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Commander Adam Blake became vaguely aware of his surroundings when his body temperature reached 35.8o C. He remained quite still, eyes closed, the respirator filling his lungs with air rich in oxygen. Within the next few minutes, he became acutely aware of a prickly, fairly painful consequence of blood forcing its way, with increased pressure, through the veins and arteries of his awakening body. Gradually, after a lengthy time of considerable discomfort, the thousands of dancing needles gave way to a sensation of profound sensual pleasure. His artificially maintained, previously greatly reduced, cardiovascular pressure was returning to normal. Adam Blake felt alive. Fully alive. After a long, long time. His breathing was becoming deeper, more relaxed. The humming respirator sighed, hesitated, then turned itself off.
Adam remained quite still—strangely afraid to open his eyes.
The cabin, jet black for nearly fifty years, now glowed with soft, conveniently diffused light, designed to lessen the impact on Adam’s still half-dormant retinas. It took quite a while for his optical nerves to adjust, focus; for the mist to rise, the cobwebs of accumulated dreams, chimerical phantasms, to clear.
“I am alive”, he whispered, attempting to enunciate every syllable. “I am alive,” he repeated softly, thinking that is was the most understated expression in the universe. His voice sounded as though it belonged to someone who had just fought his way through the singing sands of the Sahara.
Sahara desert, he thought, so many light-years away.
Commander Blake’s body temperature registered 36.6o C. He glanced at the chronometer. The dial recorded 17,842th day since breaking Moon’s orbit—about 49 solar years. Next, Adam looked at the gravimeter. An expression of surprise mixed with disbelief twisted his inelastic, long stagnant features. Adam blinked repeatedly, refusing the evidence of his eyes. The gravimeter registered exactly 10 g’s.
“TEN GEES!” he exclaimed, or tried to, yet only a harsh rasp escaped his throat.
Ten times the gravitational pull of the earth. The scientists back home had been right. He was still alive. The anomaly followed its own rules, obeyed its own laws. Had they been wrong, he would have had no one to blame. Adam Blake volunteered for this mission.
A few seconds later, automatically, the transparent polymeric cover of his berth slid silently over his head into the ship’s bulkhead. Considering that Adam had spent close to fifty years in suspended animation, his arms and neck manifested amazingly little stiffness. He grinned, though rather grotesquely, in appreciation. This lack of stiffness did not apply to his facial muscles, though he had little control over them.
Adam Blake’s athletic body said nothing of the string of Ph.D.s in pure science as well as in various disciplines of ancient and modern philosophies he had acquired while waiting for some, undefined mission. He had no way of knowing, when he would be assigned, to what task, on what expedition. Perhaps, as a direct result of such a broad spectrum of knowledge, his mind retained the inquisitive freshness of a young man. At 36, ignoring the nominal aging process during his hibernation, even under these unique circumstances, he took life as it came, met it face on, without any preconceived ideas. Physically and mentally Adam Blake was an extremely resilient individual.
He reached overhead and pulled on a thin plastic tube. By biting on it and sucking, in quick succession, he initiated the flow of a soothing liquid. Mostly glucose. Next, he pressed the 4th button to the left of the main console. Within two seconds, two brown biscuits of reconstituted protein, carefully balanced with the three other dietary groups, popped up from a thin slot. He bit off a tiny piece. Almost instantly it distended itself, into a healthy morsel. Considering his protracted period of fasting, its taste was satisfying. During his hibernation, Adam’s body had been supplied with the necessary nutrients intravenously. This was different. This tickled his taste buds.
The slow chewing did wonders to his stiff facial muscles.
“I am alive,” he repeated again.
He noted that his voice began to resemble his normal, deep baritone. If anything could be referred to as normal, after fifty years of deep, very deep slumber. Fifteen minutes later Adam felt alert enough to inspect his ship.
The slim, cigar-shaped hull had not been designed for a return trip. The cockpit at the prow left no room for maneuvering. Adam, echoing his ancient predecessor, traveled quite naked. Massage units built into his berth had provided all the physical exercise necessary to maintain his basic bodily functions. A series of strategically placed electrodes, when activated, sent a micro-voltaic current which contracted, held and released practically all the muscles of his body. In spite of the fact, that Adam had little use for most of his muscles. A humanitarian concession? The ship was little more than an interstellar communication computer. Adam’s presence was almost incidental.
The original rocket, behind the capsule he occupied, had once measured over three hundred meters. When all the fuel necessary to arrive at the required velocity had been exhausted, the length of the hull had shrunk to a mere fraction of its former glory: barely 19.8 meters, including the cabin. Little more than a Moon-shuttle. Virtually the whole space behind Adam’s exiguous quarters housed a nuclear generator, whose sole purpose was to sustain his life as long as possible. Officially.
In a different reality, it served, principally, to provide the power necessary for the ship’s laser communication system. Adam had been considered expendable; the data shipped back to earth—were not. They were the purpose of this one way mission.
There were no portholes anywhere. Adam’s eyes and ears to the outside universe consisted of a mass of gauges, dials, and six main colour screens, which provided visual and audio contact fore, aft and in the four remaining cardinal directions. An added concession to the pilot’s intellectual and emotional needs was a considerable library of fibro-optical memory storage units. Therein, a fair share of mankind’s literary and musical heritage remained at Adam’s disposal. The eggheads, back home, had not been completely heartless.
In a nutshell, the ship had been designed as a missile that was to accelerate at a constant 1.67 gravities. The various stages of the rockets had been discarded, progressively, when empty. It had been hoped that by the time the impulse power runs out, Adam Blake and his communication system would be trapped, or at the very least, within the influence of the gravitational field of the XM742 anomaly, commonly referred to as the Black Hole.
Years of arguments preceded Adam Blake’s mission: arguments about quantum mechanical uncertainty principle, as regarding the apparent emission of particles from rotating and/or non-rotating black holes. The obvious paradox had been settled, albeit hypothetically, by the theory postulating that the radiation had originated not from the black hole itself, but from the ‘empty’ space, just outside the black hole’s event horizon. Nevertheless, what had finally motivated the United Planets Federation to spend billions of dollars on expediting Adam Blake towards and into the elusive non-space, had been the phenomenon of XM742. A series of independent observation satellites reported, that light from a number of stars had been noticeably bent around an invisible fulcrum, in the midst of darkness of space. While the particle emissions from XM742 had been relatively negligible, the photons refusing to follow their predestined path had been the determining factor. This discovery had mobilized armies of theoretical astrophysicists. Twenty-seven years later, ADAM ONE, a spaceship constructed for a one-way mission, had left the lunar orbit.
Adam had little reporting to do himself. The laser-oriented instrumentation transmitted, automatically, all the data that the sensors collected. It would continue to do so, up to that certain—as yet undefined—point, whence the photons would no longer have the power to overcome the monstrous gravitational pull of the Black Hole. Assuming Commander Blake’s cranium did not cave in onto the mushy grey matter it had been meant to protect, Adam had been expected to add his own observations, a human touch, an insight, into the unknown characteristics of the anomaly.
Within a very short time, the gravimeter advanced a few decimal points towards the 11g mark. Adam knew that the gravitational field increased exponentially to the distance from his objective. A paradox. Subjectively, Adam Blake remained in zero gravity. Observed from an astrophysical distance, an anomaly, such as XM742, appeared to generate a directional, gravitational pull, as indeed it did, within a vast radius of influence. A black hole’s horrendous gravitational attraction might vary from a few parsecs, to tens of thousands of light-years. The hub, the very center of a galactic core, might well hide a prodigious anomaly, exacting its majestic, gravitational influence so great as to hold hundreds of billions of stars in its flamboyant grasp. Once within the space matrix distorted by its influence, its event horizon, the theoreticians theorized that space would have been distorted sufficiently for the gravity to act as a field rather than a directional force.
So much had been predicted, suspected, assumed. At the home base.
To understand his own predicament, Adam drew an analogy with the theory of the expanding universe, which holds that every major star cluster, a galaxy, is moving away from every other such system. Within the space distorted by the anomaly, however, a partial reversal took place. While the laws governing the expanding universe tended to pull solid objects apart, or, at the very least, away from each other, the intense gravitational field of the anomaly provided the reverse motive. Such a resultant, singular field, could be expected to hold every atom in perfect, if delicate or precarious equilibrium in relation to every other atom.
This effect had been suspected at the home base, if only within the peripheral behaviour of the anomaly. If they were right, Adam would confirm their reasoning by merely staying alive… a little longer.
Adam grinned.
“I’m alive!” he repeated again, as if this fact was reason enough to give his life in exchange for new knowledge.
For the first time his voice sounded normal, if elated. He did not regard himself as a hero. Adam competed with many young astronauts for the privilege of taking part in this unique experiment. He had won. The privilege to venture into the unknown. To boldly go where no man....
No sane scientist dared to even speculate what enigmatic laws, gargantuan forces or fields, secrets or paradoxes, governed reality near the centre of a black hole. Let alone one wielding the effect of XM742.
“Space is bent upon itself. Completely!” One genius announced. The consequences of such hypothesis, however, were beyond the scope of human imagination.
Adam smiled boyishly when he realized that on earth, under his present conditions, he would weigh over 800 kilos!
“And you ain’t seen nothing yet, kiddo!”, he said out loud, lightheartedly.
He forgot that every word he uttered was instantly converted into laser impulses and transmitted at 300,000 kilometers per second, towards base. Fifty years into the future, countless solons would analyze his every word, each syllable, probably mystifying over the depth of his statement. Adam Blake must have been the only human being within a good few light years, who found his predicament funny. He roared with laughter.
On finishing his second biscuit, Adam performed all the routine checks and reported AAA to whoever was, or rather will be, listening. The obvious had eluded him, till now. Back home, a number of his friends, colleagues, must have already died. From old age. The rest of them will be dead by the time any of his transmissions reach earth. How ephemeral is human existence...
For a moment, Adam grew pensive.
He dialed Mozart. One of the screens displayed a complete selection of Mozart’s works. Adam punched ‘Don Giovanni’. He needed something amusing, irresponsible, and Leporello footed the bill. The hapless servant never failed to make him laugh. The overture filled the cabin. A little later, a tiny, holographic stage shimmered, then solidified, just over a meter away, directly in front of his eyes. Though the human figures were no more than ten centimeters high, each seemed perfect in every detail.
After the first act, Adam glanced at the chrono. The time registered 17,842.79.
“Bloody nonsense!” he shook his head.
He punched CHRO and then the code for the elapsed time since he’d been ‘reactivated’. The dial now read 0.1284 ET. He could reset the Elapsed Time chrono whenever he wanted. For whatever reason.
“That’s better”, he muttered, “just over three hours”.
The gravi climbed to 11.89.
At 1.729 ET he pressed for another biscuit. This time a fresh salad taste tickled his palate. He washed the ‘salad’ down, with a near perfect taste of white Burgundy.
“Cheers,” he gurgled lifting an empty hand cupped around empty space. The same tube provided an excellent facsimile of black coffee.
