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  PROLOGUE




  Kauai, Hawaii, Earth


  12 August 2113




  He knew it had to be some kind of miracle – perhaps one programmed by Saint Jack the Bodiless himself. The misty rain of the Alakai Swamp ceased, the gray sky that

  had persisted all day broke open suddenly and flaunted glorious expanses of blue, a huge rainbow haloed Mount Waialeale over to the east . . . and a bird began to sing.




  Batège! That bird – could it be the one? After four futile days?




  The tall, skinny old man dropped to his knees in the muck, slipped out of his backpack straps, and let the pack fall into the tussocks of dripping grass. Muttering in the Canuck patois of

  northern New England, he pulled his little audiospectrograph from its waterproof pouch with fingers that trembled from excitement and hit the RECORD pad. The hidden songster

  warbled on. The old man pressed SEEK. The device’s computer compared the recorded birdsong with that of 42,429 avian species (Indigenous Terrestrial, Indigenous

  Exotic, Introduced, Retroevolved, and Bioengineered) stored in its data files. The MATCH light blinked on and the instrument’s tiny display read:




  O’O-A’A (MOHO BRACCATUS).


  ONLY ON ISL OF KAUAI, EARTH. IT. VS.




  The man said to himself: Damn right you’re Very Scarce. Even rarer than the satanic nightjar or the miniature tit-babbler! But I gotcha at last, p’tit merdeux, toi.




  The song cut off and a discordant keet-keet rang out. Something black with flashes of chrome yellow erupted from the moss-hung shrubs on the left side of the trail, flew toward a clump

  of stunted lehua makanoe trees 20 meters away, and disappeared.




  The old man choked back a penitent groan. Quel bondieu d’imbécile – he’d frightened it with some inadvertent telepathic gaucherie! And now it was gone, and his feeble

  metapsychic seekersense was incapable of locating its faint life-aura in broad daylight. Everything now depended upon the camera.




  Taking care to project only the most soothing and amiable vibes, he hastily stowed away the Sonagram machine, uncased a digital image recorder with a thermal targeter attached, and began

  anxiously scanning the trees. Wisps of vapor streamed up, drawn by the tropical sun. The sweet anise scent of mokihana berries mingled with that of rotting vegetation. The Alakai Swamp of Kauai in

  the Hawaiian Islands was an eerie place, the wettest spot on Earth, a plateau over 1200 meters high where the annual rainfall often exceeded 15 meters. The swamp was also home to some of

  Earth’s rarest birds, and it attracted hardy human students of avifauna from all over the Galactic Milieu.




  The old man, whose name was Rogatien Remillard, knew the island well, having first come to it back in 2052, when his great-grandnephew Jack, whom he called Ti-Jean, was newborn with a body that

  seemed perfectly normal. Jack’s mother Teresa, rest her poor soul, had needed a sunny place to recuperate after hiding out in the snowbound Megapod Reserve of British Columbia, and the island

  afforded a perfect refuge for the three of them.




  Rogi had returned to Kauai many times since then, most recently four days earlier, for reasons that had seemed compelling at the time.




  Well, perhaps he’d imbibed just a tad too much Wild Turkey as he celebrated the completion of another section of his memoirs . . .




  Crafty in his cups, he had decided to get out of town before his Lylmik nemesis could catch up with him and force him to continue the work. He’d done a damned good job so far, if he did

  say so himself – and he might as well, since only God knew when any other natural human being would ever get to read what he’d written.




  Even though he was drunk as a skunk, Rogi had wit enough to toss a few clothes and things into his egg, climb in, and program the navigator for automatic Vee-route flight from New Hampshire to

  Kauai. Then he had passed out. When he awoke he found his aircraft in a holding pattern above the island. He was hungover but lucid, with no idea why his unconscious mind had chosen this particular

  destination. But not to worry! His old hobby of ornithology, neglected for more than a decade, kicked in with a brilliant notion. He could backpack into the Alakai Swamp, where he might possibly

  see and photograph the single remaining indigenous Hawaiian bird species he had never set eyes upon. He landed the rhocraft at Koke’e Lodge, rented the necessary equipment, and set out.




  And now, had he found the friggerty critter only to lose it through gross stupidity? Had he scared it off into the trackless wilderness of the swamp, where he didn’t dare follow for fear

  of getting lost? He was a piss-poor metapsychic operant at best, totally lacking in the ultrasensory pathfinding skills of the more powerful heads, and the Alakai was a remote and lonely place. It

  would be humiliating to get trapped armpit-deep in some muck-hole and have to call the lodge to send in a rescuer. Still, if he was careful to go only a few steps off the trail, he might still snag

  the prize.




  He skirted a pool bordered with brown, white, and orange lichens, then peered through the camera eyepiece from a fresh vantage point. The luminous bull’s-eye of the thermal detector shone

  wanly green in futility. Despair began to cloud his previous mood of elation. The very last bird on his Hawaiian Audubon Checklist, forfeit because he’d failed to control his doddering

  mindpowers—




  No! Dieu du ciel, there it was! He’d moved just enough so that the infrared targeter, preset to the parameters of the prey, could zero in on it as it sat mostly concealed behind the trunk

  of a diminutive tree. The bull’s-eye blinked triumphant scarlet. The old man cut out the targeter, cautiously shifted position once more, and the bird was clearly revealed in the

  camera’s viewfinder: a chunky black creature 20 cents long, seeming to stare fiercely at him from its perch on the scraggly lehua tree. Tufts of brilliant yellow feathers adorned its upper

  legs like gaudy knickers peeping out from beneath an otherwise somber avian outfit. The bird flicked its pointed tail as if annoyed at having been disturbed and the old man experienced a rush of

  pure joy.




  It was the rarest of all nonretroevolved Hawaiian birds, with a name that tripped ludicrously from the tongues of Standard English speakers: the elusive o’o-a’a!




  Nearly beside himself, the old birdwatcher used the imager zoom control, composed his shot, and pressed the video activator. Before he could take a second picture the o’o-a’a

  repeated its double-noted alarm call almost derisively, spread its wings, and flew off in the direction of Mount Waialeale.




  The rainbow had faded as a new batch of dark clouds rolled in from the east. In another fifteen minutes or so the sun would set behind the twisted dwarf forest and the Hawaiian night would slam

  down with its usual abruptness. He had barely found the bird in time.




  He touched the PRINT pad of the camera. A few seconds later, a durofilm photo with exquisite color detail slipped out of the instrument into his hand. He stared at the

  precious picture, now curiously dispassionate, and heaved a sigh as he unzipped his rain jacket and tucked the trophy into the breast pocket of his shirt.




  A voice spoke to him from out of the steamy air:




  What’s this, Uncle Rogi? In a melancholy mood after your great triumph?




  Rogatien Remillard looked up in surprise, then growled a halfhearted Franco-American epithet. ‘Merde de merde . . . so you couldn’t let me celebrate my hundred-and-sixty-eighth

  birthday in peace, eh, Ghost?’




  The voice was gently chiding: You have done so – and received a fine present besides.




  ‘You didn’t!’ the old man exclaimed indignantly. ‘You didn’t chivvy that poor little bird here on purpose, just so I’d find it—’




  Certainly not. What do you take me for?




  ‘Hah! I take you for an exotic bully, mon cher fantôme, that’s what. Not even a week since I turned off the transcriber, and here you are breathing down my neck. Go ahead: deny

  that you came to nag me to get on with my memoirs.’




  I don’t deny it, Uncle Rogi. And I realize that the work is hard for you. But it’s necessary that you resume writing the family chronicle without delay. It must be completed before

  this year is out.




  ‘Why the tearing hurry? Does your goddam Lylmik crystal ball foresee that I’m gonna kick the bucket come New Year’s Eve? Is that why you keep the pressure on? I’ve had a

  sneaking suspicion about that ever since I finished the Intervention section. You and your almighty schemes! What’s the plan? You squeeze my poor old failing brain like a sponge, then toss me

  on the discard heap once you get what you want?’




  Nonsense. How many times must I tell you? You are immune to the normal processes of human aging and degenerative disease. You have the self-rejuvenating gene complex, just as all the other

  Remillards do.




  ‘Except Ti-Jean!’ Rogi snapped. ‘Anyway . . . I could always be destined to die in some accident that you and your gang of galactic snoops in Orb prolepticate, and

  that’s why the mad rush.’




  The sky was completely overcast again and the tussocks of sedge and makaloa grass rippled in the rising wind. More rain was imminent. Turning his back upon the region from which the disembodied

  voice came, Rogi went squishing through the mire to retrieve his abandoned backpack. He hauled it up, mud-splattered and dripping.




  ‘Damn slavedriver. If you really did give a hoot about me, you’d do something about this mess.’




  The pack was instantly clean, dry, and as crisp and unfaded as the day Rogi had purchased it from the outfitting store in Hanover, New Hampshire, eighty-four years earlier. His initials newly

  adorned the belt buckle, which had once been homely black plass but now appeared to have been transmuted into solid gold.




  The old man let loose a splutter of laughter. ‘Show-off! But thanks, anyway.’




  De rien, said the Ghost. Consider it a small incentive. A birthday present. Hau’oli la hanau!




  Rogi frowned. ‘Seriously, though. My bookshop business is getting shot all to hell with me taking so much time off for writing. And I don’t mind telling you that rehashing this

  ancient history is getting more and more depressing. There’s a whole parcel of stuff I’d just as soon forget. And if you had a scintilla of pride, you’d want to forget it,

  too.’




  The personage known to Rogi as the Remillard Family Ghost and to the Galactic Milieu as Atoning Unifex, Overlord of the Lylmik, was silent for some minutes. Then It said:




  The truth about the Remillards and their intimate associates must be made available to every mind in the Galaxy. I’ve tried to make this clear to you from the very beginning.

  You’re a unique individual, Uncle Rogi. You know things the historians of the Milieu never suspected. Things that even I have no inkling of . . . such as the identity of the malignant entity

  called Fury.




  The old man paused in adjusting his pack straps and looked over his shoulder with an expression of blank incredulity. ‘You don’t know who Fury was? You’re not omniscient after

  all?’




  Rogi, Rogi! How many times must I tell you that I am not God, not even some sort of metapsychic recording angel – in spite of the silly nickname that was given me! I am only a Lylmik who

  was once a man, six million long years ago. And I have very little time left.




  ‘Jésus!’ Rogi’s eyes widened in sudden comprehension. ‘You! Not me at all. You. . .’




  Abruptly, the rain began to fall again; but this time it was not the gentle drizzle called ua noe that usually cloaked the Alakai Swamp but a hammering tropical deluge. Rogi stood stark still in

  the midst of the downpour, transfixed by his invisible companion’s words, seeming to be unaware that he had neglected to pull up the hood of his rain jacket. Water streamed from his sodden

  gray hair into his eyes.




  ‘You,’ he said again. ‘Ah, mon fils, why didn’t you tell me before, when you came to me at the winter carnival after the long years of silence? Why did you let me rave

  on, resisting your wishes, making a fool of myself?’




  The mind of the Lylmik Overlord erected a transparent psychocreative umbrella over Rogi, but tears mingled with rain continued to flow down the old man’s cheeks. He reached out awkwardly

  to the empty air.




  The Ghost said: Keaku Cave is nearby. Let’s get out of the wet.




  Rogi was conscious of no movement, but he found himself suddenly within a fern-curtained grotto, sitting on a chunk of weathered lava in front of a small, brisk fire of hapu’u stems.

