


“You’re right,” he said. “At least Hal’s had all we could give him, the three of us, in skill and knowledge. And he’s got the creativity to be a great poet, if he lives.”


“Poet!” said Malachi, bleakly. “There’s a few thousand more useful things he could do with his life. Poets—”


He broke off. His eyes met Walter’s with abrupt warning.


Walter’s eyes acknowledged the message. He folded his hands in the wide sleeves of his blue robe with a gesture of completion.


“But poets are men, too,” he said, as cheerfully and casually as someone making light argument for its own sake. “That’s why, for example, I think so highly of Alfred Noyes, among the nineteenth-century poets. You know Noyes, don’t you?”


“Should I?”


“I think so,” said Walter. “Of course, I grant you no one remembers anything but The Highwayman, out of all his poems, nowadays. But Tales of the Mermaid Tavern, and that other long poem of his—Sherwood—they’ve both got genius in them. You know, there’s that part where Oberon, the king of elves and fairies, is telling his retainers that Robin Hood is going to die, and explaining why the fairies owe Robin a debt—”


“Never read it,” grunted Malachi, ungraciously.


“Then I’ll quote it for you,” said Walter. “Oberon is talking to his own kind and he tells about one of them whom Robin once rescued from what he thought was nothing worse than a spider’s web. And what Noyes had Oberon say is—listen to this now—




“‘… He saved her from the clutches of that Wizard,


‘That Cruel Thing, that dark old Mystery,


‘Whom ye all know and shrink from …!’”





Walter broke off, for a thin, pale-faced young man in a dark business suit, holding a void pistol with a long, narrow, wire coil-shielded barrel, had stepped from the lilac bushes behind Malachi. A moment later another gunman joined him. Turning, Walter saw yet two more had appeared from the bushes at his end of the terrace. The four pistols covered the two old men.


“‘… Plucked her forth, so gently that not one bright rainbow gleam upon her wings was clouded …’” A deep, vibrant voice finished the quotation, and a very tall, erect man with dark hair and lean, narrow-boned face, carrying the book Walter had just been reading with one long finger holding a place in its pages, stepped through the same french window from which Walter had come a few moments before.


“… But you see?” he went on, speaking now to Walter, “how it goes downhill, gets to be merely pretty and ornate, after that first burst of strength you quoted? Now, if you’d chosen instead the song of Blondin the Minstrel, from that same poem—”


His voice took on sudden strength and richness—half-chanting the quoted lines in the fashion of the plainsong of the medieval monks.




“Knight on the narrow way,


Where wouldst thou ride?


‘Onward,’ I heard him say,


‘Love, to thy side!’





“… then I’d have had to agree with you.”


Walter bent his head a little with bare politeness. But there was a traitorous stir in his chest. The magnificent voice, the tall, erect figure before him, plucked at Walter’s senses, trained by a lifetime of subtleties, with the demand for appreciation he would have felt toward a Stradivarius in the hands of some great violinist.


Against his will, Walter felt the pull of a desire—to which, of course, yielding was unthinkable—to acknowledge the tall man as if this Other was a master, or a king.


“I don’t think we know you,” said Walter slowly.


“Ahrens is my name. Bleys Ahrens,” said the tall man. “And you needn’t be worried. No one’s going to be hurt. We’d just like to use this estate of yours for a short meeting during the next day or two.”


He smiled at Walter. The power of his different voice was colored by a faint accent that sounded like archaic English. His face held a straight-boned, unremarkable set of features that had been blended and molded by the character lines around the mouth and eyes into something like handsomeness. The direct nose, the thin-lipped mouth, the wide, high forehead and the brilliant brown eyes were all softened by those lines into an expression of humorous kindness.


Beneath that face, his sharply square and unusually wide shoulders, which would have looked out of proportion on a shorter man, seemed no more than normal above the unusual height of his erect, slim body. That body stood relaxed now, but unconsciously balanced, like the body of a yawning panther. And the pale-faced young gunmen gazed up at him with the worshipping gaze of hounds.


“We?” asked Walter.


“Oh, a club of sorts. To tell you the truth, you’d do better not to worry about the matter at all.” Ahrens continued to smile at Walter, and looked about at the lake and the wooded margin of it that could be seen from the terrace.


“There ought to be two more of you here, shouldn’t there?” he said, turning to Walter again. “Another tutor your own age, and your ward, the boy named Hal Mayne? Where would they be, now?”


Walter shook his head, pleading ignorance. Ahrens’ gaze went to Malachi, who met it with the indifference of a stone lion.


“Well, we’ll find them,” said Ahrens lightly. He looked back at Walter. “You know, I’d like to meet that boy. He’d be … what? Sixteen now?”


Walter nodded.


“Fourteen years since he was found …” Ahrens’ voice was frankly musing. “He must have some unusual qualities. He’d have had to have them—to stay alive, as a child barely able to walk, alone on a wrecked ship, drifting in space for who-knows-how-long. Who were his parents—did they ever find out?”


“No,” said Walter. “The log aboard showed only the boy’s name.”


“A remarkable boy …,” said Ahrens again. He glanced out around the lake and grounds. “You say you’re sure you don’t know where he is now?”


“No,” answered Walter.


Ahrens glanced at Malachi, inquiringly.


“Commandant?”


Malachi snorted contemptuously.


Ahrens smiled as warmly on the ex-soldier as he had at Walter, but Malachi was still a stone lion. The tall man’s smile faded and became wistful.


“You don’t approve of Other Men like me, do you?” he said, a little sadly. “But times have changed, Commandant.”


“Too bad,” said Malachi, dryly.


“But too true,” said Ahrens. “Did it ever occur to you your boy might be one of us? No? Well, suppose we talk about other things if that suggestion bothers you. I don’t suppose you share your fellow tutor’s taste for poetry? Say, for something like Tennyson’s Morte d’Arthur—a piece of poetry about men and war?”


“I know it,” said Malachi. “It’s good enough.”


“Then you ought to remember what King Arthur has to say in it about changing times,” said Ahrens. “You remember—when Arthur and Sir Bedivere are left alone at the end and Sir Bedivere asks the King what will happen now, with all the companionship of the Round Table dissolved, and Arthur himself leaving for Avalon. Do you remember how Arthur answers, then?”


“No,” Malachi said.


“He answers—” and the voice of Ahrens rang out in all its rich power again, “The old order changeth, yielding to new …” Ahrens paused and looked at the old ex-soldier significantly.


“—And God fulfills himself in many ways—Lest one good custom should corrupt the world,” interrupted a harsh, triumphant voice.


They turned, all together. Obadiah Testator, the third of Hal Mayne’s tutors, was being herded out through the french window into their midst, at the point of a void pistol, by a fifth young gunman.


“You forgot to finish the quotation,” rasped Obadiah at Ahrens. “And it applies to your kind too, Other Man. In God’s eye you, also, are no more than a drift of smoke and the lost note of a cymbal. You, too, are doomed at His will—like that!”


He had come on, farther than his young guard had intended, to snap his bony fingers with the last word, under the very nose of Ahrens. Ahrens started to laugh and then his face changed suddenly.


“Posts!” he snapped.


Tension sprang like invisible lightning across the terrace. Of the four gunmen already there, three had left off covering Walter and Malachi to aim at Obadiah, as he snapped his fingers. One only still covered Malachi. Now, at the whip of Ahrens’ voice, the errant gunmen pulled their weapons almost in panic back to their original targets.


“Oh, you fools, you young fools!” said Ahrens softly to them. “Look at me!”


Their pale and guilty glances sidled back to his face.


“The Maran”—Ahrens pointed at Walter—“is harmless. His people taught him that violence—any violence—would cripple his thinking processes. And the Fanatic here is worth perhaps one gun. But you see that old man there?”


He pointed at the unmoved Malachi.


“I wouldn’t lock one of you, armed as you are, with him, unarmed, in an unlighted room, and give a second’s hope to the chance of seeing you alive again.”


He paused, while the gunmen cringed before him.


“Three of you cover the Commandant,” he went on at last, quietly. “And the other two watch our religious friend here. I’ll”—he smiled softly at them—“undertake to try to defend myself against the Maran.”


The aim of the pistols shifted obediently, leaving Walter uncovered. He felt a moment’s pang of something like shame. But the fine engine of that mind of his, to which Ahrens had referred, had come to life; and the unprofitable emotion he had briefly felt was washed away by a new train of thought. Meanwhile, Ahrens had looked back at Obadiah.


“You’re not exactly a lovable sort of man, you know,” he told the Friendly.


Obadiah stood, unawed and unchangeable. Fanatic against fanaticism, apostate to the totalitarian hyper-religiosity of the Splinter Culture that had birthed him, the Friendly loomed almost as tall as Ahrens. But from that point on, any comparisons between them went different ways.


Face-to-face with the obvious necessity now of his own death to protect the boy he had tutored—for Obadiah was no fool and Walter, from fourteen years of living with the Fanatic, saw that the other had already grasped the situation—Obadiah was regarding the terminal point of his life neither with the workmanlike indifference of Malachi, nor with the philosophical acceptance of Walter, but with a fierce, dark, and burning joy.


Grim-countenanced, skull-featured and lath-thin from a life of self-discipline, nothing was left of Obadiah in his eighty-fourth year but a leathery and narrow lantern of gray-black skin and bones. It was a lantern illuminated by an all-consuming inner faith in his individually-conceived God—the God who in gentleness and charity was the direct antithesis of the dark and vengeful Lord of Obadiah’s Culture, and the direct, acknowledged antithesis of Obadiah himself.


Oblivious now to Ahrens’ humor, as to all other unimportant things, he folded his arms and looked directly into the taller man’s eyes.


“Woe to you,” he said, calmly, “to you, Other Man, and all of your breed. And again I say, woe unto you!”


For a second, meeting the deep-sunk, burning eyes in that dark, bony face, Ahrens frowned slightly. His gaze turned and went past Obadiah to the gunman covering him.


“The boy?” Ahrens asked.


“We looked …” The young man’s voice was husky, almost whispering. “He’s nowhere … nowhere around the house.”


Ahrens wheeled sharply to look at Malachi, and Walter.


“If he was off the grounds one of you’d know it?”


“No. He …,” Walter hesitated uncertainly, “might have gone for a hike, or a climb in the mountains …”


He saw Ahrens’ brown eyes focus upon him. As he looked, without warning the dark pupils of them seemed to grow and swell, as if they would finally fill the whole field of Walter’s vision. Again, the emotional effect of the strange voice and commanding presence rang in his memory.


“Now, that’s foolish of you,” said Walter, quietly, making no effort to withdraw his attention from the compelling gaze of Ahrens. “Hypnotic dominance of any form needs at least the unconscious cooperation of the subject. And I am a Maran Exotic.”


The pupils were suddenly normal again. This time, however, Ahrens did not smile.


“There’s something going on here …,” he began, slowly. But Walter had already recognized the fact that time had run out.


“All that’s different,” he interrupted, “is that you’ve been underestimating me. The unexpected, I think some general once said, is worth an army—”


And he launched himself across the few feet of distance separating them, at Ahrens’ throat.


It was a clumsy charge, made by a body and mind untrained to even the thought of physical violence; and Ahrens brushed it aside with one hand, the way he might have brushed aside the temper tantrum of a clumsy child. But at the same time the gunman behind Obadiah fired; it felt as if something heavy struck Walter in the side. He found himself tumbling to the terrace.


But, useless as his attack had been, it had distracted at least the one armed guard; and in that split second of distraction, Obadiah hurled himself—not at either of the gunmen guarding him, but at one of those covering Malachi.


Malachi himself had been in movement from the first fractional motion of Walter’s charge. He was on one of the two still holding pistols trained on him, before the first man could fire. And the charge from the gun of the other passed harmlessly through the space the old soldier had occupied a second before.


Malachi chopped down the gunman he had reached as someone might chop a flower stalk with one swipe of an open hand. Then he turned, picked up the man who had missed him, and threw that gunman into the fire-path of the discharge from the pistols of the two who had been covering Obadiah—just as the remaining armed man, caught in Obadiah’s grasp, managed to fire twice.


In that same moment, Malachi reached him; and they went down together, the gunman rolling on top of the old man.


From the level of the terrace stones, lying half on his side, Walter stared at the ruin his charge had made. Obadiah lay fallen with his head twisted around so that his open and unmoving eyes stared blankly in Walter’s direction. He did not move. No more did the man Malachi had chopped down, nor the other gunman the ex-soldier had thrown into the fire from his companions’ pistols. One other gunman, knocked down by the thrown man, was twitching and moaning strangely on the terrace.


Of the two guards remaining, one lay still on top of Malachi, who had ceased to move, and the other was still on his feet. He turned to face Ahrens and cringed before the devastating blaze of the Other Man’s gaze.


“You fools, you fools!” said Bleys softly. “Didn’t I just get through telling you to concentrate on the Dorsai?”


The remaining gunman shrank in on himself in silence.


“All right,” said Bleys, sighing. “Pick him up.” He indicated the moaning man and turned to the gunman on top of the silent figure of Malachi.


“Wake up.” Bleys prodded the man on top with his toe. “It’s all over.”


The man he had prodded rolled off Malachi’s body and sprawled on the stones with his head at an odd angle to his body. His neck was broken. Bleys drew in a slow breath.


“Three dead—and one hurt,” he said as if to himself. “Just to destroy three unarmed old teachers. What a waste.” He shook his head and turned back to the gunman who was lifting the moaning man.


They think I’m already dead, too, then, thought Walter, lying on the flagstones.


The realization came to him without much surprise. Bleys was already holding open the french window so that the wounded man could be half-carried inside the library by his companion. Bleys followed, his finger still marking a place in the volume of Noyes’ poetry Walter had originally been reading. The french window closed. Walter was left alone with the dead, and the dying light of day.


He was aware that the charge from the void pistol had taken him in the side; and a certain feeling of leakage inside him confirmed his belief that the wound was mortal. He lay waiting for his personal end and it grew in him after a moment that it was something of a small victory that neither Ahrens nor the surviving gunman had realized he was still alive.


He had stolen several minutes more of life. That was a small victory, to add to the large victory that there was now no one from whom the lightning of Bleys’ multi-talented mind could deduce the unique value of Hal. A value that, since it was connected to a possible pressure-climax of the ontogenetic energies, could be as dangerous to the Other Men as they would be to Hal, once they realized he might pose a threat to them.


It was this awareness of Hal as a possible danger that Walter had been so concerned to hide from Ahrens. Now he had done so. Now, they would probably search the grounds for the boy, but not with any particular urgency; and so, perhaps, Hal could escape. Walter felt a modest surge of triumph.


But the sunset was red, and deepening around him as well as around the other silent bodies; and the feeling of triumph faded. His life was leaking fast from him, and he realized now, for the first time, that he had never wanted to die. If only, he thought, I could have lived to think a little longer.


He felt a moment’s unutterable and poignant feeling of regret. It seemed to him suddenly that if he had existed only a few more hours, some of the answers he had sought all his life might have come to him. But then that feeling, too, faded; the light seemed to darken swiftly about him, and he died.


The sun was now setting. Shortly, its rays left the stone terrace and even the dark slates of the house rooftop. Darkness brimmed in the area below the mountains, and the french windows above the terrace flagstones glowed yellow from the lights in the library. For a little while the sky, too, was light; but this also went, and left only the brilliant pinpoints of gleaming stars in a velvet-black, moonless sky.


Down by the margin of the lake, the tall weeds rising out of the black water by the shore stirred. Nearly without a sound, the tall, sapling-thin, shadowy figure of a sixteen-year-old boy hoisted itself up on the grassy bank and stood erect there, dripping and shivering, staring off at the terrace and the lighted house.




Chapter 2


For a moment only, he stood staring. He felt numb, set apart from reality. Something had happened up on the terrace. He had witnessed it, but there was a barrier, a wall in his mind that blocked him off from remembering exactly what had taken place. In any case, there was no time now to examine it. An urgency implanted long since against just such a moment as this was pushing him hard, thrusting him along a path toward certain rehearsed actions that had been trained in him against this time when even thought would be impossible. Obeying that urging, he slipped back out of sight among the greenery that surrounded the lake.


Here, in the dimness, he went swiftly around the lake until he came to a small building. He opened its door and stepped into its unlighted interior.


