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A GENERATION GAP 

WIDER THAN 

THE GULF IN SPACE

Close to the top of Earth’s pyramid of power was Isidor Norin, leading member of the Council, respected advisor to Emperor Penn VII, and honored pillar of the Establishment.




In a spaceship orbiting Mars was his son, Aaron Norin, issuing his ultimatum to the government on Earth: that liberty be restored to humanity, or the vital nerve center of the Empire would be destroyed.




It was father against son, as a young man battling for old dreams and an old man defending new realities faced each other across space in a showdown to the death....
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PART I.
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A prince, therefore, who possesses a strong city and does not make himself hated, cannot be assaulted; and if he were to be so, the assailant would be obliged to retire shamefully; for so many things    change, that it is almost impossible for any one to    maintain a siege for a year with his armies idle. And to those who urge that the people, having their possessions outside and seeing them burnt, will not have patience, and the long siege and self-interest will make them forget their prince, I reply that a powerful and courageous prince will always overcome those difficulties by now raising the hopes of his subjects that the evils will not last long, now impressing them with fear of the enemy’s cruelty, now by dextrously assuring himself of those who appear too bold.




—Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince (10): translated

 by Luigi Ricci, further revised by E.R.P. Vincent


2.










Isidor Norin: it was as if he carried the name blazed on his forehead or at the fold of the official white drop he wore, now, as naturally as street-clothing. As if he were stamped once and for all with name and title, yes: Isidor Norin, Representative in Council to his Humble and Graciously Elected Sovereign Penn VII. Something one got used to, he had heard, and found that he still somewhere believed; but somehow

one didn’t. He was—at fifty-eight, no less!—just accustomed enough to play a part for them, for the chattering carrion outside every major meeting in all the Government, in all the Comity. Just accustomed enough, after so many years, to pretend that he was on his way, quite uninvolved with the knots of talkers and scribblers and lookers-on—to pretend, in fact, that he was no one at all, quite thoroughly no one— and certainly not Isidor Norin. The feature of the next several hours’ worth of news reports, if the pack that followed him had any say in the matter; as of course they were bound to have. “Every man to his trade,” Penn’s father had been used to say, a propos of nothing, it seemed, in particular; it had taken Norin nearly all of his fifty-eight years to hear the bitterness, the resignation, and the acceptance of knowledge and use behind five words as simple as those. To someone gabbling at his right shoulder he said, “Nothing. Nothing.” But that, he knew, they expected; that deterred not a single jackal, and would not. Especially . . .

“But, sir—” A newcomer, that one: much too polite to be one of the old guard. “But, sir, the Council discussion—”

“Is a private matter,” Norin snapped. Well, let them do their irritated worst; he was long past imagining he might ingratiate himself with the fools. “Matters between the Emperor and his Council are private, and are privileged.”

“And always have been,” another voice said, this one behind him—Turnbull of 1st News clearly enough. Norin went on down the corridor with his long uneven stride, not giving the least of them the satisfaction of stopping, or staring back; they were, when one came to think of it, nothing much to look at. Not now, he thought; not now, and it might be never again. “Which doesn’t mean we can’t chat a bit about it, you know. Never has, never will. Why—the Comity ought to have news. Information. The facts, man, the facts. We all know that much, now, don’t we? Of course we do. And—”

“A sacred right,” Norin spat. “Is that what you want to sell me today, Turnbul? I’m not buying.”

The big 1st News correspondent slipped from behind to walk a few inches ahead of him. “We want your side of it,” he said. “We’d like to be fair—”

“My side of what?”

“Ah.” Tumbul, unavoidable, shrugged. Norin found him detestable: a big redheaded man who insisted on all the falsities of bluff heartiness; a back-slapper, a storyteller, a peeping (in short) imbecile. “Of whatever happened in Council,” he went on casually. “We’ll get something from someone—you know that, and there’s no use talking about it. Might be, we’ll get it from someone who doesn’t especially want you to look good. In the eyes of our subscribers.”

Five hundred million subscribers on three planets and three moons; and Turnbul had the same opinion of them, the big man’s sudden change of tone made clear, that Norin had himself. Which was no prick toward finding Turnbul any more likable: add hypocrisy to peepery, Norin thought. . . .

“As for instance?” he asked. It seemed necessary to spar with the pack; that was the hold they had over one. Or a sample of the hold . . . The others had bunched a step or two behind, though quite close enough to hear; they were perfectly willing to let Turnbul have his turn. As long as they got their story—which, Norin knew, they were going to do. Turnbul grinned. “That,” he said, “you tell me.”

“I have no intention—”

“Of starting a feud between Councillors?” Tumbul cut in. “Understandable, I’d call that. Clear. Simple. So: let’s forget all about it and start from the beginning instead. What was the reason for a Council meeting? This is out of the usual order, and—”

Norin shrugged, trying to appear casual. “Meetings are called at the pleasure of—”

“His Humble Et Cetera,” Tumbul said. His eyes moved, summing Norin; clearly, he hadn’t even felt the temptation to be fooled. “But the pleasure usually has some purpose behind it.”

“I suggest,” Norin said slowly and after a pause, as they all approached the end of the long straight corridor of wood, and came to the three doors arranged right-side, left-side and straight-ahead, “you ask someone else. I do suggest that; you may find the idea helpful.”

Turnbul, immune of course to any imaginable tone, grinned. “I’ll do that. Others are doing it already, you know. After all, you couldn’t help knowing, now, could you—after so long? But I did think that your side of the matter—”

“Must I have a side?” One hand on the leftward door, Norin paused, waiting. And thoroughly irritated with himself for doing so.

“That,” Tumbul said, almost airily, “would depend. As Representative in Council for the Dichtung, you’d naturally have an opinion of some kind—whatever the Dichtung thinks best. If, for instance, the Council was called to discuss possible revisions of the private-revenue statutes . . .” Still grinning, he let the words trail into comparative quiet.

“Private-revenue problems?” Norin said flatly. “The wrong tree, Turnbul—in the wrong forest.” And yet he did not move. The big man’s calm pose,, the big man’s fixed grin, held him like a hypnotic command. “Sorry. There’s nothing at all to say.” The link would not break. His hand continued to touch, without moving it, the door.

“Not money,” Turnbul said after a second, speaking as softly as if he were—as he might have been— thinking aloud. “Arms, then? A new reduction in supervisory personnel for the space arm? The Dichtung would have an opinion there, too, wouldn’t it?—five or six opinions, in fact. Walters, Callepary — oh, maybe even eight opinions, or ten. When you think about it.” The grin nearly became a laugh, inviting

Norin to join in; but the stiff old man stared as if he had been turned to rusted metal in the wooden hall.

“I’ve said there’s nothing.” And still he stood. Perhaps, subconsciously, he wanted . . . but doubtless anything and everything was in his subconscious, as in everyone’s; from that inexplicable vat you could pull anything you liked, and prove, by psychologic means, anything you wished. The “thinking citizen’s religion,” it was called; but past its palliations and a definite, small number of cures, Norin had found very little thought or care in its wavering revivals.

Turnbul nodded. “A change in the Council, then. We’ve heard rumors, of course: Forman Alpha grates on too many nerves, which may be the right sort of personality in a Defense Councillor, but doesn’t exactly endear him even to His Humble, not to mention Ford, Gerris, Dempsey Beta, Norin . . . It wouldn’t be something like that, would it?”

Norin’s hand began to push open the left-hand door. He turned toward it and then, without knowing quite why he did so, turned back once more to give Tumbul a sharp savage smile, remote as Sirius and colder than death. He had never, in twenty years as Councillor, been closer to losing all control over himself. Subconscious, he found himself thinking—as if the bare word meant something. “Do you want to know?” he heard himself say. “Not money, not service distribution, not politics. No. Money . . . men . . . politics . . . No, Turnbul, it’s nothing like that at all.” The smile remained on his face, as if it had been etched there in a deep single slash. No one else seemed to be talking or moving.

“What then?” Turnbul said quietly—as if, Norin realized, he was a bit afraid of interrupting at all. The smile grew colder.

“Blood, Turnbul,” Norin said. “Blood, there’s your story. And I hope you die before you get a chance to use it.”

“But—” the big redhaired man was saying, and behind him someone else yelped, as Norin pushed the door open and was gone. It seemed to him a terribly long time before, all along the shiny metal corridor that led to the Dichtung, he heard the great blow as it slammed shut.

Blood.

Damned foolishness; and they’d get the story from someone. Forman Alpha might think disclosure would net him a temporary friend or two among the correspondents. Or Gerris—leaking chatter, as usual, the way a holed ship leaked air. And every one of Tumbul’s fellows knew that, you could depend upon it. All the pack, and all out in full cry . . .

Oh, yes, they’d get the story. And then he’d be the target for them all, and no mistake. He would have to say something, then. Perhaps . . .

Perhaps, by that time, he’d have something to say.

Blood . . . Thin, stiff, old, he clacked down the corridor, wishing Tumbul would stay off the story, wishing they all would, and knowing quite well that they would not. It was just too much of a story; even if it had been no more than the usual failure of a mutiny, they’d all be on it like wolves on—on carrion? On human beings?

And the mutiny wasn’t a failure. The mutiny was altogether too successful a job. In six hours the story would cover Earth; in sixteen it would cover the inhabited Comity.

And then . . .

Figures, persons, attitudes tumbled through the old mirid without mercy. All the worlds of space, of 3V, of fashion, of politics, of government, melted, ran together, offered no solution but a scream . . .

The metal door ahead, needing no legend, carried none. Norin stood silent before it for two long breaths, and then pushed it open and (as if the great room and the inescapable madness of echoing sound provided him an anaesthetic) plunged into the Dichtung.




Freddy came running up before the door had even shut, and that, Tumbul told himself, was the wonder and the glory of youth. It was obviously remarkable how quickly you could get somewhere, though it was just as obvious, at the very least, the very, very least, that you had no notion of what to do when you arrived; well, Turnbul reminded himself familiarly, to every age was given its own handicaps. And for every age, most of the handicaps consisted, most of the time, of people of other ages. “Now what in Hell,” Freddy was saying, “was that all about?” Which in its way was not a bad question, though Tumbul wasn’t at all sure it had an answer.

He shrugged. “Give me a little time to analyze matters,” he said. “After all, it is in the depth and care of their analyses that the veteran correspondents display their experienced value to a wide audience which must, if it is to act properly, be informed not only of the facts but of the—”

“Oh, dam Niagara, will you, Walter?” Freddy said. “Whatever it is, it means about as much as old Flint-nose meant by whatever-the-Hell that was. Your idea of help?”

“—meanings and interpretations behind the facts, and who’s old Flintnose?”

“Norin,” Freddy said, really no more impatiently than usual; one had to preserve a sense of proportion in these matters. “All that—blood, for God’s sake. Whatever God. What does he mean, all that about blood?” Freddy made a violent gesture which looked at the same time awkward and entirely correct; another privilege of the young, Turnbul told himself. At times they seemed to have every privilege except the privilege, somewhat unsatisfying to its owner but rather pleasant for his surroundings, of making sense. Not all of the time. But was making sense even some of the time too much to ask? Apparently.

“He means: blood,” Turnbul said. “Which, after a lengthy analysis, I may be able to elucidate in terms which—” Freddy made another gesture, equally impatient, and Turnbul blinked rather sadly and asked: “What do the others say?” The hail-fellow-well-met stuff was for sources, not for workmates or apprentices, and it dropped from him like a loose blanket. Not that that made any difference either; what, Turn-bul asked himself for the first, slow time, is happening to me?

“How the Hell would I know?” Freddy was asking him in an injured nasal tenor. “I’ve been following you and Flintnose there. As if you never heard the name before.”

“Now, show a little respect for a Councillor, there, Master Warrenton,” Turnbul said, and drew the expected profane explosion—over quickly, with little damaging fallout—from little Freddy. Five feet nine inches of blond, slightly overfed impatience—and perhaps, given another ten or fifteen years, a little feeling for his work to go with it. But one could not go round expecting miracles, Turnbul reminded himself with a sudden, heartening return of warmth; it would take fifteen hundred years, barring miracles, and miracles were distinctly not to be expected, no, sir. “Do you mean you haven’t heard anything at all from the rest of the crew?”

“Oh, heard.” Freddy said. He half banged, half brushed at his forehead, apparently trying to put some of that falling-down blond hair of his back where it might once have belonged. “Oh, sure, if you mean that, I’ve heard a little, but it’s all second hand. I mean, you can only be in one place at a time—”

“A vicious limitation,” Turnbul said; “we’ll see about getting it repealed the very next time somebody in the Dichtung owes us a favor. Nevertheless—”

“All right,” Freddy said with an enormous, a magnificently resigned shrug, just as if he hadn’t meant all along to give in. “For what it’s worth: mutiny.” Turnbul blinked. Slowly he began the hunt through his pockets for the pipe he had probably left back at his Professional Gallery desk. “Mutiny?” he said. “What’s so special about that?” The question had, as far as he knew, no particular answer just then; but he felt, all the same, and for no assignable reason, the beginnings of a very cold wind at his back. If he had the answer, he asked himself, would he want it?

Which was, of course, plain idiocy. “I don’t know why it’s special,” Freddy was saying. “But they seem to think it’s important—this once, anyhow. Holywen—IP Services, you know him—Holywen’s been talking to Gerris, and what I get through the intercom—”

“Gerris?” Turnbul said, trying not to notice that what he was feeling was, for however brief a time, relief. “Gerris thinks everything’s important. Including, and most especially, Councillor of Church Order Floyd Waller Gerris. If that’s your source—”•

“Now, did I say so?” Freddy asked in a clear, tense voice, holding Turnbul by the words and tone as they stood, a few feet ahead .of the others, near the end of the hallway. “Did I say that was my source? The intercom’s hooked into the crowd around Ford, too. And the Defense Councillor—Forman Alpha. It’s a mutiny. A mutiny. And they think it’s—important.” Just there, at the end, Freddy’s voice grew a little uncertain, as if he, too, had felt the stirrings of a cold reasonless wind.

Turnbul shook his head. The pipe, wherever it was, wasn’t in his pockets. “And none of them has the slightest idea why?”

“I don’t know what in Hell they think.” Freddy blew out his breath in an energetic imitation of sudden collapse. “But I know what they say. And that’s the word: mutiny. Now I leave it to you, Walter: isn’t that a little dramatic?”

“It might be,” Turnbul said. “And—don’t say it— the privilege of sounding dramatic ought to be reserved for the representatives of the great news-gathering agencies and—”

Baiting the boy was a sort of fun, but Freddy was beginning to be a little uneasy. “Don’t you ever take anything seriously?” he burst out, more tense than before.

It deserved an honest answer. “Always. That’s why I sound as funny as I do.”

But Freddy only shook his head, blond hair flying in a corona. “Now, that,” he said violently, “that, I just don’t understand

“Give it time,” Turnbul told him.

“But—oh, Hell, look: if this mutiny is something special, what could it be?” Freddy, leaning just then against the right-hand door (as usual, locked: it led to a circuitous passage returning to the Royal Apartments, where correspondents, except by very special appointment, were distinctly not welcome), spoke in an odd mixture of impatience and slow need. “Got any ideas? Any ideas at all?”

“Several,” Turnbul said truthfully. “But why should I hand them over to you, my boy? Admittedly, we both work for the same fine organization, but—”

“Well, damn it, that’s the point,” Freddy said rapidly, forcefully. As if, Turnbul thought, he were already on the air, persuading his lazy audience; even the blown hair was a touch of the dramatic, the earnest. “I mean, if we weren’t both 1st News guys, do you think I’d even call you Walter? All this first-naming . . . it’s okay, I suppose. Anyhow, it’s the way things work around here—but you’ve been covering the Dichtung and the Council for twelve years, and who am I? I mean, what’s six months interplanet— even the five years before that, local and then planetary . . . look, you know what I mean, right? But you’ve got all the way to nineteen-thirty before you run into a deadline, and I’ve got to have something for the thirteen-ten stat, right under the gun. You know? So I thought, maybe, if you just happened to have an idea I could use—”

Turnbul stuck his hand up and out, as if he were directing landing traffic, and the flow of words shut instantly off. It was a good trick to remember, he told himself, and found that he was grinning. Well, after all, who could help a grin now and again? Who could really, deep-down, even dislike little Freddy Warren-ton? Except, of course, virtually all of the Council and most of the Dichtung . . . but then, it usually took a while to get rid of the idea that a source of information and a target were necessarily the same thing, and Freddy seemed to be taking longer than usual to jettison that particular notion. But. . .

But . . . which, he reflected sternly, got nobody anywhere. So:

“Well? Suppose there was some blood? Suppose somebody got hurt?” Freddy, taking that one in, frowned for all of six seconds, and then, analysis apparently accomplished, rearranged his face to look astonished. Even his tone changed, growing higher-pitched, more uncertain:

“You mean really hurt? In a mutiny?” He shook his head very slowly and solemnly. “Now how in Hell would that happen?”

Tumbul suddenly found himself tired. “I haven’t the faintest idea,” he said. “But it’s an idea. And it’s all yours.”

“You mean you don’t think so,” Freddy said after virtually no consideration at all. “You mean you want me to go off on some silly trail while you—”

“I mean,” Tumbul said with all the patient firmness of a very tired man, “that between now and nineteen-thirty I will undoubtedly dig out a few more ideas. I doubt if I’ll miss that one.” And then, irresistibly: “It’s the long careful process of analysis, after all, that distinguishes the true correspondent from the mere reporter, and—”

Freddy, not understanding, said only, “Sure,” and then, pushing open the straight-ahead door with one long leaning arm: “Look, I’m in sort of a rush . . .”

“Go ahead,” Turnbul said. “Go right ahead. Millions of subscribers await your every word.” The plastic corridor behind the door ran on for what looked, momentarily, like miles; then one got perspective, and began to see it as an actual four hundred feet. It curved after that and began to bristle, out of sight, with exits: into the Professional Gallery, the Contact Rooms, the Great Hall, and so forth; and at last it met the tourist groups and straggled, along with other corridors and staircases and slopes and lanes, out of the Imperial Popular Government Building complex and into actual open air. Millions of subscribers . . .

“I know,” Freddy said, snaking round Turnbul and into the corridor. “Scary, isn’t it?” And the door slammed flat and shut.

The open air . . . there were times when a man might almost forget there was such a thing.

Well . . . he took a long silent breath and slapped at a pocket of his blouse; his intercom, the usual bone-conduction job, went on at once. Everybody’s rumors muttered to his skull, subvocal, scattered, and confused: Holywen, Devorias, Stein . . .

Mutiny. That much was certain in the first few seconds’ listening. On that much, everyone was agreed.

But a mutiny that called for a special Council meeting—unannounced, unheralded, as rushed as the one he’d just waited out had been? A mutiny that called for...

Well, he asked himself, for what?

Blood?







Leverett stifled a yawn and tried to go right on looking as if he were paying close attention and thinking statesmanlike, Dichtung-worthy thoughts. It wasn’t easy: Gaughlin, who had the floor due to a small attendance and a lack of immediate interest in anything else, sounded as if he were going to keep it for another two hours at the least, from eleven straight through to thirteen; and chairing the Dichtung might be an honor, rightly considered, but it was an honor that could let one in for some sad days, now and again. Ordinarily, for instance, the Dichtung Hall would be filling up slowly but with reassuring regularity—after all, it was the middle of the Spring Term, and activity tended toward a peak about then—but the word regarding

Gaughlin had, undoubtedly, been passed round: the place was no better than a quarter full and had remained that way for altogether too long, altogether too long.

Gaughlin, who had his own notions about revisions of the voting-rights statutes, was hardly the man to be deterred by the refusals and the crushing verdicts of four or five years; Gaughlin was what he would apparently always be, a man of principle. Briefly, Leverett wondered why the sort of people who called themselves “men of principle” were, nearly always, the most incredible bores as well, and decided that he had no answer, being distracted by the welcome sight of at least one new entrant in the Hall.

Principle: it wasn’t, clearly, principle alone that created the bores; the Dichtung’s late arrival, old Norin, just back from Council and still dressed in the official white drop, was a living example of principle, one way or another, if ever Leverett had seen one, and Norin could hardly be classed with the bores. In fact, Leverett considered, a little boredom from Isidor Norin might almost, sometimes, in a way, be a relief.. . .

But the people who called themselves principled . . . ah well: it was one way to avoid listening to Gaughlin, such silly mental chatter, but it petered out altogether too rapidly. Somehow, and after nearly no time at all, the overfull and over-rapid bass tones came through, and before long one was actually attempting to find sense in the stark, simple foolishness to which the man had apparently committed himself. . . .

“If we trust the great people of our many and various districts ... if we trust the sovereign peoples of the inhabited worlds themselves—if, mind you, we have a real trust in them and not simply a form of words mouthed because it might garner a vote here or a step toward some new position there—”

Now, anyone but Gaughlin, it was perfectly clear, would draw objections from six separate members regarding that last phrase or so; but Gaughlin could probably get away with calling Penn VII not only a hypocrite, as he had just done, but a degenerate cretin as well; and no one, Leverett told himself, was expected to object. Objections, one knew, only postponed the time of Gaughlin’s running out of wind; besides which, Leverett considered, it was entirely possible that those members of the Dichtung unhappily present were having better luck with the process of avoiding Gaughlin’s thick drone than the Dichtung’s poor overburdened Chairman.

“—if we have that trust, gentlemen, then why don’t we show it? Why don’t we give to those sovereign peoples an authentic opportunity to show their sovereignty, to elect directly not only our revered Emperor—” Penn was apparently not to be called a cretin, Leverett noted without interest—“but the Council and even the Dichtung as well? Gentlemen, are we afraid of the results of that trust? If we are, gentlemen, I tell you frankly that we do not have that trust, and that we do not, in fact, really have any trustful feeling at all toward the great people of our peaceful Comity, though certainly we ought to have—yes, gentlemen, certainly we ought! But I will tell you why we deviate, gentlemen; I do not scruple to tell you why. It is because—”

Not (Leverett thought, unable to restrain himself from a small sigh) that anyone needed to be told. First, of course, there was the impression that one had heard the speech four or five times before; and, second, there was probably not a member of the Dichtung, Gaughlin himself possibly excepted, who did, in the sense required, trust the people. The people, plainly, were not trustworthy.

After all, Honorable Member (Leverett allowed himself the faint luxury of a silent reply), we do not trust the people because the people, Honorable Member, are not to be trusted. History provided enough lessons: one trusted free elections only up to a point, and a carefully hedged-about and defined point it was. The sovereign electors and masters of the world, as they were called (chiefly by Gaughlin)—in short, the general population—did, in all truth, usually know what was best for them; but they tended to know it six months, or fifteen years, too late. Therefore, Honorable Member, one puts on the brakes— one limits free elections, one creates appointive positions, one hedges votes of confidence about with rules, with regulations, with softeners of every blow—because human beings showed no discernible tendency to give up being human, to give up reacting slowly, to give up the imbalance between remarkable hindsight and'what sometimes appeared to be no foresight whatever; but that, being a bit complex at the best of times, was hardly Gaughlin’s way.

Gaughlin foresaw, somewhere in the regions of his vocabulary and quite possibly even in the actual regions of his actual mind, a day in which human beings were going to be all the fine things every Honorable Member had said they were since the beginning of the Comity. How such a reform was to be accomplished Gaughlin never mentioned—but that, clearly, was a detail. Meanwhile:

“Honorable Members, I plead with you to take the course of sanity. For it is no more than simple sanity to agree that, if the peoples of the Comity are in the least trustworthy, if they have shown their mettle again and again, if—”

Wait, Leverett told himself.

He shut his eyes and set his memory to the track of the sixty seconds just passed. In that time, something had happened; no, he had seen something. . . .

Wait.

His eyes opened. Norin sat, still uniformed for Council, still as grim and sharp-beaked as ever before. But his face was a dead white, and his mouth worked very subtly, as if he were speaking only to himself, or to God. He’d come in ordinarily enough— or had he? Leverett was forced to ask himself; Gaughlin seemed to act as a fog not only to the ear but to all other senses as well; it was one more talent which

Leverett felt the Dichtung might do well without— but the old man’s disturbance had grown as the seconds went by. Norin hadn’t looked so thoroughly shaken since. . . .

Since, Leverett realized, the death of Penn VI, twenty years before, when Leverett had himself been no more than a youngster, stocked thoroughly with the most grandiloquent possible visions of the Dichtung; well, everyone had those, and, given time, they dissolved slowly into quite an honest reality . . .

Watching Norin, Leverett told himself firmly that there was little time to waste: a Norin fresh from Council was clearly going to explode throughout the Hall. The question was, simply, How could such an explosion be timed? and (as corollary) How might it be muted, or at the very least directed? . . .

A bundle of words without any hint of an answer, at least until Norin disclosed the source of his disturbance, or allowed Leverett sufficient room to predicate it; but a bundle which revealed to Leverett, without surprise but with a certain wryness, why he had been chairing the Dichtung for five years—and was likely to go on, he thought, until one’s eardrums wore thin with the constant pressure of speeches. . . . Whatever Norin had for him, it simply could not be that serious; for those with sensitive eyes and ears the really black news didn’t spring out of the empty air inside the Hall. There was always some warning, though perhaps not very much.

And yet. . .

Leverett, suddenly both tired and tense, signaled to old Wright at the back of the Hall, and when Wright wandered sleepily up to the Chair asked him to get Norin’s attention; plainly and simply, Leverett was no longer sure that the explosion would be good enough to wait until Gaughlin was willing to give it the floor. Wright went sleepily, fatly back, and tapped the thin, rigid old man with a stubby hand.

Norin looked round, then, as if he expected the summons to have come from the Palace Executioner; he listened, nodding, and then—all of this byplay beginning slowly to disturb Gaughlin, for whose peace of mind Leverett had no present time to spare—came himself cautiously to the Chair, and stood below it at Leverett’s left hand, white as marble, his mouth set in a line so solidly drawn nothing, as it seemed, could break it.

“Well?”

A bad beginning. Norin grimaced. “Not well,” he said. “Not well at all, Charlie.” And nothing more than that.

Well, then, Leverett told himself, try again. The smallest matters seemed suddenly important, the folds of Norm’s drap, the tension of his eyes and brow. “Now, Isidor, it isn’t that bad,” Leverett said, attempting a little deliberate clumsiness. “It can’t be that bad.”

Enclosed, dangerous, full of knowledge, Norin nodded at the gambit and accepted it: “All right.”

And more silence. “Let’s not spar, Isidor,” Leverett said after a second or so. “I’m for you; you know that.”

“I’m not at all certain that I do.” The eyes never changed, and the old body remained rigid, upright, waiting. Somewhere in the background Gaughlin was still traveling the lengthy, baroque curves of his speech:

“. . . difficulty of creating a system which would effectually perform as all sensible men would want it to perform, and . . .” Leverett shut his mind to that, briefly cursing whatever had put him in the Chair— his own talents, the finger of Penn . . .

“Try me, then,” he said at last.

Norin stepped back, seeming to step even lower below the podium on which the Chair rested. “Not yet. Later. You’ll know.”

What sort of ill-conceived closet drama was all this secrecy weaving? “Before it does any—any damage to the Dichtung . . .” Leverett began, and stopped, feeling perfectly absurd, perfectly melodramatic; but...

“Before that,” Norin said, with perfect sobriety. And Leverett found himself repeating, as if he truly needed reassurance:

“It can’t be that bad.”

Norin’s expression changed: in a blink, a savage smile; in another, the firm distance of struck marble once again. “Don’t depend on it,” the old man said. “It can be. It is. When it comes out—”

He paused, then. After an unbearable time Leverett found his own voice. “When it comes out?”

“By then,” Norin said, with a rather horrible simplicity, “the Dichtung may be approximately as important as the Confederation of Apache Indian Tribes.”

“But—”

Norin allowed him nothing. “Later,” he said. “When it’s time.” He needed no permission and waited for none; he began to turn back to his seat. Leverett flung a hand halfway up in the beginnings of an attempt to stop him, and let the hand fall.

Gaughlin was saying: “There is always a solution, for men of good will.”

And of course there was, Leverett told himself, very bleakly indeed. Of course there was. A man of good will—a man, even, of a will occasionally good, and always human—had only to find it. It was at that point that Gaughlin’s plans, of course, .fell short.

Like, he found himself thinking, Leverett himself. . . .
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The first thing which strikes our attention is, that the executive authority, with few exceptions, is to be vested in a single magistrate. This will scarcely, however, be considered as a point upon which any comparison can be grounded; for if, in this particular, there be a resemblance to the king of Great Britain, there is not less a resemblance to the Grand Seignior, to the khan of Tartary, to the Man of the Seven Mountains, or to the Governor of New York.

—Alexander Hamilton, 

The Federalist (No. 69).
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Forman Alpha (as requested) had returned through the private corridor, and was standing as if he expected orders. “All right, all right,” Penn said, with the growing impatience Forman Alpha seemed able to rouse in everybody. “We’re alone, this is no time to stand on ceremony, and I want a report.”

“You’ve had your report.” Forman Alpha stood without moving, hands clasped behind him, the red square face set in a mask that left him (choice of one, Penn thought) either with no expression at all, or with a very unpleasant one indeed, and his graying hair cut short and smooth, standing up to outline his skull as if he were some sort of ancient warrior. Everybody, Penn reminded himself, had peculiarities; comparatively few people, though, seemed to make of them quite the assortment of irritations of which Forman Alpha seemed honestly, entirely proud. “We spent nearly the entire meeting on that. That was why the meeting was called.”

Penn, moving restlessly from desk to window painting and back again, tried to make himself sound casual. “You don’t have to remind me. 1 haven’t yet reached the stage of idiot senility at which—” Wasn’t very casual after all, was it? Well, let’s try it once more, then. “I went through the facts at the meeting—”

“The facts,” Forman Alpha said flatly, “with which I provided the Council.”

Penn nodded, a bit absently; sooner or later, he told himself, they would get to the point. “Very well,” he said. “But there are other facts.”

“In my judgment—”

Judgment? “You have no judgment in this matter,” Penn said, remotely surprised that the man could pink him so easily on such a subject; but no man, he reflected, knows the limits of his own defenses. “I have asked you. Your judgment is not in question; my request carries the force of—”

“Law,” Forman Alpha said neatly. “Or—very nearly so. At any rate, you appointed me. You are perfectly free to discharge me. I quite realize that; I always have.” He let his mouth curve in a tiny distant smile. “Nevertheless—”

“Report,” Penn said, and nothing more. The red square face grew a bit redder. A minute of silence passed slowly in the marbled, overdamp Council Room. Forman Alpha’s eyes dropped first.

“What do you want, then?” he asked, in a tone low enough to be only barely audible.

Penn, near his desk, sat down in the great chair that was, at least until the next two elections, his alone. “Everything about the mutiny,” he said. “Who, what, when, where—minute by minute if necessary. You must see how important—” -

“I don’t need a campaign speech,” the Minister of Defense broke in—trying, Penn thought, to recover his acrid ascendancy. “All right. It began—the Valor was cruising as assigned, in a station some ten million miles inside the orbit of Mars. If you want the exact coordinates—”

“Oh—get on with it.” Behind the desk, solidly positioned, he asked himself, Informal enough: Penn, old man? Informal enough?

Forman Alpha heaved what appeared a great impatient sigh. Really—there was every reason in the world for removing the man, excepting only capability. Capability (Penn imagined) had never before come in so unpleasant a package; and the Emperor, who fancied himself a student of history, had at instant recall a great many examples.

“Oddly enough, the first notion that something was wrong was not the usual broadcast promising loot and power for the crew, picked up by other ships and thus homed in upon before matters became serious. No,” Forman Alpha said, his tone tensing almost as if he were, despite himself, interested, “the first indication was that broadcasting had ceased. Entirely. It was impossible to raise the Valor for her usual check, and no communications of any sort were detectable. That was . . .let me see . . .

“Thirty-seven hours ago,” Penn supplied, idiotically pleased with his own highly superior memory; well, an Emperor had to be good at something, didn’t he? Besides getting votes?

“Approximately,” Forman Alpha said, accepting the gift with as much neglect as possible. “Of course, everyone’s first idea was that the ship had run into difficulties, and a highly unusual set of difficulties at that. Its own ID beacons never interrupted their beaming, and that much told us that the ship was still there—” Us? And where were you at the time? Actually in Skywatch HQ? “—and an accident which didn’t so much as graze the beacons and still destroyed all exterior-communications nets was a bit hard even to imagine. Clearly, then, something else was wrong.”

“The mutiny,” Penn said, tricked into one vain effort, at any rate, to speed the man up; really, he was quite improbable. Almost, if not quite, impossible—a distinction Penn found, twenty times a month, to be unfortunate.

“Of course Skywatch and the various Services did a check on officers and crew, though there was then no reason to assume any situation of the sort we were to find.” Forman Alpha pursed his lips, nodding, approving of the actions of Skywatch; in a way, Penn told himself, it was nice of the man. “The possibility of making contact with the ship by a coded interference w’ith its own beacon system was discussed, but seemed too complex for an initial attempt; as long as the ship remained in its assigned quadrant, on its assigned path, we could assume that nothing requiring

so much novel and complicated equipment was indicated.” We! Us! And all that time, Defense Minister, where were you? Sleeping? Reading casually over the latest Mexican porno? Studying financial reports from Thoth? We, indeed! “Until the arrival of some broadcast from the Valor, in other words, or some deviation from its assigned path, there seemed little to do.”

“All right,” Penn said heavily. “The broadcast.”

Having reached the point, of course, Forman Alpha brushed a freckled hand through the short-cut, dead-white hair on his skull, and began with no more than “The Council—”

“The Council had only a summary,” Penn said. “I want every word.”

“Of course, Sire, you realize the complexity of—”

“Every word,” Penn said. “Now.”

Forman Alpha, seeming somehow not to submit, bowed nevertheless. “Of course, of course,” he murmured. “A recording was made of the broadcast, and it’s available here, with me.”

He drew from the inside folds of his drap a packet, and placed it between the pickups of a Six-Through-Eight playback on the desk. Penn, wasting neither words nor time, sliced his hand over the packet, activating the machine. The voice that began immediately had no more than the usual intership clarity, and seemed, in addition, colorless and vacant and perhaps a little slow; yet it was possessed of more force than (Penn imagined) it had any right to own or use. For a brief time Penn found himself trying to keep silent even the slight continuous noise one made in breathing.







This broadcast is not addressed to the crew of the Valor. I repeat: This broadcast is not addressed to the crew of the Valor.

It is addressed to you, members and riders of the Comity; to you, who speak of freedom, and who ignore it; who speak of freedom, and maintain slavery;

who speak of freedom, and hold power in hard fists.

Let it be known that true freedom is neither dead nor lost, but lives again on this ship, as soon it will live throughout the worlds. Let it be known that the people themselves shall rule, and that no despot shall maintain over them a slavish and degrading power. Let it be known that true independence and true liberty are reborn this day, upon this ship; for we are power in ourselves, and need no other. We are—







“What?” Penn said explosively. “What does he mean?”

Forman Alpha had, casually, a reply ready, if not very much of a helpful one. “Apparently,” he said smoothly, “he means what he says. And what that means, Sire, I’m afraid I can’t tell.”

“Words, words . . . and no more than that. But—”

“We’re missing the speech, Sire,” Forman Alpha said. “If you’ll pardon me—” He touched one point of the playback. The flat voice in the room stopped. He touched another, waited, and then touched both at once.

“But—” Penn began, and was silent. To listen, to hear; perhaps, he thought without conviction, perhaps to understand.







—need no other. We are responsible solely to ourselves.

It is this condition which we intend to bring as a gift to the peoples of the Comity. Their freedom, and a responsibility solely to themselves.

The officers of this ship have either aided in this decision and its necessary embodiment in act, or will be heard no more. Their names—our names—are not important. It is what we do—officers and linemen, both—which has importance.

One ship cannot rule the Comity, nor can it stand against the Armed Services. But one ship may make a beginning. Other ships will follow.

Nor are we entirely powerless. Your reign is over, rulers of the Comity. We may be destroyed but the cost will be heavy; and through this broadcast we shall create more ships, more seeds of freedom, which will not be destroyed.

If ships move against us, we shall die. But we shall not die alone.

We hold in pawn not the lives of ships, but the lives of cities. We hold in pawn the life of Thoth.

If a squadron moves against us, rulers of the Comity, we shall—before our own destruction—destroy the city of Thoth upon Mars. Of all that city nothing will be left but the drift of ashes—as of all your rule nothing, now, is left but ashes.

Freedom has come into the worlds. It shall not easily be lost again.







After some seconds, “Freedom,” Penn said, in an absolutely blank tone, his eyes neither narrowed nor unfocused.

Forman Alpha came very near to a shrug. “That was all,” he said. “The broadcast ended, and we’ve been unable to raise the Valor since.”

Penn sat, his eyes gone shut, trying not to display any true or strong emotion. “Jefferson—Churchill—Hitler—Trotsky—Auvade—it sounds like all of them at once,” he said very slowly. “And none of them; there’s no sense in it at all.”

“There may be some.”

Penn’s eyes opened; he stared directly across the desk. “Thoth?” he asked. “Their beacons tell us they’ve taken up a new station, an orbit passing near to Thoth, actually a watching-orbit over Mars—”

“Certainly,” Forman Alpha said with impatience. “That, Sire, is the only other bit of news in thirty-seven—thirty-seven, did you say? I thought so— thirty-seven hours.”

“No sense in it at all.” Penn heard himself murmur the words, and shut his mouth deliberately. Forman Alpha raised his eyebrows, in the manner of a man surprised at having to display the obvious.

“And yet—”

“Oh, yes,” Penn said wearily. “And yet—Thoth can be destroyed. I quite understand that. We can’t let this leak out ... so much I knew before, but I know it more strongly now. Having heard it all. Why—it’s simply incredible. The idiot might start a panic. . .”