Adam lowered his consol, stretched out and pressed the relax button. His berth began vibrating. A pleasant, almost seductive, undulating motion. Within ten seconds he was asleep. The moment his brain began emitting alpha rhythms, all the dials, screens and coloured buttons went black. Black as the blackness of deep space itself.
Blackness and silence.
And endless space.
During Adam’s sleep various sensors continued to monitor his physiological activities. The same instant the data were transmitted back home. Adam’s diet had been designed to induce maximum hours of sleep. No one at home base could have guessed how long the ‘star’ fall would take. Sleep had been regarded as the best means of preserving Adam’s sanity. Should anything unforeseen happen during his rest period, Adam would be instantly awakened. If necessary, the drug in the coffee would be counteracted through a permanent intravenous implant grafted under his left knee. Permanent? Adam slept like a newborn baby. After all, he deserved it. This was the first real sleep he enjoyed in almost fifty years!
At 2.73ET, the electro-mechanical massage started. At 2.8 Adam was awakened. The moment he regained control over his senses, he looked at the gravimeter. For the second time since reactivation, he challenged the evidence of his eyes. It never crossed his mind to question the efficacy of the instrumentation. The dial reported 74.89 g’s.
“My God!” he thought, “I shouldn’t be here. At least not in one piece!” His momentary horror gave way, with equal dispatch, to his usual, irrepressible humor. “Or at least, in a much, much smaller piece...”
Three sleep cycles later, at 17,000 g’s, it became apparent, that within this incredible environment, the centrifugal and centripetal forces maintained the individual particles of matter in a superb, quantified, equilibrium. Adam Blake’s ship was no longer subject to the established laws an expanding universe. It responded to a field where perfect harmony prevailed, defying the principally directional forces governing the space left behind. As each individual atom, each subatomic particle—whatever concept, idea, could be quantified—became subjected to the fantastic stresses, they each contracted within their own, individual orbit of existence or activity, while the concentric acceleration continued to increase their mass. The result was that as the mass increased, the nuclei shrank further and further apart. Each quantum collapsed in, upon itself, while its mass grew, exponentially, towards infinity.
A Paradox, a Singularity, a Black Hole within—yet without the universe.
Adam spent the next few subjective hours pondering the possible consequences of such conditions. Finally, with considerable trepidation, indeed, stretching his courage to the outer limits, he decided to test his theory.
He extended his hands at arms length. Then, joining his palms he began pressing them together. The next instant, Adam witnessed the seemingly impossible. His stomach fought its own battle to retain its state of balance. And biscuits. You must never be sick in a free fall. Never! Adam’s mind, demanding, screaming for a familiar point of reference recoiled in horror. The sensation was that of immersing his hands in wet sand, or a bucket of ready-mix concrete. Only there was no sand or wet concrete. Not within fifty light-years. By an effort of sheer will, he increased the pressure. His palms began to merge into each other and then reappear on the opposite sides.
When he pulled his hands apart, Adam’s throat and mouth felt arid. In perverse contrast, fresh beads of perspiration formed on his forehead. He suddenly realized that during the feat he just performed, he experienced absolutely no pain. Nevertheless, he did not dare to wipe his forehead, lest his hand penetrated his own skull. He lay back exhausted. He had been right.
Would this knowledge be communicated back home, to Earth? Ever? Or did the universe extract the ultimate penalty from all who reached out, who dared to penetrate its inner, esoteric secrets.
The ship now travelled within a few decimal points of the speed of light. There was no sensation of motion. Absolutely none. The four digital gravimeters, running sequentially like puny electric meters back home, were all working overtime. Only a blur on the first three dials testified that they were still working. Incongruously, Adam became acutely aware of the advantages of electronics systems. Had the gravis been designed with rotating needles, they would have, long ago, merged into the surrounding casing.
During the time taken by Adam’s experiment and the subsequent effort to regain his sanity, the g’s had climbed to 22,600. Even as Adam watched, spellbound, the dial climbed faster than he could count.
23,000....24,000....26,000....29,000....
Such figures, numbers, concepts, no longer held any rational meaning!
Time and motion merged into the same category. Adam lay back, inert, silent, rapidly losing awareness of his physical body. At 35,000 g’s he no longer retained any perception of pulmonary or cardiovascular activity. Yet, evidently, he occupied the same space in the same cockpit. As he diverted his attention to his body, it seemed to vibrate with a slight shimmer. He ‘saw’, though hardly with his optical senses, that his ‘body’ consisted of countless millions of shining, spinning, constantly oscillating points of light. Electrochemical discharges?
“Stars”, Adam thought, in abject wonder. “I am a galaxy of stars held together by an act of my will. The substance of my body is moving, acting, functioning, behaving in direct relation to my imagination. Whatever I think or imagine—must follow.”
As if to prove the point, Adam imagined himself outside his own ship. Within a split second he was looking at the hull, himself hovering, suspended in a dark gray emptiness. Strangely calm, Adam thought of his physical body. The hull of the ship became instantly transparent to his vision. Inside, reclining in total repose, he regarded his own physical body. His mind accepted the phenomenon.
“I accept as reality whatever I perceive with my senses.” A thought formed in his mind.
“What senses...?” someone asked.
He shrugged. Whatever I sense isn’t real…
“Where am I?”
Adam was acutely aware that the capacity of his consciousness was expanding in direct proportion to his ability to absorb it. The next thought placed him back in his reclining body, though he no longer felt its limitations nor depended on it for his self-awareness.
His thoughts drifted to his past. Rather than becoming aware of Adam Blake, the astronaut, his mind showed him a sequential kaleidoscope of incidents, seemingly spanning millions upon millions of years. He saw himself as a rudimentary consciousness embodied in various animal forms. A flash of light brought him into a two-legged creature. Hairy, primitive. Proud? His mind registered a critical difference from his previous states of awareness. The animal form he now occupied, registered a spark of self-awareness. The first spark. It possessed an embryonic concept of ‘I am’. Adam’s mind examined the various stages of his own growth. He perceived a slowly emerging, very gradual, yet distinct pattern. Suddenly he knew. He understood the evolutionary process. It was as though all that had ever happened to him manifested the implicit purpose of driving him relentlessly to this present moment. Nothing, not one single event in the eons of his existence occurred without reason. Each cause had its effect. Every effect was preceded by a cause. The essence, the sum total of the relationship between his growing awareness and his personal, individual environment, was an intractable, obstinate tendency towards a state of balance. Towards order.
Balance, harmony, equilibrium.
Beauty.
His mind reached out to the stars. As his attention left his own, puny pattern, Adam sensed a similar matrix in the universe around him. It was no longer a physical universe. Yet the patterns, the forces at play, all had their effects in energy and matter. Mostly energy… it was as though matter no longer existed. The earth, the solar system and the most distant galaxies were all suspended in a single lattice of intergalactic forces. No part had more importance than any other. Each served its predestined purpose, its predestined position, in the balanced state of the unified field of forces. An atom, a molecule, a speck of dust, a rock, an asteroid or a planet; they all meshed smoothly into the Pattern. Even as the subtle, harmonious vibration held them together and imbued them with life, with the individual existence, so the light was akin to knowledge, an awareness growing, expanding, of the final effect, of the universal interplay of the primeval forces.
Adam sensed the mystery of eternal becoming. His mind watched, absorbed. Through it, through the expanding scope of his mind, he witnessed the birth of countless stars, as the vast clouds of gases had been ignited into convoluting, focal centers through which light entered and distributed energy necessary for the next step on the endless journey of destiny and fulfillment.
Then, even as a tsunami sweeps everything in its path, Adam’s mind, fired by an overwhelming realization of purpose, became flooded with a single, all-exclusive, deSire. He needed to be one with this glorious pattern. He needed to unify all forces within his own being into a singular state of total awareness. His awareness hovered at the very edge of space-time continuum.
In an endless ocean of absolute, intense darkness, a single point of light commanded Adam’s attention. As the light swelled, increased in magnitude and intensity, Adam continued shedding the remnants of his human awarness. He was becoming one with that which he perceived. Within seconds or eons, beyond time or space or any limitations, the light source grew, augmented, distended, until it burst with such ferocity that billions upon billions of suns could not rival its brilliance.
The blaze filled, penetrated, overwhelmed, the deepest recesses of Adam’s consciousness. Burning, destroying, cleansing, liberating. Nothing, nothing existed but pure, white essence of light. The essence of the undifferentiated, unfulfilled infinite potential of all Knowledge. All Power. The single Unifying Force of yet unmanifested universes. It was the Light that was, that is, that forever will be.
Within that single instant of realization, Adam, or the consciousness which had once been Adam, became one with the blaze around him. He was no longer within it, nor part of it — he, himself, he was the Light Itself.
I AM I AM I AM I AM IAMIAMIAMIAMIAM sung a single atonal vibration, so fine and pure as to enfold infinity with aliquot harmonics. It held, sustained and glorified the essence of his being.
I AM, it reverberated in a limitless glory of pure consciousness.
I AM the birth, the sustenance and the fulfillment
I AM the source of all knowledge
I AM the power of my own being
I AM life itself
I AM
Adam Blake chose to return to earth four decades after he had been sent on his unique mission. His return was as easy, as his departure—difficult. Just as Black Hole satisfied the centripetal laws of the universe, so his own sun, like every other, served as a focus for the centrifugal emission and distribution of Life energy. Adam did not have to come back. He gave his life in order to gain Life. This fact alone liberated him from the need of assuming, once again, a human form. He chose to return. He wanted to help those who were ready, though not lucky enough, to have been selected for his last, his one-way mission.
At a particular moment, a fragment of eternity, a young, healthy, proficient pilot had been falling to his death from an exploding ramjet. The ejection seat worked, but the parachute failed to open. As the pilot’s consciousness vacated the falling body, Adam entered it and brought it gently to the ground. No one witnessed the accident. No one followed up on the seeming departure of the young man. His parents were already dead. He was a single man with no emotional attachments.
The next day, John Galt, for that was the name of the body which Adam had entered, reported the accident to his superiors. He failed to mention just one pertinent detail. He did not mention that his parachute did not open. John Galt simply reported for duty. The error in the ramjets’ engine design was readily corrected.
Four years later, John Galt was promoted to Commander and transferred to the Moon Base. He arrived in time to help the colony of scientists decipher the endless string of data, arriving from a relatively primitive spaceship, falling, relentlessly, into a strange phenomenon known as the XM742 anomaly.
John Galt knew it as the brightest Black Hole in the Universe.
Chapter 1
“Reporting as ordered, Sir!”
Commander Galt’s lean, supple body lingered in a state of expectant attention. Face relaxed, neutral, noncommittal; dark eyes staring directly ahead. This was the manner in which lower ranks reported when summoned by an Admiral, some forty odd years ago. That was the last time John had visited earth.
The Admiral looked up.
For a moment, he searched the younger man’s face. Then he met his eyes. Dark, brooding, deep set eyes. Staring. Beyond the next horizon? Farther. Beyond material limits? John Galt’s eyes rejected the confines imposed by the physical universe. They even denied the reality of the immediate surroundings; detached, locked in a search for some elusive freedom, haunting the boundless void of Outer Space.