  Outside, a torrential storm battered the high plateau, but he was miraculously dry again. What was more, the profound grief that had pierced him seemed to have receded and he felt embraced by a

  great peace. He knew that the paradoxical being who had haunted him since he was five years old – the person whom he both loved and feared – had meddled once again with his mind,

  short-circuiting emotions that would have interfered with Its plans.




  The lava cave the Ghost had brought him into was the site of ancient mysteries sacred to the local Hawaiians, all but inaccessible to foot travelers. None of the hikers or birdwatchers or

  botanical hobbyists who came to the Alakai Swamp dared to visit the place. It was kapu – forbidden – and said to be protected by powerful operant Hawaiians claiming descent from the

  kahuna magicians of ancient Polynesia.




  Rogi had entered Keaku Cave only once before, not quite fifty-nine years ago. On that day in the fall of 2054, just after the Human Polity had finally been granted full citizenship in the

  galactic confederation, he and the teenaged Marc Remillard and young Jack the Bodiless had flown to the Alakai in a rhocraft, accompanied by the kahuna woman Malama Johnson. Their mission was to

  remove the ashes of the boys’ mother that had been sequestered in the cave a year earlier according to Malama’s solemn instructions. Rogi and the boys had found the interior of Keaku

  Cave mysteriously decorated with leis of gorgeous island flowers and fragrant berries. The box containing Teresa Kendall’s ashes was as clean and dry as it had been when they left it.




  Sitting in the cave now, knowing that the unseen Lylmik Overlord lurked close at hand, the old man seemed once again to smell the anise scent of mokihana. He remembered Marc, a stalwart

  sixteen-year-old, and Ti-Jean, apparently only a precocious toddler, on their knees beside the small polished pine box holding their mother’s remains. They had asked Rogi to carry the urn to

  their waiting rhocraft, since he had been her protector during the greatest crisis of her life.




  Teresa’s ashes had been scattered over the green tropical ridges and canyons on a day of resplendent rainbows. In the years that followed, Jack the Bodiless returned often to the island of

  Kauai, visiting his great friend Malama and eventually making his home there, bringing his bride to the place he loved more than any on Earth. But Marc Remillard had never set foot on the island

  again.




  ‘Are you glad?’ Rogi asked abruptly. ‘Glad it’s almost over?’




  The Ghost’s reply was slow in coming:




  I had feared that I was fated to live until the very consummation of the universe. Fortunately, it didn’t come to that, even though God knows I richly deserved it.




  ‘Tommyrot! You sincerely believed that the Metapsychic Rebellion was morally justified. Hell, so did I! Back then, lots of decent people had serious doubts about Unity. Maybe not to the

  point of going to war, but—’




  My principal motive for leading the Rebellion had nothing to do with the Unity controversy. I instigated an interstellar war because the Milieu condemned my Mental Man project . . . because it

  rejected my vision for accelerating the mental and physical evolution of humanity. With me, Unity was only a side issue.




  Rogi looked up from the fire in surprise. ‘Is that a fact! You know, I never was too sure just what that Mental Man thing was all about.’




  The Ghost’s tone was ironic: Neither were most of my Rebel associates. If they had known, they might not have followed me.




  ‘And the Mental Man project was – was so wrong that—’




  Not wrong, Rogi. Evil . . . There’s a considerable difference. It took me many years to recognize how monstrous my scheme actually was, to understand just what kind of galactic

  catastrophe my pride and arrogance might have brought about.




  ‘It didn’t happen,’ Rogi said very quietly.




  No, said the Ghost, but there remained a grave necessity for me to atone, to make up for the damage I had done to the evolving Mind of the Universe. My sojourn in the Duat Galaxy was a partial

  reparation, but incomplete. The evil had taken place here, in the Milky Way. The Duat labors were exciting, satisfying – joyous, even – because Elizabeth shared them with me and helped

  me to fully understand my own heart. Before we came together, my self was unintegrated; I had no true notion of what love meant.




  ‘I don’t agree,’ the old man said stubbornly. ‘Neither would Jack.’




  The Ghost was not to be sidetracked. It continued:




  When the Duat work was done, Elizabeth was weary and ready to pass on. She begged me to follow her into the peace and light of the Cosmic All . . . but I could not.




  Instead, I felt compelled to return here. Alone, cut off from every mind that had loved me and from the consoling Unity I had known in Duat, I undertook what I judged was my true penance: to

  assist the maturation of our own Galactic Mind.




  Through years that seemed without end I guided one promising planet after another, cajoling civilization from barbarism, altruism from savagery. Of course I could not truly coerce the developing

  races of the Milky Way. I only assisted the inevitable complexification of the World Mind that accompanies life’s evolution.




  I made many ghastly mistakes.




  Can you conceive of the doubts that assailed me, Rogi, the fear that I might have succumbed to a hubris even more immense than that which originally obsessed me? No . . . I see that you

  can’t understand. Never mind, mon oncle. Only believe me. It was a terrible time. Le bon dieu is as silent and invisible to the likes of me as he is to any other material being. I could not

  help but ask myself if I was committing a fresh sin of pride in thinking that my assistance was needed.




  Was I helping the Galactic Mind, or merely meddling with evolution again, as I had been when I tried to engender Mental Man?




  Our galaxy has so many planets with thinking creatures! Yet so few – so pathetically few! – ever achieved any sort of social or mental maturity under my guidance, much less the

  coadunation of the higher mindpowers that leads to Unity. But finally, perhaps in spite of my efforts rather than as a result of them, I found success. The Lylmik were the first minds to Unify, and

  I adopted their peculiar race as my own. Then, aeons later, the Krondaku also achieved coadunation.




  After that came a great hiatus, and I feared that my infant Galactic Milieu was doomed to eventual stagnation and death. But le divin humoriste elevated the preposterous Gi race to metapsychic

  operancy against all odds (the Krondaku were deeply scandalized) and not long after that the Mind of the engaging little Poltroyans matured as well. The Simbiari were accepted into the Milieu next,

  even though they were imperfectly Unified. And suddenly there seemed almost to be an evolutionary explosion of intelligent beings, burgeoning on planet after planet – not yet ready for

  induction into our confederation, but nevertheless making great progress.




  One of the less likely worlds in this group was Earth.




  Knowing what I do, I overruled the consensus that rejected the human race as a candidate for Intervention. The result was the Metapsychic Rebellion, a towering disaster that metamorphosed into

  triumph. And now the Mind of this galaxy stands poised at the brink of a great expansion you cannot begin to imagine . . .




  ‘Are you going to tell me about that?’ Rogi asked.




  I cannot. My own role in the drama is nearly complete and my proleptic vision fails as my life approaches its end. Assisting you to write the cautionary family history will be my last bit of

  personal intervention. Others will oversee the destiny of this Galactic Mind henceforth and guide it to the fullness of Unity that is so very, very close.




  The old man fed the fire with an armful of tree fern stalks as Atoning Unifex fell silent. The swirling smoke seemed to slide away from a certain region near the cave entrance.

  Out of the corner of his eye (his mental sight perceived nothing) Rogi caught occasional hints of a spectral form standing there.




  ‘What next, mon fantôme? You gonna snatch me back to New Hampshire through the gray limbo like you did the last time, on Denali?’




  Would you rather write the Diamond Mask story here on Kauai?




  Rogi brightened. ‘You know, I think I would! She and Ti-Jean did honeymoon here, after all.’




  There is also the matter of the Hydra attack that took place here.




  Rogi’s brow tightened. ‘Maudit – why’d you have to remind me about them?’ He fumbled with the side compartment of his backpack and took out an old

  leather-bound flask. Unscrewing the cap, he tossed down a healthy slug of bourbon. ‘To do a proper job on Dorothée’s early life, I’ll have to tell all about those poor,

  perverted bastards. Just remembering ’em turns my stomach.’ He took another snort.




  The Ghost said: I can alleviate your gastric distress more efficiently than whiskey can, if you’ll permit the liberty.




  Rogi gave a bark of nervous laughter. ‘And will you be able to flush my skull of Fury dreams, too?’




  The Lylmik’s thought-tone was wry: I’ve had experience with them myself, as you may recall. I’ll build you a protective mental shield—




  ‘Hey! Now wait just a damn minute!’




  The Ghost was insistent: It can be done while you sleep, so you’ll have no experience of invasion whatsoever. I can leave all your precious neuroses intact, but you must permit me to

  install the dream-filter. It would be the height of ingratitude on my part if your writing chores precipitated anxiety and a fresh bout of alcohol abuse. You will suffer no nightmares, I promise.

  We Lylmik are the most skilled redactors in the universe.




  ‘Oh, yeah? Then where the hell were you when Fury and his Hydras were doing their metapsychic vampire act back in those thrilling days of yesteryear?’




  Our interference would not have been appropriate at that time. The crimes of those entities, heinous as they were, were necessary to the evolution of Higher Reality, just as the Metapsychic

  Rebellion was.




  ‘I,’ the old man declared wearily, ‘do not give a rat’s ass for the Higher Reality. Or the Lower, for that matter.’ He lifted the flask again.




  Rogi—




  ‘All right! Go ahead and fix my brain so I don’t go apeshit after dredging up those old horrors. But don’t you dare try to do me any favors plugging in Unity programs or any

  other Lylmik fimfammery.’




  The phantom in the cave’s darkened entrance now seemed to be approaching the fire, and Rogi stared in fascination at the way the smoke wafted about the invisible form. As the Lylmik mind

  spoke soothingly and the liquor did its work, the old man suddenly caught his breath. For an instant, he thought he’d glimpsed a man’s face there in the shadows – one he

  remembered all too clearly. He surged to his feet, calling out a name, and tried to throw his arms about the evanescent shape; but he embraced only a cloud of smoke. His eyes began to sting, and he

  pulled a bandanna handkerchief from his hip pocket and blew his nose, subsiding back onto his rocky seat




  The Ghost said: Vas-y doucement, mon oncle bien-aimé! Think only of the memoirs. When you complete them, I’ll be able to go in peace.




  The old man mopped at his eyes. ‘Batège! Who’d have thought I’d get all soppy over you? A goddam figment of my goddam booze-pickled imagination! That’s

  what Denis and Paul always said you were. Merde alors, it makes more sense for me to believe that than the cosmic bullshit you’ve been dishing out.’




  If it makes you more comfortable, by all means believe it.




  ‘I’ll make up my own mind what to believe,’ the old man muttered perversely. Then he asked: ‘Where do you think I should settle in to do the writing? Down at the old

  Kendall place in Poipu?’




  I have a better suggestion. How about Elaine Donovan’s lodge near Pohakumano? It’s at a high enough elevation to be cool, and no vacationing Remillards are likely to bother you

  there, as they well might down at the coast. The house is isolated and it has been kept in excellent condition by caretakers, even though Elaine has not visited it for many years. You’d find

  it very comfortable and much quieter than Hanover in the summertime.




  ‘Elaine . . .’ Rogi’s face stiffened. ‘I didn’t know she had a vacation house on Kauai. But she was Teresa’s grandmother, of course.’




  I can arrange to have your transcriber and any other personal items you might need brought over from New Hampshire. Even your cat, Marcel, if you like.




  ‘I – I don’t think I better stay at Elaine’s place.’




  The thought of her still brings you pain?




  ‘No, not anymore.’




  Then use her house. You know she wouldn’t mind.




  The old man sighed. What did it matter, after all? ‘All right. Whatever you say. Bring my stuff and old Fur-Face, too. And a stock of decent food and liquor.’ He stretched, easing

  his aching muscles. It had been a long day, and now it was pitch black outside and the rain was pouring down harder than ever. ‘I don’t suppose I could spend the night here in the cave,

  could I?’




