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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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The heavens thundered and the suborbital from Annatto dropped out of the dawn sky like an angel of fire. Braked by a repeller beam from Shadoof Landing, it slowed almost to a stop and then sank while its heat shield blazed white, then red, and finally orange. Stillness and blessed silence returned. Seemingly reassured, the craft nudged in close to a blockhouse and set down on three delicate legs with the grace of a bird settling on her nest. Umbilicals snaked out from the blockhouse and locked on.

Having no baggage, Brother Andre was the first passenger to emerge on the blockhouse roof. Wrinkles and silver hair proclaimed his age now, but he strode along as determinedly as ever—tall, spare, straight-backed, and barefoot, with the hem of his brown habit swirling around his ankles.

He felt a great sense of escape. All his life he had enjoyed anonymity, but within the last week his jagged features had become famous on all of the seventeen worlds. He had been recognized in the suborbital’s cabin, even questioned, and at the end some of his fellow travelers had knelt to ask his blessing. Fame was an unwelcome burden, but what he had so narrowly escaped two days ago would have been much worse. He hoped that whatever new prospect lay ahead of him now would not be too terrible. Non mea voluntas sed tua fiat—not my will but Thine be done.

No one had come to meet him, which was both a relief and a reminder not to let fame go to his head. He inspected the line of air cars with distaste. Capuchin friars were required to travel on foot whenever possible, but that was hardly practical when the first few steps included a thirty-meter drop. Also, the pope had been insistent that he come as fast and unobtrusively as possible. Sighing, Andre went to the far end of the line, where the small cars were, and sat on the wickedly comfortable bench of a two-seater. The canopy closed.

—Destination? The inquiry came via his Broca implant.

The Vatican.

—Confirm identity.

Brother Andre, Order of Friars Minor Capuchin.

—Brother Andre, your credit currently stands at zero.

Priority code Gomorrah.

—Temporary credit valid.

The car rose with a quiet hum and headed north.

Andre had been granted the special credit when he flatly informed the Holy Father that Annatto Mission could not afford to finance jaunts halfway around the world. Thirty thousand years ago, St. Francis had forbidden his followers to use money. Electronic credit would appall him.

Leaving Shadoof, the car climbed over fertile plains where energy fences marked off circular grain fields amid undisturbed woodlands, then leveled and cruised high above Straint Gulf and its innumerable islands—blue-green water, beaches rimmed with white surf, aloof mansions owned by prosperous citizens. Andre did not envy the rich their good fortune, but he did wonder why they could not share the planet’s abundance a little more equitably. The mission back in Annatto was swamped by hungry, indigent people. At times he had no food to offer them, nor beds for the sick and unwanted dying. He did not understand, but he was not surprised. Thirty millennia ago, the Lord had given fair warning when he said, The poor are always with you.

As the car crossed the northern shore he saw his destination far ahead, and his mood brightened. St. Peter in the Clouds was unquestionably the most beautiful cathedral on Ayne, probably the most beautiful church on any of the seventeen worlds of the Ayne sector. It might even be the finest place of worship in the entire Galaxy, although no mortal could ever know what God had wrought outside the limits of the sector. Sixteen centuries ago, it had been carved from the living rock of Vatican Mountain, a tough, micaceous schist that shone like silver in the low light. In the early-morning chill, the scummy swamps surrounding the hill were blanketed by roiling white fog from the warm springs that fed them, so the cathedral’s name was entirely appropriate, a sculpted rock floating above the clouds.

For the last two small-months, the eyes of the faithful all over the sector had been fixed on the Vatican—first for the death watch on old Pope Margaret III, then for her grandiose funeral, and finally for the conclave of cardinals assembled from all over the sector to elect her successor. Even non-Catholics had enjoyed watching that spectacle, and not a few of the faithful had joined them in laying bets on the clerical horse race. Away in Annatto, Brother Andre had been far too busy with the work of his mission to pay any heed. Their Eminences had no need of his advice or approval. Whomever God had chosen would be fine by him. So he had assumed.

He had discovered his error right after the first ballot, when Brother Matthew had burst in shouting that more votes had been cast for Brother Andre, OFM Capuchin, than for anyone else. Not in twelve hundred years had a conclave elected anyone other than a cardinal to the throne of St. Peter on Ayne, but there was nothing in the rules to forbid it. Brother Andre had turned on his implant and started paying attention.

With exactly ninety cardinals in attendance, sixty-one votes were needed for election. To his horror, by the third ballot his tally had crept up to fifty-five, and an obscure friar, scarcely known outside the Church hierarchy, was suddenly an interstellar celebrity. His face was everywhere, as was the late pope’s quip that it resembled a mountain peak with frostbite. Whatever were the reverend ladies and gentlemen thinking? To Andre’s intense relief, his support dropped to fifty-two on the next ballot, showing that he could not reach the necessary two-thirds plus one. The pre-conclave favorite, Cardinal Paul Favela, had slowly emerged from the pack, and on the thirteenth ballot had been elected 503rd pontiff of the Ayne Sector Catholic Church. He had taken the name Cyril-Pius XXII.

