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ORBI TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
Chapter 1
They had decided to spend the few hours that remained to them wal king i n Garanond Par k.

Dal | en had been there several times before, but on this occasion his senses were hei ghtened by a
bl end of excitenment and apprehensi on. The sunlight was al nbst painful and col ours seened
artificially intense. Beyond screens of trees the coppery roofs of the city shone with a spiky
brilliance, and the nearby shrubs and fl owers—gaudy as tropical plunage—seened to burn in the
sun's vertical rays. Line-green | awns sloped down to the only feature of the scene which gave
relief to the eye—a circular black | ake roughly a kilonetre across. Its nearer edge was obscured
in part by |ow mounds of masonry and netal which were all that remai ned of an ancient
fortification. Small groups of sightseers, their hats shifting ellipses of colour, sat anong the
ruined walls or wandered on the | ake's perineter path.

"Let's go down there and have a look," Dallen said to his wife, inpulsively taking her arm
6 Boh Shaw
Cona Dal |l en held back. "Wat's wong? Can't you wait?"

"W're not going to start all that again, are we?" Dallen released her arm "I thought we had
agreed. "

"It's ail right for you to ..." Cona paused, eyeing himsonbrely, then in an abrupt change of nood
she smled and wal ked down the slope with him slipping one armaround his wai st. She was al nost
as tall as Dallen and they noved in easy unison. The feel of her body synchronising with his nmade
himthink of their prol onged session of |ove-nmaking that morning. It occurred to himat once that
she was deliberately working on him rem nding himof what he was giving up, and he felt a
stirring of the resentnment and frustration which had periodically marred their relationship for
nmont hs. He repressed the enotions, nmaking a resolution to get all he could fromthe hours they had
left.

They reached the path, crossed it together and | eaned on the safety rail which skirted the dark
rim Dallen, shading his eyes, stared down into the blackness and a nonent |later he was able to
see the stars.

The surrounding brightness affected his vision to the extent that he could pick out only the
princi pal star groupings, but he was i Mmediately inspired with a prinmeval awe. He had lived al
his life on the inner surface of the Orbitsville shell and therefore his only direct |ooks at the
rest of the galaxy had cone during his rare visits to this aperture. Wen | get to Earth* he told
hinsel f, marvelling, Ftt be able to drink my fill of stars every night.

"I don't like this," Cona said. "I feel I"'mgoing to fall through."
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Dal | en shook his head. "No danger. The diaphragmfield is strong enough to take anybody's weight."
"Meani ng?" She gave hima playful shunt with her hips. "Are you suggesting |I'mtoo heavy?"

"Never!" Dallen gave his wife a warm gl ance, appreciating die good humour w th which she faced her
wei ght probl ens. She was fair-haired and had the kind of neat, absolutely regular features which
are often associated with obesity. By careful dieting she had usually kept her weight within a few
kilos of the ideal, but since the birth of their son three nonths earlier her struggle had been
nmore difficult.

The thought of Mkei and of |eaving himdisturbed Dallen's nmonment of rapport. It had taken himthe
best part of a year to secure die transfer to Earth, with its consequent pronotion to Grade |V
officer in the Metagov civil service. Cona had been aware of his plans throughout her pregnancy,
but not until after the birth had she reveal ed her determination to remain behind on Obitsville
Her overt reason for not acconpanyi ng himhad been that M kel was too young for the journey and
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the drastic change of climate, but Dallen suspected otherwi se and his pride was hurt. He knew she
was reluctant to | eave her ailing father, and al so that—-as a professional historian—she was deeply
comritted to her current book on Orbitsviiie' s Judean settlenents. The former had all owed no scope
for recrimnation, but the latter had been the source of many argunments whi ch had been none the

| ess corrosive for being disguised as rational discussion or banter. Being Jewish is |ike a
religion with sone people .

Sonet hi ng huge noved in the black depths below Dallen, startling himand causing Cona to junp

backwards fromthe rail. After a second he identified it as
8 Bob Show
an interportal freighter slipping through space only fifty netres or so beneath his feet, like a

silent leviathan swinmng for the opposite shore of a black |ake. His gaze followed the ship unti
it was lost in the nmrages which overlay the nore distant parts of the diaphragmfield. At the far
side of the kilonmetre-wi de aperture was the space term nal where he woul d soon enbark for Earth.
Its passenger buildings and warehouses were a dom nant feature of the scene, even though the
principal installations—the giant docking cradles for starshi ps—projected downwards into the void
and were not readily visible.

"This place bothers ne," Cona said. "Everything's nore natural in Bangor."

Dal | en knew she was referring to the fact that their hone town of Bangor, 16,000 kilonetres into
Obits-ville's interior, was situated in Earth-like hilly terrain. Its official altitude was close
to a thousand netres, which neant that amount of sedinentary rock had accunul ated there in the
Obitsville shell, but Dallen understood that the geol ogical structure counted for little. Wthout
the encl osing skin of ylem the enigmatic naterial of which the vast sphere was forned, die inner

| ayer of rock, soil and vegetation would quickly succunb to instabilities and fly apart. It was an
uneasy thought, but one which disturbed only visitors and newwy arrived settlers. Anybody who had
been born on Orbitsville had total faith in its permanence, knew it to be nore durable than nere
pl anet s.

"We don't have to stay here," Dallen said. "We could try the rose gardens."

"Not yet." Cona fingered the jewel-like recorder which was clipped to her saffron blouse. "I'd
like to
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get some pictures of the Garanond nonument. | might want to include one in the book.*1

You' re supposed to be seeing ne off—ot working, Dallen objected inwardly, wondering if she had
brought in the mention of the book to trigger precisely that reaction. Anmong the things which had
attracted himto Cona in the first place was her independence, and he could see that he had no
right to try changing the rules of their relationship. It was good that she was self-willed and
self-reliant, but—the thought refused to be di sm ssed—how nmuch better everythi ng woul d have been
had they been going to Earth together, sharing all the new experiences the journey had to offer

There was, of course, an alternative to his present course, the alternative repeatedly put forward
by Cona. Al he had to do was delay his transfer by a couple of years, by which time M kel would
be bi gger and stronger. Cona woul d have fini shed her book by then and would be nentally prined and
prepared to enter an exciting new phase of her life.

Dal l en was surprised by a sudden cool tingling on his spine. A radical idea was formng in his
mnd, thrilling himwith its total unexpectedness. There was, he had just realised, still enough
time in which to change his plans! He could get out of going to Earth nerely by not show ng up
when the flight was call ed.

Bureaucratic though Metagov departnents were, they all recogni sed- and accepted one fact of human
nat ure—that sone people sinply could not face the psychol ogical rigours of interstellar travel
Backi ng down at the last ninute and running away so comonpl ace that there was a slang termfor
it—the funk
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bunk—and no passenger's baggage was ever |oaded until after he or she had gone aboard.

There was no shane in it, Dallen told hinmself. No shane in being flexible, in adapting to
circunst ances the way ot her people did. He had the opportunity to make a grand, romantic gesture
of unsel fishness, and there was no need to reveal to anybody, least of all to his wife, that it
was actually a suprenely selfish act in that it would enable himto hold on to what he cherished

"Monunent. Photograph." Cona wiggled her fingers close to his eyes. "Renenber?"

"I"'mw th you," Dallen said benmusedly, trying to reassenble his internal nodel of the universe
with different building blocks. He wal ked with Cona al ong the edge of the aperture to where the
path wi dened into a small senmi-circular plaza. Standing at its focus, on the very rimof space,
was an heroic bronze of a man wearing a space suit of a design that had been in service two
centuries earlier. He had taken off his helnet and was holding it in one hand while, with the

ot her hand shadi ng his eyes, he scanned the horizon. The statue was deservedly fanpbus because its
creator had captured a certain expression on the spaceman's face. It was a | ook of awe conbi ned
with peace and ful fil ment which struck a responsive chord with all who had had the experience of
climbing through an Orbitsville portal fromthe sterile blackness of space and receiving their
first glinpse of the grassy infinites wthin.

A plaque at the foot of the statue said, sinmply: VANCE GARAMOND, EXPLORER

Cona, who had never seen the nonument before, said, "I nmust have a picture." She left Dallen's

si de

and noved away anong the knots of sightseers who were standing in the nmulti-Ilingual information
beans being projected fromthe statue's base. Dallen, still lost in his own thoughts, advanced

until a wash of coloured light flooding into his eyes told himthat one of the roving beans had
centred itself on his face. There was a barely perceptible delay while the projector studied his
optical response to subliminal signhals and correctedly deduced that his first |anguage was
English, then the presentati on began.

Most of his field of view was suddenly occupied by i mages focused directly on to his retinas. They
were of a triple-hulled starship, as seen from space, manoeuvring closer to a circular aperture in
the Obitsville shell. A voice which was neither male nor feral e spoke to Dallen

It was al nost two centuries ago—+n the year 2096—that the first spaceship fromEarth reached
Optinma Thule. That vessel was the Bissendorf, part of a large fleet of exploratory ships owned and
operated by Star/light Incorporated, the historic conmpany which at that time bad a nonopoly of
space travel. The Bissendorf was under the conmmand of Captain Vance Garanond.

You are now standi ng at the exact place where Captain Garanond, after forcing bis way through the
di aphragm fi el d which retains our atnosphere® first set foot on the soil of Optima Tbule

The i mages were now a reconstruction of the first |anding, showi ng Garanond and sone of his crew
on the virgin plain which was currently occupied by the spraw ing expanse of Beachhead City.

Rel evant facts were murmured in Dallen's ears only to glance off the barriers of his
preoccupati on. What was to prevent himfromactually doing it? What would it nmatter
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to the universe at large if he did not nake the flight to Earth? There would be some fierce
ribbing fromthe other pilot officers in the Boundaries Commission if he returned to his old job
but where were his personal priorities? Wiat was the opinion of outsiders conpared to the feelings
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and needs of his own wife? And there was three-nonth old M kel

The ruined fortifications visible to your right are anong the fewretraining traces of the Printer
civilisation which flourished on Optinma Thul e sone twenty thousand years ago. Al though we know
very little about the Priners, we can he sure they were a very energetic and anbitious race.
Havi ng di scovered Optina Thule, they attenpted to control the whole sphere—regardl ess of the fact
that it has a usable land area equivalent to five billion Earths. To this endt they performed the
i ncredi bl e engi neering feat of sealing with arnour plate all but one of Optina Thule's 548
portals.

Opi nions differ about whether they were vanqui shed by subsequent arrivals, or whether they were
simply absorbed by the sheer vastness of the territories they bad attenpted to claim However, one
of the first actions of the Optima Thul e Metagovernnent was to order the unsealing of all the
portals, thereby giving every nation on Earth unlimted and free access to

Cartoon animations floated on the surface of DalJen's vision. Mniature ships were firing

m ni ature radiati on weapons, progressively clearing Obitsville's triple band of portals, allow ng
the encl osed sun to spill nore and nore of its beckoning rays into the surroundi ng bl ackness of
space.

The migrations fromEarth began i mediately, and continued at a high level of activity for a
century and a half. In the beginning the journey took four nonths, but there cane
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many rapid inprovenents in spaceship design which eventually cut transit time to a matter of days.
At the height of the migrations nore than ten mllion people a year were arriving at the
equatorial portals, a transport undertaking of such nagnitude that.

Annoyed by the intrusive voice and inmages, Dallen turned away sharply and broke the beam contact.
He retreated to the curving edge of the plaza and sat down on a bench to watch Cona taking her

hol ographi ¢ pictures of the nonunent. Again it seened to himthat her interest in the statue and
its historic associations was a little too evident, that she was putting on a show for his
benefit. The nessage was that she would be fully occupied in getting on with her own life while
they were apart, but did he have to interpret that as defiance? Was it not possible, know ng Cona,
that she was only trying to nake things easier for himby not clinging on?

Vd be crazy to cut nyself off fromtins, he thought, poised on the edge of a decision. He stood up
and waved as Cona | owered her recorder and turned to | ook for him She waved back and zi gzagged
towards himthrough the clusters of w de-brimed hats which were worn al nost universally on
Orbitsville as protection fromthe sun's vertical rays. He smiled, trying to visualise how she was
going to react to his nonmentous news. He had the choice of breaking it to her suddenly, going for
maxi mum dramati c effect, or of a nore oblique approach in which, perhaps, he would begin by
suggesting that they go out of the hotel that Iight for a special celebration dinner.

Cona had just cleared the groups of sightseers when two boys of about ten ran up to her. She
halted and, after a short exchange of words, opened her purse

14
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and gave them sonme noney. The boys ran of f i mredi ately, |aughing and pushing at each other as they
went .

"Young nonkeys," Cona said on reaching Dallen. "They said they needed carfare honme, but you could
see they were heading straight for the soda machines.™

An inner voice pleaded with Dallen to ignore the incident, but he was unable to control his
reaction. "So why did you give themthe noney?"
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"They were just a couple of lads."

"That's precisely the point. They were just a couple of kids and you taught themit pays to ask
strangers for hand-outs."

"For God's sake. Carry, try to relax."'
cents."

Cona's voice was lightly scornful. "It was only fifty

"The amount doesn't come into it." Dallen stared hard at his wife, furious with her for the way
she was casual ly destroying what had prom sed to be the nost perfect nonment of their lives. "Do
you really think I give a damm whether it was fifty cents or fifty nonks? Do you?"

"I didn't realise you were so hot on child welfare." Cona, standing within the vertical colum of
shade from her hat, mght have retreated into a separate worl d.

"And what does that nean?" he asked, knowi ng exactly what it nmeant and chal |l engi ng her to use
M kel as a weapon agai nst him They were standing on the edge of a precipice and the ground was
breaki ng away beneath their feet, but the big drop mght still be avoided if only she held back
fromusing M kel

"This touching concern for strange kids," Cona
ORB/ TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
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said. "It seens slightly out of place in a man who is about to jaunt off to Earth and | eave his
own son."

“I. . ." Vmnot goings Dallen pronpted hinself. Say it right tww3Im not going to Earth. He strove
to force the crucial words into being, but all human warnth had fled his soul. He turned away from
his wife, sick with disappointnent, |ocked in conmbat with the chill, haughty, inflexible side of
his own nature, and knowi ng in advance that it was a battle he could never w n.

Three hours later Dallen was on the observation gallery of the passenger ship Runcorn as it
detached fromthe docking cradle and clinbed away fromthe hunbling and inconceivabl e vastness of
the Orbitsville shell.

The ship was noving very slowly in the early stages of the flight, its magnetic scoop fields
unabl e to gather much reaction nmass in a region of space that had been well scoured by ot her
vessel s. As a consequence, the one-kilonetre aperture around whi ch Beachhead City was built

remai ned visible for sone thirty mnutes, only gradually narrowing to beconme a bright ellipse and
then a line of Iight which shortened and finally vani shed. But even when the Runcorn was severa

t housand kil ometres into space the inexperienced traveller could have been forgiven for thinking
the ship had come to rest only a short distance "above" the shell. At that range Obitsville was
still only half of the visible universe, a seeningly flat surface which occupied a full 180° of
the field of vision, the closest approximation in reality to the imgined infinite plane of the
geonet er.

Al so, it was bl ack.
16
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Except in the vicinity of a portal, there was nothing to see when one |ooked in the direction of
Obitsville, There were no errant chinks of light, no reflections. As far as the evidence of the
eye was concerned the famliar cosnos, which was so richly spangled with stars and gal axi es and

brai ds of gl owi ng gas, had been sliced in half. There was a hem sphere of sparkling illum nation
and a hem sphere of darkness—and the |atter was the stupendous, invisibly brooding presence that
was Orbitsville. And even at a range of a billion kilonetres, a distance which light itself took

al rost an hour to traverse, the sphere was awesone. It registered as a nonstrous bl ack hol e which
had eaten out the centre of the sky.
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What, Dalten wondered, nust the crew of the Bissendorf have thought when they were naking that
first approach all that tinme ago? What was going through their nminds as they saw t he edges of the
dark circle balloon steadily outwards to occlude half the cosnos?

He could inagine those first explorers inclining to the idea that they had encountered a Dyson's
Sphere. The 20th Century concept was that, in order to neet all its |and and energy requirenents,
a highly advanced civilisation would eventually need to englobe its parent sun and spread across
the inside of the sphere which had been created. A Dyson's Sphere, however, woul d have been a
pat chy and inconsistent construct, |aboriously cobbled together over many nillennia from

di smantl ed planets, asteroids and cosm c debris. And it woul d have been | eaking various kinds of
radi ati on whi ch woul d have gi ven abundant clues about its true nature.

Obitsville, in stark constrast, would have remai ned
ORBI TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
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enigmatic. Its shell of ylemwas opaque to everything except gravitation, and therefore the
wanderers of the Bi ssendorf would have known only that they were approaching a sun which had
sonmehow been encl osed within a vast hollow sphere. Their |ong-range sensors woul d have told them
that the surface of the gl obe was seam ess and as snooth as finely machi ned steel, but no nore

i nfornmati on woul d have been forthcom ng.

Even now, two centuries later, man's understanding of the sphere's origins was sharply limted,
Dall en rem nded hinself. It was a study which had yielded little in the way of concrete fact, nuch
in the way of speculation—a field which offered less to pragnatic researchers than to poets and
mystics .

How does one account for a seanl ess globe of ultra-material with a circunference of a billion

kil ometres? There can be only one source for such an inconceivable quantity of shell nmaterial, and
that is in the sun itself. Matter is energy, and energy is matter. Every active star hurls the
equi val ent of millions of tonnes a day of its own substance into space in the formof |ight and
other radiations. But in the case of the Orbitsville sun—ence known as Pengelly's Star—the Maker
had set up a boundary, turning that energy back on itself, manipulating and nodifying it,
translating it into matter. Wth precise control over the nost el enental forces of the universe,
the maker created an inpervious shell of exactly the sort of material He want ed—harder than

di amond, inmutable, eternal. Wen the sphere was conplete, grown to the required thickness, He
agai n di pped H's hands into the font of energy and wought fresh niracles, coating the interior of
the sphere with soil and water and air. O ganic acids, even conplete cells and seeds, had been
constructed in the sanme way, because at the
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ultimate |l evel of reality there is no difference between a bl ade of grass and one of steel. . |,

"Quite a spectacle, isn't it?" The speaker was a young wonan who, unnoticed by Dallen had
posi tioned herself beside himat the curving rail of the observation gallery. "It seens to pul
your eyes."