Forman Alpha was smiling, Penn saw, actually smiling. “I doubt he’d mind that,” the Minister of Defense said.

Penn, trying still to clear his head, to think, to decide, shut his eyes again and opened them; nothing had changed. “No, of course not,” he said. “Rabble-rousers, all the men I mentioned. Jefferson . . . speechifyers, you see. Anything to get the people stimulated—to rouse them to action—to ... Of course, you’re right: a panic might be the-fastest way to get recruits.” And that was suddenly too fast for Forman Alpha.

“Recruits?”

After all, Penn told himself, it was a fact better known to an elective than to an appointive-elective statesman. “Someone,” he said very tiredly, “will be found to agree with any statement, no matter what it is. Someone, somewhere, will flock to any imaginable banner—whether or not it makes sense.”

“But—recruits—”

“Enough to do damage,” Penn said, seeing very clearly the beginnings of the next stir and cycle of events—which he was bound, in oath and position, to prevent. “Not enough to do as he says—destroy the Comity. No. But: five people would be enough to do serious damage, you see.”

Forman Alpha was back at attention; was it a game he played with himself? Penn wondered. Or was it the only manageable manner of the man in any relation at all? “One,” the Defense Minister said, “if he controls that ship over Thoth.”

“One,” Penn repeated. “But—”

He stopped at Forman Alpha’s nod; somewhere be-

hind the stone-still red face was the smallest gleam of satisfaction. “Exactly,” the face said. “Young Norm. It’s hardly to be believed.”

“The boy is mad,” Penn said flatly.

Forman Alpha nodded once more. “We shall have to think so,” he said. “If we decide to—”

“The Valor must be destroyed,” Penn said. “That much is clear; that much we cannot blink.”

“Then we must think so: the boy is mad. Norin’s son.” Forman Alpha spoke slowly, as if he timed, tasted, turned in bronze his words. “Norin’s son. And yet. . .1 wonder. . .”

Penn took, almost automatically, almost without irritation, the demanded cue. “What?”

“I wonder what Norin thinks,” Forman Alpha said, as slowly, suddenly his face screwed sidewise in a spastic, incredible grin; and in a blink relaxed. “Our Norin, I mean,” he said. “There are, after all, more than one.”
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That all men are bom to equal rights is clear. Every being has a right to his own, as moral, as sacred, as any other has. This is as indubitable as a moral government in the universe. But to teach that all men are bom with equal powers and faculties, to equal influence in society, to equal property and advantages through life, is as gross a fraud, as glaring an imposition on the credulity of the people, as ever was practiced by monks, by Druids, by Brahmins, by priests of the immortal Lama, or by the self-styled philosophers of the French Revolution. For honor’s sake, Mr. Taylor, for truth and virtue’s sake, let American philosophers and politicians despise it.




—John Adams, 

in a letter to John Taylor.
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Leverett was a fool, Norin thought: worried about the Dichtung, and no more. Why, if the worlds were  all to end tomorrow, Leverett’s concern would be the  safety of the chamber, and nothing more; which was  unfair, he knew; but Norin knew as well that Isidor  Norin was an aging man, and now and again he allowed  himself a privilege or two, jerked flopping from age’s  storehouse. No, it was no good discussing the thing  with Leverett—and who else was in the chamber?  Why had he come there, save to comfort his old  man’s soul, whatever name one called it by, with the  old, familiar sights and sounds? Gaughlin, hopeless;  Wright, too old, too fat for thought any longer. Why  do they keep on? Norin wondered. Why does Penn  keep them on?

Though it was hardly fair (once again) entirely to blame Penn; Gaughlin’s beloved populace, the  Valor’s charmed peoples, bore some share of that  great windbag of a weight. And . . . well, who else  was there?

Norin began a list, too rapidly for anyone but an old man familiar with more of the various Dichtung  groups, over the years, than most: Wells (bluff-and-hearty; take the story, misunderstand it, and find  some use out of it for his bloody-be-damned “white-collars”); Riesinger (the careful analyst: three  months understanding anything, three years putting it  to work: “Precisely what do you mean by that,  sir?); Aarlberg (nothing wrong with Vladimir Aarlberg  —and nothing right with him, either); Greene (with  a daughter of his own working as an analyst in Thoth!);  Grendon (whose brother was a Space Marshal—oh,  wonderful, wonderful); Vyabor-Shu (if you understood  how his mind worked; Norin didn’t, and suspected at  sour moments that Vyabor-Shu didn’t either); Demeuth. . . .

Useless. The Hall half empty and more, Gaughlin droning earnestly on, and no one, really, no one better than Demeuth in whom, however briefly and however tinily, to confide?

Norin sat a bit straighter. No: one. Demeuth, his tiny sparkling eyes turned to the old man, needed no  more than the briefest of head signals to leave his  own desk and slide into Gerris’ (Gerris being, of  course, absent—on what he would later call official  duties, and what everyone would know was the beck  and call of the—for Gerris—irresistible reporters)  and cock his wrinkled middle-aged head, with its  wisps of reddish hair disorderly over its top, in  Norin’s direction. “Well, Isidor? What have you got  for us this time? I saw Leverett, and I’m afraid the  poor man doesn’t look well—not at all well. I must  say, you’ve handed him a shocker this time, haven’t  you? I mean, you must have done, to stir him up like  that, my dear old boy, you must have found something—ah—quite spectacular.” Demeuth’s head bobbed once, twice, three times, all very quickly. “And I  imagine you’re about to—ah—let me in on it, isn’t  that so? Am I not correct, dear old boy?”

You had to remember, Norin told himself, that Demeuth was nothing like the idiot he pretended to  be, nothing like the odd, vacant character he seemed.  “You’re quite right, Chakiris,” he said. Demeuth’s  head bobbed once again while the wrinkled apple-face smiled. “I’m about to let you in on it.” A bright  man, a very bright man, and surpassingly quick. He  had found it to his advantage, these twelve years and  more, to act the fool; but Norin had not, he reflected  with a certain satisfaction coloring the terror, the depression, that filled him, been taken in by the act. Behind all the attitudes was a man worth knowing,  and—in the absence of someone truly appropriate, it  was true—worth exploring the horrors of the situation with.

“Well, then, dear old boy,” Demeuth said, panting with impatience or appearing to do so, “do so, do so;  don’t keep us in suspense here, now. That’s hardly  polite to an old friend, pow, is it?”

“Perhaps not, Chakiris.” Norin took a long single breath. As well as he could, he explained the situation with which the Council meeting had confronted  him; and Demeuth interrupted only with sighs, gasps,  exclamations of astonishment. Leverett kept peering  at the two of them with curiosity and impatience, but  Leverett could wait. They could all wait. They could  all. . .

At the very end of his tale he said, “The leader of the mutiny is my son.”

Demeuth took that in as he had taken the rest— with astonishment, enough changes of facial expression to win him a post in 3V, and quite sensible, immediate, appraisal. “Your younger boy. Of course,  that may lead to an even more complex situation.”

Norin nodded. “I’d thought of that, of course,” he said. “Aaron is his own man—man!—and what he  does is his own affair; I cannot concern myself with  it. Its meanings for me, for my post and for my influence, shall have to be borne. But Alphard—”

“Alphard?” Demeuth said, with what seemed, that once, true surprise. “I hadn’t thought—”

“But I’d imagined that was what you meant when—”

“Alphard? Dear old boy, no; Rachel was my thought. Married to this—this 3V-star fellow, isn’t  she?”

Demeuth’s doubt was, Norin thought, wonderful to behold; the wedding had spread itself over 3V for  days beforehand and a day or so afterward, not to  mention every other channel of public information  (if that, he reflected, was what you called them), and  a man would have to have been deaf and blind to  have missed knowing of the wedding between “the  beautiful daughter of one of our most influential  long-time Dichtung members” and Miltiades Cannam, “this year’s simply magnificent heartthrob, and an actor who’s on his way to winning big awards, let  me tell you . . . . . .   “A month ago, yes,” Norin  said, and then, cautiously: “But what does that have to do with—”

“Thoth, dear old boy,” Demeuth said; intelligence might be the center of a talk, but the habits of idiocy  were constant at the surface, which was, Norin knew,  as it had to be: habit, in the end, was the only  guarantor of a dependable mask. “Thoth. Now, it’s a  dull city and a dry one, yes, but it is, after all, the  major financial center of the System. And your new  son-in-law has a certain interest in financial matters  . . . as of course you know.”

And Norin, whose particular pride it sometimes was to tell himself that he knew, within his interests,  everything whatever, said quite honestly and slowly:  “I don’t know anything about it. But I rather think  I’d better.”

Demeuth gave him a distant broad smile. “Yes, I’d think so.” A pause and a deep breath, and then the  plunge: “You see, this man Cannam—he’s hardly an  independent sort, you know. A star and all that, you  see, but—well, dear old boy, he hardly has the time  to manage his own business affairs. Such complexity  . . . and then, of course, at that level handling becomes a special talent of its own, and we can hardly  expect a man to be talented in all fields, now, can  we?”

Norin nodded. “And his business manager has a relationship with a firm on Thoth—”

“A firm?” Demeuth broke in, his eyebrows high. Across the Hall, Norin noticed, Gaughlin, approaching peroration, was glancing ever more often  and more waspishly in their direction. “Anyone might  have connections of ... of that sort. In fact, once  past a certain level of income—though so rigidly limited a man as yourself, in those areas, might never'  know of the fact—a relation of that sort seems, in  these days, almost mandatory. No. I speak, I’m  afraid, of something much closer, and perhaps more  complex. There are certain debts—and due to the  debts, certain undertakings, of course—and anticipatory moneys invested—and . . . well, my dear old  boy, it soon becomes obvious.”

Gaughlin’s voice rose a bit. “Not to me,” Norin said. “Spit it out, Chakiris; get to the point, man.”  Demeuth’s smile showed no trace of intelligence  whatever. “But that is the point, you see. If Thoth is  truly damaged, it is certain that a great readjustment  of the money market will take place—oh, dry, dry  facts, but quite pointed, I’m afraid. In that rearrangement Manville Quist will suffer great loss—if, indeed,  he lives, since he is domiciled upon Thoth; but I understand that his security preparations are extensive.  Naturally, they would be.”

The name was, to Norin, faintly familiar. “Naturally?” he asked.

“Mr.—ah—Quist,” Demeuth said easily, “has been threatened many times before; he is only partly of  what we may call the legal world, you see. Now, Mr.  Quist has invested heavily in backing what I understand is called a Stunner—”

“The Cannam Stunner?” Norin asked. The spectacular 3V show was scheduled, he knew, for six months in the future; as usual, no private firm could pay for  the equipment, the men, and the lines involved, no  3V beam owner was legally able to do so, and it was  hardly the sort of thing that would fascinate the Government sponsorships. Instead, as Norin understood  the matter, Cannam himself invested in the show,  working for a return through a percentage of the fees  paid by individual viewers.

But Cannam clearly wasn’t the only investor; if Demeuth’s rambling had any meaning, he was barely  an investor at all. “Quite,” the fat man said. “Mr.  Quist, and an investment firm here on Earth entitled  simply Trust, Ltd., are backing Mr. Cannam’s business manager—in fact, dear old boy, Trust, Ltd. has  been doing so for many years. Mr. Cannam’s own  funds are simply not available: they are invested in a  complex of firms having little to do with the entertainment world—a complex, of course, which will  react most unpleasantly to the threat of damage, or to  damage itself, upon Thoth; the entire investment  market, in fact, will take a plunge. . . Demeuth  paused.

It was complex, Norin told himself, but it was clear. “In other words, if anything does happen to  Thoth, Cannam’s own money will begin to disappear,  and his backers will also lose money. I grant you  that’s unpleasant, but—”

“I’m afraid, dear old boy, that you haven’t quite seen the point,” Demeuth said in the same tone with  which the conversation had begun. “I admit that  there is one other fact to consider: Mr. Quist—Cannam’s major backer upon Thoth, you recall, and himself somewhat extralegal—is in debt to Trust, Ltd.”

It made, Norin began to see, a circle, and a peculiarly horrible one. Trust, Ltd. was outside the law approximately half the time, as Norin knew; if Quist,  owed Cannam and Trust, Ltd. at the same time, there  was no doubt as to which he would pay. The debt to  Cannam was legal, and legal measures for its collection  would take time; but a debt to an extralegal firm was  collectible in terms of quite extralegal threats....

No; wait. Quist wouldn’t owe Cannam: Quist, investing in the Stunner, would simply lose money, quite legally.

As would Trust, Ltd. In which case . . .

In which case, Norin asked himself, Where was the danger? “But—”

“Ah, now,” Demeuth said. “I see your difficulty. You assume that sums of money in the amounts required to pay for this Stunner actually, coldly exist  and are transferred to the account of Mr. Cannam’s  business manager before the date of the show, so that  he may pay them out. But such sums . . . my dear  boy, such sums seldom, if ever, exist in quite that  sense. They are promises-to-pay, percentages of stock  appreciations, sums secured, in short, by the theoretical existence of other sums, and so on interminably.  In the end, the money, exists, since it must be paid, in  thousands of small portions, into the pockets of the  workmen and the share-owners involved in the Stunner. But when Mr. Cannam’s business manager begins to do so—if a collapse at Thoth has lowered the  values of the original investments, you see—he will  find that neither Mr. Quist nor Trust, Ltd. is in a  position to provide the sums already guaranteed.”

“Then, since they will be acting in defiance of the law—the money having been promised . . .” Norm  found himself trying to work the thing out, step by step.

“Oh, my dear old boy, they will hardly want to bring the law down upon them in so straightforward  and inescapable a manner,” Demeuth said. “They  are, as you know, a bit on the shady side, and the  law’s attentions would hardly suit them. Oh, no. They  will, therefore, pay out the sums required and  guaranteed.”

Norin nodded, knowing he was being terribly slow about the whole business. “But if they can’t, if they  haven’t the money . . .”

“Why, then,” Demeuth said, “they will take steps to get the money. From, of course, the nearest available person: Mr. Cannam. Since it is his brother-in-law in charge of the raid, if raid there is—responsible, at any rate, for any sudden shudder at Thoth—a  primitive mind, such as the collective mind of Trust,  Ltd., will want Mr. Cannam to bear the responsibility. And since Mr. Quist is in debt both to Mr. Cannam and to Trust, Ltd., there is no doubt in what direction he will move—and with all possible urgency.”  “They’ll both come down on Cannam,” Norin said.  “Or his business manager. 1 see that much. But—”

“The business manager may be, simply, swept out of the way,” Demeuth said. His face never changed  expression; that, Norin remembered, was his first clue  to the man behind Demeuth’s elaborate charade.

“Mr. Quist will be in no mood for the making of what he would consider fine distinctions—and Trust,  Ltd. is not noted for its ability to make such distinctions. Mr. Cannam will be, in their eyes, responsible  for a great deal of money. And—if you’ll recall—his  own investments will, by the same action which  brings these men to his door, drop suddenly and  sharply in value.”

It was all clear, Norin thought; all very, terribly clear. “And if he can’t pay—”

“Why, then,” Demeuth broke in, “they will—they must, in their own terms—make of him what is called,  I believe, an ‘object lesson.’ They cannot afford,  they might tell you, to allow any debtor to default on  any large part of a debt; it might encourage others to  do so, and in a time of panic such as might occur if  Thoth is tumbled . . .”

An object lesson, Norin was thinking. Cannam, and, by extension, Cannam’s wife—the obvious, the  spotlit, the shining target, since next to her was the  dark shade of her brother, the raider of Thoth, the  origin of everything . . .

An object lesson. An enforcement.

And what was that, he asked himself, that (it seemed a good many years ago) he had told Tura-bul?

Yes.

Blood.







“Hasn’t changed its orbit,” Hazeltine said. “On track and on trail.”

“And passing dead over Thoth,” Frohlich added. The tiny lookout cabin of Skywatch Mars Fourteen  felt as stuffy as it always had. No different—though  with that ship up there, Frohlich thought, it should  have felt different. More dramatic, anyway.

“Just going along,” Hazeltine said dryly. “Harmlessly going its happy little way.”

“Sure,” Frohlich said, and then, perhaps to Hazeltine and perhaps to the undramatic little room itself,

he added, “Until we send an interceptor squad up there.”

“Until?” Hazeltine said. “No orders yet.” Neither of them had taken his eyes from the pair of showup  screens.

“Not yet,” Frohlich agreed. “But there will be. There have to be. I mean—well, look: what else can  they do?”







“Look, look, look,” Miltiades Cannam was saying, trying to stay seated and calm at one end of the damn  long table. Which wasn’t easy; and they goggled at  him like fish, what else? Poor fish, he told himself;  poor fish, poor suckers, and Cannam thought of his  brother-in-law and thought about consigning all five  (Grossbeck, Tripps, Vindi, Schor, and the new kid,  this silly Holliday) to the odd Hell Alphard’s peculiar  people kept threatening everybody with. Hell, indeed.  There wasn’t all the time in the world, nothing like it,  and he had a right to expect decent work. Well,  didn’t he? “Look,” he began again, and they goggled,  “this whole idea’s cracksy. Nothing to support it,  nothing with any go to it; it’ll fall apart of its own  damn weight. Cracksy, and that’s all.”


Holliday stuck out his long pale neck. A turtle turning into a giraffe. “Nothing cracksy about it, Ty,” he said, his eyes very wide, his voice very earnest and almost as sure as (Cannam could imagine) he wanted  it to sound. “A good solid premise: there’s this guy,  he comes home after a hard day, right? And his  wife’s got some psycho friends in, they’re all going to  put on a play. So the guy, he won’t stand for this, and  he starts a fight with the wife, only it gets mixed up  with the play—”

“I read it,” Cannam said, trying to stay calm. Somebody had to do the thinking for this crew. “I  read it, I walked through it. I tried it, remember?  Look, you don’t see the point.” What were they,  amateurs? Nobody but Holliday with even enough  belief to stand up for the scene. And a cracksy scene  to start with. “None of you,” he said. “You’re bat-blind, you’re stuck to last year. Like last year was flypaper; that’s how you’re stuck to it.” Calm, he told  himself. “Now the thing is this: the scene’s old, everybody knows it, and it just drags. No life in it, no  fresh notions. Look, where’s the laughs? Tell me  that: where’s the laughs?”

Holliday began right off; bang went the starting-gate: “Well, look, Ty, you go and take this bit where the guy is holding a mop handle, and there’s this military—” and then he stopped. All around the table  there was a silence. Afraid, Cannam thought. Running scared. It was just that Holliday was a little  newer; took his time to realize you don’t fight the big  boss. Nobody fights the big boss.

That was flypaper too. “There’s no laughs,” he said. “It’s all jammed together, banged up and busted  down.” A flicker from somewhere (Tripps and  Schor?). “All right, it follows the rules. I will say that  for it: it has got that much. It has got all the rules.”

Hey-hey: bravery. Courage. Daring. “But, Ty.” Old little Grossbeck, looked like about age nine hundred and eighty with that bald head, and the little flat  eyes. Skin as yellow as yellow paint, and that voice  you kept thinking was going to turn into a whisper or  a croak, one. But brave, all of a sudden—how’d that  happen, baby? “You have to think of the audience,”  he said. Precise and a little slow. “A scene plays for  one particular audience. That is always true.” What  made people like that drift into gagwriting,  scenesketching, all the crazy jobs? Cannam knew he  would never figure it out, and that was a weakness;  what you don’t know, some shlockhead will use  against you.

So he had his head turned looking at the old man and Schor got up at the far end of the table, big and  dark as somebody’s housebroken gorilla, picking up  the argument with a dramatic gesture: standing.  Leaning his hands down right on the table, flat, just  like a real defiant type, stand up for the scene or march out and face a firing squad; sure, baby, a big  man. “This isn’t like some little thing, Ty. I mean,  this is for the whole megillah, the entire audience.  And you get an audience like that, Ty-baby”—and  Cannam got the big grin, I’m only out for your best  interests, I mean to do good by you, believe me—  “take it from me, you can’t be too subtle-like. It has  to be—”

Enough was enough. “I know what it has to be,” Cannam said. “It has to be tossed the Hell out. And it  has to be replaced. And damn quick.”

Holliday hadn’t had enough. “But—”

Schor hadn’t moved. Cannam looked him up and down. Slowly, slowly. Took a big breath and looked  around the table. “Who’s the final word?” he said.  “Tell me that.”

Schor shrugged, not making a big thing out of it. Around the table: Grossbeck shaking his slow old  head, Vindi and Tripps as close as Siamese twins,  looking dubious—there was something weird there  and there always had been; one day when he had  time he’d dig it out. You could never know too much.  Vindi was starting to sit down when Holliday cleared  his throat and everything froze again.

“You are, Ty. Mr. Cannam.”

“Fine,” Cannam said. “Call me Ty, baby-duck. We’re all friends here.” Giving them the fast flash of  a smile, bright, bright, bright: the knife, that was the  way. Send them all to Hell. Place needs a population  increase, why not make Alphard happy? “Ty. Got  that? And Ty’s the final word; you keep that in  mind.” Look around the table. Schor was sitting  down—when’d that happen?—and the freeze was on  every face. So they’ll do it my way, and they won’t  like it. But they’ll do it; that’s the big thing, that’s  what has to be. “And the final word is, you jerk it,”  he told them. “You get a new scene, baby-ducks, you  all come very high-priced, you know that?” The knife  again, just the flash of a smile. “And for those prices I want something fresh. New. Not from the stale  counter, twenty percent off.”

The freeze wasn’t complete: Grossbeck began in a hopeless voice, slow and steady: “The audience—”

“I know the audience,” Cannam said. Calmly, calmly. “They know me. And they’ve been liking me  for a while now.” Once more around the table. “You  know why? You know why that is?” Nobody said a  word, and that much, that much anyhow, he could be  grateful for; oh, there was nothing like the big glamorous showbusiness world, no, sir. “Because I give  ’em what they want, and I know what they want.”  Absolute silence. “You got that?”

They had it; nobody opened a mouth. After a while, Cannam looked at them all and stood up, making a production out of it:        you stretch, you  straighten, you push the chair away with your knee-backs, you straighten to the top, you fold your arms. The big star; the final word. Got to be, baby-duck;  got to be.

“Now,” he said. “We got six months. Which is not forever, because, look: we need two months just  working with the lenses and charting movements and  sounds, getting the eyes and the ears ground down  right. No sloppy work, you got that? We have to  squeeze a week out—all right, we can squeeze a week  out, but that means a rush job. And for a Stunner  you don’t do any rush job. Am I right?”

Vindi muttered it: “You’re right, Ty.” It was enough. There was more to swing through.

“So, then,” he said. “Leaves us four months. Call it a month for casting and orchestrations and sets and  like that; six weeks for rehearsals.” He let a little  silence drop in: punctuation; timing. “Leaves us all  told six, maybe seven weeks. And this is not forever,  baby-ducks. This is noplace near forever.”

It was Holliday’s turn; he knew the scam. “Right, Ty.” Enough. One at a time. You always had to fight  them; you always had to get what you wanted. Make  them see that the people wanted what you wanted;  otherwise, where’d you have ever been?

So. “All right. When we toss this scene out we need nine minutes to fill. Nine big minutes.” The big  man, the final word. Oh, yes. “Anybody got an idea  how to fill them?”

Vindi raised his eyebrow ridges, looking for attention. He got it. Medium-small, that round fuzzy head shining translucent pink. Lazy Vindi; what was that  with him and Tripps? Nothing simple. Maybe nothing  important, but how do you know until you know?

“So?” Cannam said.

Vindi shrugged, a tiny movement. “Maybe we ought to do a classic sketch, you know, Ty-baby? A  real classic. Something to pin on the wall, you  know?”

Lazy Vindi: do a classic and nobody has to write a thing. Just dig one out, run it through again. But lazy  isn’t lousy; Cannam said: “Maybe.” And then fixed  them all with one unblinking stare. What had to be  said: “I’ve got to get my money’s worth, that’s all. It’s  my money; you remember that?”

Vindi almost shrugged again. Not quite. “Sure, Ty-baby.”

“My money,” Cannam said. “And I’m going to get my money’s worth. Got to.” He looked at the five  frightened men. And why tell them how important  that money’s worth was getting to be? Why give them  a piece of himself, why make Miltiades Cannam vulnerable? Why open it up? “Got to,” he said.

But all the same he thought of Rachel suddenly, and the tension grew in his face and his stance; he  couldn’t help that. He thought of Rachel, and he  thought about Quist and the Stunner.

My money.

Got to. That’s all.


7.










The will of God prevails. In great contests each party claims to act in accordance with the will of God. Both may be, and one must be, wrong. God cannot be for and against the same thing at the same time. In the present civil war it is quite possible that God’s purpose is something different from the purpose of either party; and yet the human instrumentalities, working just as they do, are the best adaptations to effect his purpose.



—Abraham Lincoln: a private memorandum 
written during September, 1862.




8.










The difficulty, of course, is that my task—the work to which l have been assigned, and which l am assured is suited to me, is, essentially, administrative; it is not in the least directed toward what I cannot help seeing as the true work of the Church: the iteration and explication of its message . . . though, as you may well remind me, any loose talk of a “message,” regarding our Church, brings to this, or any, discussion an instant and a bothersome confusion.

Nevertheless, such a message does exist; within the limits of probability, such a message must exist; it is there, for our analysis. The strong hand, white and muscled, wrote easily on, as if there were neither difficulty nor pain in what had been thought, what was now to be committed to tiny cursive permanence. Well, none of this shall be seen, and none published, during my lifetime: that was the thought which was not written down. No action can exist without concomitant interpretation, and any such interpretation will always be (so far as that prophecy may be allowed to have meaning), to one view or another, a message; any act, to belabor dully the simple and obvious, is an act of communication. So much, perhaps, need not even be said; it is, clearly, the very conflict between one communication and another, in the secular world, which brings our Church daily to birth, keeps it in being, and assures it of that relevance which we have at last learned—so slowly, and so poorly, this record may all helplessly admit—to value above truth.

Then, that message: final values can only be fudged finally. The old categories of truth and good and love—and all others which are as general, as sweeping, as unrelated to particular demands of time and place and situation—are meaningful only in terms of some projected, faith-certain Last Judgment; further, the Judgment itself is a generality of the same sort, and therefore one of whose real, experiential existence we cannot even be entirely certain. In each action taken, then, in each communication made, we must unceasingly search, though never with the assurance of finality, for relevance—for that relevance which alone makes the action, the communication, worthy of recognition and of approval in our (putative) Judgment.

Very well. So much we learn in Seminary. So much, too, we tell to others—as you, my unknown reader, my true-brother born only after l am cold, must surely know. (If, as so rightly you remind me, you exist at all; for that, too, must be kept in mind. That, too.) And, in the telling, in explication and discussion of our message and its variously applicable meanings, we have developed a structure of our own, in fact a solid and continuing hierarchy, which requires not only explicators but administrators, translators for the outer worlds and tiny inner Venus, travellers—and, shortly, all pence-passing officialdom in most of its recognizable forms, its numberless choking forms. Of course, we are taught (are you not, as l am?) that such a structure is in itself subject to Judgment—that an “idea” of our Church is in itself as meaningless (necessarily to us, though not to our Judge) as any other general idea—that the whole Church itself must at any given moment be relevant to the whole world; yes, we are taught, and we teach. But the words scarcely apply to the actuality: the map (and so I find myself repeating, once again, forever again, that best-known secular, precursory, prophetic sentence) is not the territory. The structure does not, in fact, change. It does not, in fact, shift as clearly it must shift, in order to retain its relevance in the staring face of the great daily changes of the daily world. Nor can it: order must be preserved.

A sad memoir, this bundle of scribble, for any Churchman to keep; perhaps, one day, I’ll put it to burning, turn it all to smoke. Thus the mind: but the hand wrote on. In the world of an explicator, naturally enough, this idea shakes little; surrounded as any simple explicator must be by the daily life of the immense secular mass of humanity, he must think more of relevance in the constantly varying contexts which, for that mass, exist than in the terms of the great Church itself—to which they are attached, certainly, but with which they share no more than a minimal communication. But the administrator is in different case. His task is precisely the Church itself, and he must therefore see all matters differently; and so, as it seems to me, he must waver, in plain reason, always on an edge perilously close" to that something else which Christmas call heresy, Jews treason, Buddhists unwillingness and the few remaining followers of K’ung Fu-Tze unmanliness, or confusion.

It is natural, even obvious, that for this state we ourselves have no name; committed to a doctrine (if, indeed, there is such a thing, with us, as a statable “body of doctrine”) which specifically refuses to allow us the recognition of an absolute, we can accuse no person of desertion. Even an insistence upon an absolute must in some way be acceptable in our demitheology—and one may, of course, then choose any absolute at all, pick any random statement fresh and foaming from the mouth of a mad philosopher; for the statement “There are no absolutes” is in itself an absolute, and hence to us anathema marantha. It is at this point that I must leave the most delicate of our questions to logicians—those delicately trained persons who are more versed in categories, in the algebra of meaning and in what must surely be the most thorough, and therefore the most convincing, of all the forms of explication than I am, or shall be, or was ever (as one may carelessly say) meant to be.

I say: I leave the question. But I cannot so easily leave its effect upon myself. If I had been posted to the position of a simple explicator . . . but that hope, of course, was vain from the beginning. Even my conversion—that state which my father may call heresy, and doubtless does so call it—could make no radical difference to his plans for his family: his family. (And perhaps our Church was swayed by a slight belief in the heritance of such political graces as he has shown; after all, one must be fair; but in the storm of feeling within which I live . . . must one, mon semblable, mon frere? Can I not scrawl out my own position, my own sight—here, if nowhere else? Can I not score him, my life’s first shaper and the overseer of all my days, despite conversion, despite our arguments, our discussions and our fights? Though all came to an end peaceful enough, as these things go .. . can I not wash out the probabilities, and swordscratch him?) One son, then, to the Forces, and one to the Church (and which Church? and what difference?); and a daughter, at the last, to a marriageable, a spotlit vainful power (though even I in singleminded mood can scarcely believe that last was&   truly planned-for!)—so my hatefather views the world, and views himself as patriarch. To be a Norin is to be set apart: of course.

And so I was set apart, and given a position of known worth and easy recognition in the world: Auxiliary to the Most High and Excellent Cardinal-explicator Jason Jerri mine, of the district of mid-America. And so I deal, and must continue to deal, with the shuffling of papers, with the programming and instructing of vast computer-centrals, with the many and quite wildly various ways in which Cardinal-explicators must retain some contact with the world in general, and with their own district in particular—not mentioning the subtle, needed, specially assumptive nets of knowledge and communication centering upon any explicator in mid-America district, so near to the Capitol. Set apart (as surely my father sees the matter) for a decent useful notoriety; set apart, in sober truth though no man know it, for doubts and for worries I may not confess to any living man; for where’s the use, were a Nor in to be, as I should surely be, the center of Churchly controversy? Conversion was enough of that; and, more, there are those who are my father’s enemies, who would not wait the space of one small breath to use me in blackening him further—since, of course, I have scarcely yet grown elderly enough, or lustrous enough, to have collected round me enemies all my own.

And so (to repeat myself, if my reader can bear the fact) I keep this diary, this tiny scrawl meant for a later time. A time in which disclosure will harm neither my father nor myself. . . .

Yes, but if I should marry and beget, who can say what terror of the future will result? There: it’s out at last; and so an end. Like as not, this odd bundle shall all in the end be burnt; meanwhile, my record, day by day, fills many scattered idle hours', and fills as well some nagging sense of duty; and is kept.

This day is half over. In what is termed an hour of reflection, I am writing. And in the writing itself I discover that the day’s content has been cloudy philosophy, seminarist argument; l discover, in short, that in this day as in most, nothing of real interest or engagement has occurred. . . .

Why, the session .(Norin realized with surprise) had wound itself up more quickly than he’d thought it might: Gaughlin, to begin with, had been choked off by some spiraling argument growing out of a careless phrase, and was sidetracked into dealing with some theoretical claim or other to payment for a group of short-term specific-duty spaceboat crewmen. There were a few members, naturally enough, interested in proving that the men had not been volunteers “in terms of the work to which they were assigned,” as the relevant bill had it, and the discussion had, as naturally, become one guaranteed to raise six voices urgently on the trail of fine distinctions, while leaving everyone else either bored or in the state to which, in Norin’s cold opinion, God and nature had been pleased to place them, simple and unambitious incomprehension. All of which left Leverett, poor man, as one of the unconcerned, nothing whatever to do but brood upon what he was undoubtedly thinking of as the Norin Problem—not quite, when one came to think of it, an inappropriate term.

Well. The motion to table the bill under discussion—a bill calling for a quite unspecified payment, as everyone present had noticed some time before, of course: in short, a gesture toward the interested members of several constituencies, a lesson, if one liked, in How Government Works—had been passed by a large and weary majority, called into quorum less than fifteen minutes after the argument on the motion had begun. The bill was laid on the table, and would never, in all probability, rise again. Norin considered that, not only for himself but for most of the Dichtung and most of the Comity, to be a great relief; and if the process hardly allowed of the “full and free debate” for which the Dichtung, in the original Charters of the Comity, had been formed—well, the Dichtung was after all composed of human beings. Full and free debate, that ancient famous phrase, was really meant for contesting debating societies; in the world of actual life and of actions which had actual and enormous consequences, most men had the essential facts (including, for the Dichtung, what would be considered by the membership the essential facts regarding other members) long before a motion arrived at the floor, and debate seldom changed a committed or a strongly interested vote; such public talk, in fact, was not remarkable for its capacity to change minds. As it was in the beginning (Norin found his mind adding idly), is now, and ever will be: some old echoes continued always to persist—Alphard, that most peculiar child, to the contrary.

Man was sometimes rational; he was always at least half animal, and the image that came familiarly to Norin as he watched Leverett, and his tight-stuck companion, talking quickly and quietly together was, he imagined, peculiarly fitting: they were “on the trail.” Quite. Demeuth (in a far corner, stacking papers and preparing to leave) would keep his mouth adhesive as an airseal, but Leverett wasn’t really the type for such trust. As Norin had known, though he could have done little else. And now, the Dichtung dismissed for the day, Leverett was free to stalk his explanation through the verbal underbrush Norin knew he was capable of instantly creating. Leverett alone might in the end have been avoided, true; but he had joined forces (and not for the first time! Norin told himself with a flash of irritation) with an outsider, and a persistent one.

Turnbul, of course. The 1st News man who’d been so bothersome after the Council meeting. And time had passed; Turnbul would have more information; Leverett, in their rushed colloquy, would Jhave received it; and between them, Norin knew (feeling neither despair nor anger but only a sort of temporal resignation), they were going to give one member of the Emperor’s Council a very bad time.

A very bad time indeed, but there was no avoiding it. Retreat from the Hall would at best save him between three and five minutes. Too late for that, anyhow. (Demeuth stretched slightly, relaxed, and left, his lips pursed as if he were inaudibly humming, his head never turned toward Norin or toward the Leverett-Turnbul alliance. Totally unconcerned, from the look of him; in fact, he had not been a poor choice for confidant, a decision which, Norin found, gave him two emotions which were growing more and more unfamiliar in these latter days: surprise and pleasure.) The two men, Leverett spiderlike and leashed, Tumbul ponderous, determined, came through the packs and wandering single members of the Dichtung as the place emptied, heading straight toward him. Animals indeed: their quarry was visible. And could not escape.

Resignation, the calmest road to acceptance, helped a bit. Norin stood silently as they came up, and there followed (as the last of the members let the door shut behind him, and the Hall fell into an unaccustomed, awkward silence) a brief strained moment of entire stillness. Tumbul, Norin imagined, would let Leverett—as not only a Dichtung member but, in a small way, an “official spokesman”—lead the way; when that prediction proved accurate, he felt neither surprise nor pleasure.

Nor much of anything else; he, too, had been caught in stillness, and for a time remained there. “There are some things I’d like to talk to you about.” And there an end. Norin looked at the worried little man (taller, in cold fact, than Norin himself, but stature was no measure of size) as coldly as he found possible, and said nothing whatever. The effect of that was, of course, unnerving, and Leverett added hesitantly: “If you don’t mind.”

Time, then, to make clear the bounds of his territory. Oh, they’d get what they had come for, but they would not rocket to victory without a price. One of the values of power, that decision was—as Norin saw it.

“However,” he said flatly with no perceptible hesitation, “I mind.”

Turnbul’s sense of protocol was at best rudimentary, as any snoop’s would be; the sudden violation as he caught at Leverett’s shoulder and leaned forward trickled anger into Norin. “Look here, now,” the big man burst out. “This is no casual byplay. This is— important. We’re—”

He’d left an opening into which Norin efficiently, almost cheerfully, slipped an edge. They’d have battle, would they? “Premature.”

Tumbul blinked, moving back, but the thrust had no effect on Leverett at all. Leverett was a dedicated man, that was it—worse, he was a dedicated Chairman. “Norin,” he said, in as soft and friendly a tone as was at all consistent with the sheer brute insistence of the man, “what does that mean? Premature. I’ve got to have something—”

For the good of the Dichtung. Yes. “Perhaps you do,” Norin said, and flicked a glance at beefy Tumbul, silent. “Perhaps, on the other hand, he doesn’t.”

That edge, too, went home. His face reddened, his body again in tension, the newsman said instantly, “Matters are beginning to get a bit wild, Councillor. Perhaps you don’t see that. I’m sure that if you think—”

“I do,” Norin said, rapidly, his whole face as sunny as possible. “Clearly, you don’t. Do you imagine I have left the—the newsmedia—a horrible word!— quite out of consideration?”

Tumbul began: “But—” and Leverett cut in. A bright man, the Chairman; Norin would have no chance to whirl the talk round into a defense and analysis of the job of the newsman. Not that he’d really hoped it would be that easy, but he’d had to make the move; it was nearly a book move in any case. And one followed the book, so to speak, whenever possible; the book was generally helpful, since, if it were not, it would not be the book at all.

