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  Aux les bons copains – enfin!




  







  I will praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made!




  

    

      My soul knows how marvellous are your works.


    


  




  You were aware when my very bones were formed,




  

    

      Growing secretly inside my mother’s body




      As a plant’s root grows beneath the earth.


    


  




  You knew me before I was born.




  

    

      The days of my life were all written in your book




      Before they had ever begun.


    


  




  PSALM 139




  Whereas in the familiar closed systems of physics the final state is determined by the initial conditions, in open systems, as far as they attain a steady state, this state

  can be reached from different initial conditions and in different ways.




  LUDWIG VON BERTALANFFY, A Systems View of Man




  God writes straight with crooked lines.




  SPANISH PROVERB
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  PROLOGUE




  Snow Grotto Planetary Park, Kannernarktok Territory


  Sector 14: Star 14-661-329 [Sikrinerk] Planet 6 [Denali]


  Galactic Year: La Prime 1-440-644


  [17 May 2113]




  It was a dark and stormy night, as so many nights were on Denali where topography and climate conspired to produce some of the galaxy’s worst weather. Worst from a

  human point of view, of course, unless that human was addicted to Nordic skiing . . .




  The mind of the supervising Lylmik entity named Atoning Unifex smiled as Its material essence hovered above the blizzard-lashed park. Denali was a rugged planet, wintry throughout most of its

  year, the veritable haunt of the Great White Cold celebrated in a certain Earth song that was very familiar to the First Supervisor. On most of Denali’s continents, glaciers and permanent

  snowfields spread wide amidst a fantastic landscape of dazzling peaks, black precipices, and crags that thrust up like the broken tusks of primordial monsters. Denali had no sapient indigenous

  lifeform. No rational creatures had as yet evolved on it when it was assigned to the Human Polity by the world evaluators of the Galactic Milieu. Its most famous honorary native son, Saint Jack the

  Bodiless, was conceived before the first Earth settlers arrived.




  The hardy people who originally colonized Denali in the mid-2000s had hailed from Alaska and other parts of the United States having severe winters. They were quickly joined by Canadians,

  Siberians, Samoyeds, Lapps, and a host of others who craved a life of challenge that could be lived in a setting of wild natural beauty. The World-Mind those human colonists engendered might have

  been expected to be as dark and moody as Denali’s weather; but for some reason the very opposite mental climate prevailed, and Denali was an invigorating place with an aether that fairly

  glowed with friendliness and verve. The original rationale for establishing the colony had been the planet’s deposits of valuable gallium ore, and this was still a major economic resource.

  But Denali had also become a popular vacation resort, first appealing mainly to Human Polity winter-sports fans (including the famous Remillard clan of New Hampshire) and later attracting hordes of

  like-minded Poltroyans as well.




  Atoning Unifex let memories crowd to the fore of Its consciousness, recollections that had been repressed for aeons. This small planet had been loved by both of them . . .




  She, of course, had been born here, living and working in the colony’s capital city of Iditarod until a fateful tragedy had taken her to Earth, where the two of them had so improbably met.

  On the very brink of their great adventure she had spoken casually of her own experiences as a native of Denali, and they had laughed together over the unexpected mutual reminiscences. The shared

  laughter had come to an end long ago, but the memories remained in a deep level of the Lylmik’s ancient mind, guarded and cherished and eventually becoming almost too precious to contemplate.

  The pain that had once darkened these memories had long since faded, and their scrutiny at this particular time was now actually appropriate.




  And so Atoning Unifex lingered there in the middle of the storm, Its mind in a state that a human being would have recognized as part reverie and part prayer, thinking of a person who had once

  been a woman, who had twice loved deeply, and who had mothered Unity in countless nonhuman minds in a distant galaxy.




  Finally the Lylmik uttered the mental equivalent of a deep sigh. The epilogue of the comedy was nearly complete, but One waited upon the inimitable Uncle Rogi, who kicked at the goad as usual,

  dawdling while cosmic destiny hung suspended.




  Unifex focused Its mind narrowly on the subsurface snow cavern that sheltered Rogatien Remillard from the raging snowstorm. It saw a hunched, lanky man sitting beside a tiny tent, taking off his

  ski boots. Like other members of his famous family, Uncle Rogi possessed the genes for self-rejuvenation. His face was that of a raddled fifty-year-old, belying his actual age of 167 Earth years.

  His gaunt cheeks were frost-reddened, and his nose and eyes watered a little when he forgot to mop them with the red bandanna handkerchief he carried up the cuff of his old L. L. Bean Penobscot

  parka. He had tossed aside his knitted toque, and sweaty silver curls straggled over his forehead and ears. He was whistling as he peeled off the archaic twentieth-century ski garb and stripped

  faded red long johns from a pale and sinewy body. Then he lowered himself with exquisite care into a geothermal pool in the center of the small snow cave. The telepathic emanations from his ever

  obstinate and uncoadunate mind were happy ones.




  Uncle Rogi said to himself: If the storm lasts, I’ll forget about the final leg of my trek and call the park’s shuttlebug and go wallow for a week in the lodge’s

  après-ski entertainments casino cabaret string quartets Lucullan food good company perhaps a new science fiction novel savored in the Wintergarden while the bar waitrons keep the drinks

  coming and I check out the snowbunny crop!




  The old man settled deeper into the steaming water, smiling.




  Poor Uncle Rogi! Unifex had other plans for him. But Rogi had had a good enough holiday, ski-touring more than 200 kilometers throughout the beautiful park during an unusual three-week spell of

  calm bright days. Now the weather pattern had changed, and whether Rogi was willing to admit it or not, he was adequately refreshed and recreated after his first stint of journalistic labors. It

  was time for both of them to get back to work.




  Unifex descended toward the planetary surface. The negligible physical substance of the Lylmik mind-receptacle deflected only the tiniest of the hard-driven snowflakes and easily penetrated the

  three-meter-thick crust of ice and snow above the grotto where Rogi had elected to camp. The place was typical of the subnivean hollows that gave the Denali planetary park its name: an irregular

  cave as big as a good-sized room, melted from the permanent icefield by the heat of a small geothermal spring. The walls and ceiling were ice, but the rocky floor was cushioned with a dense

  lichenoid carpet of tough gray and lavender saprophytes. Close to the shallow burbling pool grew larger and more fragile exotic lifeforms, sessile animals that resembled scarlet onions with

  peculiar flowers, that gave off a pungent sulfurous scent if they were bruised. As the mildly carnivorous blossoms of the onion creatures bent toward Rogi’s exposed shoulders, he flicked hot

  water at them by way of discouragement.




  The walls of the grotto were cupped and dripping near the ground and glittering with crystals of hoarfrost in the colder upper reaches. There thin tendrils of vapor coiled golden in the light of

  Rogi’s antiquated electric lantern before disappearing into a natural flue. Touring skis were propped against one wall, and a backpack lay near the little tent. On the far side of the chamber

  was the closed entry door, fashioned of harmonious translucent plass, that led to the enclosed surface-access tunnel and modern latrine. (Park visitors were strictly forbidden to dig down into the

  snow grottoes directly, or to camp in undesignated ‘virgin’ caves except in emergency situations.)




  Here and there on the nacreous walls were circular openings, not quite large enough to admit a human hand. From several of these, and from a larger hole at ground level where runoff water from

  the spring exited, came a glitter of tiny eyes and an occasional peevish hiss. The natural inhabitants of the grotto, hot-blooded eight-centimeter ‘ice crabs’ temporarily displaced by

  the human who had come to spend the night, were keeping a close watch on developments. The crabs considered these alien invaders to be a great nuisance, in spite of the fact that they usually

  brought along something worth stealing.




  A determined onion flower began to nibble experimentally on Rogi’s wet shoulder blade. He reached for his backpack, unzipped a compartment, and brought out a battered leather-bound flask.

  A stiff tot of Armagnac and a guided puff of alcoholic breath caused the lifeform to shrink back from the poisonous exhalation, blanch to a muddy mauve color, and broadcast its disgust on a

  primitive telepathic mode. The entire plantation of scarlet carnivores desisted from snack attacks forthwith.




  Rogi nodded in satisfaction, took another snort, and sank more deeply into the hot spring. Up on the planetary surface the hurricane wind roared in the darkness, and there was a distant rumble

  as an avalanche let loose somewhere. The grotto trembled slightly. Ice spicules sifted down toward the bather, glittering until they melted just above his head. Rogi began to sing softly:




  

    

      For the wolf wind is wailing at the doorways,




      And the snow drifts deep along the road,




      And the ice gnomes are marching from their Norways—


    


  




  Unifex joined in:




  

    

	  

    

      And the Great White Cold walks abroad!


	


  


    


  




  The old man in the pool leapt like a speared sturgeon. ‘Bordel de merde!’




  It’s only me, Uncle Rogi.




  ‘Dammit! One of these days you’re going to give me cardiac arrest doing that!’




  [Laughter.] I apologize. It was the old college song. I had been thinking of it myself just as I arrived. It brought back all kinds of memories.




  ‘Now look what you made me do.’ Rogi was accusing. His eruption had splashed hot water over the onion animals and they were flailing in wild distress, the tiny teeth of the flowers

  chattering like elfin castanets. ‘You know the park rules about disturbing the native lifeforms! These little chompers are sensitive. If any of ’em decide to croak, I could be blamed

  and end up paying a helluva fine—’




  Calm yourself. Look. I’ve restored them.




  ‘Damn good thing,’ Rogi muttered, climbing out onto the not-quite-lichens. The clumps of red onions were swaying luxuriously now, and a delicate humming sound filled the grotto.

  ‘Don’t often hear that. It’s their full-tummy serenade.’




  It was the least I could do.




  Rogi chuckled. Naked and steaming, he retrieved the brandy flask, which fortunately hadn’t spilled, and tucked it into a safe place. ‘I’m feeling pretty hungry myself. Want to

  share some chili cagado with me, mon fantôme?’




  Thank you. But no.




  ‘Too substantial for your Lylmik guts, eh? You used to love it.’




  Unifex’s thought was wistful: I don’t suppose you brought along any Habitant pea soup . . . ?




  ‘Ate the last of it two days ago.’




  The Lylmik’s mind sighed.




  Rogi squatted and set up a small microwave campstove. He dipped a pot of water from the spring, peered into it, and extracted a black gelatinous blob and a glass-shrimp that were swimming

  languidly about the container’s bottom. The invertebrates were returned to the pool and the pot set inside the stove to boil. Rogi had tossed in two Aqua Pura tablets for seasoning, since

  Denali bred tough microorganisms as well as tough colonials.




  ‘So you couldn’t resist coming after me.’ The old man dried himself with a diminutive towel and put his long johns and socks back on.




  Unifex said: It was a species of sentimental journey. I had felt compelled to avoid Denali during her first-cycle sojourn here.




  Rogi hesitated. ‘You want to tell me about the two of you? All I know is the little bit Cloudie and Hagen told me – and they didn’t know all that much.’




  Not now. Perhaps later.




