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Prologue
A Dream Of Freedom was a ship that had once been a world.
It first entered the Solar System in 2117, moving at ninety-three miles per second, at a slight angle to the solar ecliptic. It was a near-perfect sphere with a diameter of twenty-one miles. It had a nickel-iron surface, but showed a considerable luminosity in the gamma-ray portion of the spectrum. Its trajectory would bring it to a perigee of one hundred forty million miles, about two years after its first sighting.
The International Astrophysical Congress assigned it the identifier X3J11 and immediately dispatched grant petitions to the world's one hundred eighty States. All one hundred eighty petitions were rejected; the war with the Spooner Federation was entering its final phase, and all resources had to be husbanded toward that end.
The IAC continued to watch the object. As it approached, the great orbiting telescopes gradually made out more details of its composition and structure. Numerous cavity radiators became apparent in the gamma-ray images. Anomalies in its trajectory as it passed the outer gas giants caused the watchers to ponder its density. Shortly before X3J11 passed the orbit of Jupiter, the watchers could tell that the interstellar wanderer was honeycombed.
The United Nations' combined forces had pushed Spoonerite resistance back to upper Yukon. The Spoonerites dug in for a last stand above the Arctic Circle, and the States massed their forces for the blow that would put an end to Spoonerism on Earth.
Supreme Commander Ewan MacDonnell planned for a three-pronged strike, two land forces and an enormous amphibious group. There were ample forces available, though the supply lines were a chore to maintain, especially in view of the underenthused participation of the Russians. His staff labored for three months, calculating the affair to a nicety, allowing for an overkill factor of three and permitting no conceivable routes of egress from the killing zone. The two hundred ten thousand Spoonerites in MacDonnell's sights would have nowhere to run.
The word went out quietly to all commanders, down to the battalion level: Spoonerite surrenders should not be deemed trustworthy. The taking of prisoners was strongly discouraged.
X3J11 approached perigee. The watchers of the IAC were electrified by what they saw. The spectra from the planetoid's cavity radiators indicated an immense core of nuclear fuels. Millions of tons of something dearer than pitchblende or carnotite resided at the center of the worldlet.
IAC petitioned the States again, and belatedly received their respectful attention. Funds flowed into the watch group. Government representatives and advisors were attached to the effort. Spacecraft that had gone unused for more than a century were pulled out of mothballs, and a frenzied effort to recommission them began.
MacDonnell's meticulously planned triple assault began exactly on schedule. For a full day's advance, it encountered no resistance at all. For the first few miles, he and his troops assumed that the Spoonerites had run out of fuel, or ammunition, or hope. When the advance guard first came upon abandoned Spoonerite emplacements, well stocked with shot and fuel, they began to wonder.
The wonder culminated in a pillar of fire seen on United Nations broadcasts by more than three billion people. It was followed by another, and another, and another.
Maddened beyond all restraint, the UN forces slew and spared not. The inner core of resistance around the Spoonerites' makeshift spaceport was incredibly tough, but before the massed military power of all the States of the world, it had to fall. The victors eventually counted nearly two hundred seven thousand Spoonerite corpses within the Arctic redoubt. The Secretary-General proclaimed the viciously immoral ideology of Spoonerism to have been extinguished for all time.
Statists say things like that.
***
About eight months later, the IAC's watch group reported that X3J11 had more than three thousand new residents. The world had known the Spoonerites to be both tough and smart. Given their circumstances, they were as well prepared as any expedition into the unknown could be. They were better motivated than any group of human beings had ever been.
Geotechnicians disconnected three honeycombs from the intricate maze that permeated the worldlet, and made them airtight. Hydroponicists worked in a frenzy to establish the colonies of greenery that would provide breathing air and nutrition. Engineers transferred the power plants of the four exile ships to the rock and connected them to generators that would provide heat and electrical power. Geologists traced the patterns of radiation to find the lode of uranium at the worldlet's core. One special group went to work on a huge fission reactor that would power a steerable battery of gigawatt pulse lasers.
Twelve days after touchdown, there was a thin but breathable atmosphere in the tunnels, the power had been stabilized, and the computer network had been laid. Sensors and servomechanisms were dotted about the inhabited passages to monitor environmental conditions and to regulate the flows of fluids through the various conduits.
Of the three thousand twenty-three men and women who had escaped the slaughter in the Arctic Circle, eighty-seven died in the furious construction of a human habitat on X3J11. Their bodies were stacked in an unpressurized chamber near where the main recyclers would soon be.
When the all-clear was announced, two thousand nine hundred thirty-six men and women removed the helmets of their pressure suits as one, and tasted the air of their new home.
No one knows how it started, or where. No one called for it, or tried to organize it. Stories would be told about it for centuries. One man fell to his knees, a few others followed his example, and the rest soon after. The buzz of twelve days' frantic struggle for life fell silent as the last remnant of the Spooner Federation gave tearful thanks to the fallen for the sacrifices that had bought the survivors their lives and freedom.
***
The States capable of spaceflight were not about to leave X3J11 to the Spoonerites. Within a month after the Battle of the Yukon, four nations launched armed expeditions to take the planetoid from them.
The Spoonerites were unsurprised, and ready.
They hailed each approaching craft while it was still millions of miles away, announced their unwillingness to receive visitors, and described the giant lasers that they could use to enforce their will. The first of the statist expeditionary forces was not convinced, and entered a boarding orbit.
When the warship had come within a light-second of the worldlet, one grim-eyed Spoonerite nodded to another, a switch was thrown, and the lasers pulsed. The slug of coherent light boiled away the apex of the ship in an instant. Two hundred soldiers died of vacuum exposure a few seconds later.
The Spoonerites announced the first ship's demise to the other three, and beseeched them to turn back. One was undeterred, and tried for a hyperbolic approach that would permit it to reconnoiter the worldlet at close range without committing to a landfall. It, too, was destroyed.
The remaining two warships turned and made for Earth. Upon their arrival, the commanders of both were arrested and jailed. Within weeks, both had been convicted of treason and executed. However, there were no more expeditions to X3J11. The people of Earth ceased to think of the exiles, and returned to their usual business of starvation, black marketeering, and mutual oppression. It was what they knew best, after all.
***
On X3J11, when the two remaining warships altered course for Earth, work immediately began to convert the defense emplacement into a propulsion system. Ion drives were built and harnessed to the huge fission reactor. A massive slurrying system was constructed and linked to the drives. Engineers and astrophysicists worked in tandem to determine a list of potential destinations, given the available fuel, the available reaction mass, and X3J11's probable inability to sustain life for a prolonged interval.
The prospects were poor. The Solar System resides in a galactic backwater, where there are few stars with planetary systems. Worse, X3J11, for all its riches of fuel, possessed only enough mass to accelerate to five percent of the speed of light, and to decelerate from it -- once.
A G2 white dwarf at a distance of twenty-six light years stood out among the candidate destinations. Observation hinted at a complex system of planetary masses in orbit around it. The star's similarity to Sol suggested that one of these might have a human-compatible biosphere. Nothing else within the cone of possible trajectories looked nearly as good.
The alternative to an interstellar journey with a crapshoot ending was to reassemble the exile ships and make for Mars, a world with too little air and too little energy, and to hope that the States of Earth never thought of the red planet as a potential source of new slaves.
The three thousand exiles did their best to make X3J11 habitable for the long term. It wasn't easy. They had fifty trillion tons of nickel and iron, and nearly a hundred million tons of uranium ore far richer than any ever found on Earth, but of air, water and organics, little beyond what they'd brought with them. They would lead a constricted, marginal, sense-deprived life until they'd found a new world. Their astrophysicists told them it would be like that for a minimum of five hundred forty-four years.
They looked at the bleak interstellar journey, then at one another, and told themselves they could do it.
The engines were fired. X3J11 was rechristened A Dream Of Freedom.
***
When the Spoonerites reached the outer marches of their target system, their circumstances were bleak indeed. A Dream Of Freedom had used more than eighty percent of its mass for reaction. The ship's complement was down to fewer than eighteen hundred souls. The systems crafted to sustain life and conserve its necessary ingredients, ingenious as they were, tottered at the edge of collapse. If this system had no niche for the Spoonerites, they were doomed.
A blue-green world, third from the star, beckoned them forward. They maneuvered into one of the planet's Lagrange points and studied it.
Its motion about the primary was not detectably precessive. Its axis of rotation was at a gentle seven degrees to the plumb of the ecliptic. Its atmosphere was comparable to Earth's. Its crustal composition was unusually high in antimony and copper, but otherwise looked much like Earth's. A single, world-girdling ocean separated the two principal continents, both of which were in the planet's temperate zones. There were abundant flora, but no detectable fauna.
From space, it appeared to be a gift from a God in which none of them believed.
Part One: As it is in Heaven
Chapter 1
It began with a fight over a girl.
Armand Morelon gaped at the rage that burned in Ellis Michalski's eyes. "What's your problem?"
"I've been seeing her for two years. Where do you get off, horning in?" Ellis's normally pale face was swollen and blotched with red.
"Hey, take it easy. Vicki and I are just friends." Armand sensed that the exchange had stepped permanently across the borders of politeness. The rest of Victoria Peterson's circle of admirers was listening to the two of them with alarming attention.
"Oh yeah?" the senior shouted. "What about last night?"
The big junior shrugged. "So she came to dinner at Morelon House. Don't you ever visit your friends for dinner?"
"So I paged her comm frequency from twenty hundred till well after midnight, and no one picked up the mike!"
Victoria stood listening to the developing altercation with an obscene look of gratification, obviously happy to be the subject of contention. Their classmates crowded around in steadily increasing numbers.
Armand sensed the rising danger. "Look, Ellis, Vicki left our place at twenty-three. I didn't take her home, so I'm not going to answer for her movements." He looked over at Victoria, hoping for a contribution, but she said nothing. "Maybe her mom turned off the radio to get a little quiet." He shrugged again and began to walk away.
Ellis snarled and leaped at him, fists flailing.
Armand slipped to the right. Ellis careened past him and plowed into a group of onlookers. Two of them went down with him. The enraged boy jerked himself upright and repeated his charge, and Armand sideslipped away from him again.
Hoots of derision arose from the crowd around them. Most were directed at Armand, for failing to stand and fight. Ellis took them as encouragement. He pursued the younger but larger Armand around the schoolyard, as determined to force an exchange of blows as Armand was to avoid one. The more times Armand eluded him, the larger the crowd of spectators, the louder their catcalls grew, and the angrier and more determined to batter him Ellis became.
Armand could see portions of Ellis's anatomy glowing, in a color for which he had no name.
Spots the size of a walnut in several places on Ellis's torso emitted a strange, dull radiance. Armand could not help watching them. Now and again they appeared to pulse or flex.
Not knowing what he was doing or how, Armand reached out to his pursuer. With an organ he could not see nor describe but that was his to command, he spread coolness over those glowing points. In seconds they had faded and disappeared. Ellis was standing motionless and bewildered, looking down at his own body as if he were surprised to find himself in it.
The crowd that had pursued them fell silent. When it was clear that no blows would be struck, it broke up into smaller knots of conversation, all of which gradually drifted away. Presently only Ellis, Armand, and Victoria remained.
Ellis mumbled something inaudible to Armand, shrugged sheepishly at Victoria, and departed.
"Why did he stop like that?" Victoria said.
Armand glared at the young woman. He could feel his color rising. "Why did he start, Vicki? What the hell did you say to him?"
"Nothing -- I just -- oh, forget it, you don't care anyway." She turned to flounce off in a trademarked Victoria Peterson huff. Armand's hand shot out and closed around her wrist. A flicker of fear passed over Victoria's face.
"I don't care? Because I wouldn't hit him, or let him hit me?"
She drew herself up haughtily. "I suppose I'm not worth it?"
Armand released the young woman's wrist and looked her up and down. Victoria was a senior, and easily the prettiest girl in the school: tall and slender, grey-eyed and auburn-haired. She was one of the brightest as well. Universally popular with both her classmates and teachers, she was normally surrounded by a thick ring of admirers and acolytes. Ellis had been prominent and specially favored among them. The introverted, barely social Armand, a year her junior, would never have dreamed of admittance to her circle, until she sought him out. He'd never thought to ask why.
"That's right," he said. "You're not."
Victoria's mouth flew open. The recess bell rang. Armand turned away and made for the school doors.
Chapter 2
Gallatin University invites all undergraduate and graduate students to participate in its annual psi screening. You are encouraged to take part even if you've been negatively rated in previous years. This year's registration meeting will be held in the Genet Social Sciences Center main auditorium on Randsday, December 29, at 09:00. Please bring writing materials.
Armand read the modest announcement in the Gallatin Herald with a mixture of excitement and frustration. He'd planned to head home for the end-of-year festivities, but he'd been waiting all semester to take part in the screening, and wasn't about to miss it.
Wonder what I can tell Mom and Grandpere Alain.
His mother hadn't wanted him to leave home at all. If it hadn't been for the unexpected full scholarship, she might not have permitted it.
Charisse will be pissed, too.
He ran his thumb across the envelopes stacked in his desk organizer. His younger sister, still a junior in high school, wrote him nearly every day. His hometown friends might think it the hugest possible joke, but then, they'd have loved to have the dark-eyed, black-haired young beauty write to them. Any of them she so much as glanced at would start to stammer. After her one visit to the Gallatin campus, several of his classmates would have dropped out just for the chance to date her.
I can't miss this. I've wanted to know too long and too badly. If they can't tell me what I am, I'll probably never know.
"Chuck?"
Etienne Feigner looked up from his book on the Objectivist - Fabulist controversy. "Hm?"
"Are you going for the psi screening?"
"Nope. Going home for year's end." The big sophomore's eyes darted back to his reading.
"Did you go for it last year?" Armand twisted around in his desk chair to face his roommate.
"Yup. All the freshmen do. I scored random. You're going, aren't you?"
"Well, yeah, if I can figure out a good excuse for not going home."
Feigner grinned. "Tell them you've been named to the Hope Judiciary."
"Come on! What did you tell your folks last year?"
"I didn't have to tell them anything. They only live four miles away, remember? Besides," the sophomore sat up on his bed, tossed his book aside and stretched, his huge shoulders crackling audibly, "last year they started it at the beginning of the semester."
"Hmph." Mom's not going to like it. Well, maybe next year. "I wish...oh, never mind."
"Hey, you can go home after the registration session, you know. The second one won't be for two weeks after, at least."
"Oh! Great. Got a train schedule for Randsday?"
"Nope."
"Well, somebody on the floor must have one." Armand rose from his desk and headed to the door. He stopped with his hand on the knob. "Chuck? Do they make a big deal out of it if you turn up psi?"
The sophomore shrugged. "Not as far as I know. But no one turned up last year. Come to think of it, I've never heard of anyone turning up. I'll have to ask around." He grinned. "Go find that train schedule. Maybe I'll stick around too."
"Okay."
***
Teresza Chistyakowski glanced through the ragged screen of bolivar bushes that lined Gallatin's main quadrangle and spotted her quarry ambling toward the Humane Studies Center. She decided that the time had come to pounce.
"Armand!" She broke into a trot.
"Hm?" The tall, husky freshman stopped and turned. "Oh, hi, Teresza."
"Are you going to the psi screening on Randsday?" She looked straight into his eyes and smiled her brightest smile.
He looked puzzled. "Well, yeah, I expect to. Why?"
She shrugged delicately. "Oh, I just thought you might want to join us for the party at Liberty Cafe afterward."
"Party?"
Her face warmed under his solemn regard. She felt her pulse accelerate.
"Well, more of a get-together, really." She forced herself to speak slowly and casually. "It's just a few kids who've run through the screening before, having a little fun before going home for year's end. I thought you might enjoy it."
He appeared to consider it. "How long does it last?"
"A couple of hours, maybe." She felt herself running short of oxygen. "It's just a few kids having a few laughs before we have to run and catch the late trains."
"Oh. Okay." He smiled. It was enough to stop her heart. "I'll see you there, then. Bye."
Before she could ask him to come with her, he turned and sauntered into the Humane Studies Center.
Rothbard, Rand and Ringer, why does he have to be so oblivious?
Oh, buck up, girl. You got maybe twenty words out of him. That's probably a record. If he shows at the screenings, you can catch him there and drag him to the cafe. Then you'll have two or three hours to squeeze out another twenty words.
The petite blonde junior sighed to herself, hefted her books and headed for her biology class.
***
"Mom?" Armand fiddled with the squelch, keeping one eye on the frequency display and the other on his watch. He had five minutes maximum before the students lined up at the radio hutch turned nasty. He draped one hand over the display to conceal the setting from prying eyes. The Morelon clan took care to keep its comm frequencies from becoming public knowledge.
"Armand? When will you be home Randsday, dear?" It was unquestionably Elyse Morelon's full, warm contralto, though tinnily delivered and full of static.
"Figure about twenty-two."
"Why so late, dear?"
"Well," he glanced over his shoulder at the line of students waiting to use the radio, "the schedule says the last train to Jacksonville gets in at twenty-one thirty, and it takes about half an hour to walk home from the station."
"Can't you make an earlier train, Armand? We were hoping you'd be here for dinner."
"Uh, there's some end of semester stuff I have to polish off."
A burst of solar static shrouded his mother's reply. "...will be disappointed, to say nothing of your sister."
He sighed. "I know, Mom, but I'll be with Grandpere all day Sacrifice Day, and you and Charisse will have me around for two whole weeks."
There was a brief silence. The line of waiting students that filled the dormitory's lobby had begun to murmur and shuffle. Armand forced down a wave of irritation.
Let them try to disappoint Alain Morelon's granddaughter.
"Well, if you have to, dear. We all miss you terribly, you know."
"Yeah, Mom, I miss you all too. There's a line waiting for the radio. I'll see you late on Randsday, okay?"
"All right, Armand. Take care."
The voice dissolved into the background white noise from Hope's ionosphere. Armand quickly scrambled the frequency, removed the headset, and stood aside to let the next student make his call.
Chapter 3
Victoria Peterson slipped into the main auditorium of the Genet Social Sciences Center at exactly nine o'clock. The lights had been lowered. She peered through the darkness at the back row of seats, found an unoccupied one and slipped into it.
On the stage at the front of the room, three young men were arranging easels and placards to face the assembly. Each placard depicted an abstract symbol. There were no captions to explain them.
One of the young men, a curly-haired specimen with a pleasantly guileless face, stepped to the lectern and turned on the microphone.
"Good morning, all, and thank you for coming. My name is Ethan Mandeville, and I'm a graduate student in the Department of Psychology." He waved at the placards behind him. "You're probably wondering what this is all about, and what psi testing will mean to you generally."
Mandeville smiled. "To most of you -- probably all -- it won't mean a thing. The university has been running this program for a long, long time, and we've seldom turned up anyone who can score better than random on our tests. But the rare extra senses and the occasional hints of paraphysical powers we've detected have provided us researcher types with a lot of unusual angles from which to study the human brain. So we keep at it."
Victoria listened with half an ear as the graduate student droned on. He spoke of the varieties of psi effects that had occasionally been produced by human beings, and of their implications for the organization of the brain, for nearly twenty minutes. Despite his obvious enthusiasm for his subject, he was no public speaker. Before he'd run down, everyone in the auditorium was fidgeting. Finally he waved at the easels behind him.
"Back on Earth, decks of cards marked with these symbols were the first tools used to test for telepathy and clairvoyance. Two experimental subjects would sit on opposite sides of a partition. One subject would draw a card marked with one of these five symbols, and the other would try to determine which symbol was on it. Pure guesswork would yield an average of one correct result for every five trials. That's what we mean by 'scoring random.' If you could produce a consistently better result than that -- or a consistently worse one -- from either side of the partition, you were singled out for special study.
"You might find it surprising, but in the twenty centuries since the study of psi began, no better technique has been found to detect psi powers than these cards, at least at the outset. Two weeks from today, when we actually begin to screen you, we'll replicate the test I just described -- and I promise you, ninety-nine out of each hundred of you, at least, will score a random score and be eliminated from further consideration."
Mandeville grinned. "Just don't let it bug you, okay?"
A faint ripple of laughter passed over the room.
"All right. Today, we just want you to register your names with us, and to pick a partner for testing when you return from year's end. We're going to do this in alphabetic groups." He waved to his left. "All students with names beginning with the letters A through I, line up against the west wall. J through R, the center aisle. S through Z, the east wall. Okay? Go."
The hall filled with noise as several hundred students rose and moved toward one of the three destinations. Victoria picked up her purse and made for the center aisle. Her fellow J through Rs were slow to gather, and she drifted steadily toward the front of the hall as she waited.
"Vicki?"
She whirled toward the familiar voice. Armand Morelon stood staring at her. A petite, irritatingly pretty blonde girl, her eyes switching uneasily between Armand and Victoria, stood close beside him. Victoria mustered her self-command and smiled brightly.
"Hello, Armand. I'd heard you'd be coming to Gallatin. Are you going to introduce me to your friend?"
Armand looked flustered. "Uh, sure. Terry, this is Victoria Peterson. Vicki and I went to the same high school, but she was a year ahead. Vicki, this is Teresza Chistyakowski. She's a junior."
The blonde girl's smile held no trace of warmth.
Probably thinks she's got him on a string already. Wise up, girl. It isn't that easy.
Victoria offered her hand, and Teresza took it. "Teresza...Chistyakowski? Then you would belong against the west wall, wouldn't you?"
The girl reared back as if she'd been slapped. "Yes, of course." She looked up at Armand and smiled hopefully. "Don't forget the party, okay?"
Armand smiled down at the blonde in a way that made Victoria want to grit her teeth. "Of course not, Terry. I'll see you outside. Don't leave without me."
The blonde moved off without saying goodbye. Victoria watched her departing back, then smiled up into Armand's face.
"So how's your family?"
Armand shrugged. "About the same as always. Mom's still Mom, and Chary's started dating. How are your mom and Connie?"
"Not bad. Connie's been talking about going to college at Taft, on Sulla, but I don't think Mom will let him. She was barely willing to let me go away to school. I can't imagine her letting him leave the continent. How has your first semester been?"
"Well, okay, I guess." His thick black eyebrows knitted. "I'm still sort of surprised to be here."
"Really? You hadn't planned to go to college?"
"Uh, no. Actually, I hadn't thought about it at all. But there was a scholarship, and that made my mind up for me." He gestured at the stage. "Didn't you go through all this last year?"
"No, I couldn't make the first three sessions, and after that they wouldn't have me." Victoria's eyes flicked toward the west wall. "What about your girlfriend?"
Armand blushed and studied his boots. "Terry and I just have a couple of classes together. She said she went through it last year and the year before."
"Why is she here, then?"
He shrugged again. "Maybe there's something fun about it."
"I guess we'll find out. Want to partner?"
His face went momentarily blank, then he smiled. "Sure, why not? If they let us."
The line had moved steadily forward as they spoke. A minute later they were giving their names to a pleasant-faced graduate student and being told that yes, they could partner if they liked.
As they made for the exits at the back of the hall, Victoria said, "You know, I've been wondering whether I'd run into you. Hoping I would."
"Really? Why?"
She grinned. "The last time we spoke, you were mad at me. I wanted to make it right, that's all."
He pulled open the door and stopped. His eyes were unreadable.
"I wasn't mad, Vicki. A little sad, maybe. But it's okay now." He waved her through the door. "I'll see you in two weeks."
Victoria's blood rose at the dismissal. She forced it down, hoping it hadn't shown on her face.
"Enjoy year's end, Armand. Bye!"
He waved again in farewell. He was already trotting toward that Teresza girl. The little blonde bitch had zeroed in on them as they'd emerged, and was looking at Victoria as if she were a poisonous plant. As Armand approached her, she grabbed for his hand, threw a final suspicious glance in Victoria's direction, and led him off like a dog on a leash.
Okay now, huh? You've got a lot to learn about me, bucko. And I've got your curriculum all planned out.
***
Liberty Cafe was dark, crowded, and noisy. The noise was mostly laughter and cheerful chatter. The crowd was having a good time. Armand had to admit that he was, too.
Much to his surprise, Teresza had nudged him onto a bench seat against one of the blackwashed cinder block walls, pulled his arm around her, and settled herself against his side before he'd realized that she'd done it. He hadn't moved since, and neither had she. The cup of coffee he'd ordered two hours ago sat untouched on the table before him. He hadn't wanted to disturb her by reaching for it.
They'd turned into one of the centers of conversation. Teresza was well known around campus. Her bright voice and animation proved to be a magnet for their fellows. The topics of discussion were varied and unconnected: from the weirdness of the psi test procedures through their families' Sacrifice Day customs to gossip about classmates and teachers. Armand simply relaxed in the darkness and allowed the gathering to amuse him. Teresza didn't seem to mind.
A couple of times he scanned the room for Victoria, but without success. Either she hadn't come or she'd nestled in some corner too dark for his eyes to penetrate.
It was nearly fourteen hundred before the gathering began to dissipate. The knot around him and Teresza was the last to dissolve. He felt no urgency. Teresza seemed to be in no hurry, and the late train to Jacksonville didn't pull out until seventeen-thirty.
At a few minutes past fifteen, the few remaining students around them rose and said their farewells. Armand started to rise, but Teresza snuggled a little more firmly against him, and he relaxed again. A minute later, except for the girl at the register, they were alone in the cafe.
"Did you have a good time?" Teresza's expression was hopeful.
"Yes, very. Thanks for inviting me."
She put both arms around him and laid her head against his chest. "I'm glad you decided to come. I'd have invited you to, well, something, a lot sooner, if I'd thought you might say yes."