"I know what you nean," he said, glancing down at her. The illumination was subdued, nost of it
fromthe extravagant blazing of star clouds, but he could see that she had Oriental features and
was attractive in a forthright physical manner. He woul d have guessed she was an athlete or in
some way connected with the performng arts.

"This is nmy first trip to Earth," she said. "How about you?"
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"The sane." Dallen was intrigued to find that, for one unsettling instant, he had been tenpted to
pose as a veteran space traveller. "This is all newto ne."

"l noticed you coning on board."

Dal | en wei ghed all the connotations of the remark, including her awareness of the fact that he was
travelling alone. "You're very observant."

"Not really." The woman | ocked her gaze with his. "I only see what | like."
"In that case,” Dallen said gendy, "you're a very |lucky person.™

He turned away and left the gallery, easily putting the wonan out of his thoughts. He was stil
angry with Cona, still feeling betrayed over their not making the trip as a famly, but rebounding
to anot her worman woul d have been a cheap and ordinary response, the sort of thing that many nen
woul d have done, but not Carry Dallen. H's best plan, he decided, would be to nake maxi num use of
t he

ship's gymmasium facilities, burn off his frustrations in sheer physical effort.

Al'l the other passengers appeared to be tourists—couples, famly units, dubs, study groups taking
advant age of the heavy Metagov subsidy to visit the birthplace of their culture—and Dallen felt
hinself to be a conspicuoul sy solitary figure as he wound his way through themto fetch his
training clothes. The gymmasi um was enpty when he got there and he went to work i medi ately,
pitting his strength against the resistance frames, repeating the sane exerci se hundreds of tines,
aimng for a state of nmental and bodily exhaustion which woul d guarantee his night's

Hi s schene was successful to the extent that he fell asleep within mnutes of going to bed, but he
awoke only two hours later with the depressing know edge that it was going to be a |ong, uphil
struggle to norning. He tried to pass the tinme by visualising his new job in Madison Cty, with
all its opportunities for holiday travel to hundreds of fabulous old cities and scenic splendours
so conveniently crowded on one tiny planet. But his brain refused to cooperate. No bright visions
were forthconing. As he drowsed through the small hours, in that uneasy margi n between wakef ul ness
and sl eep where strange terrors prow. Earth seenmed an alien and inimcal place.

And the doors of the future remai ned obstinately closed, denying himany hint of what was to cone.
Chapter 2

Geral d Mat hi eu opened a drawer in his desk and, in spite of a drug-induced sense of tightness, he
frowned as he | ooked down at the object within

The gun was of a type which had once been known as a Luddite Special, and had been custom desi gned
for a single purpose—ehat of killing conputers. It was also one of the nost illegal devices that a
citizen could own. Even with Mathieu s extensive connections it had taken himnearly a nonth to
obtain the gun and to nake sure that no other person in the whole continent knewit was in his
hands.

Now the time had cone to use it and he was highly apprehensive.

Merely being caught with the device in his possession would bring a mandatory prison sentence of
ten years; and if it were established that he had actually used it he could expect to be renoved
fromsociety for the rest of his life. The severity of the punishment was intended to protect
peopl e rather than property, because the weapon—+n a consequence its

20
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i nventors never foresawhad a devastating effect on anyone caught in its beam In some vxtys worse
than straigtbforward murder, had been one judicial conrent, and in nany ways a greater threat to
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soci al order,

"How in hell did | get into this situation?" Mathieu said to his enpty office, then disnissed the
question, trying to push irrelevancies aside as he picked up the gun and rel eased the safety catch
behind the trigger. The whol e assenbl age was solid and heavy in his hand, evidence of close-packed
circuitry within, and a certain angularity and |lack of cosnmetic finish showed it to be the product
of an underground wor kshop

Aware that he was in danger of hesitating too long, Mathieu slipped the gun into the side pocket
of his loose-fitting jacket and turned to check his appearance in a wall-nounted mrror. He had
reached the rank of deputy mayor at the exceptionally early age of thirty-two, and he took a
secret pleasure in seem ng even younger by virtue of his fair-skinned athleti-cism He also had a
reputation for the casual perfection of his dress, and it was inportant that nothi ng about him
shoul d | ook out of place during the next few mnutes. At this rinme of the norning his chances of
encountering others on his way to Subl evel Three were slight, but the risk was always there and if
a nmeeting occurred he wanted it to be unnenorabl e, sonething which would quickly be lost in City
Hal ' s humdrum routi ne.

Satisfied that he had made hinself ready, Mathieu went into the corridor and wal ked quickly
towards the enmergency stair on the building's north side. The transparent wall ahead of him
provi ded panoramc views of the city of Mdison. Its suburbs shone placidly in the distance,
colours muted and outlines blurred
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in the humd air streans swirling inland fromthe @ulf. Mathieu, with a final glance back al ong
the enpty corridor, opened the door to the stairwell and went downwards. He had chosen to wear
soft-sol ed shoes and his progress was both swift and silent, like the effortless sinking spiral of
a gull.

Be careful, he thought; quelling a sudden exhilaration. He had onitted his pre-breakfast shot of
felicitin, knowing he would need a clear head for the norning's desperate venture, but the drug
was bound to be lingering in his system subtly persuading himthat he was invincible. And a foil
at this stage could turn die threat of disaster into hard actuality.

The di scovery some weeks earlier that Sublevel Three housed an i ndependent Department of Supply
computer had, in spite of the chemical shields around his mind, nunbed Mathieu with dread. It had
been install ed decades ago at the instigation of sonme forgotten Metagovernnent official, back in
the days when Orbitsville was nore actively concerned with the affairs of Earth, and since then
had—dnknown to Mat hi eu—been nonitoring the distribution of certain categories of inports.

The conputer's specification had apparently been drawn up by a bureaucratic supersnoop with a
tendency to paranoia. It had an internal power supply which was good for at |east a century, and
it obtained its entire data input by direct sensing of product identity tags within a radius of
fifty kilonmetres. The single feature of the system which had operated in Mathieu' s favour was that
the conputer did not interact with Madison City's general information network. It sat in the

buil ding's deserted lower levels, like a spider interpreting every vibration of its web, acquir-

ing and storing detail ed know edge of the novenent of Metagov supplies throughout the region. The
i nfornati on was jeal ously guarded, |ocked inside an arnoured data bank—but it would be yielded on
recei pt of the correct conmand.

And even a cursory glance at the print-out would show that Mathieu had privately disposed of
public property worth sone half-a-mllion nonits. The consequences of such a revelation were
sonet hing that Mathieu could not bear to think about. He had resolved to destroy the evidence,
regardl ess of the additional risk.
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On reaching Subl evel Three he turned right and went through a ballroomsized area which had once
been used as a conputer centre and now was a nmaze of novable partitions and di scarded crates. He
found the door he was seeking, one he would never have noticed under normal circunstances, and
went through it into a short corridor which had three nore doors on each side. The npbst distant
bore the initials NR R D. in stencilled lettering, a conbination which neant nothing to Mathieu,
and agai n he wondered how Sol |y Hune had chanced upon the troubl esone conputer in the first place.
A junior architect in the Gty Surveyor's office, Hume was a self-styled "electronic

archaeol ogist"” in his spare time and was currently trying to have the machi ne decl ared obsol ete
and redundant so that he could buy it on behalf of sone |ike-m nded enthusiasts. It had been pure
coi nci dence that Ezzati, the salvage officer, had nentioned the subject to Mathieu during a
meeting, thus alerting himto the inmnence of disaster

Mat hi eu used his master key to open the door and quietly stepped into the fusty little room The
ceiling

24

Bob Shaw

ORB/ TSVI LLE DEPASTURE
25

gl obe pinged faintly as it cane on, throwing an arctic light over a plain netal table which
supported the departnent of Supply conputer, it |ooked nore |ike a strongbox than a conpl ex

el ectronic nonitor, with only a plate engraved with chains of serial nunbers to indicate its true
nature. In a volume not nuch greater than that of a shoebox were sensors which could track the
incredibly faint signals emtted by product identity tags, plus a conputer which converted the
signal variations into geographic |locations and stored themin its nenory. MIlions of freight
nmovenent s had been recorded, going back to before Mathieu's birth, but he was solely concerned
with those of the l|ast three years—the evidence of his grand | arceny.

He stared at the box for a nmoment with resentnment and grudgi ng respect, and then—feeling oddly
gui lty—drew the Luddite Special out of his pocket.

He ained its bell-shaped nuzzle at the machi ne and squeezed the trigger

Cona Dal |l en switched off her voice recorder, forced to acknow edge the fact that she was too hot
and unconfortable to do any serious work. She had chosen a seat beneath one of the mature dogwood
trees in the City Hall grounds, but the shade neant little in the pervasive hunid warmh. It was
al rost four nonths since she and M kel had arrived fromObitsville, and apparently she was no
nearer to adapting to the clinmate of the area which had once been known as Georgi a.

And bei ng seven or eight kilos overwei ght doesn't help, she renmi nded herself, resolving to have
not hi ng but green salad for the rest of the day. A glance at her

wat ch showed there was nore than an hour until the |luncheon appointnent with Carry. It seened a
pity not to do as planned and outline the next chapter of her book, but on top of the unsuitable
wor ki ng conditions she had a problemin that her subject was becom ng increasingly renote.

Wth its working title of The Second Diaspora, the book should have been a genui ne persona

stat ement about the history of Judaismon Obitsville, but—sonmewhat to her surprise—the work had
gone slowy and badly after Carry's transfer to Earth. That fact had contributed to her agreeing
to join himearlier than she had planned. Al so, she had been touched when, trying to conceal his
nervousness over venturing into academc realns, he had put forward the idea that distance would
i mprove historical perspective. The prospect of ending a year of separation had hel ped persuade
her he was right, that what she really needed was an overvi ew, but now the two-century adventure
that had been the founding of New Israel seemed oddly perfunctory, oddly passionless, when
observed from a di stance of hundreds of |ight years.

WAs her new perspective valid? Was the fate of a single nation a truly insignificant fleck in the
vast nosaic of history, or—as had been the case with other witers—had the very act of voyaging
fromone star to another |eached sonme vital essence fromher ;¢ nind?
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It war a mstake to cone to Carry, she thought, and . inmmediately regretted having all owed the
thought to | form After four years of one-to-one narriage, it ;;- seened that her relationship
with Carry might turn
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out to be the durable armature around which she ought to build the rest of her life.

"Mum " M kel picked up the mniature toy truck he had been trundling through the grass and wal ked
backwards until he was pressed agai nst her knees.

"What's wrong, M kel ?"
He poi nted apprehensively at a grey-and-white gull which had | anded nearby. "A bee!"

"That's a bird, and it won't hurt you." Cona smled as she dapped her hands and caused the
incurious gull to retreat by several nmetres. To Mkel, every creature which flew was a bee and al
four-1egged aninmals were cats, and yet he had a vocabulary of at |east a dozen nouns which he
applied accurately to fornms of nechanical transport. Cona wondered if a child could show

engi neering aptitude so early.

"Don't like," Mkel said. He continued to press against her and she detected the pure snell of
baby perspiration in his coppery hair.

"I't's too hot out here—tet's go into Daddy's office and get a cold drink." She stood up, easily
gathering M kel into her arns, and wal ked towards the north side entrance of the City Hall
Carry's office would be enpty till noon and, provided that M kel was prepared to anuse hinself
unai ded, offered a better environnent for worKking.

The silvered gl ass doors parted automatically as she reached them attracting Mkel's interest,
and she wal ked into the air-conditioned cool ness of the north | obby. Cona hesitated. The correct
procedure woul d have been to go quarter-way round the building and report at the main entrance
before taking an elevator to Carry's second-floor office, but her clothes were sticking to her
skin, M kel seened heavier with each
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passi ng second, and there were no officials around to enforce the rules. Late norning stillness
pervaded the | obby.

She opened the door to the enmergency stair, a route favoured by Carry when he was in a hurry to

get to work, and began the brief clinb to the next floor, unconsciously maki ng her footsteps as

Iight as possible. There was a square | anding m dway between floors, and Cona had barely reached
it when the air was filled with the shrill bleat of an al arm signal

Shocked, filled with irrational guilt, she clutched her son closer to her and froze against the
wal |, nomentarily unable to decide whether to turn back or goon

The sound of the al arm caused Mathieu to nmoan al oud in panic.

He backed away fromthe Departnent of Supply nonitor, knowi ng that the hail of radiation he had
sent blasting through it would have erased programres and nenory alike. For an instant he thought
the machine had retained the ability to warn of sabotage, then it dawned on himthat there was a
still-functioning al arm system sonewhere in Sublevel Three, a relic of the days when it had housed
a conputer centre. This was somet hing he had not even considered, yet another proof that it was
fool hardy to plan anything inportant while under the influence of felicitin .

Why are you standi ng around? The words reverberated between his tenples. Run! RUN
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He dragged open the door of the roomand sprinted back the way he had cone, noving so fast under
adrenal in boost that he could actually hear the rush
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of air past his ears. H s sponge-sol ed shoes made virtually no sound as he zi gzagged through the
huge outer room at dangerous speed. The continuing screech of the alarmlent super-human power to
his |l egs as he reached the foot of the enmergency stair and hurled hinmself up it in tine-dilated
dreamflight, taking four and five steps at each stride, his nouth agape and down-curved, scooping
air.

I"mgoing to be all right, he thought as the floor markers appeared and dropped behind with
i mpossible rapidity, fmgoing to get away with

The wonman with the child in her arns appeared before himas in a vision. Tine had now al nost
ceased for Mathieu. In an altered state of consciousness he recogni sed Cona Dal |l en, understood
that she could and woul d destroy him that she had no option but to destroy him and in that
protracted, tortured instant the weapon he was hardly aware of carrying canme up |l evel and his
finger worked the trigger. A conical stormof radiation, noiseless and invisible, engulfed the
woman and chil d.

Even before they had tinme to collapse, Mathieu had passed them silently flitting upwards like a
great bat, and the incident was part of his past. He reached the fourth floor |anding, opened the
door and saw that the length of corridor separating himfromthe sanctuary of his office was
enpty. Concealing the gun in a fold of his jacket, he forced hinmself to wal k at normal speed unti
the blue trapezoid of the office door |oonmed | arge enough Co receive him then he turned the
handl e and went i nside.

"I't's not |ike nurder,"
her

he whi spered to the unconprehending walls, again seeing Cona Dallen and
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son go down before him knowing with a bleak certainty that the scene would play itself behind his
eyes forever in an endless |loop of recrimnation. "It's not a bit like nmurder."

Chapter 3

"I hate to tell you this, Carry, but it looks Iike we got a bandit in 1990 Street."

The voice fromthe transceiver in Dallen's ear canme as an urgent, intimte whi sper which shook him
out of a reverie. Back on Orbitsville the idea of a three-year tour of duty on Earth had seened
valid, and not only because of the benefits to his pronotion schedule. Earth, the home planet, had
al ways had a ronantic fascination for him and working there was bound to give hima better
opportunity to see it than any nunber of package tours. But the job was far from what he had
expected, his wife was refusing to prolong her visit, and he had a yearning to be hone again in
Garamond City, breathing the dianond-pure air which rolled in from Obitsvi Ue's endl ess savannahs.
He was di sconcerted by and ashamed of his honesickness, regarding it as an i nmature enotion, but

it was with himall the time, only abating when sonet hi ng happened to break the daily routine

"Are you sure about this?" he said, taking the
30
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hal f - sroked pi pe fromhis nmouth and tapping it out on his heel. He was standing beside his car on
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Scottish Hill, a city park which gave extensive view s of Madison's southern and western suburbs.
A brief rain shower had just passed over and he had been savouring the cleansed air. The nuseum
section, which included 1990 Street, was | ess than four kilometres away and with unai ded vision he
could see the novenent of traffic at sone of its intersections, vapour-fuzzed glints of norning
sun.

"Pretty sure,” replied JimMellor, his senior deputy, who was on duty in the downtown operations
centre. Two of the new detectors picked up the remmants of a signal froma Lakes Arsenal product
identity tag. Sonebody has done his dammdest to erase it, but enhancenent of what's left indicates
a TL37 fuze."

"That means a small bonb."

"Small enough to fit in your pocket—big enough to zap twenty or thirty people.” Mellor quoted the
figures without relish. "I don't like this, Carry. We've called in all patrols, but they' re way
out in the sticks and it's going to be twenty m nutes before anybody shows."

"Tell themto cone in low and quiet, and to land at least a kilonetre away fromthe Street—f our
visitor sees any fliers he's likely to pop his cork." Dallen was getting into his car as he spoke.
"Can you tell which way he's headi ng?”

"He was sniffed out on the corner of Ninth, and then on Eighth. My guess is he'd heading for the
Exhibition Centre itself. Going for the biggest nunber of casualties.”

"Naturally." Cursing the scant Metagov funding which forced himto nonitor the region with inade-
32
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quate resources, Dallen switched on the car's pul se-nmagnet engine and drove down the hill towards
1990 Street. Runours that a show piece terrorist attack was inm nent had been circul ating for
weeks, ever since he had intercepted a group coming up from Cordele and two of its nenbers had
died in the subsequent chase. He had given tittle regard to the stories, and even less to the
refined versions which predicted an attenpt on his owmn |ife, nmainly because there was no specia
action he could take. His field force of sixteen officers was pernanently overstretched, and now
it | ooked as though a price nmight have to be paid.