  Do you wish to?




  Rogi shrugged. ‘It feels real good in here. Metasafe! If I’m going to stay on the island, I guess I’ll have to ask Malama Johnson to tell me more about this place. Funny thing

  – when you and I first brought Teresa’s ashes here after the funeral Mass at St. Raphael’s in the cane fields, Malama seemed to think you’d been here before.’




  [Laughter.] Kahunas know too much. They are an anomalous type of human metapsychic operant, as any Krondak evaluator will tell you . . . And now, why don’t you make yourself something to

  eat and then get some sleep. I have other matters to attend to and I must leave you for a time. I’ll come and collect you in the morning.




  ‘Suit yourself,’ said Rogi, and opened his backpack.




  Even though there was no discernible physical manifestation, the old man was aware that the Family Ghost had abruptly vanished. Shaking his head, Rogi took out packets of gamma-stabilized food

  and a tiny microwave stove and began to prepare a Kauaian-style supper of chicken-feet appetizers, fried rice, Spam, pineapple upside-down cake, and lilikoi punch. As he ate, the small mystery of

  why he had been drawn to Kauai also seemed to resolve itself. The birds, of course. The island had always been a magnet for amateur ornithologists like himself.




  And like Dorothea Macdonald, the subject of this next part of his memoirs.




  It had been her doing that brought him here – or perhaps that of her memory abiding deep within his own unconscious. Dorothée. Saint Illusion. The woman who always wore a

  mask, even in her youth, when her face was bare.




  Much later, when he was snug in his sleeping bag and the fire had gone out and the continuing rain had freshened the air, Rogatien Remillard let the tranquil ambiance of Keaku

  Cave lull him to sleep. The air was fragrant again now that the smoke had dissipated; but oddly enough the scent seemed not to be that of mokihana berries but rather of a certain old-fashioned

  perfume called Bal à Versailles.




  How did I know that? Rogi asked himself drowsily. More huna magic? Or are the Family Ghost and Dorothée still playing games in my head?




  A moment later he was fast asleep, dreaming not of the monster named Fury and its attendant Hydras, nor even of Diamond Mask. Instead he dreamed about a woman with silvery eyes and strawberry

  blonde hair who had first smiled at him on top of Mount Washington in New Hampshire, years before Earth knew that the Galactic Milieu even existed. It was a sweet dream, without remorse.




  In the morning, Rogi had forgotten it completely.




  







  1




  From the Memoirs of Rogatien Remillard




  Unity!




  God, how we Earthlings were afraid of it, in spite of all that Paul and Ti-Jean and Dorothée did. Quite a few normals still have their doubts – and so do I. A minority of one: the

  only uncoadunated meta head still at large.




  I’m still a Rebel. The very last unconverted human operant, shunning Unity’s consolations, thumbing my nose at the Coadunating Noösphere, evading all that magical, mystical

  superstuff that the Milieu confers on good little minds who participate in Teilhardian ultracerebration. All the other human operants live in Unity. Even those odd young people – some of them

  my own kin – who escaped the Pliocene Exile have undergone the initiation and signed on as conditional uniates. But not me. No siree! I’m not much, but what there is, is straight up and

  190 proof Everclear.




  What’s more, the Milieu can’t do a thing about it. Up until the reappearance of the Family Ghost and my embarking upon these memoirs, I thought the Unanimity Affirmers had just

  overlooked me. After all, I’m no high-powered meta, just an unimportant old bookseller making no particular use of my meager powers . . . unless I’m really backed into a bad corner.




  But that isn’t the reason I escaped.




  At this late stage of the game I realize that my apparent immunity was all part of the Family Ghost’s plot. I was allowed to evade the Unity net so that the really outrageous deeds I had

  witnessed or perpetrated wouldn’t be exposed to public scrutiny too soon, as they would have been if I had been forced to Affirm and hang out all my mind’s dirty laundry during the

  initiation.




  Earlier on, especially during the crucial decades immediately following the Metapsychic Rebellion, the time just wasn’t ripe for the revelations contained in these memoirs. The Remillard

  family – even the ones who were dead or otherwise removed from the chessboard by then – were still too important to the grand game to be accidentally traduced by the likes of me.




  Now those considerations are moot. Even the most scandalous doings of my illustrious family can be revealed in these chronicles because the tenure of Atoning Unifex, Overlord of the Lylmik and

  founder of at least two Galactic Milieux, is finally at an end. I have been assured that uncounted billions of entities as yet unborn will study these processed words of mine, making God knows what

  of them. I have not been told what consequences will fall upon me, their author, once the memoirs are published and the cat’s out of the bag.




  C’est une bizarrerie formidable, mais c’est comme ça et pas autrement!




  And it’s probably wiser not to think about it.




  







  2




  Hanover, New Hampshire, Earth


  9 May 2062




  Nineteen days before the murders would take place in Scotland, at a little past two on Tuesday morning, Fury prowled the campus of Dartmouth College.




  Only an occasional groundcar moved along North College Road in front of the School of Metapsychology. There were no pedestrians. The elegant buildings of the meta complex were set on a wooded

  slope, where the spring foliage of spreading sugar maples and tall mutant elms gleamed in the light of old-fashioned iron standard lamps set along paved walkways. At this hour the buildings

  themselves were mostly dark. There was a single pair of lighted windows in the office block and several more in a line on the second floor of the Cerebroenergetic Research Laboratory further

  uphill, which had been established less than two years earlier with a generous (and still controversial) endowment by the Remillard Family Foundation.




  For a moment Fury paused to survey the scene. Long ago, before the Great Intervention, a ramshackle old gray saltbox building scheduled for imminent demolition had given grudging shelter to the

  college’s infant Department of Metapsychology, and its workers had been regarded with bemusement and a fair amount of uneasiness by fellow academics of more traditional scholarly disciplines.

  These days, the Dartmouth School of Metapsychology was one of the premier research establishments for higher mindpowers in the Human Polity of the Galactic Milieu, and a favorite object of

  Fury’s scrutiny.




  Tonight the monster’s mission was more urgent than usual.




  Fury proceeded to insinuate itself into the faculty offices. Its virtual presence was imperceptible to the senses of normal people, to the metafaculties of operant humans and exotic beings, and

  to the sensors of mechanical security systems and janitorial robotics.




  In the single lighted suite it found Denis Remillard, Dartmouth’s nonagenarian Emeritus Professor of Metapsychology and living legend, sound asleep at his desk with his blond head cradled

  on his arms and his perennially youthful face touched by a gentle smile. He had dozed off while scribbling annotations on a durofilm printout of a chapter for his latest book, Criminal Insanity

  in the Operant Mind. The project had occupied most of the great man’s time during the past five years, for reasons that Fury knew only too well.




  The MESSAGE WAITING telltale on the desktop communicator was blinking unheeded – perhaps with a plea from the professor’s wife, Lucille Cartier, that he come

  home and go to bed. (Formidable personality that she was, Lucille would never have dared to disturb her husband’s work with a telepathic summons.) Denis’s dreams, Fury noted, were

  innocuous, even banal, involving the cultivation of bizarre strains of orchids in his home greenhouse.




  The egregious twit!




  On another night, Fury might have invaded those dreams to give Denis a personal taste of the horrors madness might evoke in the metapsychic personality . . . but not tonight. There was more

  urgent business to attend to.




  After scrutinizing the newly written book chapter and sneering at the worst of its misperceptions, Fury used the professor’s computer terminal to access a highly confidential file of

  galaxy-wide cerebroenergetic research projects. Having no physical voice, the monster activated the input microphone by means of psychokinesis. It had learned this trick, and certain others, by

  observing Jack the Bodiless. In an encrypted delete-protected volume tagged RESTRICTED ACCESS: BY ORDER OF HUMAN MAGISTRATUM was an updated précis of the research

  being done at Edinburgh by Robert and Viola Strachan and Rowan Grant.




  Fury studied this data with mounting dismay. Damn them! They were moving in the very direction it had feared. The monster cursed the circumstances that had prevented it from checking out the

  update sooner. If the Scottish workers managed to publish their findings, there was a good chance that Marc’s dicey E15 cerebroenergetic project would be shut down in the ensuing uproar over

  operator safety.




  That would have to be prevented.




  Erasing the dangerous data files and replacing them with innocuous material would be easy. Ensuring that the three Scots did not discover the fiddle and raise a faming row was more difficult

  – but Fury already had a notion how the problem might be resolved.




  First, however, a brief check on the E15’s progress.




  Eliminating all trace of its illicit access to Denis Remillard’s computer, Fury gave the professor a final glance of contempt and then abolished its presence in the administration

  building. It reappeared an instant later on the second floor of the CE lab. There, inside a chamber crowded with workbenches and racks of apparatus, two scientists were totally absorbed in their

  work.




  The elder was a very tall, powerfully built man twenty-four years of age. His name was Marc Remillard and he was the grandson of the eminent Denis. In addition to holding the Marie-Madeleine

  Fabré Chair of Cerebroenergetic Research at Dartmouth College, he was conditionally acknowledged to have the most powerful farsensory, metacoercive, and metacreative faculties in the Human

  Polity. He had just been nominated a Grand Master and Magnate of the Galactic Concilium. His acceptance, as well as the affirmation of his mental-status, was still pending.




  Fury had yet to decide whether Marc was a true antagonist or a potential ally in its grand scheme.




  The enigma sat now at the console of a late-model Xiang analytical micromanipulator, intent upon the holographic display. The command headset of the machine was nearly buried in his untidy black

  curly hair, and its two short, hornlike antennae projected vertically above his temples, giving him an uncanny resemblance to a young Mephistopheles. His eyes were the luminous gray of brushed

  steel, set deeply in shadowed orbits, and his brows had a winglike shape, being narrowest just above the distinctive aquiline nose that characterized so many members of the Remillard family. Marc

  wore a faded green twill shirt over a white cotton turtleneck, a pair of tattered Levi’s, and muddy Gokey chukka boots. Caught at the edge of one pocket flap by its barbless hook was a tiny

  artifcial fly that Fury recognized as a Number 18 Black Gnat.




  Marc’s unofficial colleague, also dressed in grubby outdoor clothing and perched on a high stool, was a ten-year-old boy. From time to time he attempted to explain to his elder brother

  what he was doing wrong, only to be sedulously ignored. Jon Remillard was a child prodigy, a prochronistic mutant whose intellect was arguably the most powerful of any entity in the Galactic Milieu

  – always excepting members of the ineffable Lylmik race. Marc and the other members of the Remillard family vacillated between regarding the boy as a potential saint or a world-class pain in

  the ass. To Fury the wretched child was the Great Enemy who would have to be destroyed eventually, no matter what the cost.




  Two rod cases and a pair of battered Orvis tackle bags lay on the floor beside the micromanipulator. The two brothers had evidently come to the lab directly from a session of evening flyfishing,

  and had felt impelled to burn the midnight oil.




  The object of their attention, invisible within the machine, where it was being worked upon by means of microscopic tools controlled by telepathic transmissions from Marc’s command

  headset, was a tiny synorganic intraventricular enhancer. The SIE, less than a millimeter in length, was both a computer and an endocrine-function stimulator. It was designed to be inserted,

  together with similar units of slightly different design, into the hollow spaces within the human brain. Externally energized SIEs were capable of triggering neurochemical production and causing

  other profound changes in brain activity, greatly augmenting that organ’s own processing abilities. The effect was described by lay people as ‘mind-boosting,’ and by metapsychic

  professionals as cerebroenergetic enhancement.