Brother Andre had given thanks to God that the papal cup had been taken from him, and he rejoiced that his sudden fame would make fund-raising for the mission easier—donors were already calling from all over the sector. Although he could barely admit it, even to himself, he was uneasy about the eminent cardinals’ choice. He and Favela had first met as adolescents in St. Jude’s seminary more than sixty years ago and had never agreed on anything, then or since. Like brooms, new popes swept clean, and doubtless this one would make changes that Brother Andre would dislike.

Andre was prepared for that. He had not expected that virtually the first act of the new pontiff would be to summon his old opponent from the far side of the globe, for reasons unstated. The pope must have called him in the middle of the night, Vatican time. Well, Andre would soon learn why. Already the air car was close enough for him to make out the houses of Vatican City on the slopes, and other cars like flitting insects, coming and going from the landing ground in front of the cathedral’s great west door.

Car, priority Gomorrah. Take me to the east landing.

—Privilege acknowledged, Brother Andre.

The car banked. Andre sat back again to watch the great pillared dome turn before him. In the half century since he had first set eyes on it, it had never ceased to impress him. As the car settled to the courtyard, he was relieved to see how empty it was. Neither honor guard nor gawking cognition witnesses stood shivering in the nippy dawn. Even the pope had trouble keeping secrets, but apparently he had succeeded this time.

There were always guards there, of course. They wore bright motley and were armed with swords or pikes, but those weapons were much more than the tourist fodder they seemed, and numerous specialized brain implants must lurk under the archaic metal helmets. The pope himself might be watching his visitor’s arrival through those youthful eyes.

A black-robed priest met Andre at the door. He had the face of a teenager framed between an old man’s ears. He was likely into his seventies, not far short of medical interdict. “You are expected, Brother.”

“I am pleased to hear it, Father. Lead on.”

Whatever the problem, it was urgent. There was no delay, no cooling of heels in antechambers. He went past a few curious, resentful glances, but no one else spoke to him. In a minor reception room he had not seen in years, Andre knelt to kiss the Fisherman’s ring. The soundproof door closed quietly on the private audience.

Favela had always been small, scrawny, and restless, and the papal robes hung on him as if he had already shrunk under the weight of his office. He was past interdict now, and the years were catching up with him, just as they were with Andre—wrinkles, silvered hair, a loss of youthful tone. Sadly, Andre felt again that sensation of dealing with a man who always had too many agendas, who never doubted that ends justified means. Nevertheless, whatever Cyril-Pius’s faults, and they were few, gloating was not one of them. Although he could have left his visitor on his knees, he bade Andre be seated as if nothing had changed between them. His own chair was a throne, but the one offered was comfortable enough.

Favela’s eyes always reminded Andre of a bird’s, and now perhaps a worried bird’s. His smile was bloodless. “Your congratulations were welcome. No hard feelings, I hope?”

“None at all, Holy Father. I assure you that all my prayers now include thanks that I was not chosen.”

The pope nodded. “I will admit to you, old friend—because we know each other so well—that I did harbor hopes of being elevated. I thought I was prepared, and yet, when the result was announced and old Marius came to kneel before me and ask if I would serve, I was appalled.” He sighed under the weight of the sins of seventeen worlds. “I thought I would recover soon enough, but suddenly the prospect grows even grimmer.” The perfunctory small talk ended abruptly. “Andre, you are familiar with Pock’s World.”

“I served about five hundred days there, yes—fifty years ago.”

“Tell me about it.”

Why? Andre had been very young, very eager, and in the end very indiscreet. He had been recalled and reprimanded, but those sins were long since confessed, repented, and forgiven. Surely a newly elected pope could not be so spiteful as to rummage through the Vatican Brain hunting for a scandal to pin on the man who had nearly preempted him? If Paul Favela were as petty as that, he wouldn’t be so dangerous.

“A peculiar world, Holiness, only marginally habitable. Thinly settled. The first settlers called it Cain’s World. Not a true planet...” If the pope needed mere facts, he could access the Brain, which knew everything. He wanted a personal opinion. “It’s classed as low-tech, but that’s a matter of choice. They keep the scenery rural and use high tech where it matters, in hospitals and so on.

“The Church is poorly represented on Pock’s. A very heretical world. Pagan, really. It has some Buddhists, Moslems, and Calvinists, but most people follow the local mother-goddess cult. They seemed happy enough when I was there. The state of their souls is more worrisome, of course.”

If Cyril-Pius was planning some grandiose mission to convert Pock’s World, then he must be tactfully advised to consult the Brain’s history files. A dozen such attempts had been made over the millennia, and none had made any impression on the Mother cult.

“The state of their souls just became extremely urgent,” the pope said harshly. “Yesterday STARS Inc. quarantined Pock’s World.”

Ah! Suddenly everything made sense. If a pandemic was raging on Pock’s and the Holy Father wished to organize a relief fund or a medical mission, then the newly famous Brother Andre would be the logical person to put in charge. It would be both a staggering responsibility and a noble cause.

“I suppose that should not surprise us, Holy Father. The environment there is loaded with free radicals and other carcinogens that act as mutagens on unicellular life. Or is it a virus? What sort of mortality rate?”