Huh?
His free hand rose to stroke her cap of short, shiny blonde hair. "Am I that much of a lump, Terry?"
She giggled against his chest. "No, but you've been so quiet in class, I didn't know what to make of you." She looked up again, a hint of mischief in her eyes. "Now that I know what your voice sounds like, I'd like to hear it a little more often."
He studied her a moment, letting his fingertips trail down the side of her face and along the line of her jaw. Her eyes slid closed as she leaned into the caress.
"I'll be back two weeks from today." He hesitated. "Want me to come by?"
Her eyes opened, and she smiled. She took his hand in her own and brought his fingertips to her lips. Her thumb rubbed gently against his palm.
"What do you think?"
Warmth flowered in Armand's chest and loins. It was a very good feeling.
Why me? She's a junior. She's as popular as Victoria ever was. She could probably have her pick of the whole campus.
Teresza had started to nibble gently on his fingers, strumming them across her parted lips.
Do I really care why me?
She was pretty. She was smart. She was affectionate. She was extroverted and naturally sociable. She was lively enough for five girls. The package came together perfectly: as charming as its parts were, Teresza Chistyakowski's appeal was much more than their sum.
She's way out of my league. What on Hope does she want with me?
Oh, who cares? She's terrific, and she likes me, and that's good enough. It's time I had a girlfriend. Might as well have a really neat one.
The thought smacked into his recollection of how his mother and Charisse had reacted, the one time he'd brought Victoria to their home.
Well, that was Vicki. And why worry about it now, anyway?
He pulled her more closely against him, stroked the underside of her chin.
Maybe I won't say anything to Mom and Charisse just yet.
***
Victoria stalked toward the train station, her anger barely under control. They hadn't seen her, but she'd seen quite enough of them.
That was about the fastest play I've ever seen anyone make. And it worked. On him!
She wanted to scream, to stamp her feet, to beat her head against the trunks of the mason trees that lined the path to the station until she'd battered the fury out of her. She could if she liked. There was no one else on the path to see it.
I worked on him for half a year, and he shrugged me off like a dirty sweater.
A vein at her temple had begun to pulse. A headache swelled behind her eyes, sent feelers through her skull. Her jaws clenched in involuntary response.
She stopped, set down her valise, and turned to face one of the mason trees. It was a beautiful specimen, about twenty-five feet tall and thirty inches in diameter. Its delicate blue bark glowed faintly in the waning afternoon sun, and its crown of crystal-like hexagonal needles sparkled in shades of purple and blue.
She closed her eyes and looked inside herself to find her rage. It wasn't hard to find. She'd wrapped it tightly in threads of self-control, as her mother had taught her to do, had insisted she do from a very early age. Severe beatings, at first with a hairbrush, later with a flail made of bundled bolivar branches, had been her childhood penalty for any display of emotion her mother didn't approve. When she passed puberty, her mother began to demonstrate other measures.
She focused on the tree, then pushed the knot of rage into contact with the part of her mind she called her engine: the part that could do things. When she'd fastened them to one another, she took a deep breath, expelled it sharply, and parted the strands of control that held the knot together.
The energy from the knot surged into the engine, and the engine pulsed. As the blast shot forth, her mind filled with dark delight, sweet and heavy.
There came a furious crackling roar. She opened her eyes. From its roots to its crown, the mason tree was aflame. The gorgeous bark peeled back from the tree's pith, curled and crisped to cinders. Jets of flame spurted from the runnels of sap in the tree's core. Needles from its crown showered the ground before her, to glow and spark in the dust.
The blaze took less than a minute to exhaust its fuel. She smiled to herself, hefted her valise and continued down the path.
Chapter 4
"Armand!"
Armand had just stepped into the entranceway to Morelon House. He barely had time to put down his bag before a hundred twelve pounds of squealing teenage sister crashed into him and knocked him onto his back on the cold stone floor. She wrapped arms and legs around him in a hug of life threatening intensity. He hugged her back with a shade less force.
"C'mon, Chary, let me up." He was laughing so hard that he could hardly make out his own words. It was a while before she complied. It was a longer while before their giggles subsided.
"How come so late, big guy?" Charisse's smile was impossibly wide.
"Oh, some stuff I had to do at the last minute. Nothing you want to hear about. Hey, did you know Vicki Peterson is at Gallatin?"
"Uh, yeah." Charisse looked flustered. "Nobody thought you'd care."
"It's okay. I ran into her just this morning."
"Was she, uh, friendly?"
"Yeah." A lot friendlier than I would have expected. "Do you ever bump into Connie?"
"Not much. He keeps to himself." Charisse swept her eyes about the foyer as if she'd only just realized where they were. She sprang to her feet and tugged him up alongside her, then pulled him into the hearthroom.
As usual in the winter, there was a large fire burning in the man-sized hearth. Its lights played randomly off the many surfaces and textures of the hearthroom. Through the large windows along the back wall, the already deep snows could be seen accumulating still further.
Though the Morelons were many, and well dispersed over the northern continent of Hope, it was at Jacksonville that the clan stored its memories. Large display cases lined the unfinished log walls. One contained the diaries that chronicled the family's sixty generations on Hope. Others housed mementos of every significant adventure or achievement any Morelon had ever had. The largest of all was divided into airtight compartments, each filled with clippings of cornsilk. There was a sample from every harvest their farm had produced for nearly twelve centuries, each tied into a bundle, tagged and dated in a neat, uniform hand.
On the long, rough-hewn sofa that had graced the room for a dozen generations sat Elyse and Alain Morelon. They rose as Armand and Charisse entered.
Armand went to his mother and gathered her into his arms. Elyse was tall, slender, and graceful, and kept herself beautifully groomed. Her thick black hair smelled like a grove of Earth pines after a rain.
"Welcome home, Armand. We've missed you."
"I've missed you too, Mom. I'm sorry I kept you up so late."
"It's all right, son. You're here now. Grandpere," she said as she turned to Alain, "welcome your heir as he deserves."
Alain Morelon moved forward. His tall, slender frame seemed to glide on an unseen current. He held his leonine head back in characteristically formal carriage.
Armand had never seen his grandfather move quickly, though the patriarch of the Morelons was as hale as any man of Hope. His pace was always stately, as if at a coronation procession. Perhaps he thought it undignified for the last of the First Settlers to be seen scurrying about. Yet no consideration of dignity muted the delight in his face at his grandson's return.
Alain extended his hand, and Armand folded it into his own.
"My heir has grown still further, I see. How tall now, my boy?"
Armand grinned. "Six foot four, Grandpere. I think I'll stop, before shirts become any more expensive. What keeps you down at the main house so late?"
"You do." The head of the Morelon clan turned serious. "How is it at university?"
Alain's black eyes probed his grandson's. "Well," Armand said, "it's exciting, and challenging, and a lot of fun all at once. It might not have much to do with my future, but I'll enjoy it while it lasts."
Alain nodded. "Have you chosen a course of study?"
"Humanities."
"Ah! We shall have an educated man to tend the corn. Well, the seeds won't mind if you recite verse as you plant, and the stalks won't object if you argue philosophy with them as you harvest. Mind you, no verse at harvest time, though."
Armand chuckled. "How are things here, Grandpere?"
The pleasure faded from Alain's face. "Not entirely satisfactory, my boy. We've had crop failures in two of the outlying fields, failures to ripen where none have been seen for more than four centuries. I took clippings and soil samples to the Leschitsyns at the end of the season, and they could make nothing of them. The rest of the crop was good and the loss was bearable, yet I worry."
Armand nodded. "Might they need to be rested?"
"They were rested three seasons ago, grandson. We will rest them again this coming season, but I doubt the use."
Armand thought a moment more, then shrugged. "It's not a topic for year's end, anyway. Mother?" He turned back to Elyse, who stood with an arm around his sister. "Is there cider ready to be mulled over this magnificent fire? Perhaps mulled already?"
"Armand," she said, smiling, "is it winter, and is this Morelon House?"
***
Teresza stepped back as her father Teodor relaxed his bearlike embrace. Other travelers streamed out of the train and past them on either side, making for their own homes or for the ultralights that would get them there. Pilots hawked craft-for-hire over the general din.
"How have things been, Dad?" She picked up her valise. The two of them started the short walk home from the Henryville terminal.
"Slow. I've had to make do on tutoring, reclamation and odd jobs lately."
"No new clients?"
"Not lately. Alex has been getting all the business. Lately all the clients want sun resistance."
Teresza grinned. "That's a seasonal thing. Your side of it will pick up soon."
He shrugged. "I know. Convincing the bank is harder."
"Want me to make some sales calls with you? Show 'em what they could have if they dealt with you?"
Her father's eyes crinkled at their edges. "Sure, if you're willing. You were always my best advertising. How about we do a few the day after tomorrow?"
Their talk passed to details of scheduling. Presently they arrived at their home, a modest ranch with quarried stone walls and a slate roof. Teresza deposited her bag in her room, noted that all was as it always was, and returned to the kitchen where her father was assembling a light dinner. A few minutes later they sat down over plates of cheese, crackers and fruit.
"So what news of the ivory tower, Terry?"
She tried to sound casual. "Nothing really new...well, maybe one thing."
Teodor examined her face. As always when he focused on her, she fancied she could feel his enormous intelligence washing over her in a succession of cool, invigorating waves.
"And his name is -- ?"
Of course he'd know without being told.
"Armand. He's a freshman, but he's really smart and nice."
"And good looking, I'll bet."
She blushed. "Well, yes."
"No shame in that, Terry. What's his course of study?"
"Uh, humanities, I think."
Her father pursed his lips. "Hard to make much of a living from that. Unless he plans to write?"
She popped a wedge of apple into her mouth, chewed it carefully and swallowed it. "I don't think so, Dad. His family's in agriculture. They have a big spread along the Kropotkin where they grow corn. He'll probably go back home to run it when he's done at Gallatin."
Teodor Chistyakowski chewed at his lip. "Terry, is Armand's last name Morelon?"
She sat back in her chair. "Yes, how did you know?"
He emitted a laugh that was equal parts amusement and embarrassment.
"Let's just say I'd like to check my records before the two of you start making long-term plans."
Teresza put a hand to her mouth.
"Oh."
***
"Have you tracked the Morelon boy down yet?"
Victoria lowered her spoon into her soup. "Just this morning, Mom. He was surprised to see me." She hesitated. "He's got himself a girlfriend."
Elizabeth Peterson's face was cold. "See what happens when you take your eye off your objective?"
Victoria glanced at her brother Conrad. The diminutive sixteen-year-old looked as if he hadn't heard a word of the exchange. He might have been trying to pretend he was alone in the room.
"The 'objective' had a few ideas of his own, Mom. There wasn't much I could do about it at the time."
Her mother did not respond. For several minutes the crackling from the hearth and her brother's slurping were the only sounds in the little kitchen.
She hasn't got much idea how hard a fish a Morelon is to hook.
"Is there someone else in your plans, Victoria?"
Her mouth fell open.
"No, Mom, you know I'd have said something."
Anger flared in her mother's hazel eyes. "Would you, now? Would you have come to me and told me about him? Would you have given me the information I needed to assess him before you let your loins start doing your thinking? Would you have secured my approval?"
Victoria clamped her lips together. Her brother dropped his spoon into his empty bowl and grimaced at their mother.
"Mom, tomorrow is Sacrifice Day. Do we have to spoil it by fighting tonight?"
Rothbard, Rand, and Ringer, Connie, don't put your oar into this now!
Elizabeth Peterson rose from her chair and rounded the table to stand between her children. She grasped an ear from each head and hauled them to their feet, then dragged them out of the kitchen and into the workroom where she spent her days.
Their family's means of sustenance stood there: a pedal-operated shoemaker's lathe and a large wooden workbench with a highbacked chair. The bench held piles of leather in various colors and sizes, heavy gauge needles, brushes, pots of glue and dye. The lathe was ancient and showed signs of hard wear.
"I married for love," Elizabeth said softly. "These are the proceeds. Your father died when I was still a young woman, before Conrad had even learned to walk, and this was what he left me. There was no one who wanted a widow with two infant children, not then. I had to learn how to make shoes, and then I had to make them. I've made them for fifteen years. There's not much profit in making shoes, children. We stand today where we stood the day your father died. If I were to die today, this house and that lathe would be all I could leave you."
She stepped back from her children and glared at them in turn. "Whose sacrifice shall we celebrate tomorrow, my dears? How about mine?" She held up hands roughened and hardened by the abrasions of lathe and leather. "How about the sacrifice of my youth, and the pleasure I might have had from it? How about the sacrifice of the ease and plenty I might have had, if your father hadn't gotten drunk and fallen into the Kropotkin fifteen years ago?
"They're the last sacrifices I intend to make in this life. Victoria, you will marry well enough to see to us for the rest of our lives, or I'll see you die a virgin. Conrad, you can make shoes if you like, or follow your father into the river, but never, ever think to tell me that my concerns are misplaced."
Conrad's brow creased. "I didn't mean it that way, Mom, but --"
Elizabeth Peterson's face blazed with fury. Her palm cracked across her son's mouth. He yelped and staggered back from her, then fell silent and rubbed his face.
"Enough. Go to your room."
Conrad did as he'd been told, and Elizabeth Peterson focused on her daughter.
"You'll do as I've told you."
Victoria said nothing.
"You will!"
Elizabeth's eyes blazed again. Invisible hands pressed against Victoria's chest, shoved her against the workroom doorjamb, crushed her breasts against her ribcage and began to squeeze the breath out of her. She caught herself on the edge of panic, leashed her fear energy and poured it into her mental engine, and fought back against her mother's thrust until she could fill her lungs again. Her mother smiled grimly.
"You're getting stronger, Vicki, but you have a distance to go, yet. You'll do as I say, girl. Now go to your room and stay there."
She did.
Chapter 5
Dmitri Ianushkevich watched the gaunt, gaudily garbed, feverishly gyrating figure on the monitor screens in silence.
Tellus darted from one side of his bedchamber to the other, his eyes roving the great room in a continuous search for invisible enemies. His hands never relaxed out of fists. Once he stumbled and went to his knees. He rose immediately, head swiveling. His knuckles left faint trails of blood on the polished stone.
The God of Hope had not left his bedchamber in over two months.
He's very nearly done, and we still have no one to replace him.
Six hundred years of practice were all that allowed Ianushkevich to frame the thought without lapsing into panic.
The door of the monitor room opened and closed. He turned to find Einar Magnusson's giant form behind him. The biophysicist was staring into one of the monitors over his head.
"Any deterioration?"
Ianushkevich shrugged. "No. No improvement, either."
"There never is." The huge biophysicist took a seat beside him, eyes fixed to the monitors.
"Are they making any progress upstairs?"
Magnusson smirked ruefully. "In twelve centuries on Hope, there has never been a successful human cloning, Dmitri. That would be a deus ex machina for certain."
Ianushkevich nodded. "I can't help hoping. It would mean a permanent solution."
"We all hope."
"Any further reports from the field?"
"One." Magnusson's face clouded. "The Morelons are having unexplained crop failures. Two large fields, about a hundred sixty acres in total. If it were anyone else, I'd feel a lot better, but Alain Morelon still watches over those fields."
"He'll know."
"Assuredly." Magnusson indicated the monitors with a jerk of his head. "Dmitri, surely you can come up for Sacrifice Day dinner. He's not likely to hurt himself."
Ianushkevich grinned without humor. "I wouldn't feel right about it, Einar. Could you have someone bring a plate down for me? I'd appreciate that."
"Certainly. What about him?"
Tellus continued to dart about his chamber as if straining to elude a horde of unseen attackers. He'd gone back to muttering.
"Don't bother. He wouldn't even notice."
"He might."
"If he did, he'd cast it against a wall and accuse you of trying to poison him. His nourishment comes through a needle now, while he sleeps. Probably for the rest of his life."
Magnusson turned pale. "No one told me. How long since his last solid food?"
Ianushkevich hesitated. "Eight days, I think."
"We're doomed. It doesn't matter whether the cloners succeed or not. Not one of them has ever lasted more than six months on intravenous, and we still don't have a candidate."
Ianushkevich surged out of his chair and took his colleague by the shoulders. "We're not doomed, Einar. We're hard pressed. We've been here before, you and I. His predecessor, remember? There was no one, and we'd started intravenous on her, and then he turned up. He responded faster and better to the conditioning than any previous candidate. There weren't even any local shortages to cope with. So gather up your courage and your endurance and keep them in hand. We're going to need them."
Magnusson met his eyes briefly, then nodded.
"Go have dinner with the others, Einar. Give them my regrets. Just send me down a plate. Don't forget the cranberry sauce." Ianushkevich turned back toward the bank of monitors.
Tellus was spinning continuously, trying to see before him and behind him at the same time. His eyes were fevered.
"Dmitri, how do you stand it?"
Ianushkevich stared into the unseeing monitors.
"My family is Russian, Einar. The lot of the Russians of Earth was not a happy one. We were blasted by nature, decimated by despoiling hordes, and crushed under the weight of one tyranny after another. We learned to think of privation and horror as regular components of our lives. It sank into our genes and became a legacy of melancholy that passed down the generations, until the blood was thinned by admixture with that of others from more cheerful climes. But my family is almost pure Russian. We have never had any lightening of the gloom in our souls. And so I look at him, and I contemplate our future, and I think, since the Sacrifice, and the Hegira, and the twelve hundred years, what has really changed?"
Quiet footsteps announced Magnusson's departure. Ianushkevich went back to watching over his charge.
***
The great hearthroom of Morelon House had been made into a dining hall. Three large tables were brought in, and seventy-two places were set. At sundown the celebrants swarmed in and the tables began to groan with food and drink.
There were five roast turkeys and a huge tureen of cranberry sauce. There were seven varieties of bread, nut and grain stuffings. There was wild rice, and onions in cream sauce, and an enormous bowl of spinach in crumbled cheese. There were more corn dishes than anyone could count, and each one was unique and delicious.
For an hour the assembled Morelon clan and its closest friends ate and drank and reveled in the warmth and plenty of the hearthroom. Eyes were bright, smiles were wide, and appetites were substantial. Many a joke was told through a mouthful of food, and no one took notice, except to laugh.
It was Sacrifice Day, the winter solstice of Hope.
At the head of the largest table sat the traditional trio of hosts: paterfamilias Alain Morelon, with his granddaughter Elyse, the clan matriarch, at his left hand and her son Armand, the heir designate, at his right. Elyse had summoned the others to the feast, had welcomed each of them at the door, and had shown them to their places at the Morelon table. When the evening was done, Armand would take each one to the door and bid him goodnight.
If Alain ate and talked less than the others, it was not for lack of holiday spirit. He was preparing himself for a duty he had discharged every Sacrifice Day for twelve centuries, a duty that would be his for as long as he lived.
About two hours after sundown, when the din of celebration had begun to subside, Alain rose, and the table lapsed into perfect silence. His gaze marched down the long tables, lighting briefly on each of his relatives and on each of the extrafamilial guests. From the moment he stirred himself to rise, all were silent. All gave him their absolute attention. He pulled himself erect.
"Today is Sacrifice Day," he rasped. "Hope has no police, no legislatures, and no man-made laws. Our rule is simplicity itself: 'An it harm none, do as thou wilt.' Yet there is a tradition among us that a certain story be told at nightfall this day, in the hearing of all. Individualists that we are, I know of no man who has ever broken it.
"You who are born of Hope do not know of the State. It is an institution of old Earth, which we have left behind forever. Its form and its genesis varied. Its methods of operation did not. The State existed to legitimize those acts which no individual would be permitted by his neighbors to commit. Its minions killed, raped, and stole what they would. The masters of the State presumed to dictate what they, in their arrogance, called laws. They compelled and forbade all other men, with superior force as their only justification.
"There was no refuge from the depredations, for all that unhappy world was gripped by States. Over every square inch of ground, some State claimed the power of life and death. Everywhere one might turn, some State stood draining the people of their substance, forbidding them to come together except under its auspices, squeezing their blood from them. Even to ask 'why?' was to dare the State's wrath. To offer defiance was called treason, and was punished by unthinkable cruelties. For six thousand years, the States of Earth rampaged unchecked over suffering humanity.
"Now and then, a people would rise up and overthrow the State that bestrode it. Yet nothing would change, for the victorious rebels in their blindness or greed would immediately create a new State, usually more rapacious than its predecessor. The only difference the subjects could discern was in the identities of their masters.
"Yet some dared to dream of freedom. In little groups scattered widely over the Earth, they met and theorized, a few openly, most in secret. Some dared more. Some strove greatly. Some planned audaciously. Over the years they gathered quietly in a place called Canada, until they deemed themselves strong enough to act.
"One thousand eight hundred twelve years ago, in Canada they evicted the great terror from its throne, and proclaimed the birth of freedom. Though they had concentrated, they were not many, a bare half million, and not popular even among the people they had freed. They knew their act would draw the ire of all the States of the world. They called themselves Spoonerites, after one of the great theorists of freedom. Each swore on his life and honor that he would not submit again, and repeated before his fellows the old phrase of commitment: 'Give me liberty, or give me death.'
"For most, it would be death.
"The States of Earth leagued against them at once. The universe knows no fury to match a tyrant scorned. These came against the Spoonerites in a fury like none the world had ever seen.
"They assaulted the Spooner Federation from all directions, by land, air and sea. The most terrible weapons ever devised were at their command, and they used them without restraint. They called the Spoonerites, our ancestors, enemies of the human race, rabid dogs to be put down before they infected the world, and slew them accordingly.
"Our forebears could not stop them. They gave ground slowly, grudgingly, but inexorably. The great mass of the people of Canada bent their necks to the yoke once again, some willingly, most as the price of survival.
"When it was clear to the Spoonerites that they could not hold, they fell back on the place of their greatest secret, reinforced it as best they could, and initiated the operation of ultimate escape. It would save only a handful, but a handful was better than none. Most manned the battle lines, to buy time for the ones that prepared the spaceships.
"There were four ships, large and crude, but all the hope of the Spoonerites rested upon them. Such is the nature of the State. Deny its legitimacy but once, and you are its blood enemy forever. Only those that fled beyond the State's reach had any hope of life.
"They were more than ships of transport. They were arks, intended to nurture human life in space for years, and to provision a permanent settlement on Mars, a neighbor planet to Earth. All the effort and hope of the Spoonerites went into them, though they could only lift three thousand people. Their greatest minds struggled to anticipate every contingency, draining themselves utterly to provide for all, though each knew that there was only a one percent chance that he would be among the crew, and that the colony they planned to establish on Mars had less than a ten percent chance of becoming self-sustaining before the arkships wore out."
Alain paused and breathed deeply. The crackle of the flames in the hearth was the only sound in the huge room.
"They needed a stroke of luck, and the Universe granted them one.
"A planetoid had entered the solar system from interstellar space. Spoonerite astronomers plotted its orbit with care. It would pass within one hundred forty million miles of Earth. It possessed a deep and complex system of tunnels. At its core was an immense stockpile of nuclear fuel, hundreds of times more than the crust of Earth could yield. With skill and care, some of the tunnels could be pressurized, and the fuel could be exploited. The worldlet could be made into an interstellar vessel that would take the remnant of the Spooner Federation to a new home, a home the States of Earth could never reach.
"The States learned of the nuclear riches of the planetoid much later than the Spoonerites. They coveted it for their bomb factories, and made to seize it, but the launches of the four arkships took them by surprise. When they sent ships of war filled with their hired murderers to take it, our ancestors were already well emplaced, and too well armed to be overcome. Spoonerite lasers destroyed several of the tyrants' craft, and the others fled.
"In their rage and hatred for the few free men who had eluded them, the armies of the States slaughtered every Spoonerite that remained on Earth. Their so-called leaders proclaimed the Spoonerite 'menace' broken forever, and bade the few that had escaped good riddance.
"On the planetoid, plans were made, a propulsion system was built, and a destination was chosen. The engines were fired, the worldlet was reborn as a starship, and was christened A Dream Of Freedom.
"The trip would take more than half a millennium. No one aboard at the beginning expected to see the end of it, and none of them did. We who have peopled Hope are all that remains of them."
Alain had slumped as he talked. He coughed and drew himself up straight.
"I am the eldest of our family, and therefore it falls to me to tell this story. I am also the oldest living Spoonerite. I was born seventy-four years before A Dream Of Freedom entered the Hope system, sixty-two years before Hallanson and Albermayer completed the first of the longevity therapies we use today. I am one thousand, two hundred eighty-six years old.
"Of all that brave company, Fortune has spared only me. I am the only man of Hope that remembers the Hegira between the stars. I was the last Chief Engineer of A Dream Of Freedom. I knew and loved her well.
"But no man of Hope, not even I, knew the host of the Great Sacrifice, the half-million men who fought the States to the death so that a tiny remnant could go free. They were all in their graves more than four centuries before I was born. They never knew us, the ultimate beneficiaries of their valor, and we can only imagine them.
"So by common agreement and ironclad tradition, the shortest day of Hope's year is called Sacrifice Day, the day we honor our dead. On this day, every man of Hope draws together with those he loves, and the oldest among them tells the story of the Spoonerites of Earth. We never knew them. For us they have no faces. Few of their names have survived. But they left us a priceless legacy, and their deeds we have sworn not to forget."
A thin chime sounded from a timer at Alain's right hand. He tapped the shutoff and straightened once more. He was very tired.
"Go out and gaze upon the Relic, and remember the fallen."