  Fascinated, Fury hovered behind the oddly matched pair and watched the split holodisplay above the console. In the left-hand section was the 200X image of the SIE itself, looking like a gnarled

  and leafless bush with a myriad of finely looped branchlets. It was hung about with several dozen multicolored objects called electrochemical initiators that bore a resemblance to quaint Christmas

  ornaments. A single ECI was targeted with a red circle. The further magnified image of this particular device, opened like a Fabergé egg of outlandish design, filled the right-hand side of

  the display. Tiny testing probes and quasi-living miniature tools guided by Marc’s thoughts had latched onto the innards of this minute object. Graphical and numerical analyses of its output

  flickered continually beside the image as Marc attempted to fine-tune the program of a newly modified gallium-lanthanide operating module that controlled the ECI’s complex neurostimulation

  effects.




  ‘That revision of the glom’s not going to mesh with your changes in my SIECOM program,’ said the ten-year-old, after his brother had completed a certain painstaking adjustment.

  ‘Look what’s happening to the simulated NMDA functions. They really suck.’




  ‘Ferme ta foutue gueule, ti-morveux,’ Marc said pleasantly. ‘Je m’en branle de ton opinion.’




  Distracted for a moment by the fascinating new French obscenity, the boy’s face lit up. ‘You do what to my opinion? Shake? . . . No, it means something really filthy! Tell

  me, Marco! Or just open your mind so I can translate.’




  Marc’s laugh was wicked. ‘Not a chance, pest.’ Another level of his mind continued feeding program changes into the ECI.




  ‘Please! It’s the very latest fad among Dartmouth undergraduates, cussing in one’s ancestral tongue. It’s very important that I be au courant in Franco slang. It enhances

  my prestige and helps compensate for the fact that I’m so much younger than the other freshmen.’




  ‘Ask Uncle Rogi. I learned my stuff from him.’




  ‘But he won’t teach me the really interesting old vulgarisms. He says I’ll have to wait until I’m a teenager. And I can’t sneak into him to root out the phrases on

  my own. His mind is curiously impenetrable to redactive infiltration, in spite of the fact that he’s such a weak meta otherwise. Of course I’d never coerce him—’




  ‘Quiet! I’ve nearly got this damned thing ready.’




  ‘It’s not going to work right. You deviated too far from my original infusion parameters. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.’




  ‘Programming the ECIs my way will give us more efficient feedback to the third-ventricle SIECOMEX when all twenty-six of these little hummers are cooking. Ah . . . there we are. Finished

  at last.’




  ‘But, Marco—’




  Ignoring the child’s flood of revisionary expostulation, Marc’s mind said to the machine: Integrate and consolidate all modifications. Open test path to SIECOMEX. Energize. Ready for

  Mode One ECI operational simulation. And now GO you bastard!




  The boy shook his head gloomily as the analyzer began its model cerebroenergetic operation. ‘You’ll get better feedback, all right, but you’ll also mess up the brain’s

  limbic functions – destabilize the model CE operator’s mental equilibrium as his creativity is enhanced. Look where the NMDA factor’s going! You know that this config of the E15

  is already marginal for operator safety. Your cobble is going to push it right smack over the edge.’




  ‘Give it a chance, dammit! It’s only started to run.’




  But after only three minutes of simulation had passed, the projection showed that any CE operator whose analog brain held the modified SIE would suffer acute schizophrenia – and very

  likely have epileptic seizures as well.




  Fury bespoke an imperceptible curse.




  Marc groaned and said, ‘Welcome to Shit City.’




  The little boy said, ‘I told you so. The simulation’s going into grand mal and it’s crazy as a bedbug.’




  Marc halted the test, took off the command headset, and massaged his aching temples. ‘It looks like you were right after all, shrimp. I was trying for too much, too fast in this

  configuration . . . I should have stuck to the original concept you dreamed up on the river this evening instead of trying to embroider it. Now we’re well and truly fucked. Nearly five hours

  of work wasted.’




  ‘Just backtrack,’ the child urged. ‘Kill the divagination starting from CAH Path 83.4. We’ll still be able to crank up creativity by a factor of more than thirty if we

  reprogram the glom and fix the ECI infusors my way.’




  Marc glanced at his wrist-chronograph and flinched. ‘My God, look at the time. Almost half past two, and you’ve got three seminars tomorrow! Grandmère Lucille’s going to

  kill me if she ever finds out I kept you up so late. We’ll have to pack it in, kiddo, and get you back to the dormitory. You can do your own mind-wipe of the proctors.’




  The boy’s face crumpled in disappointment. ‘I really want to see if this will work, and you know I always get more sleep than I really need. Let me take the comset! I can do

  the fix lots faster than you can. Please!’




  ‘Oh, no you don’t. You know you’re not supposed to use this equipment. Officially, you’re only an observer in this lab, even if Tom Spotted Owl did give you free

  run of the place.’




  ‘Uncle Tom’ll never know. And it’s not as if we were really doing anything wrong. It’s only a technical infringement of college regulations. Not even as bad as my staying

  out after hours.’




  As Marc hesitated, Fury damned the young scientist’s puritanical rectitude, together with the stubborn pride that did not want to concede that his little brother had been right after all.

  The monster was as keenly interested in seeing whether this experiment succeeded as the abominable child was. Its own long-range plans required that powerful new cerebroenergetic equipment be

  available to its Hydra component; and if these two had actually achieved a major breakthrough with the E15, then it would be imperative to squelch the Scottish spoilers immediately.




  Might metacoercion work on Marc? His brain was deeply fatigued after hours of unrelenting concentration and possibly vulnerable – given that the violation of his principles was so minor.

  Although the Great Enemy had never been allowed to use the micromanipulator, he knew every nuance of its complex operation even better than Marc did. There was no danger that the child might damage

  the equipment or harm himself.




  Fury said: <Give Jack the machine’s comset.>




  Marc blinked, then uttered a weary expletive and handed over the command headset to the little boy. He started to rise from his seat in front of the console.




  With a crow of glee, Jack hopped from his stool. ‘Just stay there, Marco. You don’t have to get up. I’m going to de-bod so I can give the job my full concentration!’




  Marc sat immobile, his face expressionless and his mind tightly shuttered, as Jon Remillard – Jack the Bodiless – began blithely to disincarnate before his eyes.




  Jack had been born with the body of a normal infant, but before he reached three years of age his mutant genes accomplished a metamorphosis that was both ghastly and wonderful. Leaping millions

  of years of evolution, he became what other members of the human race would eventually become in the far distant future: a being Marc had dubbed Mental Man. Neither Marc nor any other person knew

  how the little boy felt about his unique condition; he had always cheerfully deflected any inquiries into his fundamental mind-set or mental health, and he was immune to mechanical or metapsychic

  probing. Only a handful of people outside the Remillard family knew of Jack’s awesome condition, for while his intellect was prodigious, emotionally and socially he was still a child, with a

  child’s emotional vulnerability.




  Jack had instinctively clothed himself in the guise of normal humanity from the time that his mutation stabilized. The disguise served to spare the sensitivities of others as much as to keep him

  from being shunned as an inhuman freak. He maintained a simulacrum of human shape nearly all of the time, even when he slept. But sometimes – most notably with his older brother Marc and with

  his eccentric great-granduncle Rogi – the boy let himself assume his true form.




  Jack’s disincarnation was a phenomenon that Marc had witnessed many times before, but he had never managed to get used to it.




  Fury found it supremely disgusting – especially when compared to its own ingenious reification procedure.




  ‘You keep those damn volatile sulfur compounds under control this time,’ Marc warned the child. ‘I’m in no mood for a pong-up. And for God’s sake, no puddles on the

  floor or gooey blobs floating around in the air. Keep your shit together so you can take out what you came in with when we leave here.’




  ‘I’ll be neat, I promise.’




  Jack’s clothing, unfastened by psychokinesis, fell away. Then his realistic shell of pseudoflesh – the warm skin, the black wavy hair, the eyes, teeth, fingernails, and all that his

  unrivaled metacreativity had concocted from air, atmospheric water vapor, dust, and other odds and ends – became tenuous and ectoplasmic. His body streamed and dripped away like thick fog,

  the internal quasi-organs needed for certain imitative human activities dissolved, and his face melted into smoky wisps, with the excited grin and the bright blue eyes lingering longest.




  In moments, the discarded solid and liquid portion of Jack’s corporeal envelope re-formed into a gently quivering pinkish spheroid of organic soup about the size of a large grapefruit. It

  rested on the laboratory floor, right between a pair of small empty sneakers with muddy socks still in them. What remained of the boy, suspended in mid-air and looking mysteriously elegant rather

  than repulsive, was a glistening, silvery-gray naked brain that housed a mind pre-eminently operant in all of the metafaculties. In this form Jack processed input only through his ultrasenses,

  communicated via telepathy, and acted by means of psychokinesis and the metacreative function. His life-processes were self-sustained redactively by direct interaction with the atmosphere and

  photons of light. Jack the Bodiless was invulnerable to most injury, immune to disease, and could, at any time, refashion for himself a new human form or any other material housing that struck his

  fancy.




  Fury could neither inflict physical damage upon Jack nor penetrate his perfect mental screen with a coercive-redactive ream. Nevertheless, if this experiment succeeded, the first step in the

  ultimate destruction of the Great Enemy would have been taken.




  The micromanipulator comset that had been hovering above the floating brain settled into place. Since the device had a noninvasive brainboard interface and could respond to thought input, it was

  as easy for Jack to use as it was for an embodied person.




  Nervous telepathic giggles bubbled in the aether. Jack said: First the wipe & then TheBigTweak!!!




  He began the modification and the holographic imagery of the improperly modified ECI seemed to go wild. Displays indicating the progress of the work turned into a featureless blur as tools

  darted in and out of nowhere at lightning speed, plucking at the electrochemical unit, tearing it down and building it up again. Microscopic organelle supply-slaves zipped hither and yon in the

  fluid of the model brain ventricle like demented bacteria, carrying any bits and pieces for insertion or disposal. When the ECI modification was finished, a glom command fleck completely

  reprogrammed by Jack through molecular-beam epitaxy was married to the SIE’s central processor.




  Marc watched incredulously as the operations that had taken him hours to accomplish were done in less than twenty minutes by his mutant brother. His admiration was frankly tinged by the envy

  that had lately begun to undermine the compassion he felt for young Jack’s grotesque physical condition: Was Mental Man really to be pitied – or was he, the embodied one, the

  true unfortunate? What would it be like to be free of nearly all of the body’s needs and limitations? To be able to channel all vital energies toward cerebration? Jack did require a limited

  amount of sleep, but most of his other physical functions were automatic. When he wore a body, he ate and drank only to be sociable. He never experienced physical pain because he had not bothered

  to fashion the receptors within his pseudoflesh. His mind’s function was hardly ever skewed or limited by the biochemical deterioration that occurred in an ordinary person’s body during

  the course of a day’s work. He would never be driven to irrational actions by turbulent sex hormones –




  Jack said: There that’s done let’s run a full Mode2 simulation shall we?




  ‘Yes,’ said Marc aloud. ‘Go ahead with a regular helmet test.’ What the hell we might as well know whether we’ve got a hot new CErig here or just another

  bloodybonkerbucket.