  ‘M’mm.’ Rogi took the seething pot out of the stove and filled two bowls and a large cup, adding a different-colored cube to each container of water. After four seconds of

  effervescence, the highly compressed food reconstituted and the pungent aroma of chili rose from the first bowl, and the smell of cinnamon-apple cobbler from the second. The cup was full of black

  coffee. Rogi added five lumps of sugar and a shot of Armagnac to the latter, and sprinkled almost 200 grams of grated natural-state Tillamook cheddar onto the chili.




  A sibilant, yearning chorus came from the crab holes, and there was a frantic blinking of eyes. Rogi chuckled wickedly. ‘Cheeky little bastards. Remember how they used to eat Adidas if you

  left ’em outside the tent in these snow caves?’




  Unifex laughed. It said: I note that you wear inedible Salomon ski boots now. Very comfortable-looking. I like the new Rossi boards, too. But isn’t it rather imprudent of you not to wear

  an environmental suit?




  ‘For sissies! I been skiing my brains out for a hundred fifty years in this outfit and I haven’t froze my bizoune off yet. You’ll notice that my wrist-com’s modern

  enough. Keeps me alerted to weather changes. And if I get snowed in or come a cropper or even run outa coffee or munchies, the Ski Patrol or a robot monitor’ll home in on its

  transponder-locator and take care of me. I knew this storm was on the way. I figure to spend the night here, then call for a shuttlebug to fly me back to the park lodge tomorrow if she don’t

  blow out as per forecast. Wouldn’t mind at all spending the last week of my vacation lolling around in style—’




  I’m sorry, Uncle Rogi. I’ve come to collect you.




  ‘I’m booked for seven more days, dammit!’




  You are well rested and quite able to begin work on your memoirs again – as am I. Take your time finishing your meal, but tonight you’ll sleep in your own bed back home in New

  Hampshire.




  ‘Back to Earth tonight? That’ll mean hopping the hype at maximum displacement factor. I’ll be a nervous wreck!’




  I’ll take you myself . . . more gently.




  Rogi’s eyes narrowed and he squinted at the portion of air from which his invisible companion’s thoughts appeared to emanate. ‘So! You Lylmik do have a mitigator for

  the pain of hyperspatial translation – just like Ti-Jean always said you did.’




  Yes. Jack was perceptive as always. But the device is not yet appropriate for general use among our client races in the Galactic Milieu. You will make no mention of it.




  Rogi spooned down chili and drank coffee. ‘I wouldn’t dream of violating the glorious Lylmik master scheme . . . But what’s the damn rush to get me humping again on the

  memoirs?’




  One has one’s reasons.




  Rogi rolled his eyes hopelessly. Then for some time he ate in silence, his mind idly recapitulating the things he had already written and shuffling through what would come next, in the period

  following the Great Intervention. ‘Gonna take another book, big as the last one, to cover the thirty-eight years of the Simbiari Proctorship. Be a pain in the ass for me to get all those

  family shenanigans sorted out, too.’




  Unifex said: I want you to skip over most of that and begin immediately on Jack’s early life and disincarnation, and the growing threat of human opposition to galactic citizenship. Then

  you will describe Dorothea’s part in the earlier drama, and finish up with your view of the Metapsychic Rebellion, making a Milieu Trilogy. The events of the painful Proctorship years, the

  time before the Human Polity was admitted to the Galactic Concilium, have been covered well enough by Philip and Lucille in their own autobiographies. But they never knew Jack’s full story,

  or Diamond’s—




  ‘Or yours, mon cher fantôme.’




  Or mine.




  ‘I’ll have to backtrack some to make it hang together, you know. Start out with a kind of retrospective digression. And I’ll still need a lot of fill-in help from you to give a

  proper overall picture.’




  I realize that.




  ‘Is that why—’ Rogi paused. He swallowed hard, banishing a certain thought before it could be formulated, even subvocally. ‘Eh bien, mon fils. I reckon you know what

  you’re doing by now.’




  Beyond a doubt. To paraphrase one of your favorite fantasy writers, even the most modest intellect can hardly help learning a thing or two after six million years.




  The old man grinned with forced cheerfulness at the vaporous air. ‘Six million . . . Ah, those self-rejuvenating Remillard genes! A real drag, immortality, eh? Not that I’m ready to

  knock it myself yet, you understand. Um . . . do you know . . . can you foresee when I’m . . .’




  Not really. Moi, je ne suis pas le bon dieu, j’t’assure! But I do intend to see to it that you survive at least long enough to finish the family chronicle.




  ‘Well, thanks all to hell for small favors.’




  Rogi licked the last of the apple cobbler from his spoon and drank the dregs of the coffee. Then he switched the stove to the dishwashing mode and thrust the tableware inside. A moment later, he

  began to pack everything away, singing the chorus of Dartmouth College’s ‘Winter Song’ under his breath.




  At length the Remillard Family Ghost said: Are you ready, Uncle Rogi? The trip home will take only a moment. There will be none of the usual discomfort of hyperspatial translation experienced in

  a starship.




  ‘Not in my underwear, dammit!’




  The old man began to throw his clothes back on. He managed his pants and shirt before he disappeared abruptly from the snow grotto, and all his gear with him.




  The lichenoids cast a faint phosphorescent glow about the newly darkened chamber. There was a rustling sound, then a medley of plops as the crablike exotic animals came rushing from their

  burrows to scavenge leftover bits of Earth cheese. Outside the snow grotto, the Denali blizzard wind howled.
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  From the Memoirs of Rogatien Remillard




  I still have the nightmare sometimes. I had it on the night that I was unceremoniously translated from the planet Denali to Earth at the truncated end of my skiing holiday

  and commanded to resume writing these memoirs.




  As always, the dream played itself out in a weird, accelerating time-lapse mode. There is nothing terrifying about the scene at first. A beautiful mother holds an infant, completely wrapped in a

  blanket, and she looks up from the baby as a fourteen-year-old boy approaches. This older child of hers has a strangely ominous aura about him. He has come hurriedly home from his classes at

  Dartmouth College on a blustery day, and he wears black turbocycle leathers and carries a much-modified visored helmet tucked under his arm. His eyes are gray and his mind opaque, and his smile is

  tentative and quirkily one-sided as he accepts his mother’s invitation to open the blanket and see his new little brother for the first time . . . in the flesh.




  The black-gloved hands are trembling slightly with an emotion that the older boy despises and tries vainly to check. And then the baby lies revealed, unclothed, perfect. And the minds of Marc

  and Teresa mingle in joy:




  Mama he’s all right!




  YesyesYES!!




  Papa was wrong the genetic assay was wrong –




  Yes dear wrong wrong wrong little Jack’s body is normal and his mind his mind . . .!




  Mind?




  Oh Marc dear his mind just speak to him it’s wonderful don’t be afraid to wake him . . .




  The baby’s delicate eyelids open.




  And in my dream, there are no eyes.




  I hear laughter, and I recognize the voice of Victor. But it can’t be Victor because he died twelve years before Jack was born; and for nearly twenty-seven years before that he was

  helpless, disembodied as Jack would be but unlike Jack deprived of all metafunction, all physical and mental contact with the world outside himself. In my dream, the devilish laughter fades in a

  smell of pine and a cataract of pain. Tears pour down Marc’s face for the first time in his austere young life. The eyeless infant smiles at us –




  And suddenly the real nightmare takes charge.




  No eyes. Only a void, a starless darkness that is somehow alive with fearsome knowledge. My dream races on, and Teresa and young Marc are gone. There is only a pathetic little child shackled to

  complex life-supportive equipment, and while I watch in horror, his human form begins to disintegrate.




  I try to tear my gaze away from the awful sight, but I cannot. Faster and faster, the self-destructive process programmed by his own body proceeds.




  The child’s despairing mother blames her own hubris for his suffering. His father, Paul, countering his own pain with clinical detachment, finds the disincarnation bleakly fascinating.

  Marc sees his first glimpse of Mental Man. Denis Remillard and Colette Roy and the other scientists of the Human Polity call the child a prochronistic mutant, an anomaly born out of proper time,

  too early in the scheme of biological evolution, a throw-forward in the pattern of orderly human development. Four of the exotic races of the Galactic Milieu, pitying, call the little boy pathetic

  and doomed. The enigmatic Lylmik refuse to discuss his case at all, except for flatly prohibiting his euthanasia.




  In the dream, my mind is shrieking: No no Ti-Jean no God no how can you let his body die while his brain lives the brain the wonderful potent superbrain God why why—




  Then I see the brain naked.




  I plead: Let it die too let the poor thing die stop the machines the genetic engineering attempts the futile meddling let him go in peace let him go!




  A monster that does not know its self sees the brain as the Great Enemy, and in a cataract of flame the machines are stopped.




  I hear the laughter of the dead fiend again as Victor savors the hideous irony of the situation. For the brain that is Jack the Bodiless does not die, but lives. Impossibly, it lives,

  impervious, sustaining itself in some arcane psychoredactive fashion, nourished by the atmosphere and by photons, enduring and adapting and learning and growing in wisdom and grace and dieu de dieu

  I am so afraid of it paralyzed with dread even as it tries to reassure me and in my dream I call its name:




  Ti-Jean! Jack!




  This horrifying mutant, this thing, is still my dear little great-grandnephew Jon Remillard, a brilliant and vibrant little human person only three years old, trapped in 1.7 kilograms

  of unsupported humanoid encephalic protoplasm.




  None of Jack’s eventual triumph penetrates my nightmare. I know only my own fear and revulsion and a demonic whisper: Who will be the next to disincarnate? Perhaps you, Rogi? . .

  .




  Then Marc is at my side again, much older. This time his dark armor is the glistening wet body-monitoring coverall of a cerebroenergetic enhancer, the perilous mind-boosting device outlawed by

  the Galactic Milieu. Marc studies the bodiless thing that is his mutant brother with open admiration. And a paradoxical envy.




  I see a warning reflected from eyeless depths, and Marc sees it, too.




  Jack’s mind tells us: No. Human is better. For you, Marc. For all of you.




  Marc smiles and shakes his head, denying. Mental Man is the inevitable, the culmination of all rational being – and there is no need to wait upon evolution’s laggard pace for His

  coming. He can be summoned –




  Suddenly I see three persons suspended in interstellar space: a faceless woman clad in a suit of diamonds, a blazing plasma that enfolds the first Mental Man, and a black armored shape leading

  an interstellar armada in opposition to the other two. The Metapsychic Rebellion of humanity against the Galactic Milieu has begun.




  At my dream’s climax, a blue-and-white planet explodes, haloed by a mass death-shout. And in that terrible moment the Galactic Milieu, the benevolent confederation that saved the human

  race from its own folly and gave us the stars as a playground, itself begins to die . . .




  The dream always ends at this point, before the final resolution, and I return to consciousness freezing and paralyzed, with a half-strangled scream caught in my throat.




  Peace! T’en fais pas, Rogi! Calm yourself and relax. It all happened long ago, and now at last in the writing of this personal chronicle you have a way of exorcizing the nightmare once and

  for all.




  Perhaps you already know me from the introductory volume of these memoirs. If you do not, let me introduce myself briefly. My name is Rogatien Remillard, and I am sometimes

  called Roger but more often simply Uncle Rogi (pronounced, appropriately enough, as ‘rogue he’) by those who find my Christian name impossibly ethnic. It is of French origin, and the

  Remillards are a sizable family who originally were colonists in Quebec and later migrated to the northeastern United States, where there was a large but unobtrusive Franco-American population.