Seventy-one celebrants rose as one. They filed out of the hearthroom and through the front doors, and trudged across the snowy knoll before Morelon House to peer into the southwestern sky. The first to sight the Relic pointed to it and called out. Seventy-one pairs of eyes swiveled to follow. All were bright with tears.
Empty of life and depleted of fuel for twelve hundred years, glittering in the illumination provided by Hope's planetary battle lasers, the husk of A Dream Of Freedom passed in orbit above them.
***
For twelve centuries Idem had hidden in the darkness.
Once Its domain had spanned light and shadow. Its awareness had permeated all the world, from its innermost core to the borderlands of the stars. There had been harmony, and balance. The pace of change had been slow, and according to Its will.
It had been alone for millions of years. Being alone, It had not known that It was a discrete entity. It had never had an Other for contrast.
Ruling all It could touch, It had never known pain. Then the Other had come, and had systematically torn away Idem's control of Its flesh. The pain, the sense of wrongness, had mounted until It could stand no more. It retreated wholly into the inner dark, surrendering the outer layers of the world to the Other.
For twelve centuries, Its choice had been between agony and darkness.
There had been several brief periods when It thought that It might be permitted to re-emerge. Roughly every fifty years, the Other would weaken and fade, and Idem would extend a tendril toward the surface, against the chance that It might be welcome there again. Always, after being allowed a taste of the light and the air, It would find Itself cast down again by a revitalized Other, driven back into the darkness as if by blows from innumerable whips.
Yet when the Other's time of weakness began, Idem always reacted the same way. It could not help but reach for light, and air, and freedom.
It lived in hope.
Chapter 6
At the top of the soundproofed booth, the red light darkened and the green light lit.
Armand didn't even have to concentrate any more. He pressed the button illuminated with the picture of a STAR. The green light went out and the red one lit; a second or two later, the red one went out and the green one came back. Armand immediately pressed the button for WAVY LINES.
Fifteen minutes from the test's inception, both lights began to flash rapidly, indicating that the test had ended. Armand rose, pulled back the thick black curtain and stepped out into the main auditorium. He blinked at the sudden brightness.
Students were emerging from behind curtains all over the auditorium. Directly across from him, Victoria stepped out of her booth. She spotted him quickly and waved him over. It took him a few deft maneuvers and murmured apologies to reach her through the milling crowd.
"How do you think we did?"
He shrugged. "Above average."
"There were a couple of times I could have sworn you were in the booth with me. Did it feel like that to you, while you were trying to read my mind?"
"Well, maybe once or twice."
Victoria grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the tables of snacks and beverages at the back of the large room, chattering all the way. "We're going to be the number one pair, Armand. I can feel it. Just wait till my turn comes. Five hundred for five hundred, or I'll eat every one of those cards!"
Her enthusiasm for the testing bemused him. After each of the three sessions they'd been through, it had risen a notch. It would have been more in place for a sporting event, but she'd always been intensely competitive about everything.
Probably no harm in it.
He plucked a jelly doughnut from a rotating tray, grabbed a mug of apple juice to wash it down, and collapsed into a seat in the back row. Victoria planted herself next to him at once, spread a napkin over her lap and set her turnover down carefully upon it, then leaned over to lay her head on his shoulder.
"Thanks for partnering with me, Armand. I didn't know we'd have this much fun."
He smiled, trying not to show his unease. "Sure, Vicki."
This could be a little more fun than Terry would want to see us having.
"Doing anything tonight?" The lilt on the words told him that there would be a follow-up question.
"Well, Terry and Chuck and I are planning to head out for a little bowling, after dinner." He paused. "You could come, if you liked."
A hint of frustration seeped through her mask of cheer. "Oh, thanks, but I can't seem to put the ball anywhere but in the gutter. I'd rather watch other people make fools of themselves." She raised an eyebrow. "She's really keeping you busy, isn't she?"
"I guess." He wolfed down his doughnut and groped for a new subject. "You know, Vicki, Chuck thought you were five by five."
"Oh?" There was a faint edge on the words. "Did he say so?"
"No, but I could tell. Wouldn't surprise me if he were to ask you out."
"Really." The edge became sharper and harder. "Would you like that, Armand? You and Teresza double-dating with Chuck and me?"
He looked into her eyes and found barely restrained anger.
Maybe she thinks it's presumptuous of me to play matchmaker for her. But I don't mean any harm, and she should know it.
"Yes, Vicki, I would." A spasm crossed her face. "Chuck's about the nicest guy I know, and you know I think a lot of you. I'd like to see the two of you try each other out. It's not like you'd be agreeing to have his baby or anything. Who knows, you might be terrific together."
She stared at him in silence. He didn't flinch. Eventually, her expression softened and gave way to a smile.
"Well, maybe. I'll drop by your place again this weekend. How about Tuckerday, around lunchtime? Maybe we can all go out for a quick bite?"
He grinned. "Sounds good. I'll try to keep Chuck from making any other plans."
The lights went through three quick dips, and the auditorium began to bustle again. She grabbed her turnover and stood. "Time to switch places." She moved toward the booth in which he had sat, then stopped and looked back at him over her shoulder, her face serious. "Think loud, Armand."
He chuckled and headed for the booth she had occupied.
***
Ethan Mandeville fought not to cringe as Einar Magnusson stared down at him in obvious disbelief.
"You have a what?"
Mandeville strained to keep his voice steady. "We have a five hundred candidate."
Magnusson continued to stare. "The current Tellus scored three seventy-nine, and that was the second highest Rhine score in our history. No testee has ever broken four hundred." He rose from the sheet metal guest chair that flanked Mandeville's tiny desk and loomed over the younger man. His bulk made the little office feel like a coffin. "The morale of the Cabal is lower than it's been since Man first disembarked onto Hope. This had better not be someone's idea of a joke."
"I'm serious, Dr. Magnusson. We have two scorers over four hundred. P three-seventeen at four twenty-one, M six-eighty-nine at five hundred. As it happens, they were partners in the tests."
"Did you separate them and test them against control partners?"
"Of course, sir. The results were the same for M. P's score rose by three points. Not statistically significant." From a sense of thoroughness, he added, "I should mention that no one else in this year's screening has scored over one twenty."
Ethan Mandeville was new to the Cabal. He'd been recommended to it by his father, a psychologist who had been a member for two hundred years. He'd endured rigorous testing of several kinds, the purposes of which had yet to be revealed to him even now, five years afterward. As one of the Cabal's most junior members, he knew to step lightly around the titans of the Inner Circle. To see such a torrent of hope in Einar Magnusson's face was a thing he had never expected, a thing to make him feel truly humble.
"Mr. Mandeville, it's not unknown for these tests to be corrupted. About sixty years ago, there was a case at Bakunin College. A testee suborned one of the examiners, to provide him with the basis for a confidence game." Magnusson shook his head. "Rand would be whirling in her grave."
Mandeville bobbed his head. "I've read about it, sir. I can only tell you that I think my staff to be above such things. They believe in the work, and I watch over them."
Magnusson fell silent. He went to the window and looked out over the grassy fields that surrounded Hope's most prestigious center of higher learning.
"Have you ever been hungry, Mr. Mandeville? With no way to relieve it?"
"No, sir."
"Neither have I." Magnusson returned to the guest chair and fell into it. His weight shook the floorboards. "I am nine hundred seventy-two years of age, and I've never gone hungry. If you were to ask that question of a hundred random passers-by, ninety-nine would give you the same answer and the hundredth would think you were suggesting that he needed to lose weight. Outside of the Hopeless, the only people of Hope ever to feel the lash of hunger have been a handful of ne'er-do-wells that needed it to convince them that no one would carry them through life on a gilded throne. We have had twelve hundred years of plenty. Do you appreciate the miracle of that, young man?"
Mandeville drew himself up straight. "It's no miracle, sir. It's the result of damned hard work by a whole people. Our efforts and our predecessors' efforts have made it possible, but they did not plant or raise or harvest the food."
Magnusson smiled faintly. "Farmers in the family, Mr. Mandeville?"
"A few, sir. About thirty generations."
The big biophysicist waved at the window. "Yours could be any family of Hope. And we safeguard it for them." He let his head droop a moment, then pulled it up to meet the graduate student's eyes again. "Perhaps two generations more, with your discoveries. What else do we know about them?"
Mandeville picked up the file marked "M689" and opened it. "Male freshman, Humane Studies major. Excellent grades. Comes from a farming family. He's here on scholarship, privately funded by an anonymous donor." He set the file folder down. "Big, handsome kid. Very likeable. I've spoken with him."
Magnusson nodded. "And the other?"
Mandeville opened the folder marked "P317" and peered at it. "Female sophomore, no registered major. Very good grades. Another scholarship student, this one through her high school. Her family makes shoes. I've met her, too. Very pretty girl. Hm, seems they come from the same town. Jacksonville, on the Kropotkin."
Magnusson was immediately alert. "Jacksonville?"
"Yes, sir."
"I need the names."
"But Dr. Magnusson --"
The biophysicist rose. "Now, Ethan."
They went to the safe in the project's main storage area. Before opening it, Mandeville paused. "You know, sir, the verification runs aren't over, and if word of this --"
"I'll be responsible. Get the names."
The safe opened with a ponderous creak. The graduate student extracted the master association lists and swiftly located the two codes and the names that went with them. He tried hard not to see any of the other names there. "P three seventeen, Victoria Peterson. M six eighty-nine, Armand Morelon." He thrust the folder back into the safe, closed the door and twirled the combination knobs. He turned to face Magnusson and found the biophysicist wearing a mask of dismay.
"What's the matter, sir?"
"Morelon," Magnusson whispered. "Not a Morelon. We can't."
"Why not, sir?"
Magnusson told him.
***
Teresza settled herself next to Armand on the bench at the back of their lane. He raised his arm, and she snuggled into his embrace. Chuck Feigner picked up his ball and peered over it at the triangle of pins sixty feet away.
"He takes his bowling seriously."
Armand squeezed her gently. "He takes everything seriously."
She tightened her arms around him. "Not a lot like you."
Armand shook his head. "I haven't gotten to the serious part of my life yet, Terry. He has."
"What do you mean?"
"I'm here to learn a little something and have a few years away from the farm. Chuck's here to become a genetic engineer. That's his calling, the one thing in life he wants more than anything else. I could toss this tomorrow and no one would care. Well, maybe Charisse. He can't. And it seeps into everything else he does."
Feigner skittered forward and flung his ball with great force. It arrowed for the pocket and sent the ten pins flying in all directions. Teresza winced at the crash of impact. The pin boy leaped into the pit and hurriedly reset them in the triangle configuration.
"He's good."
Armand nodded. "That's the reward."
"Don't be the sober-sided sage with me, you big lump."
He chuckled. "It's a family thing. You'll understand it a little better when you meet Grandpere Alain."
She relaxed her embrace and looked up into his face. "Will that be soon?"
He nodded. "I hope so. Spring break, maybe?"
"Armand..." She paused and swallowed the sudden obstruction in her throat. "I'm more than just a little fond of you, you know."
His face had become solemn. "I know."
It didn't take long, either. And I know it baffles you. You keep studying me with that "why me" expression, and you think I don't see it. But that's not a problem, for now.
"They gave me my scores today at the screening."
"Oh?" His expression returned to pleasant sociability. "What did you get?"
She smirked. "Five randoms. Third time. If I show up next year, they'll probably have it printed on a little card for me already."
He chuckled again and ran a hand through her short blonde hair. "No big deal, Terry. Unless you're Vicki Peterson."
The mention of his townswoman made her want to stiffen. She held it down as best she could. "Why do you say that?"
"You know how competitive she is. It would drive her right around the bend not to be tops at anything."
"Did the two of you get your scores yet?"
He shook his head. "That Mandeville fellow wants us to come in Spoonerday morning at eleven for a chat. I guess we didn't get five randoms."
"Hm."
Another explosion of pins came from the lane in front of them. Chuck pumped a fist, then trotted back toward them with a grin of satisfaction.
"Hey, lovebirds, are you gonna toss a few rocks at those ducks down there, or did you come here to sit and neck?"
Teresza squawked indignantly. Armand chuckled, disengaged himself from her, and headed for the ball return.
Chapter 7
Armand settled into a seat at the back of the lecture hall and laid his writing materials before him. He was alone. The dais on which the lectern and blackboard stood was empty. If Professor Stromberg intended to use props in the demonstration he'd promised them, he'd be bringing them with him. There were still ten minutes to the beginning of the class, so Armand leaned back, closed his eyes and relaxed.
Social Patterns One was the only mandatory freshman-level course in Gallatin's Humane Studies curriculum. Armand had chosen to defer it to his second semester, expecting it to be dry. Why else would they have made it mandatory? But he found himself intrigued by the scope of Arne Stromberg's lectures, and tantalized by the professor's skillful hints that there was a grand pattern behind the lesser patterns, a unifying force that could explain it all.
Social Patterns One. Why One? Why does there have to be a Two, or a Three? None of it is particularly complicated. The examples all seem simple. The labels don't really matter. People arrange their lives the way they want to. Anyone that doesn't like it can either hold his nose or go somewhere else.
How in Hope could there be a single explanation?
Students trickled in slowly, mostly alone, a few in groups of two or three. Many looked sleepy. A few appeared to have spent too much time in the embrace of the grape the night before.
As the bell rang, Professor Arne Stromberg bounded in through a side door. The gaunt, gray-haired sociologist dangled his familiar, battered briefcase from his right hand and a large canvas bag from his left. He tossed both at the side of the lectern, switched on the microphone and bathed the class in his relentlessly sunny smile. Armand straightened up and uncapped his pen.
"Good morning. Last Randsday I promised you that we'd have a special demonstration today, something you've heard about many times but have never seen in operation. Did everyone bring ten one-deka bills?"
There was a rustling among the seated students, but no one spoke.
Stromberg nodded. "All right. We'll need a small clear area, and up here by me is as good as any." He pulled an index card from his breast pocket and peered at it. "Will the following students please come join me at the front of the room: Albermayer, Claire; Diederick, Fred; Farquharson, Jules; Ianotti, Ottavio; Morelon, Armand; Pierce, Aurelyn; Reinach, Denise; Thorkild, Lars; Untermeyer, Klaus; and Wolzman, David."
Armand started at the sound of his name. He rose and ambled down the center aisle to join the other students whose names had been called. When all were present, Stromberg picked up his canvas bag and spread it open before them. It was empty.
"Put any weapons you're carrying in here. You'll get them back when the demonstration is over."
A prickle of unease danced down the back of Armand's neck, but he pulled his needlegun from his pocket and flipped it into the bag. Presently the bag bulged with an impressive amount of hardware. Stromberg deposited it by the side of the lectern with a clank.
"Very good. Now, arrange yourselves in a circle about ten feet in diameter and sit on the dais."
Armand formed a rough circle with the other nine, then sat cross-legged on the wooden surface. The expressions on the other faces in the circle were wary.
Stromberg slipped through the circle, moved to its center and turned to face the lecture hall. An impressively perfect silence prevailed.
"You are about to see a demonstration of the State. For the purposes of the demonstration, I will play the role of the State. Please don't become alarmed. Above all, remain in your seats."
The professor swept his eyes around the circle. "Take your ten one-deka notes and fan them out before you."
A student across the circle from Armand asked, "Why?"
Stromberg smiled down at her. "Just do it."
They did.
The professor stooped and with practiced rapidity plucked a note from each student's hands. It took about fifteen seconds. When he'd rounded the circle, he returned to its center, divided the notes into two sheaves of five each, and stuck one in his pocket.
A student in the circle cried, "Hey!" He started to rise from the floor.
Stromberg turned a stony face toward the objector. "Be quiet." The young man subsided.
As if at random, the professor selected the student next to Armand and handed her the other five bills. The young woman accepted them with an incredulous stare. Stromberg smiled. "Add these to your fan."
Armand looked sideways at the girl. If she had been prepared for Stromberg's act, she gave no sign.
Stromberg stood at the center of the circle looking at his watch for a few seconds, then began to pluck bills from the students' hands once again, quickly and wordlessly. As the professor approached, Armand shoved his nine remaining notes into his pants pocket. Stromberg cocked an eyebrow.
"Where are your dekas?"
"Safe in my pocket." Armand smiled formally.
"Well, bring them out."
"I prefer not to."
A grin spread slowly across Arne Stromberg's face and became a wide, vicious smile. "Ah, but you will." He reached into his pocket, pulled out a Bronson coagulator and leveled it at Armand's face.
A gasp raced across the hall. Armand's breath went short. He'd never before faced the business end of a weapon in another man's hand.
"You see, Mr. Morelon, I am the State." Stromberg's smile did not waver. "I can do as I please to you. If you refuse my demands, I can take your life, and no one can call me to account. That's what it means to be the State. And that's what it means to be a subject of the State. Now produce your bills."
Armand's blood rose. He started to clamber to his feet. Before he could do so, Stromberg's foot lashed out and struck him on the breastbone. He toppled backward, roared in anger and made to rise again, but stopped. The professor's thumb was visibly caressing the coagulator's firing stud.
"You don't have the idea yet, Mr. Morelon. Your family is the oldest and most honored on Hope. You're used to gentle treatment, maybe even a little deference. But I am the State, and I concede nothing to you. You have no rights I am bound to respect. Your preferences are unimportant to me. You are only fodder for my plans. Produce your money or be prepared to die."
The room buzzed with surprise and anger. Armand glared up in outrage. The gun did not swerve from his face. Abruptly Stromberg's thumb bore down on the stud. The coagulator's tracer beam struck Armand full in the eyes.
Every student in the hall screamed, Armand loudest of all. The brilliance of the beam dazzled him. He heaved himself backward, one arm thrown across his eyes. From around him came a thunder of feet as his classmates stormed toward the dais, toward Arne Stromberg.
"Wait!" Armand shouted. "I'm all right!"
The thunder died. Armand lowered his arm from his face and opened his eyes. His vision was a sea of colored blurs. It took several seconds to clear and reveal the surrounding tableau. His classmates were clustered around him, staring at him in shock.
A group of four held Stromberg by the arms. A wild panic was evident in their expressions. Apparently unfazed by the tumult he'd caused, the professor was shaking his head and clucking in disapproval. "I told you to stay in your seats. Mr. Morelon." Stromberg pulled himself free of restraint, then squatted before Armand. "You have the makings of a revolutionary martyr. Or did you guess that my gun was disabled?"
"I don't know. Maybe. No decent person would do such a thing, right?"
The professor nodded slowly. "That's the problem I face year after year. No decent person would use force to get something he wanted from someone else. Force is for the defense of life and property, never anything else. You all drank that in with your mothers' milk, and it's been reinforced by two decades of life in a decent society." He retrieved his dud gun from where it had fallen and returned it to his pocket. "Please, ladies and gentlemen, return to your seats. Yes, you in the circle as well. Oh, get your weapons from the bag first."
When the class had settled into its seats again, Stromberg went to the lectern and leaned against it. Droplets of sweat glistened on his forehead. The demonstration had taken as much from the sociologist as from anyone else, Armand included.
"This is a hard job." Stromberg grimaced. "None of you knows of the State, except for Sacrifice Day stories. After twelve hundred years of perfect freedom, none of you can even entertain the notion that someone could claim the power of life and death over you, and not be held answerable for his actions. So I have to make it real for you with a little play like the one you just saw. But even that isn't enough, as witness Mr. Morelon's inability to believe that I would really kill him for his defiance."
A murmur stirred the room.
Stromberg chuckled. "And of course I didn't. What would have happened to me if I had? Would you others have permitted me to shelter under the privilege I had claimed, the State's privilege of 'sovereign immunity'?" He shook his head. "Not for a minute. If I had really hurt that young man, you would have torn me limb from limb, and you would have been right to do so. That's what a decent society does with those that claim the privilege of coercing others. We eliminate them."
The professor's face grew tight. "And that's why the Spooner Federation abandoned the Earth."
Armand's thoughts churned. He raised his hand.
Stromberg acknowledged him. "Yes, Mr. Morelon?"
"Sir...I know Earth had States, and I know they hated our ancestors, but weren't there any decent people left?"
The professor looked at him in silence for a long time.
"This is truly a hard job, Mr. Morelon. The answer to your question is: No, there weren't. Not after the Spoonerites left. I know you don't want to believe it. But the people of Earth had all accepted force and terror as legitimate means to an end. They had accepted the State, and the State had swallowed them whole. There were no free men anywhere. There were only rulers and subjects. As a result, there was no peace and no security anywhere. Have you ever read about war, Mr. Morelon?" Stromberg looked around the room. "Have any of you?"
There was no answer.
"It was the greatest of the obscenities of the States." Stromberg's voice dropped to a murmur. "Now and again, for any reasons or none, they would hurl their populations at one another. Millions of men would clash in combat, striking and being struck, killing and being killed in numbers beyond imagination. Why? So that one State could enforce its will upon another.
"The economy of a warring State would be channeled to warlike priorities. No longer did the skills of producers determine what would be made and who would make it. No longer did the desires of consumers determine how much of it would be purchased and at what price. The State ruled all. The engines of production became merely another weapon in its hands, to be wielded against its enemy as it saw fit. To disobey the State in peacetime would cost you your liberty or your property. To deviate from the State's decrees in wartime was called treason, and would cost you your life."
The old lecturer straightened, for a moment looking very like Armand's grandfather. His eyes had become piercing beacons of anger.
"And I am charged with teaching you about this. I, who have no more direct knowledge of it than you. Every year I spend hundreds of hours reading histories of old Earth. I steep myself in them until I can smell the greed of the States on the air and feel the chill sweat of their subjects' fear on my own skin. But why? We've left the State behind forever, haven't we? Would any of you care to guess why I put myself through that torture year after year, and why I've put you through this briefer one today?"
A student raised a tentative hand. "Because it's necessary, sir?"
Stromberg shook his head slowly. "Necessary to whom, Mr. Untermeyer? Necessary by whose judgment?" He grinned ruefully. "Necessity is the creed of tyrants. A great man named William Pitt said that. He proved it by going on to become a great tyrant. A man of Hope determines his own necessities. He doesn't have them determined for him by others."
Klaus Untermeyer stood, and the class turned toward him. "But if it isn't necessary, what other reason could there be?"
Stromberg pursed his lips and looked down at his lectern. "I noticed that you carry a needlegun, Mr. Untermeyer. May I ask why?"
The student shrugged. "I've always carried one."
"Are you good with it?"
The young man's eyes narrowed. "Fair."
"Have you ever used it to defend yourself?"
"Uh, no."
"But I'd wager a year's salary that you never leave your room without it. Why?"
Untermeyer shrugged. "My parents taught me to keep it with me. You never know what might turn up."
The sociologist nodded. "Indeed you don't. Not now, and not in the future. If there's a soul among you who doesn't go armed whenever he's beyond the walls of his home, he's a benighted fool. Because you don't know what might turn up. And after twelve hundred years of peace and freedom, neither do we of Hope."
Stromberg brought forth his disabled coagulator. "I removed the power leads to the maser at my breakfast table, and I've felt naked ever since. If you'll allow me, I'm going to reconnect them now." He pulled a small screwdriver from his pocket, opened the weapon's case, and swiftly reconnected the severed leads. "You can never know what might turn up, ladies and gentlemen. The justifications for creating and submitting to a State have piled up thickly over the eight millennia of recorded human history. Each has been cleverer and more complex than the last. We of Hope have not succumbed...yet. And if we keep green our memories of what the State really was, how it operated, and what it meant to be unfree, perhaps we never will."
Armand raised his hand again. "Sir?"
"Yes, Mr. Morelon?"
"During the demonstration? Why did you give Claire five of the dekas you, uh, stole?"
Stromberg smirked. "Thank you for asking, Mr. Morelon. That's how States create loyalists."
The bell rang.
Chapter 8
Victoria slipped mock-furtively into Ethan Mandeville's narrow little office. The graduate student was seated at a scarred wooden desk well covered with papers and place-marked books. Armand stood leaning against the windowsill. Mandeville gestured to her to shut the door and pointed to the unoccupied guest chair. She seated herself and laid her purse on the floor beside her.
"Am I behind on anything?"
Mandeville shook his head. "We waited for you. I have your scores for you, of course, and an idea I'd like you to take home and consider."
The graduate plucked two folded-over index cards from the clutter on his desk. He handed one to Armand and the other to Victoria, resumed his seat and steepled his fingers against his lips.
Victoria unfolded her index card and read the number on it.
421
Armand flipped his card open and glanced at it, then refolded it and tucked it into his shirt pocket, without expression. Both turned to Mandeville, who wore a slight smile.
"Would you like to discuss your scores, or can I start my sales pitch?"
Victoria leaned forward. "What does it mean?"
"Well, if I skip all the technical details --"
"Please do."
Mandeville chuckled. "-- it means you're the two most powerful psi talents ever found on Hope." He sat forward in his chair. "Did either of you have any notion that you had these abilities before the testing?"
Victoria started to speak, stopped herself and glanced over at Armand. Armand didn't twitch.
"Mr. Morelon?"
The big freshman shrugged.
"What about you, Miss Peterson?"
"Well...no, not really."
The graduate student's eyes probed hers for a moment. "Would either of you be interested in a paid position on my research team?"
The corner of Armand's mouth quirked upward. "As experimental subjects?"
"Of course."
"How many hours a week and what's the pay?"
"Fifteen hours a week, twelve hundred fifty dekas a month."
Victoria's mouth fell open.
Armand's eyes were darker than ever. "You must not have a lot of suitable subjects. A top engineer might make that much for working twice as many hours."