It was a toolshed full of equipment for keeping the grounds in order; anyone unfamiliar with it would have tripped over any of several dozen pieces of such equipment within two steps beyond the door. But Hal Mayne, although he turned on no illumination, moved lightly among them without touching anything, as if his eyes could see in this kind of darkness.


It had been, in fact, one small part of his training—finding his way blindfolded about the interior of this shed. Certainly now, by practice and touch alone, he found a shelf against the wall, turned it on a hidden pivot at its midpoint and opened a shallow secret compartment between two studs of the building’s back wall. Five minutes later, he slipped back outdoors with the compartment reclosed behind him. But now he wore dry clothes, gray slacks and blue half-jacket. He carried a small travel bag, and had tucked into an interior pocket of the half-jacket papers that would authorize him to travel to any of the fourteen inhabited worlds, plus the cards and vouchers that would make available to him enough Earth and interplanetary funds to get him to a number of off-world destinations.


He went now, among the night-dark trees and bushes once more, in the direction of the house. He was deliberately not thinking—he had not thought from the moment he had seen the flag dipped and had responded by hiding in the lake. Thought was trying to come back, but training still held it at bay; and for the moment there was no will or urge in him to break through the wall in his mind.


He was not thinking, only moving—but he moved like a wisp of mist over the night ground. His lessons had begun as soon as he could walk, at the hands of three experts who had literally lived for him and had poured into him everything that they had to teach. From his standpoint, it had all seemed merely natural and normal, that he should come to know what he knew and be able to do what he did. It was without effort, almost unconsciously, that he went through the dark woods so easily and silently, where almost anyone else would have blundered and made noise.


He came at last to the terrace, now deep in shadow—too buried in darkness to show what still lay there, even though light shone from the library windows at its inner edge. His training kept him apart from the shadow, he did not look into it, did not investigate. Instead, he went toward the edge of one of the windows of the house, from which he could look down into the library itself.


The floor of the library was nearly two meters below the level of the terrace; so that, from within, the window he looked through was high in an outer wall. The room itself was both long and high, its floor-to-ceiling bookshelves warmly stuffed with some thousands of antique, printed and bound volumes holding works like those poems of Alfred Noyes which Walter the InTeacher had been fond of reading. In the fireplace at one end, a fire had just been lit, to throw the ruddy, comforting light of its flames upon the heavy furniture, the books, and the ceiling. The two men in the room stood talking. They were both so tall that their shoulders were almost on a level with Hal’s feet. They stood face-to-face; and there was a certain tenseness about the two of them, like partners who might at any moment become adversaries.


One was the tall man he had seen earlier on the terrace. The other was a man the same height, but outweighing the slim man by half again as much. Not that the other man was fat. He was merely powerfully built, with the sort of round, thick arms and body that, even in lesser proportion on someone of normal height, would have made him seem formidable. His face was round and cheerful under a cap of curly, jet-black hair, and he smiled merrily. Facing the slimmer man, he appeared coarse-bodied, almost untidy, in the soft material of the slacks and cloth jacket that made up the maroon business suit he wore. In contrast, his companion—in gray slacks and black halfcape—seemed tailored and remote.


Hal moved close to the edge of the pane to see if he could hear their talk; and the words inside came faintly through the insulated glass to his ear.


“… tomorrow, at the latest,” the first man was saying. “They should all be here, then.”


“They better be. I hold you responsible, Bleys.” It was the big, black-haired man speaking.


“When didn’t you, Dahno?”


Distantly, a point of information clicked in the back of Hal’s mind. Dahno, or Danno—it was spelled various ways—was the one usually spoken of as the leader of the loose Mafia-sort of organization by which the Other People were said to be increasing their hold upon the inhabited worlds. The Others tended to be known to their people by first names only—like kings. Bleys … that would be Bleys Ahrens, one of the lesser leaders of the Others.


“Always, Bleys. As now. Your dogs made something of a mess taking over here.”


“Your dogs, Dahno.”


The thick-bodied giant brushed the answer away.


“The dogs I lent you. It was your job to set up for the Conference here, Mr. Vice-Chairman.”


“Your dogs aren’t trained, Mr. Chairman. They like killing because they think it proves their value in our eyes. That makes them unreliable with void pistols.”


Dahno chuckled again. His eyes were hard and bright.


“Are you pushing me, Bleys?”


“Pushing back.”


“All right—within limits. But there’ll be fifty-three of us here by tomorrow. The bodies don’t matter as long as they’re cleaned up, out of the way. Then we can forget them.”


“The boy won’t,” said Bleys.


“Boy?”


“The ward these three were raising and tutoring.”


Dahno snorted faintly.


“You’re worried about a boy?” he asked.


“I thought you were the one who talked about neatness, Dahno. The old men died before they could tell us about him.”


Dahno brushed the air again—a little impatiently. Hal watched him, standing in darkness outside the swath of light from the window.


“Why would the dogs think to keep them alive?”


“Because I didn’t tell them to kill.” Bleys’ voice did not seem to have been raised, but it came with peculiar clearness to Hal’s ears through the glass. Dahno cocked his head to look at the slim man, his face for a moment not cheerful, but merely watching.


“Aside from that,” he said, his own voice unchanged, “what could they tell us?”


“More.” Bleys’ voice was again as it had been earlier. “Didn’t you look at the prospectus on holding our Conference here? This place was set up under a trust established from the sale of an unregistered interstellar courier-class ship, which was found drifting near Earth, with the boy in it as a two-year-old child, or younger. No one else was aboard. I don’t like mysteries.”


“It’s all that Exotic blood in you that doesn’t like mysteries,” Dahno said. “Where would we be if we took the time to try to understand every mystery we came across? Our game is controlling the machinery, not understanding it. Tell me about another way a few thousand of us can hope to run fourteen worlds.”


“You could be right,” said Bleys. “But still it’s a careless attitude.”


“Bleys, my buck,” said Dahno. His voice changed only as slightly as Ahrens’ had a moment before, but his eyes reflected the red light of the fire. “I’m never careless. You know that.”


The night breeze freshened off the lake and a sudden small gust sent the branches of a lilac bush lashing against the pane of another of the library windows. Both of the men inside looked toward the sound at once. Hal stepped back noiselessly from the window, deeper into the shadow.


His training was urging him away, now. It was time to go. He half-swung toward the terrace, still not forming clearly in his mind the true picture of what was there, but with the empty feeling that what he was leaving was something to which he would never have a chance to return. But his training had anticipated that feeling also, and overrode it. He turned away from terrace and house alike, and moved off through the surrounding trees at a silent trot.


There were gravel-bed roads in the area for the traffic of air-cushion vehicles, but the way he took avoided them. He ran steadily, easily, through the pine-scented night air of the forest, his footsteps silent on the dead conifer needles underfoot and making only little more sound on the patches of bare rock and hard earth. His pace was a steady twelve kilometers an hour, and in a little less than an hour and a half, he reached the small commercial center known as Thirkel. There were a dozen other such centers and two small towns that he could have reached in less distance and time; but an unconscious calculation from his training had led him to choose Thirkel.


Thanks to that calculation, at Thirkel he had only a fourteen-minute wait before a regularly scheduled autobus stopped on its way into Bozeman, Montana. He was the only passenger boarding in the soft mountain night. He stepped aboard and displayed one of the credit tabs he now carried to the automatic control unit of the bus. The unit noted the charge for his travel, closed the doors behind him with a soft breath of air, and lifted the vehicle into the air again.


He came into Bozeman shortly after midnight and caught a shuttle to Salt Lake Pad. Then, as the early dawn was pinkening the sky beyond the surrounding mountains, he lifted in an orbital jitney on its run from that Pad to the gray-clad globe that was the Final Encyclopedia, swimming in orbit around Earth at sixteen hundred kilometers from its surface.


The jitney carried no more than fifty or sixty passengers—all of them having passed pre-clearance at the Earth end of the trip. Among Hal’s papers had been a continually renewed scholar’s passport for a single visit, under his own name. Earth, the Dorsai, Mara and Kultis were the only four worlds where the Others had not yet gotten some control of the internal government. But on Earth, only the records of the Final Encyclopedia could be regarded as secure from prying by the Others; and so all credit and record transactions Hal had made since leaving his home had been achieved with papers or tabs bearing the name of Alan Semple. These he now destroyed, as the jitney lifted, and he was left carrying nothing to connect him with the false name he had temporarily used. The automated records at the Final Encyclopedia would be too well informed for him to hope to use a false name; but, in them, his real name would be safe.


Twelve hundred kilometers out from Earth’s surface the jitney began its approach to the Final Encyclopedia. On the screen of his seat compartment Hal saw it first as a silver crescent, expanding as they moved out of Earth’s shadow to a small silver globe of reflected sunlight. But as they came closer, the small globe grew inexorably and the great size of the Encyclopedia began to show itself.


It was not just its size, however, that held Hal fixed in his seat, his attention captured by the screen as the massive sphere on it swelled and swelled. Unlike the other passengers aboard this jitney, he had been trained by Walter to a special respect for what the Encyclopedia promised. He had gazed at it countless times on screens like this one, but never when he himself was about to set foot in it.


The jitney was slowing now, matching velocities as it approached the sphere. Now that they were closer, Hal could see its surface, looking as if it were shrouded in thick gray fog. This would be a result of the protective force-panels that interlocked around the Encyclopedia—a derivation of the phase-shift that had opened up faster-than-light communication and transportation between the worlds, four hundred years before. The force-panels were a discovery, and a closely-guarded secret, of those on the Encyclopedia. It had been these which had given the structure the silvery appearance from a distance—as the gray mist of dawn close above the water of a lake seems silvered by the early light of day.


Within those panels, the Encyclopedia was invulnerable to any physical attack. Only at points where the panels joined were there soft spots that had to be conventionally armored; and it was to one of these soft spots the jitney was now headed to find a port in which to discharge its passengers.


Hidden within the shield provided by those panels was the physical shape of the Encyclopedia: a structure of metal and magic—the metal from the veins of Earth and the magic of that same force that made possible the phase-drive and the panels—so that there was no way for anyone to tell from observation alone what was material and what was force-panel about the corridors and rooms that made up the Encyclopedia’s interior. People within that structure did not move about as much as they were moved. The room they were occupying, on proper command, would become next door to the room to which they wished to go. Yet, also if they wished, there were distances of seemingly solid corridors to traverse and solid doors to open on places within the structure …


Metal and magic … as a boy Hal Mayne had been led to an awe of the Encyclopedia, from as far back as he could remember. For the moment now, that awe reinforced the wall protecting him from what he might otherwise remember from only a few hours before. He remembered that it had been an Earthman, Mark Torre, who had conceived the Encyclopedia. But Mark Torre, or even Earth, would never have managed to get it built on its own. A hundred and thirty years had been required to bring it to completion, and all the great wealth that the two rich Exotic Worlds of Mara and Kultis could spare for its construction. Its beginnings had been put together on the ground, just within the Exotic Enclave in the city of St. Louis, in North America. A hundred and two years later, the half-finished structure had been lifted into its first orbital position only two hundred and fifty kilometers above the Earth. Twelve years after that, the last of the work on it had been finished, and it had been placed here, in its final orbit.


Mark Torre’s theory had postulated a dark area always existing in Man’s knowledge of himself, an area where self-perception had to fail, as the perception of any viewing mechanism fails in the blind area where it, itself, exists. In that area, ran Torre’s theory, the human race would at last find something which had been lost in the people of the Splinter Cultures on the younger worlds; and this, once found, would be the key to the race’s last and greatest growth.


There was a largeness of dream and purpose about that theory, and the Encyclopedia itself, that had always resonated powerfully within Hal. That resonance touched him now as the jitney reached the point where the corners of four of the huge, insubstantial force-panels came together, and the jointure where their forces met dilated to reveal an aperture into the docking area that awaited them.


The jitney drifted in, very slowly it seemed, and settled into the cradle that waited for it. Abruptly, they were enclosed by a blaze of light. The aperture that had seemed so tiny as they had approached, now revealed itself to have the diameter of a chamber that dwarfed the jitney and was aswarm with human workers and machines.


Hal got to his feet and joined the procession of passengers moving to the exit port of the jitney. He stepped through the port, onto a sloping ramp and into a roar and clangor of sound, as the busy machines moved about the jitney on the metal floor and walls. Metal and magic … he went down the slope of the ramp and through a faintly-hazy circle that was an entrance to the interior parts of the Encyclopedia. As he stepped through that circle, all the noise behind him was cut off. He found himself being carried forward by a movable floor, down a corridor walled in soft light, in a muted hush that welcomed him after the noise he had just left, and seemed to soften even the low-voiced conversations of his fellow passengers.


The line slowed, stopped, moved forward a couple of paces, stopped again, moved, stopped. The passengers ahead were displaying their clearance papers to a wall screen from which a thin-faced, black-haired young man looked out at them.


“Fine. Thank you.” The young man nodded at the passenger ahead of Hal, and the passenger moved on. As Hal stepped level with the screen, the man moved aside out of camera range and a lively female face under a cloud of bright blonde hair, young enough to be that of a girl rather than of a woman, took the vacated space. Under the bright gold hair, she had a round, laughing expression and green eyes with flecks of gold swimming in their irises.


“I see …” She looked at Hal’s papers as he held them up to the screen, then back to him. “You’re Hal Mayne? Fine.”


It seemed to Hal that her eyes met his with a particular friendliness; and a comfort came to him from seeing her that for a second dangerously weakened the wall that hid things in the back of his mind. Then he moved on.


The corridor continued. The people in front of him were moving more quickly now, single file down it. Ahead, a voice was speaking to them out of nowhere in particular.


“… If you’ll please pause at the point where the corridor widens, and listen. Tell us if you hear anything. This is the Transit Point, at the center of the Index Room. You are now at the exact center of the communication system of the Encyclopedia. We do not expect you to hear anything; but if any of you do, will you speak up …”


More magic … they had moved what seemed like only a hundred meters; but now they were at the very center of the sphere that was the Encyclopedia. But neither Walter the InTeacher nor anyone else had ever mentioned to him anything about a Transit Point. He was not yet at the wide stationary spot that had been spoken of, but he found himself listening, as if there might be something he could hear even before he reached it. Vaguely, he felt the request to listen as if it had been a challenge. If there was something to hear there, he should be able to pick it up. He found himself straining to hear.


Almost—he could see the wide, unmoving spot now and he was only two people back from it—he could imagine that he was hearing something. But it was probably only the people who had already passed the Transit Point, discussing it among themselves. There was something familiar about their voices. He could not identify them but there was still a feeling of familiarity, although they seemed to be speaking a language he did not know. He had been trained to break down unfamiliar languages into familiar forms. If it was Indo-European … yes, it seemed to be a Romance tongue of some sort, one of the modern derivatives of Latin.


But their conversations were very loud now, and there seemed to be a number of them all talking at once. There was a single person left in front of him before he would reach the Transit Point. How could they expect anyone to hear anything at the Point if they were talking like this ahead of it—and behind, too, for that matter? The voices were all around him. Everybody in the line must be talking. The man just ahead of him stepped on, clearing the Transit Point. Hal stepped into it, stopped there, and the voices exploded.


Not tens of them, not hundreds or thousands, or even millions—but billions and trillions of voices in countless languages, arguing, shouting, calling to him. Only, they did not merge into one great, voiceless roar, like the radio roar of a universe. They each remained distinct and separate—unbelievably, he heard each one; and among them there were three he knew, calling out to him, warning him. The voice of Walter the InTeacher, of Malachi Nasuno, of Obadiah Testator—and with his identification of those three voices, the mental wall that had been protecting him finally crumbled and went down.


The Transit Point whirled around him. He was conscious, as of something heard from a little distance, of a sound coming from his own throat. He spun, staggered, and would have fallen—but he was caught and held upright. It was the young woman from the screen, the one with the green eyes, who was holding him. Somehow she was here, physically, beside him; and she was not as small as he had thought her to be when he had seen her face on the screen. Still, his awkward, long-boned length was not easy to support; and, almost immediately, there were two men with her.


“Easy … hold him …,” said one man; and something touched deep inside him, triggering a darkness like the spreading stain of biologic ink pushed out by a fleeing octopus. It flooded all through him, hiding all things in utter darkness, even his memory of what had happened on the terrace.