“Ah, yes, my boy... or should I say Sir, or... old friend?” The Admiral’s heavily lined face broke into an unfamiliar smile.
The First Admiral of the Galactic Navy, Hermes D. Grant, had first met Commander John Galt more than sixty years ago. At that time John had been a mere hundred and twenty four years old—earth-time, and Hermes Grant had just been promoted to the rank of second lieutenant. A young, sprightly lieutenant. So many years ago...
As the Admiral, now a young eighty-four, smiled recognition, John Galt reached deep into his memory. Unsure of himself, John remained silent.
“Relax, John.” The Admiral presumably referred to John’s stance of perfunctory attention. “This is me, old friend. Hermes. Remember? You beat the daylights out of me in the Kendo final. Had you been standing like this then, I would have laid you out in one second flat!” A sonorous sound rolled deep in the Admiral’s throat as he walked over to John and embraced him.
Gentle waves of retrospection washed over John like a warm, pleasant breeze. He relaxed his straining memory cells. The Admiral’s face changed, practically beyond recognition. People who carry great responsibilities, especially those not coveted but thrust upon them, have a tendency to show that burden in their heavily worn features. Also, the Admiral’s broad shouldered physique had now become even more square, perhaps a little stocky, though he still radiated the power of a dormant volcano. Only the eyes of Hermes Grant had not changed: the same penetrating gaze, direct, unflinching, defying anyone to question his absolute dedication to duty, uncompromising honesty and courage. John may have beaten him in Kendo, some sixty years ago, but the Admiral would never lose to him, nor to anyone else, in a game of chess. In a way, it was a kind of chess game that the Admiral had to play, these last twenty years, trying to maintain the Galactic Navy at the prestigious level it had presently reached. The Admiral was the Navy.
“Thank you, Sir!”
John was unsure how to behave. Hermes D. Grant was the Admiral, the Five Star variety. There was no one above him in the whole of the Galactic Navy, nor anywhere in the Federated Republics. With the exception of the Council. A Commander does not meet the top man in the Navy often. Certainly no Commander who had spent most of his last one hundred and sixty years, earth-time, in Outer Space.
“Hermes, to you John, if you insist—Harry, if you don’t mind.” The Admiral’s initially strained smile now appeared easy, almost relaxed. Hermes Grant did not share his leisure with many people. Did not enjoy many friends. Since his wife died, thirteen years ago, he allocated all his time, all his efforts, his quite astounding energy, to the Galactic Navy. In this stagnant, dying world, what else was there? The Admiral did not have much time to smile. Not with the constant game of chess, otherwise known as politics, claiming most of his time. He hated politics, but he loved the Navy more. It was his sole pride. It had been, and continued to be, the essence, the substance, the one true love of his life.
Suddenly, John Galt’s eyes filled with a new light. Old memories came flooding back. John recalled a mass of details. Ordinary every-day details, all held back, denied, during his last trek. His last, yet again unsuccessful, expedition. During his missions, each lasting on average close to forty years, earth-time, John had learned to suppress, to consciously eradicate, all irrelevant memories. He had to. Had he allowed himself to think of Earth, he would have gone insane—light-years away from his home planet. From mankind. A miniscule grain of dust in the vastness of cosmos. Now, a single word, the name “Harry”, brought it all back. John embraced the Admiral with reactive, hungry vigor. His eyes filled with tears. Emotions restrained for so long, now, suddenly, caught up with him.
“Harry... Harry...” he whispered, “Oh my God, Harry...” He swallowed hard. “Let me look at you...”
John’s normally impassive face couldn’t hide a shadow of pain. All the family he had ever had, ever hoped to have, were long gone. Dead. Harry, this old faithful friend, was the last. His comrade, his buddy, was now over eighty. How adamant were the laws that ruled this vast, cold universe. John, who had walked on Earth over one hundred and ninety years ago, now looked no more than in his late thirties. His white hair might have given a hint of his age, but he shaved them clean. His eyebrows, by some trick of nature remained black, bushy. They cast deep shadows over his impenetrable eyes. Eyes more used to staring into the black void of infinite space than to facing and holding the gaze of the First Admiral of the Galactic Navy.
“I’ve put on a couple of years?” The Admiral shook his head. “You know John, I don’t know if this is actually funny, but I must say it. You haven’t changed a bit!”
The Admiral laughed. Probably the first spontaneous laughter since he last saw his friend. It was contagious. The two men stood at arms length, tears swirling in their eyes, rumbling with deep, too long-restrained laughter. Finally, like a child’s toy wound up but for a time, haltingly, as though with regret, they stopped. Harry Grant put his arm on John’s shoulder and led him to the sitting area of his spacious office.
The Admiral seldom went home, these days. His office was his home. This was where he felt the most useful. They sat down. The Admiral dialed for drinks. The same drinks they had shared together before. Time seemed to collapse, roll back. Again John felt an arid constriction squeezing his throat. Just emotions. It passed with the first sip of the Venusian brandy. They shared a moment of silence.
“How up to date are you, John?” The Admiral asked some time later.
They both had to rearrange their thoughts, their emotions, to be able to get back to more mundane matters. John soon learned that very few things were ordinary in Hermes D. Grant’s life. The Admiral was a charging dynamo. To get things done, he seemed bent on burning a candle at both ends. He functioned, efficiently, within an ocean of horrendous bureaucracy. After all these years, after the astonishing progress in so many fields of human endeavour, there remained one constant. The bureaucracy did not change. Well... it did. It took a turn for the worse. It grew. Although eighty percent of the administration was conducted by fully autonomous computers, the residual twenty percent made up for it—with vengeance.
“Only what is available on the ‘hypnotapes’. And the media, of course.”
John referred to data that could be absorbed by direct subliminal transfer. Colloquially called ‘hytapes’, as against ‘vitapes’ or ‘Videotapes’. In essence they were neither discs nor tapes, as all the memory was stored on holographic units, wherein the data were stored volumetrically, increasing the capacity exponentially. However, the ancient terminology persisted. It might have resulted from the fact that originally the various terminals had been taped to various parts of your body. The ‘hypnotapes’ had been introduced centuries ago, but perfected only in the mid 80’s. A psychotherapist, claiming to be a direct descendant of Carl Jung, produced the first commercially available helmets in 2184. Since that time the ‘hytapes’ have been used extensively. Even in schools. Children were given one hour a day of hypnotape conditioning. Then they spent the rest of the day discussing the acquired knowledge, its application to everyday life, and its ethical value. To catch up with the intervening years, John had used hytapes during the planet-falls, and after each of his last three treks. While in space, an induced state of hibernation slowed down John’s subjective time to a snail’s pace. But the earth-time ticked on. Decades at a time. Time lags resulting in a mass of unpredictable changes.
“I thought as much.” The Admiral nodded. He had instructed Psylab on Moon Base to brief Commander Galt fully, but, for now, they may have placed a block on his recall. “You’d better listen to this.”
John took the proffered helmet and fitted it over his bald pate. Leaning back, he closed his eyes. Within ten seconds John’s consciousness was completely supplanted by hypnotic impulses. Ten minutes later, John took off the headset and handed it back to his friend. As John’s eyes once more focused on immediate surroundings, he whistled softly.
“As bad as that?” he asked.
“Those are conservative figures.”
The Admiral looked grave. The joyful reunion of a few minutes ago seemed to belong to another era. The data contained on the hytape were classified. TOP SECRET. The matter was serious. It was deadly.
“So we have another eighty years...?” John played for time. The info was still seeping down into his full consciousness. He felt as though he was entering into and recovering from shock. Simultaneously.
“As good as we can project. We have been wrong before. Though not by a large margin.” The Admiral waited for all the new data to register fully in John’s awareness.
“And there is nothing we can do about it?” The younger man, if one could call John younger, sounded incredulous. “Eighty years... For me, it could mean... a point, a place, of no return. Ever.”
Admiral Grant said nothing. The data and the projections on the hytape had been gathered and recorded by his own staff. The info could not be released to the general public. Not even to the Council. To tell the Council would be equivalent to advertising the data on the air. There could be no secrets in an organization where sixty thousand Members attended a session and a further three hundred thousand enjoyed direct access to all info through vi-interface. Confidence and privacy were at a very high premium.
John looked as if the mass of concentrated facts and figures left him a little dazed.
“I had better recap for you.” The Admiral understood John’s state of mind. “You will recall, back in 2180, that’s one hundred and twenty years ago, the Earth ecosystem had been practically destroyed. Prior to the collapse, our forefathers, your brothers, I suppose, had broadcast the dangers of pollution, urbi et orbi, with little real results. I say real, because, in as much as the developed countries of the world had made a concerted effort to reduce the emissions of corrosive chemicals, the developing countries had only just began contributing to the global problem. The, so-called, acid rains, resulting in acid lakes and rivers, finally acid oceans, had gradually, over great many years, destroyed most of the biological life in the waters of Earth.”
“That’s right! Man had been fishing...” John remembered through a dense mist of his own longevity.
“Yes, John. Once.” The Admiral’s smile carried no humor. “The ultimate death of the oceans stimulated new industries to produce alternative nutrients for the ever growing world population. New industries with the attendant, unavoidable, additional pollutants.”
“A vicious circle?”
“Virtually. Later came the massive religious revivals. Thanks to the efforts and generosity of thousands of charitable organizations, hunger and most diseases had been eliminated. The per capita pollution had been cut in half.”
“Utopia...?
“Hardly! By 2150, the population had grown to fifteen billion. The gross tonnage of pollutants had thus enormously increased. The worse offenders had been those affecting the ozone layer. In vast areas, particularly over the heavily populated northern hemisphere, it actually collapsed. Disappeared.” The Admiral stopped and took a tiny sip of his Venusian brandy.
Throughout his recitation, his voice was calm, almost indifferent. The Admiral could not affect the past. He lived, intensely, in the present. In spite of the gravity of the subject matter, he regarded the Mercurian, opalescent crystal glass with delight. This was the first time he indulged himself with a drink in over a year. John, too, regarded the crystal as though evoking it to reveal the secrets of the past.
“At that time I had been on my way to Van Maanen’s system. I read about the riots on my return. But the facts, as I recall them, had been presented in a slightly different way. It was a question of the Big Five: Asia, EuroFed, Indostralia, Africa and the Americas jointly and severally suing each other, in order to attach the blame for the mounting cataclysms.”
“That was the way the, so-called, facts had been presented at the time. The economic mega-power blocks were so busy suing each other that few had time, or inclination, to initiate effective action against the real guilty parties.” The Admiral affirmed.
“You mean, one could actually identify them?”
“Of course! It may sound absurd, but the only guilty parties were the ‘do-gooders’. They sated their myopic, perverted concept of ‘charity’. They defied the established, ancient laws of nature. They had saved lives of thousands, then millions, then billions, before anyone thought of the consequences of their magnanimous deeds. Until fifty years ago, I absolved my own conscience by making regular donations to their, seemingly, worthy causes. I assume my share of responsibility.”