Speaki ng without nmoving his lips, purely for the benefit of the transceiver in his ear, Dallen
said, "Are there nmany tourists in the nuseum sector?"

"Not too many," Mellor replied. "Four or five hundred, and maybe a quarter of those are in the
Exhi bition Centre. Do you want me to start pulling them out?"

"No! That could trigger the crazy bastard off quicker than anything. Can you get a new fix on his
position?"

"Sorry. There's practically no signal left in that fuze. It nmust have been a freak condition that
let us pick it up on Eighth and Ninth, and | don't knowif it'll happen anywhere else."

"Ckay, but keep nme posted—+mgoing to walk up 1990 Street fromthe Centre and see if | can spot
him™"

There was a brief silence. "That's not part of your job, Carry."

"I'l'l give nyself a reprimand later." The car's engine whined in protest as Dallen angled it down
the hill in a series of high-speed swerves, cleaving occa-
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sional puddles into silver spray, using the full width of each street and jolting over sidewal k
corners where necessary. Hi s know edge that there was little risk of colliding with another
vehicle and none at all of harm ng pedestrians gave himlicence to drive in a manner which woul d
have been unthi nkably reckless in normal surroundings. Fromthe air, the Scottish H Il district

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D.../Bob%20Shaw%20-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt (12 of 111) [2/24/2004 10:37:57 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Bob%20Shaw%620-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt

| ooked |i ke an ordinary suburb, but all its houses and stores had been enpty for decades, seal ed
by near-invisible plastic skins which proofed their structures agai nst decay. Mst of Madison City
was simlarly deserted, simlarly preserved, with tine switches bringing on the street and house
lights at dusk for the benefit of famlies who had |ong since enigrated to the Big O

Reachi ng the edge of the nuseumdistrict, Dallen turned the car into a cross-street and sl owed
down. He was |l ess than a block away from 1990 Street itself and was entering the "living" sector
of the permanent display. Solid inmges of cars and other vehicles—all of late 20th Century

desi gn—noved purposefully ahead of him and seeningly real people in the costunme of the period

t hronged the sidewal ks and went in and out of stores.

The i mages had been cl osely packed to create an inpression of overcrowded city life on Earth three
centuries earlier, before the discovery of Obitsville. Stationary cars fornmed a continuous line
on each side of the street, apparently leaving no roomfor Dallen to park, but he knew the
illusion was the |l east of his problenms. He drove directly into a resplendent white Cadill ac,
unable to prevent hinmself flinching in the instant when the front of his own car burrowed into the
convi ncingly real bodywork of the |arger vehicle.
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and braked sharply. Sounds and snells of Madison circa 1990, accurately reproduced by hidden
machi nes, envel oped himas he got out of the car and began wal ki ng north towards the next
i ntersection.

"Carry! 1 think we just got another whisper near the corner of 1990 and Third." The voice in
Dal l en' s ear now had a di scerni ble edge of nervousness. "He's getting too near the Exhibition
Centre."

"I'"'mon First, turning into 1990 two bl ocks east of him" Dallen responded. "Assum ng we wal k
about the sane speed, that means we should neet up near the corner of Second. It shouldn't be too
hard to pick himout.** "H mor her."

"The mascul i ne pronoun covers both genders—specially in this line of business.** Aware that he
had put too rmuch effort into trying to sound pedantic and cool, Dallen brought his dunking into
tighter focus. Msn*t the TL37 a dual -action fuze?"

"Yeah—timer and inpact,” Mellor confirmed. "That neans if you don't imobilise himreal fast he's
liable. . .**

"1 know what it neans, Jim** Dallen negotiated die remaining distance to the intersection
steppi ng around the aninmated solid i mages as though they were real people, partly frominstinct
and al so because there was a sprinkling of tourists in the sinmulated cromd. In npost cases he could
identify holiday-makers by the current fashions of their clothing, but sonme liked to dress in
period for their venture into 1990 Street and it could be quite difficult to distinguish themfrom
hol onor phs.

He paused at the corner and took stock of his surroundings. A short distance to his right were the
ORB/ TSVI LLE DEPASTURE
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crystalline palisades of the Exhibition Centre; at successive intersections directly ahead were A
D. 2090 Street and A.D. 2190 Street, each a recreation of its own historical era; and to his left
were the seething perspectives of a Madison City thoroughfare as it had | ooked three centuries
earlier. And sonewhere in that oppressive confusion of human bei ngs and hol onorphs there |urked a
terrorist who was getting ready to ply his trade.

Dal l en's confidence wavered as it cane to himthat he did not even know if his quarry -was on the
north or south side of the street. The inmages of the buses and comercial vehicles which jamred
the central pavenent were inpenetrable to the eye, every bit as good as the real thing for
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providing an intruder with cover. Dallen slipped his right hand into the side pocket of his jacket
and gripped the flat shape of his official sidearm He rotated its beamcontrol, setting the
Weapon to emt a broad fen of energy. It was unlikely that he would get enough time for precise
mar ksnanshi p, and rather than niss his target altogether it would be better to bring down half-a-
dozen bystanders and | et them denounce himwhile they recovered in hospital

"1"mwal ki ng east on 1990," he subvocalised. "If | reach the corner of Second without making
contact I'mgoing to assune the bandit is either near ne or has got past ne. Til wait thirty
seconds then I'll say "off. As soon as | do that | want you to throw the switch and kill every

i mage projector in the Street. That should take our visitor by surprise and give nme a coupl e of
seconds to pick himout."

"Ckay, Carry/ Mellor said, "but suppose there's nore than one."
36
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"It won't matter—Jin geared up to paralyse half the Street."
Tmwi th you."

"Be glad you aren't." Dallen noved tentatively along the block, grateful that fashions in nen's
casual clothing had varied little over the centuries. Hs tan jacket, slacks and open-necked shirt
made a virtually tineless ensenbl e which enabled himto mingle unobtrusively with tourists and

hol omor phs alike. He kept to the outer edge of the sidewalk, trying to scan both sides of the
Street at once. His task was nade a little easier by the fact that he could renmenber sone of its
per manent, though insubstantial, residents. There was the newspaper seller at the entrance to the
Clarence Hotel, the am ably tubby guard at the bank, the cigar store owner who grinned his

i deal ised grin at passers-by. Figures who paused and spoke to them obeying their progranmes, were
i Mmedi ately identifiable as hol onorphs, as were taxi drivers, delivery nen and the tike.

Dallen's real problemlay with strolling w ndow shoppers and si ghtseers. A couple wal ki ng hand-i n-
hand with two smalt children were likely to be flesh-and-blood tourists, but simlar famly groups
had been included in die Street's cast of hol onorphs to establish a honmely atnosphere—and there
was nothing to stop bonmbers adopting the same canouflage. By the tine he reached the midpoint in
the block Dallen's palns were sweating and his heart rate had clinbed until there was a continuous
fluttering agitation in the centre of his chest.

He paused, striving to appear rel axed, and shielded his eyes fromthe sun. Business-suited nen
carrying leather briefcases hurried by him a mailman with a
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sackful of letters, a green-shirted youngster conversing earnestly with a blonde in a pink dress,
two adol escents eating cotton candy, an elderly wonan | aden wi th shoppi ng bags

Tins is hopeless-, Dallen thought. And it's funny the way sonme people are nmaeking footprints and
some aren't.

Narrowi ng his eyes he picked out an area, sone twenty paces ahead, where rain fromthe recent
shower had accunulated in a depression in the sidewal k. The sun had already dried the surrounding
concrete, with the result that people who wal ked through the shall ow pool were | eaving footprints
for sone distance on each side of it.

Except for the bol onorpbs, of course—Illusions don't get ewet feet. Dallen frowned, wondering why
his heartbeat had | apsed into powerful, measured anvil-blows. There was nothing surprising nor
even particularly hel pful about what he had noticed, and yet . . . and yet. . . Lips noving
silently, Dallen turned and ran a few paces in the direction fromwhich he had come, giving
hinsel f a second | ook at one batch of pedestrians. The crowd patterns had al ready changed, but he
found the couple he wanted i nredi ately. The man in the green shirt and the bl onde woman were stil
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engaged in what had seened to be a serious conversation, but—Ballen saw the pair with new
eyes—oenly the man was tal king, and only the man was | eaving fast-fading snears of mpisture on the
si dewal k.

Dall en sl owed abruptly, desperate for tine in which to devise tactics, but his erratic novenents
brought himinto near-collision with three wonmen tourists in holiday shorts. They nade little
sound, a barely audible gasp of surprise, but it was enough. The green-

38 Bob Shaw

shirted man gl anced back at Dailen and began to run, dragging sonething fromhis hip pocket as he
went .

Dall en buried hinself into pursuit, realised at once that another second was all the tinme the
terrorist needed, and fired his sklearmthrough the material of his jacket. Several aninated
figures were caught in the cone of energy, but they were unaffected-hol o- norphs—and Dal |l en ran
cl ean through them as he glinpsed the bonmber angling forward, rigid and toppling.

The fuze! The voice in Dallen's head had the hysterical shrillness of a speeded-up recording. How
much inmpact will it stand?

He overtook me falling man, danped an arm around hi mand used the nonmentum of his charge to carry
them both into the narrow entrance of an el ectronics store. Antique television sets in the glazed
di splay areas on each side glimered with i nages of an earlier age. A m ddl e-aged coupl e who had
been inspecting the tel evision sets backed off in alarm the woman pressing a hand to her throat.

"There's nothing to worry about,"” Dallen said, smling a reassurance as he noved his right hand
down the dead weight in his arns and gripped the nmetal cylinder which had been partially withdrawn
fromthe bonber's pocket.

"Say, what's going . . . ?" The paunchy man broke off, | ooking doubtful, as the bonber nade
glottal clicking noises which indicated that his powers of speech would soon return. "Is that guy
si ck?"

Dal l en weighed the alternatives open to him The orthodox course would be to produce
identification, send the couple on their way and call for assistance. But handling die situation
that way, legally and
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properly, would have an inevitabl e consequence—a near-conplete victory for the terrorist
infiltrator. It was alnpbst certain that the bonb's tinmng device was set to explode it within

m nutes, which left the authorities with the choice of evacuating the Street and all owi ng the
destruction to take place, or of risking lives in an attenpt to fly the bonb to open ground.

Ei ther way, the news would go out with tachyonic speed, the nmessage that Madison City was no

|l onger a safe place for visitors. Dallen | ooked dowmn at the face of the young man he was cradling
in spurious intinacy, saw the nute loathing in his eyes, and felt the bl eak unconprom sing side of
his own nature respond in kind. He renewed his smile for the benefit of the watching people.

"Sick?" he said. "W should all afford to be so sick—young Joe here has just swall owed about a
hundred nonits' worth of happydust. He's got a habit of overdoing it.**

The wonan's powdery face registered concern mingled with distaste. "WII he be all right?"

"Right as rain, lady—t'll all conme back up again any tine now " Dallen eyed the couple
i ngenuously. "Can you lend nme sonething to clean himup wi th? A handkerchief or a tissue or

sonet hing." The sounds from the bomber's throat intensified, and Dallen patted his cheek with nock
af fecti on.
"Sorry . . . we're late . . . our friends are ..." The man took his wife's arm and wal ked her back

out to the sidewal k where they promptly noved out of sight.
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Relieved to find that the incident had attracted no other spectators, Dallen transferred the
cylindrical bonmb to the safety of his own pocket, then manhandled the inert figure of his captive
to the store's inner
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door. It swung open as soon as he pressed his badge to the |ock. He quickly dragged his burden

i nside, handling the large nan with an ease which canme fromregular strength training. The
interior of the store, apart fromthe wi ndow display area, was enpty and noul dering, a |long cavern
hung wi th cobwebs. A dank toadstool-snell polluted the air. Heading for a doorway at the for end,
Dal | en used the special whisper which would be audible only at his headquarters.

"Fve got him Jim" he said. "We're in Cagle's television store in the one hundred bl ock, and
there was no fuss—so play everything quiet and cool. Send a car to the rear of the prenises, but
tell the crewto wait outside in the alley till | call for them'

Mel | or spoke quickly. "Wat about the bonb?"
"It's going to be defused."
"Carry, you' re not going to do sonething dunb, are you? There's no way to neutralise a TL37."

There's one way, Dallen thought. "Radio reception is pretty bad in here, Jim Can you pick up ny
?n He made the lateral nmovenment of his jaw which switched off the inplanted transceiver

and—gougi ng irregul ar channels in the silted dust of the floor—dragged his captive into what had

once been a square office. There was a flurry of novenent in one corner as a grey shape

di sappeared into a hole in the skirting. Dallen swng the young nman into a sitting position

against a watt, pulled a billfold fromthe pocket of the green shin and scanned its contents.

"Derek H Beaunont," he announced. "You should have stayed at hone in Cordele, young Derek."

"You . . . should . Beaunont's nouth contorted

ORBI TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
41
with the effort of speaking. "You should ... go and..."

"Don't say it," Dallen cut in. "That sort of talk is very uninspired—ertainly not worth | osing
your front teeth over." He took his first considered ook at his prisoner and was relieved to find
hinsel f reacting with an instinctive dislike which was going to nake his task easier. Sone of the
rai ders he had conme up against in the past had been personabl e youngsters, physical nodels he
coul d have chosen for his own son, but the inpression he got fromthe man before hi m now was one
of arrogance and stupidity. Dilute grey eyes regarded himfroma pale oval face which |ost rather
man gai ned individuality froma down-curving noustache. The standard-i ssue Zapata noust ache”
Dal | en thought. O naybe they've only got one, and they pass it around.

"You better not touch ne," Beaunont said.

"I know—+'ve had hygiene lectures." Dallen took the cylindrical bonb from his pocket. "How many
peopl e were you hoping to kill with this?"

"You're the killer around here, Dallen."
"You know nme?"

"I know you. W all know you." Beaunont's words were slurred as a result of his paralysis. "And
one of these days . "

"Then you'll also know this isn't a bluff—you, young Derek, are going to tell ne the conbination
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for this." Dallen flicked the six nunbered rings, close to one end of the cylinder, which would
have to be correctly set to allow the fuze to be w thdrawn.

Beaunont managed sonething close to a sneer. "Wy the fuck should I?"
"1 shoul d have thought that was obvious,” Dallen
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said mldly. "You're going to be sitting on top of the bonb if it goes. How | ong have you got? Ten
m nutes? Fifteen?"

**You don't scare ne, Dallen. You couldn't get away with a thing like that."

"Couldn't I?" Dallen thought for a nonent about the effects of an explosion in the crowled
Exhibition Centre and felt his humanity bl eed away. "If you've got sone dimideas about publicity
and propaganda—forget them 1 haul ed you way back here because a few walls and a good cushi on of
air are enough to contain a bonb this size. The bang will startle a | ot of people, naturally, but
they'll cal mdown when they hear it was one of the city's old gas mains. And nobody is going to
hear about you, friend. This tinme tonmorrow you'll be nothing but rat turds."

"You're a bastard, Dallen. You're a dirty . Beaunont fell silent and the appearance of a
thoughtful, introverted expression in his eyes showed that he was struggling to nove, to force
muscl e comands across die artificially wi dened synaptic gaps of his nervous system Lentils of
perspiration appeared on his brow, but his linbs remained totally immobile.

Tin everything you say, and nore." Dailen knelt and held the bonb dose to Beaunont's face. "Wat's
t he conbi nation, Derek?"

"I ... |1 don't have it."

"I'n mat case, |I'msorry for you.** The possibility that Beaunont was speaking the truth flickered
in Dallen's mnd, but he refused to consider it. "I'mgoing to get out of here now—+n case this

t hing ;, blows up sooner than we expect—but | want you to " know I'I'l be thinking about
you. " '

Beaunont's pallor intensified, making his face al - |

nmost | um nescent. "We're going to crucify you, Dallen. Not only you . . . your wife and kid, as
well. . . just to let you see what it's like ... | pronmise youit's all set up . . .**

"You've got a great talent for saying the wong thing," Dallen said, keeping his voice steady in
spite of the pounding tunult of his chest. "1 don't want that conbination any nore. You can keep
it—for a while."

He gently inserted the bonb at the juncture of Beaunont's thighs, nmaking it a silver phallus, then
strai ghtened up and wal ked out of the roomon |egs that suddenly felt rubbery. It's aU gone w ong,
he accused hinself, putting his back to the opposite side of the same partition that supported
Beaunont and breathing deeply to overcone a devel opi ng sense of nausea. | should have dunped the
bl oody bonmb and banted Beaunont outside and cleared the area. But nowit's too late. It was too

| ate as soon as be brought in Cona and M kel

Taking his pipe froma side pocket, he filled it with black and yell ow strands, and had put it in
his mouth before realising he had no desire to snoke. Al at once it seemed incredible, nonstrous,
that he was squandering the precious mnutes of his |life in such a fashion. How had he conme to be
trapped in the rotting carcase of a television store with a woul d-be nurderer and a |ive bonb? Wy
was he confined to the claustrophobia and pettiness of Earth when he and his fanmily should be
soaring free on Orbitsville?
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In the two centuries which had el apsed since Vance Garanond's di scovery of Obitsville the
circunst ance of mankind's exi stence had conpl etely changed. One of the nbst quoted statistics
connected with the Big
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O was that it provided prine-quality living space equivalent to five billion Earths, but even nore
significant was the fact that it had enough roomto accommodate every intelligent creature in the
gal axy. For the first tine in history there had been little or no brake on human expansi on, and
the mgrations had begun i mredi ately.

Earth's technol ogy and i ndustry had becone totally absorbed in the | ast great challenge, that of
transporting an entire planetary popul ati on across hundreds of light years to its ultimte hone.
It had been a venture only made feasible by two factors—the old world's declining birth rate, and
the irresistibleness of Obitsville's call. Every nation, every statelet, every political party,
power group, religion, sect, church, famly, individual could have the equivalent of a virgin
world in which to pursue ideals and dreans. Governnents had been slower to adapt to the new era
man peopl es, but statesnmen and politicians—faced with the prospect of strutting enpty stages—had
eventual |y been persuaded that their duties |lay el sewhere.