  In actual operation, a complete set of the newly redesigned SIEs would be incorporated into a CE helmet having an external energy source. When a person donned the helmet and gave the proper

  telepathic command, his skull and cerebral tissue would be penetrated by a series of hair-thin electrodes nicknamed the ‘crown of thorns,’ the tips of which would come to rest within

  the cerebral and diencephalic ventricles, three fluid-filled hollow places in the operator’s brain. The drilling procedure was only minimally uncomfortable as the scalp was pierced, since the

  brain itself was insensitive to pain. At another command, 26 SIEs with their two supervisory SIECOM units would emerge from the electrode-tips and bloom within the right and left lateral

  ventricles. A single master SIECOMEX unit would unfold within the third ventricle, above the brain-stem. When the CE equipment energized, the operator’s mental potential would, in theory, be

  greatly multiplied. Unfortunately, certain other brain activities might also be augmented by improperly tuned implants, leading to side effects that ranged from mildly annoying to fatal. The risk

  to the CE operator increased in direct proportion to the amount of mental enhancement generated by the equipment, especially in metacreativity designs.




  When Jack the Bodiless began his test, the image of the newly modified SIE tree with its baroque ornaments seemed to glow within its bath of artifcial cerebrospinal fluid. Responding to

  Jack’s initiation command, the single unit triggered a complex flood of mind-boosting neurosecretions to a model operator-brain roughly equal in mental assay to that of a grandmasterclass

  operant. For a few seconds, the executive processor let the new cerebroenergetic enhancement ‘cook,’ activating certain portions of the cerebral cortex that were ordinarily unused. Then

  the SIECOMEX phased in the equivalent of 25 additional SIE units also having the modification. At this point Jack commanded the fully equipped brain simulation to evaluate itself in the

  metacreativity mode, and the most critical part of the test began.




  Marc said: Neurometrics looking good mondingofrelot damngood.




  Jack said: Limbics okay this time both hemispheres syncing on creative parameters feedback beautiful I’m going to ask for the overall evaluation now Marco letusPRAY!




  The holodisplay changed abruptly to a flickering mass of graphical analysis that almost defied Marc’s ability to keep up with it. In less than six minutes, the analyzer simulated an hour

  of CE equipment use by a metapsychic operant of high mental status. While there was increasing minor dysfunction in certain areas, the psychoresultant showed an upgrade in creative metafaculty

  output somewhat greater than Jack had originally anticipated.




  IT WORKS! shrieked the enraptured boy-mind.




  ‘Yes,’ Marc said. ‘It certainly does. In theory.’ He watched the continuing simulation for some time with a slight, onesided smile. Then he reached out and shut down the

  machine. ‘The new design is practicable and all I have to do is build it and tune it and test it on a meat-brain.’




  How long do you think that’ll take?




  Marc shrugged. ‘Seven months – maybe less. I’ll be the guinea pig, of course.’




  ME TOO please Marco PLEASE—




  ‘Don’t be silly. You can help with the helmet design work in your spare time, but that’s all. Testing this new rig will be dangerous and expensive, and there are also tricky

  political considerations that’ll need juggling. The college administrators are getting more and more antsy about the project.’




  But—




  ‘Don’t argue! You’re only a kid, Jack. A brilliant and talented and bizarro kid – but in the eyes of the law and of Dartmouth College you have no business messing around

  with hazardous equipment. Now put yourself back together again and let’s get the hell out of here.’




  Fury paid no attention as Jack the Bodiless reassumed his former aspect of a ten-year-old child. Jubilant at what it had just witnessed, the monster had already abolished its

  presence in the laboratory and was soaring eastward over the Atlantic Ocean toward the British Isles, indulging in delicious speculation.




  Until now, the practical applications of cerebroenergetics had been relatively prosaic, and not particularly useful to Fury. For over half a century, simple CE devices had been used for

  recreational romps in various virtual-reality environments; but the potentially addictive amusements were now hedged about with legal restrictions and forbidden to children altogether, while CE

  equipment incorporating more elaborate technology was widely utilized, even by normals, for specialized education and for operating sophisticated machinery.




  CE augmentation of the metapsychic functions was still in its infancy, however. It was a uniquely human endeavor that the five other races of the Milieu viewed with both awe and misgiving.

  Exotic critics judged the new technology to be just one more way for upstart humanity to endanger the stability of the Galactic Mind.




  Redactive CE was sometimes used by operants performing delicate psychosurgery or retroevolutionary genetic engineering. Psychokinetic boosting had been applied to macromolecular synthesis and

  complex nanotechnology such as the building of elaborate electronic, photonic, or bionic flecks. Lately, even more powerful ‘barber-chair’ CE requiring life support as well as brain

  implantation had been used to boost the mental capacity of PK operants working on subatomic projects. Similar equipment, potentially very hazardous to the operator, had been used by farsensory

  adepts probing the gray limbo of hyperspace in search of experimental evidence for the three hypothetical ‘matrix fields’ that were believed to form the ultimate basis of reality.




  Significant augmenting of the creative metafunction, the higher mindpower that might theoretically have the greatest impact upon the physical universe, was thought by many Milieu authorities to

  be of dubious potential, not only because of the inherently grave risk to the mind utilizing the technology, but also on account of the danger of misapplication.




  The latter, of course, was what most intrigued Fury.




  Marc Remillard had no doubts whatsoever about the practicability of creativity enhancement. He had experimented with different types of brain-boosting for years, and he persisted with his

  research into the far frontiers of creativity magnification when more conservative workers in the CE field held back. His work was given academic respectability under the aegis of Dartmouth

  College, and the papers he published were acknowledged to be brilliant. But certain powerful faculty members of the Department of Metapsychology had objected strenuously to the E15 project on

  ethical grounds, also intimating that young Professor Marc Remillard was arrogant, high-handed, contemptuous of his more prudent colleagues, and insufficiently sensitive to the metapsychic

  Pandora’s box his work might open.




  Marc pooh-poohed the timidity of his critics while loftily ignoring slights to his character. Greatly enhanced creativity was not for every mind, that went without saying. In his opinion, only

  the most powerful grandmasterclass operants of proven mental stability were suitable candidates. As for the ethical questions, he maintained that they could be confronted and dealt with once the

  E15 equipment was operable, at the time that individual CE creativity projects were proposed. It was the misuse of the technology, not the technology itself, that might be adjudged

  immoral. Application guidelines should be and would be developed for creativity augmentation, just as they had been developed for nuclear energy and even for metafunction itself, which had posed

  similar ethical problems.




  When Jack the Bodiless became secretly involved in the experiments of his elder brother, he confessed that he was seriously concerned about the moral dilemma; but he was only a child, after all,

  with limited experience in matters of good and evil in spite of his towering intellect. Marc’s arguments in favor of the E15 research had been very persuasive.




  It had taken the two strangely compatible colleagues a little over a year to proceed from bare-bones theory to this monumental breakthrough. Beyond a doubt they would now continue to work

  together unofficially, attaining even greater success in times to come.




  Fury was quite proud of the brothers, even though they were flawed and unlovable. All unawares they had furthered the monster’s grand scheme.




  If only Fury could have used the new CE technology itself! But that was a fundamental impossibility, since the entity presently lacked a genuine physical presence, being even less substantial

  than the Lylmik. It was Fury’s Hydra component, tucked away in a safe corner of Earth for a number of years while slowly maturing, that would be the proper beneficiary of creativity

  enhancement.




  Wearing this new E15 helmet, even nonoperants might find their natural creative gifts producing novel inventions, worthy artwork, or spectacular stratagems for altruism or villainy –

  provided that the brain of the operator was strong enough to withstand the device’s potential. A metapsychic possessing strong natural creativity, as the Hydra-units did, would be able to

  accomplish deeds that normal humans would deem godlike: complex material synthesis; geophysical alteration; massive ionic accumulation, discharge, and control. Transforming matter into directed

  energy would be child’s play to such an operator, who would command the equivalent of a gigawatt mental laser.




  The Hydra would eventually have to increase and multiply in order to take full advantage of the breakthrough, but that was also part of Fury’s great plan. After suitable training, the

  CE-equipped creature, acting in metaconcert with Fury, need utilize no other weapons save its augmented multiplex brain in order to destroy the present galactic confederation and establish a Second

  Milieu . . .




  Provided that this new E15 technology was not suppressed by meddling regulatory officials, to die aborning.




  The Scottish threat to Marc’s project, the nearly completed adverse statistical report on long-term CE operator safety that would very likely bring all human creativity-boosting

  research to an abrupt halt, must now be neutralized without delay.




  Obliterating the data was not the answer. The Edinburgh team would simply reconstruct it. There was only one way to make certain that Marc’s project was not endangered: all three of the

  Scottish researchers would have to die. And Hydra, Fury’s creature and its only safe link to the matter/energy-space/time lattices, was the only one who could do the job.




  Taking out three masterclass metapsychics without a trace was well within the Hydra’s competence; but it would still be a tricky operation, especially if it was done in the environs of the

  University of Edinburgh, that teeming hive of leery and powerful Celtic operants. A misstep (the Hydra-units were still very young and overconfident, and some sort of cock-up was all too likely)

  and the creature itself might be imperiled.




  That would be totally unacceptable. Fury was severely limited in the physical sphere without Hydra, and its work was further complicated by periods of enforced dormancy. As a matter of fact, the

  present window of activity was about to close, and soon Fury would have to withdraw; but there was time yet to set Hydra on the track of its prey.




  Clever, precious Hydra! The units were twenty-two years of age now, and while they had not stinted in supplying themselves with their primary source of mental nourishment, the killings had been

  done at decent intervals with admirable ingenuity. No suspicion had ever fallen upon the four disguised entities. The Hydra now was well educated, polished to a reasonably sophisticated luster, and

  very nearly ready to operate in the arena of the Galactic Milieu.




  This particular executive action would be good training for similar exercises in the future. The three Scottish researchers would have to be lured out of their sanctuary at the university, then

  eliminated without a trace. Once they were gone and their data destroyed, Marc would face no significant opposition to his project. No other CE safety-study groups on Earth or on human colonial

  planets posed any imminent danger.




  The monster hovered above the British Isles for some time, studying various aspects of the situation together with the dramatis personae involved. Then at last it called.




  <Hydra! Dear little one, listen! I have wonderful news for you.>




  Fury? . . . Fury FurydearestFury is it YOU after all this time?




  <Yes my little love it is I.>




  But what happened not single word from you not a farsqueak for more than 3 years!




  <My silence was necessary. And you were busy enough with your education.>




  But Godalmighty 3 years 3friggingyears I thought you’d forgotten ME/us thought your grandscheme was ruined thought the GreatEnemy might have won thought UncleFred/you might really

  have died—




  <Be silent. I shall never die and I shall never stop loving you and caring for you as long as you follow my commands faithfully. This long exile of yours and even my silence was necessary but

  now it is about to come to an end. My grand scheme for a Second Milieu has received a great thrust forward.>




  !!Tell ME/us!!




  <I shall. And even better – soon you will have a great feast. A feast of masterclass operant lifeforce! Open your MIND/minds in welcome for I am here and ready to lead you to

  the consummate joy.>




  







  3




  Inner Hebrides, Scotland, Earth


  25–26 May 2062




  During the brief rhocraft flight from Edinburgh to the west coast of Scotland, the five-year-old child who called herself Dee studied the durofilm sea chart that Gran

  Masha had given her. They were going to travel to their holiday destination in a very special way – not in an ordinary inertialess egg-bus but on an old-fashioned ferryboat nearly a hundred

  years old.