“Forget him, then,” Leverett was saying. “Norin, everyone is upset. I’ve got to know what to tell them.” One clawed hand sketched a few lines in the air; Leverett had always been a gesturing speaker, given, like most of the type, to italics as well. “I’ve got to be able to call them down.”

Norin gave him, to begin with, a smile: thin, rapid, cold as space and bright as unscreened sunlight, and quite as deadly as either. “Tell them about the mutiny,” he said afterward.

Leverett blinked. “The—”

Pretense of ignorance? Almost surely; but Norin found it less trying to let the play pass unchallenged. “Ask Tumbul,” he said easily. “I’m sure he has all the facts by now.”

The big newsman grasped at that without pause for a breath. “Then you confirm—”

“The mutiny?” Norin said, and shrugged (as he hoped) casually. “Certainly. What would be the good of doing anything else?”

“And your—your—”

Why, Turnbul actually appeared to be at a temporary loss for words—a moment Norin told himself he ought to treasure for its rarity.

“And the role played in it by Aaron,” he said. “My son. Yes, of course.” That was hard to say, but necessary; Norin’s position and stature, as he saw them, could allow no evasion there. Not any more.

Leverett, listening, looked like a man on the verge of real tears. The look was perhaps forty percent accurate, and it had been very useful (Norin recalled) over the years. “Norin—what’s going to—my God, Norin, what’s going to happen?”

Perhaps higher than forty. Fifty? Or even fifty-five? Only the knowledge of his duty kept Norin calm enough to stand, to speak, without quiver or shake in his voice or his limbs; an odd side-effect of power.

“My son will die,” he said flatly. “That much, my dear Leverett, is quite clear.”

The tears still, just out of sight. “But a mutiny— blood—this senseless speech—”

Norin had heard the speech described, and an excerpt from it had been quoted. Forman Alpha’s memory, another side-effect of power, perhaps. Leverett’s adjective seemed entirely and terribly appropriate. He had asked himself, he asked himself again, without hope of a sensible answer, what had happened to the boy. Aaron was, after all, Aaron Norin; he had certain standards. . . .

His voice remained entirely steady. “Those, my dear man,” he said quietly, “are reasons for the death of my son; they are not objections to it.”

Reason, reason, reason; it was the rule of his life, and his last defense; for without reason, where did duty lie, and where position? Turnbul, shifting his shoulders as if he were trying to get a weight off them, shot a question at him like a gunblast:

“And what else is there?”

What else? A good newsman was always popularly supposed to be nearly telepathic, and that question struck perilously close to Demeuth’s notions. He was unable to reply without a slight pause; and he knew that Tumbul had noticed the pause, and would profit from it. “What else?”

“It’s not only the mutiny,” the newsman went on, while Leverett looked shocked, and the empty chamber, the seats, the aisles, the flat paintings, seemed to roll inward and darken as they moved. “Not now, not any more. There’s something else, now—something added to that mutiny, Councillor.”

Telepathy—or the ability to remember, to arrange, to place facts within a useful order, raised to a high degree. It was always a mistake to assume one’s opponent an imbecile, no matter how great the temptation or the evidence. On the other hand, imbecility did display itself in the most surprising—and the most helpful—of places. . . .

“Good Lord, what more could there be?” Leverett asked, nearly sputtering. “What more can you possibly even imagine?”

Which, of course, Norin seized upon. Though the odds remained heavily against him, it was pleasant to imagine his enemies arguing with each other while he went off. “Imagination,” he said, making the word, the sentence, as offensive a drawl as he could manage, “is Turnbul’s long suit—as, doubtless, he will tell you.”

But Turnbul, stolid and undeflected, pushed off the insult without appearing to notice it. “Not this time,” he said slowly. “This time I’m sure.”

Norin made himself raise his –eyebrows. Irritation was the key—at least for that moment, for that discussion. Later keys would, doubtless, occur to him as needed; unless, of course, they did not. Realist, he scolded himself; it was an unpleasant thing to be. “Really, now?”

“You’re not through with this, you know.”

And then there were no keys. The honest answer, the simplest truth, was all that would serve; it just might (he thought) be capable of disarming, at the least, Leverett. Leave them at each other’s throats . . . a fine, satisfying picture. “Of course,” he said, and could not erase from his voice a trace of deep sorrow, an exposure he had not meant, and would not admit. “I know.”

But Leverett was disarmed by nothing. Instead (due to that sadness? due to some miscalculation? the will of God?) he turned, suddenly, into a vessel of personal concern. With friends like that, who needs enemies? And how ancient was that phrase? Norin seemed to himself to be fading slowly back down the long line of the irretrievable, unconcerning centuries. “He means nothing that need concern you,” he told the Chairman; but that, clearly, was not going to work either. It was not going to work at all.

“But—”

He made it stronger. “Or the Dichtung,” he said,

as Leverett watched, looked concerned, waited. “For the time being, at any rate.” The stick, and then the carrot: who knew? It might work. Something had to work, didn’t it? Leverett’s favorite play, for instance, against Leverett. . . .

Didn’t it? Unfortunately, he told himself, no. Leverett stimulated by Turnbul, Leverett frantic, worried beyond any easy assurance, was no target he could relax and strike at. “Norin, my God—”

And so he found his best choice, his old rocksteady, remote, assured tone; and so he used it. “When it does concern you, Leverett,” he said, cutting in easily, “or when it concerns the Dichtung, you will know. You may trust me for that.”

Stuffy, and no less: the tone that would most comfort Leverett. The Chairman nodded, at first a bit uncertainly and then more surely, more remotely. The situation had become Dichtung business; Norm's tone had made it so, and he had so split his enemies. Looking at them, he was quite certain of that—as, of course, was Tumbul. Who required now, alone and without the Chairman for support, no special handling.

“And me?” the newsman asked.

Norin smiled again: a longer, brighter, even a warmer smile. One more sentence would rid him of Tumbul (for the moment), and he had provided himself with the cue for that sentence; it gave him as much pleasure as he was, just then, capable of feeling.

“Tumbul, I would not trust you under any circumstances I can imagine.”

But the battle had begun, and Norin knew it. He was assured without doubt that it was to be a battle; the simple facts provided him with that much, he told himself wryly. Aaron: in such difficulty that his death could casually be mentioned as the least part of the events which he had put in train. Rachel: pitch-forked, through her marriage to Cannam, into great, immediate, Comity-visible danger. Alphard: perhaps

even Alphard, whom he had been relieved to think safe and remote in the Church of Chance and Probabilities, might be drawn in. As it suddenly seemed to Norin, even that last was a certainty; there was no escape for any of his issue. Position and power had given each the worst of their gifts: notoriety and vulnerability.

Aaron, Rachel, Alphard: the world, then, and the flesh, and—the Church, Norin amended the old phrase. The tone of his own mind was surely iron-cold and iron-hard: his analysis was totally impersonal. All the powers he had seen in the world were, in fact, drawn into the pattern of one action; all the powers with which any human being would have constantly to deal. And yet power and position did have different faces; his own, the power, and the position, of a Councillor and an influential member of the Dich-tung, as he knew himself to be, would have to be used, to protect...

Well?

Aaron? Rachel? Alphard?

Or (the smallest of clouds, the tiniest of hints) himself?

Within a second he knew that no single answer was correct. Protection was demanded for no individual, but for civilization itself, nothing less, if worth the gift; for it seemed Norin alone, of the three standing in a corner of the deserted echoing chamber, who saw quite clearly all of the effects, all of the meanings, of “simply one mutiny,” of “simply one speech.” A tangled web was about to come to wide display, a web crushed into place by a man who had never even intended to deceive. But self-deceit required no knowing intent, and never would.

Impatience, then, never far from him, overtook him like a storm.

Philosophy could wait; with the abruptness that had become expected of him, he left the group, walked, found himself in the long ringing corridor.

Home was his place. Home was his object.

Home: that location in which, solitary since the slow death of Agnes long ago, the death he had schooled himself never to dwell upon, he would be able, unbothered, to think. In which he would finally be enabled, with the help of Norin’s own firm God, to discover the proper use of his power, the proper manner in which to protect it against. . .

Against all other powers, of course: what was he thinking of? Against all others . . .

But the phrase remained, repeating itself meaninglessly; it was a part of something Norin could not, at that bitter, rigid moment, recall.







“Very well, my son.”

Two hours had passed since Alphard had put away his bundle of “private papers” and, by the time Cardinal-explicator Jerrimine had called for him and had begun to speak to him in what he felt as an unreasonably peremptory manner, he felt once again capable and safe. He had had the news, and had reacted to it (in the presence of his superior) with inner shock, with outer obedience. “We must set off at once,” the Cardinal went on. “Clearly, my son, the Emperor will need to know that our services, and the services of—”

Alphard felt the necessity of an interruption—a disobedient act which, as he knew, the Cardinal-explicator was informal enough to allow without difficulty. “Ours, Your Excellence?”

Informal, yes—but scarcely unpracticed in diplomatic usage. Jerrimine’s tone was far from mock-pious; it would have taken an ear as practiced and as knowing as that of his assistant to hear in it the deliberate ingenuousness of its substructure. “The services, as 1 began to say, of the Church,” he responded easily.

But Alphard knew the easiness to be a pose: his superior was far from ready—had, in fact, no single suitable attitude for such a confrontation. What he felt was, it seemed, analogous to Alphard’s own feeling: distinctly not panic, but wholly his own unsuitability in the face of a demanding task. Alphard’s mouth was suddenly dry; but the feeling was familiar enough and he cleared his throat to speak. “I think it might be better, Your Excellence, and more suitable, were I—”

“To stay behind?” Jerrimine asked. That oldest of signals from superior to subordinate, almost a “roguish twinkle,” as the popular press had it, was in his eyes. “Why, my dear son, we must appear in our normal manner, you know. Only in that way can we make it clear to our Emperor that we offer him something more than simply support—that we offer him a truly full, and truly unreserved, willingness to serve in this, his moment (and ours as well, my son) of dismay.” A rounded period, and Alphard gave it the tribute of brief silence. The Cardinal had a liking (which, Alphard knew, he was unfortunate enough to share) for orotund, lengthy, complex speech and writing; it seemed very nearly a normal occupational hazard of Churchly life at certain levels, but Alphard had never determined which was cause, which effect. Was Churchly life, in the final analysis, simply an occupational . . .

Heresy, or at the least disrespect. Wipe it out; forget; drop it. “Your Excellence—”

The tall gray-eyed man, his full white hair thick and uncombed in the conference room to which he had called his assistant, seemed in a flash of strength to take on additional height, additional weight, a new unshakable brightness. His eyes were, as suddenly, stem, his whole aspect both saddened and remotely threatening. “Must I make that an order, Alphard? An order, my boy?”

“I must say yes.” The reply had not come without hesitation, but . . . what could Alphard be threatened with? How could he truly be hurt? (And never mind the jottings of diary or journal that came to mind; they had nothing to do with—with anything. At all. Ever.)

Jerrimine stood motionless, his mouth a heavy straight line. A second passed, as it seemed to Alphard, very slowly. “Then,” he said, heavily, firmly, “the order is hereby given you.”

Which left Alphard with nothing to do except submit. “Yes, Your Excellence.” Yes: like that. In obedience, hearing his voice shape the sounds, he nodded, and remained then with his head down, awaiting the further instruction of the Cardinal. It was how things had always happened; it could not then occur to him to question it.

Jerrimine cleared his throat, once and then again. “We shall leave in thirty minutes,” he said. “Please be prepared within that time.”

The same tone, from the same posture: “Yes, Your Excellence.”

And then it was the Cardinal-explicator’s tone that changed, becoming tinged with quite a real compassion; that, too, was not unknown to Alphard, and he had no doubts of its honesty. “Alphard . . . no matter how difficult this may be for you . . . and I know that it is difficult. .

“Yes, Sire.”

“Very well,” the Cardinal said, even more slowly. There was a pause, and Alphard felt time knock at his temples: strain, and nothing more. Nothing to worry about, that. “I—deserved that,” Jerrimine said at last. “I take it as rebuke, and accept it as proper desert.” Another pause; Alphard did not think at all. The seconds pulsed in his blood. “But I must tell you,” he went on more briskly, as if he were attempting to be businesslike—one comrade to another, so that Alphard began to raise his head, “that an opportunity is being offered to us: an opportunity to support our Emperor. And, since he will have need of our support, my boy, it is an opportunity to add to our subsequent power in his reign. The power not of our poor selves, Alphard—” It was becoming a public utterance, suitable for reproduction among the faithful; Alphard, never doubting its sincerity, but knowing with perfect clarity that the support was to be his own, as brother to the mutineer, was both admiring, and slightly sickened by, the rolling periods. “No, not of ourselves, but of the Church, that Church to which we owe more than our uncertain lives, more than our simple duty. We are offered that power; we dare not allow it to drop from our frightened hands.”

Well, then, no choice of reply offered itself. “Yes, Your Excellence.” But the Cardinal-explicator seemed to want to say more, seemed to want, once again, to show his (quite sincere) compassion, his very honest sorrow. . . .

“Alphard. . .”

And then, in a pause of pulsing time, the needs of the Church erased personal considerations—as, Alphard told himself without hostility, they always would, and always, perhaps, should.

Of course. “Well, never mind that. Never mind it.” Jerrimine shut his eyes (Alphard had kept his head half-raised, to see the man’s face) for a single second, took a breath, and opened them. Efficiency; duty; the advancement of the power of the Church. Nothing else, after that one breath, was in his eyes or anywhere in his aspect. “Prepare yourself, my boy. Within the next hour, we shall have important work to do.”

“Yes, Your Excellence.” Well, what else? But it brought no reply at all.
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It is the parsimonious conduct of democracy towards its principal officers that has caused more economical propensities to be attributed to it than it really possesses. It is true that it scarcely allows the means of decent maintenance to those who conduct its affairs; but it lavishes enormous sums to succor wants or facilitate the enjoyments of the people. The money raised by taxation may be better employed, but it is not economically used. In general, democracy gives largely to the people and very sparingly to those who govern them. The reverse is the case in aristocratic countries, where the money of the state profits the persons who are at the head of affairs.




—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (XIII): 

translated by Henry Reeve, translation revised and edited by 

Francis Bowen, and by Phillips Bradley.




POVERTY IS WHERE THE MONEY IS.

—Shirley Scheibla (title of book).
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“Leverett, dear boy,” Penn said, and made a small gesture; his voice was as quiet and as firm as it had ever been, and, all in all, he seemed to black Norin the fine 3V personality he could always be—perhaps had to be, if he were to command the votes of the Comity and remain always in the favor of those strange unknown folk, the people. “Leverett, do keep quiet,” the Emperor went on, almost lazily, as he continued, almost casually. “Let me talk for a bit.” Leverett, interrupted, appeared to have made the best of matters, resting back in his seat at one side of Penn’s great private desk, in the room to which he arid Norin had so suddenly been summoned, Norin from his apartments and Leverett, conceivably, from some immense privacy of conference with Tumbul; or was that an unfair judgment? Probably it was, Norin thought; which did not, he knew acidly, restrain him from making it. The Chairman moved, stiffly, the least bit more upright; said: “Yes, Sire”; added after less than a second: “Of course, Sire”; and relaxed again. His eyes were missing very little; but

Norin had only the briefest time in which to examine them.

Penn had turned to him, away from the Chairman, and the full power of the Emperor’s lean, sharp features, of his bright and widely questioning eyes, held him; a good trick, but perhaps no longer a trick at all; perhaps, Norin thought, the power and the fascination were truly, at last, Penn himself. The moment was neither broken nor strengthened when the Emperor spoke again.

“Norin, I believe you’ll agree that I’ve dealt fairly with you, over the years.”

A good opening, yes, if a worn one; watchfulness (“eternal vigilance,” he thought) was his constant need against this man full of motives. “Yes, Sire, I’ll agree to that.” It was true; more to the point just

then,    it committed him, as far as he could see, to no particular attitude.

“And I’m dealing fairly with you now,” Penn went on; there, of course, was the commitment he was going to be asked for. “I understand your anxiety—”

Which was (Norin thought, astonished at his own sudden heat) an unadorned lie. “Anxiety?” he broke in uncontrollably. “The simple—the simple knowledge, Sire, of what has to happen.” He fought for control, not knowing that he could truly feel such sorrow for— a merely personal matter. His feelings were not important, and he knew that, or thought that he did; but what he knew had less influence upon him than he himself (watching coolly, as he had always watched, refusing to be swallowed up in judgment, wish, hope, fear, terror; behind all else of Norin stayed that watcher) wished it to have.

Penn shook his head, the least trifle of motion; the holding eyes never left Norin’s unmoving masked face. “But it does not, Councillor. I assure you that the necessity does not exist.”

Leverett broke the spell of attention, stirring in his seat; Norin saw him lean forward and open his mouth, and then, as Penn flicked a glance toward him, close it again and relax. Did Leverett (of all people), Norin asked himself in a sort of helpless wonder, think he could reassure me?

Great God ... or did he think his reassurance would do more good than Penn’s had done? “There is no other way out,” he heard himself say, his voice as flat and calm as he wished it to be; that, at least, he could control.

Penn smiled:    the least possible movement of mouth and eyelids, a fractional acknowledgment. “But there will have to be,” he said. “Indeed, I believe that an analysis of the situation shows such a way, and shows us its necessity.” Pompous words, disguising no real meaning; but Norin allowed no real opinion to show upon his face. Instead, briefly, it was his voice that betrayed him, showing despite an attempt at continued full control the faintest perceptible edge.

“Indeed?”

Penn sighed, almost as if he were serious. “Norin,” he began slowly, ‘I've known you a long time. I’ve selected you for Council in every one of the past four referendums—”

“And the people have approved the selection.” If Penn were determined on hail-fellow informality, the formal politeness that allowed him to finish spinning out a foolish sentence could surely be dropped. And, to do him credit, Penn displayed no irritation; he only nodded, as if Norin had completed his own thought for him.

“Just so,” he said, “just so. I shan’t pretend I stand alone in admiration of your capabilities, Councillor.” Once more the fractional smile. “Or that I alone am responsible for your eminence. As we say, ‘you must be doing something right.’ ” The smile widened and warmed, and then, in the face of Norin’s immobile aspect, vanished—almost, the old man thought, hesitantly—shyly. There was no end to the man’s tricks.

“Sire—”

Penn put up a hand for silence. “This is no time for pleasantries; I know, Councillor; I quite see that.” Now the face was still and serious, earnest and truthtelling. An actor’s face, but Norin found himself convinced, and behind his own mask anger rose again. Penn’s voice came blurred through tension. “But you must admit I’ve taken my chances for you.”

“The people approved me,” Norin said, coldly, firmly; and added, to sting the mad self-assurance of the man: “When your father chose me for the Dich-tung, Sire—and then chose me for his Council.”

But Penn’s face absorbed the jab, if indeed he had noticed it at all; he only nodded again, and said, in a tone which continued to grow more casual and more assured, “And the people change, my friend; you don’t need to be told that. You’ve shared with me— as a member of the Dichtung, who’s nothing more, need never share—the uncertainty of a final referendum. You know that the people change: they might have disapproved of you at any time—put you back into the Dichtung after a space, and me into some— some other profession.”

Was it all to slide down to a lecture on civics? Very well, but the rule still obtained. Allow no entry. Leave nothing undefended. “Not, truly, very much danger, Sire.”

And Penn, evenly, casually, nodded. “Of course. It would require three disapprovals of Councillors during any one Council, or five spread over several, to unseat me; but this is no time for a schoolroom lecture.” The man had an irritating trick of picking up your own angers and using them against you somehow; Norin, sorrow clenched like a hidden fist at the center of his mind, felt resentment, real dislike, begin to stir around it. “It’s worse than that,” Penn said distantly. “We need hardly labor the obvious; but, Norin—”

“I wished to make the subject clear,” he said, but even that flat remoteness could not regain initiative with Penn; and Norin realized with slow uncertainty that he could not even be sure at whom his resentment was aimed. At Penn for all his foolishness, for this clumsy attempt to smooth over hard fact? Or at Norin: Councillor, unable to treat even his own sorrow as anything other than a piece of political maneuver—advantage, initiative, power? Yet surely his own way was correct: the private world was meant to serve the public; that law defined his life. And not his alone, but (in this strangest and most horrible of ways) Aaron’s as well.

All their lives . . . Penn was nodding, acknowledging attack and robbing it of force in the same motion. Leave nothing undefended. “Well, you’ve certainly done that,” and a quick harsh burst of laughter, deep and free—filling the room with sound from another world, as Penn turned suddenly to Leverett for alliance. “I can always depend on Norin to tell me what he thinks, you know—especially when he can convince himself I won’t like it.”

Leverett smiled uncertainly: a poor reed to depend upon. Norin, discovering offense and uncontrollable anger growing, spat without forethought: “Sire, your bedside manner pleases—placates—the people. It need not now please me.”

Which appeared, at last, to abash the Emperor— though taking appearance for reality, the watcher in Norin’s mind, nearly swamped by emotion, by confusion, made haste to add, would be most unwise. The Emperor said slowly: “Quite correct,” and there was a pause; Penn’s fingers pinched at the inside corners of his eyes as if he meant to display weariness, or tears. A man it was always unwise to trust, even in the least of matters; how much less, then, in this? “You’re convinced, then—truly convinced—that your son will be—ah—hurt in battle?” The euphemism, entirely unlike Penn, echoed his father, who had made a style of gracefully saying little in decorated paragraphs. “1 gather,” he added in a tone faintly lighter, “that you actually do foresee a battle. A physical battle.”

The frontal attack would be the best, then: to strip the Emperor of graceful nothings, to reduce the talk to truth in pain. Why, it was all political, and in some sense all the world was so, and dealt with power and with balance. Aaron would understand that insight: the world defined itself in such a manner. “I do, Sire,” he said flatly. “And so do you.”

Fingers pinched at the eyes again, and the eyes closed, re-opened, looked with sadness on the old man; the head shook from side to side. “I wish I could convince you that I did not.” Penn looked from one man to the other, taking his time about it; Norin (for Aaron would not leave him—nor Rachel and that husband of hers) stayed silent. After a little time Penn went on: “I asked you here, as well as Leverett, as privately and as quickly as I could—in order simply to plan some better response than brute violence to this—this idiotic farrago into which your—” a long hesitation, and a fresh beginning which (as Norin imagined) he found more politic—“in which we are suddenly involved.”

The frontal attack: though Aaron seemed very close. Very well. Aaron, too, was a part of the private world, for public use. As the boy would understand—had, clearly, understood, in however insane a manner. God . . . “You need not blink the fact that my son began this. I do not deny it.”

Penn nodded as if he’d been impatient for just those words, and as if he could, having finally heard them, put them away, and continue along other, smoother lines. No. Never a man to trust, never at all. “Very well, very well; we’ll simply—plan ahead, then,    and leave the black view of the future to you. I wished your help; at the least, I shall have your witness to events.” He turned his head, deliberately, sharply. “Leverett, what would be the Dichtung’s response to this speech I’ve just played for you? This—rabble-rousing declamation. What would be their instinct—their immediate response? It’s a matter you’d be closer to than 1 will ever be, and I want the response in terms of immediacy, mind; I’ve no time for long-range thought. Something else will turn up and distract them, in the main; it usually does.” Yes. And planned by you, as carefully as this is planned; so Norm thought, and kept his lonely silence.

Leverett, blinking surprise to find himself so suddenly the center of matters once more, edged away with the deepest rumbling his voice could manage, pomposity displaying weakness. “You appointed them, Sire.”

“So I did.” Penn nodded, tiredly. “But you’re the one who livSs with them, my boy. I asked a question, and—well, am I to be rebelled against by all my government?”

The words were bundled in the warmest of tones, accompanied as they shivered in air by an equally warm, a frank and open, smile; Leverett, it seemed, was nonetheless offended. Dealing with weakness was never very easy. “I hardly mean to rebel, Sire,” he said in a voice as cold as any Norin had heard him use from the Chair; and stopped, and waited.

Penn—snorted; it was the only description. His hands pushed down onto the desk. “God’s name, you two!” he said, and stared round at them both. “Do you think I want to wash my hands and treat all this as if it were unimportant? Do you think that’s why I speak so lightly? I’ve—” And then there was a pause, a brief sense of depth which Norin had not expected in Penn, and a relaxation, like a surrender —“I’ve got to laugh. I’ve got to chatter as well.” He clearly could not leave the sentence there, but went on—seriously, quickly: “You don’t see the responsibility.”

Norin’s answering smile was white-translucent ice. “Oh ... I think we do, Sire,” he said, in a tone to match Penn’s last and to surpass it.

“No,” the Emperor said flatly. No joking, Norin thought, and no playing; that was his latest role. “And never will.” He looked directly at Norin, and the old man would have sworn Penn’s eyes held frankness. An easy trick, of course . . . “Councillor—Norin—old friend, if these disapprovals do occur, and if they do unseat me—as they may, and we both know as much—I doubt you’ll be the chosen successor, or even influentially in the—ah—running. The people aren’t fond, you know, of a man who speaks his mind—not when he has a mind, and insists upon using it. The public, our great public, wants to be calmed, and that by any sleight-of-hand that happens to be available. A thinking man, displaying thought, without regard for popularity (or for familiarity either, old friend), forces them to think, as well; and thought, as you know very well, is scarcely calming.”

A long speech, and perhaps an honest one; well, Norin had been honest as well, and the question remained, Honest in whose service? Honest to what end? The ice-smile flashed. “I understand your own popularity, Sire.”

Penn’s eyes widened. His hands rose an inch from the desk, and then, slowly, as his body relaxed a trifle, returned to its surface. “Councillor . . . don’t— go too far” The edge in his voice was nearly new to Norin, and not at all pleasant to hear. “We all feel the pressure; I know that. I will admit that you, just now, feel it more than anyone else. But—I warn you—”

And what could the man do, after all? Dismiss him? Ah, God, with Aaron tangled in space . . . Norin took a breath. Aaron, and Alphard (available to power in that silly fad of a Church), and Rachel (the new heroine, no less, of the chatter-columnaries), and more, all gave Norin safety, and a temporary immunity from loss of power; if he cared, and of course, he did, and had to. He knew that. As harshly as Penn, he broke in.

“I have been called here to listen to—whatl”

Penn spat a sentence at him: “A plan for dealing with this idiocy,” and then turned. “Leverett?”

The Emperor required, still, an answer to his question; it seemed to Norin to have been asked a very long time before. Leverett, realizing the fact rather slowly, nodded and took a breath, and then, cautiously, began on one of his overstuffed explanations.

“The Dichtung would move for immediate response, Sire. Financial interests—”

Penn cut him off. “ ‘Immediate response’: destruction of the Valor? Surely—” his hands spread in a wide gesture, an inch above the desktop —“surely they don’t believe that a single ship has the power to destroy the system of—”

And, disturbed enough, apparently, to put the matter bluntly, Leverett himself broke in. “They would believe that one ship could destroy Thoth.”

“ ‘Financial interests’ ” Penn said, and grimaced, speaking quietly but no less harshly as the audience went on. “Yes, of course. But, if they were assured that Thoth would be defended, and defended adequately—”

“The assurance, I think,” Leverett said, looking as weighty as if he were only pretending to think the matter through, which was part of the man’s style— and, Norm thought, an irritating part too. He locked irritation away . . . together with anger, with sorrow, with ... all else he could move and control. “The assurance, 1 think, would have to be impressive.”

“And the defense very capable,” Norin put in, more acidly than he had meant to make himself sound. “Which means . . . the destruction of the Valor.”

Leverett looked at him with what seemed to be a remote, shocked pity, and (much nearer) a plain uncertainty in his face; Penn, as Norin swung his face to front the man, seemed at the same time impatient and sympathetic. Norm's words echoed in the room, and Penn seemed much affected by them: watch yourself!

“Not at all,” Penn said. “No. Let that go. Believe me; let it go.” And with no more than that—just as if, incredibly, he had meant all his assurances!—he turned to Leverett again. “Suppose, then, that the Dichtung could be persuaded that a defense was adequate.”

Leverett took his time, shrugging, looking unhappy and uncertain. “Then,” he said in the end, very slowly, “then they might allow—some time, before action. In such a case—they might allow that much. Time.”

Penn nodded quickly. “And the people?” Before anyone could answer he put up the flat palm of his hand, and maintained their silence. “Well, never mind; I’ll do most of that myself. If I can get the Dich-tung ... the people are my job: a clear necessity. There’s going to be a speech, of course.” He took a fast deep breath. “And, Leverett, I want you to make a speech of your own, if I can persuade you. At least a speech, come to think of it. Perhaps more: perhaps rustling up some of the members—representatives of constituencies of various sorts—in support—”

“If the defense is adequate—” Leverett broke in, and Penn nodded at him once, impatiently, and went on:

“It will be. I promise you that.” His tone was savage with assurance. And very little of that tone was changed when he turned to Norin. “Well, Councillor?”

Retreat not half a step. “I have heard what I expected to hear.”

Calmly enough: “So you have,” Penn said. Then his whole tone did change; he seemed almost to relax, and he spoke to both the others, beginning what sounded like an explanation—as if he were outlining a political situation, and within it the required moves. “Now, I am assured that it is possible, by interference with the wave pattern of the shield, to get through to the Valor an intelligible message. A message in standard code, of course, but a message understandable to many of the persons aboard.”

He stopped, as if waiting; and very slowly Norin began to see that the man’s assurances had not been flatly false, even that he himself, the old fox Norin, had become too certain of events....

“But—”

Penn’s look had no rancor in it, and a bare trace of sympathy. “Yes, Councillor,” he said abruptly. “Do you begin to see?”

“If . . .” The picture was clear to him, but finding words for it was, somehow, difficult; so old an enemy as personal emotion would not be leashed, could not be controlled. An interference . . . Aaron . . .

“There are dangers,” Penn said, a practical man pressing an advantage. “Yes, of course there are.” He looked squarely at Norin—at Norin, who found he could barely speak; could barely even think except to picture again and again what he had not before fully dared to see, even in imagination: his son, his youngest, his affliction and particular love. Penn waited, and went on. “But I’m offering you a chance—you must see that. I believe it to be a fairly good chance. It may save the life of your son. It may do so at no— ah—immense cost to the government we serve, and must uphold.” A pause no longer than a single breath. “Do you accept it?”

And Norin, like some stammering first-year legislator, some page-boy tossed a favor from the fringe of the elect—Norin, the old fox, found he could do no more than begin, through the private haze he could neither dispel nor control. “It is hardly for me to—” Penn’s voice, all sense and plan, brought him back from that brink of helplessness without the waste of a half-second’s carelessness. “It’s for you, Councillor,” and Norin felt (and distrusted) gratitude. “Because,” the Emperor went on in that same crisp explanatory tone, “if you agree with me, and if you will take my word as to the form and plan of action—if so, Councillor, I want you to make a speech as well.”

So much was enough, but Penn spelled it all out, and Norin found that he was, once more, grateful— for the details that saved him the impossible task of thought. Aaron . . .

Well. “The Dichtung will do—what it will do,” Penn went on. “Clearly, Leverett’s the man for that, or ought to be. But the people, now—the people are going to know about your boy, Norin, and that tie-in is going to be important to them. You see how and why. The personal touch'’’ he said, giving the words a twist of flame-pure hate,, edging them with a sad contempt—and, in the same breath, the resignation of a professional. “It’s that I must face; and I need you at my side.”

Habit, or instinct, sounded in the center of Norin’s mind, dimly but without diffusion: watch yourself. Give nothing away. Take care. Yes. But—what else was there to do?

A long time passed—perhaps, by the clock, an entire minute. “Very well,” he said at last, and Penn nodded briskly. Norin (or that watcher who remained with him, the watcher who, he knew, however powerless, would always remain) felt a stab of fear: how had he committed himself? For it was too late: his word was good, and had been throughout life. It occurred to him with insane irrelevance that the constancy of that word was one more factor that would keep him from Penn’s throne: the incorruptible are seldom popular, though the great oddity called populace believes otherwise both of itself and them. (And even in his fear the fox knew himself uncorrupted; for his word was good, and he had—truly, finally, admitted even to himself—done his best. Of course he had; there had been nothing less to do.)

“This will take time to arrange,” Penn said, as briskly as his nod, and then, all in the same breath, went on. “Gentlemen, I give you leave to withdraw: we shall prepare at once.” He waited until Leverett had risen smartly, Norin clambering to his own feet more slowly, more confusedly, and showed no discernible impatience; what sort of sign was that? Good, or bad? As if matters ever became that simple . . . “Our only instant danger,” the Emperor was saying, “is that the Valor attack Thoth before we can get through to its crew. Tracking-stations give me no assurance that we are safe in that respect; Skywatch is neither optimistic nor sunk in gloom. We do not have a sufficiency of facts; and we must therefore depend, gentlemen, upon a residuum of good sense within the Valor—as well as—” He gave both men a shaip, insistent, somehow humorous look, his mouth twisted for a second in an irony Norin could not follow-—“a great deal of speed here, in the Capitol. I’m sure you understand.”







Thoth:

A city. Certainly a city. But in it lived—inhabitants? Workers? Patriots? Prisoners? Each one chose his own noun, and though there are many descriptions, variously detailed and variously accurate as well, we may make bold to choose none. For our need, an abstraction along certain rigidly defined lines is necessary, and that alone: an abstraction which includes (to begin with) Kenten Arnold, private entrepreneur, and Dorian Bohle, agent of the Comity as representative-in-residence of the Fair Practices Council; it will include, as required, others.

But these men lived, as all others live, within a society; more, they lived within a specialized community of that society. As:

The light-transparent dome bothered no one within it. Those enclosed by it (the particular dome marking the limits of the city, Thoth) were to the last degree, as they quite universally felt, civilized; that is, accustomed to the artificial life which defines any city, anywhere, at any time. They had been born within the Comity, since human life was not then known to exist outside it, and were met in no more than that; but of the Comity’s entire population, those only reached Thoth, and stayed, who had bent and structured themselves, early in life, toward a minimally definable, and quite narrow, pattern (as do all artists, and most of those engaged in the healing arts, or in government). The particular pattern common to those in Thoth involved a rigid liking for, and an adjustment*’' to, “city life”—that sub-society consisting, in the main, of the transfer of records and the prediction of future record-transfers of various sorts. A product (a stylus; a surface-jet; a bibelot; a personality) might be created, for all Thoth’s concern, anywhere at all—anywhere that provided requisite raw materials, requisite opportunities for manufacture or growth (as, factory space; computer space; certain values placed upon certain tendencies). The shadow of that product—the credits necessary to its creation and maintenance, purchase and display—existed upon Thoth, perhaps only upon Thoth: in the banks of computer records, the sheaves of detailed predictive calculation, the webs of lend-and-trade, attack-and-submit, establish-and-revise, that were Thoth’s existence.

As, more:

It was believed (perhaps truly) that Thoth served not only a convenient but a necessary function; for no one knew, and no one could in detail imagine, any complex system whatever—which is to say any society named civilized—without an accounting-system of some sort, and only the most innocent, the most unlearned, and the most careless could convince themselves that they had imagined such a system in such terms that it might be sustained entirely by the computing-monsters that were always at Thoth’s disposal. In the end, as learning displays and knowledge upholds, even “pure mathematics” is an art, since it requires the disposal of particular irrational decisions; after such an example, a concern of the type of trade or investment, a settlement such as Thoth, could not be seen (even at the most remote possibility) as an exemption from the general law; and computers, of whatever size and talent, are rational, and therefore cannot practice an art.

Thoth, then, was inhabited by those who, in their own definition, and in the definition of nearly all the Comity, were called civilized; but these people remained human beings (as indeed they would always be forced to do, in order to perform their work and to withstand the pains of their art). As human beings, they had formed a society which allowed the existence and even the encouragement of interests other than work and procreation. Among other such matters, they had discovered “hobbies”; and several of the human beings upon Thoth (under the transparent dome, standing on the tumbled flatnesses of Mars) had formed private, clublike Sky watch Societies.

And so the Valor was quite unofficially discovered.

And so Kenten Arnold, fat and bald at forty-six, was provided with the fact of discovery—and considered it a fact worth his attention. Mid-afternoon (under the dome, light-collecting, light-softening, and safe) in Arnold’s office was brighter than mid-afternoon throughout most of Thoth; the softly glowing window frames lit his large, loose figure as he reached across his cluttered and unusually small desk for the nearest of a row of white buttons. Pushed it, and his secretary answered—a rather flighty young man for whom Arnold was beginning to think he had no use at all. Requested, then, a connection with Dorian Bohle, halfway across the city; and, in seconds, received it.

Bohle’s voice filled the room like the soft light, but jarred with it: he sounded, as usual, harsh and trumpet-like, demanding. Boorish, Arnold thought. “Kent? What is it, in the middle of the afternoon?”

“A ship,” Arnold breathed. The 0.38 gravity of Mars was keeping him alive, and his voice—irregular, slow, breathy—was a demonstration of the fact. “The Comity’s sent ... a ship ... in orbit . . . over the city.”

Bohle, Arnold told himself, was not very helpful. All he said was, “What in the Seventy Hells for?”

Persevere, Arnold thought. “I thought . . . you’d know, Bohle.”

The bray of that boorish laugh irritated Arnold’s ears. “Just because I’m in a government job doesn’t mean I know anything at all about what somebody might be thinking, back there. Now, you know that, Kent.”

Or was it just stubbornness that kept him at the phone? “But as . . . representative ... for the Fair . . . Practices Council. . .”

Bohle laughed again: a terrible sound. Not, really, a human sound at all. “I’m as baffled as you are, Kent. Look: why don’t you get one of your young men to dig into things?”

“I don’t see . . . what good a systems-and-enter-tainment... analyst... would be—”

Impatiently, impolitely, Bohle broke in. “He could get on the pipe to Earth, Kent. Couldn’t he, now? He could ask some questions—right?”

