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  To Robie Macauley




  





  

    

      Evolutionary creativity always renders invalid the ‘law of large numbers’ and acts in an elitist way.




      ERICH JANTSCH, The Self-Organizing Universe




      

    


  




  





  PROLOGUE




  Hanover, New Hampshire, Earth


  17 February 2113




  The proverbial February thaw did not materialize for the 203rd annual Dartmouth Winter Carnival, and the temperature was around –10° Celsius when Uncle Rogi Remillard

  emerged from the sanctuary of the Peter Christian Tavern into a blustery, festive night. Cheered by a late supper of turkey-apple soup and a Vermont cheddar omelette, not to mention a liberal

  intake of spirits, he was damned if he would let the Family Ghost keep him from the fireworks display. The thing couldn’t possibly do anything blatant in the midst of such a mob.




  The northeast wind blew leftover snow about thronged Main Street and down the tavern’s stairwell. Rogi had to push past revellers who tried to crowd down the steps as he climbed up. When

  the full blast caught him, he gave his long red-wool muffler an extra twist to wrap it partially about his head. Thick grizzled hair stuck out of the scarf folds like a scraggly fright wig. Uncle

  Rogi was tall, skinny, and slightly stooped. His youthful face was disfigured by great bags under the eyes and a slightly mashed nose, which dripped when forced to inhale the arctic air of

  unmodified New Hampshire winters. More fastidious Remillards had long since given up pleading with Rogi to fix himself up. The family image? Ça ne chie pas!




  He stood in the partial shelter of the tavern building and looked warily around. The melting grids for both the streets and sidewalks of downtown Hanover had been turned off to preserve a

  properly old-fashioned atmosphere for the celebration. A six-horse team pulling a snow-roller had tamped down the worst ruts; and now sleighs, farm wagons full of hay and carousing students, and

  chuffing antique autos equipped with antique tire chains drove towards the College Green in anticipation of the pyrotechnics display. No modern vehicles were in sight. One could imagine it was the

  1990s again . . . except that, among the human pedestrians in their reproduction winter gear from L. L. Bean and Eddie Bauer were slower-moving groups of exotic tourists from the nonhuman worlds of

  the Galactic Milieu. All but the hardy little Poltroyans were snugly sealed inside environmental suits with visors closed against the harsh Earth weather. The Poltroyans romped and chortled in the

  stinging cold, and wore fish-fur mukluks and oversized Dartmouth souvenir sweatshirts over their traditional robes.




  Rogi searched the night, using his watering eyes rather than his farscan ultrasense. The damn Ghost was too clever a screener to be spotted with the mind’s eye – or at least

  his mind’s eye. Perhaps the thing had given up and gone away. God, he hoped so! After leaving him in peace for thirty years it had given him a nasty shock, accosting him there in the

  bookshop just as he was getting ready to close up. He had fled out into the street and it had followed, importuning him, all the way to the Peter Christian Tavern.




  ‘Are you still here, mon fantôme?’ Rogi muttered into his scarf. ‘Or did it get too cold for you, waiting outside? Silly thing. Who’d notice a ghost in a crowded

  bar with mulled cider and hot buttered rum flowing like Ammonoosuc Falls? Who’d notice a dozen ghosts?’




  Something insubstantial stirred in the tiny plaza fronting the Nugget Cinema just south of the tavern. Whirling powder snow seemed for a moment to slide over and around a certain volume of empty

  air.




  Bon sang! It had waited for him, all right. Rogi farspoke it:




  Hello again. Beats me, Ghost, why you don’t simply put on a psychocreative body and sit down to supper with me like a civilized being. Other Lylmik do it.




  The Ghost said: There are too many alumni operants in the Peter Christian tonight. Even a Grand Master or two. In their cups, the older ones might be unpredictably insightful.




  ‘And that would never do, eh? Some really big operator might see through you in the worst way!’ Rogi’s whisper was scathing and his mental façade, fortified with Dutch courage,

  no longer betrayed a hint of unease. ‘Well, I’m going over to watch the fireworks. How about you?’




  The mysterious presence drifted closer, exuding restrained coercion. Oh, yes – it could force its will on him any time it liked; the fact that it didn’t had ominous implications. It

  needed wholehearted cooperation in some scheme again, the sneaky bastard, and very likely over some considerable span of time. Fat chance!




  The Ghost’s mind-voice was insistent: We must talk.




  ‘Talk between skyrockets,’ Rogi told it rudely. ‘Nobody invited you here tonight. I’ve been waiting for this all winter. Why should I give up my fun?’




  He turned his back and set off into the crowd. Nothing restrained him physically or mentally, but he was aware of the thing following. Bells in the Baker Library tower struck ten. A brass band

  was playing ‘Eleazar Wheelock’ over in front of the brilliantly lit Hanover Inn. The leafless branches of the ancient elms, maples and locust trees around the snowy quadrangle were

  trimmed in twinkling starlights. Streetlamps had been dimmed so the pseudo flames of the energy torches set up around the campus were the major source of illumination. They cast a mellow glow over

  the cheerful waiting throng and the ranks of huge snow sculptures in front of the college residence halls. In this centennial year of the Great Intervention, whimsical takeoffs on Milieu themes

  predominated. There was a flying saucer with its Simbiari crew marching down the gangplank, each exotic carrying a bucket of frozen green Jell-O. A hideous effigy of a Krondaku held out a tentacle

  to take a candy cane from a smiling human snow-child. Gi engaged in their favourite pursuit were posed in a Kama Sutra ensemble. Sigma Kappa had produced Snow White and the Seven Poltroyans. Out in

  the middle of the College Green was the festival’s monumental theme sculpture: a bizarre armoured humanoid like a fairy-tale knight, astride a rampant charger that was almost – but not

  quite – a horse. This statue was almost eight metres high.




  The Ghost observed: A fair likeness of Kuhal, but the chaliko’s a bit off the mark.




  ‘The Outing Club tried to get him to be grand marshal of the cross-country ski parade,’ Rogi said, ‘but Cloud put her foot down. Spoil-sport. And you can’t fool me,

  Ghost. I know why you showed up tonight instead of some other time. You wanted to see the Winter Carnival yourself.’ He groped inside his disreputable old blanket-coat and found a

  leather-bound flask of Wild Turkey.




  There was a choong from a cleared area over beyond Wentworth Street. The first rocket went up and burst in an umbrella of pink, silver and blue tinsel extending from horizon to horizon.

  The crowd yelled and applauded. Rogi moved into the lee of a giant elm trunk to escape the wind. He held out the flask. ‘Une larme de booze?’




  Nobody noticed when the container left his gloved hand, tilted in the air, and then returned to its owner.




  Good stuff, said the Family Ghost.




  ‘As if a damned alien Lylmik would know,’ Rogi retorted. ‘Gotcha!’ He took three hefty swallows.




  Still seeking solace in the bottle instead of the Unity, I see.




  ‘What’s it to you?’ Rogi drank again.




  I love you. I wish you joy and peace.




  ‘So you always said . . . just before you gave me a new load of shit to shovel.’ He took another snort, capped the flask, and put it away. The expression on his face as he watched

  scarlet fire-flowers bloom above black branches was both cunning and reckless. ‘Level with me. What are you, really? A living person or just a manifestation of my own superego?’




  The Ghost sighed and said: We’re not going to start that all over again, are we?




  ‘You’re the one who started it – by coming back to bug me.’




  Don’t be afraid of me, Rogi. I know there were difficult times in the past—




  ‘Damn right! Least you can do is satisfy my curiosity, settle my mind before you start in all over again with the botheration. Put on an astral body like your damn Lylmik compères.

  Show yourself!’




  No.




  Rogi gave a derisive sniff. He took a bandanna handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his nose. ‘It figures. You’re not a real Lylmik anymore than you’re a real ghost.’

  Windchill tears blurred the purple and orange comets that chased each other overhead like she-elves with their hair on fire.




  The Ghost said: I am a Lylmik. I am the entity charged with the guidance of the Family Remillard through your agency, just as I’ve always claimed to be. And now I come to you with one last

  task—




  ‘Shit – I knew it!’ Rogi howled in mortal anguish. Three stunning detonations from aerial bombs announced a flock of golden pinwheels. They zoomed heavenward in a tight

  formation, fissioned into hundreds of small replicas of themselves, then rained down towards the skeletal treetops, whirling and whistling like demented birds. There were vocal and telepathic

  cheers from the crowd. The brass band in front of the inn played louder. Metapsychic operants among the students were mind-shouting the final verse of the old college song with drunken

  exuberance:




  

    

      Eleazar and the Big Chief harangued and gesticulated.




      And they founded Dartmouth College, and the Big Chief matriculated.




      Eleazar was the fa-cul-tee, and the whole curriculum




      Was five hundred gallons of New England rum!


    


  




  ‘All my life,’ Rogi moaned, ‘haunted by a damn exotic busybody masquerading as the Family Ghost. Why me? Just a quiet man, not very clever, hardly any metabilities worth

  mentioning. No world-shaker, just a harmless bookseller. Most insignificant member of the high and mighty Remillard Dynasty. Why me? Persecuted! Pushed around without any common consideration.

  Forced into one dangerous situation after another just to carry out your damn Lylmik schemes and forward the manifest destiny of humanity . . . unless it all hatched in my own

  unconscious.’




  Like starry dandelion puffs, colossal pompoms of Dartmouth green and white exploded high over the Old Row. The wind strengthened, stirring more and more snow into the air.




  Patiently, the Ghost said: You and your family were the key that opened the Galactic Milieu to the human race. The work required an exotic mentor because of the psychosocial immaturity of

  Earth’s people and the pivotal role of you Remillards. And while I admit that you were called upon to endure mental and physical hardship—




  ‘You should be ashamed, using me that way. Playing goddam God.’ Rogi gave a maudlin snuffle. He had the flask out again and emptied it with a single pull. ‘Nobody ever knew I

  was the one – your catspaw. Always another pot you wanted stirred, another piece of manipulation, meddling with this Remillard or that one. Uncle Rogi, galactic agent provocateur! And you

  used every dirty trick in the book to keep me in line, tu bâton merdeux.’




  The Ghost said: Your family would have been aware if we had tried to coerce them, and they never would have accepted direct counsel from nonhumans – especially in the pre-Intervention

  years. We had to work through you. You were the perfect solution. And you survived.




  A cascade of white fire poured from the sky behind the library, silhouetting its lovely Georgian Revival tower. Psychokinetic adepts among the spectators took hold of the falling sparks and

  formed them into Greek letters and other emblems of college fellowship. The crystal dust of the blown snow began to mix with heavier flakes running ahead of the predicted storm.




  Rogi’s eyes glittered with fresh moisture. ‘Yes, I survived it all. A hundred and sixty-eight winters and still going strong. But good old Denis had to die before he ever reached

  Unity, and Paul and his poor Teresa . . . and Jack! My Ti-Jean, the one you exotics call a saint – for what good it does him. You could have prevented all their deaths, and the billions of

  deaths in the Rebellion! You could have had me warn Marc, shown me some way to stop him. You could have used me properly, you cold-hearted monster, and nipped the conspiracy in the bud before it

  ever came to war!’




  The Ghost said: It had to happen as it happened. And in your own heart, Rogatien Remillard, you know that the tragedies brought about a greater good.




  ‘Not for Marc! Not for poor Marc the damned one. Why did he have to end that way? My little boy! I think he loved me more than his own father – nearly as much as he loved Ti-Jean. He

  almost grew up in my bookstore. My God, he teethed on a mint copy of Otto Willi Gail’s By Rocket to the Moon!’




  The Ghost said: So he did . . . I remember watching him.




  ‘And yet you stood by and let him become the greatest mass murderer in human history – that brilliant misguided man who could have done so much good, if only you’d guided

  him instead of using an impotent old fart like me as your puppet.’




  The fireworks were reaching a crescendo. Great jets of vermilion fire rose from the four points of the compass behind the trees and nearly converged overhead. In the dark at the zenith, in the

  midst of the glare, there appeared a dazzling white star. It vibrated and split in two and the paired lights began to orbit a common centre drawing intricate figures like laser projections. The

  stars split again and again; each set drew more detailed designs about the central focus until the sky was covered with a blazing mandala, a magical pattern of spinning wheels within ornate wheels,

  white tracery in ever-changing motion.




  Then it froze. It was fire-lace for a moment, then broke into fine shards of silver that still held the wondrous pattern. The night was webbed in a giant constellation of impossible intricacy.

  Down on the campus the crowd released a pent-up breath. The tiny diamond-points faded to darkness. The show was over.




  Uncle Rogi shivered and pulled his muffler tighter. People were hurrying away in all directions now, fleeing the cold. The band finished playing ‘The Winter Song’ and withdrew into

  the shelter of the Hanover Inn, there to drink the health of Eleazar Wheelock and many another Dartmouth worthy. Sleigh bells jingled, the wind roared in the white pines, and fresh falling snow

  curtained off the tall sculpture of the Tanu knight on the Dartmouth College Green.




  ‘Whatever you want,’ Rogi told the Ghost, ‘I won’t do it.’




  He darted off across rutted Wheelock Street, dodging a Model A Ford, a wasp-coloured Ski-Doo, and a replica post-coach of 1820 vintage carrying a party of riotous Poltroyans.




  The unseen presence dogged Rogi’s heels. It said: This is the centennial year of the Intervention, 2113, and a year significant in other ways as well.




  ‘Et alors?’ sneered Rogi loftily. He headed back on Main Street alongside the hotel.




  The Ghost was cajoling: You must undertake this last assignment, and then I promise you that these visitations will end . . . if at the end you wish it so.




  ‘The devil you say!’ The bookseller came to a sudden stop on the brightly lit sidewalk. There were roisterers all around, shouting to one another and filling the aether with

  farspoken nonsense. The celebrating students and visitors ignored Rogi and he in turn shut out all perception of them as he strained his mental vision to get a clear view of his tormentor. As

  always, he failed. Frustration brought new tears to his eyes. He addressed the Ghost on its intimate mode:




  Thirty goddam years! Yes, thirty years now you’ve let me alone, only to come back and say you want to start all over again. I suppose it’s to do with Hagen and Cloud. Well, I

  won’t help you manipulate those poor young folks – not even if you bring a whole planeful of Lylmiks to lay siege to my bookshop. You exotics don’t know how stubborn an Earthling

  can be till you try to cross an old Canuck! To hell with you and your last assignment – et va te faire foutre!




  The Ghost laughed. And the laugh was so different from its characteristic dispassionate expressions of amusement, so warm, so nearly human, that Rogi felt his fear and antagonism waver. He was

  overcome by a peculiar sense of déjà vu.