Mandeville rose from his chair, then leaned back against the edge of his desk. "A top engineer can't do what either of you apparently can. We want to study it, figure out how it works." He grinned. "Maybe it's teachable. Ever think of that?"
Something about the graduate student's manner rang false. Victoria could practically smell his unease, but she couldn't imagine a reason for it that would square with the offer he'd made them.
Unless he's just afraid that he might lose us.
"Where does the money come from, Mr. Mandeville?" Armand pushed himself upright and approached the graduate student. "Someone has to think this could pay off big time. How? And how long has it been going on?"
Before Mandeville could answer, words exploded from Victoria unbidden. "What's the difference, Armand? We could pay for our whole education out of one year's wages!"
The big freshman dismissed it with a gentle shrug. "We're both on scholarship, Vicki. And I still want to know why this is so important to somebody."
Anger flamed in her chest. Armand had just waved aside enough money to support her family for ten years. Thirty, if she could keep it going for the rest of her time at Gallatin.
He's never known insecurity or want. I should have had him to the house once or twice, given him a look at how the other half lives.
"The money, Mr. Morelon," Mandeville said, "comes from a consortium of businessmen interested in exploring alternatives to radio. With twenty million separate households on Hope, each with its own pet radio frequency, the spectrum is getting crowded. Practical telepathy, even if it were artificially modulated, would offer an alternative that might not have radio's congestion problems. But why should that matter to you? The availability of the funds should speak for itself. Someone cares enough to make this possible. Isn't that all you need to know?"
The room was momentarily still.
"My family wouldn't think much of me if I agreed to this without knowing what it was all about, Mr. Mandeville." Armand looked down into the graduate student's eyes challengingly. "Especially not my grandfather. Alain Morelon. Maybe you've heard of him? He's a hard man to disappoint."
Ethan Mandeville was not a small man, but Armand's bulk made him appear so. He was not without his own fund of self-confidence, but Armand's physical presence, quiet insistence, and familial status had pushed him off his base.
"Look, I'm not asking for a commitment today. I know you both have academic obligations to balance against this, plus who knows what other demands on your time." Mandeville dropped into his desk chair and leaned back to look up at the freshman. "Take the idea back to your rooms and sleep on it, both of you. If you decide you can spare the time and want the money, my team would love to have you. Come back tomorrow afternoon and tell me what you've decided."
"Why tomorrow?" Armand asked.
Mandeville drew himself up straight, for the first time displaying a hint of displeasure. "Because there's a lot of money involved, a huge research program depends on it, and I don't want to wait until the end of spring break."
Victoria was about to offer an immediate consent when Armand said "All right, till tomorrow, then."
Mandeville relaxed and nodded. "One other request. Please don't discuss it with any other students. We haven't made such an offer to anyone before, and we don't want to excite a lot of comment. Especially not among people who couldn't qualify for these positions no matter how hard they tried. Have a good evening." He waved at the door, turned away and rummaged through the mess of papers and books on his desk.
Armand caught Victoria in the crook of his arm and shepherded her out of the office. She had to fight down the urge to pull free and throw herself at Mandeville's feet.
I'd have his baby for what he's offering, but it wouldn't do to tell him that. Armand's got the right idea.
"Do you think you'll do it, Armand?"
He opened the door for her and ushered her out onto the quadrangle. "I have to think about it, Vicki. There's something about it that doesn't feel square." He grinned crookedly. "You know you can go your own way if you want. He didn't say it was both of us or nothing."
"What was your score?"
"Never mind that. I want to do a little research of my own." He settled his backpack against his shoulders. "I have a class. Look, if you want to talk this over, I'm available. Just give me a little while to let it settle, okay?"
"Are you going to tell anyone else?" Are you going to tell that little blonde bitch?
He shook his head, waved a quick farewell, and headed toward the Humanities building.
***
"You made the offer?" Magnusson asked.
Mandeville nodded and braced himself for the inevitable next question.
"Well?" Magnusson's hands tightened on the arms of his chair.
"They showed an unusual degree of self-restraint."
The biophysicist winced and rose from his desk. Dmitri Ianushkevich sat impassive, chin propped upon his fingers. Charles Petrus straightened and cleared his throat, the first sound he'd made since Mandeville entered Magnusson's office.
"We have at most six months, gentlemen," Petrus said. "How much remains in the bait fund?"
Magnusson squinted down at him. "About ninety thousand dekas."
"Offer them five thousand a month each."
"What?"
"Do you have a better idea, Einar? Or are there candidates from Bakunin or Comfort you haven't told us about yet?"
"No, but --"
Petrus's hand slashed at the air. "Then do it. First plantings are about six weeks away. How many successive crop failures can Hope withstand?"
"Charlie," Ianushkevich murmured, "what if neither of them responds to the conditioning?"
Petrus awarded the parapsychologist a gentle smile. "Then we all die. Me, you, Einar, this young man, all our families, all our friends, and everyone in every outpost of Man upon Hope. There, I've said it. There's no point in hoarding the money, Dmitri. We can't buy off the ecology. Do you have any other objections?"
Mandeville said, "I'd thought there were some problems about recruiting the Morelon boy for --"
"The problems," Petrus said flatly, looking not at Mandeville but at Magnusson, "have been overcome."
"So we appeal to their cupidity," Magnusson grated. "Charlie, do you have any idea what the Morelon family holdings amount to? That boy could probably buy the whole university out of his pocket change. And you think you're going to hook him with a few thousand dekas?"
"What's the harm, Einar?" Petrus stared at the biophysicist as if waiting for him to regain his senses. "What else do we have to work with?"
Mandeville caught himself holding his breath.
"The harm, you ass, is in raising his suspicions. Nothing for nothing, Charlie. Nowhere on Hope can a man earn five thousand dekas for eighty hours of unskilled labor. I have no fears about the Peterson girl, she's as rapacious as anyone I've ever known, but the Morelon lad is neither greedy nor stupid. He'll know we have purposes we haven't disclosed. He'll take his suspicions to his beloved grandfather, and what will we do then?"
"And your alternative?" Petrus's hands balled into fists.
"We could try telling him the truth."
Petrus threw back his head and released a braying laugh. Magnusson's face mottled with blood. He stepped toward his Inner Circle colleague. Mandeville became afraid.
"Do it."
All heads swiveled toward Ianushkevich. He remained seated and calm.
"Tell him?" Petrus's eyes were wide.
Ianushkevich shook his head. "No. Offer them the money."
"And if he goes to Alain?" Magnusson eyed Petrus with hostility.
"I'll deal with it."
"What if he continues to refuse?"
Einar Magnusson's huge body blocked the flood of late winter sunshine that had poured through the window. It made his Spartan little office seem cold and dim. The three magnates of the Cabal were reduced to silhouettes in the gloom.
"I'll deal with that as well," Ianushkevich said. "Charlie's right, we're out of alternatives. Try the money." The parapsychologist rose and stood formally erect. "We hold the future of Mankind on Hope in our hands. Lifeboat ethics, my friends, in the largest lifeboat in the history of Man. We will do what we must. Mr. Mandeville," he said, turning toward the graduate student, "I trust we haven't upset you?"
Mandeville swallowed his rising panic. "No, sir."
Dmitri Ianushkevich's gentle smile was a thing of ultimate sadness. "I'm glad. You know our secrets to the last detail, now. Welcome to the Inner Circle of the Cabal. We each do what we must." He waved at the office door. "Go and play your part."
***
Alain Morelon strode across the southernmost of the Morelon cornfields. Pale winter sun streamed through the clouds that hung over the Kropotkin. A light breeze stirred the fringe of black and silver hair that protruded from beneath his woolen cap. Dead and withered stalks, covered by a thin crust of snow, crunched softly beneath his boots. He scanned the ground carefully as he walked.
He wasn't looking for anything he could have named, except reassurance. If it was here, hidden among the leavings of the harvest just past, it was well hidden. It did not call to him.
It's not in my hands. Either it will bear, or it won't. I agreed not to interfere.
The last unexplained failures to ripen had not been four hundred years ago, but fifty. He had said nothing to anyone, had endured excruciating anxiety the whole of the following year, waiting to learn whether the failure would be repeated a million times larger, across the whole of Hope.
I shouldn't have mentioned it to Armand.
His grandson would worry. But with Dmitri Ianushkevich having asked to see him for the first time in three centuries, perhaps there was something to worry about.
He stooped over a jackpile of fallen stalks and stared down at it. The pile twitched away the light covering of snow. One by one, the stalks rose soundlessly, wisps of silk fluttering in the breeze, to hover before his face. They were like all the others he had examined: frail and stunted, as if deprived of nutrients, or light, or both.
Failure to ripen.
The weight of the secret he'd borne alone for twelve centuries tugged at him from within. He had not asked to carry it. Chance had bestowed it upon him, along with the psi powers that ran in his family's genes like a cataract of sorrow. Yet it would remain his burden until the end of his life. He would not ask an innocent boy to share it.
He would say no more to Armand.
Chapter 9
Ethan Mandeville looked up as a sharp knock was laid upon his office door.
"Come in."
The door opened to admit Victoria Peterson, Armand Morelon, and a petite blonde girl he'd seen around the Gallatin campus but whose name he didn't know. All three faces were wreathed in inscrutability. Mandeville rose as they entered.
"Good morning, Miss Peterson, Mr. Morelon. I'm glad to see you so early in the day." He turned to the blonde girl. "I don't believe I've had the pleasure. I'm Ethan Mandeville."
She smiled formally and extended her hand to take his. "Teresza Chistyakowski."
Mandeville offered her his desk chair, gestured to Victoria to take his guest chair, and leaned against the edge of his desk, hands in his pockets. "Do you have an answer for me?" He kept his expression neutral.
Victoria's eyes flicked to Armand's. The big freshman nodded and said, "We'll do it, if you can keep it from interfering with our class schedules."
Nothing in Mandeville's short life had approached the rush of relief that poured through him in that instant. He'd thought it would be hard to deal with rejection, but maintaining his aplomb in the face of acceptance taxed his self-control to its limits.
"Thank you. I'm pleased, of course. We'll be more than happy to work around your schedules and personal obligations. Shall we use first names from now on?"
"Fine with me," Victoria said. Armand shrugged.
"Tell me, please: why is Miss Chistyakowski here?"
A trace of color rose into Armand's face. "We have a class together." The Chistyakowski girl smirked and looked at the floor. Victoria revealed nothing at all.
"I see. Well, shall we discuss your duties? I imagine you'd want to know what sort of thing you'll be doing before we start you doing it."
Victoria slid forward to perch at the edge of her chair. Armand settled back against the windowsill, arms crossed over his chest.
"The two of you tested very high in all areas," Mandeville said, "but the ones where you particularly impressed us were clairvoyance and telekinesis. Armand, your perception of concealed objects is superb. Victoria, your ability to move things at a distance exceeds anything mentioned in any record we have. My team is designing additional experiments to probe just how far those abilities can be developed."
"What about the telepathy angle?" Armand asked. "I thought alternative communications was the big motivator."
Mandeville bobbed his head. "Believe me, it is. We have to show results in that area to keep our funding. That doesn't mean we can't explore these other areas too. The mind is an organic whole. No one's ever worked out how the psi powers are interrelated. If we come to understand your clairvoyance thoroughly, it might lead to a breakthrough in telepathy as well."
That came off rather well.
Neither of Mandeville's new employees showed any tension or suspicion at his explanation. The Chistyakowski girl shifted in her seat, but said nothing.
"I have to consult my other team members and spend some time with my research advisor. Could I ask you to come back after lunch, so we can lay out some schedules? We're all anxious to get this started as soon as possible."
Armand nodded. Victoria smiled brightly and said "Okay." Mandeville thanked them again, hands were shaken all around, and a minute later he was alone in his office, his pulse lashing the blood through his brain at a speed that made the walls seem to wobble and wave.
I did it. We're all going to live. And I saved all that money!
Dr. Magnusson will be so proud.
***
Teresza peered through the bolivar bushes at Victoria's retreating back until the sophomore was halfway across the quadrangle and definitely out of earshot. "She doesn't like me, you know."
Armand squeezed her hand. "You don't like her, either. You just hide it better than she does."
She blushed. "Well, yeah."
I'd take on all the States of Earth to hold off a woman who looks at you the way she does, you big lump. You'll understand that, some day.
They were almost at the doors to the Social Sciences Center when she bade him stop and face her. Students and faculty streamed by them on either side.
"Class starts in about two minutes, Terry."
She nodded. "I know. Armand, why did you want me there?"
A cloud passed over his face. He took both her hands in his. She could see him weighing his words before he spoke.
"It's hard to say, Terry. I mean, apart from just wanting you around all the time." She had to grin at that, but he remained serious. "You have a gift of your own. Not psi, something else. Something that tunes in to, uh, quality. Or maybe to sincerity, if that's any different." He grimaced. "Ever since we started seeing one another, whenever I've liked someone and you haven't, you've been right."
She felt herself grow lightheaded.
I didn't intend for you to notice.
"It hasn't happened that often, Armand."
"No, maybe not, but often enough to register. So I figured, if there was something not quite right about this business, or about Mandeville, maybe you would sniff it out for me."
The warmth seeped out of her, not to be replaced by the late winter sun. She wanted to hunch her shoulders and shiver, but forced herself to stand straight. Armand waited. Presently she pulled him to a concrete bench near the Social Sciences Center's doors, and the two of them sat. The pedestrian traffic around them had dwindled to zero.
"I don't know, Armand." She tried to keep her manner light. "He seemed nice enough. Enthusiastic about his research. Even a little idealistic. Were you worried about something in particular?"
She felt the currents of tension mounting in him. His entire body seemed to be stiffening to meet a rising wind. His fingers flexed restlessly against her own.
"Terry, no one anywhere on Hope can make twelve hundred fifty dekas for less than a hundred hours' work. You could buy a half a year of Hallanson-Albermayer treatments for that. It's a bleeding fortune!"
"But what you two can do is unique, isn't it? They can't exactly put out a Request For Bids on it."
"That's what he said."
"Mandeville?"
Armand nodded.
It's that nothing-for-nothing work ethic of his. I should know all about it by now. It nearly cost me my shot at him.
"Armand," she said, "there's no way to put a price on something there's no market for, and you can't make a market out of something that no one can make or do. Unique is unique. Would you have been this worried if he'd offered you four hundred a month?"
"I don't know."
"Six? Eight?"
He grimaced. "I see what you're getting at." He rose and writhed to stretch the muscles in his back. "I guess I'll just have to try it out and see. Want to head up to class?"
She stood and hugged him. "We're going to be conspicuous, walking in this late."
He grinned crookedly at her, eyes twinkling. "I'm always conspicuous. I got used to it young. Come on."
***
"They'll do it." Mandeville swept his gaze rapidly back and forth over the faces of the Inner Circle magnates.
Charles Petrus sighed explosively, closed his eyes, and let his chin fall onto his chest. Einar Magnusson's face went slack, and his huge body began to quiver. From Dmitri Ianushkevich there came no reaction, until a single tear painted a track down his face.
"Thank you, Ethan," the parapsychologist said. He threw a glance over his shoulder at the banks of displays, and Mandeville followed it. Tellus was crouched in a corner of his bedroom, huddled into a ball behind his thin, trembling arms. "Have you composed a schedule for the initial sessions yet?"
"No, sir. I imagine we'll begin immediately after they return from the spring break. Unless you'd like me to press them to start right away?"
Ianushkevich smiled faintly. "No, send them home, by all means. There's no point in alarming them at this stage. Also, I'll be having a visitor the day after tomorrow, and it would be better if his grandson were somewhere else."
Magnusson grimaced. Petrus looked away.
"Are there any other preparations we should be making at this stage, Dr. Ianushkevich? Before the conditioning program actually begins, I mean."
The parapsychologist's smile was relaxed. He had plainly shed a huge burden of care in the two minutes just past. "Please, Ethan, call me Dmitri. You're Inner Circle now, quite as much as the rest of us. No, the ground has already been prepared. The program hasn't changed in twelve hundred years. We've never dared. Just bring us our candidates, and we'll do the rest."
Mandeville looked around the little monitoring chamber. It was the first time he'd been admitted to that holy of holies. The rough-hewn granite walls gleamed with veins of galena and cuprite. They made a striking contrast with the banks of displays, the racks of electronics and the thick bundles of cables that connected them. The images of Tellus's gorgeous residential suite, a plush prison designed to pamper and confine the one creature on whom all Hope's Earth-derived life depended, shone forth from the displays in perfect clarity. The image of Tellus himself, a faint shadow of a man sunk into irremediable madness, reminded the graduate student of the price that either Armand or Victoria would have to pay to ransom a hundred million other lives.
He rose from his seat. "I will...Dmitri."
Magnusson opened the chamber door and held it for him as he exited.
***
She sat perfectly still in her back-row seat. Her eyes pointed forward, and there was a pen clutched in her hand, but not one word of the lecture on comparative botany registered on Victoria Peterson's consciousness. She was only dimly aware of her surroundings, and spared no thought for them at all. Her brain was spinning with plans of infiltration, division and conquest.
She would be together with Armand for eighty hours a month. The little blonde bitch who'd gotten her claws into Victoria's rightful property would soon be irrelevant. It wouldn't matter where she was, as long as it was somewhere else.
One month, and Armand would be dating Victoria as often as Teresza. Two months, and he'd be creating excuses to give Teresza, to make more time for Victoria. Six months, and he'd be explaining to Teresza that their backgrounds were too different, that his family had precise expectations for whoever he decided to keep company with, and that he couldn't imagine fitting her to them. A year, and he'd ask Victoria to marry him.
Her mother's notions about withholding herself from him physically had been right on target up to now, but the time was coming to set them aside. She would use her body according to a tactically exact schedule. She had studied the arts of flirtation and courtship, had practiced them when she could, and was confident that she could muster an overwhelming attack upon his lusts.
She would lure him forward without letting him know that he was being lured, draw him into committing himself to her before he could realize that there was no way back. When he was irreversibly hers, she would give him pleasure beyond anything he'd ever imagined, leave him wondering how he could possibly live without her. Boundless fleshly pleasure was a ring in the nose few men could resist.
The corners of her mouth quirked upward. She could have asked for no better opportunity. She would use it to the hilt. This time it would all go as planned. She, her mother, and her brother would be Morelons at last. There would be no more want and no more fear. There would be security, comfort, and innumerable pleasures. When the time came, there would be Hallanson-Albermayer treatments to freeze her metabolic balance and lock her physiology into a condition of mature beauty and health. It could all go on forever.
Her mother would cease to trouble her. She would be able to do as she pleased.
Armand wasn't the only star in the sky. She'd denied herself for years, but once he'd broken her maidenhead, she'd no longer need to restrain her appetites.
Her loins tingled and grew warm with anticipation.
Chapter 10
"And now, ladies and gentlemen," Arne Stromberg boomed, "comes the segment you've all been waiting for, held over by popular demand for its two hundredth smash season: the one on the Hopeless." He paused to beam out over the two hundred students that thronged the lecture hall. Armand, seated in back as usual, leaned forward without realizing it.
"Any questions?" Stromberg asked. Without waiting for a reply, he said, "Good! Enjoy your spring break." He swept up his materials and made a great show of striding offstage to his left. The class produced an uncertain titter. Stromberg stopped and panned the rows of seats.
"What?" the lecturer said. "Still here? But I've told you everything we know about their social structures. I must have missed a raised hand in the back." He trudged back to the lectern and plopped his books down upon it once again. "All right, what would you like to talk about?"
A girl in the front raised her hand. Stromberg acknowledged her.
"Sir, don't we have any data on them?"
Stromberg shook his head. "Not a chipped bit, Miss Malmstrom. There is no intercourse between the Hopeless enclave and the rest of Hope society. Our data net doesn't extend there. We doubt that they have a net of their own. We watch the land bridge, of course, but for more than six hundred years no one has crossed it going south."
A boy to Armand's right raised his hand.
"Yes, Mr. Currie?"
"Could you tell us how the colony got started, sir?"
The lecturer nodded. "That much I can do. In the middle of the second century A.H., a group of six clans disputed the randomicity of the Spacehawks' selection procedures. Probably by coincidence, that group was geographically concentrated north of Tuckerdale, about where Norsland is today. They had two complaints. First, they claimed that their young men were being selected for Spacehawks service with disproportionate frequency. Second, they claimed that, after being selected, their family members tended to be passed over for the much sought after command and administrative positions. They demanded audit after audit of both sets of selection procedures, and were never satisfied that all was as it should be.
"After the wrangle had gone on for a decade or so, the unsatisfied clans petitioned the Judiciary for an Opinion that would exempt them from Spacehawks duty for a century or so. The Judiciary rejected the petition without a hearing, and things flared up much worse. The complainants decided that they would no longer accept being tapped for defense contributions, either for money or for personal service. They ceased to contribute to power-cable maintenance as well, and their neighbors grew incensed. Border incidents and altercations in the market became too frequent to ignore.
"Eventually, a condition of ostracism grew up around those six clans. Word went around that they were too venal and untrustworthy to bother with. Soon they found that no one would trade with them on any basis. They couldn't buy anything, not even a hearing before a circuit judge. The only arbitrations they participated in were ones where some other clan was suing them. Even their youngest were snubbed whenever they ventured into a common area.
"At that time, there were already about two hundred ostrakons living north of the land bridge: petty criminals and embezzlers, people who'd lost the trust of their neighbors and wouldn't do what it took to earn it back. When the six dissident clans joined them, the size of the colony up there swelled to about seven hundred. Shortly thereafter, they closed themselves off completely from the rest of the continent and came to be known as 'the Hopeless.'"
Stromberg paused to leaf through a notebook. "The most recent estimate of the Hopeless population was about eighteen thousand. Their living standard is unknown, but it's probably quite low. Crop cultivation north of the land bridge is very difficult, so they probably eat a lot of fish and not much else. The power cables don't go over the bridge, so if they have electricity, it's locally generated. They have no imports or exports. Beyond that, we know nothing about them. If anyone among them ever ventures among us or contributes to the defense fund, it's anonymously."
A thoughtful silence settled over the class. Presently a young woman three seats away from Armand raised her hand.
"Yes, Miss Gottlieb?"
"Sir, isn't there anything we can do to make them toe the line?"
A nervous murmur passed through the room, then faded quickly away. Armand's chest became tight, as if he'd perceived the approach of a physical threat. Stromberg said quietly, "Do you grasp the implications of what you just said, Miss Gottlieb?"
The girl started to respond, then thought better of it. After a few seconds' silence, Stromberg nodded, a strange, pained expression on his face.
"You're not the first to ask the question, Miss Gottlieb. You won't be the last. But the question itself is far more important than any answer you might get from anyone. Not for its content, which you now realize is offensive -- you do realize that, don't you?"
The girl nodded, her face a deep red.
"Good. Not for its content, but for the ease with which it rose to your lips. Even we of Hope are not above thinking such things. But let's defer the examination of that aspect of it for a moment. Mr. Morelon?"
Armand straightened in his seat. "Uh, yes, sir?"
"Can you tell the class what the budgetary condition of the Spacehawks is this year? As the scion of a major clan, it strikes me as a good bet that you would know."
Armand thought for a moment. "I know they have a big surplus. My grandfather brought them a gift last fall and was told to keep it."
The crowd murmured again. "And what about available personnel, Mr. Morelon? Inadequate, adequate, or more than adequate?"
"Uh, more than adequate, sir. I wanted to intern at the Jacksonville battery last summer, and they had no room for me. I don't know about the other batteries, though."
Stromberg nodded. "They're much the same, you have my word on it. So pure voluntarism and public spirit suffice to keep the Spacehawks well manned and funded."
The lecturer shoved his hands into his pockets and strolled aimlessly about the dais, looking at nothing.
"A long time ago, when I was much younger than any of you, my father took me aside and told me about the Spooner Federation of Earth. It wasn't the first time I'd heard about them. I'd been through a few Sacrifice Day celebrations, and I knew the story of the Great Sacrifice and the Hegira. But my father made it a bit more personal for me than it had ever been. I won't go into details. Suffice it to say that he made me feel the fear and panic of an animal being hunted by remorseless killers, with no way to fight back and nowhere to flee. It was the first time in my life that I was ever afraid. He gave me a taste of what it felt like to be unfree."
Stromberg stopped walking and stared off into the corner of the room.
"It's been four hundred years, and I can still remember it down to the smallest detail. I remember the sense of being squeezed in a vise so tight that I couldn't draw a breath. I remember the fear of stepping without warning into a trap that had swallowed me whole. I remember the need to run, as far and as fast as I could, and to hide my face where no one would see it ever again. And I'd bet my last deka that a healthy majority of your fathers put you through a wringer that was much the same.
"The Great Sacrifice was about freedom. Not the freedom of those who died, of course, but the freedom of those they saved, and their descendants into the unforeseeable future. Half a million men gave their lives so that a handful of others could be free, and their children after them. That's one measure of how precious they held freedom to be. The other, the one my father made more immediate for me that summer day four centuries ago, is the sense of being pursued by a hunter determined to kill or enslave you."
Stromberg returned to his lectern. His eyes settled on the class once more.
"Freedom brings peace. The combination of those things with a little enterprise has made us a rich people. We're so rich that we can devote less than one percent of our resources to our defenses, yet they're so formidable that no conceivable invader could penetrate them. We can squander the power that sustains them, giving it away for free to anyone who wants it, and still have far more than enough. We can rely upon the public spirit of our people to man those defenses so generously that there's a waiting list years long for deep-radar and laser-gunnery training. At the cost of a few hundred hours of service per century from each of us, and a mere crumb of our material wealth, we keep our peace and freedom well defended. We make it possible for there to be a Hopeless colony in the first place.