Gradually he roused once more, to silence and to peace. He was alone, naked, in a bed in a room walled by slowly-changing, pastel colors. Besides the bed, and the table-surface beside it, there were a couple of chair-floats hanging in the air, a desk, and a small pool with blue sides and floor that made the water in it seem much deeper than he guessed it actually to be. He propped himself up on one elbow and looked about him. The room had a disconcerting property of seeming to expand in the direction in which he was looking, although he was not conscious of any actual movement of its walls or floor. He looked around and then back at the bed in which he lay.


It had never really occurred to him as an important fact—although he had always been aware of it—that he had been raised under conditions that were deliberately spartan and archaic. It had always seemed only natural to him that the books he read should be heavy things of actual paper, that there should be no moving walkways in his home, or that the furniture there should be uniformly of solid, material construction, with physical legs that supported it upon the floor, rather than devices that appeared to float in midair, and to appear out of that same air or dissolve back into it at the touch of a control.


This was the first time he had ever awakened in a force bed. He knew what it was, of course, but he was totally unprepared for the comfort of it. To the eye, he seemed to lie half-immersed in a white cloud perhaps twenty centimeters thick, which floated in the air above the floor of the room. The white cloud-stuff wrapped him in warmth against the cooler air, and that portion of it which was underneath him became firm enough to support him in whatever position he took. Right now the elbow on which he leaned was upheld as if by a warm cupped hand, although to his eye it was merely buried to the depth of half his forearm in the thick mist.


He sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed—and with that movement, memory came back completely, like a silent body blow. He saw the terrace and what had happened there in the eye of his mind, as he had watched it all through the screen of lakeside branches. Overcome, he huddled on the edge of the bed, his face in his hands; and for a moment the universe rocked around him and his mind ran screaming from what it now saw.


But there was no longer any wall to hold it back from him, and after a while he came to some sort of terms with it. He lifted his face from his hands again. The color had gone out of the walls of the room. The sensors in them had read the changes in the temperature and humidity of his skin, as well as half a hundred other tiny signals of his body, and accurately reflected his change in emotion. Now the color of the room was a dull, utilitarian gray, as bleak as a chamber carved from rock.


A terrible feeling of rebellion erupted in him, a fury that such a thing as had happened should have been allowed to take place; and riding the energy wave of that fury, as the wall glowed into the redness of heated iron around him, his training was triggered again, and pushed him to a further action.


Under the force of his will his consciousness gathered itself, focused on the glint of a single point of light from one corner of a float and closed in on that point until it was the only thing he saw. Through that point, as through a doorway, his mind moved with its Exotic training into a discipline that was partly self-hypnosis, partly a freeing of a direct channel from his awareness into his own unconsciousness. His vision moved back and out, away once more from the point of light, and he saw all the room again. Only now, there seemed to be three figures sitting in the available floats: Walter, Malachi and Obadiah.


The men who had raised and tutored him were not really there, of course. He knew that. Even as he spoke to them now, he knew that it was not actually they who answered, but constructs of them, created by his imagination from his countless memories of the attitudes and reactions he had observed in them during their lives together. It was, in fact, his own knowledge of them that was answering him, with their voices, uttering the words that he knew they would say if they could be here with him now. The technique was a discipline that had been instilled against a moment just like this one, a moment in which he would need their help and they would no longer be around to give it. But in that first second as he looked at them, it was not a cry for help he threw at them, but an accusation.


“You didn’t have to!” He was half-sobbing. “You let them kill you and leave me alone; and you didn’t have to!”


“Oh, Hal!” Pain was strong in Walter’s voice. “We had to protect you.”


“I didn’t ask you to protect me! I don’t want to be protected. I wanted you alive! And you let them shoot you!”


“Boy,” said Malachi, gruffly, “you were prepared for this day. We taught you that something like what happened could happen, and what you must do if it did.”


Hal did not answer. Now that he had opened the door to his grief it took possession of him utterly. He huddled on the edge of the bed, facing them, weeping.


“I didn’t know …,” he sobbed.


“Child,” said Obadiah, “you’ve been taught how to handle pain. Don’t fight it. Accept it. Pain alters nothing for him who is beyond such things.”


“But I’m not beyond it.” Hal was rocking in his misery, rhythmically rocking on the edge of the bed, backward and forward.


“Obadiah is right, Hal,” said Walter, softly. “You were taught; and you know how to handle this moment.”


“You don’t care, none of you … you don’t understand!” Hal rocked back and forth.


“Of course we understand.” Walter’s voice sounded the note of the suffering in him, evoked by the suffering in Hal. “We were the only family you had; and now it seems to you you’ve got no one. You feel as if everything’s been taken away. But it’s not like that. You still have a family—an enormous family, made up of everyone else in the human race.”


Hal shook his head—back and forth, back and forth—as he rocked.


“But you do,” said Walter. “Yes, I know. Right now you think there’s no one on the fourteen worlds who could take the place of those you’ve lost. But there will be. You’ll find all things in people. You’ll find those who hate you and those who love you—and those you’ll love. I know you can’t believe that, now; but it will be.”


“And there’s more than love,” said Malachi, suddenly. “You’ll find that out. In the end you may have to do without love to get done what you have to do.”


“That will come,” said Obadiah, “if God wills. But there’s no reason the child should have to face that test, yet. Leave it to the future, Malachi.”


“The future is here,” growled Malachi. “He won’t survive the forces against him by sitting on a bed and crying. Boy, straighten up—” The command was harsh, but the tone in which it was uttered was not. “Try to take hold. You have to plan what to do. The dead are dead. The living owe their concern to the living, even if the living are themselves.”


“Hal,” said Walter, still gently, but insistently. “Malachi is right. Obadiah is right. By clinging to your grief, now, you only put off the moment when you have to think of more important things.”


“No,” said Hal, shaking his head. “No.”


He shut his mind against them. It was unthinkable that he should let go any of the grief inside him. To do so, even in the smallest way, threw the earth of certainty upon the doubtless unmarked graves of these three he had loved and still loved. But they continued to talk, saying the things he had heard them say so many times, in the ways he remembered them saying such things; and gradually he began, in spite of himself, to listen.


The shock of what had happened had driven him nearly back into being a very young child again, with all the terrible helplessness of the young. But now, as the familiar voices spoke back and forth around him, he began to come back up to the relative maturity of his sixteen years.


“… he must hide somewhere,” Walter was saying.


“Where?” asked Malachi.


“I’ll go to the Exotics,” Hal surprised himself by saying. “I could pass for a Maran—couldn’t I, Walter?”


“What about that?” Malachi demanded of the InTeacher. “Would your people give him up to the Others?”


“Not willingly,” said Walter. “But you’re right. If the Others located him there and put pressure on, they couldn’t keep him. The Exotics are free of Other control on their own worlds, but their interplanetary connections are vulnerable—and two worlds have to take precedence in importance over one boy.”


“He could hide on Harmony or Association,” Obadiah said. “The Other People control much of our society, but outside the cities there are those who will never work with the Belial-spawn. Such people of mine would not give him up.”


“He’d have to live like an outlaw,” Walter said. “He’s too young to fight yet.”


“I can fight!” said Hal. “Others, or anyone else!”


“Be quiet, boy!” growled Malachi. “They’d have you on toast for breakfast without getting up off their chairs. You’re right, Walter. The Friendly Worlds aren’t safe for him.”


“Then, the Dorsai,” said Hal. Malachi’s gray thickets of eyebrows frowned at him.


“When you’re ready and able to fight, then go to the Dorsai,” the old man said. “Until that day, there’s nothing they can do for you there.”


“Where, then?” said Obadiah. “All other worlds but Earth are already under Other control. They’d only have to sniff him there, and he’d be gone with no one to aid him.”


“Still,” said Walter. “It has to be one of the other worlds. Earth, here, is also no good. They’ll be looking for him as soon as they unravel the full story of his life and our teaching. There’re Exotic mixed breeds among them, like that tall man who was there at our death; and they, like me—like all of us trained on Mara or Kultis—know ontogenetics. They’re a historic force, the Other People, and they’ll know that for any such force there must be a counter-force. They’ll have been watching for its appearance among the rest of the race, from the beginning. They’ll take no chances of leaving Hal alive once they have his full story.”


“Newton, then,” said Obadiah. “Let him hide among the laboratories and the ivory towers.”


“No,” said Malachi. “They’re all turtles, there, all clams. They pull back into their shell and pull the shell in after them. He’d stick out like a sore thumb among such people.”


“What about Ceta?” said Obadiah.


“That’s where the Others are thickest—where the banking and the threads of interstellar trade are pulled,” said Malachi, irritably. “Are you mad, Obadiah? Anyway, all of these unspecialized worlds, as well as old Venus and Mars, are places where much of the machinery of society is under the control of the Others. One slip and it’d be over for our boy.”


“Yes,” said Walter slowly. “But Obadiah, you said all worlds but the Dorsai, the Exotics, the Friendlies and Earth were already under Others’ control. There’s one exception. The world they can’t be bothered with, because there’s no real society there for them to control. Coby.”


“The mining world?” Hal stared at Walter. “But there’s nothing there for me to do but work in the mines.”


“Yes,” said Walter.


Hal continued to stare at the InTeacher.


“But …” Words failed him. Mara, Kultis, the Friendly Worlds of Harmony and Association, and the Dorsai were all places to which he had longed to go. Any beyond these, any of the Younger Worlds, were unknown, interesting places. But Coby …


“It’s like sending me to prison!” he said.


“Walter,” Malachi was looking at the InTeacher, “I think you’re right.”


He swung to face Hal.


“How old are you now, boy? You’re due to turn seventeen in a month or so, aren’t you?”


“In two weeks,” said Hal, his voice thinning at the sudden surge of old memories, of early birthday parties and all the years of his growing up.


“Seventeen—” said Malachi, looking again at Walter and at Obadiah. “Three years in the mines and he’d be almost twenty—”


“Three years!” The cry broke from Hal.


“Yes, three years,” said Walter softly. “Among the nameless and lost people there, you can do a better job of becoming nameless and lost, yourself, than you can do on any other world. Three years will bury you completely.”


“And he’ll come out different,” said Obadiah.


“But I don’t want to be different!”


“You must be,” said Malachi to him. “That is, at least, if you’re to survive.”


“But, three years!” said Hal again. “That’s nearly a fifth of my life so far. It’s an eternity.”


“Yes,” said Walter; and Hal looked at him hopelessly. Walter, the gentlest of his three tutors, was the least likely to be moved once he had come to a decision. “And it’s because it’ll be an eternity for you, Hal, that it’ll be so useful. With all we tried to do for you, we’ve still raised you off in a corner, away from ordinary people. There was no choice for us, but still you’re crippled by that. You’re like a hothouse plant that can wither if it’s suddenly set out in the weather.”


“Hothouse plant?” Hal appealed to Malachi, to Obadiah. “Is that all I am? Malachi, you said I was as good as an average Dorsai my age, in my training. Obadiah, you said—”


“God help you, child,” said Obadiah, harshly. “In what you are and in what we tried to make of you, you’re a credit to us all. But the ways of the worlds are some of the things you do not know; and it’s with those ways that you’ll have to live and struggle before God brings you at last to your accomplishment and your rest. Your way cannot be in corners and byways anymore—and I should have realized that when I suggested Newton as a place for you to go. You have to go out among your fellow men and women from now on and begin to learn from them.”


“They won’t want to teach me,” said Hal. “Why should they?”


“It’s not for them to teach, but for you to learn,” said Obadiah.


“Learn!” said Hal. “That’s all you ever said to me, all of you—learn this! Learn that! Isn’t it time I was doing something more than learning?”


“There is nothing more than learning,” said Walter; and in the InTeacher’s voice Hal heard the absolute commitment of the three facing him that he should go to Coby. It was not something that he could argue against successfully. He was not being faced with an opinion by three other people, but by the calculation that was part of the pattern trained in him. That calculation had surveyed the options open to him and decided that his most secure future for the upcoming years lay on Coby.


Still, he was crushed by that decision. He was young and the thirteen other inhabited worlds of mankind glittered with promise like tempting jewels. As he had said, going into the mines would be like going to prison, and the three years—to him—would indeed be an eternity.




Chapter 3


Hal did not know at what point the shades of his tutors left him. Simply, after a while, the floats were empty and he was alone once more. His mind had wandered from his need for them, and they had gone, back into the land of his memories, like the flames of blown-out candles.


But he felt better. Even with the dreary prospect of Coby facing him, he felt better now. Purpose had come back to life in him; and the evocation of the attitudes and certainties of his dead tutors had given him a certain amount of strength. Also, though he was not consciously aware of this, the basic vitality of his youth was lifting his spirits whether he wanted them lifted or not. He had too much sheer physical energy to do nothing but sit and mourn, in spite of the severity of the emotional wound the deaths had dealt him.


He dressed, examined the controls of his room and ordered in some food. He was eating this when his annunciator chimed.


He keyed the screen on his bedside table-surface; and the bright and cheerful face of the young woman from the Transit Point took shape in it.


“Hal Mayne?” she said. “I’m Ajela, Special Assistant to Tam Olyn.”


There was a split second before the second name she had mentioned registered on him. Tarn Olyn was the Director of the Encyclopedia—had been its Director for eighty-odd years. He had originally been a top-level interplanetary newsman; but he had abandoned that as suddenly as a man might turn from the world into the seclusion of a monastery, to step in, almost at the moment of his entrance there, to being the supreme authority of the Encyclopedia. Hal had learned all about the man in his studies; but he had never thought that he might someday be talking directly to one of the Director’s close assistants.


“I’m honored to meet you,” he said automatically to the screen.


“Can I drop in on you?” Ajela asked. “There’s something we should talk about.”


Caution laid its hand on him.


“I’m just here temporarily,” he said. “I’ll be going out to one of the Younger Worlds as soon as I can get passage.”


“Of course,” she said. “But meanwhile, if you wouldn’t mind talking to me …”


“Oh, no. No, of course not.” He was aware that he fumbled, and he felt embarrassment kindle in him. “Come along right now, if you want.”


“Thank you.”


The screen lost its image, returning to a uniform pearl grey without depth. Hastily, he finished his meal and pushed his emptied utensils down the disposal slot. They had hardly disappeared when the annunciator chimed again.


“May I come in?” asked the voice of Ajela, from the blank screen.


“Certainly. Come along—” He went to the door but it opened before he could reach it, and she stepped through.


She was wearing a loose saffron robe that tied at the waist and reached to her knees. In spite of her youth, she was clearly an Exotic; and she seemed to have the Exotic ability to make everything about her seem as if it could never have been otherwise. So the saffron robe seemed to him in that first moment in which he really looked at her, as if it were the only thing she should ever wear. Her impact on him was so profound that he almost drew back defensively. He might, indeed, have been even more wary of her than he was; but the open, smiling face and disregard of pretense reassured his prickly young male fear of making the wrong move, suddenly finding himself face-to-face with a startlingly beautiful woman—he, who had had so little normal acquaintance with women of any age until now.


“You’re all right now?” she asked him.


“Fine,” he said. “I—thank you.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “If we could have warned you, we would have. But the way it is with the Transit Point, if we warn people, we’d never know … it’s all right if I sit down?”


“Oh, of course!” He backed away and they sat down in facing floats.


“What wouldn’t you know?” he asked, his unquenchable curiosity rising even above his feelings of social awkwardness.


“We’d never be sure that they weren’t imagining what they said they heard.”


Hal shook his head.


“There wasn’t any imagination in what I heard,” he said.


“No.” She was looking closely at him. “I don’t believe there was. What exactly did you hear?”


He looked at her closely, cautiously.


His mind was now almost completely recovered from the unsureness he had felt on first talking to her.


“I’d like to know more of what this is all about,” he said.


“Of course you would,” she said warmly. “All right, I’ll tell you. The fact is, early in the building of the Final Encyclopedia they discovered by accident that someone stepping into the Transit Point for the first time might hear voices. Not voices speaking to them—” She stopped to gaze closely at him. “Just voices, as if they were overhearing them. Mark Torre, in his old age, was the first to hear them. But only Tam Olyn, the first time he stepped into the Encyclopedia, heard them so plainly that he collapsed—the way you did.”


Hal stared at her. All his training had ingrained in him the principle of going cautiously, the more unknown or strange the territory. What Ajela had just said was so full of unknown possibilities that he felt a danger in showing any reaction at all before he had had time to understand the matter. He waited, hoping she would simply talk on. But she did not. She only waited in her turn.