  I have for most of my life been a bookseller in the college town of Hanover, New Hampshire. I have a small antiquarian bookshop, The Eloquent Page, where rare old twentieth-century fantasy and

  science fiction books printed on carefully conserved paper are offered to connoisseurs at atrocious prices. Although I belong to a family of acknowledged mental giants, my own intellectual and

  metapsychic functions are meager. This has not prevented me from being caught up in the chequered careers of my more illustrious relatives. On the contrary, I have played at times a rather

  significant role in the family’s machinations – something that Milieu historians have seen fit to ignore – and I have witnessed from my worm’s-eye view the rise and fall of

  many a galactic worthy and villain, including two saints and one notorious individual whose misdeeds were so appalling that he was known as the Angel of the Abyss.




  I have never married, but I have loved unwisely several times. I have faced imminent death on quite a few occasions and survived through improbable happenstance. I have killed three persons in

  cold blood, even though I am the most easygoing and peaceable of men, and one of them was a person I loved deeply.




  My fraternal twin brother, Donatien, and I were born in the year 1945, in the New England mill town of Berlin, New Hampshire. Our young father had already been killed during World War II, and

  our mother died giving birth to us, so we orphans were raised by our kindly aunt and uncle, who had six children of their own.




  But no members of the Remillard clan except my brother and I had the ‘immortality’ genes, whose existence was not confirmed until after the Intervention, nor did they possess the

  genes for higher mindpowers. (It was many years before my twin brother and I discovered that we were not unique in our metapsychic operancy.) How we two responded to our more frightening

  metafunctions is a story that I have already related at some length. In brief, I learned to live with such powers as telepathy, psychokinesis, and metacoercion, while Don was ultimately destroyed

  by them, tragically killed when he was only forty-four.




  I was rendered sterile by a childhood illness. Don had ten offspring, and all of them inherited the genes for high metafunction and self-rejuvenation; but only the two oldest children were able

  to utilize their extraordinary mindpowers. Circumstances made Don’s oldest child, Denis, become a foster son to me; and it was he who founded with his operant wife Lucille Cartier the

  so-called Remillard Dynasty, which eventually included many of the most powerful minds the human race has ever known. Don’s second son, Victor, was not as intellectually brilliant as his

  older brother; but his metapsychic mindpowers were probably even more formidable, and he used them ruthlessly for his own self-aggrandizement until he was finally struck down, immediately prior to

  the Great Intervention, either by me or by the mysterious being I had learned to call the Family Ghost.




  From time to time, especially when I am drunk and morose and seized with that melancholy feeling of inescapable doom that francophones call malheur, I have been tempted to believe that the

  Family Ghost is nothing more than a construct of my own imagination. But if that is true, then by default I am responsible not only for the Great Intervention but for the Metapsychic

  Rebellion as well, and ultimately for the even more momentous events that came afterward, bringing the long story full circle.




  But that would be too farfetched a practical joke, even for le bon dieu, who is so full of them.




  So let me begin this Galactic Milieu Trilogy without further maunderings, first with a retrospective.
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  A Retrospective Digression


  Berlin, New Hampshire, Earth


  30 March 2040




  Rogi drove into the town of his birth late on a dreary spring afternoon, bringing Teresa and little Marc with him from Hanover, as he had been instructed to. Wrathful and

  profane protests to the contrary had got Rogi nowhere: Paul had been adamant. This time Rogi, too, would come to Berlin and participate in the annual ritual because Denis had insisted upon it. And

  that was that.




  It always seemed to rain on Good Friday, but at least this year the rain was warm, and it was making short work of the remnant patches of street ice and the old gray mounds of snow that still

  lay about in the sun-starved nooks of town. By Easter, Rogi told himself subvocally, Berlin would be nearly washed clean. The pussy willows in the gardens along the Androscoggin River, where the

  smoke-belching paper mills once stood, would have snowdrops and blue Siberian squill and pink hellebore blooming beneath them, and the first robins would sing in the budding sugar maples, and the

  townsfolk in their Easter finery would stroll the riverside paths.




  And with luck, before next Easter, Vic would be dead.




  ‘Why will that be good?’ Marc piped up. ‘Who is Vic, Uncle Rogi? And why will it be a good thing for him to die?’




  ‘Oh, merde et puis merde,’ Rogi muttered.




  Teresa said: Rogi for heaven’s sake!




  Secure in his little car seat in the back of the big Lincoln groundcar, the child turned from his interested scrutiny of the town to attack his great-granduncle with a precocious mental probe

  that made Rogi yelp with sudden pain. Marc’s chubby face reflected in the rearview mirror revealed nothing but solemn curiosity, and his own mind was guarded with its usual indomitable

  screen. He was two years old.




  Marc stop that! Teresa said.




  ‘Yes, Mama,’ said the boy. The probe withdrew almost as quickly as it had penetrated, leaving only a lingering ache behind Rogi’s eyes. But the cute little tyke had nearly

  mind-sucked him like a plass pouch of orange juice.




  ‘Shame on you for invading Uncle Rogi. I want you to apologize!’ Teresa’s uneasiness, which she had carefully concealed during the hour-long drive from Hanover, now tinged the

  exasperation that she projected to the old man on his intimate mode:




  For the love of God Rogi can’t you control yourself for my sake and Marc’s if not for common decency?




  The two-year-old said, ‘I’m sorry, Uncle Rogi.’




  ‘You’re forgiven,’ the old man said. And then to Teresa: Once we get to Vic’s house the kid will read the whole family like billboards no matter how they try to screen

  Denis is an integral idiot asking you to bring Marc along to this damned charade does he actually intend to use this baby in a metaconcert for chrissake and whatthehell good is a

  low watt mind like mine the whole goddam thing is a farce a sop to Denis’s guilt the lot of you should have put an end to it years ago and Paul should have more sense than to upset you in your

  condition—




  Marc asked, ‘Does Uncle Rogi think making this Vic dead will hurt you and Maddy, Mama?’




  ‘No, dear. Not at all. I’m fine, and so is Maddy, safe inside me.’ Rogi try to stay more securely on the intimate mode! Better yet think of something else like

  watching where you’re going if you insist on driving manually. Look isn’t this High Street where we turn? ‘Marc, dear, you’ve misunderstood Uncle Rogi’s thought. The

  Vic he was thinking about is Victor Remillard, who is Grandpère’s brother. We’re going to see him and pray for him. Victor is very, very sick. He’s been sick for nearly

  twenty-seven years, ever since the Great Intervention.’




  The small boy was prodding and thrusting now at his mother’s mental shield, as a frustrated kitten scratches at a closed door. But there was no easy way through the maternal barricade;

  nature, compassionate of metapsychically operant parents, had rendered most of them proof against the onslaughts of their loving offspring.




  ‘But why should Vic be made dead? Open to me, Mama, so I can understand better! I want to understand. Being dead is bad, isn’t it? How can it be good for Vic?’




  ‘Dear, stop poking at me. How many times must I tell you to respect the integrity of other minds? And you must call him Granduncle Victor, not Vic. Politesse, dear, always! . . . When a

  person is very sick and unable to get well, it’s usually better for him to die and go to heaven rather than live on and suffer.’




  Rogi uttered a short, explosive laugh. ‘Heaven! That’s rich.’




  Teresa said calmly to the child, ‘Uncle Rogi is being ironic, Marc. Do you remember what irony is?’




  ‘Yes, Mama. But I’d rather discuss death with you now, please.’




  ‘There isn’t much time, but I’ll do my best, dear.’




  Rogi had slowed the car as they drove through the central district of Berlin. The town had undergone great change since the last time he had been here, and now seemed gussied up and gentrified

  almost beyond recognition. The older buildings that were worth rehabilitating had been expertly restored and framed in plantings, and the new structures looked as though they had stood there from

  time immemorial, mellowing gracefully. There were small parks at every other block, quaint wrought-iron streetlamps already glowing against the early dusk, even though it was still two hours until

  sunset, and not a trace of shabbiness was anywhere to be seen. Even in the pouring rain the old cottages and frame apartments of the core residential area seemed to glow in their coats of fresh

  paint, many done in classic New England white with dark shutters, while others sported the cheerful ice cream colors traditional to southern Quebec.




  Teresa continued in her attempt to explain mortality to the child. The tiny head with its thick mass of black ringlets had lowered as she spoke, apparently in obedient concentration. But all at

  once Rogi felt Marc renewing his quest for more interesting data, drilling into his own all-too-vulnerable cortex. Rogi exerted all of his adult coercion to fend off the infantile probing,

  addressing the boy with considerable precision on the intimate mode so that Teresa would have no hint of what he said:




  Stop that digging you snoopy little foutriquet! Dammitall I’ll tell you if you stop pestering me! Vic is a bad man or at least he was bad before he got sick the baddest man that I

  ever knew and the sooner he’s dead the better off for all of us now is that plain enough for you?




  Yes Uncle Rogi.




  You’ll find out pretty soon what this Good Friday thing the family does with Vic every year is all about just keep QUIET and watch and listen and it’ll sort itself out.

  Afterward if you still have questions ask Grandpère Denis.




  I – I don’t want to. I don’t like Grandpère. I’ll ask you. On the way back home. Will that be all right?




  I suppose so. Now let me alone while I try to find this place. I haven’t been here in twenty-four years. Damn everything looks different up here! I guess I’ll have to turn on the

  computer.




  ‘—and so the elements of our bodies that were formed ages and ages ago in the hearts of giant exploding stars, elements that we only borrowed for a little while, must be returned to

  the galaxy for reuse,’ Teresa was saying. ‘But even if our bodies die, our minds will live on in the Mind of the universe and be happy with God and all our friends and loved ones in

  eternal light. That’s what heaven is.’




  ‘Will I die?’ Marc asked her.




  She grasped his tiny hands and kissed the top of his curly head. ‘Not for a long, long time. You have – you have a very special body to go along with your special mind.’




  ‘Will you die? And Uncle Rogi?’




  ‘Your Uncle Rogi has the same kind of special body that you have. He won’t die for a long time, either, and neither will Papa. I don’t have the same kind of body you all have,

  but if I get old or sick I’ll have myself regenerated so that I can stay with you. Do you remember what regeneration means?’




  ‘Like Grandmère. In the regen-tank.’




  ‘Exactly. When I get old I’ll go to a place that fixes me, just like Grandmère Lucille did, and I’ll be made young and strong again. She’ll be coming back to us

  very soon now. You’ll hardly recognize her. She’ll look as young as Aunt Cat.’




  The car’s guidance system, having digested the code designation for the Victor Remillard estate on Upper Hillside Drive that Rogi called up, now switched on the vehicle’s autopilot.

  Rogi sighed and sat back in his seat while the car drove itself, using satellite reference points. In his reactionary heart of hearts, Rogi considered such refinements obscene, even worse than the

  now obsolete computerized highway speed-strips. They took all the fun out of driving. A man might as well take the bus! Or one of those bloody flying eggs that wafted around on preset flight paths

  set up by Air Traffic Control. Up until now, Rogi had refused even to consider learning to fly. But he was weakening. One had to move with the times – even these days, when the damned times

  seemed almost to zip along at the square of the speed of light.