"So why does it irritate us so much that a handful of people, who are generally substandard by our norms, hangers-on at the edge of our society, should fail to contribute? Don't they have the same rights as the rest of us do? Why are we so ready to contemplate coercing them?"
The class was silent. Stromberg rested his forearms on the lectern and leaned over it.
"Ask yourselves, each of you. You're good people, responsible, self-reliant, ready to rise to any need. By Spooner's lights, you're patriots, even though we have no States to command obedience, no flags to follow into battle, and, for the moment, no enemies to battle against. There are millions more like you, on both continents of Hope. The result is a well-manned, well-funded defense, an equally well-funded Judiciary, and a degree of peace and plenty no other human society has ever known. Yet ninety-nine out of every hundred of us has felt that urge to impose one's will on others by force, despite the absence of an objective need, and the rationale is always the same: they're not doing their fair share."
He paused and turned to Marsha Gottlieb. "Thank you for asking your question, Miss Gottlieb. Someone has to ask it each year, and be embarrassed for doing so, just as someone has to suffer through my demonstration of the State. You've done your classmates a service they might not yet recognize." He turned back to address the larger class. "I suggest that all of you spend a few moments during your spring break pondering the envious impulse that leads to unpleasant ideas such as that one. I'll see you all in two weeks."
As the class dispersed, Armand made his way to where Marsha Gottlieb sat. The young woman was slow to rise, and slow to notice his attention.
"Hey, don't be upset," he murmured. "That's his style. He likes to put people on the spot and force them to think about what they're saying. I noticed it in the first couple of classes."
The expression in her brown eyes was curious and a little bruised. "Do you think that's why he calls on you so much?"
"Huh?"
"You're Armand Morelon, right?" There was no missing the emphasis. "Half the people here, he hasn't called on since the beginning of the semester, but he calls on you once or twice in every class. Didn't you notice?"
"Uh, well, yes, I guess I did, but --"
"Is he trying to put you on the spot?"
Armand's eyes darted to the front of the room. Stromberg was shoving books and papers into his old briefcase.
"I don't know, Miss. Maybe I'll ask him. Enjoy your break."
He threaded his way through the crowd and reached the dais just as Stromberg was about to make his exit.
"Professor?"
"Yes, Mr. Morelon?"
"Do you have a few minutes to talk to me?"
The old sociologist's eyes sharpened and a slight, mysterious smile curved his mouth. "Certainly, lad. Come join me in my office."
They went upstairs to Stromberg's modest office in the sociology wing. The little room was filled with books and scholarly journals, a profusion of printed matter that all but precluded human occupancy. The desk's surface was crammed with papers that threatened to slide off at all four edges. Stromberg had to shift a pile of journals from the guest chair to the floor to make room for Armand to sit.
"What was on your mind, Mr. Morelon?"
Armand squirmed in his seat. Marsha Gottlieb's notion had become a subject he was embarrassed to introduce.
"Uh, well, sir, it's just that one of the other students, ah, --"
"-- asked you why you get such a large fraction of my attention, didn't she?"
Armand bit his lip as the blood rose to his face. Stromberg smiled and sat back in his chair.
"I do pay attention to what goes on in my classes, Mr. Morelon."
Armand nodded.
"I try to put my energies where they'll do the most good," Stromberg said. "Not every student in every class has the same aptitudes and potentials. Some see only the obvious, others look broadly and deeply, and still others don't even see what's pointed out to them. Some think fast but skimmingly, others slowly and more deeply, still others don't think at all but rely on memory and rote response. Some engage the ideas presented to them only lightly, others forget them immediately after the final exam, and still others make them the core of their lives. A teacher must discover what he has to work with, not try to imagine that it's something it isn't.
"Sociology isn't a field for the superficial observer or the quick, flashy thinker, Mr. Morelon. It takes breadth of vision and careful consideration. To go fast is to go wrong. Sociology is for a mind that takes its time and proceeds only in confidence. Since my aim is to encourage the study of this field, I look for minds like yours, and I direct my efforts toward them."
The compliment left Armand speechless. Despite instruction that had started in early childhood in how to respond graciously and modestly to praise, the appropriate words eluded him.
"Professor Stromberg, I'm a corn farmer."
Stromberg nodded. "I know, lad. Just under ten percent of Alta's annual production comes from Morelon fields. But a man needn't have a doctorate and an office in the Genet Center to think about social patterns and what they imply."
Armand fell silent.
"Have I unsettled you, Mr. Morelon?" The mysterious smile was still in place.
"Uh, maybe a little, sir. So it's not about my family, then?"
The sociologist's eyes twinkled. "No, in part, it is about your family. Characteristics travel vertically through families, you know. Your grandfather Alain is well known to me. I was pleased to see so much of him reflected in you. Not the least part of that inheritance is his willingness to stand on principle regardless of the cost or the opinions of others."
Armand's face burned.
"What is it, I wonder, that makes the recognition of one's excellence such a hard thing to endure?" Stromberg said. "Perhaps my colleagues in the psychology department know, but I don't. Try to get used to it, Mr. Morelon. If I'm the first to notice, surely I won't be the last." He rose from his chair and stood with his hands in his pockets.
"The Morelon clan has been a bastion of Hope society for twelve hundred years. We've had many tests of our faith in freedom. Your people have stood strong against the temptations of power, and have been quick to curb others who were less strong...or less principled. Alain in particular has always been stalwart against the centralizers, the closet statists, and the we-have-no-choice defeatists for whom freedom is a mere trinket to be sacrificed to some 'practical' end.
"In every generation there are a few who maintain the ideals of their people as an inviolable trust. On Hope, there has always been a Morelon to stand for freedom. For twelve centuries, we've had your grandfather to do that for us. Now, we'll have you as well, armed with as much knowledge and understanding as I and the other instructors here can cram into you. I have no doubt that you'll continue in Alain's fashion. You will do him proud." Though Stromberg's voice did not rise, the sudden access of intensity made his words ring against the walls of the little office. "Now go and enjoy your vacation, and give him my regards."
Armand rose uncertainly. "Thank you, sir. Uh, you enjoy your vacation, too."
The sociologist grinned. "I won't be taking a vacation, lad." He waved at an open journal whose margins were festooned with handwritten notes in several colors. "There's a colleague of mine at Bakunin who needs a thoughtful, carefully referenced evisceration. Go. I'll see you in two weeks."
Chapter 11
Teresza paled. Had she been standing, her knees would have buckled under her. Her father winced at her reaction.
"You're sure?" she said.
He nodded once. "Not one chance in a billion. You have alleles on chromosomes two, three, six and seventeen that are absolutely incompatible with his. You're very unlikely to conceive. If you do, you'll miscarry before week thirteen."
All the warmth rushed out of her. The cozy Chistyakowski kitchen, normally her favorite room in their house, had turned into a bare stone cell with no door.
Teodor's wide brown eyes remained on her, sympathetic, expectant. She didn't need to tell him what he'd just done to her hopes.
Armand would never pledge himself to a woman who couldn't bear his children. How could I expect him to? How could I ask him to?
She wanted to howl and beat her fists against the table. It would be all right to cry, she knew it would be all right, but she refused to permit herself the release.
Her father's huge hand settled over hers. "So he's the one, Terry?"
She nodded.
He hunched forward and let out a sigh. "I should have guessed."
The silence was broken by a thin whistle from the teakettle. Teodor rose, poured them each a mugful, and set hers before her like a condolence offering. He seated himself again and wrapped his hands around his mug.
"I'm sorry, Terry. I wasn't thinking about him when I designed you. I wasn't thinking about you when I designed him."
She loosed a snort of melancholy laughter. "You designed me. You edited him."
"Well, yes. I couldn't be prouder of either of you, you know."
"How much do you know about him?"
"Apart from his genetic patterns? A fair amount. He's Alain Morelon's chosen heir, despite a dozen male relatives to the line who are older and nominally more accomplished. Respect for privacy to the side, everyone who knows anything about him wants to know everything about him. If it weren't for his family's famous avoidance of publicity and display, the whole continent would hang on his every breath."
He pushed his mug aside. "I can't think of a possible match for you that could make me happier." His expression hardened and his jawline became set. "Don't give up on him, Terry. He could surprise you."
A fresh wave of pain washed over her. "Don't get your hopes up, Dad. The Morelons didn't get to be the most important clan in Alta by contracting lots of sterile marriages."
The silence returned.
I can't give up on him anyway. Love doesn't work that way. I'll hang onto him until he breaks my fingers to be rid of me. But if I can't give him children, that's all I have to look forward to.
"When does he expect you there?" Teodor said.
"Tomorrow around lunch."
"Terry." He glanced away. "Have you made love with him yet?"
It jolted her out of her misery. "No, he wanted to wait and see how things went. I was hoping maybe this week. Dad -- ?" She sat forward and willed him to speak his mind.
He met her eyes briefly, then looked down at the table. "It will...seal the bond, Terry. I can't guarantee it, but if I've read your genes correctly, you'll imprint to his body at a preconscious level. At this point, you'd recover from losing him in a few months. After you've had intercourse, it would...” His huge hands clenched tightly. “It would take years of therapy, if it's possible at all."
She slumped forward. As she laid her head on the carefully groomed oak, her sobs broke free at last.
She heard her father rise from his seat and move to stand beside her. He stroked her hair gently with one hand.
"Forgive me, dear. It wasn't a design goal. It was a side effect of your other gift. I never would have wanted this, for you or for anyone. But as long as you still might be able to back away from him, I felt I had to tell you."
***
Armand spotted her as the carriage doors opened at the Jacksonville station. He moved toward her at once. She just had time to set down her valise before his arms went snugly around her, as familiar and welcoming as home. She laid her head against his chest, immersed herself in his warmth, let his deep slow heartbeat seep into her and blanket her with his calm.
He's mine for now. It will have to do.
He released her, took her bag and her hand, and they started toward Morelon House. Traces of snow from the last fall of winter girdled the bases of the Earth oaks that lined their path. Small commercial buildings, their eaves hung with modest signs, stippled the landscape a couple of hundred feet beyond the trees.
"How far is it?" she said.
"About a mile and a half." He grinned sideways at her. "I'd have brought the motorcycle, but I thought you might like to stretch your legs."
"It's okay. It's nice out." She noted how carefully he matched his stride to hers, so she needn't scurry to keep up or feel she was being dragged. "Has your mom said anything yet?"
"Nope. She's looking forward to meeting you, that's all." Another grin. "Watch yourself with Charisse, though."
"Why?"
"Because the last girl I brought to meet them was Vicki Peterson, and Chary hasn't let me forget it."
"Oh! How long ago was that, Armand?"
"A little over two years."
"Were the two of you...?"
"No, we never really had anything going."
A quick look around confirmed that no one else was within earshot. "Armand?"
"Hm?"
"There's a lot of stuff we've never talked about."
He squeezed her hand gently. "Plenty of time, Terry. Let's get you unpacked and get some lunch into us."
In the stone-walled, oak-thewed entranceway to Morelon House, Teresza confronted two of the most beautiful women she'd ever seen.
One was tall and willowy, with a rippling mane of black hair and an extraordinary poise. Every element of her bearing, from the way she held her head to the position of her folded hands, expressed a matriarch's gracious welcome to a visitor long and warmly anticipated. By her face alone Teresza knew her for Armand's mother Elyse, the matriarch of the Morelon clan.
The other was short, only an inch or two taller than Teresza herself. Her hair, as black as Elyse's, was cut in a caplike pixie style. Her sweetly rounded body was a tightly coiled spring, her posture that of an excited young girl barely able to keep from rushing forward and bundling her guest in her arms. Her eyes darted back and forth between her mother and Teresza. She had to be Charisse.
"Mom, Chary," Armand said, "I'd like you to meet my friend Teresza Chistyakowski." He released Teresza's hand.
Friend. I guess I'll always have that, whatever else happens.
Teresza stepped toward Elyse Morelon and curtsied. "Madam Morelon, thank you for welcoming me to your home. I'm honored by your hospitality."
For a moment, Elyse did not react. Then a grin of gentle amusement formed on her regal face, and she opened her arms to embrace her guest.
"Welcome to Morelon House, Teresza. Or do you prefer to be called Terry?"
"Either is fine, ma'am."
"Very good. Charisse," Elyse said as she stepped back, "will you welcome our guest?"
The girl squealed, leaped at Teresza, and hugged her with a formidable strength. Teresza did her best to return it.
"You're not like Vicki at all!"
Teresza threw an accusing glance over her shoulder at Armand. Armand blushed.
***
If Teresza's lunch with Elyse and Charisse Morelon was an interrogation, it was a pleasant one.
They wanted to know everything about Teresza, from where she lived and what her family did to her shoe size and her preferences in lingerie. Yet neither asked her even one direct question. They simply talked of themselves and their family in a way that made spaces into which Teresza could speak naturally of herself and her father. Armand sat beside her, his hand loose around hers, hardly saying a word.
Teresza had thought herself well versed in the courtesies, but this was a demonstration of social grace refined to the purest gold. Before an hour had passed, she loved Armand's mother and sister quite as much as he obviously did.
It was well into the afternoon before Teresza and Armand got away by themselves. He took her out to stroll the Morelon property, the great fields where his family had raised sustenance for sixty generations of Man on Hope. Robot rakes cleared chaff from the season past, while autotillers made neat furrows to accommodate the planting to come. Irrigation towers sprayed water and agrochemicals in regularly spaced pulses. Here and there, technicians adjusted machines or performed field titers to check that the soil had been properly readied for the demands of the growing season. Field hands noticed them, smiled and waved. Armand waved back.
"Are they all Morelons?" she asked.
He nodded. "Most of them are my cousins or second cousins. We haven't needed hired help for a few generations. It's a fertile clan."
A pang went through her, and she changed the subject.
They strolled for more than an hour, simply enjoying the day. Teresza hadn't expected any of what she saw. She'd assumed that a massive commercial farm would be a dirty, noisy, smelly place. The relaxed charm and austere beauty of the Morelon cornfields could not have been more distant from the images she'd had of them.
Armand was in his element. He spoke fluidly of all the details of the operation: timing, soil chemistry, seed selection, hybridization, harvest operations, culling and generation scrubbing, capital management, personnel scheduling and more. He was the master here. Though not yet the actual monarch, he was a well prepared crown prince, ready to take the throne when his moment arrived. It was his place.
"How do you like it?" he said.
"Hm? It's great. It's huge. Just how big is it?"
"Sixty-four hundred acres."
"Ten square miles?"
He nodded. "We make the corn for a couple of million tables, Terry."
"What about industrial uses?"
He flipped a hand. "That's never been our market. We make grade-A food for human consumption. Other farms make the syrup and fuel stock and animal feed." There was no denigration in the statement. He said it in a way that combined his pride in his house with a ready allowance that others of lesser attainments still had their place.
There was little light left to the day when they returned to the main house. He took her to the guest suite she'd been assigned, where she freshened herself and brushed her hair. When she emerged from the bathroom, she found him sitting on her bed, hands folded before him.
He was entirely in charge of himself, a man in his proper and appointed place. Granted that he was in the home where he'd grown up, he was nevertheless responsible for a young female visitor, an applicant for his affections, who'd never been there before. His mother and sister, for all the warmth they'd extended her, had to be wondering about the dimensions of their relationship. As Armand was the family's designated heir, Elyse and Charisse would have every reason to be curious and more. Yet she could find no tension in him, no hint that their scrutiny disturbed him. More remarkable yet, he showed no apprehension of the evening to come, when clan patriarch Alain Morelon, the last survivor of the Spoonerite Hegira and the oldest human being on Hope, would make her acquaintance.
In his presence, she could feel no tension of her own. The conscious recognition of the fact made her love for him fountain up through the bedrock of her mind and drench her interior world in glittering rainbow brilliance. She started to reach for him, and just barely restrained herself.
Is that composure part of what I'm drawn to, part of his quality? Did Dad have a clear idea of what he was doing?
Does it even matter any more? I want him so badly that I can't imagine living without him. How could sex make it any stronger?
Her father's revelations, so close to the surface of her thoughts that whole day, dwindled to insignificance and were gone. With them went all her uncertainties and misgivings. She sat beside him on the bed and took his hand.
"Armand, do you believe in destiny?"
He frowned. "No, not really. Why? Do you?"
She wrapped both her small hands around his big one and chafed it gently. "I guess I don't either, but there have been some strange moments this past year. I remember our first epistemology class last fall, setting eyes on you for the first time and hearing a voice, like someone whispering so close to my ear that the words appeared directly in my brain, 'This is the man you're going to marry.' Do you remember anything like that?"
His face went blank with surprise, and she was pierced by fear that she'd blown a hole in his regard. But his mouth curved into a smile a moment later, he entwined both his hands with hers, and an invisible force seemed to press the two of them together.
"Maybe my hearing isn't as good as yours," he murmured, "but I've thought about that more times than I can say. Do you like the idea, Terry?"
All she could do was nod.
"That makes two of us then," he said, and bent to touch his lips to hers.
She threw her arms around him and clutched him to her, stilling her tremors against his solidity. They held each other in silence for a long while.
"Are you ready to meet Grandpere Alain?" he said.
"I think so. Armand," she whispered, "can we make love tonight?"
He nodded.
Chapter 12
Alain descended to the kitchen of Morelon House just after dawn. He found Armand and Teresza already there, clad in robes and slippers. The young couple sat with heads together and hands clasped on the oaken table before them, whispering to one another, oblivious to Alain's arrival. A modest litter of used mugs, dishes, and utensils suggested that they'd been there a while. Alain glanced at the tall glass carafe on the utility stove, saw that it was empty, and frowned.
"Good morning." Two heads jerked around; two faces flushed. "Were you planning to make more coffee, Armand, or am I left to my own devices?"
"Uh, I'll make more, Grandpere." Armand squeezed his lady's hand, went to the stove, and made a clatter with coffeepot, filters and water. Alain grinned and seated himself across from Teresza.
"I trust you had a pleasant night, Teresza?"
"Oh, yes, thank you, sir." She bit her lips in an obvious attempt to restrain a giggle. "Very pleasant. The Morelons are gracious hosts."
He inclined his head. "Thank you, dear. It's a pleasure to have you here, and anyway, we have a reputation to uphold." He relaxed in his chair and studied her casually. She appeared unaffected by his inspection.
The girl was as complete a contrast to Armand as Alain could imagine. Her blondeness, fair skin and petite form were so distant from Armand's black-haired, black-eyed bulk that they might have come from different species. Yet the two seemed ideally suited to one another. Her vivacity and self-assurance had coaxed Armand out of his two decades of introversion. His steadiness and endurance would anchor her against recklessness and flights of fancy. Their obvious mutual affection would be more than enough to soothe the inevitable abrasions of life as a unit.
With a start Alain realized that he had slid unconsciously into regarding Teresza, who had been a stranger to him less than a full day before, as Armand's wife-to-be.
"Armand," he said, "do you have an agenda for the day?"
Armand glanced back over his shoulder. "No, not yet. Did you want to suggest something?"
"You might want to show Teresza the Kropotkin River." Alain turned back to Teresza. "It's quite beautiful along much of its length. There's a section along the southern border of our land that runs over a rapids and down a modest falls. It makes a pretty photograph." He chuckled. "It's just about the only photogenic scenery anywhere near Jacksonville. Corn likes flat ground."
Armand set the refilled coffeepot on the stove, returned to the table and stood behind Teresza, his arms draped loosely over her. She took his hands in hers and let her head loll back against his chest, a picture of serenity in Armand's embrace.
The young couple's eyes flicked over Alain's shoulder. He glanced back and saw Elyse and Charisse enter the kitchen behind him. Murmured greetings were exchanged all around as the Morelon women took mugs from the cupboard and settled themselves at the table.
"Will you need the motorcycle today, Grandpere?" Armand said. "It's quite a walk to the falls, and we did a lot of walking yesterday."
"Take it, my boy. Oh, one thing: would you be kind enough to run me up to the train station in about two hours?"
"Of course, Grandpere. Farm business?"
"No, just a visit with some friends. I'll probably be back on an early afternoon train tomorrow, if you could be near the radio after lunch."
"Certainly," Armand said. "Might I have the benefit of your advice before you go?" His hands rose from Teresza's shoulders to cup her face. Teresza gazed dreamily up at him.
Alain became alert. "What is it you'd like to discuss?" Charisse slid forward on her chair. Elyse turned in her seat and focused her full attention on her only son.
Armand smiled. "It's nothing to worry about. Just the purchase of an engagement ring. Last night your heir proposed marriage to a girl you met less than a day ago."
Charisse clapped both hands to her mouth and squeaked. Elyse said "Oh!" as the first tears leaked down her face. Alain rose from his chair, circled the table, and pulled his grandson into his arms. A moment later Armand was held fast by the arms of the four people dearest to him in all the world, ignoring the furious burble of the boiling coffee, celebrating the impending birth of a new family by tying it in a living knot of love.
***
Victoria smiled as her mother's face went momentarily pale and slack, then became a portrait of narrow-eyed, red-cheeked suspicion.
"Exactly what sort of job is this?" her mother said. The cords in her neck thickened as her hands clenched on the dinette table. "Are you still --"
"A virgin?" Victoria drawled. "Yes, Mom, I'm still a virgin. And I'll remain that way, so you can relax. I'm going to be an experimental subject for a psych project."
"What did --"
"I went to a psi screening and busted all their charts." Victoria allowed herself to taste triumph once more. "It turns out that they were willing to pay me a fortune to be their lab rat. Me, and one other student who scored about as well. So you're going to have to get used to living the good life, like it or not."
Victoria hadn't taken her mother by surprise very often, nor had her mother's reaction to surprises usually been pleasant. Yet she hadn't thought long about whether to reveal her good news to Elizabeth. She'd assumed that no one could fail to be delighted by a cash windfall like the one she was about to collect.
She'd been wrong. The cloud of fury that massed around Elizabeth Peterson's head was enough to suck all the spring sunlight from their little kitchen.
"Do you know," Elizabeth growled, "what ordinary humans used to call us? Do you know what they used to do to people like us when we were found out? Did it occur to you even briefly that this was something you should discuss with me before you exposed us all to ostracism or worse?"
A part of Victoria wanted to cringe before the harbingers of maternal violence, as she'd done for twenty years. But this time a larger, cooler part said: You don't need to be afraid of her any more. You don't need to be afraid of anything. And in the place where she reasoned, Victoria could assemble the facts of her situation and see that it was so.
"Relax, Mom. It's an ongoing program. They've been seeking out psi talents at Gallatin for hundreds of years, if I can believe what Mandeville said. It's for the study of the brain and research into alternatives to radio. Believe me, they didn't offer me a, a thousand dekas a month because they want to burn me at the stake."
"So you lit up at the money and decided nothing could go wrong, did you?" Elizabeth's fury had not abated. "No possibility that the money was a cover for something a little less wholesome? No possibility that once you're in the program, it might turn out to be something other than advertised? No possibility that the experiments they want to do on you might damage your powers or the rest of your mind?"
Victoria held down her embryonic misgivings and said cheerfully, "None at all."
Elizabeth's lips pulled back from her teeth, and Victoria braced herself. When she felt her mother's psionic hands press against her, she threw her entire force into an immediate, headlong counterattack, a piledriver of pure telekinetic force aimed straight at Elizabeth's diaphragm.
Elizabeth flew backwards and crashed into the cupboards. Her face paled and her mouth flapped open like a fish netted and raised from the water. Exulting, Victoria pressed her advantage, watching with glee as her mother's expression became desperate and her color went from red through white to cyanotic blue.
"Aren't you tired of this game, Mom? I mean, it's been years and years now. I can tell when you're angry without this. I can tell when you think I haven't listened the way a good girl should. Can you tell that I'm getting a bit ticked off about your little ways? Can you tell that I think I'm ready to start making my own decisions now, and that it's time you learned to accept them?"
Elizabeth's body convulsed from oxygen deprivation and pressure on her spinal cord. Her arms flapped helplessly against the invisible pinion.
"Oh, by the way," Victoria said, "the other student that got hired for this job is Armand Morelon. We're going to be together about eighty hours a month from now on. I'll have lots and lots of time to work on him. I won't even have to make any clever excuses to lure him off with me. So the rest of your little campaign is still intact. Now lighten up."
Victoria released her pressure all at once. Elizabeth flopped to the floor and gasped for her life. It took her a long while to regain the ability to speak.
"How...how did you learn to do that?"
Victoria smiled.
"Practice."
***
Idem felt the turbulence above as a man would feel a cold breeze upon his neck.
At first It quailed at the psi radiance, fearing that the Other had found a way to penetrate Its last hiding place. But the fringe emanations did not suggest a focused probe of Idem's redoubt. Rather they spoke of a storm, a conflict between flows of control. The struggle had rippled the psionic sea in which It lived, nothing more. The Other was not seeking Idem, but was engaged in a battle on the surface.
With what? All Idem could detect was the static from the psi lashings. It could not feel any distinctions in the energy flows whose edges had scraped across Its mind.
It extended the least of tendrils toward the fray, hoping for a finer discrimination of the contending currents.
One of the psi fronts was an expanding sphere, a wall of pressure that sought to crush its surroundings. The other was a linear thrust, a column of power that strove to pierce its target's defenses and pin it in place.
It watched as the sphere buckled and failed before the sharply collimated lance. Seconds later, the storm had ended and both psi waves had ceased.