Hermes D. Grant stared at John Galt, as though defying him to question his integrity. John remained silent. The Admiral sighed heavily, raised his arms in silent supplication and let them fall on the armrests. He looked dejected.
“You see John, nature developed a means of controlling all species; it can control their growth and their numbers. If only we could leave things be. Do you know, that even earlier, when the very first signs of danger had been already lurking on the horizon, there had been some moronic governments who had actually paid people to have children? They had done it, of course, to increase their tax base. Those greedy morons were the first real genocidal criminals, the first offenders against the human race. Later the churches and other, so-called, charitable organizations, took over. When some of the Big Five began to suspect the truth, it had been already too late. Much too late.” The Admiral emptied his glass.
“And then came the riots?” John prompted.
“And then came the riots. Large groups of people began to drop dead at a moment’s notice. Mostly of skin, and other new strains, of cancer. Mobs formed, ravenous to vent their anger. They attacked factories, manufacturing plants of all types, without any discrimination. Power stations had been demolished, regardless of the degree of pollutants they generated. Every compound which had been deemed, by the ignorant masses, (and in those days as... now, they seem to constitute the overwhelming majority) to be creating any pollution, had been razed to the ground. Two billion people died, directly or indirectly, during those riots. And that’s in addition to the deaths caused by cancer and other freshly manufactured diseases, and to the four billion who, we are told, became sterile.” The Admiral recited all this in a flat voice, devoid of emotion. Emotion had done enough harm over the years. Even in his own lifetime.
“And what is the Earth population now?” John asked.
“The Federated Republics hover around eleven billion.” The Admiral said.
“So, since, we managed to keep pollution down?” John looked pleased.
“Down, but not down enough.”
The Admiral added a few drops of brandy to John’s and his own glass. Then he sat back and seemed to study John’s features. Commander Galt was used to prolonged silence. The silence of space. He remained relaxed. Finally, Admiral Grant, evidently, arrived at a decision. He leaned towards John, a touch of conspiratorial tone affirming his inherent trust of his friend of many years.
“You must realize, John, that today, the standard of living is comparative the world over. There are no such factors as undeveloped countries that do not contribute substantially to the pollution problem. In spite of our best efforts, we cannot reduce the overall emission levels any further—short of drastically reducing our population, or limiting our life span. Neither alternative is sociologically acceptable. We must manufacture and distribute our produce to sustain our present standard of living. If we don’t, we are damned. If we do... we have eighty years.”
The Admiral sounded grim. The fact that he would no longer be alive when the next catastrophe took place did not seem to matter to him at all. He was a lot more than the Chief of the Galactic Navy, the Presiding Member of the Federated Republics Council and, until recently, a loving husband. He was the concerned father of mankind. His almost limitless power seemed matched by his equally unlimited compassion.
“Why did you call me in today?” The word ‘Sir’ seemed missing at the end of the question. John’s intuition told him that Harry Grant, friendship notwithstanding, did not call him to his presence just for old time’s sake.
“I hate doing it, John, but I have to ask you for absolute confidence.” The Admiral did not wait for any affirmations or assurances. Having studied John’s features, he assumed them as automatic. The Admiral leaned over to his desk and switched on a scrambler. Should anyone, by some inordinate electronic means, manage to listen in on their conversation, from now on they would hear only gibberish. “There is one, perhaps the last, chance we may have. As a species, that is.”
The Admiral paused again. He had to tell a friend, a man who had been away from Earth for the last forty years, that he wants him to leave again. Soon. Perhaps, at a grave risk to his life.
“For the last two years, we have been monitoring signals from the Lyra sector. We have every reason to believe that they originate with... with an intelligent species.”
The Admiral took a deep breath. He had recited similar stories to other astronauts before. Nothing had ever come of them. No dreams realized, no hopes fulfilled.
“Yes, Sir?” This time John was more formal.
The Admiral sighed shaking his head. “The problem is that the Council has forbidden any flights for purely research purposes. I have no idea if I can convince them that the purpose is more than just research. We are now grasping at straws.” Suddenly the full eighty-four years of Hermes Grant’s life seemed reflected in his steely, gray eyes. His gray hair looked whiter, his face paler. “Eighty years, that’s all the children have...”
“Isn’t the Lyra sector within eight parsecs? The return trip would take a little over seventy years. Seventy earth-time years.” John had those figures in his fingertips. He calculated the time by assuming a constant acceleration of one gravity, or one gee, equivalent to ten, rather than the more precise, 9.7536 meters of acceleration per second. He rounded off a parsec to 3.25 light-years, skipping one hundredth of a light-year. 200,000 astronomical units he converted as 30 trillion kilometers. He enjoyed playing with figures.
“Sixty-three-point-one-seven, at one gee acceleration, constant. We can shave off about seven years. Depending how the new drive works. Plus, assuming we’re successful, the on site research, of course.” The Admiral added.
“A new drive, Sir?” Unwittingly John sat up.
“Still top secret. We managed to isolate a field in which the matter/antimatter is held in balance. The near absolute zero temperature of Outer Space gave us the permanent condition of superconductivity we needed to do the trick. The experiments never worked on Earth. They couldn’t. The whole business is, I am sorry to say, a bit experimental. We need another ten years...”
“I wouldn’t worry about that, Harry,” John returned to the previous informal form of address. His face beamed with a big smile. “If that is all that worries you, don’t forget that I am, by your, er... standards, about one hundred and ninety years old. I already had my fling. I could now take a little risk!”
The Admiral looked at John with wide, incredulous eyes. Then, first slowly, then with growing volume, he began to laugh. He knew of John’s earth-time age, of course. It wasn’t that. It was that this man, who had spent practically all of his life in Outer Space, constantly being at risk of losing that singular life at a split second’s notice, considered himself about ready to take, finally, a ‘little’ risk!
“You know, John...” The older man continued haltingly, his voice still interrupted by laughter, “you know, they don’t make them like you any more. Not for some two hundred years!”
“I only meant that a risk was never something I avoided. I think I’d find life rather dull, if it were devoid of a risk.” John tried to explain himself.
“My dear boy, surely you do not need excuses!”
The Admiral was beside himself. It took a while before he returned to his normal, well-contained self. He regarded John with fatherly love, forever forgetting that John had been born over a hundred years before him.
“I gather, from your reaction, that you would be willing to assume the risk, if called upon to do so.” The Admiral finally found his normal voice.
“I would like to have a look at those engines, Sir.” John’s eyes were eager.
Since he’d left the moon base, some three and a half weeks ago, John couldn’t really settle in on this wondrous mother planet. He had grown used to space. Used to days, months of total, near-absolute silence. Used to gazing into infinity through the ports and visors, to hearing the unsung melodies which seemed born in his own mind when suspended in the middle of nowhere, in the bleak yet drawing, magnetic silence of the expanding universe. A lot has happened on Earth since his first solo flight to Proxima Centauri; a star just a little over four light-years away. Those were the old days. Every time John had come back to Earth, the technology had jumped by some forty years. But even the later more distant treks, encapsulated, in a sense, within a fragile box of fleeting puny metal had imprinted on his mind, his heart, perhaps his very soul, a need for being out there. There, in the great, limitless Beyond. John had developed a yearning for the smell of the distant stars, as much as for the strange intoxication of true solitude. He developed a yearning for the dreamy state of half-life. For the flamboyant dreams of suspended animation. Whatever John Galt had once been, he was no more. He could not be compared to any human being alive today. Or ever.
Yet, even that was not all.
On this occasion, there was something strange in the air of Earth. John detected certain lethargy, a milling mass of people who did not seem to care what happened to them. The radio and the video channels, thousands of them, were filled with countless, self-appointed prophets announcing a fast approaching end for the human race. They did not base their prognostications on any rational arguments. Rather, they seemed to draw on some secret messages seemingly received by reputedly gifted individuals, who claimed to maintain constant contact with the dearly departed, the dead precursors of their own esoteric talents.
John had witnessed such quasi-religious trends in the past, but never on such a preposterous scale. Now, fully 75% of all the mass media were preoccupied with such nonsense. This mass hysteria fuelled an unspoken consensus, within the already lackadaisical humanity, to reject any idea of partaking in any effort; of partaking in any constructive work; of advancing the cause of the human species. On the contrary. From a number of chance meetings he had during his last three and a half weeks on Earth, John concluded that just about everyone devoted more time to sleeping than to any other ‘pastime’. The human race was rapidly falling into a lazy, lethargic, uncaring slumber.
The corps of the Galactic Navy were the few, the very few, whose lives pulsated with the old vitality; with a desire to conquer, to breach the unknown. But they were the exceptions. The odd men and women among the semi-comatose billions.
The Admiral stood up. The interview was over. The old man shook John’s hand, then took him in his arms and hugged him in a spontaneous embrace. For a moment they both felt embarrassed. They broke away in an awkward hurry. They both tried to hide the longing for that elusive something which was no longer theirs to possess. Perhaps it was a longing for a true, lasting, tangible friendship. Perhaps their physical closeness brought to the surface the sense of loneliness. A feeling long held in check, a luxury denied, through no choice of theirs. Each, in his own way, was travelling through time in an endless search of his own, private, imponderable heaven.
“I know where to find you. I’ll be in touch. Soon.” The Admiral smiled and waved his hand even as John saluted. “You can bet on that.”
The door slid silently open and Commander John Galt found himself standing in the sterile corridor of the Federated Republics Galactic Navy Headquarters. His mind pictured the mulling masses of vacuous, equally sterile faces outside. He shivered. By the time a young ensign approached him to guide him to whatever destination, a whimsical smile began to lift the corners of John’s mouth. He was thinking of the new spaceship engines. New! The progress must have been fantastic! New engines always spelled Adventure. Of that he was quite certain. He wondered what his old friend Harry had in store for him. John’s fertile mind was busy playing exciting guessing games. For the first time since returning from his last trek, his veins pulsated with restrained vigour. He felt alive again. The future, his future, seemed to hold a new challenge. His nostrils flared as though smelling fresh blood. Then, a young man interrupted his thoughts.
“I have orders to act as your guide if you need me, Sir!” the ensign recited in one breath, his right arm raised in a full, precise salute. Then the young man’s mouth fell wide open. “Ah, aaah, aren’t you the Commander John Ga-a-a-alt, Sir?” His eyes were in great danger of popping out.
“Actually I’m his twin brother,” John assured. “Take me to the canteen, Ensign. I am rather hungry.”
“Yes SIR!”
There was enough enthusiasm in the young man’s voice to conquer the entire universe. Single-handed, of course. Isn’t that what the legendary Commander Galt would do?
Chapter 2
“All shall rise!”
Some Honorable Members were standing already. Some appeared to snore in total disregard for the oncoming proceedings. Still others, their overstuffed carcasses sprawled nonchalantly, lackadaisically babbling at large. Not one them however, not a single Representative of the Federated Republics made the slightest effort to reduce the pandemonium generated by sixty thousand overworked mouths. Their gaping orifices remained open exuding endless voluminous bombast. A forest of arms continued waving, feet stumping ferociously, to underline some persuasive Point of Order.