It was an expensive way of satisfying curiosity. “Do you believe . . . it’s that serious?”

“Sure, and so do you,” Bohle said casually, “or you wouldn’t have called. Now, you save your breath, Kent; I know nothing about ships, but I know Kenten Arnold. And anyhow—a ship in orbit—a warship, by the way?”

“Yes.”

“A warship in orbit—in seventy Hells, have they gone nuts back there?”

It was a good question. “There must be . . . some explanation . . .”

“Not here,” Bohle said, instantly and crisply. “Maybe at the Capitol—back there. If I were you, for instance, I’d try to find somebody indiscreet in Forman Alpha’s office.”

“De . . .” Blinking, Arnold got the word out. “Defense?”

He could almost see Bohle’s violent, overpadded, gawky shrug. “He runs the ships,” the harsh voice said. “If anybody knows, he does.”

Which, when he thought of it, presented an entirely new and rather horrifying idea. “If anybody . . . knows . . .”

Bohle, Arnold noticed, switched to what he apparently thought was his calming-down voice; it wasn’t much of a change. “Just a way of speaking. You know. Certainly somebody must have the facts, Arnold; there’s no doubt of it. No doubt of that at all, not at all.”

Becoming less and less sure by the second, Arnold said what he had to say: “Certainly.” And Bohle, as Arnold could nearly have predicted he would, seized the opportunity for a bit of a chat about his own concerns.

“By the way, Kent. About that Stunner—”

The last thing he wanted to talk about. The very last. Of course. “There’s no . . . time just now . . . Bohle; I’m sorry.”

Well, the man wasn’t stupid. You couldn’t call him stupid. “Sure,” he said easily, and in the pause Arnold could hear disappointment, and new, tighter planning; but Bohle put none of that into his words or his expansive tone. “But the investment picture, that’s what it is: it isn’t very clear, Kent, as you know. And I want to straighten that out with you. Just to get matters in order, you understand.”

The damned government prying that went on...

“Suppose we . . . find out about the . . . ship first?”

But Bohle went on, crisp and tough as ever. “Look, Kent, I don’t want any delays. You know that, too.”

There was, of course, just one thing to say. True or not, there was just one thing to say. “Everything is . . . quite regular. Quite. . . all right.”

Bohle’s reply (in the society of Thoth, in the rules of the society of Thoth) was equally fixed. “We’ll see. I’m sure there won’t be any trouble.” Such easy lies became necessities, under the transparent dome. “But—listen, Kent. Let me know the minute you find out anything about that ship.”

Arnold would have laughed—if he’d had the breath to spare. It was a simple favor for him to confer on Bohle; later, he might be able to use it—one way or another. “Of course,” he said.

“Anything at all.”

“Of course,” Kenten Arnold said again.







* * *







Rachel Cannam had no more to do with her time, for an indefinite while, than to use it in burying herself inside the very latest nouvel and its pictures; which she had just discovered, and didn’t entirely like.

Her husband was, she had been given to understand, at a—rehearsal, or a discussion, or—some such entertainment matter, whatever one called it; she had learned, to her continuous and frightened surprise, if she had learned nothing else, just how seriously he took such things; but his seriousness was his, and not shareable.

The idea, the very idea, of a man fighting for— working for—nothing more than recognition, nothing more than fame . . .

Intellectually, it was understandable. But, Rachel Cannam had known all that since birth; and what was all the excitement about?

She flicked at the nouvel, which she could not find remotely interesting. Not interesting at all, that book; but then (as she found herself discovering, with an emotion she could not recognize), so very few things were.
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I flatter myself that I love a manly, moral, regulated liberty as well as any gentleman of that society, be he who he will; and perhaps I have given as good proofs of my attachment to that cause, in the whole course of my public conduct. I think I envy liberty as little as they do, to any other nation. But I cannot stand forward, and give praise and blame to anything which relates to human actions, and human concerns, on a simple view of the object, as it stands stripped of every relation, in all the nakedness and solitude of meta-physical abstraction. Circumstances (which with some gentlemen pass for nothing) give in reality to every political principle its distinguishing colour and discriminating effect. The circumstances are what render every civil and political scheme beneficial or noxious to mankind. Abstractedly speaking, government, as well as liberty, is good; yet could I, in common sense, ten years ago, have felicitated France on her enjoyment of a government (for she then had a government) without inquiry what the nature of that government was, or how it was administered? Can I now congratulate the same nation upon , its freedom? Is it because liberty in the abstract may be classed amongst the blessings of man-kind, that I am seriously to felicitate a mad-mah, who has escaped from the protecting restraint and wholesome darkness of his cell, on his restoration to the enjoyment of life and liberty? Am I to congratulate a highwayman and murderer, who has broke prison, upon the recovery of his natural rights? This would be to act over again the scene of the criminals condemned to the galleys, and their heroic deliverer, the meta-physic knight of the sorrowful countenance.

When I see the spirit of liberty in action, I see a strong principle at work; and this, for a while, is all I can possibly know of it. The wild gas, the fixed air, is plainly broke loose: but we ought to suspend our judgment until the first effervescence is a little subsided, till the liquor is cleared, and until we see something deeper than the agitation of a troubled and frothy surface. I must be tolerably sure, before I venture publicly to congratulate men upon a blessing, that they have really received one. Flattery corrupts both the receiver and the giver; and adulation is not of more service to the people than to kings. 1 should therefore suspend my congratulations on the new liberty of France, until I was informed how it had been combined with government; with public force; with the discipline and obedience of armies; with the collection of an effective and well-distributed revenue; with morality and religion; with the solidity of property; with peace and order; with civil and social manners. AH these (in their way) are good things too; and, without them, liberty is not a benefit whilst it lasts, and is not likely to continue long. The effect of liberty to individuals is, that they may do what they please: we ought to see what it will please them to do, before we risk congratulations, which may be soon turned into complaints. Prudence would dictate this in the case of separate, insulated, private men; but liberty, when men act in bodies, is power. Considerate people, before they declare themselves, will observe the use which is made of power; and particularly of so trying a thing as new power in new persons, of whose principles, tempers, and dispositions they have little or no experience, and in situations, where those who appear the most stirring in the scene may possibly not be the real movers.




—Edmund Burke, 

Reflections on the Revolution in France, (1790)
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“Ladies,” he said, “and gentlemen,” staring into the backstage mirror, waiting out the last few usual seconds with, very nearly, his usual air of dependable calm. He gave to his hawker half an ear, no more: Pfeiffer was going through the spiel just as he always did, and he found himself listening, nodding involuntarily. But the broadcast, now—ah, the broadcast was going to be just a bit different. “Isn’t it, Tumbul?” he asked himself; the mirror-face grinned back at him. Pfeiffer was coming into the windup, and Tumbul came out into the camera area—as usual, but a trifle faster than normal. No one appeared to notice that.

He took, then, his final deep breath, smiled his familiar smile, faint, knowledgeable, calm; and waited. The network of cameras surrounding him

were very still; then they all lit up at once with the ancient red marker. On the air.

Ladies and gentlemen . . .

And first, of course, there were the few minor items he’d picked out, to set the conversational mood his listeners had, apparently, learned to like. Nothing of any great importance: a petition, for instance, requesting a special referendum, from the tiny subdistrict of Arkansas, claiming that the Emperor’s chosen representative for Arkansas in the Dichtung did not truly represent the majority of the people. The referendum (Turnbul knew) would get nowhere; Arkansas, for some reason, had been addicted to referendums for thirty years, and Turnbul flattered himself with the thought that most of his audience knew that as well as he did; in fact, his job was, he had always felt, entertainment only by courtesy, being more truly described as a kind of education.

The latest Arkansas bid for turbulence deserved the flick of notice he gave it, for amusement value if for no other reason; a new move in the rearrangement of league handicap agreements throughout the Comity Hockey Association deserved, and got, about the same air-time; and other items of the same sort followed. “A full and responsible survey of the events of the day,” Pfeiffer always hawked him, and Turnbul tried to live up to that.

As he went on, he was arranging the final details of his major speech for the day. There were a few who wrote such things out in advance, but Turnbul had always felt they lost in interest, somehow, and in that indefinable necessity, “a sense of reality,” by doing so, and he left all but the bare skeleton to improvisation, the spirit of the moment. Freddy War-renton had broken the news on his own earlier show, and that had to be considered, but he’d had no more than a bulletin; no one had been able to put together much more news than a bulletin would cover. It was for Turnbul, then, to fill in all the essentials. A full and responsible survey: of course. He’d spent his time until deadline digging out all he could: Forman Alpha was, as always, worth the boring time one spent with him, once he’d been found; Leverett had said very little indeed, but his attitude alone provided, to an experienced man, dependable clues; others in Council, and a few friends in Skywatch, had helped pull it all together—along with such chatter as he could gather up from other newsmen; naturally. He had his story, and it was worth—well, all the time he could manage to give it.

Timing had given him all he could want: within the hour, the story would be wide open. The Dich-tung was seized of it as he spoke, and that would crack it wide for the world. But the first real break—the first analysis, and Turnbul knew exactly how important that could be—was his, and his alone.

He wrapped up one last minor story; his smile faded slowly; he looked out into the clutter of cameras with a solemn and immobile expression for one—two—nearly three beats. A long prelude; an impressive time.







Ladies and gentlemen: this afternoon, Capitol time, a message was received from the Comity warship Valor. That message, received in secrecy, is even now being debated in the Dichtung. It tells of a mutiny, of an attempt by the officers and crew of the Valor—or most of that number—to seize the reins of government for their own, and to use the power of their ship to overthrow what they describe as the oppressive weight of Comity rule. In their message they express the hope that others will join them in this effort.

The message was spoken by the vice-Commander of the Valor, Aaron Norin, who is apparently now in control of the ship. Vice-Commander Norin is the youngest son of Councillor Isidor Norin, who is in the Dichtung at this moment, having been closeted privately for some time with the Emperor.

You will recall that the Councillor’s daughter, Rachel, recently married. . . .







He gave them background, of course, but not too much of it. Enough to bring the old man and his family to their minds, that was certain; in fact, perhaps that crowd never left most minds, not really. A family of Norin’s sort was a power in its own right, and knew it. Well, regardless . . . He let them think the background was all that was left of the story. He let his voice trail slowly off.

Then he brought them bolt upright with one sentence. Who’d ever said newswork wasn’t an art? Almost everyone had, at one time or another; but the newsmen knew better.







The Valor has threatened, if its demands for autonomy and for the actual dissolution of representative government are not met, to destroy the city of Thoth, Mars.

No firm assurance that this cannot be accomplished has come from any government official. Sky-watch states that its men “are not worried,’’ but offers no other word.

It is not my intention to create a panic. The threat is not a matter of moments, nor, as yet, even a matter of hours. This is not, then, a call to action.

What we must do is think. What we must do, before any decisions can be taken, is to analyze the demands themselves.

It is certain, to begin with, that vice-Commander Norin is entirely serious. His experience of government—the experience, in these years, of any Norin—is extensive. And his claim, based apparently on that experience, is that what is normally called “representative government" is nothing of the sort; he claims, in fact, that it is tyrannical and unjust. We should examine that claim.

The people, it is true, have constantly available to them—as Arkansas has, in the recent past, repeatedly shown—referendums with power over any governmental employee, or over any major issue of policy. We are clearly too numerous to represent ourselves on every such issue, and we cannot each be learned in all the arts and sciences; therefore, we delegate our power to these representatives of ours: we delegate it to the Emperor by our elections, and we delegate it to his chosen representatives for us in Dichtung and, even more, in the Council, by means of referendums. It is difficult to imagine any simpler or more complete method of representation—given only the sheer size of our population.

And yet, as many analysts have said, there is constantly the “tyranny of the majority” to consider and to restrain. A proper selection of representatives is our safeguard against that very real tyranny—a selection which includes representatives of geographical sections and of particular trades, of viewpoints and of skills, even (in the larger districts and provinces) of entire legislative houses.

It might, of course, be argued that this method is not adequate, and that a further refinement of method is needed.

Is this what vice-Commander Norin claims?

It is not. Such a complaint could be dealt with simply and with comparative ease, as similar matters have in past years, by bringing it before the Dichtung. Reapportionment, in one form or another, is a familiar issue to anyone who spends much time in our Capitol, and perhaps it always will be.

No: vice-Commander Norin attacks the system itself.

What he would put in its place is not clear; he speaks of democracy but his statement gives us little idea what he means by the term. He appears to feel that he has attacked the center of political power in the Comity—and that such an attack is in itself praiseworthy.

That is certainly not the case. Vice-Commander Norin’s attack may home in on the political center;

but in order to praise such an attack we would have to find out whether it had praiseworthy objectives, and it is just here that we are left uncertain.

One would like to hear, on this matter, the views of Councillor Norin. Doubtless they will be forthcoming as the session of the Dichtung, now in progress, continues.

And, of course, 1st News will bring you full details of this sudden crisis of government—and of events on Thoth—as always:

First.







Not bad, Turnbul told himself, a few minutes later and off the air; not bad at all.

And wondered, idly, what (in truth) he did think about the mutiny. Perhaps there was nothing, finally, to think about; the full story wasn’t nearly available, and might never be. To get that, one would have to start, after all, with old Norin, and his son, and their life together—and Norin’s privacy was as closely guarded as the architect’s plans for the Imperial Sector of the Palace.

Even so . . . Tumbul frowned, and twisted his face into a wry grin.

Democracy. Indeed.

It wasn’t a word, and seldom had been: it was a banner. One waved it, and one’s followers came on. It meant—

Within limits, Turnbul told himself, it meant whatever one put into it.

If that.

If (in fact) anything. Anything at all.







The audience chamber, Penn realized for the fifteenth time (or the fifteen-hundredth, and what difference did it make?) was both too large and too bare. Officially, that didn’t matter. Protocol insisted upon it, even when the entire habitation of the room was three people, and even when, in such restrictive .company, the walls of the place seemed to press in on them all, making Penn as uncomfortable as, he remotely wished, Cardinal-explicator Jerrimine was. Penn had no special love for the Church, which was at once too intellectual and too popular for his taste— and, in any case, more a force to be dealt with than a set of factual statements; what fact meant in theology, to be sure, he had never been remotely able to discover; and at that the grating repetition of sound inside his head irritated him sufficiently to break the chain of musing, and he said, as politely as possible, discovering the silence: “Cardinal?”

Jerrimine—worse and worse—was known neither for sympathy nor tact. He had brought his assistant along to the conference: Alphard Norin, no less. Devoutly (if, he thought, the word were possible for a pragmatist), Penn hoped that the assistant would find something else urgent to do, at once—preferably something on Phobos, or better yet on Ganymede. No such luck, of course; which made everything, Penn considered, just ducky, and perfectly wonderful.

The Cardinal-explicator turned his mellow gaze upon the Emperor, and: “I feel I must speak to you,” he said in his buttery voice—odious and soft; there was to be no harshness, Penn saw, in the audience. Regardless of any public and necessitous relationship, Penn in private was not to be treated as a “subject of the Church,” to be ordered round, made to cower and obey. Smooth talk, then, was clearly called for; it would do no good, but Jerrimine undoubtedly considered that the forms had to be followed. Until his own familiar Hell froze over, if that were what it wasn’t supposed to do. “The—ah—situation, Sire, is a difficult one, as we must both see; more, it is one in which we may wish to mediate.”

Of course. A move toward power; but: “Mediate?” Penn asked. “You speak, I imagine, of the mutiny?”

All three men were, and had been, standing—and pretending to be relaxed. Jerrimine turned to Alphard Norin for less than a second, and turned back. “The

mutiny,” he said, “and, as well, the solution to its— ah—message of defiance. We have heard of the solution you propose, Sire; we cannot approve of it.”

More than a simple power-play, then; but it was the strangest of times, Penn thought, for morality. However: “I doubt that you’ve heard correctly, My Lord.”

Jerrimine’s expression never changed. “I am sure that we have.”

“In privacy—”

Taking the privilege of a Cardinal, Jerrimine, waving a hand, broke in with drawling aplomb. “Certainly.”

“We are attempting, in privacy,” Penn said, adding an edge to his tone, “to make possible a discussion between the ship, and its leaders, and Ourselves.”

The sentence brought no real silence, nor any hint of surprise; Jerrimine only nodded, softly, as if he were conducting a dialogue entirely with himself. “Discussions, Sire? To what end?”

“To the end of peace, and satisfaction,” Penn said flatly. “Satisfaction—for all persons involved, and for all points of view.” He favored Jerrimine with a brief, bold grin—and relaxed again; that, he told himself, would show the ancient hawk.

“But that is—impossible. . . .” The Cardinal’s voice, beginning explosively, trailed rapidly away; so he had, a bit late, had his surprise after all.

And to nail it down: “Your Church, My Lord, tells us otherwise. Impossible: is that not one of those—ah—generalities from which you are to deliver us?” A fencing-match, stroke for stroke, since he wanted to play at diplomacy; and the fool was being worn down.

“Yes, of course; but—”

Penn exercised, calmly, his own' privilege. “And your assistant, My Lord: what does he think?”

There was a frontal attack, and a bold one as well, but it would hasten the end of the damned audience, and it followed, as well, one of Penn’s oldest maxims: use anything and everything to hand. One kept other people on their toes; that was what toes—and occasionally other people—were for.

He stared straight at Alphard Norin, whose face was an expressionless blind surface, but of course it was Jerrimine who was earliest with a reply: “He thinks, Sire, as the Church thinks.”

“So monolithic a structure—within such wide bounds of theory,” Penn said, and let that attack drop for the second; instead, he continued his stare at Alphard, and in a louder and more demanding tone asked: “Really?”

There was a little silence. Jerrimine, as the Cardinal knew very well, could make no reply to that; confirmation of Alphard’s belief had to be Alphard’s confirmation. Penn kept his gaze steady: a good boy, he thought. A milk-and-water version of Norin, in fact, plus forty pounds and blond hair, and minus twenty-five years and any sign of usable brains. The boy was going to have to speak for himself, and Penn was interested, if not in the expectation of any feat of intellection, at least in what weapon the boy would, all unwittingly to be sure, give to—somebody. “I— wish no violence,” he said at last. Perhaps fifteen seconds had passed. “Yet I can see only—only—” He paused again, swallowed in the silent room, shut his eyes and fluttered them open. No one spoke, or moved. “Only violence here,” he went on, the words weak as half a breath in the great room. “Between— them, and . . .” The voice became a whisper, trailed away, died; was gone.

Penn, as the Cardinal had noticed (Penn saw in one flick of notice; the eyes had narrowed, the body had set as if for physical defense—so slightly, so very slightly, but one learned to learn from everything)— Penn had been given the weapon. In the most obvious manner, he began to use it, pressing advantage out of the boy. “Between your brother and your father, my son?”

“Sire—”

A strangled single word, and silence. Penn shrugged: the final gesture. Broken foils, My Lord. Game, set, and match. “Well, no matter now,” he said easily. “But —there is more at issue than you realize.”

“Sire?” Alphard said timidly, heavily; Jerrimine, unable to restrain the echo, made a more certain sound from the same word.

“We are much involved in discovering a solution,” Penn went on, in much the same tone; we are all honest men together, here. It would irritate Jerrimine, that tone—irritate him and make him listen, make him think. It might convince Alphard, for all Penn knew, or at the moment could afford to care. “We are set to find a—balance of power, if you like.”

And that phrase, of course, acted on Jerrimine like an electric shock. “The Church, Sire, feels that her role—”

Penn cut in brutally, lest anyone forget who’d won the game, his voice sharp and harsh. “Very well, My Lord; we need no veiled formalities. Your view is heard, and will of certainty be considered. Your task here is done.” A pity, in a way, to triumph over an unarmed man; but, after all, he hadn’t begun unarmed. “Though I have no liking for your choice of tools.”

“Sire—”

Penn allowed him neither time nor room for maneuver. “What could you have expected from— the presence of your assistant? A surprise great enough to unbalance me?” And then, in a calmed tone, he added, backing precisely the calm with all the assurance of his role and his office, “You may go”

All things considered (Penn thought), it was a record of sorts, for Jerrimine. The man had actually turned and marched for the door without a word or sign, poor Alphard trailing him. It was even at the last moment hard to believe that he was going to do what Penn had forced him to do: disappear without a farewell message, without a curtain line—without anything at all to soften the departure, to revive, in the end, his most necessary sense of his own respected position.

Penn discovered that he was, gently, invisibly, as the men moved away from him, smiling. Jerrimine, then Alphard, crossed the threshold. The door went shut.




13.










Master Yu said, Those who in private life behave well toward their parents and elder brothers, in public life seldom show a disposition to resist the authority of their superiors. And as for such men starting a revolution, no instance of it has ever occurred. It is upon the trunk that a gentleman works. When that is firmly set up, the Way grows. And surely proper behaviour towards parents and elder brothers is the trunk of Goodness?




—Confucius, The Analects (L:2) 

(translated by Arthur Waley).
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The phone had no vision circuit, and the piddling oddity bothered Cannam more than he wanted to admit, even to himself. In privacy—such as it was, and it&   wasn’t often—thank yourself a God. No. But, dealing&   with Quist, himself, was never simple, and he needed&   (he felt instantly, and continually) all the help he&   could get. And that meant using all of his well-known&   famous public-appearance dealie. What they always&   called his impact. Except . . . the call was a necessity, and the phone—due to some idiotic foolery&   about “privacy” he’d managed to kid himself into&   four years back—five? and who cared?—was a&   sound-only carrier.

All right: that was that. He walled uneasiness away in a corner of his mind, and thought he’d got rid of&   it. That feeling, and that wall, both lasted for about&   twenty seconds.

“What is it, Milt?”

The damp, precise voice with its flat, uninterested sound made, for Cannam, an instant picture of the&   man himself: balding, nearly dwarfed by heredity,&   upbringing, and the simple passage of the shrinking&   years, face and carriage set in a single permanent underlying expression of weary, worldly, disappointment. A slumping Marsman: a unique. There was,&   simply, no good anywhere in the world, that aspect&   always said; and the statement seemed at the same&   time his armor and his somber, sad delight.

Cannam swallowed hard, trying to sound casual. The wall had melted.

The attempt didn’t come near succeeding. Well, he told himself, that’s showbiz. Sure.

“About the Stunner.”

Quist’s voice had an edge to it, increasing word by word, over all the miles. “You doing all right, kid?”

There was no reason—there was no reason at all—for a public figure like Miltiades- Cannam to become hesitant with a simple man of figures and percentages like Quist. But the thought didn’t help any;&   reason had nothing to do with the feeling. Or with&   anything? he wondered suddenly, and forgot the&   question.

“Listen,” he began again with the flat-voiced man. The unimpressible man. “Have you heard the news?”

“I’ve heard it,” Quist said, without a change in his voice. “Thoth?”

“Thoth. Where you are.” Quist wasn’t going to make it easy; that much was clear. Cannam forced&   one more sentence into the waiting sad vacuum. “You&   know what that can mean to us.”

"Us?”

Don’t panic. There was no reason for panic, and&   Cannam knew it. He would always have fans, a following, a dependable market. He would always be able to find backers—audiences—approval—applause.&   His voice shook, went savage. “You’re in this with me,&   Quist. You know that.”,

And the reply was like a shrug: cool, distant and quite horribly unafraid. Could he possibly feel like&   that? Really feel like that? Cannam thought that perhaps he could, the cold man of figures and percentages;&   that was what made the voice horrible to hear. “I’m&   in,” Quist said, “but I’ll get out.”

The man had no emotions, that was it. A terrible state, certainly; even—well, all right, even fear, even&   the terrible momentary sensation (it could happen to&   anyone) of unimportance, was preferable to that&   lack; Cannam, knowing that he truly did believe that&   much, at least, wondered, still, uncontrollably,&   whether—whether, being himself, he had to. “And&   you know that," Quist went on coolly. Strainlessly.

There was no winning move. There would never be a winning move. “You understand, we might run into&   some delays,” Cannam said, talking more quickly&   than he wanted to. “Backing, for instance. Things&   like that. I don’t mean the money won’t come&   through....”

Hearing his own sentences in his own voice, he stopped, imagining the cool patient face of Quist; the&   money-man. The winner. Desperation was worse than&   useless; it was a distress-flag, and rigging it meant, in&   Cannam’s world, that you were announcing yourself&   as food for sharks.

Quist, after a second of pale distant silence, made a small chuckling sound, remote, unconcerned, controlled.

“You don’t mean there are going to be any delays, either, Milt.”

“But—” He had to explain. He had to—smooth matters over. But Quist wouldn’t bother to let him.&   The money-man’s voice cut effortlessly in. Who was&   he, after all, for Miltiades Cannam to fear?

“Listen, Miltie-boy, you think I’m stupid? You think we’re all of us stupid?” The tone wasn’t corrosive, but meaninglessly jolly; Quist sounded as if he’d&   never so much as dreamed of worry, never even&   imagined what it might be like to be uncertain—to be&   afraid. Money-men, after all, didn’t need imagination;&   only the stars needed that. (Though there were some&   few, who were stars, and unfrightened as well. Cannam didn’t dwell on the fact; perhaps there was some&   easy explanation.) “We want that money.” Had Quist&   been talking while Cannam went idly, uselessly, drifting off into thought? “All this news, you know, it&   worries everybody. You know how it works, that&   kind of thing. I mean, suppose something—well,&   okay, suppose something happens?”

Nobody, not even the money-man, wanted to say the words. Cannam tapped the ball back into Quist’s&   court with (as firm and assured as, suddenly, he&   could make it sound) only one word:

“Impossible.”

Quist made his chuckling-sound again. “That’s not what our people are saying.”

“Then your people ought to get the facts. The—” “Don’t hip me.” Quist cut in with an intense coldness greater than anything Cannam had heard from&   this man in years; for that second, until the money-man (monkey-man) regained his even quiet voice,&   Cannam’s fear began to shrink.

“I’m telling you—”

And when Quist broke in again the fear expanded again, instantly. “Besides,” he went on, just as if Cannam had said nothing whatever, “why should you be&   worried?”

There was no stopping him; his mouth said “Wha—” before he could even try to assess this new position.

“You got that new wife, right?” Quist said, casually—bloodlessly. “Rich little wifie, she’ll help her Miltie-boy out, won’t she?” And Cannam began for&   the first time to see, very slowly, the real dimensions&   of the box he had somehow persuaded everyone to&   build around him. A fine and creative job of construction; the only difficulty was that he was inside&   the thing. He felt like laughing, or screaming (there&   being no difference)—and then imagined, with loving&   intensity, a complete withdrawal, a disappearance&   from everyone, from every obligation, every net; his&   words were, when he spoke, jumbled, and slow, and&   begging.

“Quist, I—can’t—You have to—to—under—you have to understand—”

A beggar. Quist’s tone added to the weight of contempt in that idea. “Don’t you get all stirred up, now,” he said, and a cold amusement slid to the surface. “Wifie’ll help her hubby out.”

In the pause that followed Cannam could hear the tiny hiss of the communications network, the hiss of&   imperfection that sounded to him more human than&   the voice of the money-man.

“She’d better,” the voice said.

And then (of course) the click. Call ended.

And then, of course, the . . .

Of course. . . .

There was no easy answer; God, no. No answer from a God or other, either; there was no hint from&   Above to help him decide what he was going to tell&   her, what he was going to select and confess. Something, surely . . . Confession. Miltiades Cannam, big&   success, star, man of importance (“Marry you for&   your money? Why, we both know how ridiculous that&   is!” He’d said that, he himself) . . . oh, great-Lord-anybody’s-God, he had to, now. Had to. There wasn’t&   anyone else.

There wasn’t anyone else. And (as he sat breathing heavily, rapidly, a stir of rage beginning in his spirit)&   true anger overpowered him and lifted him, and did&   so for whole seconds.

It was her brother, after all; right? Of course it was. Her brother.

And (therefore) her responsibility. Obviously. Certainly. Clearly.

He could almost become sure of it.

And so, of course, since she was responsible, there would be no confession, no collapse; everything had&   begun with her brother, and so (of course) it was all&   her fault, as clear as anything could be; oh, yes, all&   her fault, and if he could only convince her—convince himself—because, of course, it was. . .

Oh, God, what was he going to say?







Skywatch Command (Thoth), where a new shift was due for duty within minutes, was a quiet place, a&   stripped .cell of a room surrounded by other rooms no&   less empty; the talk within it, like the place itself, was&   professional, calm, almost relaxed. Which was, at&   those moments, necessary, giving no hint of the men&   who breathed in the room, or of the possibilities and&   the fears they had to know. As:

“Nothing on the tape?”

“Nothing on the tape; nothing by messenger; nothing at all. Hazeltine’s sleeping, most likely, and showup news would have to come from Mars Fourteen station.” The speaker paused, turned in his pacing, began that slow, constant walk again, hands&   locked at the small of his back.

“They’ve got to send us orders.”

“Naturally. We all know that.”

“You’ve heard the—”

“I’ve heard.”

The younger of the two men showed his youth in uncounted ways: a less practiced man, a man less accustomed to the old companion, death, he had to go&   on talking. “They just can’t leave us here.”

The other, older man turned once more and stopped pacing long enough to shrug. “All right, then: they&   can’t.”

That snub did its work for a few seconds, keeping the youngster quiet; irrecoverable time slid by.&   “There’ll be orders coming in any minute now,” the&   young voice said—barely, betrayingly tight. The&   room appeared to wait unchanging for the relief&   crew.

The older man reached the end of his pacing-track rather slowly. “Sure there will,” he said, and turned&   again.

“Anyhow—we’re ready.” The young chatter went helplessly on as if the. noise would bar all danger&   from the room. “Pilots, missiles, armaments . . .”&   And with the list the voice trailed off and stopped, as&   if the words had contained, all of themselves, the&   seeds of convincing immediate death.

“Ready as we’ll ever be.” A professional, elderly judgment; a quiet voice, in a calm professional tone.&   Pacing.

He reached the end of his track, paused, turned and began again. The youngster forced himself to sit&   still. Still. Discipline, that was the command.

For the small remainder of that shift no one said a word; no news arrived.

Not that he was surprised, Leverett told himself with an inner, a luxurious sigh; but he certainly did&   have his hands full. And a fine time for it, too—not&   that there was anybody to blame.

Evening session. The late call, which was needed if Penn’s support were to appear on time for the&   newsmen and their wild wide public, meant that&   members would be leaving and even arriving unpredictably, one by one or in small odd groups, sustaining&   themselves on the short rations put up by the Dichtung&   kitchen downstairs; and, though he could depend&   as always on Council members and the more influential Dichtung figures to keep him supplied with a&   vaguely accurate running-list of arrivals and departures, there were going to be too many altogether,&   and, take it all in all, few enough to count on. For&   perhaps the ten-thousandth time he caught himself&   thinking that the Dichtung was just too big for any&   one man to chair; but when you came down to it,&   what else was possible? Alternatives had been&   tried—a hundred and fifty years back, under old&   Wyss II, when there’d been talk that the science sections were finally on the track of the pre-Comity longevity secrets (they’d lived three hundred years and&   more in those days, until they’d managed, for all&   practical purposes, to wipe themselves out; so what&   good had it all done in the end?)—in those days&   some born damned fool had suggested, and actually&   pushed through, a Dichtung split into small chambers, each one chaired by a separate member and all&   reporting to the Chairman-in-Chief: a sort of committee-system run wild. Geographical-representation&   members, interest-group members, project-group&   members and all the rest, all split up in the name of&   efficiency—and the result, as anyone but a government official would instantly have known, had been&   confusion piled on mania piled on chaos. No: it&   might be that someone, some day, would come up&   with a workably simple scheme of government, but&   Leverett, when he thought about it, suspected that&   complication was one of the Basic Rules. And, meanwhile . . .

Well, it might have been different if he’d had a son (or a close friend or a relative of some sort) either in&   the Valor or on Thoth, but he’d always been, and by&   design, a lone and single man, and as matters stood&   he had no idea what good debate was going to do.&   The speeches had to be made, but that was all. Basically, he told himself, he was a man of action; and&   there was nothing active about dragging out discussion, going nowhere at a great rate, piling up endless&   words, and, in the end, leaving the facts of the situation precisely where, before a word had been spoken,&   they had been.

Nevertheless, it was going to go on all night at the very least; Leverett knew the signs.

The chamber was in reasonable order, and when Fredericks got to his feet, far toward the back and&   just to Leverett’s left, the big, brooding figure, like&   some pre-Comity statue come to hairy life, was easily&   visible. “Will the honorable member yield?” the&   statue asked.

Transcome was in mid-speech; but he knew an ally when he saw one, and barely hesitated. He waved one&   fat arm graciously. “I yield to the member for manual trades,” he said, and sat down for a breathing-space. Next to him, Reisinger went on shuffling his&   endless papers, making a mark now and then, his thin&   mouth tightly set. The two men had no attention to&   spare for each other, but Fredericks, glancing round,&   gave Reisinger a glance of such hatred that Leverett,&   startled, grew instantly watchful. The thing had&   stirred up passions; no doubt about that, but no passion&   touched Reisinger, or ever would. Apparently that&   was what Fredericks had discovered on which to fix&   his hate.

He looked away then, surveying the chamber with a steady single sweep of his head, right and then left.&   “I ask the honorable members,” that slow uneducated&   voice boomed out, “whether it isn’t true that if the&   Space Arm had been as careful in staffing and commissioning its ships as they might have been, such a&   preposterous act as this ‘message’ could not have happened—simply could not have happened, gentlemen?”&   Silence, and another fixed, expressionless sweep. The&   plain, blunt man, Fredericks; and he’d play it as he&   always had, for just a trifle more than it was worth.&   “I’m no learned scholar, of course. But it does seem&   to me that a little more care might have been taken.”&   A pause, no more than half a breath’s length. “Doesn’t&   it seem that way to you gentlemen, too?”

He remained, statue-like, standing. Waiting. That, Leverett considered, would teach Forman Alpha to&   advise Penn that the new Spacer Arm base be entirely&   computer-run; Fredericks’ constituents hadn’t liked&   the idea, and Fredericks was still smarting under&   what he had the peculiar egotism to consider a personal insult. He was—a common type—a representative who could really act from such a motive.

The silence contained murmurs, a few voices here and there, the basic hum of the chamber’s work;&   Frank Dale, Jr., scrambled to his big feet without disturbing it much, front and center, an “independent,” as he called himself, representing North American&   Universities. A hotblood and, for the most part, an&   ignorable one; but he had power, no doubt of it. Leverett couldn’t remember a single constituency objection, not the smallest, for ten years. It might have&   been some sort of record, he was thinking. Then&   Dale’s nasal voice brought him back to the weary&   present. “Will the honorable member yield for a&   question?”

Leverett, unable to resist the phrase in the confusion of debate, put in: “Whichever honorable member has the floor,” which earned him a glare from Fredericks (no surprise), and a sudden grin from Dale—&   who was not as stuffy as he sometimes sounded.

“I’m through,” Fredericks said heavily, after a second. And added, into the buzz: “I think Member Transcome for yielding to me; the floor is again his.&   Obviously.” Abruptly, he sat down, leaving one more&   glare to dissipate in the smoky clarity of the chamber.&   Dale, calmly, remained on his feet.

“Mr. Transcome,” Leverett said.

Transcome flicked a glance at Dale, pursed his lips to consider, shut his small old eyes, and opened them&   again to suspicious slits. “For a question?”

“That’s what I said, sir,” Dale volunteered in his very clearest voice. “I suggest that you listen—”

No good inflaming the chamber more than necessary; sharply, Leverett cut in: “Mr. Dale.” Really, the young fool had more sense . . .

He had, at least, the grace to look solemn and abashed—for somewhat less than fifteen seconds. But&   his voice was not at all subdued. “My apologies to the&   honorable member, to the Chair, and to this honorable body.” The formula came out just slowly enough&   to make it inoffensive. “The issue at hand tries many&   spirits here, and I ask that my own short temper be&   referred to that cause. It is the importance of the issue, as members will agree—”

Leverett had no need to stop Dale; Transcome, as perhaps both men knew, was prepared to do that,&   weightily, in all his papery inflexible age. “Mr. Chairman.”

“Yes, sir?”

“We have had an apology, Mr. Chairman—for which I thank the honorable member most humbly.&   But are we to have a speech as well? I believe I have&   the floor.”

“You are correct, Member. You have the floor; no one else has it. The floor is yours, sir.”

Dale, of course, broke in, sounding a good deal more impetuous than he was: “I repeat my request.”&   Transcome slid a glance across the chamber,&   thought for a second and then nodded. “For a question only.”

Dale nodded, absently, and took a quiet breath. Not at all to Leverett’s surprise, he smiled—a snow-on-the-ground sunny day for ten seconds—and became solemn once more. “I should like to ask Member Transcome how he voted on the issue of staffing&   and commissioning the ships which—”

Uproar: &   &   &   of course. Perhaps deliberately cued&   (Fredericks? Demeuth?), and certainly, with six raps of the gavel, quickly stilled. When the place was reasonably quiet again Leverett said, as he had to: “Mr.&   Dale?” Not much different from an ordinary session,&   really; only, perhaps, the least bit more complicated.&   Far behind his carefully neutral expression Leverett&   laughed.

“The question of staffing and commissioning the ships which came before this body not eight months&   ago, as all here will remember—the vote, in discussion on that issue, was upon the applicability of testing apparatus, and upon a somewhat more rigid scheme&   of acceptance in this area, since the testing apparatus&   was to be used to pass on new commissions and new&   staff assignments; I’m sure we all remember that.”&   Dale’s voice was as clear and young as if he’d first&   come to the Dichtung twenty-four hours earlier. “I repeat: I’d appreciate information about Member Transcome’s vote.”

But you don’t trap the old fox so easily, Junior.