Cyril-Pius raised a thin-veined hand. “I am not talking of a disease. I am talking about a Diallelon abomination.”

“Sweet Jesus!” Andre fell back in his chair. Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee... strength to bear this burden... mercy on millions of innocents. Pock’s was the least populous world of the sector, but even so... He opened his eyes and stared bleakly at his old rival. No wonder Favela looked haggard—after fewer than three days on the throne he faced a disaster worse than any the sector had known in five centuries, a planetary death sentence.

“Cuckoos? How sure are they?”

The pope shrugged. “When has STARS ever admitted to doubts?”

“They don’t just mean parthenogenesis, do they? I mean, the priestesses of the Mother have always—”

“No, Andre. I do know enough to ask that. They say it’s undoubtedly Diallelon chimerazation-cuckoos, synthetic hominins, Frankensteins, androids, devil spawn, GM supermen, call them what you will. Satanic creations that look like men and think they are better than men.”

The very idea of supermen, genetically modified or otherwise, was an insult to God. He made man in his own image; man made by man in an “improved” image was the work of the devil. In a hundred thousand years, mankind had faced no real rivals except those it had made itself. So far it seemed that no world, and perhaps no galaxy, was big enough for two sentient species.

“Quarantine I can understand,” said Andre. “There is no rush to resort to more drastic measures, surely?”

The pope sighed. “I pray not. Night and day, I pray not. But I fear what STARS may be planni ng. It has agreed to admit a fact-finding mission.”

“Then there must be some room for discussion.”

The Church drew a strict line between permissible and forbidden genetic tampering. Eve’s children had been designed by evolution for one specific planet. They needed the right gravity, the right partial pressure of oxygen, trace elements like copper. They sickened unless even trivia like the length of day suited their metabolism. Some common elements like arsenic or beryllium destroyed them. They could develop fatal allergies to almost anything. The list was endless.

To terraform a world would take centuries and unimaginable amounts of money; it would inevitably throw the existing ecosystem into chaos or destroy it. Far easier to modify DNA in test tubes, when less than one cc of fertilized ova would suffice to populate a planet. Every colonized world, therefore, received a new variety of colonist. The Church had long ago bowed to the inevitable and recognized the resulting hominins as human. Ayne boasted that it was a dead ringer for original Earth, but its inhabitants had been modified back from whatever their ancestors had become on a journey through a dozen stepping-stone worlds.

But Diallelon chimerazation went beyond modifications to the creation of new species. Such invention was anathema, the threat to replace Homo sapiens with something different. Pock’s was an extreme world, and it required extreme people. Had STARS genuinely discovered something new and forbidden on Pock’s, or had it merely decided to reclassify the Pocosins as non-human? If the latter, there ought to be room for argument somewhere, or at least delay, and Andre clutched at that straw of hope.

“I cannot see a need for sterilization,” he said. “When I was there, Pock’s had nothing approaching independent space capability...”

That had been a lifetime ago. Values were eternal, but technology changed.

Why me, Lord? Like Job, a believer must never ask that question. “Holy Father, I will do whatever I can.”

“I do not doubt this. We have not always agreed, Andre, but I have never doubted your honesty and intelligence. It will be matter of only a few days. You and a few others will be shown the evidence, then you will return to submit your report. Reports, plural, if you do not all reach the same conclusion.”

“A few days to decide the fate of a world?”

“Better than nothing. I’m appointing you my legate.” His Holiness did not ask whether Andre accepted the appointment. Three knots tied a Franciscan’s girdle as reminders of the three oaths: poverty, celibacy, and obedience.

“To do what, exactly? To confirm that there these abominations exist? To discover what means are available to control them? Surely the local authorities can be trusted to uncover and destroy the means of production and transmission? Surely the rest of the sector will rush in to help? We all know how STARS will react to a Diallelon.”

STARS never admitted a mistake in a matter of this magnitude. If it decided that Pock’s World should be sterilized, then it would go ahead no matter what anyone said.

The Holy Father leaned back in his throne and sighed. “This is a weighty burden I have been given, Andre, and I feel a sense of relief because I know I can lay it on your shoulders for a brief time. I need two things of you.”

“I am at your command.”

Favela studied him thoughtfully. “First, a promise. I am insulting you by asking, but I want your word that you will not let our old friendship sway your decision. If you conclude that sterilization is required, you will tell me so without consideration for my feelings. The Lord has called me to the papacy, and I will perform my duties as He would want.”

Andre was aghast. “You will not oppose geocide?” World murder.

The avian eyes glittered. “Not if it is required. That will depend on your report, of course, but many good Catholics work for STARS and would need our reassurance in performing a distasteful task. If a new chimerazation abomination has arisen, then we shall have no option but to declare a Crusade.” We meant I, Andre realized. The old zeal was showing. Popes who proclaimed crusades were remembered—but would Favela let hundreds of millions die just to carve himself a place in history? Would he want to be reviled like Benedict LII?

“Your Holiness can count on me to serve according to my oath.”