  The dashboard chimed and a robot voice spoke. ‘You will arrive at your destination in approximately three minutes. Prepare to resume manual control of the vehicle.’ Rogi mumbled

  under his breath.




  Marc asked his mother: Will we meet Papa and Uncle Philip and the others at Granduncle Victor’s house?




  Yes. They’re all flying in.




  The car had turned off Hillside Drive, following a narrow lane shaded by massive white pines and hemlocks. This manicured imitation of the primeval forest of New England opened at length into an

  expanse of lawn, sere with winter, and a magnificent vista of the Androscoggin River beyond. Parked near the house were five egg-shaped rhocraft – three Wulf-Mercedeses, a Mitsubishi, and a

  sporty green De Havilland Kestrel belonging to Severin Remillard. Paul’s scarlet Maserati was nowhere in evidence.




  The house from which Victor had directed his commercial empire prior to the Great Intervention was fully as ugly as Rogi had remembered it: a looming pseudobaronial pile of brick, stucco, and

  false timbering, built in the 1930s for some satrap of the extinct paper mills. It had leaded glass windows, pointed gables, and a slate roof that gleamed oily in the rain. Rambling decayed

  extensions with fanciful cupolas mounted upon them had once been stables, garages, and servants’ quarters. Inside the main building were ten huge bedrooms, an oak-paneled library, a

  pretentious drawing room with an attached conservatory (the latter devoid of vegetation), a vast echoing ballroom, drafty hallways paved in marble, a modern kitchen and formal dining room that

  would have done credit to a small hotel, an empty indoor swimming pool, and a superlative state-of-the-art security system.




  Victor Remillard had lived in this house since 2009, from the time of Remco Industries’ first great prosperity. With him were his younger twin brothers Louis and Leon, and his widowed

  sister Yvonne Fortier, all of whom he had rendered nonoperant in early childhood, turning them into his creatures. In 2013, when Victor’s criminal schemes were thwarted and he was reduced to

  a sense-deprived, helpless vegetable, the house became his place of exile. Louis, Leon, and Yvonne were promised immunity from prosecution by Denis and his politically influential friends provided

  they lived quietly in the old place, caring for Victor, supervising the small staff of domestics and nursing attendants, and staying out of the public eye.




  Beginning in 2016, when his youngest son Paul was two years old, Denis Remillard and his wife Lucille Cartier and their seven powerfully operant children had come once each year, on Good Friday,

  to visit Victor. Denis explained to Yvonne, Louis, and Leon that he and his family were praying for Victor’s spiritual recovery.




  Yvonne, Louis, and Leon never really understood what Denis meant by that; but they were grateful that they had escaped federal prison after aiding and abetting Victor in his crimes, and they

  willingly performed their assigned duties according to Denis’s instructions. Since they were virtual ‘normals,’ they did not take part in the annual metaconcerted prayer ritual

  except to see to the needs of the operant visitors, who eventually came to include the spouses of Denis and Lucille’s adult children. Without Denis’s knowledge, Yvonne, Louis, and Leon

  themselves prayed every day of their lives that Victor Remillard would never awaken from his mysterious coma to reassume his domination over them. In point of fact, the trio prayed that Victor

  Remillard would die.




  And finally, this year, it looked as though their petition might be granted.




  Aurelie Dalembert stood at the casement windows of the library, looking out at the rain and sipping sherry. In spite of the roaring fire in the big fireplace, the room was

  chilly. Cecilia, Maeve, and Cheri sat in uncomfortable damask chairs as close to the hearth as they could get, fortifying themselves with hot tea.




  ‘Any sign of the Prima Donna yet?’ Maeve O’Neill asked sharply. ‘No,’ Aurelie replied. ‘Rogi’s bringing her and Marc. In a car.’




  Cheri Losier-Drake, the youngest of the Remillard spouses at twenty-three, suppressed a tendency to shiver and reached for the silver teapot. ‘Every year this damned prayer vigil gets

  weirder. My nerves are a wreck. If only I could have a drink! Cele, you’re a doctor. Surely a single brandy couldn’t hurt.’




  Cecilia Ashe gently laid a hand on her sister-in-law’s arm. A surge of calming redaction flowed from her brain to that of the other woman.




  ‘You know we mustn’t . . . Did that zap help a little?’




  Cheri sighed. ‘Must have. Parni gave a happy kick.’




  ‘It’ll all be over soon.’ Aurelie’s voice was soothing.




  ‘Can’t be soon enough,’ snapped Maeve. She downed the last of her tea in a gulp, plunked the fine china cup and saucer down on the table with a rattling crash, and went to get

  another birch log from the cradle.




  ‘I find the notion of an annual prayer ritual fascinating,’ Cecilia said. ‘It’s touching – this concern for the family black sheep.’




  ‘It’s easy to tell that it’s your first go-around,’ Maeve said, tossing the log onto the blaze. A shower of sparks fled up the chimney. ‘I don’t know how much

  Maury told you about it, but we don’t actually pray, you know. Denis links all of our minds in a coercive metaconcert, and he does the praying. Or whatever. It’s Sevvy’s

  opinion that the whole thing is nothing more than a colossal guilt compensation on the part of Denis. Because he’s refused to pull the plug on Vic for all these years.’




  Cecilia, who had married the widowed Maurice Remillard seven months earlier, assumed a professionally bland expression. ‘That might be one explanation. But there are others.’




  ‘I think we’re coercing Vic to die,’ Cheri said tersely. ‘And a consummation devoutly to be wished!’




  ‘Amen,’ said Maeve. She had thrown still another piece of wood on the conflagration and now dusted her hands and plopped back into her chair. ‘And if Paul’s right, and

  the infamous invalid is finally sinking, this might be the last year we’ll have to put up with Denis’s obsession.’




  From the window, Aurelie said, ‘I see car lights. It’s Rogi and Teresa. And I’ve farspoken Paul. He and Denis will be here soon. The express Vee-route from Baltimore to Boston

  was OS and they lost time in a holding pattern. It’s a scandal, the way the traffic jams keep getting worse and worse.’ She came to the fire and poured herself a cup of tea before

  sitting down with the others.




  Cecilia said, ‘As a neurosurgeon, I find the whole matter of Victor Remillard’s mysterious coma fascinating. Is it true that his body has remained in perfect condition up until just

  recently?’




  ‘He’s got the immortality gene complex like all the rest of these lucky sods,’ Maeve said, with a bitter laugh. ‘Thank God the regen-tank therapy is perfected at last.

  Can you imagine how poor old Lucille must have felt? Turning into a decrepit old crone of seventy-two in spite of the best that cosmetic surgery could do, while her husband, who’s only a year

  older, still looks like a graduate student!’




  ‘This will be the first Good Friday that Lucille has missed,’ Cheri said.




  ‘Probably planned it,’ Maeve decided. ‘Nine months in the tank, then – tah-dah! – reborn, young and gorgeous.’ She patted her thickening midsection.

  ‘It’s a crock that we still have to do babies the old-fashioned way. Look at us! Aside from Aurelie and Anne the virgin-martyr, we’re a bloody maternity ward. That’s all

  these dynastic Remillards seem to want out of us women: babies. Sometimes Sevvy seems positively irrational on the subject! I wonder if that’s why Jenny and Galya divorced

  him—’




  ‘Teresa’s nearly due, isn’t she?’ Aurelie remarked, changing the subject abruptly. ‘And Cat has only another month to go.’




  ‘No, seriously,’ Maeve persisted to Cecilia. ‘They’re planning to use artificial gestation to help populate some of the ethnic planets. Why not make it a general

  thing? I don’t mind being pregnant twice, but I’ll be damned if I’ll go through it again and again just to help fill the Human Polity with superior Remillard minds. But if we

  could pop the fertilized eggs into incubators—’




  ‘We’ve had the technical capability for a long time,’ Cecilia admitted, ‘and it is useful under certain circumstances. But it’s far better for the baby to grow

  inside its mother naturally. There are both physical and psychological factors involved. That’s why the Reproductive Statutes restrict artificial gestation so drastically.’




  ‘What do the Simbiari proctors know about it?’ Maeve flared. ‘Damned egg-laying salamandroids! They don’t risk their lives having babies.’ She sprang to her feet

  and strode over to the window. The car had pulled up to the porte cochère at the entrance to the mansion, and the obsequious Louis and Leon were hurrying to greet the arrivals. ‘This

  pregnancy of yours is going much better than the last, Maeve, dear.’ Aurelie tried to be consoling. ‘If you can just restrain your contraredactive tendencies—’




  ‘—and avoid stress,’ Maeve finished in an arch tone. ‘You can talk. Six kids already, and ready to keep it up till your ovaries pack it in. You drop babies as easily as

  an Indian squaw.’




  Cheri said, wearily, ‘Try to calm down, Maeve. Give the rest of us a break.’




  The Irishwoman said, ‘Oh, I’ll simmer down soon enough. Just as soon as we finish with this ghoulish wake for the living dead!’ She stared out at the rain-swept sky. ‘If

  my feeble farsight’s not mistaken, that’s Paul’s egg coming now. Shall we go find our husbands and get this damned thing over with?’




  Paul used his creativity to shield them from the rain as he and his father hurried from the egg to the house. Once Denis stumbled, and would have gone to his knees if Paul

  hadn’t seized his arm. ‘Papa, you’re still too weak to be out of the hospital. This was a mistake.’




  Denis shook his head stubbornly. If anything, he looked even younger than his twenty-six-year-old son, who was nearly thirty cents taller than his father and sported a debonair mustache to

  enhance his image as a rising planetary statesman. Both men were dressed in sober suits and topcoats, and water from the sodden lawn threatened their highly polished shoes. Lucille had always

  insisted that the family dress in a semi-formal fashion for the Good Friday ritual; and even in her absence they had automatically complied.




  ‘I’m quite all right,’ Denis insisted. ‘You know very well I was scheduled to leave Johns Hopkins next week. There’s nothing whatsoever wrong with me physically.

  Tucker Barnes was probably right when he diagnosed me as suffering from exhaustion and acute depression aggravated by Lucille’s absence.’




  ‘All the more reason for us to postpone Good Friday.’




  ‘No. That’s unthinkable, especially under the circumstances.’




  They reached the porte cochère, and Paul canceled the metapsychic umbrella. The entry hall was brightly lit, and Louis and Leon hastened to open the front door and relieve Paul and Denis

  of their coats. The twins were sixty-two years old, stocky and balding and hollow-eyed, for all that they possessed the precious self-rejuvenating heritage. Unfortunately, it tended to express

  itself differently in different individuals, and the complex interaction of the thousands of genes involved was still poorly understood. Aunt Yvonne, who was a year older than the twins, was still

  pallidly youthful; but these two poor devils would always look middle-aged, like Uncle Rogi. Paul masked his disesteem as he greeted his uncles with cool formality. Would he retain his

  vitality and good looks as the years passed? Denis had, but he was a slightly built blond man, while Paul was robust and dark, as Rogi had been in his youth.




  And Victor.




  ‘How is he?’ Denis asked.




  ‘The nurse had to adjust the machine again,’ Louis said.