  From the air, the boat looked like a strange toy, its contours dimmed by mist; but then the egg landed at the dockside pad and Dee and the others disembarked and were able to see the ancient

  vessel closely. It was huge, looming there in the drizzle, as unlike the small pleasure boats of Granton Harbour near Dee’s home as Edinburgh Castle is unlike a regular townhouse. The ferry

  had a scarlet funnel and a black-and-white hull and an earsplitting whistle that echoed from shore to shore in the rainswept narrow sea-loch. It seemed to urge those on shore to get aboard quickly

  or be left behind.




  Mummie took one of Dee’s hands and Aunt Rowan took the other. Loudspeakers on the ferry broadcast an eerie bagpipe melody as they went up the gangplank. Tall, imposing Gran Masha in her

  smart green tweed walking suit led the way, towing Dee’s brother Ken, and Uncle Robbie brought up the rear carrying their bags.




  ‘This is weird,’ Ken said, as they all arrived on the wet and windy deck. Pennants were flapping, passengers in raingear were laughing and taking pictures, and a ship’s officer

  was directing people to move along. ‘Maybe,’ the boy added, ‘we’ll have a good time on this holiday after all.’




  ‘An inquiring mind,’ said Mummie tartly, ‘will find things to enjoy no matter what place it finds itself in.’




  ‘It’s going to be fun,’ Gran Masha declared. She gave Ken’s hand an encouraging squeeze and smiled at Dee, who cringed as the ferryboat whistle gave another deafening

  hoot. Then the gangplank rose, the mooring lines were cast off, and they were on their way.




  Groundcars bound for the Western Isles had been driven up a ramp into the hold and abandoned there; but the humans and the handful of exotic tourists making the voyage rode in the upper part of

  the ferryboat, where there were places to eat, and places to sit and look out of the windows at the gray sea, and a game room, and a souvenir store, and even tiny cabins to sleep in if you were

  traveling to one of the Outer Hebrides that were depicted on Dee’s chart, all connected to each other and to the Inner Hebrides and to the mainland of Scotland by a web of red lines that

  signified the Vee-routes of the egg transports. Only a handful of the Western Isles were served by the picturesque old ferries, whose routes were shown by black dots.




  One of those islands was Islay.




  By the time Dee and Ken finished exploring the vessel with Uncle Robbie and rejoined the three women, who had settled down with coffee in the spacious forward saloon, the ferryboat had come to

  the end of the protected waters of West Loch Tarbert and entered the rough open sea. The deck began to tilt in an alarming fashion, huge waves rolled past like gray mountains on the march, and the

  Scottish mist changed to heavy rain that splattered the saloon windows as though a giant hose had been turned on.




  Ken thought that was exciting. ‘Maybe this big old tub will sink, and we’ll get to ride in the lifeboats!’




  ‘The ferry will not sink,’ Mummie said firmly. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Kenneth.’




  Dee was terrified that her older brother might be right. Gripping the arm of a seat to keep from losing her balance, she felt her stomach give an ominous leap. She took a deep breath and

  commanded it to stop that. No one must suspect how frightened she was!




  Ken asked how long the trip would take. ‘Only two hours,’ said Robert Strachan. ‘It’s about fifty kloms from the terminal at Kennacraig to Port Askaig on the eastern

  shore of Islay where we’ll be landing.’




  ‘I hope the rain lets up soon,’ Rowan Grant murmured. Like her husband, she wore a rain-resistant grintlaskin sport-suit. Hers was wine-colored and his was royal blue with white

  stripes up the arms and legs. Petite Viola Strachan was more elegantly dressed in gray woolen slacks, a black silk blouse, and a repelled Burberry.




  ‘The forecast promises fair skies by this afternoon,’ said Masha.




  ‘I still wish we’d gone to the Elizabethan Immersive Pageant,’ Ken said. But his mother cut him off, handing him a credit card.




  ‘That’s quite enough, Kenneth. You and Dody may go and get something to eat if you wish. Or find someplace to sit and read the guide-plaques you brought. We grownups have some

  academic matters to discuss in private.’




  ‘Oh, boy! Food! Come on, Dee!’




  Ken went lurching off happily, but Dee felt much too queasy to eat. Her stomach was not obeying her order to behave itself and she was becoming dizzy as well. Fortunately, Mummie and the others

  never noticed her distress. She was very glad of that. It would be inconsiderate to bother them when they wanted to talk about really important things. While her brother headed for the ferry snack

  bar, she crept away to the other side of the passenger saloon and huddled alone in a leather seat. She had with her a small plaque with two book flecks installed, one a descriptive guide of the

  island and the other entitled Birds in Islay, with an electronic notebook for entering species observed. She loved birds, especially the bold merlins and kestrels and peregrines that were

  common in the countryside around Edinburgh. Gran Masha had said that they might catch sight of a sea eagle on Islay, and there would surely be many other interesting birds to look at –

  razorbills, puffins, and fierce skuas.




  A few gulls accompanied the ferryboat now, dodging easily among the enormous ocean swells, but Dee felt too ill to look in her book and identify them. She had never seen such monstrous waves,

  like heaving crags streaked with foam. At first she waited, stiff with dread, for one of them to crash down on the boat and kill them all, praying to her guardian angel to take her to heaven when

  she died. But none of the big waves ever broke over the rail. The ferry rolled and wallowed and creaked, but it kept pounding sturdily onward, miraculously immune from being swamped, while the

  jaunty birds soared alongside and Dee felt more and more dazed and miserable.




  I’ll die, she thought. Or even worse – I’ll spit up my breakfast and everyone will call me a baby! Oh, angel, help me.




  She clung to the chair-arms with white-knuckled hands. There was a sour taste in her throat and the giddiness was getting worse.




  I won’t throw up! I won’t! I won’t . . .




  Ken was suddenly there, holding a glass of ginger beer. ‘Gran Masha says this’ll help calm your stomach.’ He held out the drink.




  ‘My – my stomach is fine,’ she mumbled mulishly. Only troublesome children complained.




  ‘Come on. Take it. You must be broadcasting subliminal barf-vibes. Those three Gi sitting over there came twittering to Mummie and said that her poor darling little girl was getting ready

  to toss her cookies. Gran called me on my wrist-com and told me to bring you this.’




  On the far side of the saloon, near where Mummie and the others sat, engrossed in telepathic conversation, the trio of friendly long-necked nonhumans waved their silly feathered arms at Dee and

  whooped and simpered.




  Chagrin at being betrayed darkened the girl’s eyes. ‘It’s none of their business how I feel. The hateful snoopy-minded things.’




  ‘Gi are supersensitive to emotions. You’re probably making them feel like woofing their custard, too. Come on, drink this.’




  Ken was two years older than Dee. The lank hair falling over his brow was the color of oatmeal porridge, and his brown eyes seemed too large for his waxen, fine-featured face. He wore corduroy

  trousers tucked into Nesna lobben-boots and a thick Fair Isle sweater. He had left his tan anorak with the grownups.




  Dee took tiny sips of the spicy, bubbling ginger beer, but it only seemed to make the nausea worse. Any minute now, she was surely going to vomit and disgrace herself. ‘If only the boat

  would stop tipping from side to side,’ she moaned. ‘Then I’d be all right.’




  ‘You think this is bad?’ Ken gestured at the rampaging sea. ‘You’d feel a million times worse if you were on a starship popping in and out of hyperspace. You probably

  don’t remember, but Mum says you squalled like a piglet during every limbo-leap on the trip from Caledonia to Earth.’




  ‘I was only a little baby then. And I bet you cried twice as much, you rotten old dumb doofus!’




  Ken shrugged and flashed a gap-toothed grin. ‘Look,’ he said kindly. ‘I read about motion sickness. It’s all in your head. Your inner ear is sending wrongo signals to

  your brainstem’s upchuck switch because it thinks you’re off-balance and not in control of your environment. What you gotta do is show the brain that you are still in control.

  Take a good gargle of your beer and redact the pukes away.’




  ‘I can’t,’ she sobbed miserably. ‘I already tried. You know my mindpowers are no good.’




  Ken bent closer. ‘That’s not true. We’ve both got really strong powers even if we’re latent, and sometimes they can be used if we really need them. Especially

  redacting – the healing power. Try hard. I did once and it worked for me.’




  Dee stared at him through bleared, skeptical eyes.




  ‘When I was really small,’ he continued, ‘I used to wheeze and pant all the time. It was a thing called asthma. Sometimes I could hardly breathe. Do you remember?’




  Dee shook her head listlessly.




  ‘I didn’t think you would. I got it just after we first came to Earth. I took medicine and a Master Redactor tried to cure me, but it didn’t help much. The doctor said

  something deep inside my mind was causing it. The asthma was really bad. I couldn’t run or play ball or anything without losing my breath. Then one night when I was about your age I woke up

  all of a sudden feeling like I was suffocating. I couldn’t breathe at all. My eyes were popping out of my head and I saw all sorts of spinning crazy lights and I kicked and tried to yell and

  no sound came.’




  ‘And then what?’




  ‘I started to die.’




  Dee felt her chest constrict. She discovered that she was holding her own breath, willy-nilly. For a moment, her churning stomach was almost forgotten. ‘How did you know?’




  Ken was whispering. ‘I stopped hurting and choking and I went floating up like a kite. I could still see me down below in my bed thrashing around and turning blue, but – I really

  wasn’t there. I was going away to die. It felt soooo good! . . . But then I remembered that Uncle Robbie was taking me to a grownup rugger game the next day, and I decided I didn’t

  want to die after all. I got mad and I told myself, Cut that out! You can breathe if you really want to. No more of this stupid asthma shit. No more!’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘I saw my body heave this big sigh and stop flopping about. Then all of a sudden there was a kind of no-noise explosion and I was back in bed. Sucking in air. The asthma was gone. And

  it never came back. Mum and Gran said I cured it with self-redaction.’ He poked her midsection with one finger. ‘You can do the same thing, Sis. You really can. Try!’




  Dee squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head wildly. She was afraid to do as Ken asked. The grownups were always trying to make her use her latent higher mindpowers – trying to push their

  way into her mind, too, so they could force her to be operant. But even though she was a precocious and obedient child who tried very hard not to be troublesome and inconvenient, she had

  always resisted giving in to the adults in this very personal matter. What was hidden in her mind belonged to her, even if it was scary. The only way she could keep herself safe was to make sure

  that no one else ever got inside and messed about with what was there.




  She thought of the innermost part of her head as a dark and secret cellar full of strange boxes with special locks on them, the kind that wouldn’t open until you spoke a code word to their

  tiny internal computers. Inside the boxes, which were glassy but not quite transparent, were all the awful mind-powers that Mummie and the meta therapists had tried in vain to coerce out of her

  during the painful therapy sessions. The imprisoned powers shone dimly in different colors – blue, yellow, green, violet, rose – and moved about within their boxes like ghostly and

  dangerous sea creatures trapped in murky containers, darting at her in treacherous appeal, squirming and scrabbling against the walls of their traps like blobby, glowing starfish or demonic

  hands.




  The angel kept her safe from them. This friendly guardian was invisible even to her mind’s eye and quite mute; but Dee was certain that he was the custodian of the dangerous boxes. They

  were hers and there was no getting rid of them, but the angel was the one who prevented the things inside from escaping and harming her.




  Only once, long before she had found out about guardian angels, when she was still a toddling baby terrified by the adult minds trying to batter their way in and control her, had she dared to

  open one of those mysterious containers. Someone (it was a while before she realized who!) had told her the secret word enabling her to free the cool, midnight-blue shielding faculty. The

  power had seemed to flow out and enclose her entire mind and body like an impervious, completely transparent shell, protecting her from mental attackers.




  By now the faculty – which the frustrated preceptor-therapists told her was called the self-defensive aspect of metacoercion – was so much a part of her that she hardly noticed it.