Each migratory government had, by UN agreenent, retained responsibility for law and order inits
historic territories, but time and distance had had their inevitable effect. Interest had
declined, costs had increased, and nmany totalitarian states had in the end opted for the clean
break solution, with conmpul sory mgration of all subjects. Enforced mgration to Orbitsville had
not been possible in denocratic countries, but that had not prevented governments—anxi ous to
shake the clogging dust of the past fromtheir feet—rom using every conceivabl e i nducenent and
pressure. Mre and nore towns and cities had crunbl ed, ever larger areas of rural |and had becone

ORBI TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
45

overgrown, as the ordinary people had succunbed to the lure of the golden journey, the free trip
to the Big O

There had, of course, been those who refused to | eave. Mstly they had been the very old, nmen and
wonen who wanted to end their days on the planet of their birth, but there had al so been a
sprinkling of those who sinply rejected the idea of pulling up stakes. And now in the year 2296,
al rost two hundred years after the finding of Orbitsville, the die-hards in each area were stil
struggling to maintain a senbl ance of organi sed conmunity life. But their situation had becomne

| ess tenable with each passing decade as facilities had broken down and noney and support from

O bitsville had dw ndl ed

"You're not footing me, Dallen
know you're out there, man.**

The voice fromthe other side of the partition was confident. "I

Dall en remained quiet, tightening his |ips.
"I"'mtelling you the God's truth, man—+ don't have no conbi nation.**

You shoul dn't have threatened nmy wi fe and boy. Dallen glanced at his watch, suddenly renenbering
he had arranged to neet Cona and M kd for lunch, an appoi ntment he was now bound to m ss

regardl ess of how things worked out with Beaunont. He woul d be unable to get a nessage to Cona
unl ess he resumed radio contact with Jim Ml lor, which conflicted with his resolve to claim al
responsibility for his current actions. It's all gone wong, he accused hinself once nore. Wy
doesn't the noron give in before it's too |ate?

There was a | engthy period of near-silence—the street sounds were nurmurous and renote, part of
anot her exi stence—then Beaunont spoke in |less as-
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sertive tones. "What brought you here anyway, Datlen? Wiy didn't you stay on the Big O where you
bel ong?**

Responding to the change in the other man's attitude, Dallen said, "It's my job."
"Hanmering down on folk who's only standing up for their rights? Geat job, nman."
"They haven't any right to steal Metagov supplies and equi pnent."

"They got to steal the stuff if they can't afford to pay off Mdison City officers on the quiet.
Be straight with yourself, Dallen. Do you really think it's right for Metagov to keep a whole city
going ... a whole city lying enpty except for a population of frigging optical illusions

whil e we got people sick and hungry on the outside?**

Dal | en shook his head, even though Beaunont could not see, inpatient with old argunents. "There's
no need for anybody to go sick or hungry."

"I know," Beaunont said bitterly. "Let ourselves be rounded up like cattle! Let ourselves be
shi pped off to the Big O and turned out to pasture . . . Well, sone of us just won't do it,
Dal l en. W're the | ndependents.™

"I ndependents who feel entitled to be supported.** Dallen was deliberately supercilious. "That's a
serious contradiction in terns, young Derek."

"W don't want to be supported. We nmade a contribution too, but nobody ... W just want ... W .
." Overwhel ned by incoherence, Beaunont paused and his | aboured breathing was easily audible
through the partition.

"And all / want is that conbination," Dallen said. "Your tine's running out.**
He nmade his voice hard and certain, consciously
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striking out agai nst the anbival ence he usually felt when forced to think about Earth's recent
past. Cona, as a professional historian, had the sort of m nd which could cope with vast areas of
conpl exity, confusion and conflict, whereas he yearned for a dawn-tinme sinplicity which was never
forthcomng. In the early years of the mgrations, for exanple, nobody had planned actually to
abandon the cities of the hone world and |l et themsink into decay. There had been too big an
investment in tine. Mankind's very soul lingered in the masonry of the great conurbations, and
hundreds of them$from York to New York, Paris to Peking—had been designated as cultural shrines,
pl aces to which Earth's children would return fromtinme to time and reaffirmtheir hunmanity.

But the thinking had been wong, bound by outdated paraneters.

There had once been an age in which romantics could see nen as natural wanderers, conpelled to
voyage fromone stellar beacon to the next until they ran out of space or tinme—but there were no
stars in the night skies of Orbitsville. Cenerations had cone and gone without ever having their
spirits troubled by the sight of distant suns. Obitsville provided all the kbettsraum may and
their descendants woul d ever need; Earth was renote and increasingly irrelevant, and there were
better things to do with noney than the propping up of ruins for forgotten cities. Mdison, forner
adm nistration centre for the evacuation of seven states, was one of the very |ew nmuseumcities to
remai n viabl e, and even there funding and time were grow ng desperately short.

The thought of dwi ndling reserves of tinme pronpted Dallen to | ook again at his watch. "I can't
risk

48
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babysitting here any longer," he called out. "See you around!"
"You can't bluff ne, Dallen."”

"Woul dn't dream of trying." Dallen wal ked towards the front of the store, resisting the tenptation
to tread noisily on the dusty grey tinbers of the floor. The slightest hint of overacting on his
part was likely to strengthen Beaunont's resolve. As he dodged the insubstantial stalactites of
cobwebs the conviction that he had nade a m stake grew nore intense and nore unnanni ng. He deci ded
to wait at the outer door for two minutes before dragging his prisoner out to safety, but new
doubts had begun to gnaw at his confidence. What if Beaunont genuinely did not know the fuze

conbi nation or even the precise tinmer setting? Wiat sort of justification could he give to others,
to hinmself, if the bonb expl oded and sent a blizzard of gl ass daggers through the pedestrians in
1990 Street?

On reaching the front door he | eaned against the frame, pressing his forehead into his arm and
began the fam liar exercise of catechising the stranger he had becorme. Wat are you doing here?
How long will it be before you—personally and deliberately—kill one oftbese sad, Earth-limted

gawks? Wy don't you pack in the sad, Eartb-limted little job and take Cona and M kel back to

O bitsvil k where you all bel ong?

The | ast question was one which had confronted himw th increasing frequency in recent nonths. It
had never failed to produce feelings of anger and frustration, the hel pl essness which coni es when
a mnd which Iikes answers is faced with the unanswerabl e, but all at once—standing there in the
moul dered silence of the store—he realised that the difficulty lay within hinself and al ways had
done. The question
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was childishly sinple, provided he faced up to and acknow edged the fact that he had nmade a
m stake in comng to Earth. It was so easy. He—arry Dallen, the nan who was al ways ri ght—-had made
a stupid m stake!

Awar e that he was rushi ng psychol ogi cal processes which could not be rushed, that he was bound to
suffer reactions later, he posed the crucial question again and saw that it had becone redundant.
There was nothing under this or any other sun to prevent his taking his famly home. They coul d be
on their way within a week. Dallen, experiencing a sense of relief and rel ease which was al nost
post-orgasnic, |ooked down at his hands and found they were trenbling.

"L*t's get the hell out of here,"” he whispered, turning towards the rear of the store.

"For Chris'sake, Dallen, come back!" The voice fromthe office enclosure was virtually
unr ecogni sabl e, a hi gh-pitched whine of panic. "This thing's set for 11.20! What time is it now?"

Dall en | ooked at his watch and saw there were four minutes in hand. At another time he would have
wal ked slowy and silently back to the office, turning die screw on his prisoner to show hi mthat
life was easier on the right side of the law, but that kind of thinking now seened petty. Eartb-
limted, was the termhe had just invented. / don't want to be Eartb-limted any | onger

He ran to the rear office, shoul dered open the door and | ooked down at Beaunont, who was stil
unabl e to nove. The silver obscenity of the bonb was projecting fromhis crotch. Suppressing a
pang of shame.
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Dallen retrieved the cylinder and fingered the fuze conbination rings.

"You' re going to be bastardi n* sorry about this, you bastard," Beaunont ground out, his eyes white
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crescents of hatred.

"My watch nmight be slow ** Dallen said pointedly. "Do you want out of here, or would you rather
stay and . . . ?"

" Si X- seven- ni ne-two-seven-ni ne. *'

"That must be a prime nunber." Dallen began aligning the digits with the datummark. "Get it?
Fuze—pri mer —pri me?"

"Hurry up, for

"There we go!" Dallen withdrew the fuze and tossed it into a corner. "Thanks for your cooperation
Der ek. "

He left the office, wal ked along a short corridor to the rear of the prenises and opened a heavy
door whose hi nges nade snappi ng sounds as they broke bonds of rust. An unmarked car was waiting in
the alley outside, its snooth haunches scattering oily needles of sunlight, and two young officers
in uni form—Tandy and | bbet son—were standing beside it. Dallen sniled as he saw the apprehension
on their faces.

"Have a bonb," he said, slapping the cylinder into | bbetson's palm "It's okay—+t's safe—and
there's a character called Derek Beaunont to go with it. You'll find himresting inside, first
door on the right."

"I wish you wouldn't do things like this," Ibbetson nunbled. Hi s voice faded as he went through
the door, turning his footballer's shoulders to facilitate entry, and | unbered al ong the corri dor

Vi e Tandy, slate-jawed and neticul ously neat, noved closer to Dallen. "Wuld you talk with Jim
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Mel lor? He's going crazy back there trying to reach you."

"He al ways does. Every tinme | get into a pocket of bad reception he ..." Dallen broke off as he
noti ced Tandy's expression, oddly wooden and reserved. "Anything w ong?"

"Al'l | heard is Jimwants you to contact him" Avoiding Dallen's gaze, Tandy tried to by-pass him
and enter the buil di ng.

"Don't try that sort of thing on ne," Dallen snapped, gripping the other nman's upper arm "Qut
with it!"

Tandy, now | ooki ng enbarrassed, said, "I ... | think something m ght have happened to your wife
and bdy."

Dal | en stepped back from him bemnmusedly shaking his head, filled with a sense that his
surroundi ngs and the blue dome of atnosphere and the universe beyond were inploding upon him

Chapter 4

On the butt of the gun there was a stud which had to be depressed and noved fromone end of a U
shaped slot to the other. It had been designed that way to ensure that the weapon, a highly
expensi ve piece of engineering, could never be deconmi ssioned by accident. Mathieu ran the stud
along its full course, causing the nmyriad circuits to adopt new and pernmanent neutr al
configurations, then he stripped the gun down to four basic parts and hid themin separate drawers
of his desk.

The action made him feel safer, but not much. H's original plan, now reveal ed to have been
woef ul | y i nadequate, had not allowed for a still-functioning alarm system on Subkvel Three, and he
could only specul ate about ot her possible deficiencies. The gun had been rendered invisible to any
detectors the police mght bring in, but there was no guarantee that an existing nonitor had not
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already tracked its course through die building and into his office. If that were the case he
woul d know about it very soon

52
ORB/ TSV/ LLE DEPARTURE
53

Behave normally in the nmeantinme, he told hinmself, then cane a question which was al nost
unanswerable to one in his state of nind. What do normal people do when an al arm sounds? He
pondered it for a monent, like a man confronted by a problemin alien logic, and hesitantly
reached towards his comruni cati ons panel. The solid image of Vik Costain, personal assistant to
Mayor Brycel and, appeared at the projection focus. Costain, who was close to sixty, nade a

prof essi on out of knowing ail there was to know about the City Hall and those who worked there.

"What's goi ng on?" Mathieu said. "What was die racket?"

"Gve nme a break, will you? I'mstill trying to ..." Costain tilted his near-hairless head,
obviously listening to an inportant nessage, and nodded deci sivel y—a sure sign he had no i dea what
to do next. "Call ne later, Gerald."

"Don't forget to let me know if the building's on fire," Mathieu replied, breaking the connection

He breathed deeply and regularly for a nminute, satisfied that he had put on a reasonable act, gone
sonme di stance towards covering his tracks, then he closed his eyes and saw Cona Dallen and her son
falling . . . falling and folding . . . their eyes already bright and incurious . . . idiot eyes

Mat hi eu | eaped to his feet and wal ked around the perineter of his office, suddenly unable to
dredge enough oxygen fromthe air. He had made the circuit a second tine, faster, before realising
he was trying to outrace a part of hinself, the pan which acknow edged t hat he—Geral d Mat hi eu—was
a nmurderer. No anount of sidestepping or playing with definitions was going to change that fact.
Cont i nuance of
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personality was the sole criterion, the only one which counted, and the personalities known as
Cona Dallen and M kel Dallen no | onger existed. He had blasted themaway in a storm of conpl ex
radi ati ons which had returned two human brains to the tabula rasa condition of the newborn infant,
and those personalities would never exist again, no matter what therapies were enpl oyed.

Carry Dallen will fall m WMathieu abruptly stopped wal ki ng and pi nched Ac bridge of his nose

bet ween finger and thunmb, trying to cone to ternms with the new thought. There was little that was
fanciful or nelodramatic about it. Dallen was a big, powerfully built, handsome man who worked a
little too hard at appearing casual, who was always a titde too quick with the joke or pleasantry
designed to put those about himat their ease. Mathieu, a gifted people-watcher, had privately
sized himup as inflexible and intolerant, with the capacity to be ruthless in pursuit of what he
believed to be right. He had al ways been afraid of Dallen, even when there was nothi ng nore than
wel | -conceal ed graft on his consci ence—aow he had a chilling conviction that Dallen would took
straight into his soul, know himfor what he was, and come after himlike a renorsel ess nachi ne.

"No nore than you deserve," he said, addressing his image in a wall mrror he had had specially
installed. The man he saw | ooked surprisingly relaxed and confident, |ike a Nordic tennis chanpion
on holiday, giving no indication of crinmnality or of the hunger which was grow ng nore insistent
in himby the mnute. The thought of felicitin caused Mathieu to slip a hand into his jacket and
touch the gold pen clipped in the inner pocket. It was a functional wit-
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ing instrument, but with a small adjustnent it dispensed a magical ink. A one-centinetre |line
drawn on the tongue was enough to put right everything that was wong in Mathieu's life, not only
for the present but working in retrospect, right back to the tinme he had conme from O bksville at
di e age of eight.

H s father, Arthur Mathieu, had been a nminor Metagov official who had followed the pronotion trai
to Earth and had lost his way in a maze of gin bottles and ill-starred departnmental shuffles. The
communi ty of governnment workers in Madison City was small and cl ose-knit, and the boy

Geral d—humliated by his father's failure—had gone through school as a solitary stroller, barely
achi eving grades, dreaning of the day he would return to the Big Os delicately ribbed sky and up-
curving horizons. Then, when Gerald was sixteen, his father had died in a |udicrous accident

i nvol ving a hedge trimrer, and suddenly the way back had been open. Hi s nmother was returning, his
younger sister was returning, but Mthieu had found he was afraid of the return journey and even
nmore terrified of Orbitsville itself. He had clained the right to an unbroken educati on and by
sheer force of belated effort had built a successful career in Madison, achieving a position which
no reasonabl e person woul d expect himto quit nerely to return to his boyhood hone.

Mat hi eu understood his own private strategy, however. And although one part of his mnd assured
himhis timdity was of no consequence—another part, brooding and illogical, saw it a serious
character defect, evidence of a void where there should have been the cornerstone of a
personality. He had tried psychol ogi cal judo, presenting his weaknesses as cute
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foi bles. Pve never bad the slightest trace of will power-ask anybody who knows me. There is only
one way to get rid of tenptation—give in imediately. You can always trust nme to let you down .

Then had come felicitin, bringer of the ultimate high. Felicitin, which could have been custom

designed by a master chemi st for Mathieu' s personal salvation, which made the user feel not only
good, but right. Felicitin, at five thousand nonits and nore for an anmount the size of a single

t ear dr op.

For whi ch he had becone a thief.
For which he had becone a nurderer

Mat hi eu drew the gold pen out of his pocket, clenched both hands around it and made as if to snap
it intw. He stood that way for a full mnute, changing his grip on the cylinder several tines,
trenbling like a marksman afflicted with target-shyness, then his posture relaxed as he felt
hinself arrive at one of his rationalisations. There was no need to try kicking the habit. Datten
woul d be quick to ascertain the events leading to the annihilation of his famly, to |leap from
notive and opportunity to half-intuitive identification. Soon after that Mthieu would be going to
the prison colony—f Dallen let himget that far—and in prison one did not have to struggle to
escape drug dependency. The cold turkey treatnent was thrown in free with the uniformand the
rehab tapes.

From beyond his door there came the sound of other doors slanmm ng, excited voices, rapid
footsteps. One thing which had not changed over the centuries was the essential dullness of npst
adm ni strative jobs, and on a heavy sumer's norning, with the outside world shimering on the
wi ndows tike a nulticoloured dream the sense of ennui in the corridors was al nost
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tangi bl e. Now sonet hing out of the ordinary had happened in the building and the word was goi ng
around. This was going to be a day to renenber.

Mat hi eu slipped his pen back into his pocket, sat down at his desk and tried to plan the next
hour. He decided, having made his for-the-record enquiry, to wait where he was until soneone
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requested his presence downstairs. Frank Brycel and, the mayor, was out of town for two days, so it
was |ikely that Mathieu would be sutmmoned as soon as Costain realised what had happened. As the
mnutes slowy filtered fromfuture into past he felt mldly surprised at how | ong Costain was
taki ng, then he began to appreciate the variance between his own i nformed viewpoint and those of
other people in die building. An alarm had sounded wi thout any i mediately identifiable cause; a
security check could be slow and tentative; and the condition of the woman and child lying on the
energency stair might take tine to diagnose, especially as Luddite Specials were far from conmon
by the end of the 23rd Century.