  ‘The rate of hemoglobin synthesis continues to decrease,’ Leon added. ‘Heartbeat and respiration are normal, he assimilates nourishment and excretes, skin and muscular tone are

  nearly normal, and the EEG is as usual.’




  ‘Nevertheless,’ Louis finished, his voice completely neutral, ‘unless therapy is started soon to relieve the anemia, he’ll eventually die.’




  Denis was already heading for the red-carpeted central staircase. ‘Paul, get the others together and bring them up at once.’




  ‘Papa! Wait . . .’




  Denis halted and turned around, one hand on the banister.




  Paul took a breath, sealed off his inner thoughts with as much strength as he could muster, and readied his coercion. ‘Papa, I’ve thought the matter over all throughout our flight

  from Baltimore. I won’t let little Marc participate in the metaconcert. We don’t know enough about the way mind-linkage affects the participants.’




  Denis’s face wore a gentle smile. He did not meet his son’s eyes. ‘Victor is failing, Paul. We may not have another chance, and we’re lacking your mother’s input

  this year. I assure you that the program I use is entirely benign. And Marc’s mind is more powerful than that of many adults. Far stronger than those of the wives and Brett.’




  ‘Papa – no. Marc’s my son. A baby. The rest of us are consenting adults. I’ve always had reservations about this Good Friday thing, and yet I’ve gone along

  with it because it was so important to you. But I can’t put a tiny child at risk. Uncle Rogi’s agreed to participate. He should help a little.’




  Denis turned away. ‘Very well.’ He continued up the stairs, letting his mind rove on ahead of him to the sickroom. The nonoperant day nurse looked up from her plaque-book as he

  entered Victor’s room.




  ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Gilbert. We’re nearly ready.’




  ‘Oh, Professor Remillard! I’ve been wanting to talk to you, but Mr Philip and Dr Severin said you were too ill—’




  ‘I’m feeling better.’ He calmed her redactively. ‘Draw the drapes, will you, please? I’ll just check the machine.’




  He stood at his younger brother’s side for a few moments, looking at the pale, tranquil face of the man he was certain had damned himself. Then he went to the console of monitoring and

  life-support equipment set up at the foot of the big canopied bed.




  The nurse persisted. ‘Dr Cournoyer was here yesterday. He’d like to discuss Mr Victor’s deteriorating condition with you. The urgent need for therapy if the anemia is to be

  arrested.’




  Denis did not reply. He finished his inspection of the equipment, drew a chair up to the bedside, and sat down. His extraordinary bright blue eyes now lifted and caught those of Mrs Gilbert,

  holding her hypnotized as she stood with the drapery cord in one hand.




  ‘When my brother’s coma was pronounced irreversible many years ago and the authorities allowed me to take responsibility for his care, they assumed I would do the usual thing –

  order the cessation of intravenous hydration and gastrostogavage so that he would soon die. For reasons that seemed valid to me, I did not follow this course of action. Instead, Victor has been

  given food and water and ordinary nursing care for more than twenty-six years. Up until two months ago, his body maintained itself in perfectly normal condition through self-redaction. And his

  mind, although incapable of any external manifestation, apparently continued to function as well. Victor is blind, deaf, and mute, unable to respond to any sensory stimulus, incapable of voluntary

  movement, incapable of telepathic communication, coercion, or any other external metapsychic manifestation. But he still thinks. A mentality such as his would not have continued to live unless he

  wanted to. Do you understand, Mrs Gilbert?’




  ‘I – I think so.’




  Denis inclined his head, so that the terrible eyes were shuttered and he suddenly seemed to be only a very weary, very frail young man. ‘If Victor is declining now, it’s also because

  he wants to, and we will undertake no special measures to arrest the deterioration. Only carry on as usual. Is that clear?’




  ‘I – yes.’ The nurse slowly closed the draperies, then touched a switch that lit two shaded brass sconces on either side of the bed. The only other illumination in the room

  came from the machine readouts, the small lamp at the nursing station, and a single candle in a ruby-glass cup, mounted beneath a wall crucifix opposite the bed.




  ‘Please ask my family to come in now.’




  ‘Yes, Professor.’ She went out, closing the door softly behind her.




  Denis lifted the coverlet and took out Victor’s arms, folding them across his breast. The comatose man was dressed in gold silk pajamas, and none of the life-supportive equipment was

  visible. His handsome face had lost its usual ruddiness to the anemia but seemed otherwise normal, with the hint of a smile lingering about the bluish, motionless lips. Victor’s crisply

  curled black hair had no more strands of silver in it now than it had had twenty-six years before; when he was struck down by . . . something on top of Mount Washington at the start of the Great

  Intervention.




  Victor Remillard had killed nearly a hundred people without compunction, including his father and several of his own siblings. He had stolen billions of dollars and violated a bookful of

  criminal, financial, and commercial regulatory laws. He had conspired with the maniacal Kieran O’Connor to seize control of Earth’s satellite laser-defense system. And he had very

  nearly managed to murder the cream of operant humanity, the three thousand delegates of the Last Metapsychic Congress, on the very day of Intervention.




  Victor had also had the opportunity to ruminate over his sins ever since, thanks to his brother Denis.




  ‘Vic,’ Denis whispered. ‘Vic, have you found the truth? Have you finally discovered where you went wrong?’




  Mind wide open and completely receptive, Denis listened.




  Rogi was at the tail end of the procession as they trooped up to Vic’s bedroom, the seven metapsychic stalwarts of the Remillard Dynasty, their brave spouses, and him – scared

  shitless. At least baby Marc had been spared. The nurse had taken charge of him when Teresa declined to put him into the care of poor fey Yvonne, who now stood downstairs in the hall with Louis and

  Leon, the three of them watching with haunted expressions as the others climbed the stairs.




  The bedroom furnishings, of dark and massive oak, were exactly as Rogi had remembered them from twenty-four years earlier. The life-support gadgetry was more compact and sophisticated now, and

  there were new rugs and draperies and hangings about the bed. But the blackened old crucifix with its red vigil light was the one poor lost Sunny, Don’s wife, had nailed up as a newlywed in

  the cottage on School Street; and the face of the man lying in the bed still struck Rogi with a terror so profound that he found himself reeling and had to clutch at the back of a chair to keep

  from fleeing the room.




  The participants in the ritual were ranging themselves about the bed in couples. On the left side, nearest Victor’s head, stood Philip Remillard, portly and comfortably homely, oldest of

  the seven siblings and the shrewd CEO of Remco Industries. With each passing year, Philip reminded Rogi more and more of good old Onc’ Louie, the hardworking mill foreman who had raised him.

  Philip’s elegant wife, Aurelie Dalembert, stood calmly at his side, fingering a crystal rosary. She and her late sister Jeanne, who had married the second son of Denis and Lucille, had made

  careers of being wives to men destined for greatness and mothers of their children. Maurice Remillard, as fair and mild-looking as Denis but more sturdily built, had recently taken an extended

  leave of absence from the Department of Sociology at Columbia University to join his three younger siblings, Anne, Adrien, and Paul, as an administrator in the Human Polity of the Galactic Milieu.

  His second wife, Dr Cecilia Ashe, wearing country tweeds in contrast to the dark suits and dresses of the other women, was looking down at the comatose man with clinical interest. Next to her stood

  Severin Remillard, who had been Cecilia’s colleague in the Department of Neurology at Dartmouth Medical School and her unsuccessful wooer. He was a tall blond man with a dashing air and an

  iconoclastic view of the Galactic Milieu, which Rogi tended to sympathize with. Severin’s third wife, Maeve O’Neill, formerly a successful Irish horse-breeder, was a ravishing redhead,

  now pale as milk and with her large eyes alight with apprehension, flinching away from her husband’s proffered arm.




  On the right side of the bed’s foot, standing hand in hand with their minds entwined in mutual redactive commiseration, were Catherine Remillard and her husband, Brett Doyle McAllister,

  colleagues in a Child Latency Project at the Polity capital, where both were also Intendancy bureaucrats. Next to them were Adrien Remillard and the wealthy pop sculptor Cheri Losier-Drake. Like

  Maeve, Cheri looked unhappy and anxious. Her husband, for all his metapsychic talents, was often considered by family detractors to be a rough-hewn, slightly unfinished prototype of the youngest

  and most famous member of the dynasty, Paul. Paul Remillard was not only tall, built like an athlete, and endowed with princely good looks, but he also possessed what was perhaps the most powerful

  set of metafaculties in the entire human race. He had married the acclaimed coloratura soprano Teresa Kendall. Besides Marc, their eldest, they had an infant daughter, named Marie. The unborn child

  Teresa carried, also a girl, was to be called Madeleine.




  The only unmarried sibling, Intendant Associate Anne Remillard, came up to Rogi with a sardonic twinkle in her ice-blue eyes and coerced him to stand at her side near Catherine and Brett, on the

  side of the room nearest the door. Denis himself stood next to them, at the very foot of the bed.




  As always, the Remillards faced the crucifix and recited La Oraison Dominicale in the French language of their ancestors. Aurelie, Cecilia, and Teresa, who were also Catholics, joined in the

  prayer. Rogi was too petrified to utter a sound.




  Then Denis spoke softly. ‘Thank you all for coming. Especially you, Cecilia, because I realize this family custom must seem bizarre to you this first time . . . and you, Uncle Rogi, for

  reasons that I know you would rather I didn’t discuss.’




  Someone coughed, and there was a general shuffling of feet.




  ‘For Cecilia’s sake,’ Denis continued, ‘let me explain what we are about to do. I intend to link all of our minds in a metaconcert and pray in a very special way for my

  brother Victor. For over twenty-six years he has lain in this room, in a deep coma. We know from the monitoring machine that he thinks. Orderly thought patterns that are almost certainly rational

  are generated by his brain. But he is totally cut off from the world of sensation, receiving no input at all as far as we have been able to ascertain. Victor is alone with his thoughts, alone with

  his memories, alone with recollections of the terrible crimes he committed. It has always been my personal prayer – my hope – that Victor would ultimately repent of what he had done,

  and when this was accomplished he would either recover or pass peacefully into death.’




  Denis paused and turned his gaze upon Rogi, who was caught by those coercive blue eyes like a jacklighted deer, too frozen even to feel fear. And then Denis looked away.




  ‘Recently, Victor’s body has suffered a severe decline in hematopoiesis, the manufacture of blood cells. In a person with the self-rejuvenating gene complex, this signifies a very

  grave prognosis. My brother is dying, and this is probably our last chance to come together on his behalf. Now let us prepare our minds for the metaconcert . . . Cecilia, the process is a very

  simple one for the participants in the configuration I’ve designed. Just open your mind wide, with all barriers as low as possible, and trust me. I’ll do the linkage very

  slowly, one of you at a time. When the concert is complete, I’ll direct it. You need do nothing except relax. Ready?’




  Rogi closed his eyes. Immediately, a deluge of memories seemed to engulf him. He seemed to see again his twin brother Donnie, whose juvenile assaults on his mind – nonmalicious in the

  beginning – had prompted in Rogi the spontaneous development of strong mental shielding. Only once had the two of them conjoined in a self-defensive, triumphant metaconcert. But after that,

  seeking to renew the experience, Donnie had instead attempted to violate Rogi’s self, make the two of them into an inseparable whole. When Rogi refused, Donnie hated him – and hated

  himself for the hating – until the day that he died.