  She had overheard Mummie and the other adults talking about her mental screen once, saying how different it was from Ken’s puny one, marveling at how wonderfully strong it was, and how it

  must be guarding other metafaculties of hers that were probably even more amazing . . . if they could just discover how to pry them out of her.




  But she knew her latent powers were more than amazing. They were terrible, and they must never be allowed to escape. No matter how the therapists and Mummie tried, hurting her for what they said

  was ‘her own good,’ Dee resisted their attempts to invade her and open the other boxes. The things inside were hers, not theirs, and so was the angel who guarded them. She didn’t

  want to be an operant like Mummie. Nobody could make her do what she didn’t want to do.




  Especially not Mummie.




  Ken said softly, ‘You stupid pillock – she doesn’t even have to know. None of ’em have to know! Just do it for yourself. Open the self-redaction box and keep the power .

  . . inside.’




  Dee almost screamed out loud from shock and terror. Ken had heard her thoughts!




  ‘Well, I could hardly help it, could I, the way you were howling at me.’




  She opened her eyes. He sat on the edge of a seat facing her, and his eyes were wide and black. He knew about the boxes, knew she had deliberately shut the adults out when they tried to force

  her into operancy. What else did he know?




  She cried: Stop looking and listening! I just want you to leave me alone! I want everybody to leave me alone!




  He backed away from her, as shocked as she was by the unexpected telepathic transmissions on his intimate mode. ‘Okay, okay! You let your screen crack while you were thinking about those

  things. I couldn’t help hearing. Then your mind almost knocked my socks off shrieking at me.’




  ‘Can you read my mind now?’ she whispered suspiciously. She was back in control.




  ‘No. No more than you can read mine. We’re not True People, Sis. We’re deadheads. The farspeak and the other stuff only works when it feels like it – not when we

  want it to.’ He got up and moved away, taking his drink. ‘But I’m not like the others, you know.’




  She watched him go. He had told the truth. He was a terrible tease, but unlike the grownups, he never pushed her to do things that hurt or frightened her. He was just Big Brother Ken –

  sometimes rude, very often snotty and superior. But never a threat.




  Cautiously (for she was still buffeted by the whirlpool of motion sickness) she descended into the mental cellar. She greeted the angel and contemplated the boxes.




  Yes, Ken was right. If she opened only the smallest rosy-glowing box, the one that now throbbed so eagerly, the redactive power she set free would behave as the friendly blue mind-screen had,

  remaining safe within her head. No one would ever notice if she redacted only herself – except maybe the grockly old Gi, and there were never too many of them around to worry about. Most Big

  Birds were too daft and giggly to teach or study at Edinburgh University, unlike the Green Leakie Freakies and the Wee Purple Poopers and the horrible Krondak monsters, who seemed to be all over

  the place. But those other kinds of exotics couldn’t see past her mind’s blue mask any more than True People could, so she would be safe most of the time.




  . . . I will be safe, won’t I, angel?




  But he did not reply. He never did, even though she was quite convinced of his existence. The angel was mute. She would have to decide all by herself.




  She took a deep breath. She said to the angel:




  Yes. I’ll do it! No more seasickness, no more painful latency therapy, no more colds, no more hurting when I stub my toe or fall down and skin my knees because you forgot to look

  after me! My new power will be able to fix all kinds of things like that. And no one but you and I and Ken will ever know.




  How stupid she had been not to think of this before! But when you were five years old, you couldn’t help doing a lot of stupid things, even though the grownups said you were a mental

  prodigy.




  She reached for the imaginary box with the shining red thing inside and touched it with a trembling, imaginary finger. The secret code word revealed itself to her in an instant. It was not a

  word a person said. You had to drink it.




  She did. And the rosy squirming drink slipped joyously from its prison and swelled and grew, becoming as beautiful as a gigantic flower with shining petals. The rose enfolded her, turned to

  liquid light, to a calm lake glowing in the sunset that washed away all her sickness. She floated on it, completely at peace, and closed her eyes. Through closed lids, she was aware of the redness

  brightening, becoming dazzling white, becoming part of her. She felt no more fear, no more discomfort, no more helplessness. The new power belonged to her and filled her with its healing warmth. It

  was good.




  She opened her eyes, lowered her feet to the carpeted deck, and got up. She stood there easily, letting her body sway and compensate for the motion of the ferry. Her self-redactive metafunction

  let her take complete command.




  Ears, listen to me! I’m not off balance and I’m not going to fall. I’m just fine. Do you hear that, brain? You can stop telling my stomach it has to throw up. Nothing is

  wrong. I’m going to Islay on holiday, and I’m not going to be sick or even afraid anymore.




  Do you understand me, brain? I will tell you what to do.




  You will not tell me.




  Every trace of the seasickness was gone.




  Dee looked at Ken and nodded solemnly. Smiling, he gave her the thumbs-up sign. On the far side of the saloon, the three outlandish Gi were yoo-hooing and fluting incomprehensible things at her.

  They probably knew! But Mummie and Gran Masha had blank faces, as they always did whenever Dee or Ken made any sort of a scene, while Uncle Robbie and Aunt Rowan and the other human operants among

  the passengers looked puzzled. Dee was certain that they had no idea what had happened. She would never tell and she would make certain that Ken didn’t tell either, or she would hate him as

  long as he lived!




  Dee went to the nearest door leading to the ferry’s outer deck, slid it open, and quickly went outside.




  The rain had stopped. There were six or seven bundled-up adults standing at the ship’s rail. Herring gulls and blackbacks soared overhead calling, and sunlight was beginning to pierce the

  ragged clouds. Ahead, two large islands loomed above the choppy sea. The one on the right was stark, rocky, and dramatic, with two glistening conical mountains humping up from the interior. The one

  on the left was gently rolling and its slopes were a brilliant green. Oddly, there were peaceful vibes coming from the place with the weird mountains, while the prettier island seemed to have a

  faint aura of menace.




  Which one, Dee wondered, activating her plaque-book, was Islay?




  Hydra’s laying of the groundwork for the fateful trip had been flawless.




  When Professor Masha MacGregor-Gawrys returned home to Edinburgh after six months of bodily rejuvenation, her mental screen was understandably a bit woolly at first, easily penetrated by the

  subtle coercive-redactive ream that the Hydra knew how to use so well. The idea for taking a brief holiday that came stealing into her mind through the tiny aperture was both gratifying and

  pleasant, and Masha accepted it as her own without demur.




  Hydra withdrew from the professor’s unconscious and patiently orchestrated the next step in its plan.




  A few days later, Masha held a small tea party in her townhouse in the Willowbrae district of Edinburgh and invited those who were closest to her – her daughter-in-law Viola Strachan,

  Viola’s gifted children Dorothea and Kenneth Macdonald, Viola’s brother Robert Strachan, and Robbie’s wife Rowan Grant.




  Also attending, but unnoticed by the professor and her guests, was the Hydra.




  Masha served little crustless sandwiches, homemade spongecake and sweet whipped cream, and scones with butter and raspberry jam. She and the others sat round a cheery fire eating and drinking

  while rain rattled on the new leaves of the plane trees outside the sitting-room window . . . and on the roof of the Bentley groundcar parked across the square, where the Hydra lurked and watched

  with its farsight.




  It took some time for the two children to get over their surprise at the remarkable change in their grandmother’s appearance. When they had last seen her half a year ago she was very old

  – fifty-two! – but now she seemed to be younger than Mummie. She no longer looked tired and wrinkled, and her tall frame was straight and slender instead of slumping and slightly too

  large for her clothes. Her hair, in the familiar coronet of braids, now shone like polished copper. Only her dry voice and her vivid emerald eyes, glowing with metapsychic power, seemed the

  same.




  Dutifully, Dee and Ken told Gran Masha what they had been doing in school during the months she had floated switch-off in the regentank. Ken had won a prize for a story he had written, and he

  produced this and read it aloud to judicious appreciation. Then, prompted by Viola, Dee admitted that she had begun taking lessons on the scrollo keyboard. When Viola insisted, she unrolled the

  instrument, pecked out ‘Loch Lomond,’ and then fled to the bathroom, overcome by shyness as the adults clapped.




  Masha sighed. ‘I hoped Dorothea would have grown out of that tiresome habit by now.’ She frowned a little as she poured more tea for her daughter-in-law. ‘How is her latency

  therapy coming along?’




  ‘Not very well. Dr. Crawford found no progress after the latest round of tests. We’ll continue the preceptive exercises, of course, but Crawford thinks it unlikely that Dody will

  ever attain operancy. Her superior intellect certainly understands what the therapists are trying to do, but apparently she lacks the strength of will that would enable her to break the bonds of

  latency and finally become one of us.’




  ‘Now, Vi,’ her brother said. ‘It’s not completely hopeless.’ Robert Strachan was a natty man of small stature, only slightly taller than Viola. His dark eyes

  glittered and his hair was combed back, making him look sleek as an otter. He exuded the self-confidence of a highly adept metacreative operant. He was an Associate Professor of Psychophysics at

  the University of Edinburgh, director of the CE Operator Safety Research Project that also involved his wife and sister.




  Viola rounded upon him with surprising bitterness. ‘You’re right, as usual, Robbie. Occasionally, children with Dody’s form of latency have broken through after suffering some

  great mental or physical trauma. So we can always hope the child will be in a car smash or some such thing – and become a True Person in spite of herself.’




  ‘Vi!’ said Masha sharply, and her eyes flicked to young Kenneth, who was listening open-mouthed. Both, women fell silent, but it was plain that the acrimonious exchange continued

  telepathically.




  The boy toyed with his sandwich, now completely expressionless. Rowan Grant tried to distract him with a lecture on the wonderful things rejuvenation technology had done for his grandmother.

  ‘Someday your Mum and Uncle Robbie and I will also have ourselves made young again through genetic engineering,’ she concluded brightly. ‘So will you! And if any of us should have

  an accident and be badly hurt, the regentank would make us well again.’




  ‘But it’s no good for us,’ Ken muttered. ‘Not for little kids. I learned about it in school. A person can’t go into the tank until he’s at least twelve or

  thirteen, because up until then kids don’t have all the special body chemicals that make the regen thing work . . . And even if Dee and I wait until then, the tank can’t make our

  normal brains meta.’




  ‘Well – no,’ Rowan admitted. ‘Thus far, regeneration technology has been unable to benefit those with latent metafunctions. The human brain is so complex that we

  don’t yet understand all of the genes involved in its operation. But you musn’t fret about it, dear. Things will surely change in the future. Someday, we’ll have the means to make

  every human being an operant. Why, even if it takes another hundred years, you can be rejuvenated over and over again until – until it happens.’




  Ken said calmly: ‘But meanwhile, we’ll be deadheads.’




  ‘Of course not!’ Rowan Grant’s plain, kindly face was horrified. ‘Wherever did you hear that awful term? You must never call yourself that, Ken – or let anybody

  else do it, either. We all belong to the World Mind and we’re all important to the Galactic Milieu – operants and nonoperants alike. And you know that we love you and your sister very

  much, whether you’re full metas or not.’




  Ken’s gaze fell. Making no reply, he abandoned his sandwich, took a piece of spongecake, and began to pile on honeyed cream until it dripped from the side of the plate onto the carpet.

  Viola noticed what was happening and uttered a sharp exclamation of annoyance, but a warning thought from Masha brought her up short. She pressed her lips together and rose from her chair.




  ‘I’d better see what’s happened to Dody. And you, Kenneth – take a serviette and wipe up that disgusting mess at once.’ She left the room.