The Honorable Members of the Council were busy exercising their electoral privilege. Their right to pressure, threaten, hoodwink or otherwise bulldoze the more timid Members to his or her own opinion, his or her own will. Sixty thousand people will not be hushed suddenly. Particularly people who came here to be heard—not to listen. Not even sixty thousand individual viphone speakers could silence this mass of festering nobility. Not even when announcing the arrival of the Presiding Triumvirate. Sixty thousand Honorable Members ignored the first announcement.
“All shall rise!”
This time the honorable promulgating hordes abated somewhat their inherent ferocity. The roar lessened, the decibels ebbed slowly, rather as diminishing breakers of an outgoing tide. Soon the waves rolled back but with a lesser force, carrying the echo of their incessant bickering. All present carried proxies of many millions of people. In addition, up to three hundred thousand Out-Members, Members in absentia, could and often did take part in this ravenous struggle for votes. A vicious contest for the opportunity to leave his or her personal stamp on the affairs of man; to affect, nudge, or to impress one’s self, one’s ego, on the future of mankind. To buy, steal, or wrench by any means possible, a tiny niche in the annals of immortality. Those physically excluded from the Council Chamber participated through reciprocal instant-replay viphones. With the replay lag reduced to a fraction of one second, the Out-Members were convinced they were partaking in live proceedings. This minor deception had been necessary, sometimes even useful, for those in control. For years the Earth’s ether had been saturated with the incessant cacophony of broadcast entertainment. As a result all government communications had to be piped by superconducting fiberoptic cables. Eleven billion people talked; about half of them—simultaneously. The other half slept.
“All shall rise!” The individual speakers whispered for the third and last time.
From the cavernous innards of the underground Federal Complex, at the centre of the Council Chamber, a transparent plexion bubble emerged, exposing the top of its polished, bald head. The dome rose majestically, ponderously, elevating the Elevated, the three presiding Members of the Federated Republic’s highest governing body.
The Triumvirate. The Presidium. The temporal gods.
The plexion bulletproof dome had been introduced some seventy-five years ago, shortly after all three Presiding Members had been murdered by a paid assassin. Poison arrows, together with synthetic skin piping, had been grafted, like veins, into his homicidal left arm. The modern adaptation of the prehistoric weapon had remained undetected by the security scanners. The man had pointed his arm at the three presiding Members as though driving home a point of argument, while simultaneously blowing into the tubes that started at the raised collar of his tunic and terminated at the tip of his accusing finger. The assassin would have remained undetected if it had not been for the fact that he, himself, had been murdered the moment he left the Council Chamber. Poetic justice? Perhaps, but the killer’s killer had never been traced.
As the plexion dome rose to its full height, a tentative, grudging silence displaced the fomenting jangle of the vast Chamber. The Speaker’s monotonous voice began reciting the agenda for the day’s proceedings, followed by a detailed report and then the minutes of the previous session. Progressively, a steady murmur from the bored audience grew then overwhelmed the Speaker’s droning voice.
The Council’s jurisdiction was limited to five principle areas:
* To the updating (rarely) and the enforcement (daily) of the basic Charter of Individual Rights (police activities);
* To the Exploitation of the Solar System mineral and manufacturing enterprises and administration of the Extraterrestrial Colonies;
* To the Galactic and the Global Communication Network (mass media);
* To the administration of the Credit Bank (global fiscal policy determining the credit rating of component Member Republics of the Federation;
* To the activities, (including financing), of the Galactic Navy (defense, overall security and exploration).
All other areas of administration remained within the jurisdiction of the individual republics. Should any participating nation became dissatisfied with the way the Council conducted its business, it could, on requisite notice, cancel its Membership and declare independence. The longest time however, that any Republic had lasted without the obvious benefits of the Federation had been less then a decade. Invariably all separatists became financially, morally and culturally—bankrupt, and after a trial period of ten years the errant Republics were once again allowed to rejoin the Federation. This single experience of unnatural insularity seemed to be a great deterrent for the errant Republics. Nobody learns as slowly as politicians, but even they do learn.
Although the Speaker of the Council concluded his reports by declaring lunch recess, few Members left the Chamber. Soon a persistent murmur rose to the previous impassioned roar of arguments. Again the Honorable Members stretched their backs, their legs, their mouth, and dialed for a wide array of nutrients. All this, simultaneously, while conducting their last minute lobbying.
During the afternoon, the first part of the session consisted of voting on all the outstanding Propositions. The votes on each motion were taken three times. If carried, the Proposition would be enacted by the Executive Council. The period from motion to enactment could last from six months to ten years. The Council did not believe in rushing things unduly.
By the time John returned to Earth the Council employed a half billion public servants. A rise of 17% since John’s last visit. An equal number of citizens were gainfully employed in numerous colonies. This latter group included the Galactic Navy and the few remaining professions that could not, as yet, be replaced by automatic labour-saving devices, such as robots. Another six to seven hundred million people were deeply involved in the entertainment industry. This group had to keep the remaining nine billion people happy. Nine billion people with time on their hands, and little or nothing to do. Nothing useful, that is. Nine billion relegated to sating their minds with vicarious pleasures, with pathological escapism into the worlds of holographic projection. A vast faceless mass committed to satiating their sensual needs with gluttonous overindulgence, invariably resulting in long, vastly excessive, sleeping habits. In fact, among this idle rabble, an inordinate amount of sleep became fashionable. Little wonder! The cause? Inordinate boredom perhaps?
As boring as the voting procedures taking place in the Council Chamber?
Voting on first, second or third readings of over three hundred motions, ninety-two propositions, seventy-nine amendments, forty-two points of order, fifty-seven... On sixty thousand screens inside the Council Chamber, and five times as many outside, little red and green lights blinked, computer memories hummed, and statistical data was updated.
Finally, the voting was over.
For a brief unaccustomed moment a ponderous silence hovered over the Assembly, while Members weighed the pros and cons of the latest results. Finally, new matters, as per agenda, could be tabled and added to the previous, voluminous procedures. The three Presiding Members stirred. They seemed to be emerging from a deep sleep. Until now the Triumvirate had been absorbing the hytapes designed to bring them up to date with the thousands of bits and pieces of information needed to conduct the business of government. Their presence during the morning session had been little more than symbolic. They had lent an air of official dignity to the procedures.
There were seven new items on the agenda. Most dealt with the fiscal reports and with the current data from the Colony J/27 located at Ganymede. The discovery of almost pure titanium on three of the outer, lesser moons, of Jupiter generated a lot of interest. The extensive use of this element in the Galactic Navy was the direct motive behind a number of speeches; each proposing increased efforts to enhance terra-forming on the already established colonies. The overt object was to make the outer colonies more attractive; to make them sufficiently inviting to instigate a dent in the population of the mother planet.
When the applause following the speeches subsided, the Munificent Right Honorable Archdeacon, Moses VI, raised his impressive bulk as a sign of willingness to impart his wisdom to the Assembly. A series of flashing lights further reaffirmed his intent, thus instantly switching off the two-way system of viphones to the receiving mode only. Without this precaution, the few who may have been interested in what his Holiness had to say would be unable to do so. The general decorum in the Assembly called for listening, during the first five minutes, once a week to any Member of the Council. This privilege had not been extended to the Presiding Members. The moment any of them rose to their feet instant raucous hurrahs and boos precluded any possibility of hearing what they may have had to say. Only by shutting off the outgoing speakers on the sixty thousand individual viphones could the message be delivered.
Each Member of the Triumvirate had been assigned up to fifteen minutes, per day, to make his or her point of view known to the world. A time allocation long-contested by the General Assembly. Since, however, each Presiding Member carried around 60,000 proxy votes, the three of them together, providing they did cooperate, could not be outvoted during their term in office. Although the General Assembly’s theoretical voting power boasted 360,000 proxies, only a show of unanimity could upset the power of the Presidium. And unanimity among such numbers had long proven quite impossible—on any subject.
For his full fifteen minutes the overflowing Archdeacon spoke against the proposal. Whatever it was. He invariably spoke against any innovation. He represented the status quo. The conservative, passive, sleepy legions.
“No change is a good change. Let us protect that for which we have fought so long and so hard to accomplish. Let not the labours of our noble fathers and our caring mothers be in vain. We owe it to our forefathers!”
“...to do nothing,” the Admiral snorted. Although, he mused, in a way it did reduce the pollution…
With this last call for temperance, His Holiness collapsed, exhausted, into his rotating, soothing, vibrating, massaging armchair. He immediately closed his eyes in a courageous effort to recover from the taxing exigencies of his office. The labours he referred to remained, alas, a mystery shrouded, presumably, by his predecessors. Or by the layers of his lard.
Throughout this charade Admiral Grant continued running his affairs from the Assembly. Microchips, implanted subcutaneously, afforded him instant and continuous communication with the outside. The real world. He had the Galactic Navy to run. Colonial explorations to control. The vibrant live world to worry about. He hardly ever listened to His Holiness. Moses VI had never made any sense before—there was no reason to expect any today. The Archdeacon represented the very, very idle masses.
Following some acrimonious debating on the pros and cons of the new propositions, the Speaker called for another break in the proceedings. The Admiral rose quietly and disappeared into a small elevator. Six levels below, a hand scanner-operated door let him out into a dimly lit corridor. He stepped directly onto a moving walkway. Instantly, a speed synchronized handrail and a protective seat slid out of the wall on his left. Sensors detecting his weight, accelerated the walkway to seventy kilometers per hour. He activated a small keyboard in the right armrest. The Admiral programmed his deSired destination. The walkway doubled its velocity.
Four minutes later the Admiral arrived at his secure underground quarters. A wall-panel slid silently open giving access directly into his private office. For a moment the Admiral stood undetected. He watched John Galt nervously pacing the length of the large room. The ‘young man’ seemed restless. Twenty minutes ago John had been instructed to report immediately to the Admiral’s office. A herculean ensign examined his hand scan. Another, almost as large, let him in.
John came in, sat down, then got nervous. He started pacing.
Three days had passed since their last meeting. John had spent the time flying here and there, wondering, trying to find his place on this, his mother planet. Not that much had changed since his last visit. It was he who had changed. Each trip into the spangled darkness of space made him a different man. A man more aware of Infinity—the outer and the inner. The two seemed to expand together. John felt part of the silent darkness, of the eternal Void, with himself as the center of life within it.
John Galt had no idea why the Admiral had summoned him. Yet the moment the helio he was flying picked up the communication, John broke all speed records to the roof heliport of the Federal Complex. His flyer had been equipped with the latest antigrav capability. None such had existed the last time he had visited earth. Just one he thought, of so many, often hardly discernible changes...
“John, I am glad you could make it!” With the panel sliding silently shut behind him, the Admiral appeared to have emerged from the wall. “Come, I have some news for you.”
The Admiral’s face forewarned that no news was good news, although his stern features looked more determined then worried. He sat at his desk, back ramrod straight. He seemed to be gathering his thoughts. Then his unflinching, steel grey eyes found John’s searching stare.