You’ve still got a few things to learn. Transcome said&   at once, in a flat, bored voice, “My vote is a matter&   of record, sir.”

Dale tried to press it: “But—”

“I have answered you, sir.” The old man’s voice&   still, but louder, firmer. And then a sudden burst of babble from all over the chamber—quelled before&   Leverett could bring the gavel down. “I must go on&   to say—” Transcome turned to the raised dais, asking&   his Chairman: “I believe that I have the right to continue speaking?”

“The floor is yours, sir,” Leverett told him. An attempt, and a good one, to make the—the referee, that was it, look as if he’d joined a side. Something had to be done about that. Not instantly.

“Thank you,” the old man said, looking as tired, as&   careful, as ever. “I must go on to say, then, that the carelessness implied in this—ah—incident cannot be&   I allowed to repeat itself. I shall not be lengthy. In this&   matter, I am sure that many will wish to speak.” A&   mutter round the chamber: cued? Who could tell?&   “Therefore, I move at once for a vote on the question: That this body declare its lack of confidence in the Space Arm and in its administrators.”

A very carefully prepared explosion; Leverett admired the economy, if nothing else. The mutter returned and grew, in seconds, to a roar, no member’s voice singly audible until somehow Fredericks managed to shout a second over it, screaming as if he’d&   been caught in a gale. And the stir continued, grew,&   whirled, despite the gavel, despite any decorum or&   practice: a very fine explosion indeed. Leverett, banging desperately from his raised desk, shouted into the&   whirlpool. “The motion has been made and seconded.&   Is there a—” Of course Junior was on his feet; and,&   as they saw him, the others slowly quieted. Watching for targets? “Mr. Dale?”

“I should like to be assured of full debate in this matter, sir.” His most earnest and innocent voice.&   Transcome spat a reply, as savagely as age permitted,&   from his own desk:

“You shall have it, sir.”

Demeuth half rose, then sat again. (Reisinger was still at work on his bundle of papers, Leverett noticed: a difficult man to deflect.) The Chairman took&   a breath and stared round the chamber. “The issue&   before us must be the issue of debate: Is there a&   speaker against the motion?” Too crude? Well, there&   was one good thing about formalities, as he had&   known for years: they saved the immediate trouble of&   thinking. He could, as then he did, devote his entire&   attention to the chamber—to five hundred and six individual human beings, less perhaps (at that moment) ten absentees; and even those, Leverett knew,&   would be in during the course of the evening.

Dale was trying to catch his eye, as twenty others were, but he waited, knowing what had to happen;&   and, very slowly, in the midst of that near-silent tumult, one rather small figure, still in white, arose, and&   stood, waiting, with a savage patience. Leverett gave&   him at once the briefest of nods, nearly indistinguishable: a private signal, or what passed for one.

“Mr. Chairman.”

Leverett turned directly toward him. “Mr. Norin.”

The thin old man began to speak at once, as he nodded, without emphasis; but that single voice commanded what perhaps twenty others could command&   in all the Dichtung. Into the absolute silence Norin&   set words like stone blocks.

“I ask to speak against this motion. I have a personal interest in the matter, as Members know. Despite that interest, I cannot believe that we should,&   at this time, record ourselves as disapproving the&   status of any governmental arm.”

Fredericks heaved himself up, sputtering like an insulted whale: “Do you mean you approve of the&   kind of thing they’ve done? My God—”

The old man stopped him; he would with those stone words have stopped an armed mob. “I have the&   floor, sir.” Leverett, unnoticed, gave him a slow nod.&   “Thank you.” And another pause, while old Norm&   surveyed the chamber with what seemed remote distaste. The silence continued, stretched, tensed. After&   some time the thin voice went steadily on: “I will say&   that my approval or disapproval, my personal feelings, cannot be an issue here. The only issue is the&   structure of this government. I intend to speak to that&   question, Members, if I am allowed to do so.”

He waited for a second: the silence never broke.

“Thank you,” he said again, as if the words were accusatory. And: “I shall attempt to be brief—to follow the example of Member Transcome. Members&   will perhaps understand, however, if my attempt is&   not entirely a success.”

And again a pause. There was not a move in the chamber.

“I believe in this government and in its actions. I intend to defend both. I agree that the cost of government is heavy in this matter, since the cost of any&   government is heavy, at any time, whether noticed or&   not. Yet in disregard of that, we must not forget that&   we are representatives; and I believe our representation to be vitally important. We must continue, therefore—”

Caught, silent, missing no word, Leverett found that he had yet time to wonder what else was going&   on. What else, in how many other suddenly chattering places?
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. . . It is impossible for a free nation to exist without parties.

. . . The people are . . . generally disposed to abolish the Senate as a useless body.




—John Quincy Adams, in 

letters to John Adams and Abigail Adams during June, 1797.
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His children had learned it from the first days in which they were at all able to reason: Expect as little as you can, of humanity in general. Norin had, sometimes, the calming, remote illusion that he had learned it himself, as well; but the process of conviction, quite regardless of fact or evidence, apparently claimed more time than a human being might expect to have. One had to be born to the thing; since even now, in his yellowed age, he found himself less than wholly accustomed to the stupidities of which that same humanity was capable—the Dichtung being made up, as everyone knew and virtually no one outside the Capitol believed, of human beings.

The central point—the necessary defense of the structure of government, which allowed the existence of government; and nothing less, nothing smaller— should, he told himself with a distant fiery anger, have been clear enough to penetrate the mind of a year-old infant. Time enough later to wonder what had gone wrong, how it had happened, where responsibility was to lie; all that would be dealt with, inevitably, when the immediate situation had become less

demanding. First came the entire simplicity of a united front: the Valor, clearly, could not be allowed to sway the Capitol.

Clearly: but no one knew it.

Even Leverett, though his expression had shown throughout—as had his tart irruptions—how very much he wanted to shut off the useless trickle of debate; even Leverett probably had no better notice than the wish to make Norin free of an embarrassment— added, perhaps, to his usual desire that the Dichtung’s day, whatever was to compose it, run a bit more smoothly than any chattering body of men would ever, in any dream of a world, allow.

Even Demeuth. For now that his own speech was over, and others had raised points—yelping like dogs round a dying animal, fools, fools, sufferable only by the law old Norin knew and pinned his life on—Demeuth was going on.

“The vote is a matter of record,” that half-smooth voice was saying. “I think we can safely and surely ignore the past, and get on—now—with the job that needs to be done.” Sound enough, to be sure, and quite possibly effective; but even that showed no motive higher than the wish for simplicity. Demeuth could not—would not, perhaps—see the situation in terms wider than those of comfort and predilection.

Expect little of humanity. Yes, and expect little, as well, of each other; and suffer no surprise (therefore) at Isidor Norin’s defense of the government against Aaron Norin. The basic statement, the words he sometimes found and then forgot, was—something like—no single person was, or could be, important (except, as Alphard would put it and as he was sure they both believed, in themselves, as possible human souls possibly capable of a possible future life in a possible future world) in the face of actual danger to the mass of humanity—which was, had been, would be, the structure of government. The structure might be changed—had been, and would be again, without doubt, if it lasted. It could not be destroyed out of hand on any single issue; without some such structure human beings did not live. Therefore: expect little: do much. A simple idea, it seemed; but it did take a good deal of learning.

Demeuth (he realized) had stopped, and for a second, after the cascade of speeches, there was a comparative silence in the chamber. Reisinger muttered something, bent over his papers; other members were chatting (Dale and Fredericks, he saw, had met at Junior’s desk and were cooking up something unlikely); for a brief time the dogs had relieved themselves.

One fought words with words, ideas with ideas. The chamber was not ready for a vote. Norin had spoken; he would speak again. Before anyone else thought to rise, he was on his feet, and the upflung arms of Dale, Transcome, and Forman Alpha were invisible to a calm and gracious Leverett who saw only an elderly erect request.

“Mr. Norin.”

“Mr. Chairman.” The ritual completed, others turned to look at him—most of the chamber, it seemed—as if he were a curiosity; it occurred to him that he had still not found an opportunity to change from the white official drop.

Well. What matter? Perhaps he had not yet made himself clear—made, rather, the necessities of the situation clear. Patience was required: expect little: do much. He would try again.




Mr. Chairman: fellow Members:

I do not wish irresponsibly to waste your valuable time.

Within the last hour, I have spoken. I did not then think that I would be forced to speak again, but it seems clear to me that what I have said has been dissipated in the wind of argument. I do not ask, as you will appreciate, for agreement, but for understanding; perhaps, as our debate continues, argument will become discussion, passion less overpowering; and understanding, then, may begin. To that end, I must once more make my position clear.

Gentlemen, we represent the people of the Comity: three worlds, gentlemen, and four moons. We have been chosen to represent them; the officers and crew of a single ship have not. The issue is not put melodramatically: it is, exactly, both as basic and as simple as that statement.




Transcome got up in a hurry and shot out his question without preliminaries; procedure was going by the board, of course, and Transcome seemed to value shock-effects. The man might have been better employed, Norin thought, with the Cannam 3V show, but he was quick, though speed seemed at times his only virtue.

“Were not the officers and crew of the Valor chosen by the Emperor, as we have been?”

No sense, of course, in making parliamentary objections: meet a thrust with a thrust, it was the only rule.




I thank Mr. Transcome for his question: it allows me to see where clarification of the current position is needed.

Those officers, those crewmen were of course chosen—and chosen, I may add, subject neither to referendum nor to recall from any nonmilitary group whatever—but they were chosen for a specific duty. That duty was not, and is not, the duty which confronts us now.




Did they think it was easy to turn your back on a son? Norin could feel the beginnings of the payment his duty would be bound to receive: tension, a shaking, almost unnoticeable, in arms and legs, the clenching pain round his skull that would shortly present him with a temporary blindness. And the fools wanted argument, wanted personal profit, expected their own advancement. It would be said, he knew, of him, that he had erased a son to maintain his position. There were fools to believe that, of course; there were fools to believe anything.





The people of the Comity, gentlemen, may ask that we be removed from office—may request, even, that we be removed from the Emperor’s private Council itself. I ask you to consider that fact.


The negative power described is at the supporting center of our system, sharing the weight of our society with the positive power of election—which also resides in the people, who, as a whole, confirm, and may reject, the Emperor himself. It is this power which we obey, and it is this power, gentlemen, and no other, which forces us to reject any suggestion that we treat with these sudden rebels—these powerless rebels—




Dale spoke without rising at all, that thin voice, cutting through the space between one word and the next, in the silence of the chamber. “Mr. Chairman.”

“Mr. Dale.” Leverett looked patient, as if indeed he had suspended all judgment; the expression of a good Chairman, also a talent not to be despised.

“I ask the indulgence of the Chair, and of Councillor Norin, for a question.”




If Mr. Dale wishes to inquire whether the Valor has not the power to destroy a city, I will satisfy him at once: the facts are as he imagines them to be.




The trembling was getting worse. Dale, dimly seen, nodded very briefly, keeping his seat and his silence. Perhaps, Norin told himself, he would be able to leave the chamber shortly. It was an old trick, that: he had learned years ago to take the pain and the weakness five minutes at a time, one minute at a time, promising himself relief; why, anything could be borne for five minutes. He had no idea how long he would be able to keep power over his own body with that trick; but as soon as the idea occurred to him he shut it out. “How long” didn’t, couldn’t, exist.

Five minutes, that was the key; just five minutes more. Perhaps less than that.




But the power of destruction is not at issue, gentlemen. That much is perfectly clear.

Any of us might collect enough of some explosive compound to blow this building, or the city in which it is seated, to atoms. More important, perhaps: the government as a whole has power to destroy, at any moment, the Valor itself. I cannot refer to power in such terms as these, gentlemen: the equations reduce to an identity. It is a different power which—




“Might I ask the Councillor if the government plans to use its destructive power?”

Transcome, standing, looking for shock-value again. Norin thought briefly of the talk he had had with Penn. It seemed to have occurred several years before; he wondered how much of it he believed, and how much he had ever believed.

Transcome’s figure wavered, went fuzzy, went black and blank. Pain increased. Norin thought he still had enough control to remain standing, but he could no longer tell. Only a few minutes, now. Only five minutes.

Only, perhaps, less than that. There had been a question....

In time—he could not have told how long—he remembered what it had been.




I cannot presently speak for the government. It will, as members know, act when action is required. The government is obedient to the will of the people, as it must be; but it is not supine, gentlemen; it is not passive. I tell Mr. Transcome that, in necessity, it will act.


Which kept faith with Penn, Norin imagined; he could not clearly recall a talk that had happened so long ago. If Penn had meant what he said; if he had not merely been dangling hope to ensure Norin’s support. . .


And if not: not. Expect little: do much. Fully learned or not, that much remained.




“Might I ask the—”





I have answered your question, sir.





He heard a stir, very distantly. Stay on your feet, and think. It was still possible; only a few minutes more. Only one.


“I cannot think the answer responsive.”

Whose voice? Not Transcome’s. A dry papery voice, higher than normal. He could still hear the ...

Reisinger?

In the whirling pain, Norin told himself that if he had to speak against the entire Dichtung—was there no one but Leverett, no one but Demeuth, possibly Forman Alpha, to join him?—then it would be done.

It would be done.

But Reisinger, the student of trends and statistics, busy with his papers . . .

Show no surprise. Continue.




I have answered the question. It would be improper to say more.





A buzz, some unclear words: Transcome beginning to speak. Give him no time. Continue. Stay on your feet, and think. “But—”




Members will understand the impropriety.

Continue. A few minutes more. One minute more.


I cannot speak further to that question, gentlemen. 1 believe I have the floor.


Leverett? Norin waited; the sounds round him subsided. Leverett seemed to take a long time to reply; that was probably an illusion. Norin felt blood pounding in his temples. Odd to locate that one sensation so exactly. Very little else . . .


“You have the floor, Councillor.”







At last. Good.

Not very long, now. Not long at all. A minute, perhaps.

Thank you. It is important to remember—


Time passed. The pain went on, and went on. Strangely, there was no real interruption: a small stir within the chamber, that was all. Important to remember ... He could think only in rhythm with the sensation at his temples. Time.


—that nobody may claim, without proof, either to act for the people of this Comity or in their interests. I shall not enquire into motives here . . .


One minute more. A man could withstand anything for one minute. He was not making any sound; he could not think; he had . . .


He had. . .

Uneasiness in the chamber. Chatter, stir, a slow growth of sound. . .




Leverett’s voice—kindly, well-meaning, useless: “Is something wrong, Councillor?”


And the paper-thin voice of Reisinger, crackling with triumph: how long had it been since the statistician led a pack of any sort at all?

“Perhaps Councillor Norin is preparing a reply we can understand.”

Malice. To be ignored. Simply . . . continue.

One minute only. No more. One . . ,

Minute. . .




I say to Mr. Reisinger that. ..


Where? He could not see. Perhaps he was still standing; he could feel nothing except the blood shivering at his temples; that, and the pain.


I cannot enquire into motives which . . .


One minute. One minute. One minute. One . . .


Necessary.

There would be no failure. There would be no retreat.

This must be made clear . . .


What must be said. What must be done. What duty did demand, in the name of people he would never know ... in the name of . . .


What. . .







Leverett’s voice, sharp with alarm, coming from several miles away.

“Councillor—”




Continue.


What must be said . . .

From a fantastic distance he heard his own voice. Words formed without his knowledge, shining with great clarity. Any system serving human beings . . .

All very clear, very simple.

Expect little from . . .

Try again. Once more. There will be no retreat.

Once more:

Expect. . .

Once more. The essentials only.

One minute. Less.

Do much. And an endless time. I shall. . . say. . .







The uproar grew round him, sound without words or meaning, sound without location, filling all black space; someone was shouting and he could not speak, could not reply, could not make clear . . .

The uproar grew to the level of a new pain, surrounding all the old, and swelled very suddenly, and quite unbearably . . .

As he fell.
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Macbeth (to banquo) : Do you not hope your children shall be kings,

When those that gave the Thane of Cawdor to me 

Promised no less to them? 



banquo: That, trusted home,

Might yet enkindle you unto the crown,

Besides the Thane of Cawdor. But ’tis strange!

And oftentimes, to win us to our harm,

The instruments of darkness tell us truths,

Win us with honest trifles, to betray’s In deepest consequence.










—William Shakespeare, 

The Tragedy of Macbeth (Act I, Scene 3).
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Whether Norm would live or not, no one would so much as venture to guess, not at once; and Penn found himself entirely, shockingly, unable to foresee any future without the rigid old man—or with the same old man bent, worn, partly incapable. How deeply he had dragged on Penn’s hid heart, no one, not even Penn, had known; nor how thoroughly he had through all the talk and all the argument held to his own, and believed nothing but himself.

Himself and his own conclusions; for, clearly, he had credited nothing but his own fear, there during debate at the end. That a truth might be less vicious than his image of it would not, Penn knew, occur to the old man; Norin would never allow himself to entertain a thought so soft, so comforting, nor had he ever, even in earliest days. (The days Penn recalled cloudily, or knew alone from history or scandal; but, soaked in the press for votes and in the Capitol almost from birth, he had begun, these last few years, to believe that he had experienced what he had only been told of.)

No: there, at the end, Norin had not been able to see even the possibility of a solution that would at the same time allow the threat to be dissolved and maintain his son in life. And—being, after all, the practiced, hardened son of West Norin, theoretician of the law, distantly-respected advocate and judge, for whom a happy normal home-life with wife and sole son had been unimaginable even for his few closest acquaintances—he had chosen to sacrifice his son to the only means he knew of dealing with the threat. Wry West would have had a phrase for it out of the ancient Bible; he’d had a phrase for everything from that solitary book. All the Norins, until Isidor’s odd delicate son Alphard, had been old-religionists, bound to the tiny inexplicable Papish sect that somehow clung to desperate existence, even in these days of expansion and new knowledge—as if they’d been preserved somehow, Penn told himself, pickled in time from the distant period just before the Wars, before the Interregnum, before the Comity.

West would have had a phrase for it: Abraham, he’d have said, offering Isaac to his God. The description was enough to cool the air of Penn’s chamber—that, and one remembered sight of West Norin (when Penn had been five, or six, he thought): thin, immensely tall, stooped with what seemed a constant effort to peer into the mysteries of a world everyone else appeared to find quite plain and clear; Penn could see the twist of the old mouth as the phrase was shaped, the added darkness hooding shaded eyes as the ancient figure spoke; but even West Norin would not seriously have called the Comity Isidor Norin’s God.

Which was after all a matter between Norin and his shrinking Papish God; but the connection might be closer than Norin’s odd father might have seen, since Norin, bringing West’s cold inheritable certainty into the more visible, more vulnerable area of public life, had devoted all that life to the Comity— to, when Penn thought it out as suddenly he had time to do, a sort of theoretical idea that held shining a structure of arrangements between people, all as thoroughly traced out, and as complete, as his father’s idea of law. Another line from the old Bible occurred to Penn as he sat in his private chambers, waiting; It is expedient that one man sacrifice his life for the people. Was ’that the way it went? And perhaps . . . perhaps it was; perhaps, in some way, that was what all the Capital was doing, even the grand Emperor Penn VII himself, possessor of the suffrages of a glittering majority of the Comity’s voters and citizens, wearing out his life by hurried activity after Norin’s collapse, adjourning the Dichtung, finding a doctor, eight other matters in a cascade of no particular order . . . and then wearing it out further against the slow grinding of this useless, unavoidable, hypnotic wait; for there was really nothing else to do.

Nothing else; wait. For some word (expected momentarily, now) from Mars Skywatch. For some development a doctor might recognize, in Norin.

(And it was only fair to say that Norin would as readily have sacrificed himself as he seemed to sacrifice his son. Life, for that strange, stringent family, seemed on occasion to have no value whatever. The trait was not entirely strange—more common, perhaps, in public life than the general citizen believed—but in Norin it reached some sort of fiery peak. Roland and Oliver . . .

But that was another old book, not confusing enough to be holy to anyone.

Isidor had taken West Norin’s outlook and transferred it cold and complete to the Dichtung and the Council. And who would (eventually, yes; though, by favor of any God you named, not yet!) shoulder the attitude Isidor handed on? Who’d keep this Crusoe’s treasure from the wreck . . .

Of what? Penn’s mind was drifting: uncontrollable, or very nearly. The minutes went on, and there was nothing he could do. Mars Skywatch on the beam; the doctor in the next room . . .

Well, then: Alphard? Delicacy had overlain, there, the sternness of the theoretician; delicacy, and some other motive that had pushed him and placed him within the obvious, the popular Church. For all Penn knew, the motive might have been simple honest conviction; it would be appropriate in a Norin, after all, to follow such a conviction to the outrage of all the rest of the family, and Alphard, the eldest, had nearly done so. Though there had never been a final split . . . Isidor himself had seen to that, after the first shock, the first arguments; Alphard, indeed, had been helped to a position higher than any he might otherwise have gained, and Alphard, at least, seemed hardly to think of the outraged fights of the early days; not anymore. Alphard seemed, in fact—it was, Penn realized, an odd word to use of any member of that family—placid. And . . .

No. Somehow or other, Alphard had made with heritance his peace. His mother might have been responsible; in Agnes’ guessed-at genes there waited, clearly enough, a certain liking for simplicity. She had been dead for—what?—twenty-five years and more; but in Alphard she lived still, and made him placid. Comfortable, in fact; and, somehow, Penn felt it oddly disturbing and quite unthinkable that a Norin had managed to make himself truly comfortable. Perhaps there was more in Alphard....

As, certainly, there was more than comfort in Aaron. All of the energy of the family was there, and all the cold tension; and none of the balance. A mother dying in one’s birth must have, Penn reflected, odd effects on the mind and the emotions, and Aaron, youngest and last of the clan, seemed struck straight for death.

The Space Arm was clearly the place for a man in love with death, in love (as the young man was; must be) with danger; perhaps, even, revolt was to be expected. Perhaps Isidor, without quite realizing it, had been expecting something of the sort for years. . . .

And so Alphard had revolted into peace, and Aaron into that violent peace that ended in death. And neither could take up the burden of the clan when, finally, their father set it down....

And: Rachel? No. Hopeless. A brother before her and a brother behind, and no woman to use as model; she had learned, in the end, what her mother, with Isidor, had had as slowly to unlearn: a real dependence, an emptying of herself into the whims and wishes of another. Her husband had been after all a predictable type: a figure lit by public love, and an actor—who was, like all actors, simultaneously son and father for the drifting woman.

Not that she had thought of it that way. Instead, Penn reflected, she had probably seen the poor fool as “befitting her position. . .

No.

Isidor, then, was the last of (as Penn thought of it) the true line. And Isidor was needed; by the time the door opened Penn had forgotten everything but the doctor. The man who entered had nothing do with medicine, or in any normal sense with healing, and Penn took a valuable second to adjust to that.

Only a second. Then: Skywatch had reported. The Valor was spiraling inward—toward Thoth.

Time had begun, at last, for them all, to run out.







As usual, Walther IV, unavoidable and contemptuous, stared down at the drifters in the Communications Control from his painted position on the west wall. He had, Turnbul told himself idly, the single most disapproving expression in the history of painting.

Walther wouldn’t like what had happened to his Comity, these past three hundred years; that much, Turnbul thought, was certain. But, then, he hadn’t liked most of what had happened to it during his own confusing lifetime—though an exception might, perhaps, be made for Walther’s own succession to the crown. The wrinkled little man hadn’t, if the records were accurate, liked very much of anything; and yet he had said somewhere (historians still quoted him): “History is the only reasonable recreation for an adult.” Tumbul imagined, when he thought of it, that the statement might even have been true for Walther, if you could agree that Walther was an adult, and agree further that recreations didn’t have to be pleasurable.

In a way (Tumbul thought—watching Freddy Warrenton twist tinily in his chair, turn over six pages of a statted-folder magazine, and begin to tap his left-hand fingers on his left knee in a fast and simple rhythm)—in a way, Walther IV was responsible for every public event of the day everyone had just been through. Without him, after all, there might never have been a real or an organized Comity; at best, there might have been a Comity so thoroughly different as to be unrecognizable. Walther IV had put his stamp on history, all right (Turnbul went on, wearily, wondering when something, anything, was going to happen; newswork was eight percent work and ninety-two percent waiting for something to work on); the difficulty was that Turnbul had never been able to decide whether the stamping process was worth all the rest of it. As for instance:







Selected headlines (newsprintout):
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Two Days Required for Final Voting 

Count: All Comity Represented







. . . and . . .

so forth, Turnbul told himself. The entire structure of the place was due to Walther IV, as all the historians delighted in insisting; for all Turnbul knew, he might have designed the Communications Central himself, or at the least chosen the architect, interior decorator, painter, and plumber. . . .

Not a likable man. No. No more likable, in fact, than old Norin . . .

For a time, Turnbul stared into space, not even recognizably thinking of any subject at all. Only the name and the old stiff face surrounded him; only that, and the shock of the final moments in the Dich-tung, and the wait.

The wait.

Which. . .

Turnbul snapped upright. (Freddy Warrenton was still bemused, he noticed with one-tenth of his attention; a second later, even little Freddy had felt the change of atmosphere.) The door in the South Wall had opened, and a Press Secretary—Rubin, Turnbul thought, one of the new ones; anyhow, not any Secretary you saw a lot of—had appeared in the doorway.

The door shut behind him.

“Gentlemen. . .”

A lot of talk. Nothing had been decided; regarding Norin, nothing definable had happened. Turnbul went over the sentences, the pose, the tones, in his experienced and very careful memory. All the Secretary had done was tell them to wait. News, he had said, would be given to them shortly.

News of . . .

Someone was meeting, Tumbul decided. A meeting had been called. A meeting of—well, the Council, as a matter of course; there wasn’t any other choice, though a few members might be left out (Arts and Travel, for instance). But the Council meeting would be so much the natural course of events that there would be no need to ignore it—to hide it, as the Secretary had done, by omission. (Press would have done better, Turnbul thought, to send down somebody like Raymond, who was long past making silly mistakes. But you profited by mistakes; that was, he reflected, what they were there for.) The Council, then, and. . .

Turnbul had the answer—and a simple one at that, he told himself—with a second or so after the South Wall door had shut. Across the room, another correspondent—Greim, of Mundo Nuevo, a bald middle-aged man without a trace of innocence left in his trained head—was beckoning.

Little Freddy would have called it fraternizing with the enemy. After all, 1st News was their employer, and 1st News deserved loyalty, didn’t it?

Yes, perhaps, Turnbul was willing to concede, as he got up and started across the room. Their loyalty, but not their stupidity. And Greim, after all, might have something to trade.
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For obstructive procedures in the House, like the filibuster in the Senate, are at bottom an expression of an American -political instinct which to a point at least is one of great genius. This instinct is to fear and to try to delay or denature the sharpest of those sudden public impulses or passions which sometimes sweep the whole nation much as an unheralded hurricane may strike the American coastline.




—William S. White, Nome Place: 

The Story of the U.S. House of Representatives (1965).
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“I didn’t want to kill him,” Gover said. A good many hours had passed, but he hadn’t had time for Gover before. There wasn’t enough time for anything—except the important things. What had to be done. Gover understood that; they all understood that. But they were human: they needed calming, reassuring.

The idea by itself just wasn’t enough for most human beings; that was how (he imagined) freedom had been lost in the first place. It had become—just an idea. An easy thing for sly men to steal away.

Well: now it was being given back.

“You think I did?” Aaron Norin said. Every room in the ship echoed endlessly; he kept on hearing his voice. Even in the control-rooms, where you’d think men needed quiet . . . but of course he had to stay. No one was really trustworthy, not yet. “You think anybody wanted to kill the First Engineer?”

Gover looked uncomfortable. A lumpy small brute; a man. “Well,” he said. “It had to be done; we all know that. All the same . . .” He rubbed his hands along the tan sides of his uniform. “If we’d locked him up . . .”

“If we’d locked him up we’d be like every mutiny in the last fifty years,” Aaron said; you’d think any man, even a power assistant, would understand the simple things. “More than fifty years. We had to take the first step: we had to be serious.”

“We were—”

“We are now,” Aaron cut in, flattening doubt in determination. “If we’d locked the Chief up, he’d have talked half the crew round again in ten hours.”

Gover’s chin went as stubborn as he could make it. “Not—”

“Not you, of course,” Aaron said, looking at the lumpy man. “Not you. But others. You can see how that might be.”

There was a little silence. “I suppose I can,” Gover said.

Aaron let his expression soften. “Of course you can see how it might be.” You had to flatter the youngsters, the power assistants; there wasn’t any other way to get the job done. And of course when they did understand, they’d agree....

“All the same,” Gover said, “if we’d given him a chance—just a chance—”

“He’d have taken it right away from us,” Aaron snapped. “Now, how are they—” He caught himself. “What are they doing, out there?”

“They’re all right.” Gover shrugged, his eyes still uneasy. “We’ll all be okay, you know,” he said. “We’re in a holding orbit again. Spiraled in, and holding. We can stick for a day or better if we have to without course correction.”

Good news, if expected news. “You heard my—the broadcast,” Aaron said. Gover nodded. “All right, then. How did they take it?”

“You know that,” Gover said. “You heard them.”

“I mean afterward. When they were alone.”

“Oh, they were all right. They’ll stick.” Gover paused. “In a way,” he began slowly, “that’s what I came in about. To see you about, I mean.”

“What?” Gover seemed suddenly to grow a little more distinct, a little larger. There was nothing to worry about.

“They’re a little—not worried, you know,” Gover said. “Not worried. But they’re not sure—”

“We’ve got to do this,” Aaron said.

“I know. But they’re not—they’re not all—” Gover stopped for a long time. “It’s what I said. We should have given him a chance.”

Aaron shut his eyes. There had to be an answer—a better answer than the one he knew he was going to deliver. But there’s nothing to worry about. “We couldn’t do that. You understand.”

“Sure,” Gover said doubtfully. “But the others—” “They’ll stick?” Aaron said sharply.

Gover nodded. “They’ll stick.” In the same doubtful tone.

And the time was near, now, altogether too near. A day . . . but he had a good deal less than a day. Thoth was targeted, and there had been no reply from anywhere. Nothing to worry about; but surely there were going to be interceptors? The Government couldn’t get through, he’d arranged that. There was freedom ...

Thoth, that great city. Destroyed. A wonderful idea.

Where were the interceptors? That was the question. Gover had said something; Aaron looked at him and wrinkled his forehead: inquiry.

“Look,” the lumpy man said. “We don’t want to— I mean, if we don’t have to—there’s been enough. We’ve seen that, you know. The Chief—well, if we don’t have to—”

“You’re going to have to.” Flat and final; it was the only way. Power. When they understood, they’d accept.

But Gover was going on. “Wohner, now—he has relatives—”

“We all have relatives, somewhere. This is for everyone.”

“We’ll wait until we have to—”

“Of course we will,” Aaron said quickly. He let a few seconds of silence go by, while he heard his voice repeat along the walls. “But if we do have to—”

“They’ll stick,” Gover said at once, and, seeming uncertain, waited in his turn. “But—you have to understand how it is.”

Behind all the words, something had been growing in Aaron’s mind; he felt it come to term and saw, all at once, that he had his answer. “Three hours,” he said, and Gover said:

“Three—what?”

Aaron nearly smiled. Peace and tension existed at once within him. “In three hours we’ll be over Thoth,” he said. “Then”

Gover stared. “But nobody’s tried to stop—”

“They will,” Aaron said. “Don’t you worry about that.”

“Look—”

Aaron looked at the lumpy man with the eyes of a savage. “Three hours,” he said, all cold, all decided, all complete. When they understand . . .

And saw beneath him that great city, shards and smoke.

Gover stared; but whatever he had meant to say was lost as the alarm gongs began. Both men tensed, ready to move for the controls or the door; the immense, world-filling gong continued for less than a second more, and stopped. In the silence echoes rang, dying; as the men relaxed, the terrible sound began again: alarm, alarm. Men had served for ten years without hearing that sound except in drill.

Eight seconds, perhaps less, until silence fell.

And after the silence that insane sound shook the room, shook the small ship, again; and then again.

Silence. Aaron said, “What in Hell is that?” in a voice so scratched he barely recognized it; before Gover could say a word the gong began again. Both men waited, then, for the following silence. There seemed no regularity to the spacing of chaos and silence, none at all.

Gover spoke into the sudden echoes when he could. “I—it’s an alarm. Shield alarm. System damage that—”

“No shield alarm ever made ought to—”

The ringing began again. Aaron shut his eyes against it, felt the floor shiver, and waited for silence.

“—ought to go on and off like that.”

“No.”

“Like—”

Again: unbearable, everlasting sound. It stopped; echoes trembled in the shocked air.

“Like a damned blinker system. For ears instead of eyes.”

And it was Gover, the power assistant, the man who had to be taught, Cover, who saw. “That’s right.”

“What’s—”

An interruption.

“—right?” Aaron asked.

“A blinker,” Gover said. “It must be—interference. They’re—”

The gong cut thought and speech to pieces.

“They’re trying to get a message through to us.”

Aaron tried to consider that. Gover was right; a major station might be able to interfere with the shield system itself, and use intermittent gongs as a code signal ... it was possible. More than possible. It was—

An interruption.

—just what they’d do. Get a message through. And the answer came to him from that growing structure in his mind. On which he had begun to depend, without learning to do so; on which he, himself, Aaron, seemed to be supported. “Ignore it,” he said flatly.

“But we can’t—”

An interruption.

Aaron ignored the echoes, the ache in his head, the shiver of the ship. “All right,” he said. He had to satisfy Gover, satisfy all of them; his own plans, or the plans that had in peace and strain become his own, would be private. For a time. “Detail somebody. It should be the usual code system. Find out what it—”

An interruption.

“—says. Get it to me at once. And meanwhile ..

“Yes?” Gover said.

“Three hours,” Aaron said, as the gong began again and everything else was totally erased.







In the private audience chamber where he had seen Norin and Leverett, Penn sat with the rest of the Council, waiting. There was nothing else to do. Nothing. The message had gone to the Valor. Ford, a graying sad-eyed man like a bloodhound, stirred in a far chair.

“And Norin?”

Penn shook his head. “They don’t know. He may not—” He made a gesture.

Ford blinked. Near him, Gerris, wiry and active, pushed his bald head forward. “Is it that serious?”

“As serious as—” Penn hesitated, shrugged. He could feel time passing, feel every second touch his nerves. “As serious as Thoth.”

They took that in silence. Only Forman Alpha moved, looking as stuffed and stern as ever he could, the enormous killing platitude springing to gassy life in his mouth: “He sacrificed himself for the people.”

Which meant nothing whatever. “I’m quite sure,” Penn said flatly. “But we can do with fewer sacrifices—and more sense.” Well, then, he’d let Forman Alpha know he was irritated; but he was beyond that sort of petty worry . . . wasn’t he? Or was anybody beyond any pettiness, ever?

Forman Alpha, who was beyond nothing, went stolidly on. “The sense of this meeting, then—”

“A statement in common,” Penn said. “Reassurance for the public. That’s all. It’s—quite literally— all we can do now.”

A door opened far away to his left; he turned and saw the Imperial doctor bustling in, eyes wide, his hair in disarray, the usual telltale box slung over one shoulder. A youngster, in his middle thirties, with a high reputation. And a man in what seemed to be a sort of panic. . . .

Penn said, instantly, “Yes?”

The others turned silent, attentive. Doctor Hampton brought himself to a disorderly halt, the telltale box swinging from its straps. “The patient—” he began, and took a breath, shut his eyes, opened them. . . .

“Yes?”

Doctor Hampton tried again. “The—the patient—” His arms flung out and clapped back to his sides as if he were a crane attempting flight. “The damned fool’s gone," he said, and everyone began to talk at once.

Penn said, “Gone?” and the doctor answered him, ignoring the rest.

“Just—” The arms again—“got up and left. Back to—the Dichtung chamber, or his own offices, at a guess. My God—”

The babble went on round them, and both men ignored it. “But—”

“Exactly, Sire,” the doctor said with a sort of wild

satisfaction. “It may kill him. You realize that.” He grabbed at his box, stared into it and looked up. “It would have killed anyone else, I think—an hour since. Or more. But—” There was a pause so long Penn filled it:

“Yes?”

Doctor Hampton’s voice was thin, tense, full of despair and uncontrolled admiration, very like pride. “Do you think he cares about that?”
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Yesterday they told you you would not go far— 

Tonight you open, and there you are—

Next day on your dressing-room they hang a star— 

Let’s go—on with the show!




—Irving Berlin, 

There’s No Business Like Show Business.




22.










“I came as soon as I could,” Alphard said, but his mind was scarcely on the words; he rigidly controlled himself, instead, and sat quite still in the visitor’s chair to which Cannam had waved him, a chair so soft and large as to be somehow suffocating, enfolding, threatening. Which was, he knew quite well, ridiculous; the plain fact was that Cannam’s home— showy, screamingly bright, discomfortably and plushily expensive—was hardly to his taste, and that simply did not deserve contemplation. “Good taste”: well, he saw in the words the residence of Cardinal-explicator Jerrimine, and the severely simple home of his own childhood, and knew they were only models, only personal, only (in all strictness and insistence)

for the decision of the individual. “Good taste” could not, in fact, exist except in individual persons, one at a time; neither, he fully believed, could any other thing at all. This trouble about a room, a chair, was too small even for a man to mention to himself; but the thoughts would not be suppressed. He had all he could deal with in controlling his body; his mind would have to shift for itself.