  Then he was startled to discover that they had already reached South Street and were just across from The Eloquent Page, his bookshop. In this part of town, away from the college buildings and

  drinking establishments, the sidewalks were nearly deserted. The historic Gates House, with his shop on the first-floor corner and the white clapboard of the upper storeys blending into the

  thickening storm, had only a single lighted window in the north dormer: the sitting room of his third-floor apartment. He hustled up the steps into the entry on Main Street, pulled off a glove, and

  thumbed the warm, glowing key-pad of the lock. The outer door swung open. He looked over his shoulder into the swirling snow. The laughter of the Ghost still rang in his mind.




  ‘Are you still there, damn you?’




  From inside the hallway, the Ghost said: Yes. You will not refuse me, Rogi.




  The bookseller cursed under his breath, stepped inside, and slammed the door. Stamping his feet, he shook himself like an old hound and untwined the red muffler. ‘Go ahead – coerce

  me! But sooner or later I’ll break away, and then I’ll sic the Magistratum on your self-righteous, scheming ass! I’m a Milieu citizen and I’ve got my rights. Not even the

  Lylmik can violate the Statutes of Freedom and get away with it.’




  The Ghost said: You’re half drunk and wholly ridiculous; You’ve worked yourself into a frenzy without even knowing what my request is.




  Rogi rushed up the stairs, past the doors of darkened offices on the second floor, until he came to his own aerie. He fumbled in his pocket for the famous key ring with its gleaming red fob.




  ‘You’ve set your sights on Hagen and Cloud – or on their kids!’ he said wildly. He flung the door open and nearly tripped over Marcel, his great shaggy Maine Coon

  cat.




  The Ghost said: My request does concern them, but only indirectly.




  Outside, the snow hissed against the double-glazed windows. The old wooden building responded to the storm’s pressure with dozens of secret little noises. Rogi slouched into his sitting

  room. He dropped his coat and scarf over a battered trestle bench, sat down in the cretonne-covered armchair in front of the standing stove, and began to take off his boots. Marcel circled the

  bench purposefully, bushy tail waving. He broadcast remarks at his master in the feline telepathic mode.




  ‘In the right coat pocket, probably frozen stiff,’ Rogi told the cat. Marcel rose on his great hind legs, rummaged with a forepaw that would have done credit to a Canada lynx, and

  hooked a doggie-bag of French fries left over from Rogi’s supper. Uttering a faint miaow, incongruous for such a large animal, he transferred the booty to his jaws and streaked out of the

  room.




  The Ghost said: Can it be the same Marcel, food-thief extraordinaire?




  ‘The ninth of his line,’ Rogi replied. What do you want?




  Once again the strangely evocative laughter invaded Rogi’s mind, along with reassurance:




  You have nothing to be afraid of this time. Believe me. What we want you to do is something you yourself have contemplated doing from time to time over the past twenty years. But since

  you’re such a hopeless old flemmard, you’ve put it off. I’ve come to make sure you do your duty. You will write your memoirs.




  The bookseller gaped. ‘My . . . my memoirs?’




  Exactly. The full history of your remarkable family. The chronicle of the Remillards as you have known them.




  Rogi began to giggle helplessly.




  The Ghost went on: You’ll hold nothing back, gloss over no faults, tell the entire truth, show your own hidden role in the drama clearly. Now is the appropriate time for you to do this.

  You may no longer procrastinate. The entire Milieu will be indebted to you for your intimate view of the rise of galactic humanity – to say nothing of Hagen and Cloud and their children.

  There are important reasons why you must undertake the task immediately.




  Rogi was shaking his head slowly, staring at dancing pseudo flames behind the glass door of the stove. Marcel strolled back into the room, licking his chops, and rubbed against his master’s

  stockinged ankles.




  ‘My memoirs. You mean, that’s all?’




  It will be quite enough. They should be detailed.




  Again the old man shook his head. He was silent for several minutes, stroking the cat. He did not bother to attempt a thought-screen. If the Ghost was real, it could penetrate his barrier with

  ease, if it was not real, what difference did it make? ‘You’re no fool, Ghost. You know why I never got around to doing the job before.’




  The Ghost’s mental tone was compassionate: I know.




  ‘Then let Lucille do it. Or Philip, or Marie. Or write the damned thing yourself. You were there spying on us from the beginning.’




  You are the only suitable author. And this is the suitable time for the story to be told.




  Rogi let out a groan and dropped his head into his hands. ‘God – to rake up all that ancient history! You’d think the painful parts would have faded by now, wouldn’t you?

  But those are the most vivid. It’s the better times that I seem to have the most trouble recalling. And the overall picture – I still can’t make complete sense of it. I never was

  much good at psychosynthesis. Maybe that’s why I get so little consolation from the Unity. Just a natural operant, an old-style bootstrap head, not one of your preceptor-trained adepts with

  perfect memorecall.’




  Who knows you better than I? That’s why I’m here myself to make this request. To give help when it’s needed—




  ‘No!’ Rogi cried out. The big grey cat leapt back and crouched with flattened ears. Rogi stared pointedly at the spot where the Ghost seemed to be. ‘You mean that? You intend

  to stay around here prompting me and filling in the gaps?’




  I’ll try to be unobtrusive. With my help, you’ll find your own view of the family history clarifying. At the end, you should understand.




  ‘I’ll do it,’ Rogi said abruptly, ‘if you show yourself to me. Face to face.’




  Your request is impossible.




  ‘Of course it is . . . because you don’t exist! You’re nothing but a fuckin’ figment, a high-order hallucination. Denis thought so, and he was right about the other

  loonies in the family, about Don and Victor and Maddy. You tell me to write my memoirs because some part of my mind wants to justify the things I did. Ease my conscience.’




  Would that be so terrible?




  Rogi gave a bitter laugh. The cat Marcel crept back on enormous furry feet and bumped his forehead affectionately against his master’s leg. One of Rogi’s hands automatically dropped

  to scratch the animal’s neck beneath its ruff. ‘If you’re a delusion, Ghost, then it means that the triumph of Unified Humanity was nothing but the result of an old fool’s

  schizophrenia. A cosmic joke.’




  I am what I say I am – a Lylmik.




  ‘Then show yourself. You owe it to me, damn you.’




  Rogi . . . nobody see the Lylmik as they really are, unless that person is also a Lylmik. We are fully perceptible only to minds functioning on the third level of consciousness – the next

  great step in mental evolution, which you younger races of the Milieu have yet to attain. I tell you this – which is known to no other human – to prove my commitment to you. My love. I

  could show you any one of a number of simulacrum bodies, but the demonstration would be meaningless. You must believe me when I say that if you saw me truly, with either the mind’s eye or

  that of the body, your sanity would be forfeit.




  ‘Horse-puckey. You don’t show yourself, I don’t write the memoirs.’ A tight little smile of satisfaction thinned Rogi’s lips. He patted his lap and Marcel leapt up,

  purring. The old man watched the dancing artificial flames. He whispered, ‘I’ve had my suspicions about you for years, Ghost. You just knew too much. No probability analysis,

  no proleptic metafunction can account for what you knew.’




  The Seth Thomas tambour clock that had belonged to Rogi’s mother struck twelve with familiar soft chimes. Outside, the storm winds assaulted the north wall of the building with mounting

  vigour, making the aged timbers groan and the clapboards snap. Marcel snuggled against Rogi’s stomach, closed his wildcat eyes, and slept.




  ‘I’m bound and determined to know the truth about you, Ghost. Read my mind! I’m wide open. You can see I mean what I say. I’ll work with you and write the memoirs only if

  you come out in the open at last – whatever the consequences.’




  Rogi, you’re incorrigible.




  ‘Take it or leave it.’ The old man relaxed in the armchair, fingering a silken cat’s ear and toasting his feet at the stove.




  Let me propose a sublethal compromise. I’ll let you see me the way I was.




  ‘You got a deal!’




  Rogi realized that the thing was invading his mind, flooding him with the artificial calm of redactive impulses, taking advantage of the liquor’s depressant effect, triggering endorphins

  and God knew what-all to bolster him in anticipation.




  And then Rogi saw. He said, ‘Ha.’ Then he laughed a little and added, ‘Goddam.’




  Are you satisfied?




  Rogi held out a trembling hand. ‘Are you going to tell me the way you worked it?’




  Not until you complete your own story.




  ‘But—’




  We have a deal. And now, good night. We’ll begin the family history tomorrow, after lunch.




  





  PART I




  The Surveillance




  





  1




  From the Memoirs of Rogatien Remillard




  I went down to walk along the icebound Connecticut River very early today before beginning this chronicle. My wits were more than usually muddled from overindulgence, and I had

  received an emotional shock as well – call it a waking dream! – that now seemed quite impossible out here in the fresh air and the revitalizing aetheric resonances of the rising sun. As

  I went west along Maple Street the pavements were still patchy wet and steaming; the melting network had been turned back on precisely at 0200 hours. In the business district and throughout most of

  the college precincts the –25° chill would be gentled by area heaters, but in this residential part of Hanover it was still fast winter. The night’s brief storm had given us an

  additional ten or fifteen cents of snow, piling small drifts in the lee of fences and shrubs. Out here only a few wealthy eccentrics had force-field bubbles over their houses to screen out the

  elements. It was early enough so that the gravo-magnetic ground-cars and flying eggs were still locked away in their garages.




  Down in the sheltered strip of woodland alongside frozen Mink Brook the scene was even more reminiscent of the New England I knew when I was a kid in the 1940s. The snow under the tall hemlocks

  and birches was almost knee-deep and level as a marble floor. I’d brought decamole snowshoes in my coat pocket and it took only a moment to inflate them, slip them on, and go slogging down to

  the shore path that paralleled the silent Connecticut.




  The great deep river was locked under a thick ice mantle, reminding me that winters are colder now than in my youth – if not always so picturesque. Thanks to the storm, the snow-cover of

  the Connecticut was again without blemish, swept clean of the tracks of skis and power toboggans and the footprints of foolish rabbits seeking a better climate on the other bank, over in Vermont. I

  ’shoed north for nearly two and a half kloms, passing under the Wheelock Street Bridge and skirting the Ledyard Canoe Club. Finally I reached that awesome patch of forest preserve where white

  pines tower eighty metres high and little siskins and nuthatches whisper mysteriously in the brush thickets. The scent of conifer resin was intense. As so often happens, the odour triggered memory

  more strongly than any effort of will ever could.




  This snow-girt wood I had not visited for three decades was the place where the boys used to come.




  The Gilman Biomedical Center of the college was only a few blocks away – and the Metapsychic Institute, and the hospital. Young Marc, an undergraduate already showing the promise that

  would someday make him a Paramount Grand Master, used to coerce the nursing staff in the intensive care unit and take Jack away. The beloved baby brother, slowly dying of intractable cancers that

  would devour his body and leave only his great brain untouched, rode in an ingeniously modified backpack. Marc and Jack would spend a morning or an afternoon talking, laughing, arguing. Stolen,

  pitiable hours of pine and pain and the contention of those brother-minds! It was then the rivalry was born that would bring thousands of inhabited planets to the brink of ruin, and threaten not

  only the evolution of the Human Mind but also that of the five exotic races who had welcomed us into their peaceful Galactic Milieu . . .




  Close to the shore where the snow lies drifted, it is not easy to tell where granite ends and the frozen river begins. The juncture is veiled. Molecules of water have slowed to the solidity of

  stone, apparently immutable. My deep-sight easily sees through the snow to tell the difference, just as it pierces the icy lid of the Connecticut to perceive black water flowing beneath. But I am

  not strong-minded enough to see the subtler flux of the ice molecules themselves, or the vibration of the crystals within the granite boulders, or the subatomic dance of the bits of matter and

  energy among the nodes of the dynamic-field lattices that weave the reality of ice and grey rock in the Cosmic All. My vision of the winter river in its bed remains limited, in spite of

  the abstract knowledge science lends me.




  And how much more difficult it is to apprehend the greater pattern! We know we are free, even though constraints hedge us. We cannot see the unus mundus, the entirety that we know must exist,

  but are forced to live each event rushing through space and time. Our efforts seem to us as random as the Brownian movement of molecules in a single drop of ultra-magnified water.




  Nevertheless the water droplets come together to make a stream, and then a river that flows to the sea where the individual drops – to say nothing of the molecules! – are apparently

  lost in a vast and random pooling. The sea not only has a life and identity of its own, but it engenders other, higher lives, a role denied to water molecules alone. Later, after the sun draws them

  up, the molecules condense into new water drops or snowflakes and fall, and sustain life on the land before draining away to the sea again in the cycle that has prevailed since the biogenesis. No

  molecule evades its destiny, its role in the great pattern. Neither do we, although we may deny that a pattern exists, since it is so difficult to envision. But sometimes, usually at a far remove

  of time, we may be granted the insight that our actions, our lives, were not pointless after all. Those (and I am one) who have never experienced cosmic consciousness may find consolation in simple

  instinct. I know in my heart – as Einstein did, and he was justified in the long view if not in the short – that the universe is not a game of chance but a design, and beautiful.




  The great white cold takes hold of the amorphous water droplet and turns it into an ice crystal of elegant form. Can I organize my memories into an orderly ensemble and give coherence to the

  tangled story of the Family Remillard? I have been assured that I can . . . but you, the entity reading this, may decide otherwise.




  C’est bien ça.




  The chronicle will begin in New Hampshire and conclude in interstellar space. Its time-span, willy-nilly, will be that of my own life; but I will tell the story from a number of different

  viewpoints – not all of them human. My personal role in the drama has not always been prominent, and certain Milieu historians have forgotten that I existed, except for grudging footnotes!

  But I was Don’s fraternal twin and close to his wife and children, I was with Denis and Lucille at the Intervention, and I know what drove Victor and the Sons of Earth to their infamy. I was

  privy to the secrets of the ‘Remillard Dynasty’ and to those of the Founding Human Magnates. I watched Paul ‘sell’ New Hampshire as the human capital of the Milieu. I stood

  by Teresa throughout her tragedy. I know what kind of demons possessed Madeleine. I can tell the story of Diamond Mask, since her life was inextricably entwined with that of my family. Marc’s

  tormented presence and his Metapsychic Rebellion will pervade these memoirs and climax them.




  Above all, however, this will have to be the story of Jon Remillard, whom I called Ti-Jean and the Milieu named Jack the Bodiless. Even though he was born after the Intervention, his life is

  prefigured in the struggles and triumphs of the people I will write about in this book: the first human beings to have full use of their higher mind-powers. But Jack would be their culmination. He

  would show us the awful and wonderful course our human evolution must take. He was the first Mental Man. Terrified, we saw in him what we will eventually become.




  Saint Jean le Désincarné, priez pour nous! But please – let us not have to follow your example for at least another million years.




  





  2




  Observation Vessel Chassti [Simb 16–10110]


  9 August 1945




  ‘Look there,’ cried Adalasstam Sich. ‘They’ve done it again!’