  In the mnemonic flood, Rogi also saw Don’s son, baby Denis, at the baptismal font, felt the new young mind bond to him. Denis had made Rogi his adoptive father, taking the love Rogi

  vouchsafed to him freely after his own father had denied him – in favor of Victor. As young Denis’s mind matured and the shy child turned into one of the great minds of the world, Rogi

  had learned to fear him – even though the love was still there as well – and especially to fear joining mentally with him in metaconcert. Denis would never knowingly harm his beloved

  foster father; but he was so powerful, so different, that Rogi could not help being afraid.




  He was very much afraid now.




  Rogi’s mental screens were still up; he had defied Denis, refused conjunction at the last moment, so that the others had been forced to complete the mind-edifice without him. Rogi was

  dimly aware of the metaconcert hovering apart from him, engrossed in whatever esoteric activity Denis was conjuring. Elsewhere, deep within the ineffable, immense dynamic field of mental lattices

  that was called the aether, something without tangible form was looking at Rogi.




  Not Denis. Not Victor. Not any of the other persons who had gathered around the bed, nor anyone that Rogi knew.




  Something else watched him from deep within a great mental chasm, a thing horrible that encompassed an evil beyond anything he had ever experienced before. Rogi had known Kieran O’Connor

  and Victor Remillard, the two most iniquitous minds that the human race had ever spawned; but this thing was worse. And it was beckoning to him.




  Who are you? Rogi asked.




  And it said: I am Fury.




  Where did you come from? Rogi asked.




  I am newborn. Inevitably.




  What – what do you want?




  And it said: All of you.




  Rogi’s mind screamed its fear and loathing. He seemed to hear laughter – and this time, the voice was recognizably Victor’s. Rogi cried out again, pleading, begging for Denis

  – for anyone! – to come to his rescue. But Denis seemed to be gone, and the minds he had woven so skillfully about him were gone as well.




  I require assistance, Fury said, reaching out. And I’ll take you to start with. Silly, flawed old Rogi! But you’ll be useful.




  You can’t! You can’t! . . . See? I told you so!




  Now Rogi was laughing hysterically, and the horror that was Fury roared, and the negation of the mental chasm was lit by a crimson radiance that grew brighter and brighter, becoming a red sphere

  suspended in utter darkness.




  He is mine, another voice said. A familiar voice. You may not have Rogi. Do what you must do, but not with him.




  The red sphere hovered, seeming to become more solid, a glowing thing that Rogi thought he recognized. He took hold of it somehow, and it pulled him away, away, out of the depths, away from the

  mind-monster named Fury, and back into ordinary reality –




  – the bedroom. Severin and Cecilia Ashe bending over the supine figure, she seeking a wrist pulse, he lifting an eyelid to reveal a dilated, fathomless pupil. Denis on his knees, head

  bowed, hands touching the covered feet of the body, weeping. Paul and Adrien at the machine, where the once-green telltales now blinked red. Anne standing apart, her face frozen. Catherine, Teresa,

  and the other women together in an agitated group, murmuring. Philip, Maurice, and Brett staring at each other helplessly.




  Suddenly, through the closed door, Rogi heard a baby scream.




  His paralysis evaporated and he raced to the door, yanked it open. Then he halted, stunned, at the scene in the hall.




  Three bodies lay on their backs on the Oriental runner rug. Yvonne, Louis, and Leon, their faces contorted and their eyes wide open, were stone dead.




  From the doorway of the bedroom across the halt, Mrs Gilbert, the nurse, stared down at the bodies in astonishment, while the two-year-old boy in her arms shrieked and struggled like a wild

  thing.




  Rogi’s hand went involuntarily to his pants pocket, to the key ring that he always carried with him, the one with a fob like a red glass marble. His strong fingers tightened about the

  little caged sphere.




  It’s all right, Rogi said to Marc on the intimate mode. He’s gone.




  Abruptly, the boy’s cries ceased. Flushed and tousled, breathing in noisy gulps, Marc held out his arms to the old man. Rogi took him from the nurse, cradled the small head against his

  chest, and hurried off downstairs.
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  Okanagon Earth


  24 August 2051




  He had been summoned.




  Coerced. He – the uncoercible!




  It was nothing so concrete as a call on the telepathic intimate mode. It was a compulsion, an aching cryptesthetic urge having nothing at all to do with the usual workings of his powerful and

  orderly young mind. It was a feeling (and that, of course, made it totally suspect) that his mother, more than 540 light-years away on Earth, was in danger from some purposeful agency that

  would cause her irreparable harm. And only he, Marc Remillard, could save her.




  But that was counter to all logic; and he had arranged his life so as to subdue in himself the messier, nonintellectual aspects of the human psyche. When irruptions of the feeling function

  occasionally got the better of him, he counted it a personal defeat, and analyzed the phenomenon rigorously, and strove to bring it under control so as to lessen his susceptibility on the next

  go-around. But somehow, where his mother was concerned, emotional skewing tended to persist. It was odd that he should continue to love her with such unreasoning ardor in spite of her benign

  indifference; no amount of metacreative sorting and rechanneling on his part had been successful in transmuting the filial bond with Teresa Kendall into something safer . . .




  He had dealt with his father more satisfactorily. Paul could no longer hurt him or even shake his composure. Why, then, he asked himself, should a son’s relationship with the maternal

  parent be so much less amenable to rationalization? It was annoying – and in the present situation, intuition hinted that it might even be dangerous.




  But intuition was often illogical, too.




  When Marc attempted to farspeak his mother, he discovered that she had her impregnable mental barrier up. And so he was forced to place a call to her from Okanagon via subspace communicator,

  just as though he were a nonoperant or a metapsychic infant.




  When he reached her, Teresa cheerfully denied that anything at all was wrong. She said she missed him, as she said she missed the other three children, off on their various summer jaunts. But

  they would all be together soon enough, and she was feeling quite well these days, and it was so unlike him to be hyperimaginative – and was he quite sure that he wasn’t coming

  down with some exotic bug?




  He told her that he would get a scan, and apologized stiffly for his irrational behavior and for disturbing her.




  She laughed kindly and said it was probably only puberty, which was bound to be unsettling even to a grandmasterclass young operant like himself. She told him that she loved him, and reassured

  him once again that everything at home on Earth was fine, and then terminated the communication.




  Marc had no way of telling whether or not his mother was lying to him again. The notion that puberty was the cause of his malaise he rejected out of hand; his hormonal secretions were normal for

  a boy of thirteen, and he was confident that they, like the rest of his bodily functions, were at the moment subordinate to his self-redactive metafacuity. But the maddening compulsion was not

  imaginary; it was undeniably coercive and focused with considerable precision upon him, and it increased in strength every hour that he attempted futile analysis of its source.




  He farspoke his sensible twelve-year-old sister Marie, who was trying to write her first novel at their grandparents’ old summer place on the Atlantic shore. Marie told him she had seen

  their mother last weekend, and things were as normal back at home as they ever were. Teresa was clearly grateful for her time alone. She displayed no overt symptoms of mental dysfunction. She was

  doing some gardening and was working with every evidence of enthusiasm to transpose an obscure folk song cycle from the archaic Poltroyan into modern human notation.




  In Marie’s opinion, Marc’s premonitions and uneasiness were nothing more than mental indigestion. His giant brain was doubtless suffering overload from all the weird cerebroenergetic

  experiments he insisted upon inflicting upon himself, and he should slow down and smell the flowers before his synapses snapped.




  Marc told Marie thanks for nothing.




  Next he tried to bespeak his great-granduncle Rogi, who lived above his bookstore only a block and a half away from the family home. Rogi’s puny mentality did not respond to Marc’s

  farspoken hails, and that probably meant that the old man was in one of his downslide phases and stinko again. However, there was only a small chance that Uncle Rogi would know the truth about

  Teresa anyway. He had always been leery of Marc’s parents and the other galactic celebrities of the Remillard clan, even as he was surprisingly congenial toward Paul and Teresa’s aloof

  eldest son, Marc . . .




  In the end, the boy decided that there was no way to resolve the dilemma but go home and check things out personally, and at all possible speed.




  It took three days for the CSS Funakoshi Maru to travel from Okanagon to Earth at the highest displacement factor endurable by masterclass humans. Marc Remillard scarcely felt

  the pain of the three deep-catenary hyperspatial translations at all. Enmeshed in his premonition, he had also neglected to note that the cost of his ticket on the premium-class superluminal

  transport had eaten up nearly all of his remaining personal credit-card allowance. When the starship docked at Ka Lei, Marc discovered that he couldn’t afford to travel the rest of the way

  home from Hawaii via express eggliner and taxi. For emergencies, he carried the family corporation credit card with its unlimited rating; but since he was legally a minor for three more years, no

  matter how extraordinary his metapsychic quotient, using the card would require parental authorization and thereby alert his father. And the damned premonition seemed to urge that he not let anyone

  – most particularly not Paul – know that he had returned.




  So Marc took the cheapie local shuttle, which took twice as long as the express to fly from Ka Lei to the North American spaceport on Anticosti Island. It was from there that he had embarked for

  the planet Okanagon the previous June, leaving his BMW T99RT turbocycle in the long-term parking facility. He considered but rejected the idea of sneaking his wheels out without paying. The garage

  exit was fully automated against that very contingency, and its computer notably sneetchproof, even to the likes of him, and if he blew it and got nailed, he might as well have stayed on Okanagon.

  There was nothing to do but play it straight. Unhocking the turbocycle reduced the credit on his personal plass to just about zero; but fortunately the BMW was fully j-fueled and ready to roll, and

  the tolls would be automatically debited to the family account.




  Marc removed the cycle leathers from the machine’s boot and put them on. He checked the charge and ran an internal test of the circuitry in the cerebroenergetic guidance helmet, then

  clapped it on, effectively plugging his brain into the bike the moment the hard-hat electrodes came alive at his imperative thought and pricked his scalp. The BMW’s instrumentation became

  part of his own senses, and its operating controls belonged to his voluntary nervous system, answering to his mental commands. There was nothing unique about the cerebroenergetic system except the

  fact that it was designed to operate a mere turbocycle instead of a starship or another highly sophisticated piece of apparatus. And instead of being manufactured by IBM or Datasys or Toshiba, it

  had been built by Marc himself.




  Ordinarily, he drove his overpowered BMW in a scrupulously law-abiding manner except when he was on a racecourse; but now, in the emergency, he’d crank the bike flat out in the maxcel

  lanes of the autoroutes and screw the scofflaw monitors with his metacreativity. If a living police officer spotted him, he’d just have to risk brainwiping the cop.




  The mind-controlled two-wheeler with the boy aboard rolled out of the spaceport parking garage, adhering to the speed limit all through the Jacques Cartier Tunnel leading to the Labrador

  Autoroute on the north shore of the Saint-Laurent. Once it reached the maxcel lanes of the major ground way, the boy hung out the spoilers and commanded maximum throttle. Luckily, no human traffic

  police eyeballed him en route, and no busybody civilian drivers happened to be alert enough to note his tag number as he scorched past. He reached Hanover, New Hampshire shortly after noon, having

  achieved an average velocity of 282.2 kilometers per hour.