  ‘Hurry back,’ Masha called. ‘I have an important announcement to make. My great surprise!’




  When Viola finally returned with her daughter, Masha addressed them all with determined good humor. ‘Now, my darlings, I’m very happy to have my strong new body, but I’m not

  quite ready to go back to work. First, I need to spend some time with all of you to catch up on what’s been going on in the world while I was growing young again. So I’d like you to

  join me on a whirlwind holiday. Let’s fly away tomorrow and spend the whole weekend together at some interesting place getting to know one another all over again. Please say that you’ll

  come!’




  The other adults, after a brief startled pause, made encouraging noises.




  ‘But where will we go?’ Dee asked, bewildered.




  ‘Anywhere you like,’ Masha said. ‘Dorothea, you’re the youngest. You may choose the place. Just a moment while I get something out of the credenza.’




  The four components of the Hydra sitting tense in the Bentley let out their collective breath in relief. The scheme of coercive manipulation they had hatched in response to Fury’s orders

  hovered on the brink of bearing fruit. The professor was following the unconscious compulsion they had implanted. Now there was only the child to deal with.




  Masha produced a large durofilm map of the British Isles, which she spread on the rug in front of the fire. She handed a silver CAD stylus to her granddaughter. ‘Stand up, Dorothea. Now

  close your eyes and I’ll spin you round. Then you must kneel down and point to the map while still keeping your eyes shut, picking our destination.’




  ‘But what if Dee picks someplace awful?’ Ken wailed. ‘Like Dundee or Wolverhampton?’




  ‘Then those of us who have creative ingenuity will use it to make the holiday rewarding,’ Viola retorted. Poor Ken flinched.




  Dee took the stylus and closed her eyes, trying not to let her nervousness show. Very often she ‘saw’ things when her optic nerves no longer received photon stimuli – not

  ultra-sensory images, as a True Person might perceive, but pictures drawn by her own imagination. As she was turned round and round she had quick little visions of English castles and Irish horse

  farms and Parisian toy stores. She caught glimpses of the Elizabethan Immersive Pageant at New Kenilworth that Ken had enjoyed so much, and Disney Cosmos, and Buckingham Palace, and Elfinholm, and

  the great zoo at Glentrool with its strange animals from the colonial planets. She saw place after place that she and Mummie and Ken had visited on holiday. Places she would love to see again

  –




  She stopped spinning.




  ‘Now point with the stylus,’ ordered Gran Masha.




  Hydra acted in full metaconcert.




  Into the mind of the little girl flashed a different kind of mental picture, like a Tri-D suddenly turned on in a dark room. She drew in a startled breath and almost exclaimed out loud because

  the scene was so real, so unlike any inner vision she had ever experienced before.




  It was a place. A beautiful place with fields of bright wild-flowers, green hillsides above a seashore, and a palace on an islet in the midst of a sparkling loch. She knew at once that she had

  never been there in her life, and she also knew that the place was real




  ‘Choose, Dorothea!’ Gran Masha urged gaily.




  Choose that place! something else commanded.




  Slowly, Dee knelt with her eyes still tightly shut, reached out with the stylus, then let it gently descend, still seeing the same picture in her mind.




  ‘Well, I’ll be gormed!’ said Uncle Robbie.




  ‘Oh!’ Mummie’s voice was full of dismay.




  Aunt Rowan said, ‘It must be synchronicity – or something.’




  Dee opened her eyes. Both Mummie and Gran Masha looked flustered and none too pleased. The silver stylus rested squarely on a sizable island off the Scottish coast, almost directly west of their

  home in Edinburgh.




  Masha sighed. ‘Well, it’s my own fault for letting the child decide.’




  Viola’s face tightened. ‘Dody can pick another place.’




  ‘No.’ Masha was firm. ‘We’ll go there. The children should see the lands that their clan once ruled, and the places where their great-great-grandfather and grandfather

  were born.’




  ‘Izz-lay?’ Ken was peering closely at the map in puzzlement. ‘Dee picked out an island named Izz-lay where . . . who ruled?’




  ‘You pronounce it EE-luh,’ Gran said briskly. ‘Islay was the place where the Lords of the Western Isles had their seat of government in the fourteenth century. From there they

  held sway over all the Hebrides for two hundred years. Your ancestors – Clan Donald.’




  ‘Oh.’ Ken spoke very softly and looked at his little sister out of the corner of his eye. ‘Dad’s people.’




  Their father Ian Macdonald was a shadowy figure who was seldom spoken of by Gran or Mummie. From his home on the faraway ‘Scottish’ ethnic planet, he ordered presents that were sent

  to Dee and Ken from a big Edinburgh store on their birthdays and at Christmas. The gifts had brief notes attached, handwritten by some anonymous personal shopper according to Ian’s

  transmitted instructions and signed ‘Love, Dad.’




  Ken, who had been three when his parents were divorced on Caledonia, had only the most distant memory of his father, while Dee had none at all. There were no holopix or Tri-D recordings of him

  in Viola’s house; but Ken had discovered a single durofilm photo with I.M. – 2055 written on the back, buried in a drawer full of miscellanea in his mother’s

  desk. He had stolen the picture and hidden it, and from time to time he would take it out and look at it, and sometimes show it to Dee. The picture was badly scuffed and faded, and showed a dashing

  young man in a shiny environmental suit with the mask and helmet doffed, standing beside some kind of odd aircraft. The scenery was unearthly and the children had decided that the picture must have

  been taken on the Scottish planet.




  ‘Islay is a lovely place for our holiday,’ Aunt Rowan was saying with an encouraging smile. ‘Wild and strange, with a beautiful reconstruction of the medieval palace of the

  Lords of the Isles that serves as a museum. Your great-greatgrandfather Jamie MacGregor, who was a pioneer metapsychic, was born there, and so was your grandad, Kyle. The island is a bird sanctuary

  as well. I think it’s an excellent place for us to visit.’




  Dee was dubious. ‘But if Mummie doesn’t want to go there—’




  ‘Of course we’ll go,’ Viola snapped. ‘Why on earth not?’




  Masha arose and began to gather together the tea things. ‘You children help me clear up. Then we’ll order some flecks about Islay that you can take home to read tonight.’




  When the professor and her grandchildren had left the room, Viola Strachan said to her brother: ‘That was a very eerie performance by Dody. Enough to make one wonder whether

  Crawford’s diagnosis is entirely correct. I wonder if the child could be crypto-operant.’




  Robert Strachan left his chair and began to poke up the fire. ‘What makes you think that?’




  ‘Robbie . . . I was thinking of Kyle Macdonald’s birthplace when Dody made her choice.’




  ‘She couldn’t have read your mind, Vi. You’re a masterclass adult, as Rowan and I are. Even if the child were crypto-operant she’d be unable to penetrate your social

  mind-screen – much less the inner defensive barrier.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘I was thinking of Islay, too,’ Rowan interrupted, her eyes wide with astonishment. ‘Only I thought of it as the place Jamie MacGregor came from. Now what do you make of

  that?’




  Robbie frowned. ‘God damn it all, I believe I might have had a flicker about the place myself! But for no reason that I recall.’ He pondered the puzzle for a minute, then his brow

  cleared. ‘Masha! Of course – it has to be Masha who did it. She’s fresh from the regen-tank and her brain hasn’t quite settled yet. She must have had some stray thoughts of

  Islay. A Grand Master Creator-Redactor like her could inadvertently zap all our minds with an imaginative icon that just popped into her head. She could even penetrate a latent youngster if the

  erratic was heavily energized.’




  Rowan nodded. ‘And anything that Masha’s unconscious mind associated with that bloody fool husband of hers would carry a considerable emotional charge. Her superego would

  have tried to reject any thoughts of Kyle Macdonald as fast as they formed, and – pow!’




  ‘I suppose you’re right,’ Viola said. ‘It’s the only logical explanation. But . . . I still wish we weren’t going to Islay.’




  But you are, the Hydra observed, and the game is afoot!




  The Bentley groundcar that had been parked outside Professor MacGregor-Gawrys’s townhouse then drove away briskly through the rain, heading for the George Hotel. Fury had insisted that the

  Hydra travel first class on its initial foray away from its place of exile, and the quadruplex mind had been delighted to comply.




  The ferryboat was now very close to the narrow channel between the two large islands. Some people were taking pictures or making videos, some sat in floppy canvas deck chairs

  that crew members had brought outside once the rain stopped, and some scanned the spectacular scenery with powered oculars. Dee stood at the rail, consulting her descriptive plaque from time to

  time. She was just barely tall enough to peer over the rail’s top if she stood on tiptoe, looking more like a solemn miniature adult than a child of five in her red hooded anorak and new

  slacks woven in the somber tartan of Macdonald of the Isles.




  Her continuing sense of vague disquiet about Islay could not be cured by self-redaction as the earlier seasickness had been. But she kept the uneasiness walled away inside her and there were no

  creepy Gi about to betray her private feelings, only humans out there with her on the windy, swiftly drying deck.




  The ferry was traveling almost due north now, moving into the narrow strait that separated Islay from the neighboring island of Jura. The sea was nowhere near so rough as before and

  strengthening sunlight had turned it from dull gray-green to deep blue. The steep face of Islay rose on the left. Cliffs and skerries had creamy surf boiling around them, and the hanging glens and

  rounded green heights were emerging from low-hanging clouds.




  Using the plaque-guidebook, Dee studied Islay’s modest mountains and found out the names of the highest ones, saying them softly out loud:




  ‘Beinn Uraraidh, Beinn Bheigeir, Glas Bheinn, Beinn na Caillich, Sgorr nam Faoileann . . . Boundary Mountain, Vicar’s Mountain, Gray Mountain, Mount of the Old Woman, and Steep Hill

  of the Seagulls.’




  ‘You pronounce the Gaelic very well,’ said a man who stood at the rail a couple of meters away from her.




  Unlike most of the other holidaymakers, he and the dark-haired woman beside him, who had come out on deck from the saloon a few minutes earlier, were dressed in city clothes. He wore no hat and

  his blond hair was wildly tousled by the wind, making a strange contrast to his crisply starched shirt, red silk cravat, charcoal-gray Beau Brummel suit with black velvet collar and cuffs, and

  shining jockey boots. He smiled at Dee with the cool friendliness of a condescending cat, showing teeth that were extremely white. His nose was fine-bridged and prominent, and his eyes were the

  color of shadowed ice. He was a metapsychic operant, and Dee shivered as she felt his coercive-redactive probe sweep over her impervious mind-screen, light in its touch as a drifting spiderweb and

  more powerful than those of any other adults she knew. But he made no real effort to delve into her.




  ‘Do you know,’ the man added, with a lordly wave of his hand, ‘that the Old Woman who gives that mountain its name is actually the Great Goddess, who was worshipped by the

  ancient people of the island?’




  ‘No. I didn’t know that.’ Dee was polite. ‘Thank you for telling me. Some of my ancestors lived there, and that’s why we’ve come on holiday.’




  ‘That’s interesting. I have a home on Islay myself.’ The man looked away toward the misty hills. ‘You’ll find there are all kinds of fascinating things to be seen.

  The reconstruction of Finlaggan Palace, excavations of prehistoric forts, the Kildalton Cross that dates back to the ninth century, flowering bogs and high cliffs and sea-caves alive with birds.

  You must be sure to visit the great cave at Bholsa! We even have a kind of demon called the Kilnave Fiend hanging about who’s supposed to make people disappear – but that’s just a

  folktale, of course.’
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