Cyril-Pius smiled. “I knew it. And my other request is your forgiveness, old friend. The Lord works in mysterious ways. You would always have been my first choice for this terrible task, but I could never have appointed you if you had remained the obscure friar you were a small-month ago. If a crusade becomes necessary—if Pock’s World must burn—then the Church must show that the decision is justified. The people will take your word. They will weep with the Saint of Annatto.”

Had anyone else called him by that name, Andre would have barked. The Saint of Annatto had been the vulgar cog-doc broadcast that had launched him into fame. “Of course you have it, Holy Father, and my prayers as well. Who else goes on this mission? When does it leave?”

“I do not know who else. I was informed by a certain Sulcus Immit, Director of Security in STARS. He wanted to lift you directly to orbit and only reluctantly agreed to wait until I could instruct you in person. He said the rest of the team would be ready by the time you arrived. A public announcement will be made after your liftoff. Kneel and receive our blessing on your mission.”

* * *

A dozen pairs of eyes scrutinized the old friar emerging from the reception room. A curia already in turmoil as it sought to adjust to a new pope must wonder what to make of a long-term associate so soon summoned to the steps of the throne. Was the now-celebrated Brother Andre to be promoted to the summit of the curia, ordered to accept the red hat he had so often begged Pope Margaret not to bestow on him? Brother Andre did not even notice their appraisal. He crossed the antechamber, and, as he emerged into the corridor, he sensed cognition.

—Priority call from Sulcus Immit.

Andre thoroughly disapproved of implants, believing that God’s was the only voice he should hear inside his head, but the Church insisted that every priest have one so that he or she could be summoned in an emergency. He had accepted only the bare minimum implant, voice contact. Before leaving Annatto, he had diverted all incoming calls to Brother Matthew, but he was not surprised that STARS had ways of bypassing his ban.

Accept.

—We have a shuttle standing by, Brother. A car will pick you up at the main door in ten minutes.

Make it thirty, Friend Sulcis.

—Time is running out.

Thirty.

—You are inconveniencing a lot of people.

Thirty.

As you wish. Cognition ended.

Evidently that was one STARS employee who was not a good Catholic. Andre rode the gravity shaft up to the cathedral. The terrible news had left him numb. He needed time to pray: Heavenly Father, do not forsake Thy children on Pock’s World, even those who have forsaken Thee.

 

 

 


 

Chapter 2

 

 

Ratty Turnsole had spent an indeterminate time cognizing, sleeping, and cursing Brother Andre when he was awakened by a hot sexual dream turning into an incoming call. He had not known his system could be overridden like that. The caller wore a businessman’s tunic and looked as if he might enjoy wrestling bears.

Without opening his eyes, Ratty said, Who’re you and what the hell are you doing in my head?

—Sulcus Immit, Vice-President, STARS, Inc. ’Morning, Friend Turnsole. Am I interrupting anything important?

I don’t know you. How long had he been in orgy mode? He was ravenous and light-headed.

—You know me as much as you need to. I have a hot tip for you.

Fully awake now, Ratty diverted the optical implant in his left lateral geniculate nucleus to scan his oeuvre file and confirm that he had never based a story on a STARS lead. STARS, Inc.’s releases were the dullest in the universe, all about entanglement links broken or restored, or about probes due to reach their objective in a few centuries. STARS leaks were non-existent. This must be a hoax. One of Ratty’s pack was having a little fun with the boss. He directed both mind’s eyes on the caller again.

I’ll call you back.

—Sulcus. S-U-L-C-U-S.

It’s on your tunic. I can read. Ratty broke the connection and sat up with a groan. Fortunately the simulation that callers saw was based on Brain archives; only facial expressions were current.

Use public channel. Call Vice-President Sulcus at STARS.

If Sulcus was willing to be called back, he must be genuine. Amazingly, the call was accepted at once, and there was Superman again, looking meaner than ever. He was real.

—Ready now?

Ready.

—Not for attribution, two-hour embargo?

Agreed, as long as this is exclusive.

—It is. Ayne Sector STARS, Inc. has quarantined Pock’s World and is considering sterilization.

Not since the afternoon eleven years back when the loveliest girl he knew had introduced a precocious adolescent to open-mouth kissing had Ratty Turnsole been so at a loss for words. After a moment he whispered, “Jesus!” He never bothered with foreign planets, because the Ayne public knew nothing about them except what they saw on stupid cog-dramas, so nobody cared what happened there, only here at home. But Pock’s World was no isolated mining asteroid. It had a culture, didn’t it? Cities? What was its population? This could be the biggest story to break in his lifetime.

He queried, Cuckoos?

—What else? GM freaks. We’re allowing a fact-finding mission in, to view the evidence and publish. Do you want to be included?

Stupid question, Sulcus.

—It may be dangerous. There could be riots.

Ratty sent an image of a male STARS employee engaged in a perversion.

—We’ll have a car pick you up in fifteen minutes.

You know where I am?

—Stupid question, Turnsole.

Wait!

Too late. The face had gone, leaving only the sneer behind.

Ratty hurtled off the bed.