  The urban survey monitoring system had zeroed in on the terrible event at the moment of the bomb’s detonation, and at once Adalasstam stabbed the key that would transfer the enhanced image

  from his console to the large wallscreen. The other two Simbiari on duty saw the fungoid growth of the death-cloud. A blast wave spread away from it, obliterating the beautiful harbour.




  ‘O calamity! O day of despond! O hope-wreck!’ intoned Elder Laricham Ashassi. Thin green mucus poured from the scrobiculi of his fissured countenance and outstretched palms. Being

  the senior member of his race present, it was his duty to express the sorrow and vexation of all Simbiari at the catastrophic sight – and its implications. The telepathic overtones of his

  keening brought the observers of the other Milieu races on watch hurrying into the oversight chamber.




  The two little humanoid Poltroyan mates, Rimi and Pilti, who had been at work in EM Modulation Records next door, were followed closely by the monstrous bulk of Doka’eloo, the Krondak

  Scrutator of Psychosocial Trends and a magnate of the Concilium. The horror unfolding on the wall-screen was so riveting that none of the entities thought to prevent the entry of the ship Gi,

  NupNup Nunl, until it was too late. The creature’s great yellow eyes rolled back into its skull as the mass death-shout from the holocaust filled the chamber. NupNup Nunl uttered a wail in a

  piercing progression of minor sixths, lost consciousness from shock, and proceeded to collapse. Doka’eloo caught it with his psychokinesis and lowered it gently to the deck, where it lay in a

  dishevelled heap of silky filoplumage, gangling limbs and pallid genitalia. Aware that their supersensitive colleague’s mind had withdrawn safely into the consolation of the Unity, the others

  paid no more attention to it.




  Elder Laricham, still dripping in ritual mourning, let dismay sharpen into indignation. ‘One atomic bombing was dire enough. But to devastate two cities—! And with peace

  feelers already sent forth by the wretched Islanders!’




  ‘Barbaric beyond belief,’ agreed Chirish Ala Malissotam; but she held her green, as did her spouse Adalasstam. ‘But it was just about what one might expect of humanity, given

  the escalation of atrocities among all participants in this war.’




  ‘By using this appalling weapon,’ Adalasstam said, ‘the Westerners prove they are no less savage and immoral than the Island warmongers.’




  ‘I do not agree,’ Doka’eloo said ponderously. He paused, and the others knew they were in for a lecture; but the Krondaku was their superior officer as well as a magnate of the

  Concilium, so they steeled themselves. ‘While it is true that the Islanders at this time have expressed a certain inclination to sue for peace, prompted by the first display of atomic

  weaponry, their gesture was by no means wholehearted. The Island military leaders remain determined to continue hostilities – as our Krondak analysis of their high-level signals has

  confirmed. The Westerners are partially aware of this intelligence. Even without it, however, given the Islanders’ record of perfidy in past dealings, plus the warrior-ethic forbidding

  honourable surrender, one might hold the West justified in thinking that the Islander High Command required a second stimulus’ – he nodded at the fire-storm on the screen –

  ‘to bring the truth of their situation home to them beyond the shadow of a doubt.’




  ‘Bring home indeed!’ exclaimed the scandalized Chirish Ala. ‘Oh, I agree that this second atomic bombing will end the stupid war, Doka’eloo Eebak. But by taking this

  course the planet Earth has signed its metapsychic death-warrant. No world utilizing atomic weaponry prior to its cooperative advent into space has ever escaped destruction of its primary civilized

  population component. The coadunation of the global Mind has been set back at least six thousand years. They’ll revert to hunter-gatherer!’




  ‘We might as well pack up the mission and go home right now,’ old Laricham said. The other two Simbiari murmured agreement.




  ‘Precedent tends to support your pessimism,’ said the imperturbable Krondaku. ‘Nevertheless, we will await the decision of the Concilium. Debate has been lively since the

  atomic bombing of the first Island city. This second incident, which I farspoke to Orb promptly, should elicit a vote of confidence concerning our Earth involvement.’




  ‘The Concilium’s vote is a foregone conclusion,’ Adalasstam said. ‘The Earthlings are bound to blast themselves to a post-atomic Paleolithic within the next fifty orbits

  or so, given their abysmal state of sociopolitical immaturity.’




  ‘Perhaps not!’ the male Poltroyan, Rimi, piped up. He and his mate had been watching the mushroom cloud hand in hand, with tears in their ruby eyes and their minds locked in mutual

  commiseration. But now they showed signs of cheering up.




  Pilti, the female Poltroyan, said, ‘Earthlings have been atypical in their accelerated scientific progress as well as in their aggressive tendencies. Certain segments responded to this war

  with a great upsurge of solidarity, setting aside petty differences for the first time in human history as they worked together to oppose a clearly immoral antagonist.’




  ‘By Galactic standards, they’re ethical primitives,’ Rimi said. ‘But they have amazing metapsychic potential. Isn’t that right, Doka’eloo

  Eebak?’




  ‘You speak truly,’ the monstrous being assented.




  Now the fallen Gi began to stir. It opened its enormous eyes while keeping its mind well screened from distressing resonances. ‘I do hope we won’t have to write Earth off,’

  NupNup Nunl fluted. ‘It has such gorgeous cloud formations and oceanic shadings – and its inventory of presapient life is rich beyond measure and quite resplendent. The birds and

  butterflies! The oceanic microflora and the glorious sea-slugs!’




  ‘Pity the sea-slugs aren’t candidates for induction into the Milieu,’ snorted Adalasstam.




  NupNup Nunl climbed to its feet, assisted by kindly Rimi. The Gi settled its plumage and untangled its testicular peduncles. ‘Human beings are quarrelsome and vindictive,’ it

  conceded. ‘They persecute intellectual innovators and mess up the ecology. But who can deny that their music is the most marvellous in the known universe? Gregorian chant! Bach counterpoint!

  Strauss waltzes! Indian ragas! Cole Porter!’




  ‘You Gi!’ Elder Laricham exclaimed. ‘So hopelessly sentimental. What matter if the human race is an aesthetic wonder – when it so obstinately resists the evolution of its Mind?’ Laricham turned to the two Poltroyans. ‘And your optimistic assessment, Rimi and Pilti, is supported by nothing more than a naive view of the synchronicity lattices. The

  Arch-College of Simb has recognized Earth’s unsuitability from the very start of this futile surveillance.’




  ‘How fortunate for humanity,’ Rimi remarked suavely, ‘that our federation of worlds outranks yours in the Concilium.’




  Chirish Ala could not resist saying, ‘Poltroyans empathize with Earthlings merely because both races are so revoltingly fecund.’




  ‘So speed the great day of Earth’s Coadunate Number,’ Pilti said, lowering her eyes in piety. And then she grinned at the female Simb. ‘By the way, my dear, did I tell

  you I was pregnant again?’




  ‘Is this a time for vulgar levity?’ cried Adalasstam, gesturing at the wall-screen.




  ‘No,’ Pilti said. ‘But not a time for despair, either.’




  Rimi said, ‘The Amalgam of Poltroy has confidence that the human race will pull back from the brink of Mind destruction. In friendship, let me point out to our esteemed Simbiari Uniates

  that we of Poltroy belong to a very old race. We have studied many more emerging worlds than you have. There has been at least one exception to the correlation between atomic weaponry and racial

  suicide. Us.’




  The three green-skinned entities assumed a long-suffering mental linkage. Elder Laricham acknowledged the point with cool formality.




  ‘Oh, that’s so true!’ burbled the Gi. It wore a sunny smile, and its pseudo mammary areolae, which had been bleached and shrunken by its horrific experience, began to re-engorge

  and assume their normal electric pink colour. ‘I’d forgotten what bloodthirsty brutes you Poltroyans were in your primitive years. No wonder you feel a psychic affinity to the

  Earthlings.’




  ‘And no wonder we don’t,’ Elder Laricham growled. He crinkled his features to stem the flow of green. ‘Earth is a lost cause, I tell you.’ He pointed

  melodramatically to the screen. ‘The principals in the current conflict, Islanders and Westerners, are certain to remain deadly antagonists for the next three generations at the very least.

  There will be fresh wars of vengeance and retaliation between these two nations so highly charged with ethnic dynamism, then global annihilation. The Galactic Milieu’s overly subtle educative

  effort has been in vain. We will surely have to abandon Earth – at least until its next cycle of high civilization.’




  ‘It’s the Concilium’s decision, not yours,’ Rimi said flatly. ‘Any word yet, Doka’eloo Eebak?’




  The fearsome looking officer sat motionless except for a single tentacle that flicked emerald blobs towards the floor scuppers in nonjudgemental but relentless tidiness. Doka’eloo opened

  his stupendous farsensing faculty to the others so that they might envision the Concilium Orb, a hollow planetoid more than four thousand light-years away in the Orion Arm of the Milky Way. In the

  central sanctum of the Orb, the governing body of the Coadunate Galactic Milieu had finally completed its deliberation upon the fate of Earth’s Mind. The data had been analysed and a poll of

  magnates was taken. The result flashed to the receptor ultrasense of Doka’eloo with the speed of thought.




  He said, ‘The Poltroyan Amalgam voted in favour of maintaining the Milieu’s involvement with Earth. The Krondak, Gi and Simbiari magnates voted to discontinue our guidance –

  giving a majority in favour of disengagement.’




  ‘There!’ exclaimed Adalasstam. ‘What did I tell you?’




  ‘We can’t let their music die,’ NupNup Nunl grieved. ‘Not Sibelius! Not Schoenberg and Duke Ellington!’




  But the Krondaku was not finished. ‘This negative verdict of the Concilium magnates was summarily vetoed by the Lylmik Supervisory Body.’




  ‘Sacred Truth and Beauty!’ whispered Elder Laricham. ‘The Lylmik intervened in such a trivial affair? Astounding!’




  ‘But wonderful,’ cried the two little Poltroyans, embracing.




  The Gi shook its fluffy head. Its ovarian externalia trembled on the verge of cerise. ‘A Lylmik veto! I can’t think when such a thing ever happened before.’




  ‘Long before your race attained coadunation,’ Doka’eloo told the hermaphrodite. ‘Before the Poltroyans and Simbiari learned to use stone tools and fire. That is to say,

  three hundred and forty-two thousand, nine hundred and sixty-two standard years ago.’




  In the awestruck mental silence that followed, the Krondaku signalled Adalasstam to change the image on the wall-screen. The picture of the devastated Island city melted into a larger view of

  Earth as seen from the Milieu observation vessel. The sun shone full on it and it was blue and white, suspended like a brilliant agate against the foaming silver breaker of the galactic plane.




  ‘There is more,’ Doka’eloo said. ‘The Lylmik order us observers to commence a thirty-year phase of intensified overt manifestation. The people of Earth are to be

  familiarized with the concept of interstellar society – as a preliminary to possible Intervention.’




  The three affronted Simbiari fell to choking on green phlegm. The Poltroyan couple clapped their hands and trilled.




  NupNup Nunl controlled itself heroically, quieting its reproductive organs to the magenta state, and uttered a luxurious sigh. ‘I’m so glad. It’s really a fascinating world,

  and there is a statistically significant chance that the people will shape up. Very long odds, but by no means hopeless . . .’




  It extended a six-jointed digit and activated the ambient audio system, which was patched to Vienna radio. The climaxing strains of ‘Verklärte Nacht’ filled the oversight

  chamber of the exotic space vessel.




  Invisible, it continued the Milieu’s surveillance of over sixty thousand years.
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  From the Memoirs of Rogatien Remillard




  I was born in 1945, in the northern New Hampshire mill town of Berlin. My twin brother Donatien and I took our first breaths on 12 August, two days after Japan opened the peace

  negotiations that would end World War II. Our mother, Adèle, was stricken with labour pains at early Sunday Mass, but with the stubbornness so characteristic of our clan gave no indication

  of it until the last notes of the recessional hymn had been sung. Then her brother-in-law Louis and his wife drove her to St Luke’s, where she was delivered of us and died. Our father Joseph

  had perished six months earlier at the Battle of Iwo Jima.




  On the day of our birth, clouds of radioactivity from the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were still carried around the world by the jet-stream winds. But they had nothing to do with our

  mutations. The genes for metapsychic operancy lay dormant in many other families besides ours. The immortality gene, however, was apparently unique. Neither trait would be recognized for what it

  was until many years had gone by.




  Don and I, husky orphans, had a legacy from our mother of a GI insurance policy and an antique mantelpiece clock. We were taken in by Onc’ Louie and Tante Lorraine. It meant two more

  mouths to feed in a family that already included six children, but Louis Remillard was a foreman at the big Berlin paper mill that also employed other males of our clan (and would employ Don and

  me, in good time). He was a stocky, powerful man with one leg slightly shorter than the other, and he earned good wages and owned a two-storey frame apartment on Second Street that was old but well

  maintained. We lived on the ground floor, and Oncle Alain and Tante Grace and their even larger brood lived upstairs. Life was cheerful, if extremely noisy. My brother and I seemed to be quite

  ordinary children. Like most Franco-Americans of the region, we grew up speaking French to our kinfolk, but used English quite readily in our dealings with non-Francophone neighbours and playmates,

  who were in the majority.




  The Family Ghost, when I first met it, also spoke French.




  It happened on an unforgettable day when I was five. A gang of us cousins piled into the back of an old pickup truck owned by Gerard, the eldest. We had a collection of pots and pans and pails,

  and were off on a raspberry-picking expedition into the National Forest west of town, a cut-over wilderness beyond the York Pond fish hatchery. The berries were sparse that year and we scattered

  widely, working a maze of overgrown logging tracks. Don and I had been warned to stick close to our cousin Cecile, who was fourteen and very responsible; but she was a slow and methodical picker

  while we two skipped from patch to patch, skimming the easily reached fruit and not bothering with berries that were harder to get.




  Then we got lost. We were separated not only from Cecile and the other cousins but from each other. It was one of the first times I can remember being really apart from my twin brother, and it

  was very frightening. I wandered around whimpering for more than an hour. I was afraid that if I gave in to panic and bawled, I would be punished by having no whipped cream on my raspberry slump at

  supper.




  It began to get dark. I called feebly but there was no response. Then I came into an area that was a dense tangle of brambles, all laden with luscious berries. And there, not ten metres away,

  stood a big black bear, chomping and slurping.




  ‘Donnie! Donnie!’ I screamed, dropping my little berry pail. I took to my heels. The bear did not follow.




  I stumbled over decaying slash and undergrowth, dodged around rotted stumps, and came to a place where sapling paper birches had sprung up. Their crowded trunks were like white broom-handles. I

  could scarcely push my way through. Perhaps I would be safe there from the bear.




  ‘Donnie, where are you?’ I yelled, still terror-stricken.




  I seemed to hear him say: Over here.




  ‘Where?’ I was weeping and nearly blind. ‘I’m lost! Where are you?’




  He said: Right here. I can hear you even though it’s quiet. Isn’t that funny?