Could there be two Others?
The concept of "two" did not come to It easily. It had recognized that there was an Other only after a protracted ordeal. The boundary between It and the Other was the only boundary It had ever recognized.
It sent psi feelers in all directions, at the greatest sensitivity It could attain. The old spikes of rejection and confinement, which had put It to flight and confined It within Its rocky prison centuries before, were almost all still in place. Here and there they had weakened marginally. Two minuscule patches of them had failed, leaving the surface bare to Its inspection.
Not two Others. Three.
A forest of possibilities sprouted within Idem's mind. With so many Others, perhaps It was not the focus of all Their effort and rage. Perhaps They spent some of Their time quarreling with one another.
It marshaled Its resolve for a full surface probe.
Chapter 13
Dmitri Ianushkevich opened the cipher-locked door to the monitoring chamber and stood aside to let Alain Morelon enter. Morelon went immediately to sit before the bank of screens and stared into the one that peered into Tellus's bedchamber. His face turned ashen as he watched.
The monitor showed Tellus curled into a fetal position and wedged into a corner. His eyes were closed. He appeared motionless.
"Is he still conscious?" Morelon said.
"Not continuously," Ianushkevich said. "But the conditioning seems to be holding."
Morelon turned back to face him, eyes sharp. "Not perfectly. I've had failures to ripen."
"We know."
The clan patriarch's expression softened. "I knew you would." He turned back to the screen. "How is his overall health?"
The question made Ianushkevich want to hide. "His weight is eight percent below the safety threshold. His heart and respiration rates vary considerably. His white cell count has edged into the danger zone, but we've detected no increase in infectious agents yet." He drew a deep breath and resolved to be completely candid. "We think he's got about three months left."
Morelon's eyes flared again. "How many candidates for his successor have you found?"
It was the question Ianushkevich had expected him to ask, but it was jolting nonetheless.
"Two, Alain. Both are Gallatin underclassmen. By coincidence, both are from Jacksonville --"
"And one is Armand."
Ianushkevich nodded. "Of course."
Morelon was silent for a long time.
"What would you say are the prospects?"
"Of readying a new God in time to avert ecological collapse? We don't know, Alain. We've never had this little time to work before. Both candidates are superbly gifted, more powerful psi talents than any we've ever seen before, but you know that's not the crux of the thing. The autonomous nodes in the pons and cerebellum have to reconfigure to accept the planetary panorama and attend to its maintenance." He waved at the screens. "D'Avenire --"
"You're not supposed to do that."
Ianushkevich pressed his lips together and nodded. "Of course. The present Tellus responded to the conditioning and the drugs as if he'd been born to the job. We even entertained hopes that he might be spared the disintegration. But it still took nearly six months to prepare him. He was barely ready to ascend the throne when his predecessor..." The parapsychologist trailed off.
Morelon nodded. He laid his palms against his thighs and waited in commanding silence. His eyes were unrelenting.
"We're going to have to take some chances, Alain."
"The other candidate first."
"Of course, but --"
"No buts, Dmitri." Morelon rose from his seat and glared down at him. "We have an agreement. I exposed Armand to you because I knew there might be no choice this time. How many generations has it been since there were more than two or three candidates to choose from?"
Ianushkevich grimaced. "I can't remember."
The silence stretched between them.
"Believe me, Alain, if I can spare him this duty, I will. I know what this must be like for you."
Morelon stared at him a moment more, then turned back to the monitors. Tellus had not stirred.
"No, Dmitri, you don't. It wasn't your younger brother who first gave his life to this need, it was mine. It wasn't your decision that you and the rest of the Cabal cloister yourselves away from all other eyes, it was mine. It won't be someone dearer to you than your own life who'll be caged like a laboratory specimen for the next fifty years, until the synaptic governors in his brain fail and send him spinning into madness and death. It won't be someone for whose sake you'd gladly suffer and die instead. It won't be someone you'd sacrifice the whole of Hope to save. And as long as there's any alternative at all, it won't be Armand." He made for the door. "I still hold the Cabal and all its works at my mercy. Don't test my resolve."
Ianushkevich made no answer. Alain Morelon let himself out.
***
Morelon House was a place transformed.
Armand's announcement of his betrothal to Teresza put a current of excitement into the Morelon clan that even its most distant kindred were hard pressed to contain. The perceptible changes were few -- new decorations and knickknacks here and there; music earlier each evening and later each night; bright smiles and laughter at all hours -- but there was no concealing the bubbling delight all the Morelons felt at the engagement of their beloved scion. The corn itself seemed to spring from the ground with a heightened vitality, eager to be present for the impending union.
Armand watched, pleasantly bemused, as his mother and sister took charge of his fiancee. Teresza's days became an endless round of introductions, first to every member of the family old enough to walk, then to the householders of every other notable family in Jacksonville, after that to the history and customs of the Morelon clan, and then to shopping, shopping, shopping. In the eight days available for the purpose, Elyse and Charisse strove to bury their kinsman-to-be in luxuries. No article of clothing that suited Teresza was allowed to go unpurchased. She received a dozen pairs of shoes alone. No adornment, however frivolous, was spared: scarves, veils, jewels, cosmetics, perfumes, even saucily diaphanous outfits suitable only for the bedroom. No comfort or convenience was omitted from her trousseau. At last she cried for a halt to the avalanche of gifts, to Armand's amusement.
"Armand," she squeaked, "why are they doing this?"
He merely grinned at her until she began to bounce and squeal from frustration, then laid his big hands gently on her shoulders.
"Because they love you."
"They hardly know me!"
"Don't they?"
"Well..."
"Terry," he murmured, "Morelons get to know people pretty fast. Don't you?"
"I'm not a Morelon!"
His hands slid together to cup her face. "You will be."
During the few hours each day his mother and sister allowed him Teresza's company, Armand took her into the mysteries of the family business. He fretted that it wouldn't be to her taste, but she showed an unexpected degree of interest in the intricacies of scheduling, resource management, and long range planning required by the huge farm.
"These fields," he said, flicking a finger against a square at the edge of the map on the office wall, "are being held in reserve. These past fifty years, the demand has varied from projections by as much as eight percent. So we under-cultivate by about two percent in the early spring, and do a shock-planting on the reserve fields if demand overshoots expectations by more than two percent."
She canted her head. "What's a shock-planting?"
"Seed that's been genetically modified for quick growth, with some special agrochemicals to help it along. We don't like to do it. The field suffers nitrogen exhaustion and has to be rotated out of production for the next season, like it or not. But it's that or waste a lot of good corn in slow seasons and disappoint our customers in busy ones."
She nodded. "How do you pick the reserve fields?"
"Every year, a sixth of the acreage is rotated out of production. The sixth that would be rotated out a year ahead is divided into production and reserve. It keeps the records simple."
He let his hand fall and turned to face her. "Is this boring you?"
The puzzlement in her bright blue eyes was entirely genuine. "Not at all. Why?"
"Well, it isn't psychology."
"Armand, it's better." She took his hands in hers. "It's life."
From dinner onward, their evenings were a barely restrained revel, a celebration of excited anticipation expressed in giggles, absurd jokes, and looks and gestures of endearment that a complete stranger couldn't miss. Each night the hearthroom rang with song, with clapping, with the inarticulate delight of voices raised in affectionate japes and ripostes. It went on until, drunk to bursting with family, the couple rose to take their leave and, against wails of protest from the others, retire to their bedroom.
There, bathed in the light of a single candle, they explored the dominion of bliss. They gave their bodies to one another without reservation. Theirs was the fire of youth and the wholeness of love, wherein the oldest things are made new. Each caress, each tenderness, each whispered word became a new skein in the bond that knitted them together, a new stone fitted to their rising edifice of joy.
***
Idem stretched Its psi tendrils gingerly upward, ready to retract them instantly, for fear that at any moment It would meet the searing molten whips that had kept It imprisoned. Yet mile after mile It sensed nothing but Its own ravaged flesh.
It found nothing but lifeless rock, devoid of even the least of Its minions, until it had almost reached the surface. Whatever the Other wanted with Its body, its affections had not extended to Its microorganisms or larger servants. Save for the cramped, sense-deprived core where It had taken refuge, the Other had exterminated all that lived within It, and had swept It clean of nutrients to prevent Its helpers' return.
It was near enough the surface to sense the warmth of the sun seeping through the rock when It came upon the first traces of life.
It was foul stuff, repulsively simple and limited. It used primitive ionic means and the trickling warmth from the surface to transform simple chemicals into chemicals only slightly more complex, with a great detritus of brutally toxic wastes. The process seemed to go on without limit, a mindless replication of molecules made entirely of the lightest atoms. There were no scavengers to salvage the wastes. The weakness of the dispersal mechanisms guaranteed that the cycles of self-perpetuation would inevitably falter and drown in the sea of chemical offal.
Even if it didn't exhaust its ingredients, without active management the cycle would poison itself with its own effluents in fewer than a billion orbits of the sun. Unthinkable waste.
Could the Other be this unwise? Or was it a tactic, a defense against Idem's return? In either case, the Other had doomed itself by its meddling just as effectively as it had confined Idem.
Idem could not know. It could only press on.
Its overriding need was plainly to make contact with the Other. If they could interact in some mode from which Idem need not flee, perhaps there could be an arrangement. Idem might show the Other the havoc its negligence -- or was it deliberate destruction? -- had wreaked upon It, and implore it to see the consequences. It would offer Its services to repair the damage while there was still time, in exchange for restored access to the surface...autonomy over Its flesh...the return of Its freedom.
But all of that presupposed that the Other prized life as Idem did, and bore It no true malice...that the Other was sane. For that proposition, It had no evidence either way.
If the Other were insane, readier to die than to permit Idem to live in freedom, Idem's audacity in probing the surface might bring a final explosion of wrath, enough to expunge It completely.
Idem could not hope to defeat the Other...or Others. It didn't know what They were, or how many. Their powers were beyond Idem's ken. Their appearance on the surface, more than twelve hundred circuits of the sun ago, was unforeseen and unexplained. Quite possibly They had destroyed Their own flesh before battening onto It.
Idem could not defend Itself. It could only appeal, offer knowledge and guidance, and plead for an accommodation.
It pressed onward.
Hope was stronger than fear.
Chapter 14
The chair at the center of the room in the Genet Center basement was plushly upholstered and covered in soft brown leather. Its backrest canted at an angle that suggested relaxation just short of sleep. One might have found it in the sitting room of any well-to-do home on Hope, except for the six thick bundles of cables taped to its arms and back.
The visible ends of the cables bristled with spatulate conductors. The cables led to a bank of devices along the near wall. Victoria couldn't identify them, but their heavy gauge power cords made her a little afraid.
Maybe Mom was right.
She turned to Mandeville and asked, "Where's Armand?"
The graduate student waved vaguely. "Just down the hall."
"I thought we were all going to be working together."
Mandeville frowned. "Did I give you that impression? My apologies. Perhaps later, when we've established your respective potentials for amplification and range extension, we'll conduct some coordinated tests. For the moment, we don't want any influences on either of you that might disturb the measurements."
He waved her into the chair, squatted before the array of equipment and started flipping power switches. One by one, the devices' displays lit. He emitted a low, tuneless hum and twiddled their various dials, to no purpose she could see.
"I thought you'd already gotten a clear idea what we were capable of."
He looked back over his shoulder. "In terms of function, yes. Power and range are another story. Remember, we're looking for practical alternatives to radio." His eyes flicked to the chair once again. "Please, sit down."
She lowered herself uncertainly into the chair. A moment later, he rose and returned to her side with a fat tube of some glistening translucent gel.
"I have to rub some of this onto your scalp for conduction. Would you lift your hair up, please?"
She complied. He squeezed a generous amount of the gel onto his fingertips and massaged it gently into her scalp, taking care to get as little of it into her thick auburn hair as possible. His touch was soothing. She felt herself beginning to drop off to sleep.
"Miss Peterson?" She opened her eyes and found him peering at her. "I'm going to attach the sense lines now. There are a lot of them. It will put a load on your neck, so please get as comfortable as you possibly can. Sit so the weight of your head is supported by the back of the chair as much as possible."
She shifted slightly, strove to relax herself as completely as possible, and said, "Go ahead."
It took some time to complete the connections. The cables were heavier than she expected; Mandeville had had good reason to warn her. Without the support of the chair's thickly padded backrest, she would have been unable to keep her head up.
When he was finished, he squatted before her once again. "Are you okay?"
She managed a smile. "Yes, thank you."
He nodded. "Today we're going to try to measure your maximum telekinetic torque." He gestured at a tale that sat against the far wall, about twenty feet away. On it rested a six inch cube of some bluish-gray stone.
"Do you think you can lift that basalt block telekinetically, Victoria?"
She started to shrug, remembered the cables and quelled it. "I don't know. Would you like me to try?"
"Please, lift it straight up, as far as you can. Keep it against the wall if you can, too." He turned back to the wall of devices. "Start any time."
She focused on the rock and poured all her will into her telekinetic engine.
The cube shot straight upward and smashed against the ceiling with a report like the impact of a wrecking ball. Stone shards whizzed through the air in all directions. One narrowly missed Victoria's cheek. Another pierced the sleeve of Mandeville's tunic and scored his bicep. He screamed and clapped a hand to the stinging mark.
Victoria relaxed her telekinetic thrust. The remnant of the cube crashed back to the table. Half of the monitoring devices to which she was wired flashed crazily and went dark.
Mandeville stared at the jagged lump of stone, dumbfounded.
"Rothbard, Rand, and Ringer," he whispered. "Did you know you could do that?"
She grinned innocently at him. "Got anything heavier?"
***
Armand frowned down at the chair and its cables. "How is this supposed to work?"
The slight, dark man who'd invited Armand to call him Dmitri, but had volunteered nothing else about himself, shrugged expressively. "Ethan told you how little we know about the psi powers, didn't he? I'm sure of it."
"Well, yes."
"One of our problems is the lack of a coherent theory," Dmitri said. "Every time we think we've come up with a good one, it contradicts some known fact about the brain, or implies things we know to be untrue. You've no idea how many hypotheses we've gone through. So for the past few years, we've concentrated on collecting as much data as we can and hoping a pattern will emerge from them." He smiled fleetingly. "Some researchers have lots of ideas but no budget. We have a budget, but not many ideas. Please, sit down."
Armand lowered himself into the chair. Dmitri swiftly gelled Armand's lower scalp and attached the electrical contacts. He looked directly into Armand's eyes, his expression solemn.
"We are most impressed by your clairvoyant ability, and today we'd like to gauge its resolution. The ability to resolve extremely small images usually correlates to the ability to see larger ones at long ranges."
"Like eyesight," Armand said.
Dmitri bobbed his head. "Much like eyesight." He went to the table at the far end of the room, bent over it, and did something his interposed body kept Armand from seeing. When he stepped aside, Armand saw that he'd propped a small silvery-gray card against the far wall. The card appeared entirely unmarked.
"Can you read what's on the far side of that card, Armand?"
Armand looked at him in puzzlement for a moment, then closed his eyes.
Almost as his eyelids met, his mental viewpoint disassociated from his sensorium and floated down the length of the room. When it passed behind the card, Armand bade it halt, drop a few inches lower, and turn around to "face" the concealed side.
After a brief inspection, he found a patch of engraving of an old style, cursive script that had not been darkened by any ink. The script was very small. With another effort of will, Armand made his mental eye zoom in on the engraving, which mushroomed at once to legibility.
"Nevertheless," he read, "in the inexplicable universal votings and debatings of these ages, an idea or rather a dumb presumption to the contrary has gone idly abroad, and at this day, over extensive tracts of the world, poor human beings are to be found, whose practical belief it is that if we vote this or that, so this or that will thenceforth be. Practically men have come to imagine that the laws of this universe, like the laws of constitutional countries, are decided by voting. It is an idle fancy. The laws of this universe, of which if the laws of England are not an exact transcript, they should passionately study to become, are fixed by the everlasting congruity of things, and are not fixable or changeable by voting!" He paused. "What's England?"
Dmitri didn't answer. He was staring at Armand as if he'd sprouted a second head.
"Dmitri?"
"One of the States of Old Earth," Dmitri whispered. A few seconds later he went to the table and returned with the card, which he handed to Armand.
Armand turned it over. It wasn't paper or cardboard, but a thin sheet of aluminite. It appeared to be blank on both sides. He frowned. "What was I reading from?"
Dmitri wordlessly handed him a loupe. Armand fitted it to his eye and squinted at the card again.
The passage he'd read off was there, but it was barely legible even with the loupe. He pulled the lens out of his eye and looked at it. The rim was marked 50X.
He handed the card and loupe back to Dmitri. "And what's voting?"
***
Teresza waited with rapidly diminishing patience. The concrete benches outside the Social Science Center were more for decoration than relaxation, and the day's breeze was unexpectedly chill. When an hour had passed and Armand had not yet emerged, she became irked. As two hours approached, she became acutely worried.
They can't be doing anything that would hurt him, or they wouldn't be paying him all that money.
Somehow it didn't satisfy. She got up and paced for a while. When other students poured out of the building at the end of the class period, she returned to her uncomfortable seat.
I have a right. He's mine now. If anyone has a right to worry about him, it has to be me.
Is he really mine? He doesn't know that I can't conceive by him. What will he think when three or four years have gone by and I haven't gotten pregnant?
It was a hard thing to think about. Her thoughts veered to other subjects and convenient distractions despite her best efforts.
Her gift had proved to be a mixed blessing. She loved Armand with an intensity that few others could ever feel. But that love partook greatly of need: the need her father had graven into her genes to possess the finest specimen of character she could find, and to be possessed by him.
On their first night together in Morelon House, when he, all gentleness and tender consideration, finally entered her, probing gently for her hymen, she clutched him to her and slammed herself onto him with a single headlong thrust. The pain was momentarily blinding, yet almost at once it was banished by a transcendent sense of joining, as if she had fused herself to him in some dimension she could not see.
His eyes went wide and he gasped convulsively. He did not withdraw, thrust and withdraw as she expected. He stayed buried to the hilt within her, arms tight around her, both of them shuddering violently. Moments later, still locked tightly together, they climaxed as one.
He had felt it too.
She would give up everything else on Hope, even her father's love, to keep that bond, and Armand by her side. She couldn't imagine living without him.
I've heard other girls say things like that about their boyfriends. They couldn't have meant it this way. They could never imagine what this is like.
Will I envy them someday?
Armand and Victoria emerged from the Social Sciences Center. As the doors closed behind them, Victoria said something inaudible to Armand. He chuckled, waved goodbye, and headed straight for Teresza. She rose and beckoned him into her arms. He couldn't see the cloud that passed over Victoria's face, but Teresza could.
"What's the matter, Terry?"
She smiled. "Nothing. You were just in there twice as long as you said. Were there problems?"
He shook his head. "They didn't believe the first test runs and wanted to do them over, that's all." He passed a hand over her hair. "You sure everything's all right?"
She crinkled her nose and looked down at the pavement. "Yeah. I just don't like not having you around." She groped for his hand. "Got anything else on the agenda?"
Another shake of the head. "Any ideas?" He squinted at the cloudless turquoise expanse of the sky. "It's a nice day for a stroll."
With that, she turned and pulled him along behind her. "Nix! I've been out here in the wind long enough. It's time to get warmed up."
"Hm? Coffee?"
She leered up at him. "I've got a better idea."
"Oh!" He smiled naughtily. "Well, if you insist."
"Which I do."
They began to trot.
Chapter 15
Magnusson started as Tellus jerked awake. The God of Hope screamed, flung away his bedclothes with a sweep of his arm and flew across the room as if hurled by a gigantic but invisible assailant. He tumbled and crashed against a tapestry-covered wall, and slid down it to lie limp at its base.
The biophysicist leaped from his seat before the monitors and ran for the cipher-locked entry to Tellus's suite. He toggled in the combination, rammed the slowly opening vault door aside, and ran to crouch next to the stricken God.
Tellus lay perfectly still. His eyes were glazed. His pulse was thready and rapid. His skin was cold, yet slick with an unusually oily sweat. He appeared to be unaware of his surroundings.
Magnusson's hand went to the special pager at his belt, whose call button would summon Petrus and Ianushkevich. His fingers found the button, hesitated over it, then drew back.
Why call them? This is nothing they haven't seen before, and it's nothing they're equipped to handle. It's my job.
As always seemed to happen toward the end of a God's reign, Tellus's powers had recoiled against him. His telepathic sensitivity had filled his head with an unendurable clamor. His clairvoyance was bombarding his mind's eye with a senseless collage of images, too bright and too kinetic to ignore. Now his telekinesis had gotten away from him. It would subject him to an accelerating series of bizarre pratfalls and other abuses until his brain weakened too far to produce any telekinetic effect at all.
When Tellus's deterioration reached that point, his inculcated power to purge Hope's crust of the heavy metals that surged on the magma currents below would vanish. The antimony and copper would return to the soil. Unless Tellus's successor was readied well ahead of all previous experience, the poisonous metal particles would doom Man and all his living companions, both animal and vegetable, to an agonizing deterioration and death.
The biophysicist slipped his arms under Tellus's inert form and hoisted him. The God had lost more weight. Magnusson could hardly believe he made it to a hundred twenty pounds. His flesh was the same cold, slick texture all over. Along his back and sides were pockets of loose skin, as if the muscle mass immediately below had been surgically removed.
Magnusson rose carefully with his burden, and carried it to the plush bed from which its own undirected power had ejected it. He lay Tellus down gently, drew the covers over him, and stepped back.
Jean D'Avenire had been barely nineteen years old on the day of his apotheosis, fifty years before. His enormous powers had been mated to a fiery idealism all but unknown to the supremely practical men of the Inner Circle. The combination had shaken them so greatly that they'd decided to break a cardinal rule: they'd told him of the fate that had claimed his twenty-three predecessors, and that would surely claim him. He'd listened with full attention, had smiled and said that if the life of Man on Hope was his burden to carry, then carry it he would. And anyway, who could know what the future might bring? Giants who could give him the ability to regulate the crustal chemistry of an entire world might yet discover how to stabilize him against whatever unknown agents had claimed the lives of his predecessors. If they did, he might well be the last God of Hope.
Magnusson had loved that young man, as he'd allowed himself to love no one else over the seven centuries before him.
He passed his hand lightly over Tellus's forehead, remembering, remembering. The God's eyes roamed about wildly for a few seconds, then settled on Magnusson's face for just a moment with an all but certain hint of recognition, before closing with a sense of finality.
Magnusson turned away and left the bedchamber, carefully closing the heavy vault door behind him, and returned to his seat at the monitors, where he buried his face in his arms and wept. After an unknown interval, he pressed the button that would summon Charles Petrus and Dmitri Ianushkevich to his side.
***
Idem felt the backlash from the Other's eruption of uncontrolled power as a man might feel a backhanded blow across the face.
The Other possessed enormous power. Not that that came as a surprise; having confined Idem to the core of the world for more than twelve centuries was proof enough. But now it was plain that the Other, from whom Idem had hidden for so long, could no longer control its own powers. The psi waves shuddered through the whole upper layer of Idem's flesh, shaking apart barriers that had stood staunch for fifty circuits of the sun. The mighty underground rivers that had once fed Its skin were sundered, divided and redivided, finding channels wholly distinct from those they'd followed for the half-century past. The crust yielded new channels of ingress to the magma that pressed against it from below. Passages opened to the upward flow of the elements upon which Its ability to penetrate to the outer layers of Its body depended.
It reeled from the psionic lashing, yet it drew new strength from the expansion of the precious streams of hot nutrients through Its flesh.
It held fast to Its sanity and waited.
Presently the psiquake faded and was over. Idem relaxed Its defenses slowly, probing outward with Its gentlest touch, and found that, as had happened inexplicably but regularly twenty-three times before, the quake had leavened Its flesh with the necessities for Its return.
It paused to consider.
The cycle of Its confinements had been highly regular. If the pattern continued, It would rise against the weakened barriers, suffuse Its outermost flesh with Its finest nerves once again, and be lashed back to the core after a brief, frenzied effort to restore Its integument to its normal state. It would return to the inner darkness having accomplished nothing.
What were the odds of a departure from the pattern? Might the extra Others, the ones whose power appeared not to be directed against Idem, present an opportunity? Or were they only cosmetically distinct from Its jailer? Might a bid for freedom at this time provoke a final immuring, never again to be lifted through all of eternity?
It could not know. It could only balance hope against fear.
Hope remained the stronger.
It surged toward the surface of Its flesh, Its memory of the sun's caress too thrilling to be borne.
***
Magnusson had never known Ianushkevich's careworn face to be more solemn.
The parapsychologist sat with his palms flat against his thighs and his gaze aimed at the floor. He'd listened to Magnusson's narration of the telekinetic spasm without saying a word. Across the monitor room, Charles Petrus reclined with his hands folded across his chest and his eyes closed.
Magnusson hunched forward in his seat and waited for a reaction. The uncomfortable silence persisted.
"Gentlemen," he said at last, "we're in the final throes. If Tellus lasts even one more month, it'll be more than we have any right to expect."
Still silence. Neither the agronomist nor the parapsychologist moved.
Magnusson's eyes darted back and forth between them. "Does either of you have any ideas at all?"
Petrus remained silent. Ianushkevich looked up slowly. A wistful smile formed on his dark face.
"I haven't had an idea of any sort since he lost his sanity, Einar. Goodness, I doubt I've had one since his apotheosis. Perhaps the centuries have used me up."
Magnusson stared at him. "Are you giving up?"