“Tam Olyn,” he said at last.


“Yes.”


“Just Tam Olyn and me? In all these years?”


“In all these years,” she said. Her voice had a note in it he could not interpret, a note that was almost sad, for no reason that he could understand. She watched him, he thought, with an odd sympathy.


“I think,” he said carefully, “you ought to tell me all about this; and then give me a chance to think about it.”


She nodded.


“All right,” she said. “Mark Torre conceived of the Encyclopedia—you know that. He was Earth-born, no Exotic, but the Exotics found his conception so in agreement with ontogenetics and our other theories of human and historical evolution that we ended by financing the building of this—” She gestured at the structure around them.


Hal nodded, waited.


“As I said, it was in his late years Mark Torre first heard the voices at the Transit Point.” She looked at him with a seriousness that was almost severity. “He theorized then that what he’d heard was just the first evidence of the first small use by any individual of the potential of the Encyclopedia. It was as if someone who’d had no knowledge of what to listen for had suddenly tuned in to all the radio noise of the universe. Sorting out the useful information from that roar of noise, Torre said, would take experience.”


Again she paused, almost frowning at him. Hal nodded again, to show his appreciation of the importance of what she was saying.


“I see,” he said.


“This idea,” she went on, “is what meshed with some of our theories on the Exotics, because it seemed to say that using the Encyclopedia the way Mark Torre dreamed of it being used—as a new sort of tool for the human mind—called for some special ability, an ability not yet to be found in all of the human race. Torre died without making any sense out of what he heard. But he was convinced someone would eventually. After him, Tam took charge here; but Tam’s lived in the Encyclopedia all these years without learning how to handle or use what he hears.”


“Not at all?” Hal could not help interrupting.


“Not at all,” Ajela said, firmly.


“But, like Mark Torre, he’s been certain that sooner or later someone would come along who could; and when that finally happens the Encyclopedia is at last going to be put to use as what it was built to be, a tool to unravel the inner universe of the race—that inner universe that’s been a dark and fearful mystery since people first started to be conscious of the fact they could think.”


Hal sat looking at her.


“And now,” he said, “you—and Tam Olyn—you think I might be the one to use it?”


She frowned at him.


“Why are you so cautious … so fearful?” she asked.


He could not tell her. The implication he thought he heard in her voice was one of cowardice. He bristled instinctively.


“I’m not fearful,” he said, sharply. “Just careful. I was always taught to be like that.”


She reacted instantly.


“I’m sorry,” she said with unexpected softness; and her eyes made him feel as if he had made a most unjustified inference from what she had said. “Believe me, neither Tam nor I are trying to push you into anything. If you stop and think, you’ll realize that what Mark Torre and Tam were thinking was something that never could be forced on anyone in any case. It’d be as impossible to force that as it’d be impossible to force someone to produce great art. A thing that’d be as great and new as that couldn’t ever be forced into existence. It can only come out of some person willing to give her or his life to it.”


These last words of hers echoed with a particular power in his mind. In his heart he had never yet been able to delude himself that he was adult, in any ordinary social sense. Even though he was taller than most men already and had already packed into his sixteen years more learning than a normal person would have had pushed upon him by twice that time, secretly, and inwardly, he had never been able to convince himself that he was grown up yet. Because of this he had been very conscious of the fact that she was probably a year or two older than he was, and had suspected her of being contemptuous of him, of looking down on him because of it. In a way, the capability of his three tutors had so overshadowed him that they had kept him feeling like a child beyond his years.


But now, for the first time in talking to her, he began to be conscious also of an independence and a strength that he had never felt before. He found himself looking on her and thinking of her, and all the rest of them in this Encyclopedia, with possibly the exception of Tam Olyn, as potential equals, rather than superiors; and, thinking this, he found himself—although the thought did not surface as such in his conscious mind—beginning to fall in love with Ajela.


“I told you, though,” he said to her, suddenly conscious of the silence between them, “I’m on my way out. So it doesn’t matter whether I heard anything or not.”


She sat looking at him penetratingly for a long, silent moment.


“At least,” she said at last, “you can take the time to come and talk to Tam Olyn. You and he have something very rare in common.”


The point she made was not only effective, but flattering. He was aware she had intended it to be that, but he could not help responding. Tam Olyn was a fabulous name. For his own to be matched with it was ego-building. For just that moment his private grief and loss were forgotten and he thought only that he was being invited to meet Tam Olyn face to face.


“Of course. I’ll be honored to talk to him,” he said.


“Good!” Ajela got to her feet.


He stared up at her.


“You mean—right now?”


“Why not?”


“No reason not—of course.” He got up, in his turn.


“He wants very much to talk to you,” she said. She turned, but not toward the door. Instead, she stepped to the bedside table-surface and the panel of controls there. Her fingers tapped out some code or other.


“We’ll go right over,” she said.


He was not aware of any feeling of the room’s movement; but after a moment’s wait she turned toward the door, walked across and opened it, and instead of the corridor he had expected to see, he found himself looking into another, much larger room. Another space, in fact, was a better word for it; it seemed to be not so much a room as a forest glade with comfortable, heavily-padded chair-floats scattered up and down its grassy floor along the banks of a small stream that murmured away out of sight between the trunks of a pine forest at the near end of the room and flowed from the base of a small waterfall at the other. A summer midday sky seemed to be overhead.


Behind a desk by the stream, down a little distance from the waterfall, sat the room’s single occupant. He looked up as Hal and Ajela approached, pushing aside some time-yellowed and brittle-looking papers that he had been examining on his desk. To Hal’s private surprise, he was not the frail-looking centenarian Hal had expected. He was aged—no doubt about it—but he looked more like an eighty-year-old in remarkably good physical condition than someone of his actual years. It was only when they came forward, and Hal met the eyes of the Director of the Final Encyclopedia for the first time, that he felt the full impact of the man’s age. The dark gray eyes sunken in wrinkles chilled him with a sense of experience that went beyond any length of years that Hal could imagine living.


“Sit down,” Tam said. His voice was hoarse and old and deep.


Hal walked forward and took a float directly in front of Tam Olyn. Ajela, however, did not sit down. She continued walking forward, and turned to stand beside and partly behind the back of the padded chair in which he sat. With one arm she leaned on the top of the float back, the other dropped so that the tips of her fingers rested lightly on Tam’s shoulder, as lightly as the lighting of a butterfly. She looked out over Tam’s head at Hal, but spoke to the older man.


“Tam,” she said, “this is Hal Mayne.”


Her voice had a different tone in it that touched Hal for a moment almost with jealousy and with a certain longing.


“Yes,” said Tam.


His voice was indeed old. It was hoarse and dry. All his hundred and twenty-plus years echoed in it. His eyes continued to hold Hal’s.


“When I first met Mark Torre, after hearing the voices,” Tam said slowly, “he wanted to touch my hand. Let me have your hand, Hal Mayne.”


Hal got up and extended his hand over the desk. The light, dry fingers of the old man, like twigs covered in thin leather, took it and held it for a second—then let it go.


“Sit down,” said Tam, sinking back into his seat.


Hal sat.


“Mark Torre felt nothing when he touched me,” Tam said, half to himself, “and I felt nothing now. It doesn’t transfer … only, now I know why Mark hoped to feel something when he touched me. I’ve come to want it, too.”


He drew a slow breath through his nostrils.


“Well,” he said, “that’s it. There’s nothing to feel. But you did hear the voices?”


“Yes,” said Hal.


He found himself awed. It was not just the ancientness of Tam Olyn that touched him so strongly. There was something beyond that, something that must have been there all of Tam Olyn’s life—an elemental force for either good or evil, directed these last eighty-odd years to one purpose only. That time, that distance, that fixity of purpose towered over everything Hal had ever experienced like a mountain over someone standing at the foot of it.


“Yes. I didn’t doubt you,” Tam was saying, now. “I just wanted the pleasure of hearing you tell me. Did Ajela tell you how rare you are?”


“She mentioned that you and Mark Torre were the only ones who’d heard the voices,” Hal answered.


“That’s right,” Tam Olyn said. “You’re one of three. Mark, myself … and now you.”


“I…,” Hal fumbled as he had fumbled earlier with Ajela, “I’m honored.”


“Honored?” There was a dark, angry flash in the eyes set so deeply beneath the age-heavy brow. “The word ‘honored’ doesn’t begin to describe it. Believe me, who used to make my living from words.”


Ajela’s fingertips pressed down a little, lightly upon the shoulder they touched. The dark flash passed and was gone.


“But you don’t understand, of course,” Tam said, less harshly. “You think you understand, but you don’t. Think of my lifetime and Mark Torre’s. Think of the more than a century it took to build this, all around us. Then think deeper than that. Think of all the lifetime of the human race, from the time it began to walk on two legs and dream of things it wanted. Then, you might start to understand what it means to the human race for you to hear the voices at the Transit Point the way you did.”


A strange echo came to Hal’s mind as he sat under the attack of these words—and it was a curiously comforting echo. Abruptly, it seemed to him he heard in Tam Olyn’s voice the trace of an element of another, loved harshness of expression—which had been Obadiah’s. He stared at Tam. His studies had always told him that the other was pure Earthman—full-spectrum Earth stock; but what Hal had thought he had heard just now was the hard ring of Friendly thinking—of pure faith, unself-sparing and uncompromising. How could the Director of the Final Encyclopedia have come to acquire some of the thoughtways of a Faith-holder?


“I suppose I can’t appreciate it as much as you do,” Hal said. “But I can believe it’s a greater thing than I can imagine—to have done it.”


“Yes. Good,” said Tam, nodding. “Good.”


He leaned forward over his desk.


“Ajela tells me your clearance request states that you’re simply passing through,” he said. “We’d like you to stay.”


“I can’t,” answered Hal, automatically. “I’ve got to go on, as soon as I can find a ship.”


“To where?” The commanding old voice, the ancient eyes held him pinned. Hal hesitated. But if it was not safe to speak to Tam Olyn, who could he speak to?


“To Coby.”


“Coby? And you’re going to do what, on Coby?”


“I’m going to work there,” Hal said, “in the mines—for a while.”


“A while?”


“A few years.”


Tam sat looking at him.


“Do you understand you could be here instead, with all it means to have heard the voices, and following to whatever great discovery they might lead you to?” he demanded. “You realize that?”


“Yes.”


“But you’re going to go to Coby to do mining, anyway?”


“Yes,” said Hal, miserably.


“Will you tell me why?”


“No,” said Hal, feeling the hand of trained caution on him again, “I … can’t.”


There was another long moment in which Tam merely sat watching him.


“I assume,” Tam said at the end of that time, “you’ve understood all I’ve told you. You know the importance of what hearing the voices implies. Ajela and I, here and now, probably know more about you—thanks to the records of the Encyclopedia—than anyone alive, except your three tutors. I assume they agreed to this business of your going to Coby?”


“Yes. They—” Hal hesitated. “It was their idea, their decision.”


“I see.” Another long pause. “I also assume there’re reasons, for your own good, to make you go; and it’s these you aren’t free to tell me.”


“I’m sorry,” said Hal. “That’s right. I can’t.”


There rose once again in his mind the remembered image of his three tutors and the still-semi-obscured memory of what he had watched on the terrace only the day before. A pressure grew in his chest until it threatened to choke him. It was rage, a rage against the people who had killed those whom he loved. There would be no peace for him, anywhere, until he had found the tall man, and everyone connected with him who had brought Walter, Malachi, and Obadiah to their deaths. Something hard and old and cold had been waked in him by their slaying. He was going to Coby only to grow strong, so that in the end he could bring retribution to that tall man and the others. There was no way he could stay here at the Final Encyclopedia or anywhere else. If he were to be held prisoner here, he knew, he would find some way to break loose and go to Coby.


He became aware that Tam was talking again.


“Well then,” said Tam, “I’ll respect the privacy of your reasons. But I’ll ask you one thing in return—remember. Remember our need of you here. This—”


He gestured at everything around him.


“—this is the most precious thing ever produced by the human race. But it needs someone to direct it. It had Mark Torre in the beginning. It’s had me since. But now I’m old, too old. Understand—I’m not offering you the Directorship. You’d only qualify for that later on, if you showed you could do the job, and after a great deal of time and work. But there isn’t any other prospect but you; and past indications are there isn’t likely to be, in the time I’ve got left.”


He stopped. Hal did not know what to say, so he said nothing.


“Have you any conception of what it’s like to have a tool like the Encyclopedia at your fingertips?” Tam said suddenly. “You know scholars use it as a reference work; and the overwhelming majority of people think it’s nothing more than that—a large library, nothing else. But that use is like using a human being for a beast of burden when he or she could be a doctor, a scientist, or an artist! The Encyclopedia’s not here just to make available what’s already known. It’s been built at all this great cost and labor for something more, something far more important.”


He paused and stared at Hal, the deep lines of his face deeper with emotion that could be either anger or anguish.


“Its real purpose—its only true purpose—” he went on, “is to explore the unknown. For that it needs a Director who understands what that means, who won’t lose sight of that purpose. You can be that person; and without you, all the potential value of the Encyclopedia to the human race can be lost.”


Hal had not planned to argue; but his instincts and training led him to question instinctively.


“If it’s that important,” he said, “what’s wrong with waiting however long it takes? Inside the force-panels nothing can touch the Encyclopedia. So why not just keep on waiting until someone else who can hear the voices comes along, someone who’s free?”


“There’re no denotations in reality, only connotations,” said Tam harshly. The command in his dark eyes held Hal almost physically in his seat. “Since time began, people have given words arbitrary definitions. They created logical structures from those same definitions, and thought that they’d proved something, in terms of the real universe. Safe physically doesn’t mean totally safe. There’re non-material ways in which the Encyclopedia is vulnerable to destruction; and one of them’s an attack on the minds directing it. Marvelous as it is, it’s still only a tool, needing the human intellect to put it to work. Take that human intellect from it and it’s useless.”


“But that’s not going to happen,” said Hal.


“It’s not?” Tam’s voice grew even harsher. “Look around you at the fourteen worlds. Do you know the Old Norse legends, the term ‘Ragnarok’? It means the end of the world. The doom of Gods and Men.”


“I know,” said Hal. “First came the Frost Giants and Fimbulwinter, then Ragnarok—the last great battle between Gods and Giants.”


“Yes,” said Tam. “But you don’t know that Ragnarok—or Armageddon, the real Armageddon, if you like that word better—is on us now?”


“No,” said Hal; but the words in the old, hoarse voice jarred him deeply, and he felt his heart pumping strongly in his chest.


“Then take my word for it. It is. Hundreds of thousands—millions of years it’s taken us to build our way up from the animal level to where we could spread out among the stars. Unlimited space. Space for everyone. Space for each individual to emigrate to, to settle down on and raise those of the same mind as himself or herself. And we did it. We paid the cost and some survived. Some even matured and flowered, until we had a few special Splinter Cultures, like the Exotics, the Dorsai, and the Friendlies. Some didn’t. But so far we’ve never been tested as a whole race, a whole race inhabiting more than one world. The only enemies we met were natural forces and each other, so we’ve built up worlds; and we’ve built this Encyclopedia.”


A sudden coughing interrupted him. For a little while his voice had strengthened and cleared as he spoke until it nearly lost its hoarseness and sounded young again. But then it had hoarsened rapidly once more, and now the coughing took him. Ajela massaged his neck with the fingertips of both her hands until the fit stopped and he lay back in the chair breathing deeply.


“And now,” he went on, slowly and throatily after a long moment, “the work of all our centuries has borne its fruit—just before the frost. The peak of the harvest season is on us and the unpicked fruit will rot on the trees. We’ve found out the Splinter Cultures can’t survive on their own. Only full-spectrum humans survive. Now, the most specialized of our Splinter Cultures are dying—most people can’t see it even yet—and there’s a general social breakdown preparing us for the end. Where the physical laws of the universe have tried and failed to defeat us, we’ve done it to ourselves. The pattern of life’s become fouled and sterile; and there’s a new virus spreading among us. The crossbreeds among the Splinter Cultures are a sickness to our whole race as they try to turn it into a mechanism for their own personal survival. Everywhere, everywhere—the season of our times is going downhill into a winter-death.”