* * *

Ratty Turnsole was a professional reporter, the world’s best brain-to-brain communicator. No matter what the news—an election, a gory crime, a natural disaster—citizens accessing the Brain to find out what it meant usually began by cognizing RATTY. Smiling, confident, Ratty would present eyewitness memories of the event, spliced in with world authorities explaining it and himself interpreting the tricky bits without ever talking down to his audience. Reassured by his explanation and the sense of being well informed, billions of Ayne folk would go back to beach or bed or aromatherapy, or whatever else held their current fancy. Direct cognition was the most efficient communication ever devised.

He employed a dozen human assistants and the best equipment money could buy. His head held a dozen implants, which was twice the safe limit, and several of his were too experimental even to be banned yet. All his waking perceptions were routinely stored in the Ayne Brain, and his ability to collect a week’s jumbled images cognized by a team of observers and turn them into a coherent narrative was positively eerie, even if he said so himself, which he did. But the real secret of his success was skill with people. None of his helpers could come close to Ratty at seeing through a lie, debunking a phony, or breaking a hostile witness. He also had an infallible nose for news. No one could turn cute into sordid or vice versa better than he could.

Although Catholics were a minority of the Ayne population, for many days the world story had been the death of Pope Maggie and the ensuing conclave. Ratty and his pack had come close to scoring a stunning triumph, because the unexpected stampede to elect Brother Andre had been a direct result of his cog-doc, The Saint of Annatto. Ratty had been holding it in the can for release as soon as the old crone croaked. He had come within six votes of electing a pope! Indeed, he had almost won the consolation prize of bringing Cardinal Favela’s candidacy crashing down in heaps of exposed hypocrisy. He would have done so had the cardinals dithered for just one more ballot. A very close near-miss! Weep me an ocean. He was young and resilient; there would be other scoops.

He had been working nonstop for days, using his K47G8 implant to suppress the diurnal rhythm of his suprachiasmatic nucleus. He would have preferred to retire to one of his coastal villas to party with a close friend, but the sad truth was that the celebrated Ratty Turnsole had no close friend at the moment. Success brought more work, more work more helpers, more helpers a higher payroll to meet.... Over the last couple of years the ebullient Ratty had become a workaholic. Only temporarily, of course, but at the moment he had no time to enjoy the good things he owned, and he had even less time to make friends. Rose had withered; Robyn had flown; Patience had tired of waiting. All that remained of his sex life these days was playback in seven senses—sight, sound, smell, touch, taste, motion, and excitement. The experience was completely convincing and could even be customized by amplifying selected brain areas, but it lacked the spontaneity of the real thing.

So, why not a jaunt off-world? At worst he had earned a vacation and a chance to mix it up with some girls.

First stop was the house medic. It grumbled about dehydration, low blood sugar and drug residues, but then it dispensed a liter of purple liquid and instructions to report back in an hour. Ratty drank the former and ignored the latter. While he was showering, he called the pack and told Jake to break the story in 110 minutes and carry it in his absence. Clean again, clad in a smart lemon-and-scarlet tunic and gold sandals, he was on his roof with three minutes to spare. STARS would appreciate punctuality.

Ratty owned six—or was it seven?—cars, but none as large and comfortable as the fancy military-style vehicle that swooped out of the sky to blow dust in his eyes. It had room for ten or more on its circular bench and it was more than—whoosh!—nippy in takeoff. He watched his hideaway vanish into the forest as the car hurtled upward and headed out over the strait.

The inside of the door bore STARS’s insignia of a human hand clutching a five-pointed star, and the name, S.T.A.R.S. That was odd. He queried the Brain.

Explain origin of the acronym, STARS, as in STARS, Inc.

—Stellar Transport and Research Section.

Section of what, fergawdsake?

—That information not on file. Earliest reference in archives is dated standard 17,747.

Ratty made a note to check out STARS’s origin for a possible story. The portable recorder he had brought was the best that credit could buy, a coin-sized disk on a ribbon, boasting a two-petabyte capacity, which should easily hold all his perceptions for a long-month. Leaving it turned off, he hung it around his neck and tucked in inside his tunic. He must do some research before he lost contact with the Brain.

Report on Jibba.

Audio only:—Jacob Jibba the poet, or Jibba the planet, or Jibba—

The planet.

Optic: a plumpish woman behind a desk. Her hair style and prim costume suggested she had been memorized at least three hundred years ago. Her accent was bizarre and her appearance so vague that he could not even tell whether she was smiling.

—Jibba received its first settlers in 19,556, from New Flote, an outlying world of the Avens sector. It quickly established an industrial base and in 20,345 dispatched the first linking probes to other promising worlds, including Solidago and Haven. Technically Jibba was not the first planet of the Ayne sector to be settled, an honor that belongs to Pock’s World, but Pock’s was not regarded as part of the Ayne sector until after the loss of contact with Malacostraca. Jibba ranked 8.4 on the Motmot Terrestrial Scale, with its principal—

Cut! He must refine his question. He was starving. Car?