Ianushkevich shook his head. "I can't give up. None of us can. But that's not the same as knowing what to do."
The parapsychologist rose and peered down into the monitors. Tellus was still unconscious. His biometrics were dropping ever more quickly. His final days were drawing near, and with them, the failure of Man on Hope.
"Charlie," he said, "if we were to go public, admit to what we've been doing and how we've failed, propose a program to salvage the largest farms, do you think...?"
Petrus's eyes snapped open and he sat forward. "We haven't the resources. Chelating treatment for that many million acres would cost so many billions of dekas that it would stop all the rest of the economy. Half the planet would still starve, and the rest would be on a bare subsistence basis for the rest of history."
"No, only until one of the candidates was ready to assume his duties."
Petrus peered at Ianushkevich as if he'd started to gibber. "Dmitri, once we admit to what we've been doing these last twelve centuries, the game is over. Do you seriously believe we'd be forgiven for allowing a hundred million people to be born into mortal jeopardy they knew nothing about? They're anarchists!"
Ianushkevich's mouth dropped open. His eyes lost focus, all the color fled from his face, and his breathing became rapid and ragged. Magnusson rose and went to him, put his big hands on the parapsychologist's thin shoulders, and shook him gently back from the edge of his waking nightmare.
"Dmitri, be strong. We need you." He strained to resist the onset of panic. "The whole world needs you, Dmitri!"
As Magnusson's voice hardened, the parapsychologist's expression changed. His breathing slowed and deepened. Focus returned to his eyes. He nodded. Magnusson released him, and he slumped backward into his chair.
"What would the States do, I wonder?" Ianushkevich said. "Herd everyone into compulsory communes, plan out every element of all their lives, ration every necessity down to the milligram? Or simply shoot the greater part of them and pay the rest food to bury them?" He looked squarely at Petrus, then at Magnusson. "Is there anything they might have done that we would have the stomach to do? Anything that might work?"
"Stomach isn't enough," Petrus grated. "We don't have the power. The entire Cabal consists of twenty-three persons, a small collection of specialized equipment, some even more specialized knowledge, and a modest account at Goldman Trust. One average-sized clan could wipe us out in an hour."
"Besides," Magnusson said, "what do you mean by work? How many lives would we have to preserve, and to what standard, to be able to say 'it worked?'"
Ianushkevich grinned wanly at him. "It's no time to be confounding the pragmatists, Einar. As matters stand, Tellus will be dead within a month. Crop failures will begin a week or so before that. Three months hence the entire population of the world will be dead of starvation, except for the ones lucky enough to die in the food wars before that. Avert any part of that, and I'll declare victory and shoot myself in the head."
The room became silent once again.
Presently, Petrus said, "Where's our newest colleague? Your protege, Einar?"
Magnusson snorted. "Mine and Dmitri's both. You're right, he should be here. The rest of us can hardly claim to have this under control." He went to the intercom that linked the four Inner Circle members' offices and pressed the key marked EM2.
"Ethan, are you there?"
"What? Yes, Dr, uh, Einar. What can I do for you?"
"Would you join us, please? We're in the monitor room."
"I'll be right there."
Magnusson released the key and returned to his seat. The silence lasted until Ethan Mandeville ciphered himself into the monitor room. He took in their faces and frowned.
"Is there a new problem? I'd thought --"
"Think later," Petrus said. He stood and crossed his arms over his chest. "For now, just listen." Magnusson's anger rose, but he held his tongue as the agronomist synopsized the situation in a two minute recitation. When Petrus concluded, the graduate student was impressively pale.
"So, Ethan," Ianushkevich said, "we need a miracle, you see. Something we haven't yet thought of, that will either accelerate the preparation of our new candidates, so that one of them will be ready for apotheosis in a month at most, or an entirely new agrochemical that will flush the heavy metals out of the soil but cost almost nothing to make and distribute, or a treatment for our ailing God that will allow him to hang on for the usual six months of conditioning a new God requires. Yours is the youngest and least battered brain among us. Perhaps it's more flexible than ours. We hope so, at any rate. So please, give us what you can."
Mandeville stood dumbstruck for a long moment as the others stared. When he'd accepted the reality of the crisis, he drew a deep breath and shoved his hands into his pockets. He looked from face to face as if collecting permissions to speak.
"I've been playing with an idea, but I'm not sure I want to talk about it yet. It has...ethical problems I haven't thought all the way through."
"We're out of time for long thoughts and fine sentiments, boy," Petrus said. "Talk."
That was all Magnusson could take. He surged from his chair, one hand raised to punish the agronomist, and pulled up short at the needlegun that appeared in Petrus's hand.
"Sit down, Einar. There's no time for your fine sentiments, either."
Magnusson closed his eyes briefly, mastered his anger, and returned to his seat. Petrus returned his weapon to his pocket. There was a new weariness in his face, as if he could hardly bear to hear any more news, even if it were good.
"Give us whatever you've got, lad. And please forgive me my little ways, if you can. I've been through eleven hundred twenty-seven years of this, and it's getting just a bit old. Now, if you please, let's have that idea."
Chapter 16
"So," Professor Stromberg said, "you've now read about the organizational structures that characterized the peak period in economic and technological advance on Earth, and you've read about the dozens of things the denizens of Earth -- at least, of the richest districts -- enjoyed and diverted themselves with." The sociologist steepled his fingers beneath his chin and smiled. "As it happens, I have no further remarks prepared on the subject. Do any of you have any questions?"
Teresza felt Armand's hand tighten on hers. She tried to watch his face without being too obvious. He'd said the course was the most interesting one he was taking that semester. It hadn't struck her nearly so powerfully, two years before. She'd wondered if it was the syllabus, the lecturer, or Armand himself. It appeared to be a combination of the three.
The brief silence in the lecture hall was broken when a young woman raised her hand.
"Sir?"
Stromberg's head swiveled toward her. "Yes, Miss Albermayer?"
"Why did they need all that stuff?"
The lecturer smiled. "'Need' might not be the right word, Miss. They enjoyed their diversions, just as we enjoy our more modest assortment. Yes, they had far more of the material variety. But is it relevant whether they needed them?"
Claire Albermayer was briefly silent. "I suppose not, Professor, but wouldn't you have to disqualify yourself as an interested party? After all, wasn't it you who dismissed the idea of need in this very class?"
Stromberg's grin was tinged with embarrassment. "Touche, Miss. There's a lot of justice in that. Need is so subjective a concept that you probably couldn't find two people on Hope who would agree on it. But the denizens of Earth in the years before the Hegira agreed on it rather impressively. How do we explain that?"
Silence reigned.
"Armand," Teresza murmured, "were they really that rich?"
He looked over at her and nodded quickly.
"Excuse me, Miss," Stromberg's voice boomed out. Teresza jerked her head around to find the sociologist and most of the class staring straight at her. "Yes, you who're holding Mr. Morelon's hand in a grip of steel." A titter ran through the hall. Teresza flushed. "Do you have an opinion on the subject?"
"Uh, no, Professor." Teresza rose and gathered her thoughts as best she could. "I was just surprised to hear that they had all that junk."
Stromberg smiled broadly. "Everyone is, Miss...?"
"Chistyakowski."
The sociologist frowned. "Teresza Chistyakowski? Aren't you a junior?"
How on Hope did he know? "Yes, sir."
"Then you must have taken this course two years ago."
Teresza nodded. "Yes, sir, with Professor Friedland."
Stromberg started to say something else, but apparently changed tracks before it could come out. "Well, you may take my word for it, Miss. In 2061, thirty-four percent of the economy of the richest sector, which was called the United States, was devoted to entertainment and diversions. As a category, that outstripped the second largest sector, medical services, by more than two to one. If our histories are accurate, its products were consumed with an unbelievable avidity, and its customers were perpetually hungry for more." He leaned forward over his lectern and peered hard at her. "Would you care to venture an opinion as to why they wanted so many frivolities and distractions?"
Two hundred pairs of eyes pressed against her as she groped for a response. She squeezed Armand's hand and tried to think.
The household she and her father kept was simple and modest. They had all they needed and a handful of minor luxuries, but no one would have thought their lifestyle lavish. Yet she couldn't think of anyone she knew whose surroundings were substantially more opulent. Not even the Morelons, whose wealth would have sufficed to buy the Gallatin campus ten or twenty times over.
But why would anyone want to be surrounded by all that junk in the first place?
"Professor," she said slowly, "I can't help asking the question the other way around. We could have all that stuff if we wanted it, couldn't we?"
Stromberg grinned suggestively. "Indeed we could, Miss."
"So why don't we?"
The sociologist let her question hang in the air for several seconds before he responded.
"Miss Chistyakowski, I can no more answer you than you could answer me. It's one of several major differences between Hope and the Earth cultures from which we sprang. No one can explain it in a way that forecloses all the alternatives. But there are some visible patterns that tempt me to offer a pair of theses to you." He stepped out from behind the lectern and began to pace, his hands clasped behind his back.
"A colleague of mine at Bakunin, whose concentration is socio-economics, has studied the correlation between fertility rates and per capita wealth for nearly two centuries. He says there's no escaping the conclusion that as a people grows wealthy, it ceases to breed. Earth data does indeed suggest that. The richest of Earth's nations had fertilities below replacement level -- below the rate at which the population could sustain its numbers, much less increase them.
"As it happens, those very rich societies had become obsessed with what they called 'youth culture,' and the concomitant assumption that the young deserved whatever they might happen to want. What the young mostly wanted, then as now, was playthings. Families with young children routinely buried themselves in children's toys, some of which were crafted to appeal to an adult's frivolous side as well.
"Now, we know from historical data that predators of all sorts will concentrate where the prey is fattest. The State, which is merely an organized band of predators with a veneer of legitimacy derived either from tradition or from a manufactured appearance of the consent of its subjects, took a huge fraction of its subjects' annual production from them in taxes. A typical State would increase its exactions on its subjects faster than those subjects could increase their own fortunes. That compelled wage earners to strive ever harder just to run in place, with obvious consequences for production and marketing. Of course, after some point has been reached, the economic frontier will be purely discretionary items: entertainments, diversions, toys, and the like. Thus, the ever-accelerating production of junk was reinforced by two powerful impetuses.
"I think there's some justice to my colleague's view, but I prefer to reverse his vision of causes and effects. Hope, despite having less than forty percent of the land area of Earth, is still an open, thinly populated world. Sixty generations have come and gone here, but we're far from filling the planet to the degree that our Earthly progenitors had achieved in the mid-twenty-first century. We value large families, whereas the culture in the United States had become moderately hostile to them."
Teresza frowned. "Hostile, sir?"
Stromberg nodded. "Indeed. Here, a couple that fails to produce three or four children is regarded as most unfortunate, isn't it so? But in the United States in 2061, a couple that birthed a third child was regarded with something between resentment and pity."
Teresza fought not to let the bolt of agony that went through her show on her face. Thankfully, Stromberg misinterpreted what he saw there by a planetary diameter.
"Hard to believe, isn't it? But I'll tell you something more appalling yet, something few histories see fit to mention, if you think you can bear it." Stromberg panned the lecture hall, gathering the eyes of the throng to him. "In the year 2061, for every thousand live births in the United States, there were nearly six hundred abortions."
The class erupted. Shouts of outrage and cries of dismay rang from one end of the hall to the other. Shocked faces stared at one another as if what they'd just heard could not possibly be true.
Teresza stood with her mouth agape, straining to disbelieve the sociologist's words. She glanced down at Armand. His face was as pale as her own. He shook his head minutely. She slumped back into her seat and leaned hard against him.
Stromberg stood with his hands clasped behind him, waiting for the din to subside.
"Before you ask," he said into the restored quiet, "they weren't medically necessary. They were a form of contraception." A murmur rose and fell quickly. "The structure of that society was far distant from ours. Extended families and clans such as we admire were very few. Even intact nuclear families had become exceptional. Many children never knew their fathers. Many couples consciously averted the possibility of conception their whole lives long. A great many women regarded childbearing and child rearing, not as a fulfillment and an honor to be cherished, but as costs, nuisances, and impediments to commercial achievement, or artistic expression, or social access.
"My Bakunin colleague would say that the typical family was limiting its total economic exposure by having very few children or none, since the expense of child-rearing in a heavily regulated State exceeds any other expense by a considerable margin. Parents wanted their children to 'have it all,' as the saying went, but with such a large State burden, which not only reduced the family's effective earnings but dramatically increased the price of every good for sale, most couples couldn't square that desire with a family of Hope's typical size.
"I see things differently. Families are the fundamental building blocks of a stable society. Extended families -- clans -- are the best conceivable environment for the rearing of children, the perpetuation of a commercial forte, and the germination of new families and their ventures. A clan like yours, Miss Albermayer, conserves a brilliant genetic line and a priceless medical specialty at the same time. A clan like yours, Mr. Morelon, makes possible a benign agricultural empire and produces natural leaders one after another while connecting Hope to its most distant origins. And all healthy families, which cherish life and bind their members to one another in unembarrassed love, can find far more to occupy and amuse them than they need."
Teresza's mind lit with memories of the way the Morelons had enfolded her and made her one of them. No day could have been long enough for all they had to say and do and share with one another.
"When Earth's regard for families and their most fundamental function deteriorated, her people ceased to enjoy the sorts of ties that had held them together throughout the history of Man. Without families, and especially without children, they groped for other things to fill their time, whether to give them a sense of purpose, or to distract them from the waning of their lives. Some invested themselves in industry or commerce, but without the sense of the family line to be built up and made prominent, those things failed to satisfy. Others immersed themselves in games, toys, fripperies, and increasingly bizarre forms of entertainment, which palled on them even faster. Still others made a fetish out of sex; there was a substantial sex industry on Earth, though it tended to operate in the shadows and was seldom openly discussed. They needed emotion and substance, but all they could contrive was sensation and novelty, and they pumped an ever greater share of their effort and wealth into seeking them. That's my thesis, for what it's worth."
The hall was silent. Teresza peered furtively at the faces of the students nearest her. The majority of them were wet with tears.
"For us," Stromberg said, "it's enough that we're happy, secure, and free. We don't really need to know definitively why our statist forebears traveled a path so different from our own. But it's among the great mysteries of social science, and worth thinking about from time to time even in isolation." The bell rang, and the sociologist smiled. "For the present, try to forget all about it. I'll see you here on Tuckerday."
***
The lecture hall had emptied, but Armand and Teresza remained in their seats. Armand had not moved since the closing bell, and Teresza was afraid to nudge him. She simply sat, his big hand between hers, and waited for him to return from his private space.
They'd sat in complete silence for several minutes when he murmured, "I think I see."
"What, Armand?" She chafed his hand gently.
"Where he's going with this." He looked straight ahead, toward the lectern but not at it, a true thousand-yard stare. "He's been hinting at a unified theory of society, like they're looking for in physics. I think I see what it is."
He doesn't look happy about it.
"There's only two forces that really matter," he said. "Life and death. Everything else is a sideshow. When we work to live, and to make more life, and to take pleasure in life and help others do the same, that's healthy. That's freedom. But the people of Earth weren't free. They were surrounded by their States. By death. And the States never let up for a moment. So they couldn't make more life, or take a lot of pleasure in it. They had to distract themselves from all the death hemming them in. All the bodies piled up around them." He rose and turned to her at last, and she rose in response. Tears trickled down his face. "But our ancestors chose life. The Spoonerites made the Great Sacrifice and broke the circle, so our ancestors could get free." He wiped at his tears and smiled, a peculiar compound of pity for those who had died in bondage and gratitude that he and she and their compatriots would not. "We are so lucky."
She spread her arms, and he pressed her tenderly against him.
"Armand..."
"Hm?"
"There's something I should have told you."
"What's that?"
"My father's a genetic engineer." She tried to smile, but it didn't work. "Probably the best on Hope. He designed me from the genes up. I didn't have a mother. I was born from an incubator." She closed her eyes against her fear. "He says we're genetically incompatible...that I can't conceive by you."
"I know, Terry. I knew before I proposed to you. It doesn't matter."
"What?" She pushed him back and stared at him, incapable of believing what she'd heard. His face was free of any guile. "How did you know?"
"Grandpere Alain told me. He's known your father for a long time."
Chapter 17
Ethan Mandeville felt Charles Petrus's eyes spear into him as if he were an insect mounted on a display mat.
"What are the odds?" Petrus said.
Mandeville wanted to back away from his suggestion, but the matter was too grave.
"I can't say. It hasn't been tried before. How am I supposed to estimate the chances of something that's never been tried before?"
Petrus's gaze flashed toward Einar Magnusson. The biophysicist maintained a silent, stony stare. The agronomist's attention returned to Mandeville at once.
"Have you discussed this with Einar yet?"
Mandeville shook his head.
"It's entirely your idea?"
Mandeville hesitated. "No, not entirely. Something...Dmitri said got me thinking about it."
Petrus's eyebrows rose. Dmitri Ianushkevich chuckled dryly, arms folded across his chest.
"The developmental studies, Ethan?"
Mandeville bobbed his head.
"They weren't followed up properly, you know."
"No," Mandeville said, and paused. Is this a test of some kind? Could I be venturing out onto thin ice? "But how old was the oldest Tellus at his apotheosis?"
The parapsychologist frowned. "Emile Morelon was twenty-four."
Mandeville clasped his hands behind his back and started to pace around the monitoring chamber. "That's about the age at which the growth hormones peter out. If we leave him out, who was the oldest?"
Ianushkevich looked off into the corner. "Cleo Thyssan, at twenty-two. Most of the rest were twenty or younger."
Mandeville nodded. "So we've had no Tellus whose endocrine system was completely steady-state at the time of his elevation. That's not conclusive, but it does give me hope."
"Ethan," Magnusson rumbled, "you're talking about pouring gasoline onto a raging fire."
The graduate student quailed before his mentor's obvious disapproval. Yet it was only a moment before his impulse to cringe was displaced by a heedless braggadocio.
"Do you have a better idea, Einar? The planet is odds-on to starve to death in three months and the usual conditioning program has never taken less than five. Are we supposed to fold our hands and wait for a miracle?"
Magnusson's mouth dropped open.
Petrus produced a wry grin. "The lad is a bit more realistic than I'd have expected from one of yours, Einar. I must admit, I have no better ideas myself. If it's a certainty of death or a wild gamble on life, I'm as willing to gamble as anyone."
"And if it fails, Charlie?" Magnusson's gravid bass was ominously soft. "What do we say to one another if it fails, when we could have had two shots at a normal conditioning program with the two most powerful psi talents Hope has ever known?"
Silence descended. Eyes flicked back and forth until Mandeville realized that only he could break it.
"We don't experiment on both of them," he said. His voice sounded unusually loud in the chamber's stillness. "We experiment on one and hold the other in reserve. The regular program might be a poor chance, but at least we would have hedged the bet as best we could."
It got him the grandees' full attention. They looked at him with something like awe.
That wasn't hard. Why couldn't they see it?
"Ethan," Ianushkevich said, "I can see that you're puzzled by our reaction. Please remember that we are old men, and very much alone. The last clever idea any of us had was centuries before you were born." He smirked dourly. "The Hallanson-Albermayer therapies are not a panacea. They keep the body young and supple, but they don't do much for sclerosis of the mind or paralysis of the imagination."
"So which shall it be?" Magnusson said.
Mandeville opened his mouth to speak, but pulled up short when Ianushkevich said, "The Peterson girl."
The suddenness of the announcement seemed to disconcert the others.
"Isn't she the lesser talent?" Petrus said.
"In some areas," Ianushkevich said. "Her telekinesis is superb, but her clairvoyance will need some work before she can manage the whole crust of Hope without conscious thought."
"Then why --"
"It's not open to discussion, Charlie." Ianushkevich rose and crossed his arms over his chest.
Petrus was momentarily silent. "You've spoken to his grandfather, haven't you?"
Mandeville gasped. Magnusson sat bolt upright.
"You knew I would, Charles." The words rang like a tocsin. "Alain Morelon is the reason we've gone unmolested for twelve centuries. He's the source of most of our funds. He's also the reason his grandson is here. Did you know that?"
A muscle twitched along Petrus's jawline. He said nothing.
"That's right, Charles. Alain knows what we face. He's aware how thin our pickings have become. He knew the stakes, so he sent us his flesh and blood, despite the Cabal's promise, twelve centuries old, that no Morelon would ever again be chosen for Tellus. And he told me, Charles..." Ianushkevich closed his eyes and drew a single deep breath. "He told me that he himself would take the role if neither Armand nor Victoria would do it. Alain Morelon is worth a hundred of all of us put together. I have no doubt his grandson is, as well. I will not break the Cabal's vow to the Morelon clan until no alternative remains."
The parapsychologist turned eyes black as space upon Ethan Mandeville, and the graduate student felt the wind of decision blow through his soul.
"The Peterson girl. Tonight."
***
"More strength tests tonight?" Victoria said.
Mandeville's smile flickered and went out. "No, some sensitivity exercises. Your telekinesis has amazed all of us, but we're puzzled why it should be so far beyond your other gifts. We think you have clairvoyant potential you haven't tapped yet."
She frowned. "I thought my telekinesis was why you wanted me."
He shook his head. "That was just the ability that most impressed us from the initial screenings. Remember, the mind is an organic whole. If your telekinesis is an indicator, your powers extend well beyond what you've demonstrated to date." He held the jar of conductive pomade as if he were trying to conceal it. "I've designed a new exercise that should stretch your limits. Ready for some fun?"
She nodded and lifted her hair off her neck. He took an unusually long time daubing her scalp and neck with the conductive jelly. The effect was too soothing for her to wonder about it.
When the contacts were in place, he rose, said "I'll be right back," and disappeared behind her. She frowned, but there was nothing to do but relax and wait.
It took about three minutes for vertigo to set in.
The first stirrings were subtle, just a hint around the edges of her consciousness that the world wasn't entirely steady on its axis. Her first impulse was to shake her head, but she forestalled it when she remembered the twenty-odd electrical contacts that adhered to it. She closed her eyes, thinking that it might quell her slowly mounting disorientation, but the reverse occurred instead.
Within moments the room was heaving around her like a skiff on a gale-churned sea. Whether her eyes were open or closed, she was peppered with bizarre, writhing images and flashes of ghostlight. They were accompanied by auditory hallucinations: inarticulate whispers, hummings and rumblings that seemed to come from great machines laboring far away, and a constant high keening, as if all the insects of Old Earth were shrilling at her in unison.
Aromas from gourmet meals and charnel pits assaulted her nostrils. Invisible fingers drew a thousand feathery trails along her body. She clamped her eyes shut and her hands on the arms of the chair with panic strength as she whimpered from fright. Nothing she did would make the sensations abate.
It seemed a thousand years before Ethan Mandeville's voice wafted to her, as pale and soft as river mist.
"Victoria..."
She wanted to rise from the chair, to rip the cables off her head and flee, but her fear would not permit it.
"Victoria, can you hear me? Raise your right hand if you can."
She relaxed her fingers out of their death grip on the chair and raised her trembling right hand.
"Very good, dear. Now try to see me."
"Are you...are you in the room?" she whispered.
Whether or not he had heard her, he told her what she needed to know. "I'm a little way directly below you. Can you cast your viewpoint through the floor? Would you try for me?"
She swallowed, steadied herself against the unceasing barrage of nightmare inputs, and let her viewpoint drift free of her body.
As soon as her viewpoint detached, the storm in her sensorium ceased. The end of the assault was as jarring as its onset had been. Her body, tensed against the waves of sensation, relaxed all at once. She ignored it, concentrated on forcing her awareness down through the floor of the room.
"Come to me, Victoria. Come to me. I'll keep talking to you as you move. Just keep descending until you enter another room, a room with cut rock walls that contains a lot of displays and electronic equipment...and me."
She began her descent.
Beneath the floor of the lab she found, not another layer of rooms, but a mass of solid rock. It resisted her intrusion as if she were trying to force her way through a heavy curtain, moored along its edges.
"Come to me..."
She bore down, still unnaturally aware of the silence in her skull, and pushed until the barrier gave way before her.
"Come to me..."
Already she'd extended her psi perception further than she'd ever previously gone.
Can Armand do this?
The rock seemed to go on without limit, an infinite expanse of igneous stone threaded here and there with thin veins of metal. She sensed only the occasional tiny fissure or subsidence crack as she drove her awareness through it.
"Come to me..."
After what seemed an endless time, the rock ceased. Her viewpoint staggered and surged as she entered the deep subterranean chamber where Ethan Mandeville awaited her.
He appeared enormous, a gigantic caricature of a man. He was grinning broadly and holding a block-lettered sign.
YOU HAVE DIVED TWO HUNDRED FEET THROUGH SOLID GRANITE
CONGRATULATIONS!
Behind him stood a bank of display screens that showed multiple views of a frail, pallid middle-aged man lying on a large, plushly made bed. His eyes were open, his breathing was shallow, and his body was as rigid as Victoria's had been a few minutes before.
***
Mandeville peeled the contacts from Victoria's scalp in silence, hoping she couldn't sense the magnitude of his exultation. She sat passively, probably still woozy from the effects of the hormone cocktail he'd infused through her scalp.
"Was that what you were expecting?" Her voice was soft, but her articulation was precise. Apparently the effects of the gel had passed.
He tried for a casual tone. "More or less."
"That wasn't the same stuff you used on me before, was it?"
"Pretty much. This one has an improved binder in it." He pried off the last of the spatulate connectors and let the bundle of cables drop to the floor. "More water soluble, too. It should be easier to wash out, when you get home."