He stopped and stared fiercely at Hal for a moment.


“Well? Do you believe me?” he demanded.


“I suppose so,” said Hal.


The fierceness that had come into Tam’s face relaxed.


“You,” he went on, looking at Hal, “of all people, have to understand this. We’re dying. The race is dying. Look, and you have to see it! The people on all the fourteen worlds don’t realize it yet because it’s coming too slowly, and because they’re blinded by the limited focus of their attitudes toward time and history. They look only as far as their own lifetime. No, they don’t even look that far. They only look at how things are for their own generation. But to us, up here, looking down at the original Earth and all the long pattern of the centuries, the beginnings of decay and death are plain to see. The Others are going to win. You realize that? They’ll end up owning the rest of the race, as if all other humans were cattle—and from that day on there’ll be no one left to fight them. The race as a whole will start to die, because it’ll have stopped growing—stopped going forward.”


Tam paused again.


“There’s only one hope. One faint hope. Because even if we could kill off all the Others now, this moment, it wouldn’t stop what’s coming. The race’d only find some other disease to die of. The cure has to be a cure of the spirit—a breaking out into some new, vaster area for all of us to explore and grow in. Only the Encyclopedia can make that possible. And maybe only you can make it possible for the Encyclopedia, and push back the shadows that are falling, falling in now over all of us.”


His voice had run down in strength toward the end of his words until it was almost inaudible to Hal. He stopped talking; and this time he did not start again. He sat still behind his desk, looking down at the top of it. Ajela stood silently behind him, soothingly massaging his neck; and Hal sat still. It seemed to Hal, although the little stream ran unchanged beside them, the pseudo-sky overhead was still as blue and the appearance of the pine forest around them was still as green and lovely, that a coldness had crept into the room they occupied, and that all the colors and softnesses in it had become dulled and hardened and old.


“In any case,” Ajela said, into the new silence, “I can show Hal around the Encyclopedia during the time he’s got before he has to go.”


“Yes.” Tam lifted his eyes to look at the two of them once more. “Show him around. Give him a chance to see as much as he can, while he can.”




Chapter 4


Back in Hal’s room, Ajela played with the control bank; and a lean-faced man with grizzled hair appeared on the screen.


“Ajela!” he said.


“Jerry,” she told him, “this is Hal Mayne, who just came in yesterday. He wants to go out to Coby as soon as he can. What have you got as possibilities?”


“I’ll look.” The screen went blank.


“A friend of yours?” Hal asked.


She smiled.


“There’re less than fifteen hundred of us on permanent staff, here,” she said. “Everybody knows everybody.”


The screen lit up again with the face of Jerry.


“There’s a liner outbound to New Earth, due to hit orbit here in thirty-two hours, eighteen minutes,” he said. “Hal Mayne?”


“Yes?” Hal moved up to where he could be seen on Jerry’s screen.


“From New Earth in two days you can transship by cargo ship to Coby itself. That should put you on Coby in about nine days, subjective time. Will that do you?”


“That’s fine,” said Hal.


“You’ve got your credit papers on file, here?”


“Yes.”


“All right,” said Jerry. “I can just go ahead and book it for you, if you want.”


Hal felt a touch of embarrassment.


“I don’t want any special favors—” he was beginning.


“What favors?” Jerry grinned. “This is my job, handling traffic for our visiting scholars.”


“Oh, I see. Thanks,” said Hal.


“You’re welcome.” Jerry broke the connection.


Hal turned back to Ajela.


“Thank you for doing the calling, though,” he said. “I don’t know your command codes here at all.”


“Neither does anyone who’s non-permanent personnel. You could have found out from the Assistance Operator, but this saves time. You do think you’d like to have me show you around the Encyclopedia?”


“Yes. Absolutely—” Hal hesitated. “Could I actually work with the Encyclopedia?”


“Certainly. But why don’t you leave that until last? After you’ve seen something of it, working with it will make more sense to you. We could go back to the Transit Point and start from there.”


“No.” He did not want to hear the voices again—at least, not for a while. “Can we get some lunch first?”


“Then suppose I take you first to the Academic control center—I mean after the dining room, of course.”


They left their table, walked out of the dining room, down what seemed like a short corridor, and entered through a dilated aperture into a room perhaps half the size of the dining room. Its walls were banked with control consoles; and in midair in the center of the room floated what looked like a mass of red, glowing cords, making a tangle that was perhaps a meter thick, from top to bottom, and two meters wide by three long. Ajela led him up to it. The cords, he saw from close-up, were unreal—visual projections.


“What is it?” he asked.


“The neural pathways of the Encyclopedia currently being activated as people work with them.” She smiled sympathetically at him. “It doesn’t seem to make much sense, does it?”


He shook his head.


“It takes a great deal of time to learn to recognize patterns in it,” she said. “The technicians that work with it get very good. But, actually only Tam can look at it and tell you at a glance everything that’s being done with it.”


“How about you?” he asked.


“I can recognize the gross patterns—that’s about all,” she said. “I’ll need ten more years to begin to qualify myself for even the beginning technician level.”


He looked at her with a touch of suspicion.


“You’re exaggerating,” he said. “It won’t take you that long.”


She laughed, and he felt gratified.


“Well, maybe not.”


“I’d guess you must be pretty close to being level with a beginning technician right now,” he said. “You’re pulling that Exotic trick of talking yourself down. You wouldn’t have gone from nowhere to becoming Tam’s special assistant in six years, if you weren’t unusual.”


She looked at him, suddenly sober.


“Plainly,” she said, “you’re a little unusual yourself. But, of course, you’d have to be.”


“I would? Why?”


“To hear the voices at the Transit Point.”


“Oh,” he said. “That.”


She took him up close to the glowing, airborne mass of red lines, and began to trace individual ones, explaining how one was clearly a tap from the Encyclopedia’s memory-area of history over to the area of art, which meant that a certain scholar from Indonesia had found a connection to a new sidelight on the work he was doing; and how another line showed that the Encyclopedia itself was projecting related points to the research another person was doing—in effect, suggesting avenues of exploration.


“Is this all just what Tam called ‘library’ use of the Encyclopedia?” Hal asked.


“Yes.” Ajela nodded.


“Can you show me what the other kind would look like in these neural pathways?” he asked.


She shook her head.


“No. The Encyclopedia’s still waiting for someone who can do that.”


“What makes Tam so sure it’s possible?”


She looked gravely at him.


“He’s Tam Olyn. And he’s sure.”


Hal reserved judgment on the question. She took him next to the mechanical heart of the Encyclopedia, the room containing the controls for the solar power it stored and used, to run the sphere and to drive the force-panels that protected it. The panels actually used little of the power. Like the phase-shift from which they were derived, they were almost non-physical. Where the phase-shift drive did not actually move a spaceship as much as it changed the description of its location, the protective panels in effect set up an indescribably thin barrier of no-space. Just as a spaceship under phase-drive at the moment of shift was theoretically spread out evenly throughout the universe and immediately reassembled at some other designated spot than that from which it started, so any solid object attempting to pass the curtain of no-space in the panels became theoretically spread out throughout the universe, without hope of reassembling.


“You know about this?” Ajela asked Hal as they stood in the mechanicals control room.


“A little,” he said. “I learned, the way everybody does, how the shift was developed from the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle.”


“Not everybody,” she said. He frowned at her.


“Oh?”


She smiled. “You’d be surprised what percentage of the total race has no idea of how space vessels move.”


“I suppose,” he said, a little wistfully. “But anyway, the force-panels don’t seem that hard to understand. Essentially, all they do is what a spaceship does, if a one-in-a-million chance goes wrong. It’s just that after things are spread out they’re never reassembled.”


“Yes,” she said, slowly. “People talk about phase-shift errors as if they were something romantic—a universe of lost ships. But it’s not romantic.”


He gazed closely at her.


“Why does that make you so sad?” he asked, deeply moved to see her cheerfulness gone.


She stared at him for a second.


“You’re sensitive,” she said.


Before he could react to that statement, however, she had gone on.


“But shouldn’t I be sad?” she asked. “People have died. To them there was nothing romantic about it. People have been destroyed or lost forever, who might have changed the course of the race if they’d lived. How about Donal Graeme, who brought the fourteen worlds to the closest thing to a unified political whole that they’d ever known—just seventy years or so ago? He was only in his thirties when he left the Dorsai for Mara, and never got there.”


Hal shrugged. He knew the bit of history she referred to. But in spite of the sensitivity she had just accused him of having, he could not work up much sympathy for Donal Graeme, who after all had had nearly a third of a normal lifetime before he was lost. He became aware that Ajela was staring at him.


“Oh, I forgot!” she said. “You were almost lost that way. It was just luck you were found. I’m sorry. I didn’t think when I brought the subject up.”


It was like her, he thought—already he was thinking of ways in which she was like, although he had only known her a matter of hours—to put the kindest possible interpretation on his indifference to what moved her deeply.


“I don’t remember any of it,” he said. “I was under two years old when they found me. As far as I’m concerned, it could just as well have happened to someone else.”


“Haven’t you ever been tempted to try and establish who your parents were?”


Internally, he winced. He had been tempted, hundreds of times. He had woven a thousand fantasies in which by chance he discovered them, still alive somewhere.


He shrugged again.


“How’d you like to go down to the Archives?” she asked. “I can show you the facsimiles of all the art of the race from the paleolithic cave paintings of the Dordogne, up until now; and every weapon and artifact and machine that was ever made.”


“All right,” he said; and with an effort hauled himself off thoughts of his unknown parents. “Thanks.”


They went to the Archives, which were in another room-area just under the actual metal skin of the Encyclopedia. All the permanent rooms made a layer of ten to twenty meters thick just inside that skin. With the force-panels outside it, that location was as safe as anywhere within the sphere itself; and this arrangement left the great hollow interior free for the movable rooms to shift about it.


As Ajela explained, the rooms were in reality always in motion, being shuttled about to make way for the purposeful movement of other rooms as they were directed into proximity with one another. In the gravityless center of the sphere, with each room having its own interior gravity, this motion was all but unnoticeable, said Ajela; though in fact Hal had already come to be conscious of it—not the movement itself, but the changes in direction. He supposed that long familiarity with the process had made permanent personnel like Ajela so used to it that they did not notice it anymore.


He let her talk on, although the facts she was now telling him were some he had learned years ago from Walter the InTeacher. He was aware that she was talking to put him at his ease, as much as to inform him.


The Archives, when they came to them, inhabited a very large room made to seem enormous, by illusion. It had to be large to appear to hold the life-size, and apparently solid, three-dimensional images of objects as large as Earth’s Roman Colosseum, or the Symphonic des Flambeaux which Newton had built.


He had not expected to be deeply moved by what he would see there, most of which he assumed he had seen in image form before. But as it turned out, he was to betray himself into emotion, after all.


“What would you like to see first?” she asked him.


Unthinkingly, his head still full of the idea of testing the usefulness of the Encyclopedia, he mentioned the first thing he could think of that legitimately could be here, but almost certainly would not.


“How about the headstone on Robert Louis Stevenson’s grave?” he asked.


She touched the studs on her bank of controls, and almost within arm’s length of him the transparent air resolved itself into an upright block of gray granite with words cut upon it.


His breath caught. It was an image copy only, his eyes told him, but so true to actuality it startled him. He reached out to the edge of the imaged stone and his fingers reported a cold smoothness, the very feel of the stone itself. He, with all the response to poetry that had always been in him, had always echoed internally to this before all other epitaphs, the one that Stevenson had written for himself when he should be laid in a churchyard.


He tried to read the lines of letters cut in the stone, but they blurred in his vision. It did not matter. He knew them without seeing them:




Under the wide and starry sky,


Dig the grave and let me lie.


Glad did I live and gladly die,


And I laid me down with a will.







This be the verse you grave for me:


Here he lies where he longed to be;


Home is the sailor, home from the sea,


And the hunter home from the hill.





The untouchable words woke again in him the memory of the three who had died on the terrace, and kindled a pain inside him so keen that he thought for a second or two he would not be able to bear it. He turned away from the stone and Ajela; and stood, looking at nothing, until he felt her hand on his shoulder.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “But you asked …”


Her voice was soft, and her touch on his shoulder so light he could barely sense it; but together they made a rope by which he was able to haul himself once more back up from the bitter ache of the personal loss.


“Look,” she said, “I’ve got something else for you. Look!”


Reluctantly, he turned and found himself looking at a bronze sculpture no more than seven inches in height. It was the sculpture of a unicorn standing on a little patch of ground, with tight-petaled roses growing near his feet. His neck was arched, his tail in an elegant circle, his mane flying and his head uptilted roguishly. There was a look in his eye and a twist to his mouth that chortled at the universe.


It was The Laughing Unicorn, by Darlene Coltrain. He was unconquerable, sly, a dandy—and he was beautiful. Life and joy bubbled up and fountained in every direction from him.


It was impossible for pain and such joy to occupy the same place; and after a moment the pain began to recede from Hal. He smiled at the unicorn in spite of himself; and could almost convince himself that the unicorn smiled back.


“Do you have the originals of any of these facsimiles?” he asked Ajela.


“Some,” she said. “There’s the problem of available storage space—let alone that you can’t buy things like this with credit. What we do have are those that have been donated to us.”


“That one?” he asked, pointing at The Laughing Unicorn.


“I think … yes, I think that’s one we do,” she said.


“Could I see it? I’d like to actually handle it.”


She hesitated, then slowly but plainly shook her head.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “No one touches the originals but the archivists—and Tarn.”


She smiled at him.


“If you ever get to be Director, you can keep him on your desk, if you want.”


Ridiculously, inexpressibly, he longed to own the small statuette; to take it with him for comfort when he went out alone between the stars and into the mines on Coby. But of course that was impossible. Even if he did own the original himself, it was too valuable to be carried in an ordinary traveler’s luggage. Its loss or theft would be a tragedy to a great many people besides himself.


He lost himself after that in looking at a number of other facsimiles of art, all sorts of works, books and other artifacts that Ajela summoned up with her control bank. In an odd way, a barrier had gone down between the two of them with the emotions that had just been evoked in him, first by the Robert Louis Stevenson gravestone and then by The Laughing Unicorn. By the time they were done, it was time for another meal. This time they ate in another dining room—this one imaged and decorated to give the appearance of a beer hall, full of music, loud talk, and the younger inhabitants of the Encyclopedia—although few of these were as young as Ajela, and none as young as Hal. But he had learned that when he remembered to act soberly and trade on his height he could occasionally be taken for two or three years older than he actually was. No one, at least, among those that stopped by the booth where they sat, showed any awareness that he was two years younger than she.


But the food and drink hit him like a powerful drug, after the large events of the last two days. An hour or so in the dining room, and he could barely keep his eyes open. Ajela showed him how to code for his own room on the booth’s control bank, and led him down another short corridor outside the dining room to a dilating aperture that proved, indeed, to be the door to his own quarters.


“You think there’ll be time for me to work with the Encyclopedia tomorrow?” he asked as she left.


“Easily,” she said.


He slept heavily, woke feeling happy, then remembered the deaths on the terrace—and grief rushed in on him again. Again he watched through the screen of the bush at the edge of the pond and saw what happened. The pain was unendurable. It was all too close. He felt he had to escape, the way a drowning man might feel, who had to escape from underwater up to where there was air and light. He clutched frantically for something other to cling to, and fastened on the recollection that today he would have a chance to work with the Encyclopedia itself. He clung to this prospect, filling his mind with it and with what he had done the day before when Ajela had taken him around.


Still thinking of these things he got up, ordered breakfast, and an hour later Ajela called to see if he was awake yet. Finding him up, she came to his room.


“Most people work with the Encyclopedia in their rooms,” she told him. “But if you like I can add a carrel to this room, or set one up for you elsewhere.”


“Carrel,” he echoed. He had assumed for some years now that there were no words worth knowing he did not know, but this was new to him.


“A study-room.”


She touched the controls on his desk and a three-dimensional image formed in the open center of his quarters. It showed something not much larger than a closet, holding a single chair-float and a fixed desk surface with a pad of control keys. The walls were colorless and flat; but as she touched the controls in Hal’s room again, they dissolved into star-filled space, so that float and desk seemed now to be adrift between the stars. Hal’s breath caught in his throat.


“I can have the carrel attached to my room here?” he asked.


“Yes,” she said.