No answer. Surprise twisted through anger to worry. He had never known a car to refuse a query before. That would be all right if this junket were just his pack playing tricks on him, but STARS was answerable to no one, and Ratty Turnsole had made a galaxy of enemies during his career. Was he about to be vanished? The lake country going by beneath him suggested he was not heading to Shadoof Landing.

He went back to his research.

Report on sterilization of Jibba.

The same woman, still wearing the flowery gown, still vague—In 29,174 a colony of synthetic hominins was detected on the smaller continent. STARS immediately clamped a quarantine on the planet, and local authorities hastened to wipe out the infection, whose members became known as the “Soldier Ants.” Although the nest was small, later that year it became evident that some juveniles had escaped. Determined to block any chance of the pseudo-species spreading off-world, STARS sterilized the planet by asteroid diversion. Subsequent surveys have confirmed the absence of eukaryotic life forms.

Ratty whispered, “Christ!” How many poor bastards died, then?

—Population at sterilization was estimated at 3,350,452,778 Homo sapiens and between twenty-four and forty-three Soldier Ants.

Report on origin of term Diallelon Abomination.

This time the authority was, unsurprisingly, a Catholic priest, elderly, smugly infallible, and probably thousands of years dead. He sat at a desk and lectured.

—Jules, or Julius, Diallelon was a philosopher of probably the third millennium. Nothing is known of his personal life. He is remembered only for his suggestion that science should be used to improve the human germline to produce supermen. The Church declared this teaching heretical. Efforts have been made from time to time to put his idea into practice. The results are known as Diallelon abominations and are widely regarded as non-human. Most secular jurisdictions deny such abominations rights of citizenship, and the Church—

Cut!

Before he could ask any more questions, he realized that the car was landing and that bulging eyesore was the dome of St. Peter’s. That made sense. Obviously STARS would like to have clerical authority for an act of geocide, and the Catholic Church was the largest denomination in the sector, with a hierarchal structure that most sects lacked. A rabbi or mullah picked at random would carry no weight, but a cardinal might. And hadn’t the Church supported geocide before?

Report Catholic Church’s attitude to the sterilization of Jibba.

The ghost appeared again. —Pope Benedict LII declared the Soldier Ants an abomination and proclaimed a crusade against them. When Jibba was sterilized, he expressed regret but issued a plenary indulgence to all who had participated.

Yuck!

The car settled gently in St. Peter’s Square and spoke.

—There will be a fifteen-minute delay here.

I need something to eat.

—There are vendors.

The voice sounded like the one that had wakened him. Ratty cognized the Brain and confirmed the match. Predictably, the Brain claimed it lacked files on STARS personnel and thus could not confirm the speaker’s identity.

He told the car to open the canopy and summon the nearest snack cart. Plastic cups of beer and roasted reis roe in a bun were the sort of diet he thought he had left behind years ago, but he ordered three of each, and they tasted better than his normal five-star cuisine.

With the door closed again, he could enjoy watching the tourists without having to endure his usual celebrity stares. On Ayne it took a sharp eye to distinguish twenties from forties and even sixties, but interdiction was down to seventy-two years and a few days now, and natural decay came rapidly after that. An unusual percentage of the crowd in the square were decrepits—boning up for their finals, no doubt. Even the youngest women were too modestly garbed or his taste, but he admired the bright-colored lads with the pikes and their ability to wear such absurd garments without showing embarrassment. He had no desire to visit St. Peter’s itself. He had been there before, and all the carved rock, gilt, and colored glass in the world did not impress him. Its great age merely showed that mankind never learned anything.

The canopy lifted, and he blinked out at his second surprise of the day, a gangling, pole-thin old man in a brown robe and hood—the villain himself, Brother Andre! Although Ratty had never personally set eyes on the man before, he had set Jake’s eyes and Mako’s eyes on him. Barefoot, the future saint stepped into the car and sat opposite Ratty. The canopy closed, and the car rushed upward at a speed that gave Ratty pangs of jealousy.

Andre’s face was a brown ruin, wrinkled and weathered, although the famous eyes were as blue and piercing as the legends said. He reached across, pulling his lips back to reveal an incomplete set of teeth. “I am Brother Andre. I assume we are to journey together?”

He did not know Ratty! Before Ratty could recover from shock number three, he had accepted the hand, rough as coral. He spoke his name and at last saw recognition.

“The muckraker?”

“I prefer ‘reporter.’ You never access cog-news?”

The friar shook his head. “The days are far too short already. I hear you reported a deal of nonsense about me recently.”

“I damned nearly made you pope!”

“Well, I forgive you.”

“Forgive me for failing?”

“Forgive you for trying.”

And that was the famous smile? Yes, it was a good one.

Oh! “I would have succeeded if only you had accepted my calls or granted Mako an interview.”

“I was busy that day.”

“Scrubbing floors, Mako said.”

Wrinkles deepened in a smile. “Also cleaning bed pans.”

The cardinals had dithered through a dozen ballots before holding their noses and electing Favela. By the time Ratty had decided to go ahead without Brother Andre’s testimony, he had been too late to deflate that nasty little hypocrite.

The car banked.

“Of course,” Brother Andre added benevolently, “while your efforts were misguided, they brought the mission much publicity, and for that I am grateful.”