  I howled. I shrieked. It was not funny. ‘A bear is after me!’




  He said: I think I see you. But I don’t see the bear. I can only see you when I close my eyes, though. That’s funny, too. Can you see me, Rogi?




  ‘No, no,’ I wept. Not only did I not see him, but I began to realize that I didn’t really hear him, either – except in some strange way that had nothing to do

  with my ears. Again and again I screamed my brother’s name. I wandered out of the birch grove into more rocky, open land and started to run.




  I heard Don say: Here’s Cecile and Joe and Gerard. Let’s find out if they can see you, too.




  The voice in my mind was drowned out by my own sobbing. It was twilight – entre chien et loup, as we used, to say. I was crying my heart out, not looking where I was going, running between

  two great rock outcroppings . . .




  ‘Arrête!’ commanded a loud voice. At the same time something grabbed me by the back of my overall straps, yanking me off my feet. I gave a shattering screech, flailed my arms,

  and twisted my neck to look over my shoulder, expecting to see black fur and tusks.




  There was nothing there.




  I hung in air for an instant, too stupefied to utter a sound. Then I was lowered gently to earth and the same adult voice said, ‘Bon courage, ti-frère. Maintenant c’est

  tr’bien.’




  The invisible thing was telling me not to be afraid, that everything was now all right. What a hope! I burst into hysterical whoops and wet my underpants.




  The voice soothed me in familiar Canuckois, sounding rather like my younger uncle Alain. An unseen hand smoothed my touselled black curls. I screwed my eyes shut. A ghost! It was a ghost that

  had snatched me up! It would feed me to the bear!




  ‘No, no,’ the voice insisted. ‘I won’t harm you, little one. I want to help you. Look here, beyond the two large rocks. A very steep ravine. You would have fallen and

  hurt yourself badly. You might have been killed. And yet I know nothing of the sort happened . . . so I saved you myself. Ainsi le début du paradoxe!’




  ‘A ghost!’ I wailed. ‘You’re a ghost!’




  I can hear the thing’s mind-voice laughing even now as it said: Exactement! Mais un fantôme familier . . .




  Thus I was introduced to the being who would help me, advise me – and bedevil me – at many critical points in my life. The Family Ghost took my hand and drew me along a shadowy,

  twisted game trail, making me run so fast I was left nearly breathless and forgot to cry. It reassured me but warned me not to mention our meeting to anyone, since I would not be believed. All too

  probably brother and cousins would laugh at me, call me a baby. It would be much better to tell them how bravely I had faced the bear.




  As the first stars began to show, I emerged from the forest on to the road near the fish hatchery where the pickup truck stood. My cousins and the fish men were there and welcomed me with

  relieved shouts. I told them I had flung my berry bucket in a bear’s face, cleverly gaining time to make my escape. None of them noticed that I stank slightly of pipi. My brother Don did look

  at me strangely, and I was aware of a question hovering just behind his lips. But then he scowled and was silent.




  I got double whipped cream on my raspberry slump that night.




  I told nobody about the Family Ghost.




  To understand the mind of our family, you should know something of our heritage.




  The Remillards are members of that New England ethnic group, descended from French-Canadians, who are variously called Franco-American, Canado-Americaine, or more simply Canuck. The family name

  is a fairly common one, now pronounced REM-ih-lard in a straightforward Yankee way. As far as I have been able to discover, no other branches of the family harboured so precocious a set of

  supravital genetic traits for high metafunction and self-rejuvenation. (The ‘bodiless’ mutagene came from poor Teresa, as I shall relate in due time.)




  Our ancestors settled in Québec in the middle 1600s and worked the land as French peasants have done from time immemorial. Like their neighbours they were an industrious, rather

  bloody-minded folk who looked with scorn upon such novelties as crop rotation and fertilization of the soil. At the same time they were fervent Roman Catholics who regarded it as their sacred duty

  to have large families. The predictable result, in the harsh climate of the St Lawrence River Valley, was economic disaster. By the mid-nineteenth century the worn-out, much-subdivided land

  provided no more than a bare subsistence, no matter how hard the farmers worked. In addition to the struggle required to earn a living, there was also political oppression from the English-speaking

  government of Canada. An insurrection among the habitants in 1837 was mercilessly crushed by the Canadian army.




  But one must not think of these hardy, troublesome people as miserable or downtrodden. Au contraire! They remained indomitable, lusty, and intensely individualistic, cherishing their large

  families and their stern parish priests. Their devotion to home and religion was more than strong – it was fierce, leading to that solidarity (a species of the coercive metafaculty) that

  Milieu anthropologists call ethnic dynamism. The Québec habitants not only survived persecution and a grim environment, they even managed to increase and multiply in it.




  At the same time that the French-Canadian population was outstripping the resources of the North, the Industrial Revolution came to the United States. New England rivers were harnessed to

  provide power for the booming textile mills and there was a great demand for labourers who would work long hours for low salaries. Some of these jobs were taken by the immigrant Irish, themselves

  refugees from political oppression and economic woe, who were also formidably dynamic. But French-Canadians also responded to the lure of the factories and flocked southward by the tens of

  thousands to seek their fortunes. The migratory trend continued well into the 1900s.




  ‘Little Canadas’ sprang up in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, Maine and Rhode Island. The newcomers clung to their French language and to much of their traditional culture,

  and most especially to their Catholic faith. They were thrifty and diligent and their numerous offspring followed the parents into the family occupation. They became American citizens and worked

  not only as mill-hands but also as carpenters, mechanics, lumberjacks and keepers of small shops. Most often, only those children who became priests or nuns received higher education. Gradually the

  French-Canadians began to blend into the American mainstream as other ethnic groups had done. They might have been quite rapidly assimilated – if it hadn’t been for the Irish.




  Ah, how we Franco-Americans hated the Irish! (You citizens of the Milieu who read this, knowing what you do of the principal human bloodlines for metapsychic operancy, will appreciate the

  irony.) Both the Irish and the French minorities in New England were Celts, of a passionate and contentious temperament. Both were, in the latter nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, rivals

  for the same types of low-status employment. Both had endured persecution in their homelands and social and religious discrimination in America because of their Catholic faith. But the Irish were

  much more numerous, and they had the tremendous social advantage of speaking the English language – with a rare flair, at that! The Irish parlayed their genius for politicking and

  self-aggrandizement into domination of the New England Catholic hierarchy, and even took over entire city governments. We Francos were more aloof, politically naive, lacking in what Yankees called

  ‘team spirit’ because with us it was the family that came first. With our stubbornly held traditions and French language, we became an embarrassment and a political liability to our

  more ambitious co-religionists. It was an era fraught with anti-Catholic sentiment, in which all Catholics were suspected of being ‘un-American’. So the shrewd Irish-American bishops

  decreed that stiff-necked Canucks must be forcibly submerged in the great melting-pot. They tried to abolish those parishes and parochial schools where the French language was given first place.

  They said that we must become like other Americans, let ourselves be assimilated as the other ethnic groups were doing.




  Assimilate – intermarry – and the genes for metapsychic operancy would be diluted all unawares! But the great pattern was not to be denied.




  We Francos fought the proposed changes with the same obstinacy that had made us the despair of the British Canadians. The actions of those arrogant Irish bishops during the nineteenth century

  made us more determined than ever to cling to our heritage. And we did. Eventually the bishops saved face with what were termed ‘compromises’. But we kept our French churches, our

  schools and our language. For the most part we continued to marry our own, increasing our homozygosity – concentrating those remarkable genes that would put us in the vanguard of

  humanity’s next great evolutionary leap.




  It was not until World War II smashed the old American social structures and prejudices that the Canucks of New England were truly assimilated. Our ethnocentricity melted away almost painlessly

  in those postwar years of my early childhood. But it had prevailed long enough to produce Don and me . . . and the others whose existence we never suspected until long after we reached

  adulthood.
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  South Boston, Massachusetts, Earth


  2 August 1953




  He was on his way home from the ten-o’clock at Our Lady, toting Sunday papers and some groceries Pa had remembered they were out of, when he got the familiar awful

  feeling and said to himself: No! I’m outside, away from her. It can’t be!




  But it was. Sour spit came up in his throat and his knees went wobbly and the shared pain started glowing blue inside his head, the pain of somebody dying who would take him along if he

  wasn’t careful.




  But he was outside, in the sunshine. More than six blocks from home, far beyond her reach. It couldn’t be her hurting and demanding. Not out here. It never happened out here . . .




  It happened in a dark room, cluttered and musty, where a candle in a blue-glass cup burned in front of one Sorrowful Mother (the one with seven swords through her naked pink heart), and the

  other one lay on her bed with the beads tangled in her bony fingers and her mind entreating him: Pray a miracle Kier it’s a test you see he always lets those he loves best suffer pray

  hard you must you must if you don’t there’ll be no miracle he won’t listen . . .




  The full force of the transmitted agony took hold of him as he turned the corner on to D Street. Traffic was fairly heavy even at this early hour, when most of Southie drowsed or marked time

  until the last Mass let out and the sandlot ball-games got underway and the taverns opened; but there wasn’t another person in sight on the dirty sidewalks – nobody who could be hurting

  demanding calling—




  Not a person. An animal dying.




  He saw it halfway down the block, in the gutter in front of McNulty’s Dry Cleaning & Alterations. A dog, hit by a car most likely. And Jeez he’d have to go right by it unless he

  went way around by the playground, and the groceries were so heavy, and it was so rotten hot, and the pleading was irresistible, and he did want to see.




  It was a mutt without a collar, a white terrier mix with its coat all smeared red and brown with blood and sticky stuff from its insides. Intelligent trustful eyes looked up at him, letting pain

  flood out. A few yards away in the street was a dark splotch where it had been hit. It had dragged itself to the kerb, hindquarters hopelessly crushed.




  Kieran O’Connor, nine years old and dressed in his shabby Sunday best, gulped hard to keep from vomiting. The dog was dying. It had to be, the way it was squashed. (Her dying was inside

  her, not nearly so messy.)




  ‘Hey, fella. Hey, boy. Poor old boy.’




  The dog’s mind projected hurtful love, begging help. He asked it: ‘You want a miracle?’ But it couldn’t understand that, of course.




  The dog said to him: Flies.




  They were all over the wounded parts, feeding on the clotted blood and shit, and Kieran grunted in revulsion. He could do something about them, at least.




  ‘No miracle,’ he muttered. He set the bag of groceries and the paper down carefully on the sidewalk and hunkered over the dog, concentrating. As he focused, the iridescent swarm

  panicked and took wing, and he let them have it in mid-air. The small green-backed bodies fell on to the hot pavement, lifeless, and Kieran O’Connor smiled through his tears and repeated:

  ‘No miracle.’




  The dog was grateful. Its mind said: Thirst.




  ‘Say – I got milk!’ Kieran pulled the quart bottle out of the grocery bag, tore off the crimped foil cap, and lifted the paper lid, which he licked clean and stowed in his

  shirt pocket for later. Crouching over the ruined body in the sunshine, holding his breath and letting the pain lose itself inside his own head, he dripped cool milk into the dog’s mouth.




  ‘Get well. Stop hurting. Don’t die.’




  The animal made a groaning sound. It was unable to swallow and a white puddle spread under its open jaws. From the brain came a medley of apology and agony, and it clung to him.

  ‘Don’t,’ he whispered, afraid. ‘Please don’t. I’m trying—’




  A shadow fell over the boy and the dog. Kieran looked up, wild-eyed with terror. But it was only Mr Dugan, a middle-aged bald man in a sweat-rumpled brown suit.




  ‘Oh,’ said Dugan shortly. ‘So it’s you.’ He scowled.




  ‘I didn’t do it, Mr Dugan. A car hit it!’




  ‘Well, can’t I see that with my own two eyes? And what are you doing messing with it? It’s a goner, as any fool can see, and if you don’t watch out, it’ll

  bite.’




  ‘It won’t—’




  ‘Don’t sass me, boy! And stop wasting good milk on it. I’ll phone the Humane Society when I get home and they’ll come and put it out of its misery.’




  Kieran began to recap the bottle of milk. Tears ran down his flushed face. ‘How?’ he asked.




  Dugan threw up his hands impatiently. ‘Give it something. Put it down, for God’s sake. Now get away from it, or I’ll be telling your Pa.’




  No! Kieran said. You go away! Right now!




  Dugan straightened up, turned, and walked away, leaving Kieran kneeling in the filthy gutter, shielding the dog from the sun.




  ‘Put you out of your misery,’ Kieran whispered, amazed that it could be so simple. (Why did Mom try to make it complicated?) He’d never thought of it that way before. Bugs,

  yes; he didn’t care a hoot about them. The rats, either. But a dog or even a person . . .




  ‘You wouldn’t take me along, would you?’ Kieran asked it warily. The pain-filled eyes widened. ‘Stop loving me and I’ll do it. Let go. Lay off.’ But the dog

  persisted in its hold, so finally he reached out and rested his fingertips on its head, between its ears, and did it. Oddly, all of the hairs on the dog’s body stiffened for an instant, then

  went flat. The animal coughed and lay still, and all pain ceased.




  Kieran wondered if he should say a prayer. But he felt really rotten, so in the end he just covered the body with the wantad section of the newspaper. His Pa never bothered with that part.
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  From the Memoirs of Rogatien Remillard




  I was not to experience another manifestation of the Family Ghost for nearly sixteen years. That first encounter in the twilit woods took on a dreamlike aspect. It might have

  been forgotten, I suppose, had not the memory been rekindled every time I smelled raspberries or the distinctive pungency of bear scats. But I did not brood on it. Truth to tell, I had more

  important matters to occupy me: my own developing metafunctions and those of my brother.




  I have already mentioned that Don and I were fraternal twins, no more closely related than any singleton brothers. Many years later, Denis told me that if we had both hatched from a single egg,

  our brains might have been consonant enough to have attained harmonious mental intercourse, instead of the clouded and antagonistic relationship that ultimately prevailed between us. As it was, we

  were of very different temperaments. Don was always more outgoing and aggressive, while I was introspective. In adulthood we both were tormented by the psychological chasm separating us from normal

  humanity. I learned to live with it, but Don could not. In this we were like many other natural operants who came after us, our successes and tragedies blending into the ongoing evolutionary trend

  of the planetary Mind studied so dispassionately by the scientists of the Galactic Milieu.




  In our early childhood, following that initial stress-provoked incident of farspeech and farsight out in the woods, we experienced other near-involuntary telepathic interchanges. Once Don

  scalded himself with hot soup and I, in the next room, jumped up screaming. I would have a furious argument with a cousin and Don would come running up, knowing exactly what the fight was about. We

  sometimes dreamed the same dreams and shared unspoken jokes. Eventually, we attained crude telepathic communication as well, as a kind of shared farsight and mutual sensitivity. We experimented,

  ‘calling’ to each other over greater and greater distances, and exercised our farsight with variations on games such as hide-and-seek and hide-the-thimble. Our cousins were blasé

  about our talents, ascribing them to the acknowledged freakishness of twins. They learned early not to play card games with us, and casually utilized our farsensing abilities to track down lost

  items and anticipate impending adult interference in illicit activities. We were a little weird, but we were useful. No big thing.