Three days ago John had not experienced the full power smouldering in the Admiral’s gaze. Now, John pressed his shoulders deeper into the contoured back of his armchair. Whatever was coming was serious. Of that he was certain. John’s adaptable brain shifted into instant overdrive.
“I am at your service, Sir.” Unwittingly, even in a sitting position, John assumed the stance of rigid attention. Unwittingly, the Admiral smiled.
Hermes Grant recalled his own words of three days ago: “they don’t make them like you any more...” Then the fleeting smile gave way to an expression of deep concern.
“Do you know how we conduct our business of government nowadays?” The question was rhetorical. “Sixty thousand people prattle and promulgate at great length. Periodically the Presiding Members join in. It’s all an elaborate sham. A traditional carefully observed pantomime. A studiously maintained nonsense. In fact, all the real dealing is done outside the Chambers. It is conducted without any fanfare, in fact very quietly, by clever amoral lobbyists. By men and women who are not always on the right side of the tracks. But always extremely professional.” The Admiral studied John’s face. “Do you follow me?”
John nodded.
“Basically it is a question of votes. More precisely, of power.” The Admiral continued. “With sixty thousand voting Members inside the Chamber, and three hundred thousand outside, we must concentrate on the Outmembers to get any of our policies adopted.” He paused again to check John’s expression.
“We?” John asked.
Admiral Grant’s smile returned to his tired features. “Yes, my boy. In time you will find your own answer to this question.”
The Admiral dialed for a glass of water.
“This evening I shall make a speech, the usual fifteen minutes. I shall table a motion that a consolidated effort, and the attendant fiscal commitment, should be made, immediately, to launch new expeditions in search of intelligent life. At the very least we must renew our search for planets capable of supporting human life within all neighboring star systems. With our present day terraforming capabilities, we must reexamine all the star systems that had been previously discarded. In essence, this will be my motion. For the last ten hours my staff has been equipped with the pertinent data.” A sad smile twisted the Admiral’s firm mouth. “My men are in constant touch with our pollsters distributed throughout the body of deputies. They tell me that I shall fail to sway the majority of voters. We must therefore take surreptitious, subversive if you like, action.” The Admiral took another sip before continuing. “Past analyses indicate that whatever decision is made by the Council today, will be reversed in six to seven years. For reasons already known to you, we cannot afford the delay.”
The Admiral closed his eyes. He sat back evidently waiting for John’s reaction. Only seconds had passed since the Admiral finished talking, but the silence seemed almost painful. Then John stood up.
“What do you want me to do?” John was blunt and direct.
“Go to the Moon Base and await orders.” The Admiral spoke slowly, precisely, enunciating every word.
John remained standing to attention. Though he considered the interview finished, he found it difficult to make his way to the door. Something remained unsaid.
“Shall I see you again?” John Galt asked very quietly.
The Admiral also rose. Suddenly he looked older. He turned away from John, perhaps needing time to steady his voice. They had met once in the last forty years. This had been their second meeting. As Harry Grant turned to face John, his eyes said it all: Why was this man, this intrepid starman, the closest human being on Earth, in the Solar System, in the whole world, to my old, lonely heart?
“Even if it’s the last thing I do,” he said through clenched teeth.
Commander Galt saluted and left the office. Seven minutes later Admiral Grant’s head appeared from below in the glass bubble of the presidential platform. The venerable Donna D. Dobbs had just risen to talk. She, the third Member of the Triumvirate, represented the active part of the human race: the Federated Union of Public Employees. A one-half billion people. It was not really a union at all. They were just people who worked, as against people who did not. Donna Dobbs was one hundred and twelve years old. No one ever dared to challenge her right or her ability to represent her people. She served them well. She and the people both knew it.
Donna Dobbs was preparing the ground for Admiral Grant’s speech. The Admiral knew he could count on her. Who knows? Perhaps the pollsters had been wrong—for once. The Archdeacon insisted that miracles could always happen. The Admiral knew, that regardless of what took place in the Council, whatever had to be done—would be done. This sentiment might have negated some primitive concepts of democracy. But the Admiral also knew, and it was the worst kept public secret of all time, that of the eleven billion people populating this poor over-exploited planet, about 99% of the citizenry did not give a damn what happened in the Council. Now or ever.
Perhaps, just perhaps, the people were right?
The diminutive venerable lady, Donna Dobbs, wielded her personal power from a stature of no more than 162 centimeters. If one were to regard her from some distance, she would strike one as an energetic woman of, perhaps, forty or fifty. Her actual age, her longevity, was not that uncommon. An awful lot of people—if they hadn’t died of boredom—sustained good heath well into their twelfth decade. What was unusual, very unusual, was her tremendous youthful perspicacity, the cheerful brightness of her disposition, the deliberate sharpness of her judgment invariably based on solid facts and not on some wishy-washy assumptions.
Donna Dobbs was a very rare woman.
Admiral Grant sat back in his console armchair and activated his subcutaneous communication system. He asked for, and received, the latest poll report. No news was good news. For a few seconds he entertained the idea of telling the assembly about the eighty-year ozone layer projection. Then he merely smiled at his own deSire to escape the burden of responsibility. The last time a much lesser danger had been announced, the ensuing panic resulted in mass destruction on a global scale. And that concerned only the danger of overloading the airways with excessive communication channels. People seemed pathologically afraid of being, in any way, separated from anyone else. They needed to be part of this global village. Not being active themselves, they evidently needed the news media to partake, vicariously, in the global events. This desire in no way extended to having any interest in the proceedings in the Council. They needed to feel the pulsations of Mother Earth. The news media gave them the illusion of security—of being part of, and within the global protective womb.
Donna Dobbs stopped speaking.
She sat down, lightly, seemingly unconcerned about the success or failure of her discourse. If she worried about the reaction of some sixty thousand people, she would be in no position to look after the interests of the remaining half-billion. She did her job, as well as her ability and experience allowed. That was all.
After the usual time allowance of two hours for general discussion and Members’ commentary speeches, the Admiral rose to do his duty. During the last few seconds, he checked once again with his staff. The figures remained discouraging. His army of negotiators, hand picked lobbyists, would continue their work until tomorrow’s Council session. Only then would the vote on today’s proceedings take place. Since the Council represented the whole planet, one third of the Outmembers were, at present, asleep. They would only learn about the proceedings from the hytapes and assign their proxies to other representatives. The Council met at different times during different seasons, to allow for full participation of all the Outmembers, at one time or another. The system wasn’t perfect but it was as fair as they could make it.
As the Admiral stood up a veritable hurricane of applause filled the Chamber. It lasted for fully five minutes—time that permitted the Admiral to reflect that the apparent admiration of sixty thousand Members had little to do with the acceptance of his forthcoming motion. As the Presiding member of the Triumvirate, he simply represented the hero concept, the Galactic Navy, the knight in shining armor elevated on a white stallion. He personified, even if wrongly, unjustly, the romance absent from peoples’ lives.
The Admiral knew the truth but did nothing to dissuade the Members from their impression or perception. He did not shrink from assuming the embodiment of their unfulfilled dreams. After all he had crisscrossed the Solar System many a time. He had been instrumental in establishing a dozen colonies in the still-romantic, enigmatic segments of the relatively unknown, to most still-frightening, space. He also worked harder, longer and with greater dedication than any human being alive. Yet all this could do little, if anything at all, to gain approval for the intended expedition to the Lyra system. In fact he no longer had any intention of telling the Members about his plans. At this stage he merely wanted to reduce the danger of pursuit by the Galactic police who, although under his direct orders, did answer to the Council for their actions. In the long run he could not act against the Council with impunity. In the immediate future, he could try.
He did.
Admiral Grant spoke briefly, not even taking the advantage of his full fifteen-minute time allocation. At the end he received a standing ovation. Tomorrow they would have his hide. By secret ballot of course.
As Hermes Grant sat down, he activated his communication system. His adjutant reported immediately. The Admiral’s question was terse, as was the answer he received:
Commander Galt?
Left at seventeen hundred hours.
The Admiral felt a delicious chill run up his spine. A surreptitious smile broadened his face as Harry Grant felt, once more, blood cruise faster in his overtaxed body. He totally ignored the applause. He sat back, closed his eyes and sank deep in thought. His mind reached out into the vastness of Outer Space. He would give the rest of his life, his whole life, to be in John Galt’s shoes. Some minutes later he shrugged his broad shoulders.
The game was afoot. And he liked it. Hermes D. Grant liked it a lot.
***
Chapter 3
The stationary black disk seemed filled with dark, menacing secrets. From five thousand kilometers, the dark side of the moon looked like a black hole: a round, black void torn out of a somber canvas speckled with hard dots of glittering ice.
The canvas of endless space.
The Executive shuttle, enveloped in utter silence, also appeared motionless, lifeless. Only the steadily growing diameter of the forbidding hole betrayed the otherwise imperceptible movement. A void growing, threatening to swallow the shuttle whole in its impenetrable darkness.
“Give me Outer Space, any time,” Commander Galt muttered under his breath. “At least the Void is alive.”
Had anyone overheard him, his logic would have sounded questionable.
During the last hundred years the Moon Base became the hub, the central station, the busiest spaceport of the Solar System. The landing pads, strategically distributed throughout the cold, still inhospitable surface, formed part of the main permanent distribution grid. Most Galactic Navy moon-falls had been directed to the dark side. The hemisphere having its share of sunlight, but hidden away from the evocative disk of the Mother Planet. Hidden from the comforting sight of Home. The Earthside, awash either with the hard glare of the sun or at least with the gentler reflected glow of earthlight, had been reserved for commercial traffic.
And what an immense traffic it was!
If Earth, as some said, had become humanity’s garbage dump, then the moon was the gargantuan storage depot from which an awful lot of potential and eventual garbage would be disseminated.
The produce of all the colonies had been transported to the Moon Base. There the interlocking grid of under and over ground tunnels united hundreds of, once independent, units into a single massive network of storage processing and manufacturing facilities. This beehive was regarded, by most, as the saving grace of the human race. Had it not been for the removal of most processing functions from Earth, the race would have, by now, surely drowned or suffocated in its own industrial excrement. On the moon the redundant solids had been elevated by reusable antigravs to a certain altitude, and there with only a nominal loss of energy, the slag and suchlike were nudged towards the sun. There, in time, the refuse added fuel to our life-giving furnace.
John Galt had approached the moon from the dark side more times that he could remember. Each time the thrill had been compounded by new technology. Never more so then now. As the shuttle closed in on its destination, the dense surface darkness seemed interrupted by shimmering, oscillating cobwebs of glowworms. The hundreds of geodesic domes, some up to two miles in diameter, became visible against the still impenetrable darkness of their background. As the shuttle grew near, the lesser smaller domes with their interconnecting tunnels emerged from the shadows creating a filigree of incredible beauty and complexity. The structural members of the domes and barrel vaults had all been coated with luminous moss, which accumulated and stored light, then returned it, while simultaneously exuding oxygen from its genetically altered DNA molecules. The mesmerizing beauty of the effect caught John off guard. He stared... gaping, enchanted.