His smile displayed amusement and confidence. Would anything ever rattle Brother Andre? This was the man the old pope had reputedly called, “A silken hand in a titanium glove.” A cardinal had explained, “If you need help, he will give you everything he has. If you don’t, then he expects you to give him everything you have.”

“I have a religious question for you, Brother.”

“Ask, and I will do the best I can.” His pose of humility hid galactic arrogance.

“My views on religion were set when I was nine. We were on a family picnic—my parents, baby sister, me. A sudden rain squall sent us all running for shelter. I reached the car first. I turned around just in time to see a lightning bolt strike them. I ran back, of course. My father was obviously dead. My mother was still twitching, but they had been holding hands and were welded together. My sister had been fried. The Brain detected the deaths, but the aid it sent arrived too late. I was inherited by grandparents, who saw me as an undeserved burden. They leased a nanbot and more or less told it to keep me out of sight until I was adult and knew how to behave. How can I be expected to worship a god who does such things?”

“By faith, Brother. If you believe in a god, you must trust Him.” The friar raised a callused hand to block comment. “I know that is not an adequate answer. If you truly wish private religious instruction, I shall happily spare you as much time as possible on our journey. We can study the Book of Job together, but I admit that you may not understand the Lord’s motives until He explains them to you himself, as I am sure He will.”

About to ask when that would be, Ratty guessed the answer and switched to a safer and more useful topic.

“Who else will be traveling with us to Pock’s?”

“I would prefer not to discuss our journey until we lift off, if you don’t mind.”

Even if Ratty did mind, obviously. Meaning the friar knew no more than he did. The old man would never admit that, because the Church must not confess to ignorance or accept that STARS was pulling its strings just as it pulled every string in the galaxy.

“Since we have time on our hands at the moment,” Brother Andre conceded, “I shall be happy to answer your questions on other matters.”

“Very kind of you, Brother.” It was too late to prevent Cardinal Favela becoming pope, but confirmation might be useful some other time. This was all being recorded for the pack. “Do you go to Guacharo often?”

“No.”

“It’s close to Annatto, I understand.”

Andre shrugged. Emaciated though he was, his shoulders were broad. “About a two-day walk over the hills.”

Oh yes, there was that. Conspicuous humility was an especially odious sort of pride. “You are not walking now.”

“Papal orders overrule the rule of my order.” Eyes twinkling, Andre waited with insufferable patience for the next question.

“I understand that the hospital at Guacharo is run by your mission.”

“No. It is staffed by Capuchins but remains independent of Annatto.” Why did he not ask why Ratty was asking about Guacharo?

“You visited Guacharo last year, around midsummer?”

“No.”

Ratty’s most expensive and experimental implant, the VERIT45, integrated visual and auditory input to determine if a speaker was lying. So far Brother Andre had not raised a twitch from it. Balked, Ratty tried another tack.

“The new pope is the same age as you?”

“Within a few days.” Still no sign of curiosity or any indication that the old man wondered where the questions were leading.

“Your Church supports the population limitation laws?”

“Some of them, including the interdict law.” Andre’s eyes were bright. “I had hoped you wanted to discuss the work of the mission, Friend Turnsole, not just dabble in gossip.”

Ah! Age had not dulled the old man’s wits after all. Good. Ratty enjoyed a tussle.

“What gossip did you have in mind, Brother?”

“I do not repeat slander. If you care to dirty your mouth with it, then I will refute any statements I know to be false. Where possible, I will confirm what I know to be true.”

You cannot like him, one archbishop had said, but you must admire his honesty and fear his example.

“Several witnesses told me,” Ratty said, “that Cardinal Favela underwent heart surgery in Guacharo hospital last year, and that you spoke with him there. He was past interdict age then, of course. It is no secret that the rich and powerful can find ways around the interdict laws, but for a senior cleric to do so would be a major hypocrisy as well as a crime.” That was the news that would have sunk Favela’s candidacy.

Andre seemed unconcerned. “My information is that he underwent no surgery and received no medication. He experienced a dizzy spell brought on by overwork and was granted some bed rest and nursing care. Those are not forbidden, Ratty. Nor are painkillers, but so far as I know he did not need any. I spoke with him, but only by cognition, from Annatto. I offered my best wishes and my prayers. Your informants may be conflating a brief trip I made to Guacharo in the spring. I toured the wards on that occasion.” The eyes glittered. “You were thinking, perhaps, that the untruths you mentioned would have thrown the conclave into disarray? Not so. The rumor was already going around. Several cardinals cognized me to ask whether there was anything to the tale, and I gave them the truth as I knew it. Besides, surgery leaves traces—records in the Brain and scars on the patient. The calumny could easily have been discredited by unbuttoning a shirt.”

“And did Cardinal Favela bare his breast for the cardinals?”

“I cannot say, because I was not there.”

Still not a tweet from the GBA4445. Ratty reluctantly concluded that he had found a witness who would never lie.

Ratty did, though. “I am grateful to you for correcting me.”