And—well, Cannam himself, shifting, white and overweight, in his massage-chair; it was useless to pretend he did not react to the awful sight of Cannam. Why add hypocrisy to fastidiousness? Though the reflection which came to him provided, for a few seconds, a way out of the trap of his revulsion: When had it happened, after all? When had the flour-white makeup of the clown, familiar to all ages, given way to the idle, passionless prejudice that existed all through the Comity, the prejudice that made pure-whites, pale as milk, very nearly the only acceptable comedians—and, therefore, a more-than-even part of all the acting world? Pale and flabby and unpleasant to look upon; and there he was, back in the trap, facing that worried man sagging with self-ease, wrapped round in some enormous dressing-gown or audience robe of a multicolored dark stuff, thick and soft as plush. It was like staring into the life of a slug; and Cannam’s voice, a startled, whimpering scream, called somehow not for pity or understanding but for further dislike, further revulsion; Alphard set his jaw, listened, spoke, and tried to make himself believe that he was being—that he could be—fair.

“And you brought the jackals with you!”

“Jackals?” Alphard said, quite honestly shocked. Perhaps the man was mad—something could be done about Rachel, something would have to be done. . ..

“Quist,” Cannam said. “Quist, a man named Quist, even you’ve heard of him.” He was actually babbling—insane? Violent? “Now he’s outside. Right now. Admittance chamber, you know. I can’t hold

him off forever; you know I can’t hold him off forever.”

“But how could I—I don’t even know—” Not violent, no, but not safe either. Alphard remained still, trying to grab sense out of the whirling world.

“He followed you,” Cannam said flatly, and took a breath as deep as a drowning man’s, the instant his head breaks above water. His eyes rolled wildly, the eyes of a driven horse close to labored death. “He knew there was trouble. He knew. More than I did. I only—damn it—” A pause as short as a tick. “Excuse me,” Cannam said, looking sidewise at Alphard as if he had meant the phrase ironically.

“No offense, of course,” Alphard said, as evenly as he might. Cannam rubbed a hand across his thick lips, staring still. Around him the massage-chair tried to bring calm to all that collection of tensed muscle.

“All right, no offense, no offense, what do I care? I was working. How would I know anything about this—I was working! But he knew. He knew, damn him. Quist knew. And you knew too.” The mad eyes rolled and focused, crystal-hard. “Didn’t you?”

Alphard took a breath and then another. It was necessary, clearly, that someone remain calm. “I came to help,” he said in a low even voice, but nothing was getting through. Nothing. “I—came to see if I could—”

“You could,” Cannam said. “But you won’t.”

And then a silence. Alphard, blinking, said slowly: “What do—”

“Money,” Cannam spat, as if it were the filthiest of all words. “It’s money he’s after, you know. That’s Quist. Quist, the man on Thoth, so what else could have brought him here except money?”

Thoth? Alphard asked himself. How could he have led some unknown man from Thoth to this private suffocating set of rooms? “Surely he didn’t travel from Mars to—”

“Quist himself? No. Surely,” Cannam said, twisting the word painfully, “he didn’t. Any more than—than you actually led him here. But they all gather together. All the jackals, you know, they all gather together where the trouble is. You came.”

“I—” But there was no breaking in.

“And Quist—Quist has arms. He has legs. One of those is out there waiting. You call him a human being. I suppose you do. I don’t care what his name is, I don’t care for anything about him, he’s an arm or a leg or an eyelash, he’s Quist to me, and that’s what matters. You can’t even know how it matters.”

A little meaning, a very little, began to filter through: sunlight in the deepest of rain forests. “How can you be sure—”

“Because you’re here,” Cannam said wildly, and darkness came down again. “Because Thoth is balanced on a hair, and if it goes I go with it: you understand that? There’s—there’s money in this, Churchman, and nobody argues with money. Quist wants out, that’s the truth of it; Quist wants out, and I—” Alphard cut in, hopefully, firmly: “I assume he has left Thoth, of course; in the present emergency—” Cannam’s face gave him all the comment on those two words he would ever need; the look would remain with him, Alphard knew, for life. “He wouldn’t have to leave Thoth, Churchman.” Cannam’s voice, which had not changed, was unexpectedly mild after that look. “I know. Shelters. There are always shelters, you know? And he’d have one, one of the best there is, he would. Believe me. You don’t understand this, so just believe me. He’d have the best there is. Waiting for me outside. Right now, damn him, right now!”

Alphard, lost entirely, could fall back only upon the darkest, oldest phrases in his memory: “I only wish to help—” and found them ignored by the foaming, flashing Cannam.

“Thoth goes, and finance goes. I’ve got holdings—all right, all right, you never mind about that. Holdings.

But.” He paused there, fixing Alphard with an expression of horrible intensity; what he said next, he said more slowly, more distinctly, as if the words themselves had real and even visible weight. “I won’t have any holdings. And Quist is going to want his money.”

He sat back, his head trembling, hands clasping and unclasping in the folds of that dark wrap (dark, Alphard wondered suddenly, in an attempt to bring him closer to the normal color of humanity?), and Alphard began to sort out a tiny proportion of what he had heard. This—Quist, then, was going to demand money at a time when Cannam could not pay it out. But: “Surely he would understand—”

“He understands about as much as you do,” Cannam spat, and went on in a wild cascade. “You and your damned brother—oh, I know about that, I listen to the news and I’ve been checking, too, ever since you called, got a few printouts of the newscasts. Your brother. And Rachel, too, there’s Rachel to think about, a real wonder-woman for you, that one. She understands, she does. Understands: God! Wants to throw the whole thing out the window, just throw it right out and—for all I know start over—just start over. From scratch. Oh, a fine family, just fine, perfectly wonderful—”

"I–"

“Shut up,” Cannam said, almost absently, and repeated the words as he went on, as if he barely knew that he was talking. “Shut up. I’ve got to—Hell, I’ve got to think, and I can’t. I can’t, just can’t, that’s all. Great. Wonderful.” He could not sit still; he was in motion, his arms up, down, his body writhing in the chair that tried desperately to hold him. “A fine family, sure. How can I start again? You don’t see what’s involved here, nobody does. And there’s Rachel. Quist—Quist—”

“Please,” Alphard tried to bring the talk back to some line along which he could be helpful; for he truly wished to help, he assured himself. The room, the man, had no deep effect upon him; he was quite sure of that. “Perhaps if you spoke with this—emissary,” he said, as softly as possible, “you might be able to reach an agreement.” But there was no more in that, for the white man, than in anything else.

“An agreement, Churchman?” he began, and his voice rose and rose. “Oh, yes, I know what that would be, your fine agreement. Exactly. I know . . . don’t any of the crazy Norms have any brains? Really, don’t they? Just ... all right. All right. Look. I’ll put it in simple terms.”

Alphard felt that a response was needed. “I think that might be best,” he said; it was neutral. It could not offend the offensive man, in the offensive room. Which did not matter. Only . . .

“All right,” Cannam said, more quietly and more slowly. “Now: if Thoth goes—or if the threat, just the threat, becomes serious enough—my financial position is going to disappear. I mean there is not going to be a credit left, Churchman. Not the tenth of a credit. Not a thing. Can you see that much?”

“I see,” Alphard said hesitantly; surely there was something else behind the blind, mad rage? “But—” 

“Quist,” Cannam began, and waved a hand, an incoherent motion; Alphard tried to ask him more, to discover more, but Cannam went on over Alphard’s voice; in the end, Alphard wondered, who was the white man talking to? Himself? Or—just the name Church? Or the name Norin? “Never mind Quist for a minute; let’s start differently.” He leaned forward in the chair. “I’ve got a Stunner coming up. You know what that is? You know how expensive that is?”

Before he was cut off again, Alphard managed to say, “I know—”

“It takes money,” Cannam said savagely. “Quist is—let’s say he’s supporting me, all right? Only I have to pay him back, no maybes, no excuses, no delays. And if Thoth—if my own holdings drop—

and I mean really drop, Churchman, really, really drop—then I’m not going to be able to—”

Alphard attempted sense, consolation. Useless. “Surely such a man would wait, in view of—”

“In view of nothing,” Cannam said. “He won’t wait.” A flat statement, as if this creditor Quist were a natural law. It will explode. He won’t wait.

“But if he can’t collect—”

Cannam, very suddenly, smiled; the brightness outshone the rest of the suffocating room. “He’ll collect, Churchman.” It had not been a pleased smile, or a pleasant one; it disappeared. “He’ll collect from me, Churchman. Dead or alive, Churchman; that’s how he’ll collect.” A smile came and went again, stiff, bright, sharp. “You understand that much, now?”

Dead or alive? What sort of sense did that . . . “You can’t be—”

“Jackals,” Cannam said, dropping instantly back into his dialogue with—whatever he saw, or knew, or imagined. “They all gather at once. Jackals, and nothing stops them, nothing keeps them off.” He blinked, and seemed to see Alphard in an entirely new way. Alphard kept himself rigidly, painfully still. “Look, Churchman, who’d you come to see? Me? Don’t kid me, just don’t kid me.” His eyes unfocused; again, he was seeing his own vision, and his voice began to rise and tighten once more. “Came to see your sister. Your fine sister. That lovely soul: God! All right. I can’t—this character outside. I can’t keep him waiting. You go on in and you see who you came to see.” Alphard was trying to speak, trying to scratch comfort from the thin air, but Cannam ignored that. “You just go on in, that’s all, let me deal with—one at a time, that’s the way. One at a damn time, only you get out now.”

The white man’s voice was a flat whitening scream. “Go on. Go on and see her. Leave me alone. There*s only so much of your damned family I can take!”

Rachel, when her private door softly opened, scarcely looked up. It seemed at once to Alphard that his sister, this younger child, had retreated into a madness of her own, heavy-lidded, pouting, powdered, and proud, so that, alone, she seemed to be surrounded by others—by servants.

No: slaves. Slaves, groveling. Of whom she took no notice, save that they were there. Alphard came into the room and found that he had begun to walk very slowly; he stood near the door as it whispered shut behind him; and, as Cannam’s chamber had been a showplace and an occasion of pride, this was an airlock: sealed, immobile, silent.

He said nothing. After a few seconds in the perfumed air Rachel asked, “He talked to you? I mean, I knew you were here. The butler told me, you know.”

Even her voice had changed, he told himself. It was deeper, darker, slower; the perfume in the air surrounded, perhaps, a drug, though she had no need of one; she was her own drug, her own fantasy, her own addiction. Pride again, perhaps; which came in many forms. “Rae—”

She interrupted him, languid, irresistible. “I know: butlers. But that’s the way we live, you know.” Her shrug was all grace, but grace under water, slow, heavy, nearly too much effort. “So he told you what happened.”

Somehow, reality had to break through into that room. “Rae, he’s in trouble.” The spare words were enclosed in perfume, robbed of point. “He needs help.”

“He’ll get it,” she said, very slowly. A hand drifted before her face, but what the gesture meant Alphard no longer knew. They had become strangers; had they truly ever been otherwise? “It’s the Stunner, you know; that’s, all. He’s upset about it. He—gets that way.” She had acquired his tricks of speech, in slow-motion; where had Rachel gone? Where was the frightened, the alert, the comradely sister he had always thought he had known? Fright was swallowed up in riches; perhaps the rest had never existed at all. The world was not what any man thought it to be; that, Alphard recollected, was a basic text. But he had never known, before, the meaning of the text.

“He talked about money—” Reality. Money was reality, because money was fear. He tried; it was like running in a dream. Slow, soundless, useless ... insane.

“I know that,” she said. There was no change in her voice. “If Thoth—well, he does stand to lose a lot, you know. But he’ll make it up.” That same odd gesture with the hand. Perhaps it meant no more than weak dismissal. Within that room, no strength could be required. “I said he ought to take—less risk. Quite honestly, that’s all I did say.”

“This person Quist—”

The shock was cold water, vacuum, breakage, shrilling of enormous bell-alarms. And one word.

“Quist?”

Alphard began to breathe again, more rapidly than usual. “I think—yes. I’m sure. Quist. He was worried that—”

But she didn’t wait for him, not any more. “My God, we’ve got to get out now.” And came alert and upright from her dressing-table chair, hands clenched, eyes wide. “I didn’t know,” she said. “I didn’t have any idea. You know?” He nodded; she went right on. “Alphie, he never tells me anything. Quist. We’ve got to—”

“What do you mean?” It was as if he’d never heard of death, while all around him men planned to delay it; while all around him men knew it could not be defeated. She gave him one flashing glance, wheeled, strode to an inner door along the wall to his left, stopped there, and turned.

“Quist isn’t just—interested in money. He kills people.”

As if she had said, Gravity isn’t just a scientific concept; it kills people. A fact of nature, and a fact of life.

“Cannam—your husband—”

Then Cannam was in danger of his life? Almost, for that second, Alphard saw; and then his sister spoke. “To Hell with Cannam. Cannam can earn more for him. You know that. But—” The pause was long, and Alphard did not break it. Only, he watched, wanting to help, and waited. “But only if he’s—convinced,” she said at last. “Shown. Persuaded. Forced. I don’t know what word . . .‘but I mean, he might kill me” Another pause. Shocked, unbreathing, still with all the quietude of jungle. The lying quietude of death, which does not finally lie. “To Hell with Cannam,” she said.

“Rae—”

She shook him off. He was extra weight; she had no room for him. “You’re not married. Wait. Then tell me what a terrible thing I’m doing—thinking this way.”

Alphard blinked. He hadn’t meant . . . “But you never learned—”

“I learned what I learned,” she snapped. “And so did you, for all you cared about Father. Father and his own church.” Very well, she owned knives; one, she displayed all shining, and that one used in proof of it. Very well; but he could not be wounded while he meant to help. She would understand . . .

“Rae, you have to see that—I—”

“Oh, I see, all right.” Her hand went to the doorknob, turned it, turned it back. Alphard could no longer smell any perfume in the room. “You learned. And I learned. And—my God. Aaron. He learned, too, didn’t he? Just like us. He’s up there right now, and he’s making all this happen.” A silence fell, which she broke bitterly. “Isn’t he?”

“Rae, please—”

But .there was no way to help her; slowly, with the sense that for the first time he had seen the world, he began to understand that. She shook her head as if she were brushing words, insects, away. “And Father wanted—he wanted . . The tense voice broke. But tears did not come, nor any softening beyond that hint. A second passed, irrecoverable. “Hell, Hell, never mind. I just hope . . .”

Another silence. Alphard, truly lost now, introduced to (as he thought) the world, could only stumble toward the light: “Rae—”

The light was not for him. “I hope it kills him,” she said. She spat one word. “Father. I hope it kills him.”
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VICTOR: Truth, boy, is here, within my breast, and in 

Your recognition of it, truth is, too;

And in the effect of all this tortuous dealing 

With falsehood, used to carry out the truth,

—In its success, this falsehood turns, again,

Truth for the world! But you are right: these themes

Are over-subtle. I should rather say

In such a case, frankly, —it fails, my scheme:

I hoped to see you bring about, yourself,

What I must bring about. I interpose

On your behalf—with my son’s good in sight—

To hold what he is nearly letting go,

Confirm his title, add a grace perhaps.

There’s Sicily, for instance,—granted me 

And taken back, some years since: till I give 

That island with the rest, my work’s half done.

For his sake, therefore, as of those he rules . . . 













CHARLES: Our sakes are one; and that, you could not say,

Because my answer would present itself 

Forthwith:—a year has wrought an age’s change.

This people’s not the people now, you once 

Could benefit; nor is my policy 

Your policy.







—Robert Browning, “King Victor and King Charles” 

(Second Year, 1731, Part 1).
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“Will you get this through your heads?” Penn was saying; it was, Leverett reflected, scarcely the manner    in which an Emperor might be expected to speak to    his Dichtung, but then the situation itself was—at the    very least—abnormal. He began to fit together all    that he had heard, and felt astonishment rise in him    like an airless moon at the result; somewhere, somewhere, Norin lay hid; there was that as well, and that    was the worst of all. No one could know what it    meant or where it led; there had been some expectation, Leverett had heard, that Norin had returned to    the Dichtung chamber, but it had come to nothing.    Lay hid, when that was the one thing the old man    was certainly not doing: he’d be active, Leverett    knew well enough; he’d be killing himself, by every    prediction man could make, and all for duty. It was,    after all, one of his words, and when the idea occurred to him Leverett grimaced, knowing quite well    that he shared Norin’s response to the word and to    the concept blazing in it, and suspecting—with a mixture, strange and unexpected, of uneasiness and    calm—that he would not have had the courage to follow the word as far as Norin had apparently done.    Courage or you might call it plain, foolhardy idiocy. . . .

It all depended; and, blinking, he came back (dutifully) to the Dichtung chamber, caught in a late-night session as incredible as any other event of the long day, a new session called at the extraordinary    pleasure, as the babble went, of His Majesty . . . and    the members, of course, resented it. Some few of    them, perhaps, actually knew of their own resentment; but the fact was a fact, with which knowledge    had nothing to do. A man could feel resentment in the vague stirrings round the chamber, in the very    head movements, eye-shiftings, irregular gesturings,    of the members; at any rate, Leverett could feel it,    with no slightest chemical trace of doubt. He’d told    Penn to keep any speech short, and he began to wish,    as he watched the assembly, that he’d come down a    bit more strongly on putting the entire matter off until the morning.

Not, of course, that Penn would have listened—no matter the strength of the advice. He was himself,    and as himself he would speak, and act. “The only    danger to Thoth, right now, is the danger that the    Valor is crewed entirely by maniacs and idiots with    no feeling for responsibility whatever; and that,    gentlemen, is a much longer chance than any we are    accustomed to take into sensible calculation.” Norm’s    disappearance had apparently been the final factor,    pushing Penn into galvanic motion; Leverett knew    with sad respect that this Emperor, unlike others of    whom history variously told, was not to be cozened,    not to be deflected, not—save by the best advice,    upon the highest matters—to be dissuaded or    unhorsed. No: “A message,” the metal voice went on,    “offering amnesty and guaranteeing full discussion of    the rights and claims of officers and crew of the Valor, has actually been sent: an unprecedented step, if    not, as we shall shortly be reminded by the    newsmen”—his face turned upward to the left at the    half-filled press galleries—“a surrender. It is not that;    surrender is not contemplated. But the message—the    offer—has been sent. A means of communication has    been found. It will be sent again and again. And it    has been received. Skywatch guarantees that fact.”    The assembly stirred in a kind of hostile interest.    Someone coughed. Penn went on as if he were truly    metal, preset with his own message, never to be    delayed or changed.

“We are waiting for a reply to our offer. We are    sure that such a reply will come, and when it does you will be notified.” A pause, then; not more than a    second. “But I did not call you here simply to reassure you.”

Members shifted again: uneasy, they were, tired and resentful. Penn or his father had handpicked    every one of them, but their allegiance neither could    nor should be ever wholly his: geographical groupings, trade groupings, interest groupings, the Church,    the scattered few representing “non-Church constituencies,” even the five or six (all in all, a large, a    crowded Dichtung) who represented the memberships    of as many specific long-term projects, all held the    interests of their own groups paramount. Not to mention    the military, the age-group representatives, the sex-group representatives. . .

No. They looked to the groups from which Penn had called them. It had to be so; he would not have    chosen them otherwise. A Dichtung chosen for its    obedience to the Emperor—simply for that—would,    Leverett thought, outlast the Emperor who called    it—since the Dichtung’s whole nomination was a    matter for a final referendum, and one on which the    Emperor might be deposed; the Dichtung would continue to sit until the appointment of other members    by a new Emperor ... a nasty mess, and an experiment which, though constitutionally provided for,    had never been tried; it would require an idiocy, after    all, surpassing anything Penn tried to paint as part of    the mythically dangerous Valor complement to attempt it.

Not that Leverett necessarily believed Penn’s calm picture; it, too, like Gaughlin’s mad advice, depended    on the hidden assumption that men were reasonable.    Which was not so; and when, he asked himself suddenly, had a course in Constitutional Theory and    Practice become a part of the job of the Chair? Penn    was still talking, while time went irrecoverably on;    Leverett, more tired than he wanted to admit, or    could afford to recognize, forced himself at this straggling end of all the shivering day to pay attention.

“No: you are here to vote. You are here to listen to my request, which is that by such a vote you    uphold the actions of your government. You are here    to make clear to your constituents, most of whom are    far from here, and have neither a means of getting    immediate and detailed information nor any dependable way in which to evaluate it—” and again a glance    at the press galleries, which did not seem to carry any    burden of emotion—“that we are on the right course.    As of course we must be.” A pause, then, and a slow    survey of the chamber, and Leverett, seeing his Emperor less than full-face, realized all at once that everything he had told Penn about the Dichtung’s mood    had been wasted breath; this man knew his auditors    far better, and far more quickly, than anyone else    within sight of the Capitol complex.

“I’m not going to take up any more time,” the familiar voice said, metal somehow bred, now, with    weary, understanding flesh. “I know we’re all tired.    But that vote is needed, and it is needed now. I need    it; your constituents need it; if we are to avoid the    flash of a true panic, the Comity itself needs it.” And    then the formal, necessary words: “I shall retire    while you deliberate.”

There was a flurry of applause, quickly stilled to a confusing stir, as Penn, without seeming to notice any    sound or motion in the least, stepped from the low    platform to the right of, and below, the Chair, and,    nearly marching, went out, straight as a stick, by the    left-hand double doors. Even Leverett turned his    head to watch that progress, as the stir subsided and a    silence fell, and silence remained at the last, not until    the doors had opened but even until Penn, rigid, dutiful, aware, had become invisible in distance and    darkness, and the doors had slowly and, in their way,    quietly shut. Then the sound began: muttering, movement, half-a-dozen men rising at once and one leading all the rest by a small fraction, standing at his desk, awaiting the recognition of the chair.

Reisinger got it. “Mr. Reisinger,” muttered at least as much out of curiosity—the statistician, the calculating, seldom-speaking man, had burst from character    during the evening, and Leverett was still unsure of    motive—as from the Chair’s vague feeling that the    worst had better be over and done with as quickly as    possible. For it was going to be bad; Leverett knew    that before he was quite clear, in his own mind, on    what he meant by bad.

“Mr. Chairman,” Reisinger said, in that still, precise voice the Dichtung had heard so seldom, a measured voice that added crushing weight to the force of his next words. “How much of this treatment shall    we have to put up with?”

The reaction was a shock-wave: a muttering; purposeful stirs; half-checked motion at forty different desks; all, at last, descending into whispers and a    strained, unbalanced, tense and frightened stillness.    Reisinger stood, staring ahead and up into the wide    eyes of calculating Leverett, waiting it out.

When the silence was almost, but not quite, complete again, his dry cold voice went on. “We’ve heard about policy here, and loyalty, and very nearly everything else. What I’d like to know, however, is this:    what went wrong? What went wrong with the Valor?    Was it no more than a simple accident that this particular complement was aboard her at this particular    time? Or was it deliberate?” Reisinger overrode the    instant rise of voices all around him: “Mr. Chairman,    I think that is something we would all like to know.”    And with the last few words he seemed slowly, almost involuntarily, to slip back into the character    Leverett had thought he had known, the precise, distant, unaccustomed man, the man of figures and    proofs; not, ever before, the man of bitter attack.

But the voices continued to rise, and members were standing everywhere in the chamber; with a    sense of great relief Leverett saw Davidman, a bristling bull of a man with short white hair, dependably a follower of Penn, as were most of the scholar-group    representatives like him. “Mr. Davidman.”

Several minutes went by before the crowd began to quiet itself, and Davidman, standing in a sort of rugged ease, simply waited them out. His speech began    in a normal rumbling conversational tone; but before    ten words of it were out he had hardened the attack    to a tone of full challenge: “If I understand the imputation just made, gentlemen, I am glad to say that I    am sane enough to ignore it. Let us get on—”

Reisinger was on his feet, active as a scarecrow: “Mr. Chairman. Mr. Chairman.” Leverett nodded    hopelessly at him; Davidman had turned, very    slightly, to watch the statistician, no expression at all    on his square large face. “Point of privilege. Is the    member calling me insane?”

“I have not referred to the member.” Davidman’s most thoroughly official voice, and nothing whatever    on his face. Leverett took up the statement gratefully.

“No reference has been made. I am sure that this honorable body—”

And Dale’s cold snarl cut through the chamber like the edge of the sword of death: "Honorable!”

Silence, then, and a faint stirring to follow; and, before Leverett had decided to speak into the shock,    Davidman went ponderously, belligerently on.

“Yes, sir, this honorable body.” The heavy voice began to lighten and rise with the relief of a perceived plan. “I describe the Dichtung itself; as our    Chairman has noticed, I make no reference to individual members.” He looked round, as if for further    challenge; there was none. “As I had begun to say: I    think we should get on, gentlemen, to a vote. It is    late. We are tired.”

And then, again, Dale’s snarl:             “We’ll outlast    you—”

Davidman began to say something, but it was quite    lost; near him and behind him, Transcome, ancient and hollow-eyed, was rising, gesturing; he spoke without waiting recognition from the Chair:

“You Will outlast nothing, sir; you will not outlast truth.”

And sat down again, at least as slowly, while the roar of crosstalk blanketed the chamber; what, Leverett asked himself, had happened? What had turned    his Dichtung into this snarl of wild dogs?

Knowing, perfectly well, the answer from the start: blood stained all of the trail, the blood of Norin,    whose arrogance had rubbed too many raw; the chance    to bring him down had overridden all other consideration.

It was not enough. Leverett had heard some scraps of the Valor’s message; had that, he began to wonder,    had that nonsense really stirred this membership?    This—honorable body? Did some few snapping maniacs believe. . .

The atmosphere had caught him, he realized; he himself was thinking in their terms, making their flat    fast judgments; the single day had changed all of the    world he knew, and now reached into his vehicle of    knowledge, into himself . . .

Fredericks, dependable as Dale’s second since the fight had long ago begun, was up and speaking. Leverett, thinking, lost, off balance, forced himself to listen.

“Are we to follow the Emperor supinely, by his order? Have we no minds of our own?”

Demeuth turned, half rose, to answer, smooth and slow as if his blinking mask were the eternal reality.    “We have, sir; indeed, sir, we have. And we have    used them, I believe; I do believe we have. The vote    will show how we have done that—that is what the    vote is for, sir.” Dale cut in, all in one harsh breath:

“I request discussion—”

There was more; it went unheard in the new uproar. Leverett, clinging to his duty as if it were the

only branch holding him midway down a mountainside, struck at the desk with his gavel, beating order slowly into the mad assembly until he, at least, could    be heard for a small moment: “On the Member’s request—if it be put in the form of a motion—” The    rules were all he had to cling to; he would cling. Dale    shot out instantly:

“I so move.”

Leverett continued, steadily: “Is there a vote? A show of hands—” But a cry taken up in all parts of    the chamber rode him down:

“Voice vote . . . voice vote . . .     ”

“Very well, then,” Leverett said as the shouting quieted. He stared round the great room for a second, seeing only strangers; seeing blood, and the    word freedom, and insanity. “All those in favor—”    he began, finding his voice grown suddenly weak and    irresolute. Listening, he nodded, and, a second later,    asked: “All those against—” and nodded again. “The    nays rule. We shall therefore proceed at once to a    vote—”

Dale snapped two words into the late-night brightness of the room. “I appeal—”

Leverett, with the rules, the Chair for his hold, returned the blow as quickly as it had been given: “Mr. Dale, do you appeal the ruling of this Chair? To    whom do you appeal it?”

The young man hesitated for a heartbeat; blood pumped through the body, paused, and returned. “To    anyone,” he began at last, burning with some passion,    choking with the necessity of its delivery; “to anyone—who isn’t a friend of the man who—” For a    few seconds he was, in the storm of voices, movements, banging, inaudible —“whose son began this.    Whose son has to be—handled carefully.” The hatred    in those two words went beyond Leverett’s imagination, beyond his belief; the chamber darkened and    became slowly bright again. “Whose—”

The shouting members overcame Dale again; this time Leverett could distinguish a general word in the    appeals, the strictures: “Vote—vote—”

Dale, too, could hear it; and, when sound allowed, he replied to it. “Very well. I want to point out that    the man isn’t even here, Mr. Chairman. For a recall    and for a vote on this matter, he isn’t even here!”    Dale’s voice spiraled upward into a scream that left    the chamber ringing and silent, and into that trembling silence Leverett spoke slowly, sadly soothed to    have found a simpler standing-place: the defense of a    colleague and a friend; the defense, when all was said    and judged, of a good man. “Members saw Mr.    Norm fall ill.” he told them all, “on this floor, earlier    in this day. He is—” And then a pause: tell them?    Better not, Leverett decided; the line would hold for    Penn, despite the hysterics of the few, and nothing    would be served by stampeding members with the    whip of sympathy or fright. Briefly, he noticed that    his second hand-hold had been good; he was thinking    like the man he thought he’d known, once again: Leverett; Chairman. He thought, and hoped, that his grip    might continue. “—under the care of a doctor,” he    finished, the pause barely perceptible, and not commented upon.

The line would hold; as Leverett himself had, in the end, held; had, in the end, become simply himself    again. But—for how long? Penn’s power and prestige    ensured the immediate vote; nothing whatever ensured a single second beyond that vote. The Dichtung    had changed; its members had changed. And what    was to be left?

He looked out at the sea of faces, out at the chamber. He saw strangers, in a strange place; certainly he had never opened his eyes to these people in this    grand place before. And might never do so again;    never (he found himself thinking) see them whole    again. . . .

The damned woman was somewhere else, crooning over her jewels, painting herself fit to be seen, the    royal madwoman; Cannam wished he cared nothing    for her: throw her to the wolves, and his problem was solved. But he could not let go; she was herself,    and part of him; she represented . . .

He did not know, and could not know. Something. That was enough, because it had to be, and self-analysis was for the feebs. Wasn’t it? But if she’d been    by his side . . .

Then everything would be worse, much worse. In the puffed luxury of his living-room, he faced Quist’s    man alone. No hostages, no sidemen to defend (and    no sidewomen either!), but man on man, one against    one. As it was meant to be; but Cannam knew, and    could not hide from himself, that he felt naked, unprotected without his “corps,” the writers, actors,    technicians who surrounded him at crisis-time. Not    that they were any damned good, but, still. . .

“I’m talking to you,” he told the little man across the room. Colorless, pale, a walking cipher. Credits in    his bloodstream for corpuscles. “Isn’t that enough? I    told Quist—”

“He gets impatient.” The voice, too, was any-voice: impossible to remember or identify. Nothing to be afraid of. Nothing. But Cannam heard a tiny    whisper in his mind, and the whisper told him that    nothing was the only thing to fear; which sounded    like religious foolery, Alphard’s games. Ignore it.    Cancel. “The news isn’t good, you know,” the pale    man said.

Cannam shrugged. Idly, carelessly. After all, he was an actor, wasn’t he? “There’s nothing more I can    do.”

“There’d better be,” the flat common voice said, just as carelessly. “Who’s that who came in here before me?”

Curiosity was a weakness in any opponent; all that could hurt him was what he didn’t know, and thought    he needed to. Cannam shook replies out of his mental    files, picked two or three as possible, and found himself    uncontrollably stammering; could Alphard’s presence    do him harm?

Cancel. “A—a—friend,” he heard himself say. “Nobody.” And stopped before he babbled on and    gave himself away—whatever thing there was to give    away. Cancel, all the damned frights, the damned    threats...

“Come on,” the pale man said, not moving, scarcely breathing. Credits for corpuscles. Cannam swallowed    dry air.

“A—my brother-in-law.” He hadn’t meant to say that; what was the sense in the truth? He flung words    out in rescue: “He’s—not connected with—”

The pale man very nearly changed expression—almost smiled. “The Church one?” he said, his tone broadening as faintly as the line of his lipless mouth.    “The whole family, now. Isn’t that neat?” A further    broadening. “Isn’t that convenient, now?”

“For God’s sake—” Cannam burst out. Night went on outside, getting darker. The room closed in.

“Listen,” the pale man said, quite casually. A chat, that’s what they were having—for God’s sake, a chat.    “They’re not going to blow up the ship. And the old    man’s disappeared. You put those together, and you    see why Quist is worried.”

Cannam blinked. “Disappeared?”

The pale man shrugged and, once more, nearly smiled. “Gone,” he said. “They won’t just cancel out    his son, you know—that’s behind it. He’s off someplace private. With the Emperor.” The smile turned    to a sneer, a snigger, a faint disgust that flattened all    the room like a blow. “Making plans. You know.    And in the meantime—”

“Nothing’s going to happen,” Cannam said. Firmly, he hoped; as firmly as an actor ever spoke. If    he could only hold that line . . .

“Not if you get the money up, it isn’t,” the pale man said, and the line vanished. “But you’d better get    it up. Now.”

There was no room to move or breathe. “I haven’t got—”

“And she won’t give it to you?” the pale man interrupted. “And her brother, the Church one? Or—” He paused. “Is it you didn’t—”

The truth: “I can’t.”

“You’d better,” the pale man said, agent of a natural law.

“In a little while—”

“Now.” the pale man said, and sat back among the cushions, all of him except his eyes relaxed. “I’ll    wait.”
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But apparently Heyst was not a hermit by temperament. The sight of his kind was not invincibly odious to him. We must believe this, since for some reason or other he did come out from his retreat for a while. Perhaps it was only to see whether there were any letters for him at the Tesmans’. I don’t know. No one knows. But this reappearance shows that his detachment from the world was not complete. And incompleteness of any sort leads to trouble.




—Joseph Conrad, Victory.
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The room, dark and close, was warmer than his father liked, Alphard knew; it was his tiny study, which he kept at a temperature satisfactory to him, and his father had no business even thinking about objecting to that ... as Alphard almost convinced himself he was doing. Charity, his mind said, and followed with the beginnings of a seminary text: Since we cannot know the motive of an action (as we can know no certainty whatever), it is best that we assume the morn lives most pleasant to ourselves; and, therefore . . .

Yes, yes, of course; the chatter of his mind threw up irrelevancies he had not readied himself for. The thing was, What was the old man here for? What did he want—sidling in secretly, not even Cardinal-explicator Jerrimine or the servants having any idea he was visiting. . . .

Well?

Norin looked at him with a remote, dry stare Alphard had seen many times before on his face, and had never been able to interpret. “Call it sanctuary,” he said. He spoke in a whisper; even so, his voice was not as easy, as relaxed, as usual; and what did that mean? Alphard closed his mind to it. “There are things that have to be done; there’s no one else to do them.”

Standing, his hand touching the top rail of the room’s single chair, he waited in the darkness. He had told Alphard to leave the lights off. “What are you doing here?” Alphard asked; sooner or later the ridiculous situation would make sense to him. There was a certain logic expectable in the world: chance made some events more probable than others. This late-night melodrama of a visit had to have some sort of explanation, didn’t it?

“I’ve told you,” Norin said, and Alphard imagined that he really thought he had: some confusing talk about Thoth, and the ship, about needed help and the Emperor’s inability to keep faith. It made little sense to Alphard, and, besides, it hardly seemed relevant; there were other, more immediate, considerations.

“But if the Cardinal-ex—”

“Jerrimine’s at work on his lectures,” Norin said in a flat, tired whisper. “He tapes a lecture a week, and he spends his evenings working on them. It’s late; he’ll be asleep before long. And so will you.”

As if that settled anything! “I can’t just—”

“Alphard,” his father said, and the next words came like a single whipstroke. “You chose this Church. I didn’t choose it for you.”

Guilt, guilt, the easiest of self-indulgences. And nothing more; for, if nothing were certain, then there could be no guilt. So much was plain. The argument did nothing for the spreading stain of feeling in his mind. “But—”

“The Church you chose, Alphard, is going to have to help me.” The old man waited and took a long, shaky breath, holding more tightly to the rail of the chair. “Can you see why?”

Ask him to sit? But that would prolong the . . . well, there was, really, no choice. Alphard made a gesture; the old man, with a pointed smile as sardonic as if he had read the mind of his son, nodded, came round the chair, and sat down. Slowly, and carefully. It had nothing to do with Alphard. It couldn’t have. . . . “There’s really nothing we can—”

“Sanctuary: remember?” The old man gave him again that death’s-head grin. “It’s an old word, Alphard, an ancient word. But it applies. You—your Church—can give me that.”

Certainly! and pitchfork the Cardinal-explicator into God alone knew what whirl of politics or argument, with no warning, no way out; leave your father and mother, Alphard recalled from a childhood text, and follow Me. Surely his duty was to his superior, in such a case; and his superior would want ... He opened his mouth, and the old man spoke.

“I’ll be gone before morning. Jerrimine need never know.” He seemed to be fighting any tendency to relax into the chair. Which was all to the good, as far as Alphard was,concerned; it kept the idiotic interview short. The old scratched voice went on. in its whisper (which Alphard had, without quite realizing it, been copying): “But that isn’t all.”

“You can’t—” Alphard felt panic grow uncontrollably. He would never be free, never be released from the terrible snarl of lives the Valor had begun; or had it been begun earlier? Looking at his father, he resented knowledge; simply that.

“I’ve got to get in touch with Trust, Inc. You must understand that.” The words were heavy, solid, iron; Alphard stood in a cage and the words were thrown at him, hurting him; there was no possibility of getting away. A way: free. “They have offices here in the Capitol; of course, they would have.”

But he had to say something. He could not let this happen, allow his father once more all the disposal of his life, and remain supine, silent, stupid. . . . “What good is—” He began to construct an argument; the old man would listen to that. But he wds not allowed to begin it.

“It’s a little too complex to explain, Alphard. You’re going to have to take my word for it.”

The arrogance! Alphard stepped toward the chair; the old man made no move at all. “But—”

He had gone right on talking. As if Alphard could not possibly object, contribute, aid decision, or destroy idiocy; his voice, the incomplete scratchy voice of the old man, became sterner and harsher still: “You’re going to have to take your father's word for it. And—” The voice sank slightly, became more human— “you’ll lead me to a room with a ‘phone connection, and you’ll leave me there alone, and get to sleep.”

From a part of his mind Alphard no longer knew existed, he heard himself take words, and speak: the only real argument, perhaps, the only objection of any true weight. “But you—Father, you don’t look—”

“Well?” the old man said with the old sharp grin. “It doesn’t matter how well I look, over a ’phone circuit. It doesn’t matter how well I am. Something has to be done; I have to do it.”