Pronpt ed by inpul se, Mathieu went to the wi ndow and | ooked down at the north side car park just as
a police cruiser came slewing in fromBurlington Avenue. As soon as it had stopped three nen got
out and ran towards the north | obby. Sonething gave an ky heave in Mathieu' s stomach as he

recogni sed the bl ack-haired figure of Carry Dallen | oping along with unconsci ous power, |ooking as
though he could run clear through the wall of die building. Feeling cold and isol ated, Mathieu
returned to his desk and sat staring at his hands, waiting.

Per haps five mnutes had gone by before there was a chim ng sound and Costain's head hovered
before
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him Errant flecks of light swarnming like fireflies around the i mage showed the projector was
| osing its adjustnents.

"Can you come down to the north | obby?" Costain sounded both nervous and guarded. "R ght now?"
"What's the matter?"

"It looks |ike sonebody has wi ped Cona Dallen and her boy.**

"W ped them " Mathieu conveyed puzzl enent. "Do you nean . . ?"

"Yeah—total brain scour. Didn't you know?"

"No, | ..." Mathieu paused, sensitive to the question. "How the hell would / know? |'ve been
sitting in ny . "

Costain shook his head. "It's all over the building, Gerald. You'll have to make a statenent."

“I"'mon nmy way down." Mathieu stood up as Costain's inmage dissolved. He went to the door,

snoot hing his hair and naking slight adjustnents to the hang of his jacket. It was inportant for
himto | ook his best when going into a difficult situation, and facing up to Dallen was going to
be the worst ever, the ultinmate bad scene. The el evator was waiting, and with al nost no | apse of
tinme he was in the | obby, working his way through barriers of people, all of whomwere facing the
door of a room which had once been used by comm ssionaires, back in the days when Madi son had been
boomi ng. Vik Costain, as though retepathicaily forewarned, opened the door as Mathieu reached it,
qui ckly drew himinside and clicked the |ock

"We're all going to roast over this one," Costain said, the folds of his grey face set tike
rippled lava. "Frank has been griping about security for nonths."
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"I know, " WMathieu nunbled, noving further into the roomto becone part of its central tableau
Cona Dal |l en was stretched out on her back on the floor, hands making randomlittle paw ng
novenents in the air. Her |ightweight saffron dress was in disarray, show ng her conical thighs,
but the display was asexual because her face was bl ank and serene, unmarked by identity, and her
eyes were those of a baby—bright, hunorous, unconprehendi ng. A bubbled ribbon of saliva ran from
one corner of her mouth. Carry Dallen was kneeling beside her, rocking gently with his son
gathered in his arns, his face hidden in the boy's hair. Mathieu said a silent farewell to joy.
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Costain touched Mathieu's arm "Who would do a thing |ike this?"

"I know who did it," Dallen announced in a | eaden, abstracted voice. He raised his head and slowy
| ooked around the hal f-dozen men in the room Mthieu' s heart juddered to a standstill as the
grey, tear-lensed eyes |locked with is own, but-—iracul ously—ballen's gaze wandered away from him
wi t hout pause. It was as if they had becone strangers.

"I did this," Dallen continued.

One of the policenment in the group noved uneasily. "Carry, | don't think you should ..."
Dallen silenced himwith a look. "I brought ny family to this place ... | handled the job wong .
pushed too hard . . . ignored the threats ..." A nuscular spasm pulled his nouth downwards at

the corners, producing a caricature of an urchin who had just been thrashed, and when he spoke
each word was the snapping of a glass rod. "Wiy couldn't | have been with then? | don't deserve a
brain . "

<SO Bob Shaw
"I"mgoing to see what's hol ding the anbul ance,"” Costain said, striding to the door

"Good idea." Mathieu went through the doorway on the heels of the older man, anxious to | eave the
enoti onal -autoclave of the room Instead of following Costain to the |obby's outer doors he
turned right along the corridor and went into a washroom It was cool and enpty, heavily perfuned
with soap. In the furtive privacy of a cubicle he took the gold pen fromhis pocket, reset the
point and drew it across his tongue, making a line twice as long as was usual for him

/ mght be lucky\ he thought. Perhaps Fmgoing to get away with it.

He cl osed his eyes retreating inwards, waiting for chem cal absolution
Chapter 5

The acci dent occurred about eighty minutes into the flight.

Jean Antony's first intinmation that sonething serious was happening cane when instrunmentation
panel s began to go dead wi thout any acconpanying warni ng signals. Her Type 83 freighter was nore
than a century old and sone of its systens were afflicted with a |and of el ectronic gangrene, but
the fault indicator circuits were supposed to be in good shape. The fact that sonme had failed
could be trivial or catastrophic. She knew it could involve as tittle as an annoying extra

mai nt enance charge, or as nmuch as ..

Dear God! The prayer was instinctive, unconnected with religious belief. Dear God, don't let this
cargo kill me

The ship's antiquated ion thrusters were creating only a fifth of normal gravity, enabling Jean to
cross the control gallery in one floating stride. She glanced at the master status indicator—an
array of gl ow ng
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bl ock di agrams, nost of themin the formof |ongitudinal sections through the hull —-and saw a
spreadi ng bl ackness which could only nean that a Bessenobn-D container had ruptured in the cargo
hol d. For a noment she allowed herself to feel shocked at the sheer unfairness of what had
happened, a series of supposedly perfect fail-safe devices failing so dangerously, then cane the
realisation that she was lingering in a spacecraft which could literally be dissolving around her

Bessenon- D was a sol vent gas which had displaced nine-tenths of the capital equiprment
traditionally associated with metal foundries. In nornal circunstances it was inimcal life, but
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drifting free within a spacecraft it was capable of ending Jean Antony's existence in a dozen

di fferent ways. Destruction of the pressure hull was the obvious danger, but for ail she knew the
first lethal w sps could already be swirling towards her through ventilation ducts, speeded on
their way by plastic inpellers. There was no tine to waste.

"Code Zero-zero-one!" she shouted as she hurled herself towards the enmergency capsul e conmpartnent.
No acknow edgenent canme from the on-board conputer. As she opened the door to the conpartnment nost
of the Iights on the control panel began to flicker and a sudden queasiness in her stomach told
her the ship's thrust controllers were behaving erratically. She stepped into the capsule and

al | oned the door to slam and seal behind her. A shuddering unlike anything she had previously
encountered in twenty years of astrogation stirred the capsule into life, bringing with it the
conviction that it was too late to escape whatever fate was overtaki ng the nother
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ship. The capsule's activator button sprang into ruby brilliance, splintering the claustrophobic
dar kness.

Jean hit the button with the heel of her right hand. There was an expl osion, a wenching jolt and
a second |l ater she was adrift in space, only fifty kilometres above the inconceivabl e vastness of
Orbitsville.

Jean's first reflexive action was to check that the capsule's radi o beacon was functioning
properly. She located the pulsing green rectangle on the miniature instrunent panel, touched it
for reassurance, then raised her eyes to see how the dooned freighter was faring. The coffin-sized
capsule had all-round visibility, and fromits viewpoint the universe was divided into two equa
parts. "Above" was a hem sphere of stars, many of themindividually brilliant against fainter
swarns and the frozen |um nous clouds of the MIky Way; "bel ow' there appeared to be nothing.

In spite of her years of plying the two-hundred-plus equatorial portals, Jean's brain still tended
to interpret the scene as though she were in a |l owflying plane which was skiming the surface of
a dark ocean. She scanned the region directly below the capsule, expecting to pick out the lights
of the freighter at once, and was surprised and only faintly alarned to observe unbroken night.
Did it nmean that every power source on the ship had failed, dousing even the astrogation |ights?

That can't be, she told herself. Not so soon

She frowned, still puzzled rather than worried, turning her head fromside to side to take in
| arger areas of the bl ackness bel ow her. Then, froma corner of her eye, she becane aware of
somet hi ng huge occulting the star fields above her. She tw sted around
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in the confined space and verified what the first intuitive shock had already told her—that the
opaque nass was the freighter sliding ahead on its own course.

Refusing to allow herself to panic, Jean studied the | arger vessel and tried to decide what had
gone wong with the escape. The answer cane qui ckly. Astrogation and marker |ights were slipping
across the long silhouette at increasing speed, which neant that the disfunction of its thrust
controllers had caused the ship to rotate. And instead of the capsul e having been ejected upwards,
to carry it into space and clear of the equatorial trade lanes, it had been fired downwards in the
direction of Obitsville. She was bound for a grazing collision with the unseen surface a nere
fifty kilometres bel ow.

Until that nonent Jean's principal concern had been the | oss of the Atkinson Ginsbaw, the old

shi p—named after a favourite Victorian artist—which was on the point of annihilating both itself
and nost of her assets. Wth the skinpiness of her insurance coverage, the incident probably neant
the end of the one-woman transport business she had been operating for eight years, ever since her
nmot her had di ed, but now such considerations were trivial. The capsule was travelling downwards at
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about forty kilonetres an hour, and al so had a forward conponent of about thirty thousand—he
speed at which it had parted conpany with the ship. These velocities, relative to the Obitsville
shell, were snall conpared to nornal operational speeds, but they were enough to destroy the thin-
wal | ed capsule in the collision which was due in approxi nately seventy-five m nutes.

Life or death, for her, had become a question of howlong it would take the rescue services to
react.
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At the age of forty, Jean had retained the instinctive belief in imortality which comes from good
heal th, good | ooks, an active intelligence and a satisfying life style. But now, floating in

sil ence above the invisible vastness of the Big Os outer surface, she had to wei gh up the chances
of surviving the day, knowi ng in advance that the odds were not in her favour

Orbitsville had three bands of circular portals—ene at its equator, one in each of the northern
and sout hern hem spheres. Those on the equator, spaced at intervals of roughly five-nmllion

kil ometres, had been given the identification nunbers 1 to 207, counting east fromthe porta
whi ch had first been penetrated by Vance Garanond and the crew of his SEA flickerw ng. Thriving
ports and cities had subsequently sprung up around many of the entrances during the great
mgrations fromEarth, and at that time the equatorial trade |anes had been busy and wel |

regul ated. But those cities had been built alnpst fromforce of habit, dying manifestations of
manki nd's need for safe huddling places. Wth unlimted territory available there was no | onger
any need for conpetition, conflict or defence. The millions fromEarth had been effortlessly
absorbed, lured by Orbitsville's endl ess savannahs, and—as quickly as they were created—nany
cities had been abandoned, echoing the fate of their forebears on the honme world.

During Jean's career the interportal space traffic had dwi ndl ed drastically, and therein lay the
threat to her life. She had been flying east from 156 to another still-viable industrial centre at
183. Eighty minutes into the flight she was, as a consequence of nme freighter's puny accel eration
only twenty-thousand
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kil ometres fromher starting point, and in the old days woul d qui ckly have been reached by the

hi gh- per f ormance patrol vessels rnonitoring the ti”iffk around each portal. In the | ast decade of
the 23rd Century, however, the emergency services had been pared down to the mininumand in any
case were accustoned to the leisurely type of recovery m ssion which would have been effective had
Jean been ej ected upwards. She had a conviction that nobody woul d even notice anythi ng unusua
about her distress signal until it

was too | ate.

She stared down into the featurel ess blackness and tried to see it as an incredibly hard wall

whi ch was rushing upwards with deadly speed. The air circulating around her snelled strongly of
rubber and plastics, a rem nder that the capsul e was new, having been installed a year earlier in
conpliance with safety regul ati ons. She alnost smled at the irony involved. The ol d capsul e had
been equi pped with full radio comruni cation and a Covel |l propul sion unit—either of which could
have been enough in her present circunstance to make the difference between |iving and dyi ng.

Brave new worl d! Another indication that bumans bad turned their hacks on spate travel, that the
di spersal of whole cultures could he followed hy pointing tel escopes into the night skies of the
Big OV interior, charting the firefly glows of their caravans and canps

As the mnutes went by Jean's fear increased. A normal reaction would have been to scan the band

of sky close to the Orbitsville horizon in the hope of seeing narker |ights drawi ng near, but she
was unable to drag her gaze fromthe spurious depths bel ow. How far away was the shell now? Coul d
the altime-
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ter have been as haywire as everything el se on the Atkinson Ginsbaw, giving an inflated readi ng?
Wul d the capsul e's flashing beacons produce even the faintest snudge of reflection in the instant
before the collision? Mesnerised, unblinking, Jean stared into die crawling darkness, trying to
penetrate screens of after-images to reach the terrible reality beyond.

She had been that way for some tine, her |lips drawn into a unconscious grinmace, when wonder
i nt ervened.

First appearing on the extrene left, a thin line of green radiance swept across the vastness of
Orbitsville, noving so quickly fromeast to west mat it crossed her entire field of viewin |ess
man a second.

Jean gave a sharp scream keyed up to believe that any change in the unvarying bl ackness ahead
signalled the final inpact, men as quietness and stillness returned—as |ife continued—+t began to
dawn on her that she had wi tnessed the unthinkable. The fleeting green neridian had been a genuine
phenonenon, an objective reality.

There had been a change in the enigmatic material of the Orbitsville shell

Faci ng i mm nent death though she was, Jean felt a near-blasphenmous excitenent. Spherol ogy was the
nane given to the science which had been born two centuries earlier when teans had first begun to
study the shell material, and it was a discipline which was characterised by total |ack of
success. Even when viewed through a quark mcroscope the nmaterial appeared conti nuous—an

enbodi ment of the pre-Denp-critus concept of matter—and in two-hundred years of concentrated
effort no researcher had been able to make the slightest scratch on it or to alter it in any
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way. After millions of man-hours of study, spherolp-gists knew the naterial's thickness, its
al bedo, its index of friction, and very little nore.

It was, however, a basic tenet of their calling that the shell was inmutable. And Jean
Ant ony—swi ngi ng ever closer to it in the lonely darkness of her collision course—had seen a
strange and transient stirring of life, like the first pulse of an enbryo heart.

The attendant awe—for one who had spent half a lifetinme flying that illusory black ocean—al nost
transcended the fear of death.

Chapter 6

In five weeks, with sone medi cal assistance, Cona Dallen had |earned to walk and to feed herself,
and had al nost conpleted her toilet training. According to Roy Picciano, senior physician for the
communi ty, her progress had been excellent—at |east as good as woul d have been achi eved had she
been in full-time care at die Madison clinic. But as the sheer physical burden of |ooking after an
adul t-si zed baby had gradually eased, the nmental wear and tear on Carry Dallen had increased.

At first he had been too nunbed by exhaustion and del ayed shock even to consider Picciano's
prognostication and advice. There had, for exanple, been no roomin his mnd for the nonstrous
suggestion that Cona mi ght never again be able to speak. Her brain and nerve connections and
nmuscl es were all there, intact, and he—€arry Dallen, the nman who never nade a ni stake—knew t hat by
sheer perserver-ance and the force of his own will he would induce that delicate apparatus to
function properly again.
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The sinple mind-filling truth which seened to elude all doctors was that their science was based
on studies of generalised humanity, on what had happened to anonynobus nasses of commonpl ace
peopl e, whereas in this case the subject was a unique and special entity who was central to
Dal l en' s uni que and special existence. Ordinary rules could not apply. Not this tine.

The first unnmanni ng bl ow had been the discovery that it was necessary for Cona and Mkel to live
separately, because she was a real threat to the boy's safety. Cona is a baby again, had been the
gi st of Picciano's conments. She's locked in the true psychosis of the first weeks of infancy,
unabl e to distinguish between herself and the outside world, with a feeling range which is Iimted
to anger, pleasure, pain and fear. Al babies react with violent anger when frustrated, especially

where food is concerned. G ven the necessary size and strength any infant would kill the nother
who withdrew the teat too soon or who thwarted any other infantile desire. Cona is big and strong,
particularly in conparison to Mkel, and one nonent of rage is all it would take.

Dal l en never failed to be dismayed each tine that sudden fury asserted itself, usually over
matters of diet. Cona had al ways had a strong appetite, and as a thinking adult had barely nanaged
to control her weight by avoiding sweet and starchy foods. The new Cona, even after she had

| earned to chew, would have been content to subsist on nothing but chocolate and ice cream and
there were clashes when he tried to persuade her otherwise. Initially she had shown her anger by
rolling on the floor and screaning, a sound which daunted himboth with its volune and
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i ncoherence. At a |ater stage, when co-ordination and spatial awareness had devel oped, she had
once succeeded in striking himon the face. The bl ow had stung, but the real pain had cone in the
swi ftness of her transition fromrage to crow ng happi ness as he had relaxed his grip on a

di sput ed candy bar.

The nmessage had been cl ear—€ona Dall en doesn't live here anynore—and it had caused himto back
away, tinorously, shaking his head in denial ,

VWhen Dal | en answered the door chimes he was surprised to see Roy Picciano in place of the
vol untary worker he had been expecting. It was mid-norning on a Tuesday and he had been pl anni ng
some necessary shopping before going to the clinic to visit M kel

"Bern has been delayed for a while, so | offered to fill in for her," Picciano said, his smle
showi ng the gold fillings which had again becone fashi onable. He was a bushy-haired, tanned man of
about fifty whose preference for |ightweight sports clothes created the inpression that all his

pr of essi onal appoi ntments were sandwi ched between rounds of golf.

"Thanks, Roy." Dallen stepped back to let the doctor cone in. "I could have waked, you know. "
"I't's no trouble. Besides, | wanted to have a | ook at ny patients/
Dall en noticed the use of the plural. "I"mall right."

"You | ook tired, Carry." Picciano appraised himcandidly. "How |l ong are you going to go on |ike
t hi s?"

"As long as it takes. W' ve been through this before, haven't we?"

"No! / have been through it—you won't even begin to think about the problem"
72
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"I't's my problem 1'mresponsible for Cona being
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the way she is."