The shuttle touched down as silently as it took off. The antigravs not only eliminated the deafening roar of the engines but also the unnerving vibrations, which John had learned to associate with all the gravity touchdowns. His own spaceships had been just that: space ships. They never touched the solid ground. They remained in Earth orbit, circling at a leisurely distance. From Earth they looked like fireflies... trapped, or lost in the impenetrable vastness of the dark blue starry firmament.
The landing lights snapped John back to reality. He had to wait five minutes for the pressure lock adjustments and the usual landing formalities. Since returning from his last exploratory trek to Altair in the Aquila sector, 4.82 parsecs into the northern hemisphere, John had spent two months at debriefing before being sent Earthside. Invariably, or at least for the fourth time in succession, John found Earth, his ancient intermittent base, his roots, an intense disappointment. He had been away about forty years at a time. On each trek he had spent months, years... idealizing his home and the people he’d left behind; his imagination had built social systems based on an assumed progress in the evolution of man’s consciousness. He visualized colossal improvements. His bountiful mind eliminated individual and social friction. It improved the means and the ability to respond to one another’s needs. And finally, following millennia of practice, he assumed humanity had learned to truly apply the golden rule to everyday living. After a mere few weeks, seeing the snail’s progress of his own species, John was ready to depart into the limitless reaches of Outer Space.
From the corner of his eye, John perceived movement. The young man facing him was the same one who had expedited Commander Galt on his Earth-fall, three and a half weeks ago.
“At your service, Commander”
The ensign saluted snapping John out of his somber deliberations. The ensign boarded the shuttle and stood to attention, waiting for John to rise from his seat. John Galt still couldn’t accept the idea that he had become a living legend—among the young and old alike. He did not realize that his reputation had preceded him from the moment his spaceship had entered the Earth orbit some three months ago. Incidentally that had been the principle reason why Admiral Grant has expedited Commander Galt to the Moon Base. Before the vote was taken in the Council. Before any precocious Member of the Council came up with a distorted yet potentially dangerous answer to the impending puzzle.
John looked up at the young man. The ensign could not have been more than twenty. His height, well over two meters, suggested that he had been born and reared on the moon. The lesser gravity added extra height to its progeny. Some effort had been made, recently, to stunt the growth of children born in the colonies—if for no other reason than to facilitate the standardization of living quarters and equipment. The ensign’s lanky frame, however, in no way detracted from his sure-footed behaviour. He evidently felt at home here. He probably wouldn’t—Earthside.
“At ease, Ensign.” John smiled up at the rigid beanstalk. Even after John got up, he was forced to look up at his guide. “Forgive me, I seem to have forgotten. What is your name?”
“Beta Mulligan, Sir!” The ensign, evidently, could not hide his pleasure at being assigned once again to serve this living paragon of virtue. “I have orders to escort you directly to your quarters. For the moment, Sir!” reported the ensign looking straight ahead over John’s head.
“Relax, Beta. At ease.” As the young man remained in a most rigid attention, John added with a grin: “Now, that’s an order!”
At that, the young man actually smiled. Not only had the Commander’s exploits been legendary, but so, apparently, was his sense of humor. The moment that any of the reports, which John had been sending back from his expeditions, were taken off the security listing, they became instant classics. As for John, after having met the universe face to face he was no longer capable of regarding himself with any degree of seriousness. He knew himself to be too puny, too insignificant in the vastness of space, to take almost anything very seriously. Let alone himself. Outer space is a great, exacting, teacher of humility.
“Yes, Sir! Thank you, Sir!”
Everyone of the young man’s sentences had been accentuated with a verbal exclamation mark.
“John,” John corrected.
“Yes, Sir John!” the young man attested.
“Never mind...” John vaguely remembered the awe in which he once held some of the early astronauts. So many years ago… He allowed the ensign to keep his idol. Why was it that people always needed icons? Why did they search for inspiration outside their own self, rather than within? That’s another thing John could not have done in outer space. Because out there—there was no one else.
On stepping out of the shuttle, Beta placed his palm on the scanner. The outer lock doors opened with a slight hiss of residual pressure differential. The two men entered the airlock. The doors hissed shut behind them. They repeated this procedure twice before arriving in the Reception. About twenty people waited to be processed through the arrival procedures; or, perhaps, to take care of some customs or other business. The colonies were “Common Good”, but the individual Republics, providing they were active members of the Federation, could conduct profitable business with any and all of the colonies directly. Or with any number of the holding areas on the Moon Base. History had provided a great deal of individuality, even competition, between the member Republics. Some of them even retained the original language of the geographical areas that had once defined their autonomy. The majority however used the official language, retaining old dialects only for cultural and, or, sentimental occasions.
Beta Mulligan led Commander Galt directly to a door marked “NO ENTRY”. They bypassed all the officials who controlled the access to the circulation tunnels network. Beta again placed his hand on the scanner. The door sign went out, momentarily, to reappear immediately on their clearing the archway. Inside, another tall individual wearing the insignia of the Galactic Navy on a short smart looking tunic, greeted them with a salute and a friendly smile. John had been given a bracelet that gave him practically unrestricted access to all the Galactic Navy Moon Base installations. The young lady, almost as tall as Beta, introduced herself as second lieutenant Omega Brent. She had been delegated to act as the Commander’s liaison in all matters of security. Personal or otherwise.
“I mean, should any such problems arise, Sir,” she added. The girl had been obviously impressed by John’s presence. She almost stammered.
All John had to do was to squeeze, in a particular sequence, the beads on his bracelet, and Omega’s face would appear on a tiny viphone dangling from the bracelet. Before coming Earthside, John had been wearing such a bracelet also. He never had any occasion to use it. He made a mental note not to disappoint the young lady again.
The red tape done, John and Beta resumed their progress to Commander Galt’s assigned quarters.
The moving sidewalk got them to their destination in under fifteen minutes. John recognized the suite he occupied some three weeks ago. There was a ludicrous sign over the entrance door that read “Home Sweet Home”. Some previous occupier must have left it there. Someone, who missed his or her family that had remained Earthside. John had no such nostalgic attachments. He smiled every time he became aware of the sentimental sign. He was glad to be free. Outer Space was his country. A spaceship his home. He needed little more than a berth to sleep in.
Ensign Mulligan stood at the door maintaining a semi-rigid posture, something halfway between ‘attention’ and a ‘stand-at-ease’. John decided to humor the young man.
“What do you want to do when you...” John suddenly realized that he couldn’t possibly say ‘when you grow up’ to a man over two meters in height, “...when you finish the Academy.”
Every ensign was automatically a member of the Naval Academy. He had to serve at the Moon Base, then put in time on every single colony in the System. By the time an ensign became a fully-fledged lieutenant of the Galactic Navy, he could make competent decisions anywhere in the Solar System. And then some!
“To follow in your footsteps, Sir,” Beta answered.
Almost immediately his young face turned crimson. “I mean, Sir... I mean, ah, Sir, I wish to volunteer for interstellar missions, Sir!”
No one could ever follow in Commander Galt’s footsteps. Such things as the Commander did, one could only read about. One could not possibly repeat them. There were people who claimed that the Commander was over three hundred years old. Some said he lived a lot longer. He looked about thirty. Maybe a little more. But three hundred? The ensign knew about the dilation of time at interstellar velocities, but... three hundred?
“Why?” John asked.
“Why what, Sir?” The young man seemed lost and flustered.
“Why do you want to go into space?” John prompted.
There was a momentary silence. Beta looked a little ill at ease. How does one discuss space with a space legend? He was searching franticly to find words to express his dreams, his desires, his aspirations... practically since the time he was born. His mouth opened and shut a few times.
“Because it is there, Sir!” he said at last, the exclamation mark at the end of the sentence a bit weaker.
John regarded the youngster with new respect. “That is the best answer anyone ever gave me, Beta. Would you like to sit down?” he asked gently.
“If you say so, Sir!” Beta immediately resumed his previous rigid posture.
“Here.” John gestured to an armchair. “A drink?”
Beta marched to the proffered chair and sat down. At attention. John dialed two light refreshments tasting and exuding the aroma of freshly squeezed oranges. He gave one drink to Beta. The ensign took the container and held it as if not quite knowing what to do with it.
“How old are you?” John asked.
“Sixteen, Sir?”
“What?” John asked in such disbelief, that it brought the ensign to his feet in near panic. “I mean I didn’t expect you to be quite so young...” He tried to placate the young man. Or was it a boy?
“I am sorry, Sir. Would you like me to ask for a replacement?” Beta’s voice strained with self-imposed discipline.
“Good Lord, no! And do sit down, Beta. You look untidy.” While earlier Beta suffered from a stiff dose of rigid attention, now his long arms dangled awkwardly in a state of perplexed indecision.
“Untidy, Sir?” His face paled a little.
“Forget it. It’s just a figure of speech from a few centuries ago.”
Beta Mulligan’s mouth fell wide open. Then it must be true. The Commander must be a few centuries old. Three hundred? Maybe even more. Leaping Lunites! This is just fantastic!
When the boy finally sat down, John asked him another question. He tried to learn something about the youth of today. About mankind’s future. The hytapes dealt principally with the official version of Federated Republic Council news releases and with the considerable, ever growing update on technological innovations. The subliminal hytapes allowed John, for instance, to operate a helio equipped with an antigrav, but it took personal instructions to learn how to dial for a drink or a meal. The latter had been taken for granted.
“When did you join the Academy?” John asked.
“Two years ago. When I turned fourteen, Sir.” Beta sounded more sure of his ground.
“Isn’t that rather early?”
“Early, Sir? It is the normal decision time. We all have to do it.” Beta sounded surprised.
“Explain.”
There was a barrier between them: a rift of forty years of John’s absence, a chasm of some centuries in attitudes. In John’s time one had not been allowed to use child labour. After a moment or two, Beta’s young features showed a glimmer of sudden realization. It grew into understanding that Commander Galt might really not know what took place on Earth, or the Moon, or within the System, to children. To youth. To such as he was.
“Where would you like me to start, Sir?” He wanted to be sure.
“The day you were born?” John said.
The young man smiled. “I don’t think I can remember exactly that far back, Sir, but we are given hytapes at the age of two. That way by the time we are thirty months, we can read and write. The acquisition of theoretical knowledge is complete by the time we reach twelve. We are taught with hytapes, discussions, exercises, and labs. We also learn speed reading, especially those of us who are interested in history.”
“Why is that?”
Beta smiled as if given a distinguished service medal. This was the legendary Commander Galt actually asking him, Beta Mulligan, to explain things to him. The squadron will never believe it. “The hytapes were initially limited to the technical, sociological and legal data. And later, because there was so much new stuff, nobody ever got around to getting the old stuff on them.”
“I understand,” John thanked him. He regarded the lanky young man. A boy of sixteen sounding like a mature man. John smiled a little sadly. “And what do you do for fun?”
“For fun, Sir?” For a moment Beta looked lost again. To him nothing he did could be excluded from fun. “Ah, you mean free time?”
“I suppose so...?”