Duty. That was where it had all begun, his destruction, and Rachel’s (yes, and Aaron’s, when he had time to think that out, when he had time and room and peace): duty. It had killed them all. It was killing the old man in the chair, who did not move, who waited, ordered, barely explained, and scarcely breathed. “Please—”

Norin ignored the beginning of that argument, of that concern. How was it, Alphard wondered, that duty had killed all the others, and left the old man still, faintly, decisive and alive? Faintly, the old man’s head shook from side to side. “Just get me to a ’phone circuit. And leave me.”

There was nothing to do. But Alphard felt he could not, literally could not, let the old man die and lift no hand. How had he moved from hate to such concern? That, too, was a question for another time, a later and more peaceful time; if peace still, anywhere, existed for him. “If I could help,” he found himself saying, stepping again a little closer to the chair. “I mean—be of help—”

“I’m sorry,” the old man said, and as he rose Alphard fell back some steps. For there was honesty in the old man’s tone; there was an honest, scalding regret Alphard could neither face, nor understand, nor yet ignore. “I truly am,” the old voice went on after a pause for breath, now Norin stood upright once more. “I have no need of the consolations of the Church, you see. Not now, and not yet; not any Church at all.

"I'm—"

The answer came to him too quickly to examine; yet, surely, it was good: “They’ll be closed. It’s late at night. There won’t be anyone there.” As slowly as Alphard had ever seen it done, the old man shook his head; as slowly, and perhaps as sadly.

“I think they’ll be open, Alphard,” the calm old voice went on. “Waiting to hear from me.”

“From you?” There was too much Alphard didn’t understand.

“Well—from someone, boy,” the old man said after a breath or two. “About Thoth.” The word jerked out of Alphard like a reflex, strained and urgent, the loudest sound in all that room since he had come in to discover the old man sitting, waiting:

“God—”

The old man tensed, grimaced, grew still more tense. “Your Church—your belief in the Grand Perhaps—” and his voice was edged and toothed like a sharp sawblade, as if lie meant to hurt; Alphard fell back, stood against the door as if the door would give him any real support—“why, won’t that come to aid you now? Won’t that come now, to tell you that— ah—perhaps it hasn’t happened at all? Perhaps I’m not here with you? Perhaps there’s nothing wrong? Perhaps . . .” and the voice stopped. Alphard said nothing, trying only to control his ragged breathing: the breathing of an injured man.

And the old man’s eyes changed, their expression softened, his mouth lost the thin tight line Alphard knew. The old man believed in freedom of religion, like any sensible person; it had never before occurred to his son that such a belief might live in comfort with the old man’s belief in one religion of his own—one religion, true for all, from which Alphard was free to walk away; but from which he had walked away....

A man is free to jump from the top tower of the Palace; he is not free not to land. Alphard’s eyes shut for a second. There was more pain within the tiny room than he had ever brought himself to imagine. The certainty of pain . . .

But from that, he reeled away. The old voice came to him with kindness, which he had not deserved, and never could deserve: “I’m sorry, boy. I should not have said that.” An apology, framed in the oldest manner; not from father to son but from one to another being. That, too, Alphard saw, and could not yet accept.

“You had the right,” he said, and discovered that, for him at that moment, the old words, the prescribed words, were perfectly true.

But Norin shook his head again: once, and decisively, as if apology had somehow lent him strength.

“No one has that right—myself least of all.” The voice turned inward, displaying before a man who could not allow himself to see it a real past, and by means of that past a real person: “Am I guiltless? Am I righteous in all things, that I should wither you with words, boy? Your mother—” And the voice stopped, and the last word rang whispering in the room and filled it. At last the old man said: “Never mind, boy. Get me to the room I need.”

“In the morning—” Between the two, something had changed, and Alphard wouldn’t stop to define it then; but his suggestions had become quite honest, meant helpfully. The old man seemed to know that, somehow, and nodded as he spoke, gracious but hurried, driven by some Fury:

“By morning, I’ll be gone. One way or another.” The grin again, so briefly it was a bare flicker; Alphard thought upon it later. “The room, boy. The room.”

He needed aid, this living man, and he would have it; all the strain and exercise of battle, all that had been for minutes in the room, seemed more dissolved than smoke; Alphard could no longer imagine it.

“Yes, Father.”

Norin nodded at that, knowing, accepting. “And—I should apologize,” he said with a stiff slowness, “and I do. I should thank you, and I do.”

In some manner the moment was not, as clearly it must have been, laughable or idiotic. “Father—”

“We haven’t time to waste, boy,” the old man said, sharply driven by his Fury; there was nothing personal in such a sharpness. “And I’ve been wasting it,” he went on, nodding, gracious, quick. “I’m afraid we’ll have to cut everything short now. All I need is the ’phone circuit; but I do need that.”

Alphard heard himself. “Of course, Father. If you want me to stay—”

“Want you to—” For one second, the whipstroke; and then, again, simply two human beings in the room, one gracious and filled with knowledge. “No. I’m sorry again.- My gratitude for the offer, boy; but you get off, now; get you to sleep. Leave me with my work. Work.” That word, too, seemed to echo in the room; the old man added shortly: “It must be; and it must be done.”







The telephone (audio only):

“I’m speaking on behalf of my son, whom of course you know—”

“He’s playing damn’ funny games up here. We know him, all right.”

“Not—not Aaron. A man named Miltiades Cannam.”

“We’ve no connection with him.”

“I have been otherwise informed. There is a question of money—”

“It’s no business of yours, or anybody else’s in the government.”

“Perhaps not. At any rate, I speak only for myself.”

“Well, look, you understand, it’s nothing to do with us, mate. But what’d you have in mind?”

“Indemnification.”

“I hear there’s a lot of money involved.”

“So I am given to understand. I am a saving man.”

“And it’s not only that. I—”

An interruption: a waiting-signal: the tick of an ancient clock.

“Councillor?”

“Yes? I shall be willing—”

“It’s too late, Councillor. It’s too damn’ late. Clear off. You’re at an end—”

“But I assure you—”

“And what’s your damn’ assurance worth? I tell you: it’s too late. Off.”

Connection broken: end of call: the ancient clock continued regularly to tick.

It wouldn’t be right to let Gover into the control room. He’d done his part. They’d all done their part. And soon there would be freedom.




Death.

The damned government and its messages; well, he’d had those cut out, except for a signal-blinker, as soon as they’d been deciphered. A guarantee . . . talk, chatter, plans ... it was all a trap. Meant for his destruction, and the destruction of freedom. What could be done while that talkshop remained? The people had to take over; and he would see to that. He meant what he said. They couldn’t understand that, not back at the Palace. But the Valor understood it. Good boys. You had to know how to talk to them, but—good boys, all of them. They knew. He’d assigned one man to the blinker, just in case of a meteor—or a change of message, and one was no more likely than the other. Come home, all is forgiven.

Death.

Time went ticking on. This was going to change the world. This was going to give freedom back to the people. They had to be told, they had to know what he really meant, how much he really wanted. . . . And the Valor would follow him, he knew. Just not a good idea to let anybody into the control room. Not until it was over. Supposed to be a job for an expert; well, the experts are people, too, just people like us. Freedom, that was the word; the job was his because it had to be his. He’d had the insight. He’d had the good courage. He’d had the daring.

Death.

There had been plenty of revolutions, and until they succeeded everyone thought they were mad. One thing the old man gave us, a memory for historical events. Revolutions by the measured mile, and then when they were over everybody saw how sensible they’d been, and how much they’d been needed. You had to find freedom, and give it back to the people.

He had been the instrument to do that; in God’s hands, Alphard would say, and the old man too, whatever God either of them meant. In God’s hands. One to aim with, one to trip the release assembly.

Death.

All alone. His job. Freedom. People. One to aim with, one to . . .

Now.

Orbit matched, target matched.

Now.

Death.

He tripped the tiny lever. The rockets, armed, spat from the Valor’s underside. Yes. Exactly. Had to show them he meant—really. Freedom. For all the people.

(And never imagined the people of Thoth; and never knew, never knew then, that the job had been a job for an expert; and that the rockets spat out, curved down, puffed in mad, terrifying explosions . . . curving round Thoth at a distance of sixty miles, doing no damage to Thoth whatever. And sent the rockets; and never knew.)

Death.
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7. It is no security to wicked men for one moment, that there are no visible means of death at hand. It is no security to a natural man, that he is now in health, and that he does not see which way he should now immediately go out of the world by any accident, and that there is no visible danger in any respect of his circumstances. The manifold and continual experience of the world in all ages, shows that this is no evidence that a man is not on the very brink of eternity, and that the next step will not be into another world. The unseen, unthought of ways and means of persons going suddenly out of the world are innumerable and inconceivable. Unconverted men walk over the pit of Hell on rotten covering, and there are innumerable places in this covering so weak that they will not bear their weight, and these places are not seen. The arrows of death fly unseen at noonday; the sharpest sight cannot discern them. God has so many different, unsearchable ways of taking wicked men out of the world and sending them to Hell, that there is nothing to make it appear, that God had need to be at the expense of a miracle, or go out of the ordinary course of His providence, to destroy any wicked man, at any moment. All the means that there are of sinners going out of the world, are so in God’s hands, and so absolutely subject to His power and determination, that it does not depend at all less on the mere will of God, whether sinners shall at any moment go to Hell, than if means were never made use of, or at all concerned in the case.




—The Rev. Jonathan Edwards,

Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.







’Tis never right to call a son of man happy, till thou hast seen his end, to judge from the way he passes it how he will descend to that other world.




—Euripides, Andromache

(translated by E. P. Coleridge).
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Perhaps he was dead. Perhaps, as the morning light grew and the outer darkness seemed to dissolve into it like a black mint, translucent on the tongue, perhaps the old man was, somewhere, sighing, lying, dying; perhaps it all was over. Alphard had come down to find him gone, and had mentioned the events of the night to no one at all. If Cardinal-explicator

Jerrimine had fancies of his own—well, let them be his own, then, he told himself, recognizing the faintest of dissolving echoes of his father’s voice in the thought. Alphard was no busy information-bird, no crying mad cock with a passion for data; he could see some loss, and no profit, in such a character, and like a true son of his chosen Church (he told himself, coolly enough) he followed what probabilities he could discover.

But he could think of nothing to do, of no action to take—and the nagging that fact set up bothered him more than he wanted to know. Suppose the old man to have disappeared, to have gone—somewhere; suppose him to have died; what then? “The consolations of religion,” the old catch-phrase, had been almost too obvious a butt for sarcasm through the seminary, perhaps through the Church, but Alphard found that prayer did, quite honestly, help. The real sense of being in contact, however uncertainly, with a great Force . . .

Yes, and what had a commentator said, lighting on a phrase from an older religion, though which one Alphard never knew? “If it is necessary to be in any definable relation to God at all, then the phrase ‘a fool for God’ must always express that relation— since the certainty that a relationship exists is foolish enough in itself; yet, in past ages, there were few enough who accepted that point, or saw it in quite that way.” Very well, then: prayer was a help; he was a fool; and half an hour on his knees in the privity of early morning left him wondering, still, what action lay at hand.

Something. . .

In the end, of course, he had done what seemed the only possible, sensible thing; he had gone to the ’phone, and punched one familiar number.

For a wonder, she was awake—for another, she was answering her own phone. Briefly, Alphard wondered what dislocations had taken place in her household; but he had, he told himself, more important matters on his mind, and put that oddity aside.

There had been something, though. “What do you think you’re doing?” was hardly the most pleasant way to greet an elder brother.

Not that Alphard felt it necessary, or even possible, to take offense. Offense was not for such as he; he began as patiently, as carefully, and as warmly as possible: “I only wanted to find out—” But Rachel, torn by her own world, slashed at him with her thin sharp tone and the words like claws in the shaking air.

“Haven’t you all done enough to me? You should see him—Milt. I—can’t stand to look at him. And it gets worse all the time. It just goes on getting worse.”

Of course. The situation was a snarl that seemed to have neither a beginning nor a center; it involved everyone, and appeared always to have done so. “Rae,” he began again, trying to get through to her, trying to make his concern tangible in her harried world, “Rae, Father was here.” It was, he knew at once, the wrong i| thing to have said, but the knowledge came too late; he could only go on. “He needs help—”

“He needs a padded cell,” Rachel spat instantly, viciously—the tone of a wounded animal, a wounded carnivore. “A real, ancient, padded cell. Do you , know what this has done to Milt? And to me?” She '    made a gesture visible even in the fuzzed VBox of his set, a wild upflinging of one hand; she snarled. Alphard had never heard the sound before. He could not imagine having heard it just then; it was too remote, too frightening, too much a part of a world that—a world that—He shut his eyes and opened them again. She was going on. “But do you think he’d come to—to—comfort me? To help us? Oh, no. Not on your life. Not on your Church-possible everlasting life. Oh, no. He’s—he—” Her voice seemed somehow to surrender to a deeper, nonvocal emotion. In the comparative silence of her harsh heavy breathing Alphard tried once more:

“Rae, please: this is important—”

Her eyes half closed, then opened wide. Once again he had said the wrong thing; he could never be certain, he could never .be sure, he could never command knowledge of the way to treat people (well, perhaps the idea of a parish, for him, was as silly as, to everyone else, it seemed; at that moment, he had time for that single thought before it was buried under fear and desire, helplessness and—distantly, uselessly—anger); Rachel’s voice was a whiplash, hoarse and fast, four words before she snapped the connection and left him once again alone: “Tell it to God” Alphard stared at the phone.

There had to be something to do. There had to be something to do. There had to be something . . .







The control-room door was, theoretically, breachproof; and when, barely ten minutes after the launch of missiles toward Thoth, it buckled, Aaron realized with the remaining calm, the remaining sane corner of his mind, that there were uses for experts, for men who knew the difference between theoretical and actual . . . someone like the crew member who had used induction and deduction to see what had gone on, and come to a resolve that Aaron had to be stopped; and who knew how to stop him. . . .

But wouldn’t they understand?

It was all for them. Death, and freedom: all for them. That was what they had never really known. He had to explain it to them. He had to make them see (the door buckled more deeply, more deeply still, and outside there was hammering and shouting; with enormous suddenness it cracked simply and raggedly open, top to bottom, and the men boiled through like wasps, shouting, moving, irresistible); he had to make them realize once and for all that it was all for them, all for them, death for them, freedom for them, all the world for them—did they think it was for anyone else? He heard his own voice begin to scream out words, but he knew at the same time that no one, not Gover, not anyone, could hear him over the shattering continuous explosion of noise from the men. He could not be heard. And they didn’t see, they didn’t realize; so at the last second he did the only thing he could imagine doing, and tried to shield the charts and the readouts, with all their records of what had been done (for them, Thoth for them, bright bombs for them), from the men who had become a howling baboon-mob, a mob that could not hear and would not listen. “Look—” he began and the sound was swallowed up, ignored, gone.

His attempt to shield the charts and readouts was too late. (Perhaps everything had been too late; he knew that he thought those words but never knew what they might have meant.) If . . .

If only he . . .

If only his father . . .

That was it. If only his father . . . “Ahh, he’s done it,” someone said (a tense, despairing voice; it could be heard, when he could not, and he never knew why). “Thoth. My God, he has done it. We’re all going to be dead.”

And a silence, briefly, fell. Aaron began to speak again: “Men—look—” It was as if he were on another world. The sounds had nothing to do with that room, in that time.

Someone—Gover?—spoke into the brief stir that followed silence. “Well, then, there’s nothing we can do about it. Just nothing. Promises . . . we’ve had promises. But there’s nothing we can do.”

Even in comparative silence the men seemed a whirling mob, catching up Aaron, placing his own, his personal silence at the center of the room, in the center of the shifting group of men. Voices rang in that room, none of them his.

“There’s one thing: if we can show that we didn’t want to go along . . .”

“No use. It won’t make any difference.”

“It’s the only chance we’ve got.”

The words meant nothing to him. He could not define them, could not put them together in any order at all. He went on thinking: for them, always for them, everything, always. His whole being had shrunk to the chattering. line of words that he knew, and thought he could understand. The men were moving, noise grew again, and the words in Aaron’s mind went on and on as someone finally spoke in nonsense syllables to the mob of whirling men:

“I suppose that’s right. The only chance we’ve got And after what’s happened, who cares about. . .” There was more, lost in the noise. Aaron heard one more connected series of sounds: the click of readiness, the small circuit-discharge that followed, even the actual hiss of the explosion. He would not have thought, if he had thought at all about such a moment, that he could have heard such sounds over the mob’s scattered, shattering roars and whimpers; but only his hearing told him what had occurred. He never saw the gun.

Before the sudden end, before pain, darkness and translation, his mind went on. I don’t understand; all for them; everything, life, death, bomb, victory, freedom, death, all for them . . .

I could not ever know
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I, John Brown, am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land: will never be purged away: but with Blood. I had as I now think: vainly flattered myself that without very much bloodshed; it might be done.







—John Brown: written in prison, 1859.
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The funeral could not be hidden, nor its effect softened; so much Penn had instantly seen, and,    being what was called a “practical politician,” had accepted. The crew of the Valor appeared for the moment to have come to their senses, or at the least    what Penn perceived to be their senses; a healthy    skepticism toward all events had always seemed to    the Emperor—as perhaps, he thought, it did to any    elected official—the least troublesome, and the most    sane, of all attitudes. In any case: the “rebels,” as a    good part of the press-and-3V people were calling    them, had been “spared”—another common catchword. It appeared to the populace as magnanimity, or    fear, but it was, after all, no more than simple sense:    he could scarcely have pardoned the misled rabble    without the ground of some indictment (that was the    “rebellion”) to pardon them from, and the small    band of men representing legal associations within    the Dichtung cobbled a charge up with no difficulty. Whereupon Penn VII received notice of the charge,    granted a general pardon, and tried to put on events    the best face he could; certainly, a real charge against    the Valor’s crew, and a trial to follow, would have    made matters very much worse.

Obvious to a small child, he thought; but there were so few small children left anywhere. Well . . .    the situation was, dispassionately viewed, quite bad    enough. All the chatter about freedom and liberty    had perhaps merely puzzled most people, and had    raised against the goverment (and against the society which that government, like all governments, imperfectly embodied), only the few who were ready in     an eyeblink for any novel movement, the odder the better. But if they wanted oddities, Penn thought, a    they might contemplate, as he was forced to do, the    sequel.

For their talk had gained them nothing; and their defeat had gained them all. Then bands of supporters     appeared, in ponderable numbers; Penn had no doubt    of it, being able by long sad practice to judge, from    the slightest change in spoken inflection among the    3V corps, that shift of mood which could hardly be I    called a shift of mind. The newsmen mirrored (sometimes strangely, but always in essentials correctly)    the feeling of the people; the medium was what it had    always been, both an informing agent and a defining    agent; and, though Penn could easily have struck at    the men as his granduncle once had done he was !    wise, or soft, enough to stay his hand. Partly, he |    knew, well enough, that most of the Dichtung, holding fast to their principles, would never believe the    facts. For if any man were to be free—free in any    sense Penn understood or was bound to uphold—    then the newsmen were so to be free: without information (it was, for a change, as simple as one    statement), and information undefiled by official    pressure, no man could reasonably judge of any matter. Which was, once more, one of those facts obvious to any small child—and to virtually no one else, Penn considered.

Not that such a principle was his only consideration; he had a Comity to keep in order, and meant so to keep it. Applying pressure on the 3V corps was,    in the situation as it appeared to stand, absolutely    certain to backfire: someone would bolt, a report of    the pressure would go out, and there’d be your martyrs, ready-made, piping-hot, applicable instantly.    They were martyrs already, and there was no help for    that; but it was clear nonsense to allow them a wider    range for so shiny a career.

As it was, they had the funeral: unstoppable, not to be softened: why, the man was dead, actually    dead, and there’s no argument in all the world that    changes death. The man had talked of freedom, and    had died; for a good many people, apparently, nothing more in the way of analysis was required. That    he’d been killed by the crew he’d led, that the crew    had revolted from his notions at that last moment, after the attack on Thoth and the near-miss Penn was    inclined to set aside as a reasonably good argument    for the miraculous—none of that would occur to    such people for quite a long time, if ever; and of such    people there seemed a vast, slow, powerful mass. So    much, Gaughlin (Penn went on), for the instant and    total sovereignty of the people; so much for the wind    and trouble of all those speeches of yours in the overworked Dichtung chamber. Your people, sir, are a    great beast: that had been one of the replies to a    great demagogue—a Gaughlin, as it might have been,    given power and the wit to use it, while retaining his    mad farrago of ideas: Hamilton to Jefferson. And    (truly) Jefferson’s effect upon the world had been, on    the whole, a good one; and (truly) Hamilton had    made an overstatement, and undoubtedly had known    it—an overstatement of the same size and weight as    Gaughlin’s wondrous picture of the shining future, in    which all men would instantly decide all issues, and somehow, every time, decide them rationally. The    pictures were equally true; and equally false.

Neither a beast nor a god: that was the truth, in a way, but who’d said it? Penn could not remember.    For a few seconds he chased the words through the    odd runnels of his mind, and then forced himself to    stop; he had recognized, without surprise, that he had    been attempting to keep away from the funeral itself.    In spite of which the damned thing required the    closest attention of the Emperor ... in private, of    course.

The sight of the Emperor and the boxed and carted martyred hero on the same 3V screen would not contribute to anything in particular, Penn thought, except    to an increase in public hysteria. Privacy was indicated;    hysteria seemed useful to a great many people, but    could not be useful to Penn.

No. Nevertheless: he had to know, had to see, had to judge; because, in the end, he would have to assess    and plan.

It was a full procession; he gave it that much credit. Wonderfully stage-managed. Oh, yes: members of the Dichtung (Gaughlin, naturally, as well as    those who seemed to want hysteria, to use it: Transcome, young Dale—why, that one would be young    Dale at eighty, if he lived so long—Fredericks, ten or    twenty more of the same stripe);' Jerrimine as well, representing what would be taken for the Church    rather than his private faction in that organization    (the great Church, Penn thought, which had a care for every soul—and most particularly, in Jerrimine’s cool mind, for Jerrimine’s); some odd priest of that    odd sect of Norin’s was there additionally, black-covered and anonymous, sweating in the heat.

And (of course) the family. Yes, grandly, irresistibly, the family.

Norin himself walked first—turned up when the news had come, though God alone knew where he    might have been, and Norin, while he could scarcely be accused of refusing to tell, simply acted as if he    hadn’t heard the question; quite Norin’s manner,    self-contained and self-judged. Whatever ... he was    back now, looking eighty years old himself, stiff as    ever, marching in that procession, behind the Dich-tung and the Church and the cold old box that led    them all, as if he were—leading it? Not the exact    word. As if he were—wrapt in silence. Given some    cloak of cold invisibility. His face was set in lines so    stern that Penn felt all their impact through 3V    alone, a pattern so remote that Penn wondered for a    wild and lonely second* whether the man were not    going to die, but was somehow already dead. Dead at    peace, or at what passed in Norin’s world for peace:    all decisions made, for the last time. All passion    spent. Penn had found his mind a tissue of quotations    long before, a mass of rags and wordy tatters; and he    had learned, he told himself with sober humor, to live    with the affliction.

Norin, then, all passion spent; and Alphard next, walking just behind his father, rather than with the    Cardinal-explicator. The position made, Penn    thought, no theological difference, but the political    difference—and can’t you keep your mind off your    work, you fading knowledgeable man? No. No more    than Norin can, or Jerrimine, or Alphard; no more    than, if he had yet a mind and a place and way to use    it, Aaron himself, object of obsequies—the political    difference was immense. The family of Norins: that    was what the people would remember as they stood    in the cold air, or sat to stare their 3Vs out; that was    the whole concept of their relief, the place where    they would go to wash themselves of the guilt of    someone else’s martyrdom. The family of Norins    . . . and who would put a meaning to family, then?    Norin himself?

Penn found that he could hope as much, without surrendering to hope entirely. Alphard was more    likely, after all, with the power of the Church behind him. Or Aaron, for death had a great power, a power    he had attempted to impose, and ended by surrendering all himself to. Or Rachel, with her own power:    the woman all in black, a figure to catch and hold the    eye as no man ever would, her walk steady, distant,    slow, without a touch of cheap and colorful emotion.    Very good, that: the crowd would supply its own,    and then convince itself—no laborious job—that    she’d embodied it.

Rachel, yes: her power, and then the power of her husband. Charisma was the word, there on the    screen, the anciently-popular, almost-forgotten Buddhist word. No other fit the case. Charisma, stored in    Cannam, waiting for its use; though Buddhists would    insist that Cannam was a passive instrument, could    not control, could not direct or call upon the quality,    since—stop drifting, you fading man; stop all your    hiding, desperate man.

Somewhere within the family, power lay, all waiting to be used; and each had his reasons for wanting it, as everyone always did and always would. Round    the procession, as some such power’s definition, music thudded and stepped, filling the clear air and blurring all clear sight, and grew in ponderous great definite chords: horns and drums cloaked everything like    incense, muffled and most terribly distinct.

The coffin: the procession: and the spectators— thousands lining the upper roadways, closest to open    sky, where Aaron Norin traveled slowly, drawing all    behind him. If only nothing . . .

Penn grimaced. He had done what he could—removed his person and his voice, kept silence. What he had done would not be enough.

Something would happen.

And Norin, surely, would come forward to control it—or would try to do so.

Norin, surely . . . well, old man? In hiding, driven, one son dead and the family in cold splinters . . .

Well, you watchful man? Would he?

The first move toward the procession came at a comer, half a mile or so from the burial grounds    which Norin’s odd sect still affected. Turnbul saw the    sudden jerk of motion forward, and the slow subsidence back (not ready yet), and in the corner of his    eye saw Freddy Warrenton—all straining at the    leash. Blazing eyes and forebent head were signs to    all the silly body there; why, let mass mania take    place, since I’m here to report upon it; why waste my    valuable time? That would be Freddy’s notion—the    damned fool. The young and pushful leader-of-men,    the. . .

No time for curses. Freddy’s breath hissed in, and held. The procession hadn’t halted. Maybe there    wouldn’t. . .

Then the crowd moved again, and there was a sound, a quick flat cry:

“Give us—”

Freedom, probably—or any other catchword. (Turnbul reminded himself that he was not tired.    Hardly do to sag, after all, in sight of all this    youth—in sight of Freddy, if you had to know the    truth. A man had his stupid pride, and Turnbul,    straight-backed, went on surrendering to it.) The crowd    wavered, holding scattered cries, letting them loose    like caged birds, at first one at a time:

“ You don't—"

“Hail—"

“Give us—”

All drowned, then, in the sudden predictable buzz—and then the buzz became a roar, and the    damned maniacs moved, really moved, forward onto    the roadway, no less, screaming God-knew-what, waving their arms like zoo-kept animals set criminally    free, grabbing at anything within their reach: each    other and the coffin, the carriers of Aaron and the    guards, some man with the Dichtung’s staff-of-office....

And someone fell: a Dichtung member, from position in the mob, but Turnbul had no notion who. Im-

possible to dig that out. The crowd—the mob—filled up the roadway shouting, waving and screaming indiscriminately, madly; behind the coffin, which was    still attempting to make the turn, the Dichtung clotted stock-still, and Norin and his family stood, with    Jerrimine just ahead of them, and some priest or    other. They were the real targets, if any such thing as    a target existed anymore; but the mob was beyond    reason—or beneath it.

The guard, attacked, was drowned in bodies, hid by flailing arms; the carriers tried—insanely—to go    back, all of them out of step and out of any sense;    the roaring grew and the mob pushed and fought and    screamed....

"Give us—” Freddy would have heard it all; he’d have it later. Fine. One guard struck into sight, slashing with the butt of his quarter-power sheer; round    him the mob thinned out for thirty seconds, then    flowed back; the sound of screaming grew, incredibly;    he disappeared again. A woman’s face caught Turnbull; she could not have seen him fifty yards away,    watching through telescopic shells. She stared straight    at him, spittle down the left corner of her mouth, her    wild red hair in mad disarray, her lumpy powdered    face streaked with sweat. Local color. Fine. Meanwhile the coffin bearers managed a step backward,    two, three, four—jerkily, insanely. . .

At the same moment someone shrieked loud enough to be heard over all the mob, and the great    coffer fell.

A second—a second, long as all the years of breathing life—surrounded it, in silence. Then the    mob found its own direction, and attacked.

The swarm covered the coffin-block like a rage of insects: grasped it, pulled at it—this way, that way,    all at once—while Jerrimine, the Norins, all pressed    forward into the mob, held fast in the fringe, desperate, pushing and flailing without successful effect,    without even simple harm, as the mob continued to    move, irresistible and screaming, over the left edge of the roadway, out into the city—out into the city itself. . . .

And the coffin moved again, at last: uncracked, unbroken, so far as he could tell. Tumbul followed it    and lost all sight of it in the whirlpool of victorious    swarming, all the mob senseless in the shouts and    cries that covered it; they knew only (he saw) that    the coffin was for them; it was theirs. Their symbol,    their martyr, their love: their cause. In which cause    carriers and guards were smashed upright or underfoot, adding their own cries to the immensity of    sound; while all the Norins, priests, Church officials,    Members, stood helpless:                straining, themselves    screaming, but unheard. Their mouths gaped wide, stretched wider; nothing in that mob was distinguishable any more. Old Norin himself—

Disappeared? Fallen? No: Alphard held him upright, though he sagged. And in the midst of that struggle the coffin was sucked full into the whirlpool,    bobbing, sinking, part of the mob at last, trailing human members sucked after its crashing passage    toward the city, shouting unintelligible words (get it    from Freddy, later; God, can’t You stop this?); perhaps a minute had gone by before, mob and coffin    vanished together under the roadway’s curve; the    mob left a scattering of stranded members behind,    but the coffin left nothing at all beyond its fallen    guards and bearers.

Half a second then, and no more, before the newsmen tumbled down, Turnbul among them, from    chosen positions over the right-hand side of the roadway: the most complete view. Scavengers. A guard    called for help, and beyond his struggling stricken    body Rachel Norin—Cannam—wavered while her    husband held her (absently? and what’s on his mind?    Find out, and now); Norin himself nearly did fall for    a still time, Alphard shouting at them all, or at no    one, something, quite unheard; once again someone called for help. Turnbul could not discover who.

And: help was not what Turnbul and the others had come to provide.

Scavengers, Turnbul thought once more, and then his job took over. What good were labels? No damned    good at all.
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MARRIAGE, n. The state or condition of a community consisting of a master, a mistress and two slaves, making in all, two.




—Ambrose Bierce, 

The Devil’s Dictionary.
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“What d’you mean, use it?” Cannam barked. “Baby, baby, this isn’t some damn’ silly gimmick you can toss at an audience like a flower-bunch. Believe me, kidsy, this is something else; this is—”

“I know, I know.” Holliday was at him, as earnest as usual, those big and honest eyes nearly unblinking; how’d a man like that get onto this staff in the first place? but Cannam remembered hiring him. A change, something extra, maybe add a little depth to things. Oh, God, he had some weird ideas now and then, didn’t he? And here was one of them. “We have to do something, you see. Because people will want to—”

“They’ll want what I tell them to want, baby,” Cannam said, and wished he were sure of that—or of anything. For God’s sake, he’d had to get them to his own house, his own room—Rachel, that damned ice-statue, sitting in a corner and saying nothing at all;

she was a great help, she was, oh, sure; but they were right, that was the trouble. They were right, all of them. Emergency. Sure, babe, emergency; oh, sure.

“It just isn’t that simple, Ty.” Holliday coming back for more. The trouble with an earnest man, Cannam thought, is that he never knows when he’s lost you, he never has more than one brand of bait, and he keeps shoving the stuff into your mouth. When what you want is—well? What’s the bait to bite, baby? What’s the big solution?

Tripps and Vindi were doing the Siamese-twin bit as usual, which was also a lot of help—and staring, eyes as wide as baby monkeys, at Holliday, damn them. Not at Ty. Not at the meal-ticket, the reason-for, the we-present-to-you, the needs-no-introduction . . .

“It’s as simple as I say it is.” Now go away and give some other angler a chance. This is the old master you’re talking to, sonny, and the old master knows all the bait there is.

Sure. Grossbeck—a hundred and eighty years old, that crazy man was, or maybe some years older, Ty would’ve sworn to it—coughed. Just that. Making a big dramatic moment out of it. Attention, all. All right: “Ty, we have an obligation. A responsibility.”

Nobody knew how old the joke was. “We?” Cannam said, and shrugged and gave the punchline a farewell grin.

But nobody smiled, and Holliday said flatly: “We.”

Vindi—at least looking and talking at Cannam, for God’s sake!—began something tentative and complicated. “If you think—”

And he had to put up with it! “I think. You screws—” But there was no sense in looking angry. “You think I’m cracksy? You figure me for some kind of brainless wonder? I think. Start from there.”

Vindi blinked and shut his mouth, and Rachel picked that second to chime in. The happy home. “Milt, dear.” Voice like a flute: the perfect wife. All comes of believing your own publicity.

“What?”

“The people want to know,” she said. Earnestly, so-help-me. Whatever brain there was in that family, it’d been squeezed dry long before it got to her. An original idea, that’s what she thought she had—an original by-God idea. “They really do, you know. And so you’re going to have to tell them.”

The myth of the perfect marriage was dead for that audience; Cannam didn’t bother with it. “Sure,” he said. “Which means taking sides.” He gave her the look she deserved, and she sent back something that might have been Long-suffering Rectitude if he hadn’t known better. “And whichever side I take, I’m out. Doesn’t matter. Come over to side one, everybody on side two hates you. Come out on side two—”

“Nevertheless,” Grossbeck said, and coughed again. After a second Cannam realized that he’d had the whole production: there wasn’t any more to that speech.

But before he could say whatever came next— Hell, before he could think of it, let’s be honest, kiddo—Holliday started in again. “We have to make up our mind—”

Weirdly enough it was Schor, a faraway tentative voice as soft as he’d ever heard, who broke in: “If we could cancel—”

“We can’t cancel.” The damned fools might have known that much, at least. Cannam rapped the sentence out and looked around. Holliday shifted a little; Vindi was staring at Tripps. Cannam had laid down the law; that was that. Now he had them, and if he could see what to do—

“No,” that flute said again. “We certainly can’t, can we?”

Wonderful. An original mind. Brilliant. How could anybody think, with that— “I said,” Cannam began, and shut his mouth and took a long breath, in the interested silence. Sure. “Leave us alone,” he told her.

Maybe that would get through. “This is business, here.”

“Business?” Rachel said. The flute acquired an edge. A nice effect, sometime when he needed that kind of wife for a sketch. Instant hate. “My brother? My—”

“Business.” But of course it wouldn’t get through, not anymore. As soon as you said family to the damned fools they stopped listening. What was so special about being a Norin anyhow? And who cared?

“But, Milt—”

Holliday broke into that one, twisting his hands inside a single fist in his lap. An earnest man. “Ty, what she’s saying is what everybody is saying. You’re into this, and you have to recognize it.”

Original thinking. The crazy woman could poison a whole room, a whole working-crew. “By the time of the Stunner, it’ll—”

“It won’t die that fast,” Grossbeck said. Just like that. No ifs, ands, or buts.

“You’re an expert, Granddaddy? You know all the rules there are, a thing like this?”

“I know this rule,” Grossbeck said. Underplaying it for a change: no cough. “It won’t die. Holliday is right. Mrs. Cannam is right, you’ll pardon me for mentioning that. Vindi—we’re all right.”

“And I’m all wrong. That it, Granddaddy?”

Grossbeck shrugged and said nothing, and a very uncomfortable silence came into the room and started smothering people like a spare blanket. Which you didn’t want out when company came. Cannam stared at them all. There had to be an idea, a nice simple way to unhook himself; with the fool kid dead his money was safe for the next ten seconds, but he’d been pulled on too long to back out. The Stunner was on, committed, set—and if he called it off he was right back to that damned ship over Thoth, and his neck in a jerking noose. If it wasn’t one thing it was going to be another.

He began to see, he told himself, what was so special about being a Norin: you could get everybody in trouble much more easily that way. The fool kid first, and then this ice-maiden of his throwing everybody off. And the old man making speeches as if speeches were the whole cold world. Miltiades Cannam: a good man, a good rep. And how’d he managed to chop himself up? Using Norin for an axe, naturally. It was all you needed—all anybody needed. The great family. Going down in history; oh, sure, and he buried six jokes on that one line. Not worth it, and not a place available to use them.

So who found words, when everybody went dumb? Naturally.

“Sweet: you don’t understand what this means. I mean, I’m his sister; you don’t understand what that means.”

A contribution. Well, some days it didn’t pay to get up, let alone go down in history. “Means,” Cannam said. “To you?”

But Holliday grabbed the bait as if it’d been seven million credits. “Listen: it takes up the spot we were worried about.” He gulped, more like a fish than usual. “We have the time, right there. In that spot: the thing solves itself.”

And Tripps put his damn’ oar in from the far side of the room, while Vindi nodded and blinked: “We could do the job inside a day. Plenty of time.”

Cannam held his hands out toward them. Like stopping an avalanche. Rachel was sitting next to him and whatever she was beaming out canceled out the hands. All he could do was try. "What job?”

Tripps began: “Why . . .” and just sank down into silence. Nobody else made so much as a bubble. Cannam looked them over. He’d hired them, he was stuck with them. But how stuck did you have to be?

“Pin me to a side:    sure. Skewer me right

through—that it, buddy-boys?” They didn’t say anything. Or do anything either. Still life. He didn’t dare

flick an eye over to Rachel: that’d give her a spotlight, and she’d use it for Norin business, or whatever she thought Norin business was. Not Cannam business—never Cannam business. (And he began to wonder whether it was always going to be like that. Whether it was always going to be a fight, everywhere, every second, no time off. Norin and the history books: Cannam remembered being a lot easier to get along with. The others did, too; but all it was, was memory; it wasn’t going to come around anymore. Always? he thought, and killed the thought because he had no time. Like this? From now on?) “But I can’t be pinned like that. I’ve got to have room to move. You know that. Start from there, kiddies.”