Judging by Andre’s grim expression, he was undeceived. “You worry, I suppose, that our new pope seeks to bury his guilty secret by silencing those who knew of it?—me, who doubtless helped stitch up his incision, and you, who threaten to unmask his perfidy. Obviously he has called in some favor from STARS and arranged for us both to die in an unfortunate interstellar accident.”

Ratty had not gotten quite that far yet. With a twinge of alarm, he said, “If you think that, then why are you going?”

“I don’t think that.” The friar smiled pityingly. “I am going because the Holy Father told me to. You must have made many more enemies than he in your career, Brother Ratty. Does STARS have cause to hate you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you have even less chance of returning than I do. Besides, in the line of work you have attributed to me, Friend Turnsole, martyrdom is usually regarded as an upward career move. Not in yours, though. Are you still determined to accompany us?”

“Try and stop me!”

“I should not dream of it,” Andre said, and a wonderfully warm smile spread over his age-wracked features. “I look forward to your company. Let us agree to be good foes and fence with the buttons on our rapiers. I am sure your counsel will be valuable.”

Feeling strangely out-maneuvered by that smile, Ratty wondered what Jake and the pack were making of all this. “Do you suppose the team will produce a unanimous report?”

“On, no.” The friar sighed. “I do not even know what it is expected to produce. I am afraid it is not expected to produce anything. I see we have arrived at the landing.”

* * *

Ayne was a beautiful world, said to be the most earthlike planet ever discovered, and the one thing on which almost every one of its inhabitants agreed was that it must be cherished and well husbanded, not desecrated by the sort of “terra-deforming” that some long-settled planets had suffered. So people hid their houses from sight and designed all buildings to make the smallest possible demands on the environment. They kept their population to a number the world should be able to support forever, according to the wise.

Landings were a necessary exception to such rules. Shadoof was a repellent expanse of permcrete, a sterile plain supporting a dozen isolated block houses like giant warts. Both they and the aprons around them were calcined red and black by the hellish energies that bathed them so often. Two were playing host to shuttles like larger versions of suborbitals, and it was to one of those that the car headed.

Ratty was trying to ignore a childish excitement at the prospect of his first trip off-world. Who else would be chosen for the star-studded jury? He walked in silence beside the friar across the roof to the down shaft. The moment he set foot in it, his sensory implants went dead. He had known that would happen eventually, but he had expected it after liftoff, and it was a startling experience, as if his clothes and skin had disappeared. Angry, he activated the portable recorder.

He thought he heard voices, but there was only one person in the lounge, a woman in severe clothes and stark haircut, perched primly on the edge of a chair. She recognized him, and her eyes widened. They were rather wide eyes at the best of times, protuberant.

“Ratty Turnsole! This is a surprise, Friend Ratty!”

He had never seen her before, and his normal reaction would have been to use the implant in the facial recognition area of his mid-fusiform gyrus to access the Brain and provide her name. As it was, he mumbled, “A happy one, but I confess I don’t know—”

“Doctor Mildred Backet, Director of Health and Population Studies for the Sector Council. Call me Millie.” She simpered.

He oiled. “And obviously an expert enlisted to aid our investigation. You recognize Brother Andre, of course?”

“Oh, yes, I know him from your wonderful Saint of Annatto!” She regarded Andre with some doubt. “An honor, er, Brother.”

“The Lord be with you,” Andre said.

“You are traveling to Pock’s World?” Ratty asked.

“Oh, yes. The secretary general said I should go myself. On such an important matter, you know, she needs firsthand advice.”

The sector secretary general was much too shrewd a politico to let herself be associated with anything as messy as geocide, or even genocide.

The lounge held seats for fifty or more people. The wall screens showed no person or machine working around the shuttle, but there was an air car approaching from the west.

“Brother Andre,” said a syrupy mechanical voice overhead, “confirm your identity and your destination as Pock’s World.”

“Confirmed.”

“Please connect with the medic in the corner. Visitors to Pock’s World require extensive tonic.”

As Andre crossed the lounge, Backet said, “You won’t like it. Traveler tonic for Pock’s tastes worse than any I have had, and this will be the eighth world I have visited.”

Ratty said, “That is a remarkable record, Millie. Which one impressed you most?”

“Oh, none of them can compare with Ayne, Ratty. I had better not express preferences, though. Not in my position.”

He eyed a compact but bulging portmanteau beside her. “You bring luggage?”

“Diplomatic privilege.” Her expression could only be described as a smirk, but interstellar baggage fees were hundreds of times the value of anything she could have packed. No doubt the taxpayers of Ayne Sector would foot the bill.

Andre had placed his wrist in the medic’s stirrup, setting lights a-flicker. “You are slightly malnourished,” the machine announced, “and suffering from sleep deprivation. Leg and foot joints show signs of overuse, but otherwise functional deterioration consequent upon discontinuance of medical maintenance is in the lowest quartile for your age. You must remove your abrasive undergarment before reaching Pock’s World or you will incur severe dermatitis from the pollutants. Personalized tonic will now be provided; drink it right away. Further medication will be required during your journey and while you are resident on Pock’s World. Confirm that your stay will last at least three Ayne days and not more than seven.”
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