“Well, my favourite exercise is leaping. I mean leaping in the Lunar Caves.” When Beta noticed John’s blank expression, he continued. “In the Condorset... just south of the sea of Crises, the Mare Crisium, they discovered, I think about twenty years ago, some very large caves. The caverns are all of six hundred meters in clear height. Some chimneys go up another hundred meters or so. After plugging most of the natural openings with standard lavoid and sealing with pladenium the smaller ones, they pressurized them. For the next five years nobody had any idea what to do with them. The caverns were too far off the beaten track for any immediate practical use. By the time the Moon Base expanded to be within reach of the caverns, the, ah, younger... ah, cadets claimed squatter’s rights to them. The cadets and ensigns have been using them for leaping ever since. That’s a sport, Sir, in which, due to our gravity, we can be fitted with wings and leap from a high platform into re-circulating air currents. We, sort of, fly, Sir.” Beta’s eyes were shining now. For the moment he forgot he was in such a distinguished presence. “It’s quite marvelous, Sir. You’d love it! If you’re really good at it, you can wear a badge of the Leaping Lunites.” And then Beta remembered. “I mean, I am sure it is nothing special for you, Sir. I mean...” his voice trailed off.
John was not at all sure it would have been ‘nothing special’. He made a mental note to check it out, time permitting. For now, he directed his attention to their previous discussion.
“You said something before about a time of decision. What did you mean by that?”
“You mean Decision Time?” John nodded. “Well, Sir, we all do it. Whoever turns fourteen reports to the Psy Center for the test. He is placed under hyphones and, for a specified time, I believe it is twenty minutes, he is questioned about his preferences. The test determines whether the boy or girl will be a doer or not. Also, which functions he or she is best suited for.”
Beta reported this as though it was the most natural thing in the world. A natural thing to decide one’s fate at the age of fourteen.
“What if you want to be something else?” John asked.
“Something else than what, Sir?” Beta looked puzzled.
“Something other than what the test indicates, you should be.”
“I do not understand, Sir. The test does not tell you what to do. It finds out, from your subconscious mind, what it is that you want to do.” Beta tried to explain.
“There is never a conflict?”
“Oh, yes. People sometimes claim that they want to be doers, or lay claims to all sorts of aspirations. But, as far as I know, very soon they find out that the test had been correct. Sometimes they think they want to be or do something, but they are not willing to make the effort.”
The young man smiled again. By now he seemed quite relaxed.
“Pay the price?”
“I suppose you could put it that way, Sir. Except that when you are doing what you rally want, you do not actually pay anything. It is like having everything free. You are always having fun. That is why, before, I didn’t quite understand... “
“...when I asked you, what do you do for fun?” John nodded his understanding. He knew exactly what the mature ensign meant. Perhaps he had been wrong about the people on Earth. Perhaps there has been progress. Or perhaps he should have stayed on the Moon Base and visited the Lunar Caves. Of one thing John was sure. He should have shared his time with the young generation. One can learn from them the true pulse of the race. The pulse of the planet. The hopes for the future of mankind.
“Do you like going Earhside?” John asked.
“No, Sir,” Beta answered at once. He gained in confidence minute by minute.
“Why not?” John prodded.
“They are all so... old,” the boy answered, and immediately bit his tongue. “I m-m-mean, Sir, ah...” Beta was in well over his head.
“Not half as old as I am?” John had no mercy.
“Oh, no, Sir! Oh, no, never. You are really so young... I mean...”
This time John couldn’t help laughing. He knew what the young man meant. The people Earhside did not look into the future. They did not really live in the present, either. They seemed concerned about keeping what they had, rather then in risking all to conquer new horizons.
“And the people on Moon Base are... young?” John asked, after the young man’s cheeks returned to their normal colour.
“Not just the Moon Base. All the colonies. We are not afraid to... die, Sir. In fact, that is what makes living exiting!” Beta’s bold eyes were shining with the essence of life.
The young man lacked words to explain his sentiments any better. Yet, once more John felt a strange bond with the lad assigned to him as his guide. They had something in common. Perhaps it was their love of life. Or, perhaps, they were both talking about a different kind of life altogether.
Chapter 4
A series of sharp regular stabs of three little needles on the inside face of the wrist bracelet brought John Galt to full consciousness within seconds. He activated the bracelet to two-way communication. A youthful face appeared on the tiny viphone. John propped himself up on one elbow. Were all people on the Moon Base so young?
“Galt here,” he said. It looked as though he spoke into his sleeve.
“Good morning, Sir!” A smiling face said. “My name is lieutenant Gamma Princeton. I am speaking for the C.O.. Could you please be at gate 49 dash 11A at 0800 hours?”
John glanced at his watch. That gave him one hour. He found it amusing that they were using earth-time on the Moon Base. It seemed to him that universal time would be more practical. Then he reconsidered. After all, there was a sunrise and a sunset up here. Even on the dark side.
“How far is it from my quarters?” he asked.
“Ensign Beta Mulligan will pick you up in forty minutes, Sir.”
“Thank you!” he said.
“Thank you, Commander Galt,” the face said, and the tiny screen went blank.
What was it with these people. They seemed to enjoy reciting the ancient Greek alphabet to him. What happened to good old Christian names? In fact, what ever happened to organized religion? Apart of the Archdeacon he saw little evidence of it.
John shrugged, stepped out of his night garb, and walked into the shower. A powerful atomizer sprayed him from some thirty or forty jets with an invigorating yet, strangely enough, simultaneously soothing massage. After sixty seconds the same nozzles pushed streams of alternating hot and cold air at his body. Another minute later he felt like a new man. Clean, massaged, his skin pink with a slightly scented fresh glow.
John put on his tunic and punched for breakfast. The only problem with these gadgets was the variety they offered. To learn how to make an informed selection from the menu would take a good hour. He dialed a protein/carbohydrate drink with a fresh orange flavour. The two months he’d spent on the Moon Base, before going Earhside, he drank more oranges than he could count. Most of the items on the computerized menu were unknown to him. He had spent too much time in space to become a gourmet. Perhaps one day...
Next, John put on the helmet and listened to the latest hytapes. There was still no news from the Council. Too early. Nothing much else interested him. Not there and then. He removed the helmet and dialed for Mozart. He smiled. Every forty years his spaceships had returned him to Earth. Every forty years he listened to Mozart. Some things never change. Minutes later there was a gentle buzz at the door. John pressed a button on the armrest. Beta Mulligan walked in. He looked even younger than yesterday.
“Good morning, Beta. Have you any idea where is Gate 49 dash 11A?”
“Good morning, Sir! Yes, I just come from there.” Beta looked wide-awake.
“Don’t you guys ever sleep?” John saw no evidence of any tiredness in the young man’s features. Yesterday, after completing his official duties, Beta had returned to John’s quarters. He’d asked if he could be of any help, on his own time. John appreciated the gesture. John Galt had no idea that had he asked the ensign to walk out onto the moon’s surface without a space suit, the young man would have done it without hesitation.
They had shared a light dinner and then talked well into the night. John wanted to know everything about the younger generation. Perhaps, John wondered, it is my latent, unrequited paternal instinct.
“Usually four times a day, about ninety minutes at a time, Sir,” Beta answered with a straight face. He no longer questioned when Commander Galt asked the seemingly obvious.
Of course! There was no real day and night on the moon. One could jog along, or take a buggy, and remain in the sun all the time. The sun did not affect Beta’s biological clock. ‘I should have known better,’ he realized. John, himself, did not have any regular sleeping habits. He only slept when duty permitted. Sometimes, for a few months at a time. Even years. John grinned at the young man. He liked his unspoiled, straight shooting approach to life. Perhaps we were all like that once. At sixteen.
“Let’s go,” he commanded.
“Yes, Sir!” The exclamation marks came back with renewed force this morning.
“Lead on, Mulligan.”
John stepped onto the moving sidewalk immediately behind Beta. In less than two seconds they were moving at a good pace. The breeze felt good against John’s face. It was almost like being outdoors. For obvious reasons, all the sidewalks were designed for one-way traffic. On the Moon however, the sidewalks had three fixed speeds, on three individual adjacent strips. A good walking pace, a brisk jog, and a ‘running for your life’ strip, against the wall. One stepped from one strip to another if and when desired. The handles hanging from above assured one’s stability at greater speeds. One could also increase one’s pace by actually walking on the moving surface.
Beta discouraged John from attempting this exercise. Especially on the faster side strips. He did demonstrate the trick himself though. With his extra long legs and one-sixth Earth’s gravity, the young man disappeared far ahead in seconds. The technique was to convert one’s kick or push into forward momentum rather than forward and upward. If Beta were to have run the way one runs on Earth, his head would have punctured holes in the ceiling. Alternately, he would have knocked himself out with the first uncontrolled leap. John decided to continue walking. He was fond of living. Five minutes later he caught up with Beta at the first direction transfer. Beta was leaning against the left wall, his breath quite normal, as if he’d done no running at all.
“Sweet sixteen,” John muttered. “Where now?”
“Just follow me, Sir!” And Beta stepped on a new sidewalk veering off to the right. The sign read: F.R.G.N. ONLY.
“As if I have any choice... “ John sighed. Until he met Beta, he regarded himself as a reasonably young man. Subjective time-wise, of course. Now he wasn’t so sure.
In another ten minutes they reached their destination. Beta transferred his lanky body from one moving sidewalk to another, slowing down his pace, with the ease of a chimpanzee out for a Sunday stroll. Did they still have chimpanzees here, John wondered? Maybe the Moonites used them as instructors.
They stood in front of a gray door with the blue, gilt-edged emblem of the Galactic Navy. Beta put his hand on the scanner. The door slid open. They passed through a corridor of flushing lights and humming instrumentation. Then through another door. John remembered this was the security check for Naval Personnel only. No firearms, chemicals, stunners, lasers, or even compressed air or gas, had been allowed below the rank of full lieutenant. In circumstances where the pressurization was a matter of life and death, even the apprehension of an individual criminal, if such were to be found, had to be offset by the risk of endangering the lives of many. At any rate, for Navy personnel, only electronic stunners had been issued, permanently set to a one-minute cardiac paralysis. People with congenital heart problems shouldn’t take up crime as a career. Especially on the Moon.
Finally, John and Beta arrived at the Central Reception of the Academy. Beta saluted the officer on duty and made for another single-speed moving sidewalk. In two minutes they stood at gate 49—11A. Beta saluted again.
“Reporting with Commander Galt as ordered, Sir.” He was almost as rigid as when John first saw him yesterday.
The middle aged officer—finally someone out of the kindergarten John thought—not nearly as tall as Beta, returned the salute.
“That will be all, Ensign,” he told Beta, while keeping his eyes on John. “You may return to your duties.”
It was evident from Beta’s face that he would give his right hand to be able to stay, to tag along. Just to watch what was going to happen. Whatever it was. Alas, duty called. Beta saluted again and, with only a sidelong glance at Commander Galt, spun on his heal. John felt sorry for the punctilious ensign. Beta Mulligan was a good kid. From what John had learned since yesterday, they all were.
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