  The beautiful old college town was swathed in a summer heat wave and seemed nearly deserted. Marc drove the bike in quietly and decided that it would be a good idea to scan

  things out at close range before going to the house.




  He went to the empty parking area of the Catholic church on Sanborn Road, just around the corner from his home. It was so hot that the birds had quit singing and the tarmac that paved the lot

  was semiliquid between the bits of gravel. When he unzipped the environmentally controlled leather suit from left shoulder to right ankle and stepped out of it, he felt as if he had stepped into a

  sauna.




  He was able to mentally adjust his body thermostat easily enough; but the feeling of impending disaster had now become almost overwhelming. During the shuttle trip and the drive from Anticosti,

  he had deliberately refrained from any attempt to farsense Teresa or try to make mental contact with her. The premonition had seemed to warn him that this would be dangerous, that she would

  inadvertently give away his presence on Earth and somehow preclude his helping her. But now, standing in the dusty shade of a gigantic mutant elm with the cooling engine of the Beemer ticking

  gently beside him, the boy reached out with the most heavily shielded farsensory probe he could manage and entered the old white colonial-style house at 15 East South Street.




  Neither Herta Schmidt, the operant nanny, nor Jacqui Delarue, the nonoperant housekeeper, was anywhere in the place. His mother, Teresa Kaulana Kendall, was in her music studio on the second

  floor, sitting at a keyboard in front of an open window, playing a soft guitarlike improvisation. As Marc’s ultrasense lingered on her face, which was lightly sheened with perspiration, she

  brushed a damp lock of dark hair from her eyes with a sharp gesture at odds with her tranquil aspect.




  Her mind was enveloped in a grandmasterclass screen that no Remillard – not even her husband or her eldest son – had ever been able to breach.




  Across the room, sitting stiffly on a ladder-back chair between the computer desk and a bookcase stuffed with old-fashioned printed musical scores, was Lucille Cartier – Marc’s

  redoubtable grandmother and Teresa’s mother-in-law. Lucille’s rejuvenated beauty was unsullied by sweat, and her dark brown hair, cut in bangs and a classic Chanel bob, was perfectly

  groomed.




  Lucille said, ‘Now that we’re certain that the prognosis for successful prenatal genetic engineering is negative, you must agree that only one course of action is

  possible.’




  Teresa said nothing. The music she played was technically brilliant but completely lacking in depth or nuance.




  Lucille was reining in her famous temper admirably, projecting regret, sympathy, and feminine solidarity at the same time that her coercion was working overtime. ‘Teresa, dear, there is no

  other way the family can protect you from the legal consequences of your irresponsible behavior. And the child is—’




  ‘Doomed anyhow,’ Teresa finished, smiling abstractedly.




  ‘Severin himself performed the genetic assay, confirming the presence of at least three intractable lethal traits in the fetal DNA. And I needn’t remind you’ –

  Lucille’s voice hardened – ‘that doing those tests makes Sevvy just as much of an accessory to your crime as I am. But he was willing to put himself in jeopardy just to prove to

  you that the situation is irremediable.’




  ‘And I thank you both for trying. And for not reporting me.’




  ‘We never considered reporting you to the Magistratum!’




  The smallest movement uplifted Teresa’s lips. ‘Of course not. The Remillard family honor – and the honor of the first human Magnate-Designate – would never recover from

  the scandal.’




  ‘You don’t know what you’re saying.’ Lucille’s words were still objective, composed. But her mental substratum, clearly perceptible to Marc’s spying

  ultrasense, smoldered with outrage. ‘Any more than you really knew what you were doing when you deliberately flouted the Reproductive Statutes.’




  ‘Oh, I knew . . . but I never intended to harm Paul or the rest of the family. I – I only knew that this time the risk was worth taking.’




  ‘How you ever expected to get away with it—’




  ‘I had a plan. Once my condition became obvious, I’d slip away to my family’s old beach house on Kauai, where only native Hawaiian people and a handful of haoles live now. It

  would have been easy to make some excuse to Paul.’ Teresa uttered a small laugh. ‘He certainly would never miss me, what with the hullabaloo over the upcoming ending of the Simbiari

  Proctorship and the formal induction ceremonies for the new Earth Magnates at Concilium Orb. I thought that afterward, when the Human Polity finally took its place in the Milieu and the Dynasty was

  settled in as magnates, I’d eventually be exonerated.’




  ‘That is by no means a certainty.’




  ‘I’m not the only person who thinks the Reproductive Statutes are unjust! Nor am I the only operant who’s attempted to circumvent them. For normals, the penalty is only a fine

  and sterilization and the loss of a few entitlements. Why the Simbiari decided to deal with us in such a draconian manner—’




  ‘We operants have more privileges,’ said Lucille gently, ‘and we also have more responsibilities.’




  ‘To hell with them both.’ Teresa’s voice was level. Her musical improvisation became Bachian, faster and almost frenzied in its intricacy. ‘To hell with the whole ungodly

  proctorship scheme. To hell with the exotics and their Milieu. What fools we all were to think it would be so wonderful to become part of a galactic civilization.’




  ‘There are some normals who would agree with you, and a few operants. But most of humanity believes that the Intervention saved our planet from catastrophe.’




  ‘The price – in human freedom and dignity – has been too high.’




  Lucille Cartier’s mental veneer of sympathy thinned momentarily to reveal the thought: Poor neurotic fool! And if any love or pity for Teresa tinged this stark judgment, it was

  imperceptible to Marc.




  Teresa seemed to notice nothing and continued equably. ‘But all this is quite beside the point. My little scheme failed to reckon with your own maternal astuteness, Lucille. You found me

  out.’




  Her playing slowed, and the music passed into a minor mode. Almost as an afterthought, she said, ‘If you and Severin are prepared to perform the procedure, we’d best do it early

  tomorrow, before Paul comes back from Concord.’




  ‘Thank God you’ve finally come to your senses!’ Lucille sprang up from the chair and came swiftly to her daughter-in-law, taking Teresa’s hands from the keyboard and

  drawing her to her feet. ‘Darling, I know how terrible this is for you. And I’m so sorry it has to be this way. We should have realized what emotional turmoil you were suffering.

  Paul should have known . . .’




  Teresa freed her hands. ‘Not Paul,’ she said very quietly. There were tears in her eyes now, but the mental facade that she displayed to her mother-in-law was suddenly casual,

  uncaring – almost as though the secret, once discovered, was no longer worth agonizing over. ‘Paul never would have known. It took another woman to find out the truth. Well, it will all

  be over tomorrow . . . Lucille, you mustn’t worry about me anymore. You’re quite right and I am a fool, and that’s an end to it. I think you’d better go now and

  arrange things. I’d like to be alone for a while . . . to do my vocal exercises. You know how I am about letting anyone hear how awful I’ve become.’




  ‘That’s nonsense!’ said Lucille stoutly. ‘Your voice is as fine as ever. How many times must we tell you that your singing difficulties are entirely psychosomatic? And

  this other – this obsession of yours would also respond to therapy if you’d only—’




  ‘Please.’ Pain flashed briefly from Teresa’s eyes. ‘Just let us be alone together for these last few hours.’




  ‘It’s not sapient! Not at five months!’ Lucille’s voice was shrill, and her eyes blazed. ‘It’s only your sick imagination hearing it!’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  Teresa turned her back on Lucille, took her seat again at the keyboard, and toggled a fortepiano patch. She began to play Chopin’s Berçeuse. ‘I’ll be ready

  tomorrow. Just call me. Tell me where and when.’




  Lucille’s mouth tightened as she recognized the lullaby. But she only nodded and left the room, hurrying down the staircase and out of the house to her waiting groundcar. Marc waited until

  his grandmother drove off and turned away on Main Street before starting to walk his bike toward the house, bespeaking his mother on the way.




  

    

      MARC: Mama. I’ve come.




      TERESA: Marc? It’s you? But . . . why, dear? What about the little holiday you were supposed to take with your friends after finishing the

      undergrad seminar on Okanagon? The trip to the Singing Jungle? I know you were looking forward to a break before beginning at Dartmouth this fall—




      MARC: I’ve come to help you.




      TERESA: I told you there was nothing wrong. Nothing that need concern you. [Detachment].




      MARC: I know better. I felt your need. Your danger. There was an irresistible compulsion. You coerced me and I came.




      TERESA: Oh no Marc. You know my mind, you of all people. I’m weak in the coercive facility, unable to project a compulsion into the next room,

      much less five hundred light-years to Okanagon.




      MARC: Unconsciously, you could do it . . . under the circumstances. It had to be you. It certainly wasn’t him.




      TERESA: Oh Jesus you can’t mean . . . Marc do you know?




      MARC: Not all of it but enough. I can read your subliminal thoughts now, Mama. Your barrier is down, and you’re thinking so loudly that I can

      hardly avoid it! Does – does he really speak to you?




      TERESA: Lucille insists it’s impossible. He’s only five months alive and his brain hasn’t developed far enough even an eight-month

      fetus is barely able to conceptualize much less achieve the bilateral cerebration necessary for even the most primitive form of self-awareness or communication it’s not anything I can

      understand. I only know it know HE IS THE ONE not you not the others my poor wonderful babies forgive me forgive me I had to do it he must live mutant or not HE IS THE ONE Marc can you

      help us how can you possibly help you’re only thirteen Lucille and Severin will kill him to save me but I won’t let it happen I’ll run away I’ll do away with

      both of us before—




      MARC: Teresa be still!




      TERESA: . . . Yes.




      MARC: I’m here. In the house. Coming upstairs. I know what to do how to save both of you your unconscious mind was right to call me.

      Trust me.




      TERESA: Yes.


    


  




  Teresa did not look up as Marc entered. She stared at her hands silent on the electronic keyboard. ‘You’re only a boy. A boy with an amazing mind, but hardly

  powerful enough to counter the law enforcement authorities of the Galactic Milieu. What I’ve done is a serious crime, and if you help me you’ll be an accessory and liable to the same

  penalty as mine.’




  ‘As Grandmama and Uncle Sevvy will be, too, if they do the abortion.’




  ‘The danger of their being found out is infinitesimal, whereas you would almost certainly be caught if you tried to help me escape.’




  ‘I won’t be caught. I’ve already worked it out. Look!’ [Image.]




  ‘I see,’ Teresa whispered. ‘I see.’




  She reached out to him mentally, to this oldest child, who had distanced himself from his parents in the earliest years of life, keeping himself to himself, apparently rejecting love as a

  needless distraction as he cultivated the awesome metafaculties that might someday make him the leading human operant of the new Galactic Age. Teresa seemed genuinely astonished that it should be

  Marc who would try to save her . . . save both of them. He had shown no particular affection for his other siblings and seemed to have only an Olympian regard for his mother and father. Even now he

  instinctively froze at her attempted mental caress, as though he knew that love’s interface would breach his precious self-sufficiency and render him vulnerable.




  As it had.




  ‘Marc, are you sure?’ she asked, taking his hand. It was warm, unlike the ramparts guarding his soul’s core.




  ‘Yes,’ he said.