"That's a perfect exanple of what |'mtal king about," Picciano said, not hiding his exasperation
"You have no responsibilities to Cona, because Cona no |onger exists. Your wife is dead, Carry.
Your only responsibility nowis to yourself. There is always sone uncertainty about the progress
of erasure cases, but there's one thing | can tell you for sure—the stunted, half-personality
which is going to develop in that human shell in the next roomw Il have nothing, nothing to do
with your fornmer wife. You' ve got to accept that, for your own good."

"For my own good." Dallen nade the words sound like a phrase froma foreign | anguage. "How | ong
are we going to stand around here in the hall?"

Til | ook at her now " Picciano opened die nearest door and went into the long living room bis
heel s cl acking on the polished conposition floor. In his early attenpts to deal with Cona's

i ncontinence Dallen had tried putting her in diapers, but she had disliked themintensely, and he
had found their appearance grotesque and degrading. He had then settled for renoving all carpets
and cl eaning up after her, a chore which had al nost ceased to exi st now that she was using the

bat hroom She was |ying on a blue pneunat, chin propped on her hands, engrossed in watching the
swirl of colours and shapes above a nursery inager. Her |egs were bent, bare feet circling
aimessly and sonetines colliding. In spite of the | oose snock in which Dallen had dressed her she
was noticeably plunper than she had been a nmonth earlier. "Look who's cone to see you,*1 Dallen
sai d, kneeling beside Cona and putting an arm around her

shoul der. She gl anced up at him eyes bright with wi ndow reflections, and returned her attention
to the glowing airborne patterns. Dallen took a tissue fromhis pocket and tried to dab a snear of
chocol ate fromher chin, but she whinpered in irritation and twi sted away from him

**We only got the imager yesterday," Dallen explained. "It's still a novelty."

Pi cci ano shook his head. "Do you know what you're doing, Carry? You're apol ogi zi ng because the
subj ect+ refuse to call her Cona, and so should you—didn't greet ne with polite chitchat and a
choi ce of coffee or sherry. This is what |'ve been . . .**

"For God's sake, %"

T monly . Pi cci ano sighed and stared out of the wi ndow for a nmonent. "Did you get her to
take all the fifth week nedication and tracers?"

"Yes. No problem"

"In that case |'mgoing to carry out sonme tests and nake notes.** Picciano opened his flat plastic
case and began to activate an instrunent panel incorporated in die lid. "This is all routine stuff
and | don't need any help," he added significantly.

"Thanks." Dallen pressed his face against Cona's for a noment without getting any response, then
stood up and left the room A minute |ater he was out on the street, breathing deeply to cleanse
his lungs of the snell of chocolate and urine which in his fancy pervaded the house at all tines.
He |ived near the outer edge of the inhabited strip of Madison, an area which straggl ed nort hwards
for about five kilometres fromthe city centre to accommpdate a popul ati on of several thousand

Met agov and | ocal admi nistration workers. For the nost part die dwell -
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ings were |arge, stone-built and well screened by trees—evidence of the district's fornmer

affl uence. The far-off drone of a | awnnower served only to enphasi se the nid-week, nid-norning
stillness, creating the inpression he had strayed into one of the thousands upon thousands of
deserted suburbs which mgrating fanilies had left to dreanms and decay.
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W ndows and doorways, never aglow, Dallen thought, recalling one of the nost popul ar songs of the
| ast two centuries. Everyone's gone to Big O ...

Di snmissing the mawki sh lyric, he decided to walk into town and use the time to work on the probl em
of Derek Beaunont. The tragedy that had befall en Cona overshadowed everything else in his life,

but he appreciated a certain irony in the fact that the one nan he knew to bear responsibility

al so provided his only distraction. Wen not grieving over his wife or coping with the despairing
drudgery she now represented, Dallen fantasi sed about being alone with the young terrorist, about
maki ng hi mnane all the rel evant nanes, about hunting and capturing and killing. Part of him even
inlurid visions, drew the Iine at col dbl ooded execution, but another understood only too wel

that confrontations could be manipulated. It was a techni que boys | earned at school. G ve the
eneny a gentle push, encourage himto push back, respond with a harder shove, escal ate the

vi ol ence and keep doing it until suddenly all thoughts of guilt can be discarded and it's tine to
cut loose and go in hard. Wen it's nmerely a matter of tenperature, Dallen knew, the blood can be
very obliging. And the man or woman who pulled the trigger on Cona and M ke! was going to know the
same thing ... in the final passionate, exultant nmonent that person was going to

know . . . and that person was going to be sorry . . . in the end .

Wal ki ng south through slanting prisns of sunlight and green shade, Dallen heard his own footfalls
change note as frustration hardened his nuscles. Al though his job occasioned himto think and act
like a policeman, he held no official responsibility for |ocal |aw enforcement. He was a Grade |V
officer in the Deregistration Bureau, and as such his prinme concern was with surveying tracts of

I and that had been decl ared enpty and naking sure they renmai ned unoccupi ed for one full year

after which time Metagov was |onger legally accountable. Madison City itself, thanks to the
artificial mx of its population, had virtually no crine, and the police departnment consisted of
an executive and a handful of officers who were mainly concerned with regul ating touri st
accommodation. In spite of the overlap in their jobs, Dallen had always naintai ned an easy worki ng
relationship with Police Chief Lashbrook. Consequently he had been surprised to find hinself not
only deni ed access to the terrorist, but made distinctly unwel come in the downtown police
bui | di ng.

"I't was a sickening thing, what happened to your w fe and boy," Cole Lashbrook had said, eyeing

hi m severely over pedant's spectacles. "I'mdeeply sorry about it, but |'ve nade every all owance
can. If you persist with your attenpts to see Beaunont |'I| be forced GO take appropriate action
agai nst you."

Dallen's fists clenched as his sense of outrage returned, "Against me/n he had al nost shout ed.
"Are you crazy?**

"No, but sonetines | think you are. Beaunont has made a fornmal conplaint about what you did to him
76

Bob Show

ORBI TSVJUE DEPARTURE

77

in back of that store, Carry. The dust hasn't settled over that business of the pursuit fatalities
a coupl e of nonths back, and now there's this . . . And on top of it all you conme round here and
expect to be let | oose on ny prisoner!”

"Your prisoner?** Dallen had refrained with difficulty frompointing out the police departnent's
past willingness to allow onerous duties to be performed by his own force.

"That's right. He was in possession of an expl osive device and that nakes it a crimnal matter,
and | intend to deliver Beaurmont for trial in good health—a condition he nay not be in if you get
near him"

"Exactly what does that make ne?"
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"Carry, you're a man who has been known to go too far—even when you weren't personally involved in
a case—and Fra not going to help you | and yourself behind bars. 1*

Thanks a lot, Dallen repeated to hinself, immune to the blandi shnents of the placid sunlit warnth
through which he was wal king. In the two centuries since the discovery of Optina Thule, to give
Obitsville its constitutional nane, there had been a general and steady decrease in traditiona
crime. Mst crines had involved property in one way or another, and as the race had been absorbed
by a land area equivalent to five billion Earths—enough to support every intelligent creature in
t he gal axy—the basic nmotivations had faded away. Keeping pace with that change, many vast and
complicated | egal structures had becone as obsolete as barbed wire, and progressively fallen into
di suse.

Even on Earth, where there were historical conplications, a community the size of Mdi son operated

on a fairly informal basis as far as the law and its enforcement were concerned. In the days

i medi ately follow ng the blanking of his famly Dallen had been certain that somehow he woul d
obtain private interview with Beaunont. He had never allowed hinself to consider the possibility
of his being unable to force the prisoner to talk. He had fuelled hinself night and day on die
conviction that Beaunmont would give hima name, the name, and that events thereafter would take a
di vinely ordai ned course. Now he was haunted by a suspicion that the young terrorist would be
arraigned at the next session of the regional court and receive the routine sentence of —+rony of
ironies—deportation to Orbitsville. And once Beaunont reached Botany Bay, the popul ar nane for
the area surrounding the N5 portal, he would be beyond the reach of Dallen or any other private
citizen. Economics and cel estial mechanics had conspired to bring about that particul ar
circunstance. A starship docking at an equatorial port sinply went into orbit around Optina

Thul e's central sun, but only a few vessel s—all owned by Metagov—were fitted with the conpl ex
grappl i ng equi pnent which enabled diemto ding |like | eeches to entrances in the northern and
southern bands . . . "Wiat's wong with your car, old son?** The voice fromonly a few paces away
startled Dallen. He turned his head and found that a gold Rollac convertible had slowed to a craw
besi de himwi thout his noticing. The top was down and at the wheel was the buoyantly plunp figure
of Rick Renard, a man who had started showing up recently at the city gymasi um used by Dall en
Renard had red curly hair and m | ky skin which was uniformy dusted with freckles. He also had an
uncanny ability to needle Dallen and
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put himon the defensive with just about every renmark he nade.

"Why shoul d anything be wong with ny car?" Dalien said, deliberately giving die kind of response
Renard was seeking, as if to be wary of his snares would be to pay the other nan a conplinent.

Renard's slightly prominent teeth gl eaned briefly. "Nobody wal ks in heat like this."
"l do."

"Trying to | ose wei ght ?**

"Yeah—+ight now l'mtrying to get rid of about a hundred kil os."

"I"'mnot that heavy, old son," Renard said, eyes beaconing his satisfaction at having provoked an
outright insult. "Look, Dalien, why don't you get in the car with nme and ri de downtown in confort
with ne and use die tinme you save to enjoy a cold beer?”

"Well, if you put it like that. . ." Suddenly disenchanted with the prospect of wal king, Dalien
pointed at the curb a short distance ahead, nmaking the gesture an instruction as to where to halt
the car. Renard overshot the mark by a cal cul ated margi n and scored back agai nst Dalien by
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allowing the vehicle to roll forward before he was properly in, causing himto do sone quick
footwork as the door dosed.

"Aren't we having fun?" Renard's shoul ders shook as he enjoyed a private triunph. "Wat do you
think of the car?"

"Nice," Dalien said carelessly, slunping into the receptive uphol stery.

"This lady is sixty years old, you know Indestructible. Brought her all the way fomthe Big O
None of your nodem Uninot crap for ne.”

"You're a lucky man, Rick." Feeling the passenger

seat adapt itself to his body, coaxing himinto relaxation, Dalien was inpressed by the car's
sheer silent-gliding luxury. It came to himthat its owner had to be wealthy. He vaguely recalled
havi ng heard that Renard was a botani st who had conme to Earth on some kind of a field trip, which
had suggested he was a Metagov enpl oyee, but salaried workers did not inport their own cars across
hundreds of |ight years.

"Lucky?" Renard's narrow dental arch shone again. "The way | see it, the universe only gives ne
what | deserve."

"Real | y? Do you accept donations from any ot her source?"
Renard | aughed delightedly. "As a matter of fact, nmy nother was a Lindstrom™

"I'n that case, shouldn't the universe be getting hand-cuts fromyou?" Dalien closed his eyes for a
monent, glad to be distracted fromhis own affairs, and considered Renard's claimto be related to
the |l egendary fam |y which had once nonopolised the space travel industry. For a brief period
after the Big Os discovery its official designation had been Lind-strom and, and the Scandi navi an
connotations of its present nane hinted at the clan's continuing if nmuted influence. In their
heyday the Lindstrons had anassed a fortune which, apparently, was beyond human capability to
dimnish; and if Renard was connected with them no matter how tenuously, he was no ordinary

bot ani st .

The universe only gives ne what! deserve. Dalien got a nmental inmage of his w fe—wandering
ai m essly through shaded roons, snock gathered to the waist, crooning to herself as she
mast ur bat ed on the nove—and the
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pressures within himgrew intol erabl e. Cona deserved

better.

"I heard you're a botanist," he said quickly. "You

collect flowers?"

Renard shook his head. "Grass." "Ordinary grass?"

"What's ordi nary about grass?" Renard said, smling in a way intended to |l et Dallen know that his
education was inconmplete. "So far we've found only thirty or so species on Orbitsville—an

i ncredi bly | ow nunber considering the areas involved and the fact that we have nore than ten

t housand species on Earth. The Department of Agriculture did some work on determ ning m xes of
Earth seeds which are conpatible with Orbitsville soil and the native species, but that was in the
| ast century and it was a half-assed effort anyway. |'mdoing the job properly. Soon I'll be
goi ng back with over a thousand seed varieties and naybe two thousand square netres of sanple
trays."

"So you work for Metagov." "Don't be so naive, old son—all Metagov wants fromEarth is a decree
nisi.1l* Renard turned the steering wheel with a |languid hand, swinging the car into an avenue
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whi ch ran due west. "I work for nobody but nyself."'"

"But. . ." Dallen grappled with unfanmiliar concepts. "The transport costs nust be ..

"Astronom cal ? Yes, but it's not so bad when you have your own ship. For a while | considered
chartering, then | realised it nade nore sense to recuse an old flickerwing fromthe graveyard and
anortise the cost over three or four trips."

"That's what | woul d have done,"” Dall en said,
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conceal i ng his grudgi ng awe for an individual who could so casually speak of owning the artificia
m crocosmthat was a starship. "Wat have you got?"

"A Type 96B. It was designed for bulk cargo work, so there aren't any di aphragm decks, which neans
it isn'"t all that suitable for my work. But | got round that by building really tall racks to hold
the grass trays. Do you want a free trip to Orbitsville?"

"No, not at... VWhy?"

"I need people to tend the sanples by hand—not worth installing automatic systens—and |' m payi ng
with free transportati on. That way everybody benefits."

"Perhaps I'll becorme an entrepreneur.”

"You're not cut out for it, old son—you' ve conditioned yourself to think small." Renard's snile

conveyed affectionate contenpt. "Qtherw se you wouldn't be in the police."

"I'"'mnot a policeman. | work for Dal | en wi dened his eyes, belatedly aware of the car's
change of direction. "Were the hell are we supposed to be goi ng?"

Renard chuckl ed, agai n pleasurably triunphant in what appeared to be a never-endi ng personal gane.
"This will only take a couple of mnutes. | promised Silvia l'd drop by with a carton of gl ass
she's been waiting for."

"Silvia who?"

"Silvia London. Onh, | don't suppose you' ve ever been to the Londons* pl ace?"

"Not since ny polo stock got woodworm "

"I like you, Dallen," Renard said appreciatively "You are a refreshingly genui ne person.”
And you are a refreshingly genuine bag of puke, Dallen
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t hought, wondering how he coul d have been stupid enough to give up part of his day to such
crimnal waste. His previous encounters with Renard in the gymasi um had been brief, but they
shoul d have been enough to | et himrecogni se and beware of a stunted personality. Renard's life
appeared to be a continuous power gane, one in which he never tired of contriving all the
advant ages, one in which no opponent was too snmall and no battlefield too insignificant.

The present situation, with Renard at the wheel of a car and therefore tenporarily in control of
hi s passenger's novenents, was a m croscopi ¢ annoyance, and yet the other nan's obvious relish for
what he was doing was turning it into sonmething else. Furious with hinself for being drawn in,
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Dal | en neverthel ess sat up straighter and began watching for an opportunity to quit the car. It
woul d have to be done in a single effortl ess novenent —et herwi se Renard woul d score even nore

poi nts—and for that the car would have to be practically at a standstill. Renard gl anced si deways
at Dallen and pronptly accel erated, hastening the alternation of tree-shadow and sunlight over the
curving gold hood.

"You'll enjoy neeting Silvia,** he said. "You' ve got to see her jugs.**

"Maybe I'mnot interested in pottery." "Maybe that's not what | nean, old son." Dallen kept his
gaze fixed on the pavenent ahead. "1 know what you neant, old son.**

"1 do believe he's angry!" Renard craned his neck to look into Dalten's face. "I do believe |'ve
succeeded in provoking the puritanical M. Dallen. Wll, well!" Shaking his head in amusenent,
Renard turned

the car into a wide driveway with scarcely any slackening of speed. The level of illunination
dropped abruptly as walls of foliage closed in on each side.

"These reactionary tines we're living in nust suit you very well." Renard spoke with quietly

rum native tones, surprising Dallen with the change of tack. "Personally, |I'd have been happier
thirty years ago, back in the Sixties. | suppose you've noticed the pattern in the |ast few
centuries? The steady build-up of liberalism. . . peaking two-thirds of the way through

then the violent swing the other way to close out die century and start the next. Wy do you think
it happens? Wiy is it that Mary Poppins concepts like nortality and nonogamy and famly refuse to
lie down and die?"

Vm goi ng to presune be doesn't know what happened to Cona and M kel, Dallen told hinself. Wen the
car stops Fmgoing to wal k way, and if be has enough sense to let me go that will be the end
ofit...

The house which was coming into viewon a low hill was not what Dallen had expected. Al he knew
about the Londons was that they were supposed to be wealthy and that they were a focal point for
an unort hodox phil osophical society—the sort of people whose chosen setting would abound i n gabl ed
roofs, |eaded glass and all the overt signs of respectability and tradition. Instead, the London
residence turned out to be a three-storey redbrick house—+rather too small for its inposing

| ocati on—around whi ch had been tacked an untidy skirt of tinmber-framed extensions. Additions had
been nade to additions in an undi sciplined manner which woul d not have been tolerated in the days
when zoni ng regul ati ons were

84

Bob Show

ORB1TSVI LLE DEPARTURE

85

taken seriously. A stack of greying |unber had been |l eft near the entrance to the nmain building.

"Rebecca's replacenent woul dn't have | ost nuch sleep over this place,*1 Renard said, bringing the
car to a crunching halt on a square of brown gravel in front of the house.

Dal | en nodded and remained silent, guessing that the allusion had been literary. He got out of the
car and was turning to |l eave when a tall brunette in her late twenties cane out to the front steps
of the house to greet Renard. She was wearing a close-fitting white shirt and white pants which
showed off a full-bosomed but |ean-hipped figure. A hint of muscularity about her forearns
suggested to Dallen that here was a woman who kept in trim by sheer expenditure of energy. Her
face was snmall and quite square, with neat features and a slight prom nence of chin which gave a
near-trucul ent fullness to her lower lip. It was a face which in spite of its liveliness and
intelligence, many woul d have consi dered di sappointing, but Dallen found hinself alerted and oddly
di sturbed, like one who is on the verge of recalling a vital m ssed appointnent.

u. . . and his nane is Carry," Renard was saying to the woman. "I've never seen himgo into a
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trance like this before—perhaps if you pointed your chest somewhere el se ..