“Then I think that’s what I’d like.”


“All right.” She touched the control. The light shimmer of the wall opposite the door that was the entrance to his room moved back to reveal another door. As he watched, it opened and he saw beyond it the small room she had described as a carrel. He went to and into it, like a bee drawn to a flower blossom. Ajela followed him and spent some twenty minutes teaching him how to call up from the Encyclopedia whatever information he might want. At last she turned to leave him.


“You’ll make better use of the resources of the Encyclopedia,” she said, “if you’ve got a specific line of inquiry or investigation to follow. You’ll find it’ll pay you to think a bit before you start and be sure you’re after information that needs to be developed from the sources it’ll give you, rather than just a question that can be simply answered.”


“I understand,” he said, excitement moving in him.


But once she had gone and he was alone again, the excitement hesitated and the grief in him, together with the cold ancient fury toward Bleys Ahrens he had felt earlier, threatened to wake in him once more. Resolutely he shoved them back down inside him. He pressed the control set in the arm of his chair that sealed the room about him and set its walls to an apparent transparency that left him seemingly afloat in space between the stars. His mind hunted almost desperately, knowing that he must find something to occupy it or else it would go back to the estate again, to the lake and the terrace. The words of Malachi’s evoked image came back to him.


“… the concerns of the living, must be with the living, even if the living are themselves …”


He made a powerful effort to think only of the here and now. What would he want if he were simply here at the Final Encyclopedia in this moment and nothing at all had happened back at his home? Reaching out, his mind snatched again at the dreams built up from his reading. He had asked to see the gravestone of Robert Louis Stevenson yesterday. Perhaps he should simply ask for whatever else the Encyclopedia had to tell him about Stevenson that he had never known before? But his mind shied away from that idea. The image of Stevenson was now tied in his mind to the image of a gravestone, and he did not want to think of gravestones.


He flung his mind wide. The Three Musketeers? D’Artagnan? What about Nigel Loring, the fictional hero of two of the historical novels by the inventor of Sherlock Holmes, Conan Doyle—the novels Sir Nigel and The White Company.


The idea of Sir Nigel, the small but indomitable hero of those two novels of the days of men in iron and leather, welcomed his imagination like a haven. Nigel Loring was a character who had always glowed with an unusual light and color in his imagination. Perhaps Conan Doyle had even started a third novel about him, and never finished it? No, not likely. If that had been true he would almost undoubtedly have run across some word of it before now. He pressed the query key of the keypad on the arm of his chair and spoke aloud to the Encyclopedia.


“List for me all that Conan Doyle ever wrote about the character Nigel Loring, who appears in the novels The White Company and Sir Nigel by Conan Doyle.”


A hard copy coiled up out of the void into existence and dropped in his lap. At the same time a soft bell note chimed and a voice replied to him in pleasant female tones.


“Data from sources delivered in hard copy. Would you also like biographical details about the historical individual who is antecedent?”


Hal frowned, puzzled.


“I’m not asking for data on Conan Doyle,” he said.


“That’s understood. The historical individual referred to was the actual Nigel Loring, knight, of the fourteenth century A.D.” Hal stared at the stars. The words he had just heard echoed in his head and a bubble of excitement formed within him. Almost fearful that it would turn out there had been some mistake, he spoke again.


“You’re telling me there actually was someone named Nigel Loring in England in the fourteenth century?”


“Yes. Do you want biographical details on this person?”


“Yes, please. All possible details—” he added hastily, “and will you list references to the real Nigel Loring in documents of the time and after. I want copies of these last, if you can give them to me.”


Another coil of hard copy emerged from the desktop, including paper sections and pictures. Hal ignored the hard copy but picked up the second half of the delivery and went quickly through it. There were an amazing number of things, running from excerpts from the Chronicles of Jean Froissart; an account list of presents given by Edward, the Black Prince of England, to courtiers in his train; and ending with an image of a stall in a chapel. With the image of the chapel stall was a printed description identifying it, which Hal found the most fascinating of all the material.


The stall, he read, still existed. Nigel Loring had been one of the charter members of the Order of the Garter. The chapel was St. George’s Chapel, in the English palace of Windsor. The existing chapel now, he learned, was not, however, the original chapel. The original chapel had been built by Edward III and its rebuilding was begun by Edward IV and probably finished in the reign of Henry VIII. Work had gone on at night with many hundreds of candles burning at the time in order to get it ready at Henry’s express order for one of his marriages.


For a moment the terrace and its happenings were forgotten. The actual historical Nigel Loring and Doyle’s fictional character slid together in Hal’s mind. It seemed to him that he reached across time to touch the actual human being who had been Nigel Loring. For a moment it was possible to believe that all the people in the books he had read might have been as alive and touchable as any real person, if only he knew where and how to reach out for them. Fascinated, he pulled another character out of his mind almost at random, and spoke to the Encyclopedia.


“Tell me,” he asked, “was the character Bellarion, in the novel Bellarion by Rafael Sabatini, also inspired by a real historical person of the same name?”


“No,” answered the Final Encyclopedia.


Hal sighed, his imagination brought back to the practical Earth. It would have been too good to be true to have had Bellarion also an actual character in history.


“… however,” the Encyclopedia went on, “Sabatini’s Bellarion draws strongly upon the military genius of the actual fourteenth-century condottiere, Sir John Hawkwood, from whom Conan Doyle also drew to some extent in the writing of the books that contain the character of Sir Nigel. It is generally accepted that John Hawkwood was, in part, a model for both fictional characters. Would you like excerpts of the critical writings reaching this conclusion?”


“Yes—NO!” Hal shouted aloud. He sat back, nearly quivering with excitement.


John Hawkwood was someone about whom he knew. Hawkwood had caught his imagination early, not only from what Hal had read about him, but because Malachi Nasuno had spoken of him, referring to him as the first modern general. Cletus Grahame also had cited Hawkwood’s campaigns a number of times in his multi-volumed work on strategy and tactics—that same Cletus Grahame who had been the great-grandfather of Donal Graeme, of whom Ajela had spoken. Donal Graeme had ended up enforcing a peace on all the fourteen worlds. In Hal’s mind, suddenly, a line led obviously from Donal to Cletus Grahame and back through the warrior elements of western history to Hawkwood.


Hawkwood had come out from the village of Sible Hedingham in the rural England of the early fourteenth century, had fought his way up through the beginnings of the Hundred Years’ War in France and ended as Captain General of Florence, Italy. He had died at last in his bed at a probable age of over eighty, after a life of frequent hand-to-hand armed combat. He had been called “the first of the modern generals” by others before Malachi; and he had introduced longbowmen from England into the Italian warfare of the fourteenth century with remarkable results.


Hal had been fascinated by him on first discovery. Not merely because of the clangor and color of Hawkwood’s life, as seen from nearly a thousand years later, but because in the Englishman’s lifetime, going from Sible Hedingham in his youth to Florence in his later years, he had effectively travelled from the society of the deep Middle Ages into the beginnings of the modern era. The flag that had been flying over Hal’s terrace, and that Walter the InTeacher had lowered to warn him, the flag of a hawk flying out of a wood, had been made by Hal himself with a device out of his imagination after a thorough search through the books in the library of the estate had failed to have any information on Hawkwood’s coat of arms—on sudden impulse Hal spoke again to the Encyclopedia.


“What was the coat of arms borne by Sir John Hawkwood?”


There was a brief pause.


“Sir John Hawkwood’s arms were: argent, on a chevron sable three escallops of the field.”


The screen showed a shield with a silver background, crossed by a thick V-shaped black band, called a “chevron,” point upwards in the middle of the ground, and with three silver cockleshells spaced out upon the black chevron.


Why the cockles? Hal wondered. The only connection he could think of to cockleshells was St. James of Compostela, in Spain. Could Hawkwood at the time have been in Compostela? Or might the cockles in the arms mean something else? He queried the Final Encyclopedia.


“The cockleshells are common to many coats of arms,” answered the Encyclopedia. “I can furnish you with details if you like. They appear, for example, on some of the oldest arms, such as those of the Graemes, and on the arms borne by many of the septs of the Graeme family, such as the well-known arms of Dundee and Dunbar. Do you wish details, a full report on cockles as a device on coats of arms during past centuries?”


“No,” said Hal.


He sat back, thinking. Something in the deepest depths of his mind had been triggered by this discovery that the real Hawkwood lay in some manner behind the fictional characters of Doyle’s Nigel Loring and Sabatini’s Bellarion, something that continued backward to tie into this business of the cockleshells and Hawkwood. The cockleshells and Hawkwood somehow fitted together; they linked and evoked something. He could feel the mental chemistry of their interaction like a stirring in his unconscious; it was a sensation which he knew, it was the sort of deep excitement that came on just before he began to envision a poem. The chain of logic that ran from these things to whatever was now building in his creative unconscious was not one his conscious mind could see or follow, but experience had taught him the futility of trying. He felt its workings there, now, as someone might feel conflicting winds blowing upon him in the absolute darkness of night. It was a pressure, a fever, an imperative. Something about this search and discovery had touched on a thing that was infinitely more compelling, was much larger, than what he had sat down here with the expectation of discovering, as an ocean is larger than a grain of sand on one of its shores. It reached out to touch him like a call, like a trumpet note reaching out, reaching all the way through him to summon him to a thing more important than anything he had felt in all his sixteen years before.


The sensation was powerful. It was almost with relief that he found the lines of a poem beginning to stir in his head, forming out of the mists of his discovery, strange, archaic-sounding lines … His fingers groped automatically for the keypad that was on the arm of his chair, not to summon the Encyclopedia back for another question or command but simply to resolve the poetic images forming inside him into words. Those words, as he pressed the keys, began to take visible shape, glowing like golden fire against the starscape before him.




À OUTRANCE


Within the ruined chapel, the full knight


Woke from the coffin of his last-night’s bed;


And clashing mailed feet on the broken stones—





His fingers paused on the keys. A chill, damp wind seemed suddenly to blow clear through him. He shook off the momentary paralysis and wrote on …




Strode to the shattered lintel and looked out.







A fog lay holding all the empty land


A cloak of cloudy and uncertainness,


That hid the earth; in that enfoliate mist


Moved voices wandered from a dream of death.





It was a wind of Time itself, the thought came to him unexpectedly, that he felt now blowing through him, blowing through flesh and bones alike. It was the sound of that wind he heard and was now rendering into verse. He wrote …




A warhorse, cropping by the chapel wall,


Raised maul-head, dripping thistles on the stones;


And struck his hooves; and jingled all his gear.


“Peace …,” said the Knight. “Be still. Today, we rest.







“The mist is hiding all the battlefield.


“The wind whips on the wave-packs of the sea.


“Our foe is bound by this no less than we.


“Rest,” said the Knight. “We do not fight today.”







The warhorse stamped again. And struck his hooves.


Ringing on cobbled dampness of the stones.


Crying—“Ride! Ride! Ride!” And the Knight mounted him,


Slowly. And rode him slowly out to war.





… The chime of the room phone catapulted him out of his thoughts. He had been sitting, he realized, for some time with the written poem before him, his thought ranging on journeys across great distances. He reached out reflexively to the control keys.


“Who is it?”


“It’s Ajela.” From behind the void and the glowing lines of his poem, her voice came clearly and warmly, bringing back with it all of the reality he had abandoned during his recent ranging. “It’s lunchtime—if you’re interested.”


“Oh. Of course,” he said, touching the keypad. The lines of verse vanished, to be replaced by the image of her face, occulting the imaged stars.


“Well,” she said, smiling at him, “did you have a useful session with the Encyclopedia?”


“Yes,” he said. “Very much.”


“And where would you like to eat?”


“Anyplace,” he said—and hastily amended himself. “Anyplace quiet.”


She laughed.


“The quietest place is probably right where you are now.”


“—any quiet place except my room, then.”


“All right. We’ll go back to the dining room I took you to the first time. But I’ll arrange for a table away from other people where no one will be sent to sit near us,” she said. “Meet you at the entrance there in five minutes.”


By the time he figured out the controls to move his room close to the dining room, and got to the dining-room entrance, Ajela was already there and waiting for him. As he came down the short length of corridor that was now between his room’s front door and the entrance to the dining room, he was aware suddenly that this was probably the last time he would see her before he left. The two days just past had done a good deal to shift her in his mind from the category of someone belonging to the Encyclopedia, and therefore beyond his understanding, into someone he knew—and for whom he felt.


The result was that his perceptions were now sharpened. As far back as he could remember, his tutors had trained him to observe; as he met her now, spoke to her, and was led by her to a table in one deserted corner of the room, he saw her as perhaps he should have seen her from the start.


It was as if his vision of her had focused. He noticed now how straight she stood and how she walked with something like an air of command—certainly with an air of firmness and decision that was almost alien in an Exotic—as she led the way to their table. She was dressed in green today, a light green tunic that came down to mid-thigh, hugging her body tightly, over an ankle-length skirt that was slit all the way up the sides, revealing tight trousers of a darker green with the parting of the slits at each stride.


The tunic’s green was that of young spring grass. There was a straightness to her shoulders, seen against the distant pearl-grey of the light-wall at the far end of the dining room. Her bright blonde hair was gathered into a ponytail by a polished wooden barrette that showed the grain of the wood. The ponytail danced against the shoulders of her tunic as she strode, echoing in its movements the undulations of her skirt. She reached their table, sat down, and he took the float opposite her.


She asked him again about his morning with the Encyclopedia as they decided what to eat, and he answered briefly, not wanting to go into details of how what he had learned had struck so deep a chord of response within him. Watching her now, he saw in the faint narrowing of her eyes that she had noticed this self-restraint.


“I don’t mean to pry,” she said. “If you’d rather not talk about it—”


“No—no, it’s not that,” he answered quickly. “It’s just that my mind’s everywhere at once.”


She flashed her sudden smile at him.


“No need to apologize,” she said. “I was just mentioning it. As for the way you feel—the Encyclopedia affects a lot of scholars that way.”


He shook his head, slowly.


“I’m no scholar,” he answered.


“Don’t be so sure,” she said gently. “Well, have you thought about whether you still want to go ahead and leave, the way you planned, in just a few hours?”


He hesitated. He could not admit that he would prefer to stay, without seeming to invite her to argue for his staying. He understood himself, starkly and suddenly. His problem was a reluctance to tell her he must leave, that there was no choice for him but to leave. Caught between answers, neither of which he wanted to give, he was silent.


“You’ve got reasons to go. I understand that,” she said, after a moment. She sat watching him. “Would you like to tell me about them? Would you like to talk about it, at all?”


He shook his head.


“I see,” she said. Her voice had gentled. “Do you mind, anyway, my telling you Tam’s side of it?”


“Of course not,” he replied.


Their plates, with the food they had ordered, were just rising to the surface of the table. She looked down at hers for a moment, and then looked back up at him levelly.


“You’ve seen Tam,” she said as they began to eat, and the gentleness in her voice gave way to a certainty that echoed the authority of her walk. “You see his age. One year, several years, might not seem so much to you; but he’s old. He’s very old. He has to think about what will happen to the Encyclopedia if there’s no one to take charge of it after … he steps down as Director.”


He was watching her eyes, fascinated, as she spoke. They were a bluish green that seemed to have depths without end and reflected the color of her clothing.


He said, after a second, since she had paused as if waiting response from him, “Someone else would take over the Encyclopedia, wouldn’t they?”


She shook her head.


“No one person. There’s a Board of Directors who’ll step in, and stay in. The Board was scheduled to take over after Mark Torre’s death. Then Mark found Tam and changed that part of the plan. But now, if Tam dies without a successor, the Board’s going to take over, and from then on the Encyclopedia will he run by committee.”


“And that’s something you don’t want to happen?”


“Of course I don’t!” Her voice tightened. “Tam’s worked all his life to point the Encyclopedia toward what it really should do, rather than let it turn into a committee-run library! What would you think I’d want?”


Her eyes were now full green, as green as the rare tinge that can color the wood flames of an open campfire. He waited a second more to let her hear the echo of her words in her ears before he answered.


“You should want whatever it is you want,” he said, echoing what he had been taught and believed in. Her eyes met his for a second more, burningly, then dropped their gaze to her plate. When she spoke again, the volume of her voice had also dropped.