  On one of our first days at school I was cornered by a bully and commanded to hand over my milk money, or suffer a beating. I broadcast a mental cry for help. Don came racing into the schoolyard

  alcove where I had been trapped, radiating coercive fury and saying not a single word. The bully, nearly twice Don’s size, fled. My brother and I stood close together until the bell rang,

  bonded in fraternal love. This would happen often while we were young, when each of us was the other’s best friend. It became rarer as we approached adolescence and ended altogether after we

  reached puberty.




  By the time we were nine (the age, Denis later explained to me, when the brain attains its adult size and the metafunctions tend to ‘solidify’, resisting further expansion unless

  painful education techniques stimulate them artificially), Don and I had become fairly adept in what is now called farspeech on the intimate mode. We could communicate across distances of two or

  three kilometres, sharing a wide range of nuance and emotional content. Our farscanning ability was weaker, requiring intense concentration in the transmission of any but the simplest images. By

  mutual agreement, we never told anyone explicit details of our telepathic talent, and we became increasingly wary of demonstrating metapsychic tricks to our cousins. Like all children, we wanted to

  be thought ‘normal’. Nevertheless there was a good deal of fun to be had using the powers, and we couldn’t resist playing with them surreptitiously in spite of vague notions that

  such mind-games might be dangerous.




  In the lower grades of grammar school we drove the good sisters crazy as we traded farspoken wisecracks and then snickered enigmatically out loud. We sometimes recited in eerie unison or

  antiphonally. We traded answers to test questions until we were placed in separate classrooms, and even then we still managed to cooperate in uncanny disruptive pranks. We were tagged fairly early

  as troublemakers and were easily bored and inattentive. To our contemporaries we were the Crazy Twins, ready to do the outrageous to attract attention – just as in our baby years we had vied

  to attract the notice of hard-working, hard-drinking Onc’ Louie and kind but distracted Tante Lorraine. (But our foster parents had three additional children of their own after our arrival,

  for a total of nine, and we were lost in the crowd of cousins.)




  As we grew older we developed a small repertoire of other metafaculties. I was the first to learn how to raise a mental wall to keep my inmost thoughts private from Don, and I was always better

  at weaving mind-screens than he. It provoked his anger when I retreated into my private shell, and he would exercise his coercive power in almost frantic attempts to break me down. His mental

  assaults on me were at first without malice; it was rather as if he were afraid to be left ‘alone’. When I finally learned to block him out completely he sulked, then revealed that he

  was genuinely hurt. I had to promise that I would let him back into my mind ‘if he really needed me’. When I promised, he seemed to forget the whole matter.




  Don amused himself by attempting to coerce others, a game I instinctively abhorred and rarely attempted. He had some small success, especially with persons who were distracted. Poor Tante

  Lorraine was an easy mark for gifts of kitchen goodies while she was cooking, for example; but it was next to impossible to coerce the redoubtable nuns who were our teachers. Both of us

  experimented in trying to read the minds of others. Don had little luck, except in the perception of generalized emotions. I was more skilled in probing and occasionally picked up skeins of

  subliminal thought, those ‘talking to oneself mumblings that form the superficial layer of consciousness; but I was never able to read the deeper thoughts of any person but my twin brother, a

  limitation I eventually learned to thank God for.




  We developed a modest self-redaction that enabled us to speed the healing of our smaller wounds, bruises and blisters. Curing germ-based illness, however, even the common cold, was beyond us. We

  also practised psychokinesis and learned to move small objects by mind-power alone. I remember how we looted coin telephones throughout two glorious summer weeks, squandering the money on ice

  cream, pop and bootleg cigarettes. Then, because we were still good Catholic Franco-American boys at heart, we had qualms of conscience. In confession Father Racine gave us the dismal news that

  stealing from New England Bell (we didn’t reveal our modus operandi) was just as much of a sin as stealing from real human beings. Any notions we might have had of becoming metapsychic

  master-thieves died aborning. Perhaps because of our upbringing, perhaps because of our lack of criminal imagination, we were never tempted along these lines again. Our fatal flaws lay in other

  directions.




  The first indications of them came when we were ten years old.




  It was late on a dreary winter day. School was over, and Don and I were fooling around in what we thought was an empty school gym, making a basketball perform impossible tricks. An older boy

  named O’Shaughnessy, newly come to the school from a tough neighbourhood in Boston, happened to come along and spot us working our psychokinetic magic. He didn’t know what he was seeing

  – but he decided it must be something big and sauntered out to confront us.




  ‘You two,’ he said in a harsh, wheedling voice, ‘have got a secret gimmick – and I want in on it!’




  ‘Comment? Comment? Qu’est-ce que c’est?’ we babbled, backing away. I had the basketball.




  ‘Don’t gimme that Frog talk. I know you speak English!’ He grabbed Don by the jersey. ‘I been watching and I seen you gimmick the ball, make it stop in midair and dribble

  all over your bodies and go into the hoop in crazy ways. Whatcha got – radio control?’




  ‘No! Hey, leggo!’ Don struggled in the big kid’s grip and O’Shaughnessy struck him a savage, sharp-knuckled blow in the face that made my own nerves cringe. Both of us

  yelled.




  ‘Shaddup!’ hissed O’Shaughnessy. His right hand still clenched Don’s shirt. The left, grubby and broken-nailed, seized Don’s nose in some terrible street-fighter

  grip with two fingers thrust up the nostrils and the thumbnail dug into the bridge. Don sucked in a ragged agonized breath through his mouth, but before he could utter another sound the brute

  said:




  ‘Not a squeak, cocksucker – and your brother better hold off if he knows what’s good for the botha you!’ The fingers jammed deeper into Don’s nose. I experienced a

  hideous burst of sympathetic pain. ‘I push just a little harder, see, I could pop out his eyeballs. Hey, punk! You wanna see your brother’s eyeballs rollin’ on the gym

  floor? Where I could step on ’em?’




  Queasily, I shook my head.




  ‘Right.’ O’Shaughnessy relaxed a little. ‘Now you just calm down and do a repeat of that cute trick I saw you doing when I came in. The in-and-outer long bomb.’




  My mind cried out to my brother Donnie:




  DonniewhatgonnaDO?




  TricktrickDOit! DOitGodsake—




  Thenhe’llKNOW—




  O’Shaughnessy growled, ‘You stalling?’ He dug in. I felt pain and nausea and the peripheral area of the gym had become a dark-red fog.




  ‘Don’t hurt him! I’ll do it!’




  Trembling, I held the ball between my hands and faced the basket at the opposite end of the court. It was fully sixty feet away, more than eighteen metres. I made a gentle toss. The ball soared

  in a great arc as though it were jet-propelled and dropped into the distant basket. When it hit the floor it bounced mightily, came up through the hoop from beneath, and neatly returned to my

  waiting hands.




  ‘Jeez!’ said O’Shaughnessy. ‘Radio control! I knew it. Thing’s a gold mine!’ Raw greed glared out of his eyes. ‘Awright, punk, hand over the ball and

  the gimmick.’




  ‘Gimmick?’ I repeated stupidly.




  ‘The thing!’ he raged. ‘The thing that controls the ball! Dumb little fart-face frog! Don’t you know a ball-control gimmick like that’s gotta be worth a fortune?

  Get me outa this backwoods hole and back to Beantown and my Uncle Dan and – never mind! Hand it over.’




  ‘Let my brother go first,’ I pleaded.




  The big kid laughed. He crooked one leg around Don’s ankle and simultaneously pushed. My brother sprawled helplessly on the floor, gagging and groaning. O’Shaughnessy advanced on me

  with hands outstretched. Two of his fingers were bloody.




  ‘The ball and the gimmick,’ he demanded, ‘or it’s your turn, punk.’




  ‘The only gimmick’s inside my head,’ I said. ‘But you can have the ball.’




  I drove the rubber sphere at him with all my psychokinetic strength, hitting him full in his grinning face. His nose shattered with the impact and the ball burst its bladder. I heard a gargling

  scream from O’Shaughnessy and a throaty noise like a Malamute snarl from somebody else.




  Help me get him Donnie!




  The torn and flattened ball like some writhing marine organism clamping itself across a horror-stricken face. Savage sounds and big hands clawing and punching at me. The brother mind poured out

  its own PK spontaneously to meld with mine, strength magnified manyfold, cemented with mutual loathing, fear and creative solidarity. Somebody shrieking as the three of us struggled beneath the

  basket. Then a grotesque figure like a scarecrow, its head a red-smeared dented globe. Go for it Donnie man HEY togethernow togethernow allezallez SLAMDUNK THE BASTARD . . .




  They found O’Shaughnessy bloody nosed and half out of his mind with terror, stuffed headfirst into the basket so that the hoop imprisoned his upper arms. The broken basketball encased his

  head and muffled his cries a little, but he was never in any real danger of suffocating. We had been caught, literally red-handed, trying to sneak out of the gymnasium. O’Shaughnessy blamed

  us, of course, and told the story pretty much as it had happened – leaving out his own extortion attempt and assault with intent to maim. He also accused us of owning a mysterious electronic

  device ‘that the FBI’d be real interested in hearing about.’




  His tale was too outlandish to be credited, even against us, the Crazy Twins. We maintained that we had found him in his weird predicament and attempted to help. Since we were obviously both too

  small to have boosted a hulking lout three metres above floor-level, it was evident that O’Shaughnessy had lied. His reputation was even more dubious than ours: he was a bad hat who had been

  shipped off to relatives in the New Hampshire boondocks in the vain hope of keeping him out of a Boston reformatory. Following the incident with us he was retransported with alacrity and never

  heard from again.




  We, on the other hand, were clearly not telling all we knew.




  Many questions were asked. Odd bits of circumstantial evidence were noted and pondered. In the midst of the uproar we remained tight as quahog clams. Our cousins who knew (or could deduce) a

  thing or two rallied round loyally. The family came first – especially against the Irish saloperie! After some weeks the incident was forgotten.




  But Don and I didn’t forget. We hashed over and over the glorious experience of metaconcert, the two-minds-working-as-one that had produced an action greater than the sum of its parts,

  giving us transcendent power over a hated enemy. We tried to figure out how we had done it. We knew that if we could reproduce the effect at will we would never have to be afraid of anyone

  again.




  We thought about nothing else and our schoolwork was totally neglected; but we were never able to mesh our minds that way again, no matter how hard we tried. Some of the fault lay in our

  imperfect metapsychic development, but the greatest failure was grounded in a mutual lack of trust. Our peril at O’Shaughnessy’s hands had been sufficient to cancel our jealous

  individuality; but once the danger was lifted, we reverted to our deeper mind-sets – Don the driven, domineering coercer and I the one who thought too much, whose imagination even at that

  young age whispered where the abuse of power might lead.




  Each of us blamed the other for the metaconcert failure. We ended up locking each other out in a fury of disappointment, thwarted ambition, and fear – and we barely missed flunking the

  fifth grade.




  Onc’ Louie called us to him on a certain spring evening and displayed the fatal report cards. Our cousins were all outside playing in the warm dusk. We heard their laughter and shrieks as

  they played Red Rover in a vacant lot while we stood sulkily before our uncle and faced the time of reckoning.




  ‘Haven’t I done my best to rear you properly? Aren’t you as dear to me as any of my own children?’ He brandished the cards and his beer-tinged breath washed over us.

  ‘A few failing grades, one could understand. But this! The sisters say that you must make up these failed subjects or repeat a year. All summer long, you must go to the public school in the

  morning. What a disgrace! Such a thing has never happened before in this family. You shame the Remillards!’




  We mumbled something about being sorry.




  ‘Oh, my boys,’ he said sorrowfully. ‘What would your poor parents say? Think of them, watching from heaven, so disappointed. It’s not as though you were blockheads who

  could do no better. You have good brains, both of you! To waste them is an insult to the good God who made you.’




  We began to sniffle.




  ‘You will do better?’




  ‘Yes, Onc’ Louie.’




  ‘Bon.’ He heaved a great sigh, turned away from us, and went to the sideboard where he kept the whiskey. ‘Now go out and play for a while before bedtime.’




  As we fled on to the front porch we heard the clink of glassware.




  ‘Now he can get stinko in peace,’ Don hissed bitterly. ‘Rotten old drunk. Never expect him to understand. He talks about us being a disgrace—’




  We sat together on the bottom step, putting aside our enmity. It was quite dark. The other kids were dodging around under the streetlights. We had no wish to join them.




  I said, ‘Plenty of people flunk. He didn’t have to drag Papa and Maman into it . . . or God.’




  ‘God!’ Don made the word a curse. ‘When you come right down to it, the whole darn mess is his fault.’




  Horrified at the sacrilege, I could only gape at him.




  He was whispering, but his mental voice seemed to shout inside my skull. ‘God made us, didn’t he? Okay – our parents made our bodies, but didn’t he make our

  souls? Isn’t that what the nuns say? And what’s a soul anyhow, Rogi? A mind!’




  ‘Yes, but—’




  ‘God made these weird minds of ours, so it’s his fault we have all this trouble. How can we help it?’




  ‘Gee, I don’t know,’ I began doubtfully.




  He grabbed me by the shoulders. The voices of the kids mingled with crickets and traffic noises and the sound of a television programme that Onc’ Louie had turned on inside.




  ‘Didn’t you ever stop to think about it, dummy?’ Don asked me. ‘Why are we like this? Why aren’t there any other people in the world like us? When God made us, what

  in hell did he think he was doing?’




  ‘What kind of a dumb question is that? That’s the dumbest thing you ever said! It’s probably some kind of sin, even. You better shut your trap, Donnie!’




  He started to laugh, then, a smothered squeaky sound loaded with an awful triumph, and he mind-screamed at me:




  He did it it’s not our fault we didn’t ask for this he can’t blame us nobody can hell with all of them hell! hell! hell! . . .




  I closed my mind to him, slamming the barrier into place as though I were locking the door of a cellar that threatened to spew out black nightmares; and then he began to snivel and beg me to

  open up to him again, but I got up from the steps and went back into the house, into the kitchen where Tante Lorraine was baking something and the lights were bright, and I sat at the table and

  pretended to do my homework.




  





  6




  Observation Vessel Spon-Su-Brevon [Pol 41–11000]


  10 November 1957




  The Poltroyan commander’s ruby eyes lost their twinkle and his urbane smile faded to a grimace of incredulity. ‘Surely you jest, Dispensator Ma’elfoo!

  Personnel from my ship?’




  The Krondaku’s mind displayed a replay of the incident, complete with close-ups of the miscreant Simbiari scouts taken flagrante delicto. ‘As you see, Commander

  Vorpimin-Limopilakadafin.’