"Shut up. Rick. Hello, Carry." She gave Dallen a brief smle, her attention already focused on two
transit cartons which rested on the rear seat of the car. "Is this ny glass?**

"It certainly is, courtesy of Renard' s doorstep delivery service. |I'Il carry it in for you."
"Thanks, but |'m quite capable of nmoving a box or
two. ** The wonan reached into the car, picked up a carton and bore it away into the house.

"1"I'l say you are,"” Renard said admiringly, his gaze lingering on the white-clad figure before he
turned to Dallen. "What did | tell you?"

Dallen felt a pang of annoyance then realised that what he disliked about the question was not so
much die sexismas the proprietory pride. This is crazy, he thought, alarned at the speed and
uncontrollability of what was happening inside of him If a woman like that is mxed up with
Renard she can't be a wanton like that. Unwilling to consider what his notives might be, he picked
up the second carton and carried it into the house. Its weightiness confirmed his guess about
Silvia London being physically strong. She net himat a doorway on the left of the hall, sniled
again and gestured for himto go on through

"Thanks," she said. "Straight ahead to the studio, please."

"Okey-dokey." Brilliant conversational opening, he thought, appalled. Were did | dredge that one
fron? He went through a high-ceil inged, conventionally furnished roomand into another whose
airiness and overhead wi ndows proclained it to be part of the house extension. He cane to a halt,
transfixed, as he saw that the fierce light in the outer roomwas transfornmed into a nulti-hued
bl aze by a screen of stained glass which reached alnost to the ceiling.

Da Hen's first inpression was of a huge trefoil flower. Al edges of the three enornobus petals
were in the sane plane, which woul d have nade it possible for the construction to serve as an
incredi bly ornate wi ndow, but the central surfaces were a bewildering series of conplex three-
di mensi onal curves,
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scul ptures in glass. Geonetric patterns based on circles and ellipses radiated froma sunburst
centre, swirling and interacting, generating areas of incense conplication in sone places and
snoothing into calmsinplicity in others. The technique was alnbst point-ille, deriving its effect
fromnyriad thousands of col our fragnents, nost of which were no bigger than coins. Dallen's sense
of awe increased, rippling coolness down his spine, as he realised that the gl ow ng tesserae—which
he had taken to be brush-dabs of transparent paint—aere actually individual chips of stained glass
bonded with et al

"My God," he said, with genuine reverence. "It's .. . |'ve never . . .**

Silvia London | aughed as she took the carton fromhimand placed it on a nearby workbench. "You
like it?"

Wt has to be the nost beautiful thing |I've ever seen.” Dallen filled his eyes with m ngling rays,
mesneri sing hinsel f. "But. " "Athird of amllion.** Tmsorry?"

"The first thing everybody asks is how many separate pieces of glass,"” Silvia said. "The answer is
athird of amllion, alnmost. |'ve been working on it continuously for four years.**

"Why? For Cod's sake, wfry?" Renard spoke from behind Dallen, having entered the studio unnoti ced.
"Wth an i mager you could have built up the sane effect in a few days. Throw conti nuous conputer
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variation and it would be even better. What do you say, Garry?" "lI'mnot an artist.** "You could
still venture an opinion." Silvia spoke

lightly, but her brown eyes were holding steady on Dallen's. "Wy should | give up four years of
my life to one unnecessary project?"

H s answer was instinctive. "Sonmething which sets itself up as a nosaic really has to be a nbsaic—
otherwise it's no use.*1

"Near enough," she said. "You can conme back anytine."

"Craw er," Renard sneered. "Silvia, when are you going to drop this phoney reverence for old ..

what's his name . . . Tiffany and his nmethods? You know perfectly well that you cheat."

She shook her head, glancing at Dallen to include himin what she was saying. "I cut the glass
with a val ency knife because it's so fast and accurate. And instead of edging each piece with
copper foil so that it can be soldered 1 transnute a couple of millinetres of it into copper, for

reasons of speed and strength. But Tiffany hinself woul d have used those nethods if they'd been
available to himtherefore in ny book it isn't cheating."

"And how about the cold sol der?"
"Sanme criterion applies.”

"1 should know better than to argue with a wonan," Renard said, cheerfully unconvinced. "Wen are
you and | going to have di nner?"

"We've been over all that."

Renard picked up a fish-shaped piece of streaky blue glass fromthe bench and peered through it,
"How i s Kara! these days?"

"His condition is stable, thank you."

Renard held the strip of glass closer to his eyes, converting it into a mask. "I'm gl ad about
that."

"Yes, Rick." Silvia turned to Dallen with an apol o-
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getic snmle. *Tmsorry about the conversation becoming so cryptic. I"'mnot interested in adultery,
you see—even though ny husband is old and very ill. Wien | refused to date Rick a nmonent ago he,

qui te naturally—being the sort of person he is—asked ne if Kara! would die soon, and when | told
himthere was no i medi ate prospect of it he couldn't even make a convincing attenpt to appear
pl eased. "

"Silvial'" Renard | ooked scandal i sed. "You nmake nme sound so crass!"”

*Tmtenpted to make the obvious reply to that one, but. . .**

"Don't mind ne," Dallen put in. "I quite enjoy the sound of knuckles on flesh.** He had slipped
into his social arnmour by reflex, buying tine in which to gain sone control over what was
happeni ng behind his eyes. Information had been coming in too fast The fantastic glass edifice
filling the studio had an overpowering presence of its own, but sonething about Silvia London was
even nore disturbing. He had just |earned that Renard had no claimon her, that she was a person
upon whom Renard could not nake a claim and the result had been an i nmedi ate expl osi on of inmages
and sense inpressions—Silvia seen across a supper table; Silvia broodily exam ning a danaged
fingernail; Silvia at the controls of a high-G zoomcar, Silvia floating lazily in a sun-gil ded
pool ; Cona raising her gaze in nonmentary bafflement fromon historical text, Silvia lying with her
head in the crook of his left arm Cona trotting footprints of her own urine fromroomto shaded
room. .
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Silvia | ooked thoughtfully at Dallen. "I can't help wondering . . . Have we net before?"
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"It isn't likely,** Renard said, grinning. "H s polo stick got woodworm"

Dal | en nmoved away from Silvia, closer to the stunning glass nosaic. "I thought this was a flower
at first, but it's astrononmical, isn't it?"

"Yes. It's a representation of a Gott-MPherson cosnos."

Dal l en frowned, still expunging visions. "I thought MPherson was a spherologist. Isn't he on the
Optinma Thul e Sci ence Comm ssi on?"

"Yes, but it's his work on cosnmogony that inspires ne as an artist,"” Silvia said, caressing the
glass with the tip of a finger. "Actually, as it stands the screen shows a pure CGott cosnpbs. The
scenario he devised in the 20th Century called for the creation of three separate universes at the
nmoment of the Big Bang. He | abelled the universe we live in Region |. It's conposed of norna
matter and of course in our universe time goes forward. This is it in the |eft-hand zone, with al
the colours and forns naturalistic by our terns of reference.** Silvia crossed to the other side
of the screen, stepping with care over a wooden support, choosing the constricted route between
Dall en and the glass. Her hair touched his |ips.

"I'n the opposite panel is the Region Il universe, created in the sane instant as ours, but rushing
backwards into our past and conposed of anti-matter. |'ve suggested its nature by using inverted
fornms and col ours which are conpl enents of those in Region |I. Gott also postulated a Region I

uni verse—a tachyon uni verse—whi ch has sped far ahead of us in tine and will remain in our future
until all the universes neet each other again in the next Big Bang. This is the
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tachyon universe in the centre secti on—el ongated abstract patterns, |eached-out opal escent
colours."

"Aren't you glad you asked?" Renard's bow of teeth gleaned. ulf you want to appear intelligent and
i nterested ask where MPherson comes into the picture.”

"I"'msorry," Silvia said, her eyes again locking with DallenY "I do tend to presune that ny
private mani as are universal."

"It's all right," Dallen replied quickly. "lIt's really . . . well, fascinating. . . and as a
matter of feet | was going to ask about MPherson's contribution.”

Renard burst into full-throated |aughter, hamming up his scorn by slapping his thigh, and wal ked
away into the old part of the house, shaking his head.

"Perhaps he's kind to animals,” Silvia said, pausing until Renard was out of earshot. "MPherson
refined Gott's ideas and al so added a Region |V universe—an anti-tachyon universe which is fleeing

ahead of Region Il into its past. It's being incorporated into the design as a fourth pane

conpl enenting Region Ill, but there isn't enough ceiling height here to |l et ne assenble the whol e
screen. That will have to wait."

"For what ?"

"Conpletion of Karal's nmenorial college, of course.”
"I see," Dallen floundered. Tmafraid |I don't know nuch about your husband's work."

"There's no real reason why you shoul d-he isn't a publicity-seeker."
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"l didn't nean .

Silvia | aughed, showing predictably healthy teeth. "You're far too normal to be keepi ng conpany
with Red R ck, you know. Wiy do you do it?"

"He pronised he could get ne into novies," Dallen
ORB/ TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
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said, trying to deci de why he was unhappy about being described as normal. What's going on here?
he thought. Pm supposed to be the one who al ways hol ds the conversational high ground.

"I"'msure you'd be interested in what Kara! has to say." Silvia's gaze had a disconcerting
softness. "We're having sonme people around tonorrow ni ght—aould you like to join us?"

"I. . ." Dallen | ooked down at the wonan and felt a surge of genuine panic as he realised how

cl ose he had cone to opening his arns to her. There had been no reason to it, no sense of having
been given an invitation, not even any special pressure of desire—+t was just that his arnms had
al nost noved by thenselves. And Comis still a prisoner, still where | put her

Tm busy tonorrow," he said, his voice unexpectedly | oud.

"Per haps sonme other evening would .

"My wife and | never go out." Dallen strode out of the studio and into the adjoining room where
he found Renard studying sone botanical prints clustered on a wall. The high-ceilinged room seened
mel | ow and cool, part of another age.

"Ready to go?" Renard | ooked quizzical. "I thought an art |over |ike you would have been in there
for ages. What have you been doing to this young man, Silvia?"

"Thanks for your help with the glass," she said to Dallen, entering the roombehind him and it
seened to himthat her manner was now overly correct. "The cartons are quite heavy."

"No trouble. If youll excuse nme—+ have an appointnent in town." Dallen went out to the front of
di e house, prepared to | eave the prem ses on foot, but
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Renard caught up with himand within a mnute—after an exchange of formalities with Silvia—they
were in the car and rolling silently between banks of foliage. Warmair currents touched Dallen's
forehead. The world | ooked subtley different to him as in the first nonment after stepping out of
a bar in daytinme. He felt that sonething nonentous had happened, but what made it unsettling was
the lack of evidence that anything at all had taken place. It was a matter of interpretation. He
had never net a woman quite like Silvia London before, and could have been mi sreading the signals
because of unfamliarity or nmale egotism O perhaps sheer sexual deprivation. Wen he had
mentioned Cona's frequent masturbation to Roy Picciano the doctor had suggested that it could
cease if they resuned a physical relationship, but Dalten had found the idea repugnant beyond

wor ds .

"That was a nice little divertinmento for all concerned/ Renard said. "What went on in nere?"
" Meani ng?"

*The two of you came out of the studio like robots." Renard | ooked amused. uDid you try to touch
her ?21*

Dal | en sighed in exasperation. "Stop the car and let ne out."
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"No need to get huffy, old son," Renard said, accelerating out into the street. "It's two years
since her old man went off to the Big Oto die, and nobody has got near our Silvia in all that
tinme. It's a crimnal waste, really, but she has conpensated by inventing this game called New
Moral ity Musical Beds. Cunbersonme title, but |I've just nade it up. Wien the nusic stops—by nusic |
mean KaraTs enphysematic ratding—there's going to be one hell of a scranble, and Silvia wants the
field to be as | arge as possible.
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Tmgoing to win, of course. It's a foregone conclusion, but she doesn't want to admit that Co
herself. | guess the illusion of choice gives her a bit of alift."

The tone and content of what he had just heard outraged Dallen on behalf of Silvia, but he was
di stracted by new information. "I didn't realise Kara! London lives on Obitsville."

Renard nodded. "A place near Port Napier. He only appears in holonmorph format Silvia' s little
soirees, you know. Personally, | find it sonewhat distasteful."

"A sensitive person |like you would."

"Unki nd, Carry, unkind."

"What's this about enphysema?"

"That's what is kilting him I'mtold he can barely cross a room"
"But. . ." Dallen began to feel overwhel ned. "Wy?"

"Way is he allowing hinself to die of a disease which can be cured? Wiy didn't he either stay here
or take Silvia to Big Owi th hinP" Renard gl anced at Dallen, arched teeth gl eam ng. "Cbviously she
didn't have enough tine to get on to hobbyhorse nunmber two otherwi se you' d know all about it. That
woul d have been sonething else for you to find . . . urn. . . fascinating."

"Forget | asked,"” Dallen said, his patience fading.

"It's all part of the Great Experinent, nman!" Renard | aughed al oud, alerting the part of Dallen's
m nd that remai ned permanently on guard agai nst being ribbed. "Haven't you heard you're going to
live for ever?”

"I think sonebody from Nazareth may have nentioned the idea."

"This is nothing to do with religion, old son," Renard said, apparently for once deciding to
inmpart straight information. "Ad Karal is anti-religious and

94

Bob Shaw

anti-mystical. He set up his Anima Mundi Foundation a few years back with the express purpose of
»

"Garry? Have you got your ears on?" The voice cane fromDallen's inplanted transceiver. "This is
JimMellor."

*Tmlistening," Dallen sub-vocalised, shocked by the unexpected comunication fromhis deputy
after weeks of radio silence. "Is sonething wong?*1

"I've got sone bad news for you," Mellor said. "Beaunont has escaped."
"Escaped!" Dallen felt old preoccupations take over his mnd. "Pick himup again."

"I't's too late for that," Mellor replied, sounding both angry and enbarrassed. "It happened three
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days back, but Lashbrook only told nme a few minutes ago. Beaunont will be back in Cordele by this
time."

Dal l en closed his eyes. "So | go to Cordele."

"What's the matter with you?" Renard said loudly from beside Dallen, an intruder from another
di mension. "Are you talking to yoursel f?"

Dal  en shut himout, concentrating on the exchange with his deputy. "Get a ship ready for ne,
Jim+'ll be with you in a few m nutes.”

"But. . ."

"In a fewnmnutes, Jim" Dallen nade the practised si deways novenent of his jaw which switched off
his transceiver, then tried to relax into the deep cushions of the seat. He felt a cold,

pl easurabl e anti ci pati on whi ch—even though he could recognise it as a sickness—restored | ost

il lusions of purpose.

Chapter 7

The Valley was not really a valley. It was a narrow strip, alnost a kilonetre in Iength, where

O bhsvuVs soil and bedrock had been scooped away to reveal a substantial area of shell naterial

Yl em was dark and non-reflective, so at night the strip had the appearance of a cold black | ake.
The research buil di ngs anchored along it on suction foundations, continuously illuninated, |ooked
like a flotilla of boats |inked by power and communi cati ons cabl es.

Dan Cavendi sh had worked in the Valley for nore than forty years, but he still got a contenplative
pl easure fromwal king its length, knowing that only a few centinetres—the thickness of
shel | -beneath the sol es of his boots was the edge, of interstellar space. Since the death of his
wife three years earlier he had found it difficult to sleep the night through, and had devel oped
the habit of patrolling the strip fromend to end in die darkness, neditating and renenberi ng.

Al t hough devoid of stars, the Orbitsville night sky
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had a beauty of its own which was conducive to an old man's evaluation of his life.

The popul ar conception of the Big Owas of a thin shell of ylem 320 million kilonetres in

di ameter, conpletely engiobing a small sun, but scientists were very nmuch aware of a second
concentric sphere without which the entire systemwould not have been viable. It was much smaller
than Orbitsville and non-material in nature, a globular filigree of force fields capabl e of

bl ocki ng the sun's out-pourings of |ight and heat. It was conposed of narrow strips, effectively
opaque, whose function was to case great bars of shadow on the grasslands of Obitsville,
produci ng the alternating periods of |ight and darkness, day and night, necessary to the growh of
veget ati on. The inner sphere could not be studied directly, but its structure was observable in
the bands of |ight and darkness noving across the far side of Orbitsville, roughly two
astrononical units away. During a day period the banding showed as a delicate ribbed effect,
barely noticeable, but at dusk the alternations of paler and deeper blue stood out vividly. And at
ni ght the hundreds of slimcurving ribs becanme the domi nant feature of the sky, swirling across it
fromtwo opposite points on the horizon, nerging into a prismatic haze where they di pped behind
denser levels of air.

Cavendish's life—all ninety-two years of it—-had been spent on Obitsville without his tiring of
its beauty or its mystery. There were nany questions about the incredible construct and he had
refused to becone dispirited over the fact that no answers had been forthconming in spite of al
the Optima Thul e Science Conmmission's efforts. It was an article of his personal faith that a
br eakt hrough was bound to cone.
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eventually, and if possible he wanted to be on hand when it happened. That was why he was di nging
to his job in defiance of all efforts to make himretire. Now that Ruth was gone his work was all
that was left to him and he had no intention of giving it up for anybody. In particular, he was
not going to be squeezed out by Phil Vigus, the senior technical nanager, with whom he had been
conducting a private feud for several years. The intrusive thought of Vigus caused himto snort

wi th anger.

"Thinks I'mover the hill, does he?" Cavendish said to the enconpassi ng darkness at the eastern
end of the Valley. "I'Il show the schnuck who's over the hill."