“I … you don’t understand,” she said slowly. “This is very hard for me—”


“But I do understand,” he answered. “I told you, one of my tutors was an Exotic. Walter the InTeacher.”


What she had meant, he knew from Walter’s teachings, was that it was difficult for her to plead with him to stay at the Encyclopedia, much as she plainly wanted to. As an Exotic, she would have been conditioned from childhood never to try to influence other people. This, because of the Exotic belief that participation in the historical process, even in the smallest degree, destroyed the clear-sightedness of a separate and dispassionate observer; and the Exotics’ main reason for existence was to chart the movements of history, separately and dispassionately. They dreamed only of an end to which those movements could lead. But she was, he thought, as she had more or less admitted already, a strange Exotic.


“Actually,” he told her, “you argue better for my staying here when you don’t argue, than you could if you used words.”


He smiled, to invite her to smile back, and was relieved when she did. What he said had been said clumsily; but all the same, it was a truth she was too intelligent not to see. If she had argued, he would have had someone besides himself to marshal his own arguments against. This way, he was left to debate with his own desires; which, she might have guessed, could make an opponent far harder for him to conquer than she was.


But his conscience sank its teeth into him, now. He was, he knew, leading her on to hope—which was an unfair thing to do. He must not give in and stay here. But, because she was an Exotic and because he knew what that meant as far as her beliefs were concerned, he could think of no way to explain this to her that would not either wound or baffle her. He did not, he thought almost desperately, know enough about her—enough about her as the unique individual she was—to talk to her. And there was no time to learn that much about her.


“You’re from—where? Mara? Kultis?” he asked, striking out at random. “How did you happen to end up here?”


She smiled, unexpectedly.


“Oh, I was a freak,” she said.


“A freak?” Privately he had sometimes called himself that. But he could not imagine applying it to someone like her.


“Well, say I was one of the freaks, then,” she answered. “We called ourselves that. Did you ever hear of a Maran Exotic called Padma?”


“Padma …” He frowned.


The name had a strange echo of familiarity, as if he had indeed heard Walter or one of his other tutors mention it, but nothing more. His memory, like the rest of him, had been trained to a fine point. If he had been told of such a man, he should be able to remember it. But nowhere, searching his memory now, could he find any clear reference to someone called Padma.


“He’s very old now,” she said. “But he’s been an OutBond, from either Mara or Kultis, at one time or another, to every important Culture on the fourteen worlds. He goes clear back to the time of Donal Graeme. In fact—that’s why I’m here.”


“He’s that old?” Hal stared at her. “He must be older than Tam.”


She sobered, suddenly. The smile left her face and went out of her voice as well.


“No. He’s younger—but just by a few years.” She shook her head. “Even when he was a very young man, he had an ageless look, they say. And he was brilliant, even then—even among his own generation on the Exotics. But you’re almost right. When I got here, I found out even Tam had thought Padma was older than he was. But it’s not true. There’s been no one Tam’s age; and no one like him—ever. Even Padma.”


He looked at her half-skeptically.


“There are fourteen worlds,” he said.


“I know,” she said. “But the Final Encyclopedia’s got no record of anyone else much more than a hundred and eighteen years old just now. Tam’s a hundred and twenty-four. It’s his will that keeps him going.”


He could hear in her voice an appeal to him to understand Tam. He wanted to tell her that he would try, but once more he did not trust himself to put the assurance into words he could trust her to believe.


“But you were telling me how you got here,” he said, instead. “You were saying you were one of the freaks. What did you mean? And what’s Padma got to do with it?”


“It was his conscience created us—me, and the others,” she said. “It all goes back long ago to something that happened between the Exotics and Donal Graeme, back when Donal was alive and Padma was still young. Later, on reflection, Padma began to feel that Sayona the Bond had led the Exotics—including Padma—into being too sure of themselves to notice something important—that Donal had something they should have been aware of and made use of; something critical, Padma said, to the search we’ve been engaged in for three centuries now.”


She paused and looked steadily at him. “Those are Padma’s own words,” she went on, “to an Assembly of both the Exotic worlds forty years ago. Padma came finally to think that Donal might have been a prototype of the very thing we’d been searching for, the evolved form of human being we’ve always believed the race will finally produce.”


Hal frowned at her, reaching out to understand. Donal he knew of through history and the tales of Malachi. But the thought of Donal had always disturbed him, in spite of Donal’s triumphs. Ian and Kensie, Donal’s uncles; and Eachan Khan, Donal’s grim, war-crippled father, had caught more at his imagination, among the Graemes of Foralie on the Dorsai. But the uneasy feeling that he should recognize the name continued to nag at him on a low level of consciousness.


“Padma,” Ajela was going on, “felt we Exotics had to look for what we might have missed seeing in Donal; and because Padma was enormously respected—if you had an Exotic teacher, you know what the word respected means on Mara and Kultis—and because he suggested a way that had never been tried, it was agreed he could make an experiment. I—and some others like me—were the elements of the experiment. He chose fifty of the brightest Exotic children he could find and arranged to have us brought up under special conditions.”


Hal frowned again at her.


“Special conditions?”


“Padma’s theory was that something in our own Exotic society was inhibiting the kind of personal development that had made someone like Donal Graeme possible. Whatever else was true about him, no one could deny Donal had abilities no Exotic had ever achieved. That pointed to a blindness somewhere in our picture of ourselves, Padma said.”


She was carried away now on the flood of what she was telling him. Her eyes were blue-green and depthless once more.


“So,” she went on, “he got a general agreement to let him experiment with the fifty of us—Padma’s Children, they called us, then—and he saw to it we were exposed, from as soon as we were able to understand, not only to the elements of our own Culture, but to those in the Dorsai and the Friendly Cultures which our Exotic thinking had always automatically rejected. You know how our family structure on Mara and Kultis is much looser than on the Dorsai or the Friendlies. As children, we treat all adults almost equally as parents or near relatives. No one forced the fifty of us in any particular direction, but we were given more freedom to bond emotionally to individuals, to indulge in romantic, rather than logical thinking. You see—a romantic attitude was the one common element permitted Dorsai and Friendly children, which we on the Exotics had always been steered away from.”


He sat, studying her as she talked. He did not yet see where her words were headed, but he could feel strongly across the short physical distance separating them that what she was saying was not only something of intense importance to her, but something that it was difficult for her to say to him. He nodded now, to encourage her to go on; and she did.


“To make the story short,” she said, “we were set free to fall in love with things we ordinarily would’ve been told were unproductive subjects for such attention; and in my case what I fell in love with, when I was barely old enough to learn about it, was the story of Tam Olyn—the brilliant, grim, interstellar newsman who tried and almost succeeded in a personal vendetta to destroy the Friendly Culture, only to change his mind suddenly and completely, to come back to Earth and take on all the responsibility of the Final Encyclopedia, where he’d been the only person besides Mark Torre to hear the voices at the Transit Point.”


Her face was animated now. The feeling in her reached and caught up Hal as music might have caught him up.


“This man, who still controls the Final Encyclopedia,” she went on animatedly, “holding it in trust all these years for the race, and refusing to let any other person or power control it. By the time I was nine I knew I had to come here; and by the time I was eleven, they let me come—on Tam’s personal responsibility.”


She smiled suddenly.


“It seemed,” she said, “Tam was intrigued by someone only my age who could be so set on getting here; and I found out later, partly he hoped I might hear the voices, as you and he did. But I didn’t.”


She stopped speaking, suddenly, with her last three words. The smile went. She had hardly touched the small salad she had ordered; but Hal recognized with surprise that his own plate was utterly empty—and yet he could not remember eating as he listened to her.


“So it’s because of Tam you’re still here?” he said, finally, when it seemed she would not go on. She had started to poke at her salad, but when he spoke she put her fork down and looked levelly across the table at him.


“I came because of him, yes,” she said. “But since then I’ve come to see what he sees in the Encyclopedia—what you should see in it. Now, even if there weren’t any Tarn Olyn, I’d still be here.”


She glanced down at her salad and pushed the transparent bowl that held it away from her. Then she looked back at him, again.


“It’s the hope of the race,” she said to him. “Their one hope. I don’t believe any longer that the answer can lie with our Exotics, or anyone else. It’s here—here! No place else. And only Tam’s been able to keep it alive. He needs you.”


The tone of her voice on her last words tore at him. He looked at her and knew finally that he could not give her a flat no, not here, not now. He took a deep, unhappy breath.


“Let me think about it—a little longer,” he said. Suddenly, he felt a desperate need to get away from her before he made her some promise that was neither true nor possible to keep. He pushed his float back from the table, still unable to keep his eyes off her face. He would tell her later, he told himself, call her from his room, and tell her that eventually he would be back. Even with their phone screens on, there would be a psychic distance between them that would lessen the terrible power of persuasion he felt coming at him from her now, and make it possible for him to reassure her he would someday return.


“I’ll go back to my room and think about it, now,” he said.


“All right,” she said without moving. “But remember, you heard the voices. You have to understand; because there’re only the three of us who do. You, Tam and I. Remember what you risk if you leave, now. If you go, and while you’re gone Tam reaches the point where he can’t go on being Director any longer, by the time you come back the Board will be in charge; and they won’t want to give up control. If you go now, you may lose your chance here, forever!”


He nodded and stood up. Slowly, she stood up on the other side of the table and together, not saying anything more to each other, they went out of the dining room. At its entrance, Ajela touched a control pad set in the wall, and the same short corridor formed with a door at the end that would be the entrance to his own quarters.


“Thank you,” he said, hardly looking at her. “I’ll call you—as soon as I’ve got something to tell you.”


After a moment more he met her eyes with his own. Her naked gaze seemed to go through him effortlessly.


“I’ll wait for you to call,” she said.


He went down the corridor, still feeling her standing watching him from behind, as he had felt the piercing strength of her gaze. Not until the door of his room closed behind him did he feel free of her. He dropped into a float opposite his bed.


There was an empty loneliness and a longing in him. What he needed desperately, he told himself, was some point outside the situation that now held him, where he could stand and look at it—and at her expectations and Tam’s. Of course, she would see no sense in his going. From her standpoint, the Encyclopedia was so much beyond Coby in what it had to offer him that any comparison of the two was ridiculous. All Coby had to offer was someplace to hide.


The Encyclopedia offered him not only that, but the shield of the force-panels, the protection of those who belonged to the single institution that the Others probably would never be able to control, and quite possibly would have no interest in controlling. In fact, as long as he stayed and worked with the Final Encyclopedia, here, what sort of threat did he pose to the Others? It would be only out in their territory, on the younger worlds, that he posed a possible threat to them. Even if they discovered him here, it might well be that they would simply decide to leave him alone.


Meanwhile, there was all that the Encyclopedia had to offer him. Walter the InTeacher had been fond of saying that the pursuit of knowledge was the greatest adventure ever discovered by the human race. The degree to which Ajela had touched Hal just now had almost swept him away beyond the power of any personal choice. To be able to work with the Encyclopedia as he had done for a short while was like having the Universe handed to him for a plaything. It was more than that—


It was, thought Hal suddenly, like being able to play God.


On Coby he would be a stranger among strangers—and probably among strangers who were the sweepings of the fourteen worlds, for who would go and work in the mines of Coby if he could be someplace else? Here, he already knew Ajela … and Tam.


And her last words had struck him forcefully. She was right in the fact that if he went now and Tam died or stopped being Director, Hal’s own chances at that post with the Encyclopedia could be lost forever. His mind shied from the responsibility of the prospect. But it was a great and almost unheard-of thing, to be someone who could be considered as a successor to the Director of the Encyclopedia. Tam seemed a crusty sort of individual—age might have something to do with that, or it might be his natural pattern—but Ajela obviously found him to be someone she could love; and, in fact, Hal had found himself warming to the old man, also, even during their brief meeting.


It might also be his resemblance to Obadiah. Perhaps Hal was deliberately making himself see Obadiah in the Director, and this was giving him a greater feeling of closeness to Tam than the situation actually justified. But it really did not matter whether Tam and he were close or not. The overwhelmingly important thing was the Encyclopedia itself and that it have a continuity of Directors; and if Hal were indeed a serious possibility to take control from Tam’s hands eventually, then …


Hal’s mind drifted into a dark, but comfortable dream of the Encyclopedia, as it might be after he had been here some years and was finally in control as Director. Ajela could probably be brought to agree to stay on with him, in something like the relationship that she had with Tam—of course she could, for the Encyclopedia’s sake, if nothing else. And, if they should really agree well together …


He looked at the chronometer on his wrist. The ring that was set to local time showed a little less than an hour and a half before his ship was scheduled to lift from its docking, just under the metal and force-panel skin of the Encyclopedia. His mind still caught in his dark dream, he got up and went across the room, to find the travel bag with which he had come to the Encyclopedia. He was holding it in his hands before he realized what he was doing.


He laughed.


He was on his way to Coby.


The recognition came like a dull, but expected, shock. Abruptly, then, he realized; it was not the dead hands of Walter, Malachi and Obadiah reaching out to control him against his will. It was not even the calculation of his training that had implemented its decision by some sort of conditioned lever upon his will. It was simply that he, for reasons he could not clearly enunciate, knew that he had to go; and, far from weakening that certainty, what he had heard from Ajela and experienced in his earlier work with the Encyclopedia that morning had confirmed it.


Heavily, he began to do what little gathering of papers and possessions was necessary. He had been deluding not only Ajela, but himself, by pretending that the question of his staying was still open.


He had not been able to face Ajela with that truth over the lunch table. She would not have pressed him for reasons, he knew, being an Exotic; but she would have—and still did—deserve some. Only, he would not be able to give her any. So he would simply sneak out of the Encyclopedia, after all, as he had, in effect, sneaked in; and he would send both her and Tam a message afterwards, once he was irrevocably on his way among the stars.


He finished up, coded the number of his exit port into the room control, and stepped out the dilated entrance into a short corridor that took him down and through another entrance, past another screen from which an elderly woman perfunctorily scanned his papers, and into the port chamber.


There was a forty-minute wait before he could board the ship. But five minutes later he was in his compartment, and forty minutes after that, the ship sealed and lifted. An annunciator woke over his head.


“First phase-shift in two hours,” it said. “First phase-shift in two hours. There will be a meal service immediately after the shift. All portside compartments, first seating; all starboardside compartments, second seating.”


He was in a portside compartment; but he was not hungry—although in two hours, knowing himself, he would probably be starving, as usual. He sat down on that one of the two fixed seats in the compartment that was below the bed folded up against the bulkhead.


Once they had phase-shifted, there would be no direct communication possible with the Encyclopedia. At once, they would be light-years distant; and a message physically carried by a ship inbound to Earth would be the quickest way of getting in touch. He did not feel up to talking face-to-face with Ajela, in any case; but something in him rebelled at waiting to tell her until he was well away. She would be looking at the time and thinking that he had decided against going, and was working with the Encyclopedia—and she would hear from him about dinnertime.


He roused himself, stepped across to the tiny desk against the wall of his compartment opposite the bed, sat down on the other seat, and coded a call to the ship’s communications center. The screen lit up with a heavy man in ship’s whites.


“I’d like to send a message back to the Encyclopedia,” he said.


“Certainly. Want the message privacy coded? And written or spoken?”


“Spoken,” he said. “Never mind the privacy code. It’s to Ajela, Special Assistant to the Director. ‘Ajela. I’m sorry. I had to go.’”


His own voice repeated itself back at him from the screen.


“Ajela. I’m sorry. I had to go.”


“That’s all?” asked the shipman.


“Yes. Sign it—my name’s Hal Mayne—” He checked himself. “Wait, add on … ‘I’ll see you both again, as soon as I can.’”


“Ajela. I’m sorry. I had to go. I’ll see you both again, as soon as I can. Hal Mayne.” The screen gave his words back to him once more.


“All right? Or did you want that last sentence as a P.S.?” asked the shipman.


“No, that’s fine. Thank you.”


Hal broke the connection and got up from the seat. He pulled the bed down into position and stretched out on it. He lay on his back, looking at the ceiling and bulkheads of his compartment, which showed the same flat brown color everywhere he looked. A faint vibration through the fabric of the ship around them was the only sign that they were under way; it would be the only sensation of movement to be felt—and not even that during phase-shift—until they went into docking mode in New Earth orbit.