  ‘Call me Vorpi. Do you mind telling me what you were doing in the vicinity of the satellite anyhow?’




  ‘My spouse, Taka’edoo Rok, and I were doing an unscheduled survey in order to include details of its fascinatingly crude design in a report we have prepared. Our transport module was

  totally screened, as is the invariable custom of the Krondak Xenocultural Bureau when visiting pre-emergent solar systems. The scout craft with the Simbiari was also screened heavily, but this

  presented no particular obstacle to Grand Master farsensors such as Taka’edoo and myself. We considered replacing the stolen property. However, the scouts had meddled with the biomonitoring

  equipment, and there was a chance that the satellite might have transmitted some anomalous signal to the Earthside control station. And so we contented ourselves with taking the scouts in charge,

  together with their booty, and bringing them to you.’




  ‘Love’s Oath,’ groaned Commander Vorpi. ‘Our tour’s nearly over, and we had an almost perfect disciplinary record – up to now.’




  ‘My condolences.’ The Krondaku politely refrained from stating the obvious: When vessels of his own methodical race were in charge of planetary Mind observations, nothing

  ever went wrong.




  ‘I must request that you testify at the disciplinary hearing,’ Vorpi said. ‘And perhaps you have suggestions for redress.’




  ‘Our time is limited, Commander Vorpi. We are due back on Dranra-Two in the Thirty-Second Sector for a conference on primitive orbital biohabitats, derelict and functional. We postponed

  presentation of our paper and sped here at maximum displacement factor when we learned that Sol-Three had just entered this phase of astronautic achievement. (Most of our investigations have

  involved the orbiters of extinct civilizations.) However, it will not be convenient to prolong our stay . . .’




  ‘Oh, I’ll call the silly buggers on the carpet right now.’ Vorpi sent out a thought on the imperative mode: GupGup Zuzl! Have Enforcer Amichass bring in those two scouts on

  report. And don’t forget the contraband. I’ll need you to log the hearing. Snapsnapsnap!




  Dispensator Ma’elfoo glanced about the commander’s directorium. ‘A handsomely appointed chamber,’ he remarked politely. ‘The artifacts are from Earth?’ One

  tentacle palpated the multicoloured animal-fibre carpet while another lifted an Orrefors crystal vase from Vorpi’s monitoring desk.




  ‘Souvenirs.’ Vorpi waved a violet-tinted hand. ‘The drapery textiles from the serictery secretions of certain insect larvae; the rug painstakingly knotted by hand-labourers in

  a desert region; the paintings by Matisse and Kandinsky, rescued from a Parisian fence; the settee by Sears Roebuck; the liquor-dispensing cabinet by Harrods. May I offer you some refreshment, by

  the way?’




  ‘I would esteem some Bowmore Scotch,’ the Krondaku said. ‘My deep-sight perceives a bottle hidden away.’




  Vorpi chuckled as he left his desk to do the honours. ‘Distinctive treatment of alcohol, the Scotches. I predict a wide market for them in the Milieu – provided the Intervention does

  take place. Mixer?’




  ‘Just a splash of liquid petrolatum.’ The two entities toasted one another. After savouring his drink, Ma’elfoo exhaled gustily. ‘Yes, it is as I remembered. Ten orbits

  ago I visited Sol-Three to participate in a comparative study of aircraft evolution. We went on a survey to the British Isles and I acquired a taste for this beverage, among others. Earth

  technology has developed apace; but one can be grateful that the distilleries cling to tradition.’




  The connoisseurs enjoyed a momentary mental rapport. ‘Have you ever sampled the genuine rareties?’ Vorpi asked softly. ‘Bunnahabhain? Bruichladdich? Lagavulin? Caol

  Ila?’




  The fearsome Krondaku uttered a whimper of ecstasy. ‘You’re not joshing me, you fire-eyed pipsqueak? Caol Ila?’




  Vorpi lifted his shoulders, let a tiny smile crease his lips.




  The door of the directorium slid open. The Gi GupGup Zuzl, secretary of the mission, stalked in, followed by two very young Simbiari scouts and an enforcer of the same race. Vorpi went back to

  his desk and sat down. The Gi declaimed:




  ‘Commander, the prisoners taken by Grand Masters. Ma’elfoo and Taka’edoo Rok herewith submit to disciplinary inquiry. Defendant names: Scout Misstiliss Abaram and Scout Bali

  Ala Chamirish. Charges: On this Galactic Day La-Prime 1–344–207, the defendants, on a routine inspection of the Second Earth Orbital Vehicle, did mischievously interfere with said

  orbiter in contravention of divers Milieu statutes and regulations, removing its subsapient passenger with intent to smuggle said creature on board the Spon-su-Brevon.’




  The male and the female scouts stood at attention with screened minds and dry, impassive faces. Bali Ala had a harder time of it than her comrade because the small animal in her arms was

  squirming wildly and resisting her attempts at coercion. The Simbiari enforcer scowled and added his coercive quotient, but the beast only struggled harder, gave a sharp yap, and jumped free. It

  made a dash for the still-open door and would have escaped if Ma’elfoo had not zapped its brainstem very gently, paralysing it in its tracks.




  Enforcer Amichass, mortified and glistening with green sweat, retrieved the creature and set it like a stuffed toy beside the two crewmen on report. ‘I’m sorry about that, Commander.

  A recalcitrant species that resists—’




  ‘Never mind,’ Vorpi sighed. ‘Get on with it. What do you two have to say for yourselves? Of all the sophomoric idiocies – pinching the damn Russian dog!’




  ‘Her name is Laika,’ Misstiliss said.




  Bali Ala said, ‘The power-source of the vehicle’s environmental system was almost exhausted. The animal was about to perish from oxygen lack. We – we shorted out the

  bio-monitoring equipment and took Laika after making certain that Soviet ground control would have no indication of any anomaly.’




  Misstiliss added, ‘The orbit of the satellite is very eccentric and decaying rapidly. Sputnik II will burn up on re-entry, obliterating any trace of our interference. Laika has endured

  nearly a week in orbit, and we thought she might provide us with valuable research data—’




  ‘Half-masticated lumpukit!’ swore the Poltroyan commander. ‘You wanted to take the thing back with you as a souvenir! As a pet!’




  A green droplet hung from Misstiliss’s nose. He fixed his gaze on a point where the wall behind Commander Vorpi met the ceiling. ‘You are correct, of course, sir. We admit our guilt

  fully, repent of the infraction, and stand ready to accept discipline at the Commander’s pleasure.’




  ‘So say I also,’ Bali Ala murmured. ‘But we really didn’t do any harm.’




  ‘Won’t you youngsters ever learn?’ Vorpi was out of his chair and pacing in front of the pair and the dog, waving his glass of Scotch by way of punctuation. ‘We realize

  that these long surveillance tours of exotic worlds can be tedious – especially to youths who, like yourselves, belong to a race imperfectly attuned to Unity. But think of the importance of

  our work! Think of the Milieu’s noble scheme for planet Earth and our hope that its unique Mind may eventually enrich the Galaxy!’




  The Krondaku addressed Commander Vorpi on his intimate mode: At least that’s what the Lylmik keep telling us.




  ‘Young people,’ Vorpi went on, ‘remember your history. Think of the poor planet Yanalon, Friin-Six, that was hurled back to barbarism on the very threshold of coadunation

  merely because a careless botanist on a Milieu survey vessel contravened regulations and picked a single piece of fruit and spat out the pips . . .’




  She was a Poltroyan, as I recall, said Ma’elfoo.




  ‘The work we do, coaxing these primitive worlds towards metapsychic operancy and coadunation with our Milieu, is excruciatingly delicate. It can be jeopardized by a single thoughtless

  action, even one that seems harmless. This is why every infraction of the Guidance Statutes for Overt Intervention must be considered a most serious matter. One doesn’t meddle frivolously

  with the destiny of a sapient race.’




  And tell that to the Lylmik as well! Ma’elfoo suggested.




  His peroration at an end, Vorpi resumed his seat and said, ‘Now you may respond.’




  ‘We would not deliberately contravene any scheme of the Concilium,’ Bali Ala said stiffly, ‘even in the case of a patently unworthy world such as Earth, which has been showered

  with far more Milieu assistance than it deserves. But . . . the Earthlings will never know that we saved the little dog, and it has a very appealing personality. Far more appealing than that of the

  average human, when it comes to that! We farspoke Laika on all three of our inspection tours of the satellite, and I admit that we both became bonded to her.’




  The Gi smiled and whiffled its cryptomammaries. ‘It really is adorable.’




  Misstiliss said, ‘When we saw that the planetside controllers meant to let Laika die, we were outraged – and we acted. I’m sorry we violated the Guidance Statutes, but not

  sorry we saved the little dog.’




  Commander Vorpi tapped the side of the empty Scotch glass with the talon of his little finger. ‘A grave matter. Yet, as you said, it would seem no harm was done.’




  ‘I haven’t yet logged the hearing,’ GupGup Zuzl insinuated slyly. ‘And we have enjoyed a perfect duty tour up until now . . .’




  Vorpi fixed the Krondak scientist with a meaningful gaze. ‘However, the violation was witnessed and reported by two citizens of unimpeachable status.’




  Did you say Caol Ila, my dear Vorpi?




  I only have two bottles.




  One for me and one for Toka’edoo Rok.




  ‘What is your disposition of this case, Commander?’ the Gi secretary inquired formally.




  ‘I don’t find any infraction of Milieu statutes,’ Vorpi replied, ‘but these crewmen are clearly derelict in not having filed a report on their last inspection of the

  satellite Sputnik II. Let a reprimand be entered in their files, and they are sentenced to six days on waste-water-recycling system maintenance. The animal can keep them company.

  Dismissed.’




  The Krondaku cancelled his coercive grip on the dog, which came to its senses as Misstiliss scooped it up. It lapped at the Simb’s glistening green face.




  ‘Likes the way we taste,’ the scout said sheepishly. He and Bali Ala saluted and hurried away, taking Laika with them.
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  From the Memoirs of Rogatien Remillard




  Belatedly, at the age of twelve, I discovered that I liked to read. It was early in 1958 and every American kid was passionately interested in the new ‘race for

  space’. Our older cousins bought science-fiction magazines and left them lying around, and I picked them up and immediately became addicted. They were much more exciting than comic books. But

  it was not the tales of space travel that fascinated me so much as the stories that dealt with extrasensory perception.




  ESP! For the first time I was able to put a name to the powers that made Don and me aliens in our own country. I got all worked up over the discovery and made Don read some of the stories, too;

  but his reaction was cynical. What did that stuff have to do with us? It was fiction. Somebody had made it up.




  I ventured beyond the magazines, to the Berlin Public Library. When I looked up ESP and related topics in the encyclopedias, my heart sank. One and all, the reference books acknowledged that

  ‘certain persons’ believed in the existence of mental faculties such as telepathy, clairvoyance, and psychokinesis. One and all, the books declared that there was no valid scientific

  evidence whatsoever for such belief.




  I went through all the books in the juvenile department that dealt with the brain, then checked the adult shelves. None of the books even mentioned the mind-powers that Don and I had. The Berlin

  library was rather small and it had no serious volumes about parapsychology, only a few crank books listed under ‘Occult Phenomena’ in the card catalogue. Hesitantly, I went to the

  librarian and asked if she could help me find books about people who had extraordinary mind-powers. She thought very hard for a moment, then said, ‘I know the very book!’




  She gave me one of the old Viking Portable Novel collections and pointed out Olaf Stapledon’s Odd John to me. Concealing my disappointment at the fiction format, I dutifully took

  it home, read it, and had the living hell scared out of me.




  The book’s hero was a mutant of singular appearance and extremely high mental power. He was Homo superior, a genius as well as an operant metapsychic, trapped in a world full of drab,

  commonplace normals, most of whom did their fumbling best to understand him but failed. Odd John wasn’t persecuted by ordinary humans; there were even those who loved him. And yet he was

  tormented by loneliness and the knowledge of his uniqueness. In one chilling passage, he described his attitude towards other people:




  

    

      I was living in a world of phantoms, or animated masks. No one seemed really alive. I had a queer notion that if I pricked any of you, there would be no bleeding, but only a

      gush of wind. And I couldn’t make out why you were like that, what it was that I missed in you. The trouble really was that I did not clearly know what it was in myself

      that made me different from you.


    


  




  John’s alienation led him to set up his own self-centred moral code. He financed his ambitions by becoming a ten-year-old burglar; and when he was caught at it by the friendly

  neighbourhood policeman, he had no compunction about murdering the man to escape detection.




  Later, when John was in his teens, he merely treated other people as pets or useful tools. He thought great thoughts, used his remarkable talents to make a lot of money, and travelled around the

  world in search of other mutant geniuses like himself. He found a fair number and proceeded to establish a secret colony on an island in the South Seas. (The inconvenient original inhabitants of

  the place were coerced into mass suicide; but the superfolk held a nice feast for them first.) Once John and his mutant friends were secure on their island, they set out to organize a combination

  Garden of Eden (they were all very young) and technocratic wonderland. They were able to utilize atomic energy by ‘abolishing’ certain nuclear forces through mental activity. They had

  all kinds of sophisticated equipment at their command, yet chose to live in rustic simplicity, often linked telepathically to an Asian guru of like mind who had remained at home in his lamasery in

  Xizang.




  The colony made plans for the reproduction of Homo superior. The young mutants ‘reviewed their position relative to the universe’, attained a transcendental quasi-Unity called

  astronomical consciousness, embraced the exotic mentalities inhabiting other star-systems – and discovered that they were doomed.




  A British survey vessel stumbled on to John’s island in spite of the metapsychic camouflaging efforts of the colonists. Once the secret was out, the military powers of the world sent

  warships to investigate. Some nations saw the colony as a menace; others coveted its assets and schemed to use the young geniuses as political pawns. Attempts at negotiation between Homo sapiens

  and Homo superior broke down permanently when the Japanese delegate put his finger on the basic dilemma:




  

    

      This lad [Odd John] and his companions have strange powers which Europe does not understand. But we understand. I have felt them. I have fought against them. I have not been

      tricked. I can see that these are not boys and girls; they are devils. If they are left, some day they will destroy us. The world will be for them, not for us.


    


  




  The negotiating party withdrew and the world powers agreed that assassins should be landed on the island, to pick off the supranormals with guerrilla tactics.




  Odd John and his companions had a weapon, a photon beam similar to an X-laser, that they might have used to fend off an invasion attempt; but they decided not to resist, since then ‘there

  would be no peace until we had conquered the world’ and that would take a long time, as well as leaving them ‘distorted in spirit’. So the young mutants gathered together, focused

  their minds upon their atomic power station, and obliterated the entire island in a fireball . . .