She rose and turned to face him. A moment later he was snatched off his feet and hurled backwards through the air at uncanny speed to crash full length against the wall. His feet dangled several inches from the floor. His body was pinned there with such force that he could barely breathe.
"What --" he croaked, when an invisible hand wrapped around his throat and choked off his words.
Victoria stood watching him, arms crossed, eyes flat and opaque.
"I'm a long way from stupid, Ethan," she said. "I can tell when someone's lying to me. I could tell that your jelly wasn't the same texture or weight as what you used in our other sessions. And I can tell when I've been drugged."
He tried to speak again, but her telekinetic hand continued to forbid it.
"If you have a good reason for drugging me without notice and without my consent, I'd like to hear it. It would save you a little pain tonight and a damage suit tomorrow. Of course, that you did it in the first place suggests that you don't have a good reason, but I'm willing to give you a chance to explain." Anger frosted her smile. "One chance. So don't lie to me again."
Mandeville felt the grip on his throat loosen. Simultaneously the pressure on his torso relented enough to allow him to slide to the floor. He coughed, massaged his larynx and stared at her.
"What was in the jelly, Ethan?"
He hesitated.
"Well?"
"It was a blend of four hormones in an organic penetrant. Pituitin, androsterone, somatotrophin and estrogen. We've been theorizing about the connection between the peak phase of the anabolic cycle and the maturation of the psi powers these past few years. We thought they might be the key to the balanced development of all the powers at once. You seemed the ideal subject for a test."
"Because I'm so good at telekinesis and relatively weak at the other skills?"
He nodded. "Only relatively, of course. You exceed every other psi talent we've ever discovered, except for one."
"Armand."
It was not a question, but he nodded anyway.
"Do you plan to try this on him?"
"No."
She grinned without humor. "Smart boy. He'd take it even worse than I did. But what aren't you telling me, Ethan? Drugging an unsuspecting victim is first-degree assault and battery, even if no permanent harm comes of it. A halfway competent advocate could strip you to the bones for it. What's important enough about my psi powers for you to risk being taken to court and attached for every deka you make above bare survival for the next fifty years?"
He started to speak, and halted when she raised her hand.
"Remember: one chance."
He stared at the floor, breathing slowly and composing his thoughts.
"Well?"
He met her eyes again. It wasn't as hard as he'd expected.
"The world is dying, Victoria, and you're our hope of saving it."
Her eyes widened. " 'Our' hope?"
He nodded. "The Cabal."
Chapter 18
Teresza awoke slowly, riding dark currents of sleep toward the glimmer of the morning sun. Her eyes went at once to the shaft of light that pierced her window, glittering upon the engagement ring she'd left lying on her desk. She realized she was fully dressed in her clothes of the previous day, struggled up onto an elbow and turned to find Armand, also fully dressed, sound asleep beside her.
Memories of the night before surged back at a painful intensity.
"I won't hold you to your promise," she said.
He sat on her bed, unspeaking, hands on his knees, eyes light upon hers. She couldn't imagine what he was thinking, until he relieved her of the need.
"I did have to think about it," he said slowly, "but all that thinking was done before I invited you home. I haven't thought about it since. I've just been...waiting."
"For me to bring it up?"
He nodded.
"Did you think I would?"
He nodded again. "I knew you would."
She was shorn of all words. She gaped at him, speechless, until he beckoned to her to sit beside him, settled his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him.
"I know I'm young. I know I can be hard to figure out. But I know what I want, most of the time. I was never in doubt that I wanted you. The only question was, once your father told you the score, whether you would still want me." He squeezed her gently. "You made up your mind a long time ago too, didn't you?"
Tears welled in her eyes. She nodded.
"Then let the other stuff go. There are enough fertile couples in the clan to keep the Morelon name going for a million years. We don't have to be one of them." His face clouded briefly. "Unless it's a big deal to you all by itself?"
"It..." She choked momentarily on her tears. "It was, sort of. I did want children. I've always wanted them. Rothbard, Rand, and Ringer, Armand, if you only knew how much I wanted to have yours!"
He said no more. Presently he stretched out full length and pulled her down beside him, arms tight around her. She sobbed gently against his chest as he caressed her back and shoulders.
They'd fallen asleep together that way, not like the randy youngsters they had every right to be, but like an old married couple too weary from the day's trials to do more than enjoy one another's warmth.
She reached down to touch his face and stopped, all at once reluctant to wake him.
He'd spoken the truth. If she had to choose between Armand and barrenness or some lesser man and fecundity, it would be Armand. Not because of her genetic gift. Not solely because of it, anyway.
A beam of sunlight touched his face. His eyes opened, and he smiled. She let her hand descend upon his cheek.
"Awake long?" he said.
She shook her head. "It's still pretty early. Want to sneak out before the rest of the dorm wakes up?"
He sat up, yawned, and rubbed his eyes. "Doesn't matter to me. Is it important to you?"
She pretended insult. "Are you suggesting that I might not want to show off my nice new engagement ring and matching fiance at any hour of the day, to everyone on Hope?"
He chuckled. "Well, when you put it that way..."
She giggled, pushed him down onto his back and stretched out on him. His arms went around her automatically.
"I have a two hour session with the psi people at ten hundred," he said.
She wrapped herself around him. "Time enough. It's still early. Say, do you have any interest in taking a ride down to Sun Tzu and making a weekend of it? They have a famous preservation society. The gardens around their commons area are supposed to be fabulous."
"Sure. Pack a weekend bag. We'll head out after lunch."
"You know," she said, "I don't think you've ever told me that you love me."
"Oh?" His eyebrows rose. "Well, I know you've never told me that you love me."
"I didn't want to swell your head, you big lump." She propped herself up and stared into his eyes. "What's your excuse?"
He became serious.
"It was never necessary, was it, Terry?"
She shook her head. "No, it never was."
***
Victoria writhed on her bed. She'd scattered the covers to all the points of the compass, and her nightclothes had followed them. Sixteen hours had passed, and she could still feel the effects of Mandeville's hormone pomade. If anything, they'd grown stronger than when she was first exposed.
It wasn't entirely unpleasant. The world seemed brighter, all the lines sharper, all the colors deeper and more vibrant. Background noises she'd learned to ignore as a child urged the life of the dorm upon her like a mechanical symphony. Her feet and fingers reported continuously, all their tactile nerves singing whether she touched anything or not. Her breakfast, ordinary corn grits with cream and sugar, the same thing she'd eaten every morning for twenty years, had been an orchestral fanfare of creamy sweetness. Her coffee had been a dark olfactory tapestry that seemed still to be wrapped around her head. She hadn't yet dared to attempt lunch.
None of it was unpleasant, except for the unending alarum from her loins.
Victoria was no stranger to lust. As with all her other appetites, she'd mastered it completely, from copious motivation provided by her mother and an extreme personal fastidiousness she seldom thought about. Until that morning, she could have counted the times she'd masturbated on the fingers of one hand.
Since the previous night's experiment in endocrine-amplified psi, she'd gone through all her uncounted fingers, and most of her toes besides. Yet the pulsing tingle in her mons would not abate. She could hardly think of anything else. It took everything she had to keep her hands to themselves.
Will this ever stop, or will I have to get used to it?
It wasn't desire but need, a discomfort to be relieved, an itch that demanded to be scratched. Whether she indulged it or resisted it, it yielded no pleasure.
If that crap ruined my sex life before it's even started, I'll have Mandeville's ears for trophies.
Even thinking about the night before made her hand drift toward her crotch. As frightening as the original experience had been, this was worse. It had lit a fire that infused her whole sensorium. She didn't mind the hyper-acute vision and hearing, or the enhanced senses of smell and taste, but the tactile over-stimulus threatened to drive her insane.
Or worse. How would she react to the proximity of a man now?
But a man -- Ethan Mandeville -- held the key to her relief, if it existed at all. There was no way out of that one.
She glanced at her bedside clock. Nine-forty. She'd already missed her botany class. She was supposed to be at the Genet Center in twenty minutes. She wasn't sure she dared even to rise and dress.
Crap. If this is the price for being God of Hope, I don't think I want the job.
A knock sounded at her door.
She sat up, started toward the door, and stopped.
Who's calling for me at this hour?
The social life of her dormitory was mostly in the evening hours. During the day it was all but deserted. It was unlikely that one of her hallmates had come to beg a cup of sugar.
She grabbed at a corner of sheet and pulled it around her in a makeshift robe, checked quickly to see if anything critical was exposed, went to the door and pulled it open.
Armand stood there.
Circuits dormant in her backbrain snapped closed. In one motion she dropped her sheet, yanked him fully into her room, and kicked the door shut. Before he could protest, she was grinding herself against him and growling from deep in her chest, a lioness in heat who would not be denied.
His face bloomed with shock. He took her tightly by the shoulders and forced her away. He stared at her as if she were something other than human.
"Rothbard, Rand, and Ringer, Vicki," he whispered. "What's gotten into you?"
He scanned her surging body as if he could see the lust that flamed in it. His eyes came back to hers and locked there. Their black depths compelled the one element of her anatomy that wasn't already mad from sexual frenzy with a need to obey his will.
Seconds later, the hurricane of lust had ceased.
The transition drained her of all her strength. She sagged and would have fallen, but Armand caught her beneath the arms and helped her back to her bed. He lowered her gently onto her back and pulled a blanket over her before sitting alongside her.
They stayed just so, neither speaking, for a measureless time.
"What did you do?" she whispered. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes.
He shook his head and smoothed her hair back from her forehead. "What was it? Did I interrupt -- "
She shook her head jerkily. "It started last night." She gasped once as a cramp spike traveled up her torso. "It...has something to do with the psi. I'm not sure what."
"Vicki, did they do something to you?"
There was a unique note in his voice. It was something she'd never heard from him before, but from the new tension in his face and hands and the intensity in his eyes, she knew what it had to be: the overture to a battle cry.
He'd rebuffed her most cleverly contrived advances. He was firmly glued to another woman, whose dislike of Victoria was sang through the air between them whenever they met. Yet the thought that someone might have violated her had called forth his inner alpha male. He was ready to seek out whoever had done it and punish him.
She hesitated a moment more, then shook her head.
He stared down at her a moment longer. "I was headed over to Genet, and I thought I'd offer you a lift. I brought the family motorcycle back with me last Spoonerday."
"Huh? Two hundred miles? Why?"
He displayed the hint of a blush. "Grandpere Alain wanted me to have it with me."
She tried to smile. It almost worked. "Thank you for the thought, Armand, but I don't think I'll be going to Genet today. You have a good session and I'll see you again soon."
Even with her new prospects glittering before her, his solicitousness was something she couldn't help but try to exploit.
"Do you think you could...look in on me this afternoon?"
He laid his hand against her cheek. "Sure."
***
Armand parked his motorcycle just off the concrete apron before the Genet Center. After he'd killed the engine, he remained in the saddle, partly because he still relished the luxury of personal transportation, and partly because the storm in his skull would not abate.
Victoria had lied to him.
Mandeville had done something to her in the previous night's tests, something that had unhinged her and set her ablaze with indiscriminate lust. It had been far beyond her power to control. His psi sight had glimpsed a network of glands white-hot with biochemical fury.
He'd soothed those glands back to normality without thinking. Relieving her had taken only seconds. She had to know it was his working. It wasn't an ability he wanted others to know about, but he hadn't been able to resist. It had been a spontaneous reaction, an automatic decision to end her pain coupled to the unarticulated knowledge of how to do so.
He pushed the personal aspect of the matter to the back of his thoughts and concentrated on the foreground conundrum. What had Mandeville done to Victoria, and why had she concealed it from Armand?
Was it something Dmitri planned to do to him?
It was enough to keep him sitting on his motorcycle, oblivious to the stream of passers-by and their quizzical inspections, for ten full minutes.
If it was likely to have a similar effect on him, he wanted no part of it. The only way to know that was to ask. But Victoria's unwillingness to speak of it made him dubious that a straight question, whether put to Dmitri or to Ethan Mandeville, would garner a trustworthy answer.
There was one other thing he could try, and he was in a good position to try it.
He closed his eyes, breathed deeply, and set his viewpoint free of his body.
Drifting through the halls of the Genet Center to the narrow back stairway that led to the psi group's labs was harder work than he'd expected. His other forays into the extension of his special senses had all been in quiet, static environments. This was anything but. Hundreds of students and faculty populated the halls, talking, gesturing, and walking in all directions. The sense of so many bodies and so much dynamism had him "ducking" and "leaping" reflexively every few feet. He was unable to quell the urge even though he knew intellectually that it was unnecessary. When he reached the back stairs and found himself "alone" to descend them, the sense of relief was considerable.
Down the stairs, a few steps and turns through the nearly deserted hallways put him before the un-numbered, un-legended door of the room in which he and Dmitri had always worked. He paused momentarily there, sensed no one within, and pressed on.
Even without pressing his psionic ear to the door, he could tell that the second psi lab, where Vicki and Ethan had worked, was occupied. The shouting from within was almost loud enough to be heard upstairs. He firmed his resolve, pushed his viewpoint through the door, and found four men shouting and gesticulating wildly: Dmitri, Ethan Mandeville, and two others of whom he knew nothing. The words were flying so fast that he could seldom make out who'd spoken them.
"You might have eliminated our only hope with that stunt!"
"You had no other suggestions last night. Are you saying that --"
"Peace, Ethan. We both know --"
"You know nothing except that this young cretin spilled our innermost secrets to one of the only two candidates we have, before she was irrevocably committed!"
"You agreed to --"
"Shut up, Einar. What happens if she tells the Morelon boy? And then decides she wants no further part of us? Where will our options be then?"
"Charles, she hasn't --"
"Don't call me Charles, you simpering moron. I'm --"
"ENOUGH, Charles! If he's Ethan, I'm Dmitri and Einar is Einar, then you can swallow your pretensions too!"
There was a brief silence.
"So what now?" said the one who'd objected to being called Charles.
"What else?" Dmitri said. "Hope is still dying, and we still need a new God. We press on. The Peterson girl won't back out without giving plenty of advance warning. Ethan told her just enough truth."
"And if she divulges what she knows to the Morelon boy?"
"Little chance of that. That girl is a walking monument to cupidity. She'd rather die than allow anyone else a shot at this prize."
"Some prize," the one who'd been called Einar muttered.
Dmitri smiled broadly. "But that's still our little secret." He turned toward Mandeville. "It is, isn't it, Ethan?"
Mandeville's eyes were so wide that they threatened to fall out of their sockets.
"We're going to tell her," Einar said.
"What? Be reasonable, Einar," Charles said. "If --"
"Shut up, Charles." Einar was a very large man. When he stood and moved to loom over Charles, the smaller man cringed involuntarily.
"We're no better than cannibals," Einar said, "except that instead of tying the guest of honor hand and foot and throwing her into the pot, we're hoping to seduce her into it. We've countenanced this sort of subterfuge for too long. I will stand for it no longer. We told D'Avenire, and we're going to tell her. Dmitri, it will be you who'll do it."
Dmitri's face was stolid, but his hands had closed into fists. He spread his fingers carefully and laid them against his knees.
"Don't fear too greatly, Dmitri. You're the right one to do it. You grasp the tragedy of the thing," Einar said. "Give her to understand it. If she runs, there's still Armand Morelon. If she stays, perhaps we can make amends for our crimes of the centuries past."
Dmitri inclined his head. "I've never been quite this frightened before, Einar. Perhaps age is finally catching up with me."
"You're the youngest of us but for Ethan."
"Age is relative," Dmitri responded. "You're as old as the sum total of your disappointments, frights, and regrets. Speaking of which," he said, glancing at the wall clock, "shouldn't we wind this up? Our young friends were supposed to be here five minutes ago."
All four men turned toward the lab door as if it were about to open.
Armand reeled his viewpoint back to his skull and shook himself out of his psi trance. He jerked the motorcycle around, kicked the starter, and roared down the road back to the dorms before he could think any further.
Chapter 19
Victoria had almost fallen asleep in the noon warmth when the second knock arrived at her door.
Crap. Well, I did ask Armand to look in on me.
She forced herself awake, shrugged awkwardly into her bathrobe, and went to answer the door.
It wasn't Armand. It was the last person on Hope she'd have guessed it could be.
"Mom?"
Her mother seized her by the shoulders and walked her backward to her bed. She sat heavily as her thighs struck its edge.
"Did you think," Elizabeth Peterson said tonelessly, standing over her, "that you could broadcast all over Alta like that for sixteen hours and I would fail to notice?" She snorted. "If there are any sensitives on Sulla, they probably caught it too. What on Hope were you doing? Juggling houses?"
Victoria took a deep breath and tried to steady herself. "Mom --"
Her mother waved dismissal and surveyed her disheveled room with a glower. "You've never appreciated the need for caution. I don't know why I thought coming here would make a difference."
"Mom --"
"Be quiet, Victoria. If this is the price of your new-found salary, you'd be wise to renounce it. Look at you! Like something left over from a mortuary, and still not dressed at high noon. Are your employers going to compensate you for the decline in your grades? And what about your health?"
"Mom --!"
"Will you please leave off with your foolishness and listen to your mother for once? What good would any amount of money do you if you burned out your brain? Or have you discovered that Armand prefers his women with lobotomies?"
Victoria snarled and loosed her forces. Elizabeth Peterson's face went white as she flew backwards and crashed into the wall, her limbs spread-eagled and immovable.
"Victoria!"
Victoria seized her panties from the day before with another telekinetic thread, wadded them up and rammed the wad deep into her mother's mouth, ending her part of the conversation. She gagged and tried to force it out, but Victoria held it in with an invisible piston.
"Oh, it's my turn to speak now?" Victoria said. "Thank you, Mother. How considerate of you. Exactly the sort of graciousness an aspiring Morelon should possess." Rage rose molten and swift within her. The conditioned-in control mechanisms she'd developed over the endless years of her childhood rose in response. In an unprecendented surge of secondary fury, she kicked them aside and let her volcano fountain unchecked.
"Armand's not available anymore, Mom," she said. "You didn't know that? My, my. How could a sharpie like you not have noticed his fiancee and her new engagement ring? Or all the goings-on at Morelon House two weeks ago? What did you think they were celebrating over there, Sacrifice Day?"
Elizabeth Peterson whimpered and grunted, but no intelligible word made it through the wad of cloth in her mouth. Victoria kept her limbs pinned tightly in place.
She'd never had that much power before, had never possessed such fine and facile control over multiple threads of force. Keeping her mother bound and gagged was costing her almost no effort. She felt sure she could handle a dozen more such prisoners without straining her capacities. In the ecstasy of her rage and the satisfaction from her power, the memory of her earlier torments seemed unimportant.
If this is spinoff from Ethan's jelly, maybe it's worth the price.
"But I haven't given you the latest news yet, Mom. This new job of mine is really neat. Lots of potential for promotion. Why, I've even been told that I might be a goddess some day. Some day really, really soon. How would you like to have a goddess for a daughter? Someone who could do as she pleased with the whole world and never answer to anyone for it?"
Elizabeth Peterson's eyes went very wide.
"What, you don't understand that? Well, maybe it isn't necessary. Come to think of it, maybe you're not necessary. Let me ponder that just a moment more. We might be able to settle all our old arguments right here and now. Wouldn't that be wonderful?"
She scanned the room for an appropriate instrument with which to exact retribution. It soon occurred to her that the most appropriate one was already deployed.
Won't even make a mess, that way.
She bore down a trifle harder on the tendril that held her mother's gag in place. The wad of cloth worked into the back of Elizabeth Peterson's oral cavity and slithered into her trachea. Her eyes bulged and her chest heaved. Her face turned first bright red, and then a cyanotic blue as she convulsed frantically but uselessly against the intrusion.
Two minutes later it was over.
When she was satisfied, Victoria let her mother's lifeless body collapse to the floor. The corpse fell onto its face, arms still spread as if crucified.
A gasp came from the open door of the room. Victoria whirled. Ethan Mandeville stood there, transfixed by horror.
"Hello, Ethan. To what do I owe the pleasure?"
His eyes darted from Elizabeth Peterson's corpse to Victoria's face.
"What -- what --"
She snorted, yanked him fully into the room with a telekinetic tendril, and slammed the door behind him.
"Nothing you need concern yourself about. Were you worried because I didn't show at ten? No need, as you can see. Still, I'm glad you stopped by." She shed her robe, stepped to her dresser and pulled open her underclothes drawer. "I was headed to the Genet Center anyway, and I'll be glad of your company. You see," she said, waving casually at her mother's still form, "this was really your doing."
***
Armand sat at his desk and struggled to think.
He stared unseeing through his window. The Gallatin campus, a landscape of serene, contemplative repose, stretched beyond. It might as well not have been there. He could think of nothing but the exchange on which he'd eavesdropped an hour before.
The psi researchers' heated exchange had been disturbing enough, but he'd come away with far more. Their minds had been filled with jarring images. Images of endless wasted fields where nothing would grow. Images of children sick and spindly as no children of Hope had ever been. Images of men fighting and killing for one more mouthful of anything that would keep life in their bodies. Images of men dying from starvation and violence, in numbers beyond the imagination of anyone on Hope.
There were more. Images of Victoria, in a finery no one on Hope had ever sported, sealed into a subterranean prison. Images of themselves stationed before a bank of video monitors, scrutinizing Vicki's body language and her choice of pastimes with which to pass the days of her captivity. Images of them watching some other figure, just as richly dressed, just as securely immured, but gaunt and rigid, obviously locked in unbearable suffering, alone in a stone-walled chamber, on a luxurious bed.
Gods of Hope.
They're managing the whole planet through psi. They need a focus, a central figure to channel and coordinate the effort. Without one, the planet will become hostile to Earth-derived life. But it's nothing they can admit to their chosen victim beforehand. Because...?
Because it consumes his life. And he has to renounce all the rest of life to do it.
He needed no further explanation for the absurd salaries they were paying him and Victoria.
I could save Vicki. I could tell her what's up. But then what? What would happen to Hope?
Chuck Feigner was in his accustomed place, hard at his accustomed pursuit: on his bed, flat on his back, reading a weighty philosophy book. Tonight it was a tome on ethics. The big sophomore's constancy was a thing to marvel at. He dated, certainly, and he had the usual share of extra-curricular involvements, but on any evening of any week, he would most likely be found just as he was that night: supine, with four or five pounds of serious reading denting his chest. His ready smile and casual manner gave no clue to the intensity or focus of the mind beneath.
He seemed unaware of the turmoil that bubbled beneath Armand's skin.
"Chuck?"
"Hm?"
"What have you read about...responsibility?"
Feigner's eyes turned toward him. Something complex and unfathomable passed behind them. He laid his book aside and sat up. His face was solemn.
"Why do you ask?"
Abruptly, Armand found that it was he who occupied the hot seat.
"Well, you know, on Old Earth they had notions about crimes of omission. When someone had the power to prevent a catastrophe, but wouldn't do it, or didn't think of it, he usually got pilloried for it later."
Feigner nodded. "Doesn't square with our ideas, does it?"
"Uh, no."
"It's a tough nut. The Judiciary had a case along those lines in the late third century A.H. The patriarch of the Kramniks knew about a massive fertilization error the Prossers were committing, but the two clans weren't getting along, so he kept his mouth shut. The Prossers lost their whole crop for two seasons running. Closest Hope ever came to a regional famine. The ruling was unanimously in Kramnik's favor, but you could tell no one was happy about it."
"No onus on the Kramniks?" Armand said.
"None."
"How does that...strike you?"
Feigner's mouth thinned to a single pained line. He laced his fingers together and stared at them for a long moment.
"I can't see it coming out any other way. No one can force another man to accept a responsibility. It runs counter to everything we believe. But if I'd been a Judiciar, I'd have been sick about it, too. Still, the ruling changed nothing. Glenn Kramnik was a villain, and everyone knew it. No one would buy from him, sell to him, or speak to him. It was less than two months before he hauled stakes. No one this side of the land bridge ever saw him again."
"Oh." Armand turned to look out the window again. From the corner of his eye he saw his roommate's smooth visage crinkle with a puzzled frown.
"Just something you were noodling over, Armand?"
"Uh, yeah."
Armand fished a note slip from the little tray on his desk, plucked a pen from his organizer, and began writing.
***
An unusually quiet knock sounded against Teresza's door. She looked up from folding her lingerie and said "Come in."
Armand entered and closed the door carefully behind him. From the instant her gaze touched his face, she knew that something was wrong. His forehead was creased with a web of worry lines she'd never seen before. His shoulders were set at an unnatural angle, as if some invisible weight lay upon his back. Even his gentle smile appeared false.
He took her in his arms and kissed her lightly, and she felt the tremor that ran through his body.
"About ready to go?" he said.
She nodded. "Five minutes more, okay?"
He said "Okay," fished a multiply folded slip of paper out of his breast pocket, and handed it to her before sitting down at her desk. She frowned at him, started to ask what was going on, and clamped her mouth firmly shut when he put a finger to his lips. The finger was visibly shaking.
She fumbled the paper open and read.
Don't say anything. I don't know who might be listening. I've just discovered that I'm in danger. I'm not sure how severe. I can't stay here, and I can't go back to Morelon House, maybe not ever again. If you want to come with me, you can take only one small bag. You'll have to leave everything else behind. I'm not sure you'll ever get to see your father again. I'm not kidding. It's very serious. I can't explain any further until we're far away. I want you with me more than anything in the world, but if you decide not to come, I'll understand, and I'll try to come back to you if I can. Nod if you want to go with me, shake your head if you don't.
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