Grossbeck said, as solid as if he were moving weights and making a pyramid out of them: “You know we are right.” Cannam stared, but the old man’s face never changed nor turned away.

“I know?” he exploded. “My God, what do you—”

“It’s that, or cancellation,” Grossbeck finished, and sat back.

Silence.

The trouble was that he was right. Cannam was tied to the Norins, and there was no way to ignore it. Cancellation had been possible, maybe, just maybe, before everything had started over Thoth; it wasn’t possible any longer. A Stunner had a momentum of its own: time had been bought up, extras reserved, contracts drawn and equipment ordered. . . .

Oh, yes. And Quist . . . well, why hadn’t the kid done a good job while he was at it, and hit the place? And got rid of Quist? In spite of the shelters?

Which would have been a bigger eight ball than the one he was behind as things stood. No one man ran that outfit. Money, that was the key to it all; money was the real power, not this political stuff her old man lived in, not even the guns over Thoth. Money was the real power and always would be; no way to avoid that, no, sir. Money . . .

“Contributions,” he said suddenly.

Tripps, startled out of his twinship, said: “What?” “Contributions to the cause,” Cannam said, lining it all out. Because it had begun to make sense. “Whatever cause: we don’t care. For the government, maybe. Or for—”

And she had to chip in, and chip away: “The government doesn’t need the money.”

But even she couldn’t deflect it, now that it was rolling: the bit, the skit, the Stunner. “The kid,” Holliday said, and made a wide quick gesture. Damned near fell off his chair. “The kid is all of it. She’s right. You come out for the kid, and you can forget about—”

“My brother,” that flute said, and Cannam brought his head up sharp and jerked it around at her. He had her; right then, right there, he had her. “Never mind that. Just never damned mind it.” He spat just that much at her and stared around at the others. It was still alive. Throw in another oddity: “But if we come out against the government—”

Even Tripps shrugged that one off. “The government?” he said in that scratchy voice. “Nobody likes a government. You’ll have all the—ah—disaffected on your side. A clear majority.”

“Quite correct,” Grossbeck added. The Home for the Aged, too; this one, kidsy, this one we can’t lose. “But look here, buddy-boys. Look here—”

There were details. Worries. Grossbeck blinked at him slowly, froglike. “There is nothing else to do,” the old monster said. “We have the time. We have the opportunity. We cannot remain silent.”

And that tore it. He had to be fighting them—win or lose, all the time. He had to stay on top. We cannot . . . Cannam snorted gigantically, looking at them all. “/—that’s what you mean—1 can’t—”

And stopped. Because they were all staring at Rachel. Waiting.

Family, that was it. But he’d fought it before, he’d fought—Hell, he’d fought everything before. And won. And was going to win now. “All right,” he said, giving them the step, the rope.

“Of course you can’t,” Rachel said. “Not now.”

She would not keep out of —“Now, look, now, damn it—” Cannam began, and heard his own voice circle higher and higher. Out after some bait that hadn’t been invented yet.

Holliday cut in, making it sober. Making it business. “Let’s keep it cool. We’re going to have to find a brand-new sketch, right? Not funny. Serious. I mean: solemn, like that. Meaningful, you know?”

Cannam came to common ground with him. “I know.” And Grossbeck seemed to agree, looking at Cannam, looking at his damned wife, but there was something in his voice Cannam didn’t miss. Gross-beck was out, O - U - T. You don’t laugh at the big man.

“Meaningful,” Grossbeck said, laughing. Almost silently. “Yes.”

Tripps and Vindi were talking; Holliday joined them, and Schor. Work to do. Grossbeck sat for one more minute, and then, the old head nodding, got creaking up.

“Meaningful,” he muttered. To no one in particular. “Solemn. Oh, yes. Oh, yes, indeed.”

And Cannam went to join them, while Rachel sat. Silent. Waiting.

Was it always going to be like that?

Probably, kidsy; probably. That’s the joke.

But it’s not a joke you laugh at, buddy-boy. Laugh once, and you’re Grossbeck; laugh once, baby, and you’re dead.

Only the big man laughs. If the big man can ever see the joke, have the time, make the pitch . . .

Only the big man laughs, baby. And the big man—why, he don’t laugh, either.

A joke: see?







“There is nothing I can do,” Alphard said. Respectfully; that of course was obvious. But it was the fiftieth time he’d made the same statement. On his knees, in the dark overwarm room, he stared up at the seated, watchful Jerrimine. A Cardinal-explicator of the Church . . . and that man. But the contradictions were only apparent, and not real; one learned that early. One had to learn....

“Such words are merely absolutes,” Jerrimine said easily. “Not to be thought of within the Church, my son. There must be a way; for no rule is absolute, as you know.”

A word-juggler, and worse; and a Cardinal. A man of power . . . “There is simply no way at all,” Alphard said, hoping that he would be believed at last; hoping, he began to realize, that he was right.

“We need such a way,” the Cardinal said. “For spiritual comfort—”

“And for power.”

The words had come out without volition; Alphard heard them and stiffened in his stiff-held posture. But the Cardinal moved his shoulders slightly, shrugging them off, his voice as even and as calm as before. “And for power, then. Without which we can do little in the world. Power—for the good of the souls in our care, my son: as you know.”

Of course. Alphard felt a faint shiver of distrust, neither his first nor his last, as he knew quite well; all religious, everywhere and in every time, he imagined, knew that particular disease—all religious, and most laymen as well. “But I can’t approach my father—my father, you must understand—and—”

“It is difficult.” Jerrimine inclined his head. The man seemed always on public display; perhaps, Alphard thought raggedly, he was. “But now, the funeral over—”

“The riot over.”

As smoothly as could be imagined, the Cardinal accepted the change of noun, and qualified it: “We were not responsible.”

“And we did nothing to stop—”

“We did all that we could.” The man seemed, suddenly, as sincere as he could ever be; Alphard had a vision of the Church, the thousands of men in balance, the thousands of different needs, different moves, different motives; within that balance, perhaps, Jerrimine truly was the best possible agent. “There was no more,” the Cardinal said, from his stiff height.

But Alphard could not resist the jab that came to him; it was as if he were writing it in his journal, that scribble of nothing-in-particular: “An absolute?”

Jerrimine’s mouth twisted. “Son—in the—” He stopped, breathed and began again. “Son, don’t play seminary games. Not now—these games with words and thoughts. Not here. Not when there is so much—so much to do....”

But was it all a game? Did not the Church play the same game, with men for counters and with power for the dice? Did not . . . Ah, it was an old, a terrifyingly old, disease. “You played it, all the same.” Jerrimine shook off the thin ragging as if he were himself a massive bull. “We must see Penn himself.” It was a bull’s decision: charge for the spear. “Only through Penn may we—”

“Have your audience,” Alphard said, and emphasized a single word; the Cardinal’s eyebrows went up, his head shook softly, silently.

“No, my son. It is necessary that we both have audience.”

Very well: it was not reason, nor doubt, nor some theological game; it was flat and simple fear. Putting a name to it did not shrink the thing at all. “But I can not—” Alphard began, trying at least to keep fear out of his voice, and not succeeding.

“In obedience, my son.”

The strong words, the totally sincere words; the only answer, ever, to doubt and fear and to distrust; the answer he had given at his entry into the Church, which never in all his life his father had heard.

The only answer was obedience, as Alphard knew.

“Yes, Father.”

Jerrimine’s nod was high and distant, full of satisfaction and of duty. No more (as he must know) could be asked; no more could be given. The necessary gift had an immense value; briefly, Jerrimine thought of the boy’s father, and suppressed the thought as quite unworthy of his station and his job—in fact, as quite irrelevant.
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I shall never act in any way except that, given my motives for an action, those motives would be worthy of the force of universal law.




—Immanuel Kant, Critique of Morals: 

(translated by Laurence M. Janifer).
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He had to see them, of course: the audience was not remotely avoidable. The crew of the Valor had to be made to feel that their grievances, whatever they were—and few enough of them had any notion—had been satisfied; it was the only way for them to show their satisfaction to the outside world. The gap had to be bridged, Penn understood; it was the most obvious necessity of practical politics.

But to have Jerrimine in the same audience, at the same time . . .

Impossible.

Penn, though, had thrived on impossible, waxed fat upon it, used it as a daily staple of his daily diet. He’d never liked it (and there were people who had no love for vitamin pills, either, or neo-insulin; and what difference did that make? There were moments when Penn accused himself—no accusation more bitter, surely—of thinking like Norm)—he’d never liked it, but he was good at dealing with it.

As, for instance: the Grand Audience Chamber. To overawe the crew, of course, to make them feel that any small gift was a great one; Jerrimine, who’d know that move, looked round the glittering bowl sourly enough, scowling at the servants as if he wanted them all set free. And his assistant. . .

Ah, God, Alphard Norin: pale as ten spirits, rigid as twenty sticks. And what, would some helpful God-ling tell me, was to be done about that?

Nothing, Penn told himself; the question need never come up.

Nothing.

Ignore it.

And go into the prepared speech; that was what they’d know from 3V, that was what they’d all be waiting for.

Therefore:

“Gentlemen, I am here to listen, not to your demands, but, I hope, to your requests. As a man living merely on the sufferance of your election—for you will vote again, once free, as you will be, of the Service—I can do no less; as a man responsible to those who have already given me that sufferance, I can do no more.” Orotund, but average; effective, if just a trifle boring.

One man—what was his name? Gover?—came forward. A small one, round and black as a tropical nut, hairy as an ape. “Freedom,” he said in a voice that combined, oddly, thud and whine. “That’s what we want, and what we—well, what he—died for. Freedom.”

And then someone else—a featherlight, featherpale man: Allemeine, that was it—assistant to the astrogation team—sidled his way to the front of the subdued crowd. “And nothing less than that,” he said. Sparkle in his eyes: the pure fanatic. But not the leader, not the rabble-rouser; no. Young Norin gone, Allemeine would have had no direction to travel in, except with the others.

“Freedom,” Gover said again, and the cry was taken up. They shoved themselves together, feeling, like all such crews, more secure in the tight mass of free-fall meetings; the sound grew until they were actually shouting. Freedom. Penn withstood it for, perhaps, half a minute. Then he raised a hand, and they were silenced. .It wouldn’t have worked, out on the roadway. He could see Jerrimine realizing that fact, and not liking it much.

“I will listen to you speak,” Penn said, as slowly and as clearly as he could, keeping his voice low. Contagion, perhaps; but it worked, more often than not. “I will listen to your requests. But no man alive can hear you all at once.”

The silence filled with murmurings. Jerrimine’s eyes flashed from one face to another, looking for— what, old man? An entry for yourself? Into this standing-place? Not while I’m alive to check you. Gover seemed to have been selected, God knew how, as leader for the pack. His thick lips pursed out as he felt his own importance. It would have been a good deal easier to point a gun and flash them out of existence; good sense, but damned bad politics. And— well, they were human, too. The silly sheep were the ones who needed a shepherd....

Having caught himself in such a bath of egotism, Penn grinned privately, and decided to wait the meeting out before determining a penance. “We have no requests,” Gover said at last: hand on hips, feet astride, in full swagger, full cock-stance. “We demand—freedom. All of us.”

The shouting-match that Gover had sparked off took less than ten seconds to shut down. “Very well,” Penn said, still quiet, still controlled. Still friendly: man to man. From Emperor to passing clown . . . What was that garbled line? A habit of quotation, he reflected (for the fiftieth time? the thousandth?) made a ragbag of the mind. There must be some good in it—there was some good in everything—but Penn was damned, he told himself, if he could find it. “Very well. In what way are you not free?”

Logic. Gover began: “We can’t—” and stopped dead while the murmuring behind him started up again. Logic, that necessary, fallible, and always unexpected tool.

Allemeine said: “Can’t even vote,” but the halfhearted offer made no followers. Someone else, far back in the mass, shot out words and phrases like bullets from a middle-baritone gun:

“Officers. Politicians. Can’t decide a thing for ourselves.”

And before Penn could reply to any or all of that, Jerrimine had cut smoothly in—declaring his own hand, or a piece of it, as early in the game as possible. “My sons, in what you wish, the Church is on your side.”

A power play; a piece of honesty; or what? Alphard’s face was whitened stone, and never changed.

Penn felt his own face tense. Engaging all the Valor was a job for a fourteen-year-old boy; engaging Jerrimine was something else again. “I intend to work for you,” he told the mass of men. “As you well know, I intend to work for you—and for all of you. It is what I have done; it is what I shall continue to do.”

Gover, naturally, was unimpressed. The independent man, God help him; the man who knew what was what, who knew where to get off, who knew how to handle Them—whoever They were. “Sure,” Gover said, more thud than whine in the mixture for a second. “It’s easy to say—”

Somebody somewhere in the crowd cut him off with a voice so high it seemed hardly to have broken. “Let ’im talk.”

Penn nodded toward the owner of the voice, invisible; Gover stood, sullen, waiting for the next trick. Knowing what was what. “But I cannot give in to your demands—” Penn began, and waited for the expectable uproar, and got it, and heard it quiet to a whisper —“until I know what they are. You speak of freedom, very well. Tell me what freedom it is you do not have, and wish for, and expect.”

Specifications: guaranteed to confuse the knowledgeable man—like Gover. Jerrimine went on, coldly watching. The crowd began to mutter; over the sound Gover said flatly the only thing he could be expected to say:

“We want it. We don’t want to talk. We’ve had all the talk we need.”

Over the growing mutter, Penn shot: “You want what?” straight at the man like a dueling-blade. He blinked, and came back:

“Freedom.”

And Allemeine began with: “But—” before the Cardin al-explicator, that great one of the Church, cut him off with smooth and perfect timing, in a smooth and trustworthy voice. It had been quite a valuable thing to cultivate, that voice.

“Perhaps I can simplify matters,” Jerrimine said. “Is the word autonomy more familiar to you?”

Directed straight at Penn, of course; and, by Jerrimine’s or anybody’s God, the man meant what he said. Autonomy; hardly a word for a gang of space-arm maniacs. “Complete autonomy?” Penn said, sparring both for time and explication. “But that would wreck—”

The wrong word. Gover recovered quickly, and the word pricked him like a needle. “That’s what we

want. Tear it down. Build it up better.” Higher and higher, more whine and more, less of the pure thud. “You saw him dead, you did. You know we won’t settle for—for—words.”

Nor, Penn told himself in that large section of the mind reserved for analysis and judgment, for sense. However: “Anarchy,” he said. “Every man his own man. We have discussed it—”

“Sure you have.” Gover again; given the freedom to sneer, the man was a nuisance. If hardly a serious one; he could be swept out with little loss. But if Jerrimine had truly joined him—to that extent. . .

“We have indeed,” Penn said steadily. “In the Dich-tung. Member Gaughlin and others—members elected by some of you before your service began. We’ve hidden nothing, as you know.” Make them feel like statesmen; that’s the ticket. “The records are available to you, as they are to every citizen—and as they always have been.”

“Talk,” Gover said. The odd voice grated in the big and shining room. “That’s all it is, and that’s something we know damn’ well. Talk.”

Alphard’s face was changing, and for the worse: whiter, tenser. For the first time Penn told himself: This cannot be allowed to continue. Dueling-swords? Penn lugged out the heavy weapons: killing-stuff.

“I give you the records.” His strongest, his most sober voice. “They will be brought here if you will. The entire records.” And made it sound like a concession, and an enormous one—to everyone but Jerrimine, perhaps.

Who smiled, and ducked his head, and asked: “My liege—my son—what action will be taken upon these records?”

Again one word sparked flame: uproar, a shove-and-push, an occasionally audible word:

“Action.”

“That’s it—”

"Action.”

Penn raised a hand again. The men did not entirely subside. The heavy weapons took some bringing-forth, they’d been so far behind the front of battle. Meanwhile: “After you have seen them—”

“Now,” a voice said, and another—Gover? Penn was beyond telling—chimed right along, as everyone shoved and agreed, and Jerrimine and Alphard Norin watched.

"Now”

“No more waiting.”

That brought a . cheer, and momentary silence— which Jerrimine was quick to use. “I feel I must support these brave men—” he began, and Penn felt the weight of killing weaponry about him, and cut off the Cardinal-explicator in mid-flight; it had been a play for power, after all. Jerrimine’s power; and Gaughlin’s, God help us all; and . . . Aaron’s, I suppose. A play that (sparing heavy weapons) had quite a real chance.

“You will have the records as well, Father.”

“But we have no need of—” Jerrimine began, and the crew carried him away in babble and support, all fatal.

“No: no scribbles.”

“No.”

“Action. Now.”

"Now”

The uproar was general; within it, not bothering to soften it, Penn could still speak to the Cardinal. The stroke was meant to kill, and would not fail. Why— whatever made him think he had a chance? Some Churchly faith, most likely.

So: “Your assistant, perhaps . . .”

He let the words trail off. Alphard was dead-white, fishbelly-white. (An oddity, that one; a throwback in the family.) The Cardinal stepped closer to him, and then checked himself. Division in his ranks could not be thinkable—not for his supporters. Not for the Valor’s crew. And Alphard Norin, come to be used as

weaponry, whether he knew it or not, had so been used—by the opposing side. “What the Church believes—” the poor boy began, slowly, as if hypnotized. Penn pressed the advantage.

“I’m opening the records for you. Do you wish me to withdraw that offer?”

“Of course not,” Alphard had to say—and said. “But—”

Gover, weaponless, saw what was turning in the room. “Listen, now, you—” And (all quite predictably, as simple as ABC; as simple as—Alphard Norin, perhaps, the Emperor thought; but that thought, too, he buried, having no wish to be cruel)—and Gover’s own supporters, trying to add all force to Gover, drowned the odd man out.

“Freedom. As simple as one word.”

“We want freedom; we want it now.”

“Now.”

“That’s all.”

“—as simple as—”

As simple as one word. Which, Penn told himself, it never had been, and never would be. Though a great many people could always be convinced . . . well, Penn was no more infallible in such matters than anyone else. No man was; but some knew it, and some did not.

As simple as one word.

And the word was (put most politely):

Bosh.







“If there are no further eulogies here, in public . . .” Leverett began, and let his voice trail off. Perhaps, just perhaps, they could get out without a further scramble on the issues; or what members called the issues.

The chamber’s inhabitants seemed to stir, but no hand was raised, and no man rose.

Just possible. “Very well, then,” Leverett said—relieved to get off so easily, and deeply suspicious that

he had. “The normal business of this session,” he went on, in just as brisk and businesslike a tone as ever the Chair had used, “involving a motion made by Member Dutrave, which involves the construction of a new spaceport near the twilight-belt at latitude thirty-six, on Venus, is now under consideration.”

Dale spoke up instantly—no recognition, and no relevance. The damned young fool . . . “But we haven’t settled—”

“Member Dale,” Leverett said, still businesslike (for there was still a chance). “You have not been recognized.”

Dale stood, rigid as a poker, red-hot and defiant. Not for the first time, Leverett wondered if young fool weren’t, after all, a tautology. Though perhaps not... “I ask recognition of the Chair.”

The formalities, clearly, had been called for. One slim chance. “For the purpose of debate or information upon the motion now before us?”

Dale’s voice rang like plucked wire in the chamber. “To settle the important issues.”

Leverett sighed. No chance at all. Not any more: the Members stirred, drawn like iron to the magnet of that voice. Of course, he could pretend he hadn’t understood—which bought nothing, and irritated members. “It has been finished,” he said quietly, in the active chamber. “Eulogies have been completed, and—”

“Eulogies!” Dale snarled, still on his feet; as he readied himself, his hands went clasped behind his back, his head went forward. The classic demagogue: a case study, Leverett told himself. The Emperor, who collected such oddities, would be interested; but the Emperor, from all he’d heard, had problems of his own. “What about what he fought for?” Dale was saying. “What about the things he meant? We haven’t settled that—or nearly.”

That morning, Leverett had selected several lines of possible action. Time had struck; he took a second to choose between them.

“The Emperor . . . the question, Member Dale, is substantive, and not procedural. The Emperor will deal with it. We can hardly deal with what is, in effect, a motion to dissolve ourselves-^”

The piercing ancient voice of Transcome cut the air. “Maybe we’d better.”

But Leverett overrode that, as strong as he had ever been within that chamber; he had his line, and he would use it. “—and the matter therefore lies properly within the province of the Emperor, who—”

Dale spat: “Thai old idiot,” and a dead silence fell.

No member moved, or spoke. Or breathed, as far as Leverett could see.

Dale had gone too far. . . .

Perhaps. “Member Dale,” Leverett said at last, “you will take your seat.”

“Whatever I do—it’s still true.” In just the sullen tones of a small boy.

He wavered and was about to sit. The last thing Leverett needed was aid; and so, of course, he got some. Demeuth rose, making a slow production out of it, calm and flat-faced and immensely learned. He blinked round; Dale went paralyzed, half-standing and half-sitting. “I—” Demeuth stopped, and breathed— and started once again.

“Sit down. You’ve no idea what you say, you damned young fool. You’ve no idea at all, you ... if you must speak, at least . . .” But he was weak, and Dale shrugged off the interruption. No more than a bothersome flea.

No more than sense and sanity—bothersome enough, to Member Dale. “And you do? Only the— old broken jugs like you—only they can see what’s happening? Only they can see what’s plain in front of everybody’s face? Now, you listen to me. It’s important. I want to—”

Leverett, entirely ignored, was saying: “Members.

Members. This is the Dichtung. Order.” He went on saying it. “Order. Order.” And the babble grew.

It was one man, rising, who created silence, the only man who could do so—the only man, Leverett thought suddenly, who had a right to do so.

Old Norin stood, and the talk sank away like a dead tide.

“I believe I may have some small right to speak.”

Dale, standing as well, said nothing. Reisinger had half turned to watch the old man—rigid, Reisinger had become; rigid and careful in this new service, as he had always been in the service of his ledgers. What had at last pushed him to one side of a debate ...

Leverett realized that he would never know. Conviction, or persuasion, or . . . the possibilities were endless, and none mattered. For that matter, what had pushed Dale?

Meanwhile, Leverett took a deep breath and resigned himself to a back seat. It was Norin’s show; with a wild levity, he told himself the old man had paid for it.

“The Chair recognizes Member Norin.”

The old man scarcely turned to him for the obligatory half-bow. The silence held, and held, straining and growing, until the old man broke it with his voice—slow and solemn as ever it had been.

“I have sat here today. I have listened to—words about a boy. A young boy. I have listened to words—” A pause no longer than a breath—“to words about my son.” The silence held. The old man /•looked at them all. “I cannot reply to those words. They were—well-meant; they deserve thanks. But I cannot reply. Members, perhaps, will understand.”

Dale cut his throat in that chamber, once and for all, with his first three words. The rest were decoration; but as Junior began to scream out his reply, Leverett could feel the chamber stiffen to disgorge him. It would take time, but Dale’s own personal funeral was certain.

“You old jug—” And then: “Get out of the way—clear out—something real is happening here—” Norin hardly seemed to interrupt. His measured voice went on. A bell tolling; a clock ticking; slow, solid, immovable.

“And the death of my son: was that—not real?” Silence held, waiting for him. Dale remained standing. Time stopped; when Norin began again, so time again began to spin round. “The boy cannot be brought back. The ideal for which he—died—the . . .” The old man shut his eyes. The chamber waited for those sunken eyes to open. “No.” The eyes had opened. To Leverett the old man was all himself again; but Norin felt the floor spin madly, saw the chamber blur. “Thank you,” he said to no one in particular, to no moving person. “I need no help.” In Norin’s mind a voice went chattering. A doctor’s? And—what matter, after all? Only to be expected, old man. What matter, for all of that? “Those—ideals—are—worthy ideals. But they cannot stand alone. They must have support. Structure. Law. For—man is man.”

Another pause for breath, and Dale, incredibly, fired a shot from whatever weapon he still imagined he held. Young fool. . . “Equal under the law—” “Member Dale—” Leverett began, and Dale spun toward him, the face a mask of rage and hate; Leverett paid that no attention at all.

“All right,” Dale snarled. “We’ll see.”

Norin was going on. Heavily, slowly, completely: going on. “I must . . . We are here to provide freedom. To provide . . . what can be provided. Misconceptions are—common. But in the laws we create, in our nominations, made by an Emperor elected on suffrage of the people . . . Freedom. It is there that our freedom exists, and the freedom of the Comity. It is in that suffrage, that equality . . . that equality exists . . . and it is for that reason—it is in service to that freedom, to that equality—equality—that I— ask—that the business—the business—of this session—now—continue. . . .

Incredibly, Transcome was on his feet before old Norin had found his chair; and in the shocking silence that remained his voice was very clear.

“I beg recognition of the Chair.”

“Member Transcome.” And the bow. Well. What else was there to do? Damn it all, what else was there to do?

Transcome, standing, smiled with the thin smile of the very old.

“I wish to introduce a motion expressing the entire agreement of this Dichtung with the aims of the officer Aaron Norin of the Valor, and the crew which followed him and which upheld him—”

(Someone, in silence, whispered, “And killed him.” It was ignored. The silence, only Transcome broke.) 

“—the agreement of this Dichtung with their aims—and with their methods."







“You have freedom,” Penn said. “Your votes—”

“We want a vote now. Here and now.” Gover’s voice had sunk again, somehow maintaining its whine.

Penn did not dare to sigh. “For the groups you represent—”

“For everybody.” The rest seemed to have become, for the moment, an audience. “What he said. For— all of humanity.” He was hardly difficult to identify; Penn realized that he might just be watching a legend in the making. The thought was not a cheerful one.

“But humanity must always speak for itself—”

Thought, logic, reason, even his own ideas rephrased and returned to him, had no effect on the man. Well, it had been a small chance to begin with. “We’ll teach them how,” Gover said. “They don’t know. It’s been—” He hesitated, as if he were remembering a lesson, word for word. “It’s been kept from them.”

“What has?”

Gover actually shrugged. “Everything,” he said. “Whatever—everything. Freedom, that’s what.”

Nonsense. Penn turned. “Cardinal-explicator, surely it must be clear to you—” But Jerrimine thought he saw where power lay, and Jerrimine broke in as smoothly as ever, his face immobile, peaceful, reassuring. The Valor’s crew turned to watch him. Charisma: was that the word? Was that the quality?

“The search of the individual soul for freedom is our concern,” Jerrimine said, as if he had rehearsed it for weeks. Penn wondered once more, hopelessly, if the man believed what he said—or if there were any man inside the shell, to believe anything at all. “We cannot see that search denied.”

“But these men,” Penn said. “They can surely speak only for themselves; they have no—”

“We’ve got rights,” Gover said, full-voice (and the faces swung back, momentarily). “Never mind all the words.”

“My son,” Jerrimine told him, “perhaps calm thought, perhaps reflection ... if I might be of any aid to you . . .”

Gover nearly chuckled. Penn began to see the man’s picture of himself: stronger, more at ease, than ever he would be in the real world. And none of this was, for Gover, the real world; that was, after all, the trouble with giving people what they expected. What they expected wasn’t real; it was 3V.

But the problem, Penn told himself, had no solution; God knew he had spent enough time looking for one.

“We’ve got rights,” Gover said. “And—you? You’re one of—”

“You have heard me,” Jerrimine said calmly. “I am one of humanity—no more. 1 may be of aid to you.”

It was a complex game, if you wanted to call it a game at all when people were the counters. Jerrimine,

Penn saw, was moving toward power: keeping all lines open, in every direction (for surely Penn could not be ungrateful for a breathing-space?). A smile flickered over Penn’s face and was gone; but the Cardinal, and the men turned to him, all burning in idealist intensity, did not appear to notice.

Gover was saying: “We can start right here—” and Jerrimine, nodding, seemed only to be adding details to his plan.

“But your effect will be—dissipated. Of course you understand.” He bowed his head a trifle: certainly, a legend in the making. “Your leader knew the structure of great power: he had need to know it. You do not; and in this way I may be of aid to you.”

Gover blinked, and appeared to think. “If this is just one more way of saying Wait until later—”

Jerrimine, of course, was equal to that. Any public figure was, and had to be. “My son,” he said, “it is not.” Slowly, he drew himself up. “Look at me: it is not, and you know that it is not. All of you know that.”

There was a brief and uneasy silence before Gover (for now it was Penn who seemed the spectator) jerked his head toward the Emperor. “And—him?”

Jerrimine’s smile would have softened the Valor’s plates. “He is a subject of the Church. He has said nothing to bar our arrangements—or our—plans.”

And Penn, caught in his quotation-web, thought: Take him up, and show him the kingdoms of the world.

There was little more. Alphard, white-faced, was the last to leave Penn there in the great and shining room, and at the door he turned back; but in that final look there was no reassurance Penn could give to him. No word, and no assurance.

Yet . . . He might not need the kingdoms of the world. Even for Gover that hope remained, and for the others. Seeing Jerrimine, he might see truth. Whatever that was, Penn thought.

Then the door shut; and Penn was—as alone, he told himself, as he had been when the room had been full

The apartment seemed strangely empty, even with her unexpected visitor—mostly bald, running to fat, and strangely stem and flat-faced. Every woman’s dream man, she thought, and nearly giggled. But Milt had gone, and all the others with him. They’d be back; they always came back; but meanwhile the place was empty. And the fat man did nothing to fill it. On the contrary.

“My father?” Rachel Cannam said.

Demeuth nodded. “I would hardly have come otherwise, you know.” He looked around at the spang-new furnishings, the living-room with its pit and its circle of chairs, as if he’d never even dreamed of such a place before. “He needs—any form of support that he can get.”

Rachel stood against the living-room-to-cooking-area wall; if she sat, the fat man would copy her. And that would give him status as a guest. “Not from me,” she said. “What he’s done—and what he’s doing—” She sketched a jagged line of revulsion in the air with one free arm. Demeuth, standing without support in mid-hallway, overlooking the pit, not even holding to the railing, shook his old head sadly. It was like something on 3V; which (she surprised herself) was a comforting idea.

“I have never come to you before,” he was saying. “Now, I come to plead with you—”

“Drop it.” That wasn’t very dignified, but it was going to do. “I’ve seen better-looking actors on a losing show.” Milt had said something like that to some-one-or-other. A good, hard line. But Demeuth apparently wasn’t the type for it; he only, softly, shook it away.

“This is not the—you know—usual—”

“What he did,” Rachel said. “You just don’t . .

She shut her eyes and opened them again. Her arms and hands were tense. Just like 3V, she told herself, but it didn’t do very much good that time. “If it hadn’t been for him.... Aaron would be ...”

Demeuth seemed to straighten and turn cold. “He did what he had to do.” Which gave her all the opening she needed.

“And so do I. Get out.”

“He needs you,” the fat man said. “Not for the passage—he has that, of course. But for someone at his side, you know: someone supporting—”

“You can do that.”

“The Dichtung is in session. I left it. I came here. I believe it to be so important—”

“Get out.”

“Your father—”

But there was no bite in that, not for Rachel. “My . . . listen: he killed my sister. I mean my brother.” Demeuth kept after her—like some damned priest. Or something like that. “He could do nothing else—” “No,” she said, and everything stopped. Breath, time, sound, motion; why, she was in control of it all. Slowly, she relaxed and let the world back in. “Not one more word.” She turned her head and called for that maid of hers: “Klaraf”

“I beg you—”

"Klara!” What else was a maid for? But the woman was somewhere else. Doing something unimportant. “She’ll get you out,” Rachel said, looking right at the fat man. The world ticked, stopped, ticked. “No thanks to anyone except my—husband—” That meant nothing, the usual hesitation. Husband. It was a funny word, anyhow. Why wouldn’t a person hesitate, saying it? “But thanks to —him, I’ve got a maid who’ll get you out.” And one more call, just for effect—God knew where the woman was! "Klara!”

Demeuth said very softly, moving his open hands before her, “You need not.”

Rachel grimaced; what Milt called the ice-smile. Well, he deserved it. They all did. “Then get out.”

And after that she could remember—sounds. Footsteps. Doorslam. And, inside, the rooms felt suddenly larger, curved, hollow; nobody lived there. The world had stopped. The ice-smile . . . He’ll be back in an hour; he only went to plot pose and angle for the new sketches.

But it didn’t help.

The world had been locked out of the big rooms. And no one lived inside them.

Nobody at all lived inside. No one; nobody; not any more.
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So then no one can know the eternal law, as it is in itself, except the blessed who see God in His Essence. But every rational creature knows it in its reflection, greater or less. For every knowledge of truth is a kind of reflection and participation of the eternal law, which is the unchangeable truth . . .




—St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Part II, Question 93, Article 2:

(translated by Stanley Parry).
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It would not pass. Norin knew quite well it would not pass.

But that the question had been called at all, that the foundation of the Comity had, for even a second, been shaken—that Comity which allowed to all men reasonable peace, reasonable freedom, reasonable measures of equality—that, in itself, was enough to

frighten anyone who studied it; as probably, he told himself, it frightened even Turnbul. Even Leverett. Even—the men who had themselves done the shaking: Transcome and Dale and (for his own mad reasons) Reisinger and . . .

No: he would not see a firm and equal peace again, not in his shivered lifetime. Nor see the expectation of a peace, nor any true objective hope: the lights are going out. Penn’s quotation-habit; but it was the stars that were going out; the stars going dark in all the Comity. And in that darkness . . .

Faith, in the long lonely corridor, before the formal motion and the vote, began to warm him once again, as it began to return. All men are men of faith; only, some know it, and some do not. As:

In that darkness, the stars would be relighted (though no man knew in what form or by what means); for freedom, that most unnatural element of any human society, once discovered, never finally died, and in some form (as many centuries gone the Comity had been bom), so in some endless time to come it would live again.

He was warmed and comforted within that faith, lit by the future, lit by the stars of all the future worlds; but he stood in a single corridor, a single time, and just the plain fact of his warmth began, very slowly, very completely, to terrify him. For he began to know—the questions had been asked, the issues raised, and he had never turned his face away— he began to know what it was that warmed him.

The Comity; the stars; freedom; all the human race. . .

Were they his children? Were they his duty? Were they his—

When Alphard had shrunk to a white-faced seeker after preferment, a pale seeker of some quiet nook for diary-keeping; when Rachel allowed red hate to drive her to the public naked torture of her marriage and her world; when Aaron could see no way of becoming himself except through the monkey-chatter of freedom and death (for Aaron must, somewhere, have known the end of all his actions; Aaron had been the brightest) . . .

Expect little: and so he had done. Do much: and he had done nothing at all. For all his public preachment and example had meant a private fear, a private hate, a private and unbearable shrieking of the blood. . . .

He never knew what time his thoughts occurred in.

All became clear, in what manner he could accept its clarity, in—what? Less than a clock’s tick; perhaps half a second.

Freedom: and he had made them Isidor Norin, one and all. Or—he had tried, and in the nature of the world had not been allowed to succeed. For God would not allow so great a treason as success: each man being born himself. No: the attempt had been enough. The attempt had been all the destruction of what power lay in his own thought and name. Aaron . . . and Alphard, crawling after grand anonymous position, and a silence . . . and a new Rachel, weeping for her father, for her mother, for all her lost self___

That had been his attempt, and his result.

In service to the truth he never disavowed (and would not, even in that burning breath), in such service he had seized power in his hands, whirled it like a flail—and used it only to demolish all objects, subjects, self, and power’s force. He had . . .

Quite slowly, as he drew another breath and turned back toward the chamber’s doors, walking erect as always (since nothing but a lifetime’s habits were available to him), he saw the great procession of his acts, in detail after detail; and shut his eyes. The babble of the chamber rose around him as the doors opened to his touch, and he was for the last time surrounded by it.

Penn would survive for some severe elective test—and would win that as well; Penn, in the last moment, had a cord for Jerrimine stronger than the Cardinal imagined, a cord held by Jerrimine’s superiors—and he would survive in company with Jerrimine (for he had heard, as all had heard, of that long interview), Gover, and the others, and the Valor; he would have the Dichtung as well (for it would not pass, that raging bill, old Transcome’s motion), perhaps more unruly than before but, eventually, his to command—why, all that had happened had meant, for Penn, no more than half an hour’s addition to the talk on any issue Penn might touch. He would have all: the power of finance, now Thoth was safe, the Valor’s teeth clean-pulled, and safeguards certain to be set; the power, even, of the entertainers and the newsmen, who would follow the Valor into Penn’s world. He would survive, all the forms of power would be his. All the forms . . .

A revolution might be heralded by all the signs of the last days; and if it were, still would the forms remain. And only Penn, perhaps, would know that the forms were empty—if they were empty ... if they had always been . . .

If all his lifetime Norin had propped empty forms ...

Necessity: the word struck in his mind like a knife, shivered, and vanished as he took his seat. Members were watching him.

He had entered; the habits of his lifetime had returned. Once more his duty had become the Comity, the careful weighing of an act in all its circumstances, all effects upon all men —

But as he sat his habit dropped away; and, though all detail never came to him again, he stared full into the white horror of his knowledge. Of his children. Of the woman—who—was . . .

The—woman who was dead. And had died in the belief that he had been. . .

Good.

Virtuous.

Dutiful.

Norin shut his eyes. The babble of the Dichtung went on around him, and he did not hear it.

He had begun to become acquainted with the terrible fear that he would not quickly die.




37.










Hereupon Jesus said, I have come into this world so that a sentence may fall upon it, that those who are blind should see, and those who see should become blind. Some of the Pharisees heard this, such as were in his company, and they asked him, Are we blind too? If you were blind, Jesus told them, you would not be guilty. It is because you protest, We can see clearly, that you cannot be rid of your guilt.




—The Gospel According to St. John,

IX: 39-41 (translated by Fr. Ronald Knox).
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