  ‘You’ve got to read this story, Don,’ I pleaded, with my mind leaking the more sinister plot overtones that had frightened me – the hero’s icy immorality that

  contradicted everything I had ever been taught, his awful loneliness, his totally pessimistic view of ordinary mankind faced with the challenge of superior minds.




  Don refused. He said he didn’t have time and that I shouldn’t get worked up over a dumb, old-fashioned book. It had been written in 1935, and by an Englishman! I said it wasn’t

  the story itself but what it said about people like us that was important. I bugged him about it and finally wore him down, and he waded through the novel over a period of two weeks,

  keeping his mind tight shut against me all that time. When he finished he said:




  ‘We’re not like that.’




  ‘What d’you mean, we’re not? Okay – so we aren’t geniuses and we’ll never be able to make a million bucks on the stock market before we’re seventeen

  like John did, or invent all that stuff or found a colony on an island. But there are things we do that other people would think were dangerous. Not just the PK, but the coercion. You’re a

  lot better at it than me, so you ought to know what I’m talking about.’




  ‘Big deal. So I fend off guys in hockey or nudge Onc’ Louie to cough up a little money when he’s half lit.’




  ‘And the girls,’ I accused him.




  He only snickered, dropped the book into my hands, and turned to walk away.




  I said: DonnieDonnie when people findout they’ll hate us just like they did Oddjohn!




  He said: Make sure they don’t find out.




  Don and I were late bloomers physically, puny until we graduated from grammar school – after which we shot up like ragweed plants in July. He was much better looking and

  more muscular, with a flashing grin and dark eyes that went through you like snapshots from a .30–06. His use of the coercive metafunction that used to be called animal magnetism was

  instinctive and devastating. From the time he was fourteen girls were crazy for him. Don Remillard became the Casanova of Berlin High, as irresistible as he was heartless. I was his shadow, cast by

  a low-watt bulb. Don was husky and I was gangling. His hair was blue-black and curled over his forehead like that of some pop singer, while mine was lacklustre and cowlicky. He had a clear olive

  skin, a dimpled chin, and a fine aquiline nose. I suffered acne and sinus trouble, and my nose, broken in a hockey game, healed rapidly but askew.




  As our bodies changed into those of men, our minds drifted further apart. Don was increasingly impatient with my spiritual agonizing, my manifest insecurity, and my bookish tendencies. In high

  school my grades were excellent in the humanities, adequate in maths and science. Don’s academic standing was low, but this did not affect his popularity since he excelled in football and

  hockey, augmenting genuine sports prowess with artful PK and coercion.




  Don tried to educate me in that great Franco-American sport, girl-chasing, but our double-dating was not a success. I was by nature modest and inhibited while Don was the opposite, afire with

  fresh masculine fervour. The urges awakened in me by the new flood of male hormones disturbed me almost-as much as my repressed metafunctions. In Catholic school, we had been lectured about the

  wickedness of‘impure actions’. I was tormented by guilt when I could no longer resist the temptation to relieve my sexual tensions manually and carried a burden of ‘mortal

  sin’ until I had the courage to confess my transgression to Father Racine. This good man, far in advance of most Catholic clergy of that time, lifted the burden from my conscience in a

  straightforward and sensible way: ‘I know what the sisters have told you, that such actions bring damnation. But it cannot be, for every boy entering manhood has experiences such as this

  because all male bodies are made the same. And who is harmed by such actions? No one. The only person who could be harmed is you, and the only way such harm could come is if the actions become an

  obsession – as occasionally happens when a boy is very unhappy and shut away from other sources of pleasure. Keep that in mind, for we owe God the proper care of our bodies. But these actions

  that seem necessary from time to time are not sinful, and especially not mortally sinful, because they are not a serious matter. You recall your catechism definition of mortal sin: the matter must

  be serious. What you do is not serious, unless you let it hurt you. So be at peace, my child. You should be far more concerned with the sins of cheating on school exams and acting

  uncharitably towards your aunt and uncle than with these involuntary urgings of the flesh. Now make a good act of contrition . . .’




  When I was sixteen, in 1961, I emerged a bit from my broody shell and had occasional chaste dates with a quiet pretty girl named Marie-Madeleine Fabré, whom I had met in the library. She

  shared my love of science fiction. We would walk along the banks of the beautiful Androscoggin River north of the pulp mills, ignoring the sulphurous stench and taking simple joy in the dark

  mirrored water, the flaming maples in autumn, and the low mountains that enclosed our New Hampshire valley. She taught me to bird-watch. I forgot my nightmares of Odd John and learned to react with

  forbearance when Don mocked my lack of sexual daring.




  There were still five of us living at home: Don and I and our younger cousins Albert, Jeanne and Marguerite. That year we played host to a grand Remillard family reunion. Relatives came from all

  over New Hampshire, Vermont and Maine – including the other six children of Onc’ Louie and Tante Lorraine, who had married and moved away and had children of their own. The old house on

  Second Street was jammed. After Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve there was the traditional réveillon with wine, maple candy and barber-poles, croque-cignols and tourtières, and meat

  pies made of fat pork. Tiny children rushed about shrieking and waving toys, then fell asleep on the floor amid a litter of gifts and coloured wrappings. As fast as the big old-fashioned Christmas

  tree lights burnt out, assiduous boy electricians replaced them. Girls passed trays of food. Adolescents and adults drank toast after toast. Even frail, white-haired Tante Lorraine got happily

  enivrée. Everyone agreed that nothing was so wonderful as having the whole family under one roof for the holidays.




  Seventeen days later, when the Christmas decorations had long been taken down, there was a belated present from little Cousin Tom of Auburn, Maine. We came down with the mumps.




  At first we considered it a joke, in spite of the discomfort. Don and I and Al and Jeanne and Margie looked like a woeful gang of chipmunks. It was an excuse to stay home from school during the

  worst part of the winter, when Berlin was wrapped in frigid fog from the pulp-mill stacks and the dirty snow was knee-deep. Marie-Madeleine brought my class assignments every day, slipping them

  through the mail slot in the front door while the younger cousins tittered. Don’s covey of cheerleaders kept the phone tied up for hours. He did no homework. He was urged by the high school

  coach to rest and conserve his strength.




  Everybody got better inside a week except me.




  I was prostrate and in agony from what Dr LaPlante said was a rare complication of mumps. The virus had moved to my testicles and I had something called bilateral orchitis. The nuns had been

  right after all! I was being punished.




  I was treated to a useless course of antibiotics and lay moaning with an ice bag on my groin while Tante Lorraine hushed the solicitous inquiries of little Jeanne and Margie. Don slept at a

  friend’s house, making some excuse, because I couldn’t help communicating my pain and irrational guilt telepathically. Marie-Madeleine lit candles to St Joseph and prayed for me to get

  well. Father Racine’s common sense pooh-poohed my guilt and Dr LaPlante assured me that I was going to be as good as new.




  In my heart, I knew better.
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  Verkhnyaya Bzyb, Abkhaziya ASSR, Earth


  28 September 1963




  The physician Pyotr Sergeyevich Sakhvadze and his five-year-old daughter Tamara drove south from Sochi on the Black Sea Highway into the unique part of the Soviet Union called

  Abkhaziya by the geographers. Local people have another name for it: Apsny, the Land of the Soul. Its mountain villages are famed for the advanced age attained by the inhabitants, some of whom are

  reliably estimated at being more than 120 years old. The unusual mental traits of the isolated Abkhazians are less publicized; and if questioned, the people themselves generally laugh and call the

  old stories outworn superstition.




  Dr Pyotr Sakhvadze’s wife Vera had done so until less than a week ago, on the day she died.




  Still numb with grief, Pyotr drove like an automaton, no longer even bothering to question the compulsion that had taken hold of him. It was very hot in the semitropical lowlands and Tamara

  slept for a time on the back seat of the brand-new Volga sedan. The highway led through tobacco fields and citrus groves and stands of palm and eucalyptus, trending further inland south of Gagra,

  where the mountains receded from the coast in the delta of the great River Bzyb. The road map showed no Upper Bzyb village, but it had to lie somewhere in the valley. Pyotr turned off the highway

  on to the Lake Ritsa road and pulled in at a village store at the lower end of the gorge.




  ‘I’ll buy us some bottles of fruit soda here,’ Pyotr said, ‘and ask the way. We don’t want to get lost in the mountains.’




  ‘We wouldn’t,’ Tamara assured him gravely.




  Pyotr’s laugh was uneasy. ‘Just the same, I’ll ask.’




  But the woman in the store shook her head at his inquiry. ‘Upper Bzyb village? Oh, there’s nothing for tourists there, and the road is nothing but a goat-track, suitable only for

  farm trucks. Better to go to the lovely resort at Lake Ritsa.’




  When Pyotr persisted she gave vague directions, all the while maintaining that the place was very hard to find and not worth the trip, and the people odd and unfriendly to boot. Pyotr thanked

  her and returned to the car wearing a grim expression. He handed his daughter her soda. ‘I have been told that the road to Upper Bzyb is impossible. We simply can’t risk it,

  Tamara.’




  ‘Papa, don’t worry. They won’t let anything happen to us. They’re expecting us.’




  ‘Expecting—! But I never wrote or telephoned—’




  ‘Mamenka told them we’d come. And they told me.’




  ‘That’s nonsense,’ he said, his voice trembling. What was he thinking of, coming here? It was madness! Perhaps he was unhinged by sorrow! Aloud, he said, ‘We’ll

  turn around at once and go home.’




  He started up the car, slammed it into reverse gear, and stamped on the accelerator so abruptly that the engine died. He cursed under his breath and tried again and again to start it. Damn the

  thing! What was wrong with it? With him? Was he losing his mind?




  ‘You’ve only forgotten your promise,’ the little girl said.




  Aghast, Pyotr turned around. ‘Promise? What promise?’




  Tamara stared at him without speaking. His gaze slid away from hers and after a moment he covered his face with his handkerchief. Vera! If only you had confided in me. I would have tried to

  understand. I’m a man of science, but not narrow-minded. It’s just that one doesn’t dream that members of one’s own family can be—




  ‘Papa, we must go,’ Tamara said. ‘It’s a long way, and we’ll have to drive slowly.’




  ‘The car won’t start,’ he said dully.




  ‘Yes it will. Try.’




  He did, and the Volga purred into instant life. ‘Yes, I see! This was also their doing? The old ones waiting for us in Verkhnyaya Bzyb?’




  ‘No, you did it, Papa. But it’s all right now.’ The little girl settled back in her seat, drinking the soda, and Pyotr Sakhvadze guided the car back on to the gorge road that

  led deep into the front ranges of the Caucasus.




  The promise.




  In the motor wreck a week earlier, as Vera lay dying in her husband’s arms, she had said: ‘It’s happened, Petya, just as little Tamara said. She told us not to go on this trip!

  Poor baby . . . now what will become of her? I was such a fool! Why didn’t I listen to them? . . . Why didn’t I listen to her? Now I’ll die, and she’ll be alone and

  frightened . . . Ah! Of course, that’s the answer!’




  ‘Hush,’ the distraught Pyotr told her. ‘You will not die. The ambulance is on its way—’




  ‘I cannot see as far as Tamara,’ his wife interrupted him, ‘but I do know that this is the end for me. Petya, listen. You must promise me something.’




  ‘Anything! You know I’d do anything for you.’




  ‘A solemn promise. Come close, Petya. If you love me, you must do as I ask.’




  He cradled her head. The bystanders at the accident scene drew back in respect and she spoke so low that only he could hear. ‘You must take Tamara to my people – to the old ones in

  my ancestral town of Upper Bzyb – and allow them to rear her for at least four years, until she is nine years old. Then her mind will be turned towards peace, her soul secure. You may visit

  Tamara there as often as you wish, but you must not take her away during that time.’




  ‘Send our little girl away?’ The physician was astounded. ‘Away from Sochi, where she has a beautiful home and every advantage? . . . And what relatives are you talking about?

  You told me that all of your people perished in the Great Patriotic War!’




  ‘I lied to you, Petya, as I lied to myself.’ Vera’s extraordinary dark eyes were growing dim; but as always they held Pyotr captive, bewitching him. He knew his wife’s

  last request was outrageous. Send their delicate child prodigy to live with strangers, ignorant mountain peasants? Impossible!




  Vera’s whisper was laboured. She held his hand tightly. ‘I know what you think. But Tamara must go so that she will not be alone during the critical years of mental formation. I . .

  . I helped her as best I could. But I was consumed with guilt because I had turned my back on the heritage. You know . . . that both Tamara and I are strange. Fey. You have read Vasiliev’s

  books and laughed . . . but he writes the truth, Petya. And there are those who will pervert the powers! Our great dream of a socialist paradise has been swallowed by ambitious and greedy men. I

  thought . . . you and I together, when Tamara was older . . . I was a fool. The old ones were right when they counselled watchful patience . . . Take Tamara to them, to the village of Verkhnyaya

  Bzyb, deep in the Abkhazian mountains. They say they will care for her . . .’




  ‘Vera! Darling Vera, you must not excite yourself—’




  ‘Promise me! Promise you will take Tamara to them!’ Her voice broke, and her breath came in harsh gasps. ‘Promise!’




  What could he do? ‘Of course. Yes, I promise.’




  She smiled with pallid lips and her eyes closed. Around them the gawkers murmured and the traffic roared, detouring around the accident on the busy Chernomorskoye Chaussée just south of

  Matsesta. In the distance the ambulance from Sochi was hooting, too late to be of any use. Vera’s hands relaxed and her breathing stopped, but Pyotr seemed to hear her say:




  The few years we have had together were good, Petya. And our daughter is a marvel. Some day she will be a hero of the people! Take care of her well when she returns from the village. Help her

  fulfil her great destiny.




  Pyotr bent and kissed Vera’s lips. He was calm as he looked up at the medical attendants with their equipment, introduced himself, and gave instructions for the body to be taken to the

  medical centre for the last formalities. With his wife’s death, the enchantment was broken. Dr Sakhvadze put aside the morbid fancy that had taken hold of poor Vera and himself and resumed

  rational thinking. The promise? Mere comfort for a dying woman. Little Tamara would stay home where she belonged with her father, the distinguished head of the Sochi Institute of Mental Health.

  Later, after the child had received appropriate therapy to assuage grief, they would scatter Vera’s ashes together over the calm sea. But for the present, it would be best if Tamara was

  spared . . .




  When Pyotr came at last to his home that evening, the old housekeeper greeted him with eyes that were red from weeping and a frightened, apologetic manner. ‘She forced me to do it, Comrade

  Doctor! It wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t help it!’




  ‘What are you babbling about?’ he barked. ‘You haven’t broken the news to the child, have you? Not after I instructed you to leave it to me?’




  ‘I didn’t! I swear I said nothing, but somehow . . . the little one knew! No sooner had I put the telephone down after your call, than she came into the room weeping. She said,

  “I know what has happened, Mamushka. My mother is dead. I told her not to go on the trip. Now I will have to go away.” ’




  ‘Idiot!’ shouted the doctor. ‘She must have overheard something!’