There had never been any possible decision except that he should go on to Coby. But it had taken the Encyclopedia to help him see the inevitability of it; and even then the recognition had come in through the back door of his mind. It had been the poem that had told him, its images speaking from his unconscious, as surely as the images of Walter, Malachi and Obadiah had spoken from it on his first night in the great sphere. He was the knight and was summoned in one direction only.


The poem had been no more than a codification of that oceanic feeling he had touched when he worked with the Encyclopedia. Blindly, there, he had felt something, some great effort, that rang its particular call trumpet-like, reading itself back through him. For a little while, unknowing, he had touched what could be—and it was so large in promise that it dwarfed all other things. But the way to it did not lie through a dusty scholar’s cell, or even by way of Tam’s desk in the Encyclopedia. At least, not yet. There were things within him that would have to grow to match in size what he had felt in the Encyclopedia; and some deep-buried instinct had come to tell him clearly that these would not grow in a sterile, protected environment. It was out among the materials of which the race was made that he must find the particular strength he would need to use the mighty lever that was the Encyclopedia. And, once he had found it, he would be back—whether he was wanted or not.


The faint vibration of the ship thrummed all through him as he lay. He felt caught, like someone apart, suspended between all worlds, waiting.




Chapter 5


As the spaceship to New Earth pulled away from Earth orbit preparatory to its first phase-shift into interstellar space, the awareness of his utter loneliness moved in on Hal all at once. In the Final Encyclopedia, thanks to Tam and Ajela, he had not felt completely alone; and until he had gotten to the Final Encyclopedia the anesthesia of shock and his training had held the realities of his new orphan’s status at a numb distance from his emotions. But now, unexpectedly, a full appreciation of it flooded him.


That first night on shipboard he dreamed a vivid, colorful dream in which it turned out that the events on the terrace and the deaths of Malachi, Obadiah, and Walter had been nothing but a nightmare from which he had just awakened. He felt foolish, but inexpressibly relieved to discover that the three of them were still alive and all was well.


Then he awoke to reality, and lay in the darkness, listening to the faint breathing of the ventilating system of the ship, echoing out through the grille on the near wall of his stateroom. Emptiness and desolation filled him. He pulled the bedcovers over his head like a very young child, and lay there, cold in his misery, until at some unknown, later time he fell asleep again, to other dreams he did not remember on awakening.


But from then on the awareness of his isolation and vulnerability was always with him. He was able to push it into a back corner of his mind, but there it settled, as if in some dark corner, where Bleys and the rest of the Others seemed also to crouch, waiting. He realized now that he had made a serious mistake in not asking that this passage from the Encyclopedia be booked for him under a false name.


The situation was not completely irreparable, of course. Once he got to New Earth, he could cancel the reservations made under the name of Hal Mayne, and then make new reservations to Coby under an alias. At most, then, this ship’s records would show Hal Mayne only as going no farther than New Earth. But the record of his having been outbound from Old Earth aboard this ship would remain, for the Others to find.


A cooler part of his mind told him that even traveling under his real name as he was now, the passenger record would not be easy for Bleys to run down. It was not that ship’s records were not kept and that the Others could not eventually get access to them all. It was simply that, given the mass of interstellar shipping and the complexity of individual records on fourteen worlds, it became a statistical nightmare to search through all of these in an attempt to trace or locate a single individual.


Nonetheless, he made up his mind to be as inconspicuous as possible until he reached Coby and, once there, to lose himself under a completely false identity. Being inconspicuous would mean, of course, that he should restrict his contacts with other people aboard, as much as possible; but that was a small hardship. At this moment he felt no great desire to make the acquaintances of his fellow passengers, or those who staffed the ship.


It was a prudent decision, but in making it he had not considered how much such solitary behavior would leave him to his own thoughts and feelings during the days that followed. At times he would find himself unexpectedly immersed in grief, an unbearable grief that would mutate gradually into an icy, compelling rage, that in its own strange way seemed familiar, although he could not recall having felt anything like it before. It made him shiver, thinking of Bleys and the Others, and all their kind. A desire to destroy them and everything connected with them would seize him so powerfully that he could think of nothing else.


As ye have done to me and mine …


The words seemed to arise out of some ancient part of him like a stained and weathered carving on the stone of his soul. He would follow the advice of the ghosts of Malachi, Obadiah, and Walter to hide until he was strong enough to fight back against those who had done this; and then he would destroy them as they had destroyed all those he had ever loved. Just as Ajela had reminded him that Tam Olyn had once set out to destroy the entire Friendly Culture. Tam had changed and turned back from what he had started to accomplish, but Hal would never do so.


Walter’s teaching had warned against letting destructive emotions grow and take charge of him; and he had been trained in ways to control them. But he found now that in the worst moments of his grief, the rage was the only thing that could push it from him—and at such times the grief seemed too great to be borne.


Still, in all, the trip to New Earth was not that long in actual subjective, shipboard time. Most of the passengers on board were bound beyond that world, to Freiland, which was now the richer and more commercially active of the two worlds under the star of Sirius. But the ships stopped at New Earth first, because New Earth was the major transshipment point for that solar system; and, like Hal, all those who were going on to other destinations would be making their change to other vessels there, rather than at Freiland.


Hal had hoped to find at least one other person aboard who was going to Coby, or who had known that planet firsthand, so that he could ask what the life there was actually like for miners. But none of the other transshipping passengers were bound in his direction—he had asked the purser to check the ship’s list to make sure. In the end, when he took the jitney down to New Earth City for the three days he must wait for his vessel to Coby, he was as much alone and knew as little as he had when he had gone on board.


But New Earth City itself caught his attention, even driving the memory of the events on the terrace and the Encyclopedia temporarily into the background of his thoughts. It was a space-base city, which meant it had its primary commercial activity in off-world shipping. The sky was busy with passenger and cargo jitneys going to and from parking orbit; the streets were equally full of a multitude of shipping agents. He had no trouble finding passage under a different name on a ship headed for Coby, after he had cancelled his original reservations.


The city, itself, lay in the uplands of the north temperate zone of that world, in mid-continent, at the confluence of the two large rivers that together with their tributaries provided a watershed for nearly one-third of the continent’s landmass. Hal remembered from his geography studies that the city was supposed to be very cold in winter. But now it was mid-summer, the air dusty and windy with the odor unique to vegetation of that latitude on the planet. He sat in sidewalk restaurants, drinking the local fruit and vegetable juices and watching the people who passed.


In spite of his training, the romantic part of him had always clung to the thought that there would be markedly noticeable differences to be seen in the people on the younger inhabited planets. But New Earth was an unspecialized world and the majority of the people on it looked as much like full-spectrum humans as those of Earth. They looked the same, essentially; they talked the same; and, with slight variations in cut and style, they wore the same sort of clothes. Only occasionally did he see an individual who dressed and acted as if he or she clearly belonged to one of the true Splinter Cultures—Friendly, Exotic, or Dorsai—and these stood out sharply from those about them.


Nonetheless, it was a strange and foreign place, New Earth City—the sunlight, the smells, the activity, all had differences about them that caught at his imagination and compelled it. He could see no signs of the decay Tam Olyn had spoken of, the approach of an Armageddon, an end to present civilization, or even to the human race itself. Dismissing the puzzle at last from his mind, he turned to a more immediate question. He tried telling those he met that he was a University-level student from Earth on a thesis-trip, testing his ability to pass for someone in his late teens or early twenties, and was gratified when no one questioned this.


Part of him, he had found out long since, was a chameleon; an imaginative actor who could be seduced by an infinite number of roles. He had three days, local time, to pass before his new transport to Coby would be leaving orbit; and, even in three days, he came close to being strongly tempted to stay where he was for a month or two, learning to fit in with what he saw around him and experiencing New Earth living from within its society.


But the thought that Bleys might already have set—no matter how idly—a search in progress for him, plus the pull of that same amorphous, oceanic purpose in him which had set him unthinkingly to packing as the time approached to board the jitney to the New Earth-bound ship; these sent him up to the ship to Coby in time; and a few hours later, he was once more between the stars, heading toward the first phase-shift that would bring him eventually to work in the mines of that airless world.


The ship he travelled on now was not a passenger liner, like the one on which he had left Earth orbit, but a cargo vessel that carried a small complement of passengers in accommodations comparable to those of the ship’s officers. The only other passengers were three commercial representatives who spent all their time gambling with gravityless shotballs in the lounge. The officers and crew were indifferent to conversation with the passengers. They had their own professional clubbishness, and except at meals he never saw them; and so, at the end of five days, they came to Coby.


—Not just to an orbit around Coby, however. At the mining world, it developed, spaceships did not park in orbit and wait for jitneys from the surface. They not only went down like military craft, directly to the surface, they went one step further. They descended below the world’s surface. Everything built on Coby had been built underground, and as the ship Hal was on gingerly nudged its way close to the Moon-like landscape of the planet, that landscape developed a crack before them from which light shone upward. Barely hovering, it seemed, on its maneuvering powerways, the ship slid into an opening, as the jitney from Earth had slipped into the opening of the port of the Final Encyclopedia.


The moment they were inside, the opening closed again behind them. With pressure barriers, there had been minimal loss of air; but for a world that needed to make all its air and water out of crustal chemicals, even small losses would be important, Hal thought. But then he forgot problems having to do with the crustal extraction of chemicals; for the place into which they had come was another matter entirely than the entry port of the Encyclopedia.


This was like nothing so much as a full-sized surface military or commercial spaceport, hollowed out of the solid stuff of the world, with a spacepad of remarkable dimensions, its edges thick with fitting yards. In the viewing screen of his room, from which Hal was watching their landing, spaceships could be seen lying in the cradles of those yards and being fitted with the metal parts and fabrications that Coby could supply more cheaply than any of the other worlds.


It had been ironic, Obadiah had said once, harshly, that the human race had been so slow to realize how favored was the planet of its birth. Not only in terms of air, water, climate, and the wealth of its ecology—but in the availability of its metals. The first people settling on the younger worlds had been quick to discover that the metals they needed were neither so available in the quantity that Earth had accustomed them to, nor so cheaply easy to extract from the rocky mantle of their planets. On twelve of the fourteen worlds, the human race had metal-hungry societies; and on a few of those worlds, like both of the Friendly planets and on the Dorsai, that poverty was so great that they could not have existed in a modern interstellar community if they had not been able to buy much of what they needed for their technological life off-planet. The fourteen worlds could only remain one community if they could trade together; and the one currency they had in common was professional skills, packaged in the minds and bodies of their own people. So the worlds had specialized.


Physicians and specialists in the soft sciences came from schools on the Exotics. Statisticians from the Friendlies. Professional military from the Dorsai. An individual working on a world other than his or her own earned not only a personal income in that planet’s local currency, but interstellar credit for the world that had raised and trained her or him. And on the basis of that interstellar credit metal-poor worlds like New Earth bought what they needed from Coby …


Their cargo spaceship was already settling onto the field below; and with the other passengers, Hal left the ship. He found immigration officials waiting at the foot of the landing stair; but the checks made were brief and simple.


“Visa?” The heavy-bodied, gray-haired official who greeted him took the visa he had purchased on New Earth, under the name of Tad Thornhill, from Hal’s hand. “Visiting or staying?”


“Staying,” Hal said. “I want to look for a job here.”


The woman ran the papers through the transverse slot of her desk and passed them back to Hal. Endless repetitions of the same words had worn her voice to a near-monotone.


“Check the directory in the Terminal for the nearest Assignment Office outside of the port area,” she said. “If you change your mind or for any reason stay in the port area, you must register and leave Coby again within eight days, or face deportation. If you leave the port area, you may only return on pass from your work superiors. Next!”


Hal moved on and the commercial representatives behind him took his place.


Inside the Terminal building, the directory—when he queried its console—printed on its screen the words: Halla Station Assignment Office, Halla Station: Tube Line C: report for job interview at destination. It also extruded a small hard-copy card with the same information printed on it.


Hal took the card and tucked it into his bag. The port area looked interesting, especially the fitting yards. He thought of trying to get a job there, rather than in the mines. But a little more thought brought back to mind the fact that he was here to become invisible to the Others; and in a port area, pinned down by job-required identification and security observation, would not be the best place to hide.


In fact, he thought, remembering the lessons that had been drilled into him, he would undoubtedly minimize the danger of being traced here by the Others if he got out of the port area as fast as possible. He went searching for, and found the subway-like station that was the terminal of Tube C, took passage in one of the long, silver cars that floated there in their magnetic rings, and an hour and a half later got out two thousand kilometers away, at Halla Station Terminal.


The Assignment Office was in one corner of the Terminal, four desks in an open area. Three had no one at them. One had a man interviewing another man, who by his appearance and the travel bag on the floor beside his chair was a job applicant like Hal. Hal waited until the other applicant had finished and been sent out through a rear door in the Terminal. Then he came up to the desk, handed his papers to the interviewer and sat down without waiting to be asked.


The man behind the desk did not seem to resent Hal’s not waiting for an invitation. He scanned the papers, made out in the name of Tad Thornhill, ran them through the slot on his desk and then looked over at Hal. He was in his early thirties, a short, slim individual with a narrow, white face and a shock of red hair—the sort of face that might have been friendly, if it had not been for an expression of indifference that seemed to have worn lines in it.


“You’re sure you want to work in the mines?” he asked.


“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t,” Hal said.


The interviewer rattled busily away at the keys of his console and a hard-copy document emerged from his desktop.


“Sign here, and here. If you change your mind in less than a week, you will be charged for food and lodging and any other expenses incurred by you. Do you understand?”


“Yes.” Hal reached out to put his thumbprint in the signature area. The interviewer blocked the motion with his own hand.


“Are you aware that the society here on Coby is different from what you may have encountered on any of the other worlds? That, in particular, the process of laws is different?”


“I’ve read about it,” said Hal.


“On Coby,” went on the interviewer, as if Hal had not spoken, “you are immune to off-world deportation by reason of legal papers of any kind originating other than on this planet. However, all legal power here is vested in the management of the Company you work for and in the Planetary Consortium of Companies to which the Company you will work for belongs. The legal authority to whom you will be directly responsible for your actions is the Company Judge-Advocate, who combines in himself the duties of criminal investigator, prosecutor, judge and jury. If you are cited by him, you are presumed guilty until you can prove your innocence. You will be held wholly at his disposal for whatever length of time he desires, and you are liable to questioning by any means he wishes to use in an effort to elicit whatever information he needs. His judgment on your case is final, not subject to review and may include the death penalty, by any process he may specify; and the Company is under no obligation to notify anyone of your death. Do you understand all this?”


Hal stared at the man. He had read all this before as part of his studies, everything that the interviewer had just told him. But it was an entirely different matter to sit here and have these statements presented to him as present and inescapable realities. A cool breeze seemed to breathe on the back of his neck.


“I understand,” he said.


“Very good. You’ll remember then,” said the interviewer, “that what you may have been accustomed to as personal rights no longer exist for you once you have put your thumbprint on this contract. I have offered you terms for a minimum work commitment of one standard Coby year at apprentice wages. There are no shorter work commitments. Do you wish to contract for a longer term?”


“No,” said Hal. “But I can renew my contract at the end of a year without losing anything, can’t I?”


“Yes.” The interviewer took his guarding hand away from the signature area. “Your thumbprint here, please.”


Hal looked at the man. There is a unique human being within each sane member of the human race, Walter the InTeacher used to say. Try, and you can reach him, or her. He thought of trying to make the effort now, but he could find nothing in the man before him to touch.


He reached out, put his thumbprint on the contract and signed.


“This is your copy,” said the interviewer, detaching it from his desk and passing it to him. “Go out the door to the rear and follow the signs in the corridor to the office of the Holding Area.”


Hal followed the directions. They led him down a well-lighted tunnel about four meters wide to a much wider entrance in the right wall of the tunnel. Turning in at the entrance, he saw what appeared to be an enclosed office to his right, and a considerably larger enclosed area to his left, through the doorless entrance of which came the sound of music and voices. Straight ahead, but farther on, he could see what seemed to be a double row of large cages made of floor-to-ceiling metal bars, but with their doors, for the most part, standing open.


He assumed that the office on the right was the one he had been directed to in the Holding Area; but curiosity led him toward the doorway of the place opposite, with the noisy interior. He automatically approached its doorway from an angle, out of training, and stopped about three meters away to look in; but he need not have been cautious. None of those inside were paying any attention to anything outside.
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