  Teresa kissed the young hand, then smiled as she guided it to her belly, which had hardly begun to swell. Marc’s muscles tensed, and she feared he would pull away; but then –




  ‘There,’ she said reassuringly, and the boy relaxed. ‘You must listen very carefully. His – his thought-mode is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before, human or

  exotic. It’s rather frightening until you get used to it. At least it was for me! Probe deep. Be open for something quite different. And be gentle, because he feels he must hide, sometimes,

  like a little frightened animal . . .’




  Marc knelt beside Teresa, placed both hands on his mother’s abdomen, and closed his eyes. Transfixed, he hardly seemed to breathe for many minutes. Finally he gave a low, inarticulate cry.

  He opened his eyes and regarded his mother with mingled elation and fear.




  ‘It’s all right,’ Teresa said, smiling. ‘He’s really very happy to meet you. And – yes. It seems that he was expecting you after all.’
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  Hanover, New Hampshire, Earth


  24 August 2051




  The antique bell on the front door of The Eloquent Page tinkled, and the teenaged boy came inside. Even before she looked up from her computer inventory check, Perdita

  Manion was aware that a metapsychic operant of exceptional stature had come into the bookshop. The mind-signature was not only unreadable; it was encrypted to the point of nonexistence. It could

  belong to only one person.




  She smiled a greeting both with her lips and with her mind. ‘Well, hello, Marc! So you’re back home in time to enjoy the last days of this beautiful New Hampshire summer, are you? I

  thought you were going to be off-world until the start of the Dartmouth fall term.’




  ‘The undergraduate seminar on psychocreative ambivalence at the Okanagon Institute ended earlier than I expected. The Simbiari prof came down with some kind of exotic allergy and

  couldn’t stop dripping green.’




  ‘Good heavens!’




  ‘And then there was the big news about the selection of the first human Magnates of the Concilium. Anybody named Remillard was fair game for the local media. So I caught the next ship for

  Earth.’




  ‘But it was your first star trip all alone. Didn’t you want to stay on and explore for a bit? Okanagon is such a gorgeous world. All those flowering trees and the singing fire-moths

  in the jungle gardens . . . Lindsay and I seriously considered settling there in 2020, when the first colonial planets were opened.’




  Marc’s response was edgy and formal. ‘The Planet is certainly very attractive physically, but I found it mentally unsettling. It has such a large cosmopolitan population of

  nonoperants. Their excessively mercantile mind-set has generated a very unharmonic planetary aura.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘I suppose I’m oversensitive. But . . . there’s no place like home.’




  ‘Well, of course.’ Perdita Manion offered him maternal sympathy well flavored with humor. Masterclass adolescents had such a difficult time coping, poor things! The brighter they

  were, the harder it was for them to adapt when they were first cut loose from the hothouse of operant training they had known since early childhood and were forced to swim in the perverse

  mainstream of ‘normal’ humanity. Her own brilliant son, Alexis, who like Marc had recently graduated from Brebeuf Academy, was a sore trial himself these days – an idealistic

  champion of the Altruism Ethic one moment and a power-tripping little fascist the next, in spite of the best efforts of the school’s operant Jesuit preceptors. It was high time that both boys

  were off to college, where their psychosocial adjustment to nonoperant people and to members of the five exotic races would be even more closely monitored than their academic progress.




  Perdita said, ‘Alexis will be very glad to see you, Marc. He and Boom-Boom Laroche and Pete Dalembert are planning a fishing trip to Maine next week. I know they’ll want you to go

  along. That might help calm your nerves.’




  ‘I’ll catch Alex later, Miz Manion – but I’m afraid I may be too tied up with other business to go on the trip.’




  Marc spoke casually; but for the briefest instant, Perdita caught a hint of anxiety, flashing involuntarily from the expertly shielded young mind. ‘There’s nothing wrong, is

  there?’ she asked.




  ‘Nothing you want to worry about. Just . . . personal stuff.’




  ‘And here I am keeping you, when you want to talk things over with your Uncle Rogi. Well, go right on back to his lair. You’ll probably find him up to his neck in buyer want-lists.

  He’ll be happy to have a visitor.’




  She returned to her own work, her subliminal thoughts radiating unqualified love for her own recalcitrant offspring and tolerant goodwill toward Alexis’s outré best friend. Perdita

  Manion did not know that most of her mind was as transparent as glass to Marc’s scrutiny. She thought: Thank God Alexis is only an ordinary genius. Since Lindsay’s death he’s been

  a handful . . . but what if I’d had to raise a child like Marc? The poor boy!




  Marc mind-smiled a salute to her kind heart, ignoring the implication of her other thoughts. Like so many other low-level operants, Perdita had no notion at all of the way higher minds like his

  functioned; she persisted in judging the personality integration of masterclass persons according to her own, nearly ‘normal’, standards. No wonder she failed to understand Alex –

  much less him.




  Marc made his way through the close-standing shelves of old-fashioned paged books – fantasy titles, science fiction, and horror novels – that were the stock-in-trade of his

  great-grand-uncle. The business catered exclusively to collectors, selling mostly by mail order. The only modern liquid-crystal plaque-books in The Eloquent Page were reference volumes or scholarly

  studies of the good old stuff.




  The bookshop took up the corner premises in the venerable Gates House building on Main Street and had been a landmark in Hanover since before the Great Intervention. Its proprietor, who was

  called Uncle Rogi by most of the town as well as by the numerous members of the Remillard clan, lived in an apartment on the third floor. Suites of professional offices took up the second floor,

  and the building also housed a coffee shop, and an insurance office in the annex out back, where there was a garage that Rogi used for his personal groundcar. Marc and his two younger sisters Marie

  and Madeleine and kid brother Luc had practically grown up in the bookshop, as had their father Paul and their six paternal uncles and aunts before them. The shop was a refuge from the

  overstimulating ambiance of the Remillard family home just around the corner and down the block, where the elite of Earth’s metapsychic operant community, as well as members of the nonhuman

  races of the Galactic Milieu, were apt to drop in without ceremony and stay for days on end.




  A shaggy gray animal strolled out from among the bookshelves and eyed Marc with benignant tolerance.




  ‘Miaow.’ Greeting FriendofMaster.




  Hey. Hello yourself cat!




  Food?




  Don’t you ever think of anything else fatso?




  The boy bent to scratch behind the ears of Rogi’s big Maine Coon cat, Marcel LaPlume. The animal stretched his ten-kilo body and yawned, then gathered his muscles to spring as Marc reached

  for the doorknob of the back room where Rogi usually worked. The door opened and Marcel streaked inside, muttering telepathic feline complaints against masters who shut out their beloved pets. The

  back room was sultry with summer heat in spite of the laboring of the antique air conditioner in the window. The unmistakable scent of fine bourbon whiskey mingled with the musty smell of preserved

  pulp paper. Uncle Rogi, dressed in his usual summertime costume of faded Levi’s and a Bean seersucker shirt, was asleep in his ratty old leather-covered recliner-rocker. A half-empty bottle

  of Wild Turkey and a ham-and-cheese sandwich with two bites out of it sat in front of him in the midst of a pile of videograms and tattered printouts.




  The cat Marcel seemed to levitate onto the desk, landing his great bulk without disturbing a single item. He grabbed the sandwich, and his gray-green eyes regarded Marc with sly mockery before

  he took to the air again. A three-meter leap gained him the sanctuary of a high storage shelf, where he settled down to enjoy his purloined lunch among the piles of century-old pulp magazines

  shrouded in transparent plass.




  Marc came in and shut the door behind him.




  ‘Uncle Rogi, wake up!’




  As the boy spoke, his powerful redactive faculty performed a drastic therapeutic maneuver, canceling the alcoholic torpor. The sleeping bookseller’s brainwaves jumped into abrupt and

  highly unwelcome wakefulness. Rogatien Remillard snorted and hauled himself up, muttering curses in the Canuckois French of upper New England that was his natal tongue. His eyes snapped fully open

  when Marc sent a terse telepathic message arrowing into his mind.




  ‘My help? Batège! What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time? And what are you doing back home so early? Don’t tell me you’ve been thrown out of

  another school workshop for gross insubordination—’




  The old man broke off, coerced firmly into silence. Marc said on the intimate mode: It’s not that at all Uncle Rogi. This is serious business. A family emergency. You’ve got to come

  home with me right away and for God’s sake put a lid on it while we’re in range of Perdita Manion! . . . Do you still have your old canoe and camping gear stashed in your garage?




  Yes. But—




  Good. We’ll be needing them and your groundcar too. Do you have any cash available?




  You know damn well I do and I always will until the foutu credit cards conquer the universe. [Suspicion.] How much cash?




  Three or four kay.




  Grand dieu! What kind of trouble have you—




  Get it and let’s go.




  Without any further mental exchange, the bookseller rose and put the bottle of whiskey away in a file cabinet. He took a filthy old book-shipping Jiffy bag from the shelves of packing materials,

  extracted a wad of durofilm bills from it, and stuffed the money into his pants pocket. Then, with the boy following, he went into the front of the store.




  ‘Marc and I will be going out for a while, Perdita. If Professor Dalembert comes for his copy of Murray’s Mamelons and Ungava, be sure to point out the cracked hinges. But

  it’s still a steal at three hundred.’




  ‘You two run along, and I’ll hold the fort,’ Perdita said comfortably. ‘Nothing’s happening at all on a lazy summer afternoon like this.’




  Marc’s laugh was strained. ‘That’s nice to know. Uncle Rogi and I just may take the rest of the day off and go canoeing. Good to see you again, Miz Manion.’




  The old man and the boy exited into brazen sunshine. High in the buttermilk sky, a single egg-shaped rhocraft soared westward over the Connecticut River Valley, seeming to waft as slowly as a

  toy balloon even though it must have been traveling at several hundred kilometers per hour. There was no other aerial traffic. A sporty black groundcar drove slowly past the post office, where on

  twin poles the flags of the United States of America and the Human Polity of the Galactic Milieu hung limp. Across Main Street, at the BP energy station, Wally Van Zandt was squirting the petunias

  in the bed next to the egg-charging pad with D-water, following the common folkloric belief that it would make the flowers more spectacular. Marc noticed that the cost of j-fuel had risen five

  pence since he’d gone off-world. The damned energy companies seemed to do that every summer. It was high time the manufacturers converted turbocycles and private groundcars to fusion, just

  like commercial vehicles and eggs. More expensive in the short run for the power plant, but cheaper in the long for the fuel.




  Rogi and Marc went around the corner onto East South Street, to Rogi’s garage. It was nearly three months since the bookseller had last seen his great-grandnephew, and even in that short

  period of time Marc seemed to have grown. The top of his black curls was above Rogi’s shoulder level now. The young jaw with its deeply cleft chin was more angular, and the profile was fast

  losing its childish contour and taking on the distinctive Remillard aquilinity that made Marc’s father’s face so striking. But the boy’s eyes weren’t blue like Paul’s;

  they were gray, with a startling luminosity, set deeply in shadowed sockets and topped by oddly shaped brows that were thickest at the temple ends, giving them a resemblance to dark wings. On the

  rare occasions when Marc neglected to maintain his ‘social’ mental screening, those eyes could flash with a power that was almost heart-stopping.
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