  ‘I swear! I swear not! Her knowledge was uncanny. Terrible! After an hour or so she became very calm and remained so for the rest of the day. But before going to bed tonight she –

  she forced me to do it! You must believe me!’ Burying her face in her apron, the housekeeper rushed away.




  Pyotr Sakhvadze went to his daughter’s room, where he found her sleeping peacefully. At the foot of Tamara’s bed were two large valises, packed and ready to go. Her plush bear,

  Misha, sat on top of them.




  The Lake Ritsa Road followed the Bzyb River gorge into the low range called the Bzybskiy Khrebet, a humid wilderness thick with hanging vines and ferns and misted by

  waterfalls. At one place, Tamara pointed off into the forest and said, ‘In there is a cave. People lived there and dreamed when the ice came.’ Again, as they passed some ruins:

  ‘Here a prince of the old ones had his fortress. He guarded the way against soul-enemies more than a thousand years ago, but the small minds overcame him and the old ones were scattered far

  and wide.’ And when they arrived at a small lake, glowing azure even under a suddenly cloudy sky: ‘The lake is that colour because its bottom is made of a precious blue stone. Long ago

  the old ones dug up the stone from the hills around the lake and made jewellery from it. But now all that’s left is underwater, where people can’t get at it.’




  ‘How does she know this?’ muttered Pyotr. ‘She is only five and she has never been in this region. God help me – it’s enough to make one take Vasiliev’s

  mentalist nonsense seriously!’




  Up beyond the power station the paved route continued directly to Lake Ritsa via the Gega River gorge; but the storekeeper had told Pyotr to be on the lookout for an obscure side road just

  beyond the big bridge, one that angled off eastward, following the main channel of the Bzyb. He slowed the car to a snail’s pace and vainly scanned the dense woods. Finally he pulled off on

  to the exiguous verge and said to Tamara:




  ‘You see? There’s nothing here at all. No road to your fairytale village. I was told that the turning was here, but there’s no trace of it. We’ll have to go

  back.’




  She sat holding Misha the plush bear, and she was smiling for the first time since Vera’s death. ‘I love it here, Papa! They’re telling us, “Welcome!” They say to

  go on just a bit more. Please.’




  He didn’t want to, but he did. And the featureless wall of green parted to reveal a double-rut track all clogged and overhung with ferns and sedges and ground-ivy. There was no signpost,

  no milestone, no indication that the way was anything more than a disused logging road.




  ‘That can’t be it,’ Pyotr exclaimed. ‘If we go in there, we’ll rip the bottom right out of the car!’




  Tamara laughed. ‘No we won’t. Not if we go slow.’ She clambered into the front seat. ‘I want to be here with you where I can see everything – and so does Misha.

  Let’s go!’




  ‘Fasten your seat belt,’ the doctor sighed.




  Shifting into the lowest gear, Pyotr turned off. The wilderness engulfed them, and for the next two hours they bounced and crawled through a cloud-forest of dripping beeches and tall conifers,

  testing the suspension of the Volga sedan to the utmost. The track traversed mountain bogs on a narrow surface of rotting puncheons and spanned brawling streams on log bridges that rumbled

  ominously as the car inched across. Then they came to a section of the road that was hewn from living rock and snaked up the gorge at horrific gradients. Pyotr drove with sweat pouring down the

  back of his neck while Tamara, delighted with the spectacular view, peered out of her window at the foaming rapids of the Bzyb below. After they had gone more than thirty-five kilometres the canyon

  narrowed so greatly that Pyotr despaired. There could not possibly be human habitation in such a desolate place! Perhaps they had missed a turning somewhere back in the mist-blanketed woods.




  ‘Just five minutes more,’ he warned his daughter. ‘If we don’t find signs of life in another kilometre or so, we’re giving up.’




  But suddenly they began to ascend a series of switchbacks leading out of the gorge. At the top the landscape opened miraculously to a verdant plateau girt with forested uplands that soared in

  the east to snowy Mount Pshysh, thirty-eight hundred metres high, source of the turbulent Bzyb. The track improved, winding through alpine meadows down into a deep valley guarded by stands of black

  Caucasian pine. Stone walls now marked the boundaries of small cultivated fields and in the pastures were flocks of goats and sheep. The track dead-ended in a cluster of white-painted buildings

  sheltered by enormous old oak trees. Twenty or thirty adults stood waiting in a tight group as Pyotr drove the last half kilometre into Verkhnyaya Bzyb and braked to a stop in a cloud of dust.




  In this place the sun shone and the air had an invigorating sparkle. Weak with fatigue and tension, Pyotr sat unable to move. A tall stately figure detached itself from the gathering of

  villagers and approached the sedan. It was a very old man with a princely bearing, dressed in the festive regalia of the Abkhazian hills: black karakul hat, black Cossack-style coat, breeches,

  polished boots, a white neck-scarf, and a silver-trimmed belt with a long knife carried in an ornamented silver scabbard with blue stones. His smiling face was creased with countless wrinkles. He

  had a white moustache and black brows above deep-set, piercing eyes. Eyes like Vera’s.




  ‘Welcome,’ the elder said. ‘I am Seliac Eshba, the great-great-grandfather of your late wife. She left us under sad circumstances. But her marriage to you was happy and

  fruitful, and I perceive that you, Pyotr Sergeyevich Sakhvadze, also share the blood and soul of the old ones – even though you are unaware of it. This gives us a double cause to rejoice in

  your coming.’




  Pyotr, craning out the car window at the old man, managed to mumble some response to the greeting. He unsnapped his seat belt and Tamara’s and opened the car door. Seliac Eshba held it

  with courtesy, then started around to Tamara’s side; but the little girl had already opened her door and bounded out, still keeping a tight grip on Misha the bear. At that same moment more

  than a dozen young children carrying bouquets of late-summer flowers dashed out from behind the crowd of adults calling Tamara’s name.




  She ran to meet them, shouting gleefully. ‘Nadya! Zurab! Ksenia! It’s me! I’m finally here! Hello, Akaky – what pretty flowers. I’m so hungry I could almost eat

  them! But first, take me to the little house before I burst!’ Giggling and chattering, the children led Tamara away.




  Pyotr, white-faced, said to Seliac, ‘She knows their names! Holy Mother, she knows their names.’




  ‘Your daughter is very special,’ Seliac said. ‘We will care for her like a precious jewel. Be of good heart, grandson. I’ll tell you everything you must know about us in

  due time. But first let me take you to a place where you can refresh yourself after your long drive. Then we invite you to join us for the special meal that we have prepared in your honour –

  and Tamara’s.’




  It was not until the middle of the afternoon that the last toast was raised by Great-Great-Grandfather Seliac, the tamadar.




  ‘To the soul – which now must pass from the old ones to the young!’




  ‘To the soul!’ chorused the banqueting villagers, lifting their glasses. But then Dariya Abshili, who was Tamara’s great-great-aunt and the chief organizer of the feast,

  exclaimed: ‘Hold! The children must also drink this time.’




  ‘Yes, yes, the children!’ everybody shouted. The young ones, who had been segregated at their own table in the outdoor dining pavilion where they bounced up and down and celebrated

  in their own fashion during the long meal, now left their seats and filed solemnly up to stand on either side of Seliac. Grand-Uncle Valeryan Abshili, a stalwart of seventy years, poured a small

  portion of rich Buket Abkhaziy wine into each child’s glass, coming finally to Tamara, who had the place of honour closest to Seliac. The old man bent and kissed the girl’s brow, then

  let his electric gaze sweep over the assembly.




  ‘Let us drink now to the soul . . . and to this little one, the daughter of our poor lost Vera, who is destined to announce our ancient secret to the world and open the door to

  peace.’




  This time the villagers responded without words. Pyotr, befuddled with a surfeit of wine and food, was surprised to find that he had no difficulty at all hearing them:




  To the soul. To Tamara. To the secret. To peace.




  They drank, and there was much cheering and clapping, and a few of the oldest women wiped their eyes. Then the indefatigable Dariya began to direct the clearing of the table. Younger men drifted

  off to attend to certain necessary chores before the next phase of the celebration, which would include dancing and singing. Old folks ambled out of the open-air shelter to take their ease, the men

  replenishing their pipes and the women gossiping softly, like pigeons. When Pyotr thought to look about in search of Tamara, he discovered that she had run off into the golden sunshine together

  with the other youngsters. A pang of loss touched his heart as he realized that she belonged to the village now. She was part of the soul.




  Seliac arose from the table and beckoned Pyotr to come for a stroll. ‘There are still some questions of yours that I must answer, grandson. And a few that I would ask you.’




  They followed a path among the houses that led into a grove of venerable walnut trees, their branches heavy with green-husked fruit. Pyotr said, ‘I will have to begin my return journey

  soon. The thought of negotiating that road in darkness freezes my balls.’




  ‘But you must stay the night! I offer you my own bed.’




  ‘You are very kind,’ Pyotr said with distant formality. ‘But I must return to my duties in Sochi. There are patients at the Institute for Mental Health requiring my urgent

  attention. I bear heavy responsibilities and the – the loss of Vera will make my workload that much greater until adjustments can be made.’




  ‘She was your comrade as well as your wife.’ The old man nodded slowly. ‘I understand. You were well suited to each other both in temperament and in the blood. Instinctively,

  Vera chose well even as she defied us. The ways of God are ingenious.’




  The two walked in silence for a few minutes. Somewhere a horse whinnied and children let out squeals of laughter. Then the old man asked, ‘Are you of Georgian heritage entirely, grandson?

  Your flame-coloured hair and fair complexion suggest the Cherkess.’




  ‘I am descended from both races,’ Pyotr said stiffly. His spectacular hair, now mercifully greying, had been somewhat of an embarrassment to him throughout his professional life. He

  had passed it on to Tamara, who gloried in it.




  ‘The Caucasian people are all rich in soul,’ Seliac observed, ‘even though some of the tribes scanted its nurturing as modern ways overcame the ancient customs . . . And is it

  not true that one of your ancestors belonged to a group even more brilliantly ensouled than the folk of Apsny? I am speaking of the Rom. The Wanderers.’




  Pyotr looked startled. ‘There was an old scandal whispered about my maternal grandmother, that she had been impregnated by a gypsy lover before her marriage. But how you should

  know that—’




  ‘Oh, grandson,’ laughed the 123-year-old patriarch of Verkhnyaya Bzyb. ‘Surely you have guessed by now why I know it, just as you know what kind of special human being your

  late wife was, and what your daughter is, and why you were commanded to bring her to us.’




  Pyotr stopped dead, turning away from the old man in a fury, willing himself to be sober again, free of the thrall of this bewitched village Vera had rebelled against so many years earlier, when

  she had run away to the Black Sea Coast and civilization . . .




  ‘Vera left us,’ Seliac said, ‘because she did not love the man we chose to be her husband. And she took seriously the tenets of dialectical materialism presented in the

  school-books, with their naive, romantic view of the perfectability of human nature through a mere socialist revolution. Vera came to believe that our ancient soul-way was superstition, reactionary

  and elitist, contravening the basic socialist philosophy. And so she denied her birthright and went to Sochi just before the Great Patriotic War. She threw herself into hospital work and studies,

  remained a valiant maiden, and seemed wed to Party loyalty and her profession of healing. She almost managed to forget what she had been, as others have done when distracted by the turmoil of

  modern times. Over the years we called out to her, but there was never an answer. We mourned her as lost. But all unknown to us, quite late in life she had found you, her ideal mate, and when she

  was forty-two your marvellous child was born.’




  ‘Tamara . . .’




  Pyotr still refused to face the village elder. He stood on the stony bank of a brook at the edge of the walnut grove, looking over the countryside. The steep little fields and pastures were a

  green and golden patchwork on the slopes. Crowded against their low rock walls were hundreds of white-painted hives, piled high like miniature apartment complexes, the homes of mild-tempered

  Caucasian bees that flew about everywhere gathering late-season nectar for the aromatic honey that provided the village with its principal income. Thyme was still blooming, and hogweed and melilot

  and red clover, filling the crisp air with fragrance. Grasshoppers sang their last song of doom before the frost, which had already whitened the highest northern ridges below the spine of the

  Bokovoi Range. It was here in these mountains that Jason had sought the Golden Fleece; and here that Prometheus stole the divine fire; and here that defiant tribes guided by sturdy centenarians

  withstood wave after wave of conquering outlanders: Apsny, Land of the Soul, a place of legends, where human minds were said to accomplish wonders that conventional science deemed impossible! But

  not all scientists scoffed, Pyotr recalled. There were other believers besides the egregious Vasiliev. The great Nikolai Nikolayevich Semyonov, who had won the 1956 Nobel Prize for Chemistry, had

  spoken in favour of psychic research, and it was studied seriously in Britain and America. But even if such things as telepathy and psychokinesis did exist, did they have pragmatic

  value?




  Seliac Eshba bent and picked up a green walnut fruit from the ground.




  ‘Does this?’ he inquired, his dark eyes twinkling. ‘It is a thing with a tough husk; and if you break into it, it stains the fingers badly, and then there is a second inner

  shell that must be cracked before the meat is reached. But the walnut is sweet and nourishing, and if a man is patient and long-sighted he may even plant it in the ground and someday reap a

  thousandfold.’ Seliac scrutinized the green ball and frowned. ‘Ouff! A weevil has been at this one.’ Cocking his arm, he flung the useless thing over the brook into the pasture.

  ‘Perhaps the goats will eat it . . . but for the finest trees, one must choose the best possible seed.’




  ‘As you have?’ Pyotr’s laugh was bitter. ‘You draw a striking analogy. But even if it’s a valid one . . . Tamara is only one little girl.’




  ‘But a mental titan. And there are others – not many yet, but increasing in numbers – all over the world.’




  Pyotr whirled about to lock eyes with the village elder. ‘You can’t possibly know that!’




  ‘We do know.’




  ‘I suppose you claim some kind of telepathy—’




  ‘Only a little of that, and not over great distances. The real knowledge comes because of our close rapport with the earth, with her seasons and rhythms, those of the year and those of the

  aeon. This land round about you with its hidden fertile valleys and secret caves is the place where humanity first learned to dream. Yes! It happened here, in the Caucasus, as the great winter

  ebbed and flowed and primitive people honed their minds yearning for the glories of spring. The hardships they endured forced them towards the long fruition. Do you know that walnut trees will not

  bear fruit in the tropics? They need the winter. In the old days, they needed it twice! Once to stimulate the fruit to form, and again to rot the thick husks so that the inner nut would be set free

  to germinate. Our human cycle is much longer, but we, too, have passed through our first great winter and attained the power of self-reflection. Over the ages our minds have ripened slowly, giving

  us greater and greater mastery over the physical world, and over our lower nature.’
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