He unfol ded his portable stool and sat down to rest, dismssing fromhis nmind the stray thought
that tal king aloud to hinself could be evidence that Vigus's clains were justified. It was a fine
night, with just a few wi sps of cloud drawn across the striated sapphire of the sky, and he had
the place to hinmself. Al other staff nmenmbers had gone to their bungal ow hones and the absence of
lights on the slopes surrounding the Valley showed they were in bed and asl eep. Cavendi sh
repressed a pang of envy and regret as he recalled the deep confort of waking in the darkness and
stayi ng awake just |ong enough to touch Ruth's shoul der and be reassured. They had had a good life
toget her and he was not going to betray her at this stage by starting to feel sorry for hinself.
He took a deep breath, squared his shoul ders and subnerged his identity in the num nous nmagi c of
hi s surroundi ngs, the glow ng enigma that was Optima Thul e at night.
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So many unanswered questions

Who had built Orbitsville? And why? Was it really an artifact, in the limted human sense of the
word, or was it—as sone religious thinkers maintai ned—evidence of a Creator who worked in diverse
nodes? Could it be a nmanifestation of Nature in a formwhich only seened strange to nmen because of
the paucity of their experience?

As a native of Orbitsville, Cavendish was intinctively inclined to the belief that it was a
natural object, yet he had al ways been perplexed by certain salient features. There was, for
exanpl e, the question of gravity. By neans which no man could begin to understand, the thin shell
of ylem generated gravity on the sphere's inner surface—and none on the outer surface—which
suggested that Orbitsvilie had been designed as a habitat. There was also the matter of the
portals. To a | ogical being there could be only one explanation for die three bands of circular
apertures. They had to be entrances—but that led to the tricky concept of God as Engineer.

Sonme couid accept that idea easily; others objected on the grounds that divine engineering should
be divinely perfect, whereas there were unaccountable irregularities connected with the portals.
Obitsville itself was exactly spherical, a symretry to satisfy any theol ogi an, but why were there
207 portals on the equator instead of sone number nore suggestive of ethereal harnmony? Wy were
the northern and sout hern bands not at precisely the same |atitude, and why were there 173 portals
in the fornmer and only 168 in the latter? Furthernore, why did the portals thenselves vary a
little in size and spaci ng? The argunments had been raging for two centuries.
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with numerol ogists in particular mning their richest |ode since the heyday of the Great Pyramd
but nothing was settled. Spherology continued with its record of non-achi evenent. Nobody
under st ood why radi o comuni cations were inpossible within the Big O Nobody had anal ysed t he
mechani sns whi ch kept the great shell in a stable relationship with the enclosed sun and its
renote outer planet. Cavendi sh was an inorgani c chem st and therefore was not professionally
concerned with the probl ems of macro-spherol ogy, but on the personal |evel he had his yearning for
an advance, even a single step forward, to be made in the tinme that was left to him It would
conpensate for the forty-plus years of frustration he had experienced since comng to the Vall ey.

H s | ean frame bal anced uneasily on the stool, Cavendish gazed along the line of buildings
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floating on their |ake of ink. Some had been stripped down and rebuilt several tinmes as series of
experiments were term nated and others took their places. A nunber of the buildings and machi nes
had i nverted counterparts of thenselves, like mrror images, clinging to the outside of the
Obitsville shell and positioned by dead reckoning fromthe edge of the nearest portal. Al though
separated fromeach other by a nere eight centinetres of ylem no nmachine had ever been able to
communi cate with its opposite nunber. Cavendi sh was usually positive in his outlook, but there
were times when he suspected that his field of endeavour, shell structure, was the |east pronising
in the Comm ssion's programe.

On a night like this, when the breeze was cool and it was difficult to renmenber his wife's voice,
he coul d believe that nmore centuries woul d pass before ylem
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yi el ded any of its secrets—and by then it might be too |ate. Mankind woul d have di spersed into and
been absorbed by Orbitsville's infinite meadows. A thousand tinmes a thousand rural tribes would be
per* manently busy re-inventing the steam and internal conbustion engi nes, and woul d have no use
for the blueprints of the ultimte machine.

Cavendi sh gave a | ow sigh, deciding that he should be in bed. He got to his feet and was stooping
to pick up the stool when the surface on which he was stand ing blinked with green radiance. A
tine of light, glowing on the full width of the Valley's floor, swept by him travelled the |l ength
of the strip and vanished at its western end in a fraction of a second.

"Whatthe . . . !** Cavendish stared into the famliar backdrop of night, suddenly feeling unsafe.

He had lived all his life on the Obitsville shell and knew the material to be totally inert,
changel ess, nore stable by far than any planetary crust. It was not supposed to pulse with green

light. . . because if that could happen other changes might occur. . . and he could alnost fed the
yl em di ssol ving beneath his feet. . . hurling his unprepared and unprotected body downwards and
outwards . . . into the space between the stars

Mar k Denmark was obvi ously unhappy. He squared up various stacks of paper on his desk, frowning
ail the while, then went to the wi ndow of his office and rocked on the balls of his feet while he
i nspected the view. The Valley and its w de-caved buil dings and the surroundi ng sl opes reflected
the sun's vertical rays, |ooking exactly as they always did, enbalnmed in brilliance which had an
anci ent Egyptian quality to
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it. Denmark shook his head as though sonething outside had failed to pass nuster, returned to his
chair and began tapping his front teeth with a pen

"Dan, we've checked every read-out fromevery instrunment,” he finally said. "There aren't any
spi kes. There aren't any blips or dips. In fact, there is sinply no trace of any abnornal event."

**That's not surprising—onsidering we don't have any photoneters ainmed at the shell." Cavendi sh
spoke in a matter-of-fact voice, concealing his disappointnment over the |lack of corroborative
readi ngs. He had been awake all night, voyaging on nental oceans of surmse, elated by the near-
certainty that the science of spherology was about to take that |ong-awaited step forward. Now it
was begi nning to | ook as though he had taken a step backwards, |ost ground in die battle over his
del ayed retirenent.

Dennark | eaned forward, hunching his shoulders. "Dan, | don't need to tell you that light can't
come into being by itself. Wat you described sounded |ike an excitation phenonenon, but nothing
got excited—except maybe your optic nerves."

"I"'mperfectly healthy," Cavendi sh snapped. "Don't try that stuff on ne."
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"I'monly trying to stop you naking a pig's ass of yourself. If you insist on your report going on
log you'll draw a lot of attention, then you'll really find out what it's Iike to be under
pressure. Christ, Dan, if everybody el se can accept retirement at eighty, why can't you?"

"Because |'mnot ready."

"Ready or not, one of these days . . . The Commi ssion can insist, you know."

Cavendi sh gl anced around the office in feigned
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surprise. "Have | come to the wong place? Are you the chief scientist or the personnel manager?"

Dennmark's grey eyes clouded w th annoyance and his nouth withered into a thin Iine. Watching the
change of expression. Cavendi sh wondered if he had gone too far. Dennmark was a natural researcher
whose tenperanment had been poi soned by the constant struggle to keep all his projects functioning
on dwi ndling budgets, and in the past nmonths he had becone noody and unpredictable. Att it takes
is one word fromhim Cavendi sh thought, becom ng al armed. Just one interoffice meno and Fmout in
the cold with nothing but.

"Good norning, nen!"

The unexpected voice, conming fromdie open door, provided what Cavendi sh hoped woul d be a wel cone
diversion. He turned towards it and his spirits sank as he saw the stubby, bull-necked formof his
ol d adversary, technical manager Phil Vigus, entering the office. Vigus, who was ultimately
responsible for the reliability of all equipnment, took every conplaint as a personal insult—a
trait which had often brought himinto conflict with Cavendi sh. He had | ong regarded Cavendi sh as
a cantankerous geriatric, and at that particular nonent was the |ast person Cavendi sh wanted to
see.

"Take a seat, Phil," Denmark said. "I'mglad you dropped by."
"Real ly?" Vigus lowered his bulk into a chair. "Wat have | got that you want?"

Dennark gave hima cold fleeting smle. "You ve got mllions of nonks' worth of equipnent strung
out along the Valley, and |I've just been informed by M. Cavendi sh here-—who el se?—that it's a | oad
of
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crap. | used to think die shell material was inert, didn't you? Wl l, apparently ylem can becone
so agitated that it lights up like a traffic sign, and not one of your piss-poor instrunents even
gives a quiver. Wat do you think of that?"

"That's not what | said," Cavendish protested, shocked by die sheer crudity of Denmark's attack
and deducing fromit that he had [anded hinself in a genuine crisis. This was a tailor-nmade chance
for Vigus to conme down on himwith both feet, to add his managerial clout to that of Denmark. Both
men working in unison could have himissued with his wal king papers in a couple of hours.

"I presume, fromthe scutdebut | picked up this norning, that we're tal king about Dan's wonderfu
green flash." Vigus's lips twitched in anusement. "They're already calling it his nocturna
em ssion. "

"That's it," Denmark said gleefully, and having been presented with a joke went on, as hunourl ess
people do, to run it ragged. "Sone people get hot flushes at ni ght—Ban gets green flashes. Wat do
you say, doc? Is it a serious ailnment?"

"I can tell you one thing about it.
hi s expression curiously benign

Vigus stared hard at Cavendi sh for a second, eyes unreadabl e,
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Executi oner's conpassi on® Cavendi sh thought. Here cones the big knife.

"Tell me the worst,"” Denmark pronpted.

"I't's infectious," Vigus said. His tone was calm very neutral, but Cavendish felt a prenonition.

Denmar k | ooked di sappoi nted. "Wat does that mean?”

"I read a lot of reliability reports, fromall over. Not just on research equi pment, on nearly
anyt hi ng.
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Three weeks or so ago « pilot called Jean Antony bal ed out of an old freighter on the equatoria
run, dose to 156. The ship apparently was a deathtrap, nothing working right, and she got herself
ej ected downwards. Her capsule actually grazed the shell before it was recovered, so it was a near-
mracle she got out of it alive." Vigus paused for an unnecessarily long tine, still |ooking at
Cavendi sh.

"Stirring stuff,” Denmark said drily, "but I don't. . ."

"Just before the collision Jean Antony saw a green flash. Just like Dan's. She described it in her
acci dent report, but nobody paid any heed. It was witten off as nerves or a stray reflection on
the capsul e's transparencies. **

Denmar k nodded. *Td say nerves—you know what wonen are |ike."

"This one saw a thin band of green radi ance noving fast across the shell fromeast to west, **
Vi gus asserted. "Sonething is happening, Mark—sonething very unusual —and t he sooner you report
Dan's observations to Conmission HQ the nore credit you' |l be able to grab for yourself."

"I'd like to thank you, ** Cavendish said to Vigus as they left the adm n building together. "If
you hadn't chined in when you did . . . Mark was all set to dunp me, you know. *1

"He'd only have been forced to take you back on again, after you'd beconme fanous." Vigus grinned
in the vertical prismof shadow cast by his coolie-style hat. "You're going to be insufferable
enough as it is."
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"Thanks a lot,** Cavendi sh said, pretending to be insulted, but feeling better inside than he had
done at any tinme in the three years since his wife had died. Life, it would seem still had
sonmething to offer.
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Chapter 8

Dallen took die little patrol ship to a height of eight thousand nmetres—enough to render it
invisible fromthe ground—and drifted in over Cordele fromthe north. About a third of the built-
up area had been destroyed by old fires, but fromthe air large tracts | ooked al nbst as they would
have done forty years earlier when the city was being officially deregistered. Only the high
proportion of greenery, obliterating die street patterns in some places, hinted at the progressive
decay which would eventually erase all obvious signs of habitation. Arm es of wood-boring insects
were hard at work down there, tidying up the stage for the benefit of future performers.

The map proj ected on the navigation screen beside Dallen was decades out of date—n the eyes of
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t he Met agov cartographers Cordel e no | onger existed—but it was adequate for his purpose. He
touched a button which activated the snip's scanning systemand a bright red dot appeared in the
m ddl e of a western suburb. It was standard procedure with di e Madi son
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police to radio tag sonme personal item belonging to detai nees, often a beh buckle, and now the
coded signal was telling Dallen exactly where he would find die man he was hunti ng.

He watched the gl owi ng speck | ong enough to assure hinmself it was not noving, then swuing the ship
into a curving path which took it out across the blurry-edged strip of solder which was the Flint
Ri ver. Twenty kilonmetres west of the city Dallen nade a rapid descent through the heavy water-

| ogged air, watching the atl as-page sweep of territory bel ow hi m expand to becone a sunlit reality
clothed with vegetation which noved visibly with changes in the wind. At a height of only a few
metres he skinmed eastwards, taking advantage of every irregularity in the terrain to hide his
approach to the city. The outer ring of abandoned restaurants, notels and comrercial buil dings
appeared ahead of him many of the structures conpletely obscured by kudzu vines. Dallen threaded
the ship through themin silence, bringing it as close to his destination as he dared, and
grounded by the sheared-off side of a small hill.

He studied the map display for a nonent, noting that he was sone three kilonmetres fromhis target,
then took off a print which he folded and put away in his pocket. He was confident that be could
go straight to Beaunont wi thout extra guidance, but returning to the ship might not be so sinple
and he wanted to minimse the risk of getting lost. After checking various pieces of equipnent,

i ncluding his sidearmand quarry finder, he slid the pilot door open and stepped down onto a thick
carpet of npbss and ground-huggi ng creepers. Going by the book, he should have retracted the slim
tubes of its wing field generators
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before | eaving the ship unattended, but in the interests of a quick getaway he chose not to do so.
Nobody was |ikely to chance upon the ship and in any case the tubes, which were the only
vul nerabl e part, had been freshly coated with repellant paint.

It was a little past noon and a thickly murmurous heat |ay over the surroundings, the main

el enents of which were overgrown shrubs and ruinous single-storey houses. A plastic-skinned

m cr obus stood nearby, contriving to | ook al nost serviceable after nore than forty years, except
for the tree which had grown up through the engi ne conpartnent.

Dail en set off in the direction of the city centre, wal king quickly, checking his progress with
those street signs which were still legible. The tension that was growi ng within himmanifested
itself in his increasing junpiness. He fought it by refusing to think about what |ay ahead,
absorbing i mages of his environment, turning hinself into a canera. Concrete |ight poles had
crunbl ed here and there, doubling over and exposing ferrous brown veins. Sone houses which had

| ooked quite intact froma distance were reveal ed as nere clay overlays erected by ternites, the
encl osed tinbers long since digested. On the wi ndow of a store, mraculously still intact, sone
| ong-departed hunourist had sprayed the words, GONE TO LAUNCH

Dai | en experienced a growi ng sense of bafflenent. Wiy did people ding on in places like this? He
knew t here were parts of the world where hunman | abour had agai n becone val uabl e, where the petty
chieftains of the new age—en who could feel their power growing as Obitsvifle lost interest in
Eart h—prevented their slave-subjects fromtaking the big trip. But it

had al ways been different on the Nor Am continent—so why had a few chosen to remain behind in
conditions like this? Question to be taken literally: what on Earth possessed then? Dailen cursed
as die words of the old song, the one he had al ways disliked, paraded behind his eyes
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Streets fallen silent, blow ng dust,
Rai | ways and bridges, grow ng rust,
Christmas is only untrodden snow,
Everyone's gone to Big O ..

The sounds of children at play startled himinto alertness. He paused and listened to the faint
but unmi stakabl e pl easure cries which m ght have been drifting through a time warp froma previous
century. There were seven bl ocks between himand his target, but he deduced he was reaching the
edge of an encl ave which possibly was guarded. He noved forward with greater caution, one hand
gripping the sidearm conceal ed in his pocket, and reached an intersection where the pavenent had
been lifted and fragnmented by trees and their roots. A stand of rank grass and weeds provi ded
cover fromwhich he was able to reconnoitre the street ahead.

Veget ati on was much in evidence everywhere, obscuring the signs of habitation, but he saw at once
that the houses had been deliberately thinned out and that the enpty spaces were under

cul tivation. Al though no people were directly visible, he could see a vehicle noving in the

di stance and from sonewhere nearby there cane the bleating of a sheep. Sensing that it would be
pointless to try noving through such an area undetected, Dailen |left the shade of the trees and
wal ked openly along the street, his stride casual but long. A group of small children, shabbily
dr essed
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but heal t hy | ooki ng, came running out of nowhere chanting a play rhyne and as qui ckly di sappeared
behi nd hedges.

Their presence was sonehow di sturbing to Dallen, then he realised he had al ways unconsci ously
t hought of the Independent communities as being entirely conposed of nmulish disgrunted adults.
Over-sinplification, he thought. An occupational di sease of Deregistratton Bureau workers.

Cordel e had been depopul ated in 2251 and kept enpty for the statutory whole year, which neant that
the people nowliving in it did not exist as far as Metagov was concerned. The conveni ent

adm nistrative fiction was that none of the small groups of dissidents who wandered in the
spreadi ng wi | derness of the country would have been attracted to the deserted cities. But shelter
and ot her necessities were to be had for the taking there, and the cities could again serve in
their nost basic rol e—pl aces where those who needed to could band together for nutual support. In
t hose circunstances children were bound to arrive, officially non-existent children

di senfranchi sed, not entitled to education or even the nost rudinmentary health care.

fmgetting out of the Bureau, Dallen told hinself once again. As soon as | collect ny back pay-as
soon as | get what fmowed for Cotta and M kel

He made steady progress towards his destination, encountering nore and nore people as he got
farther into the enclave. Sone of the adults eyed himcuriously as he passed, but showed no
inclination to challenge him Either the |ocal population was |arge enough for a stranger to
remai n i nconspi cuous, or the people were | ess defensive and insular than he had
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supposed. At a corner of one block he saw an open-air produce market apparently running on the
barter system and the presence of several nud-spattered trucks indicated that sonebody was
farm ng on a conparatively targe scale.

On reaching the seventh block inwards Dallen found that it was non-residential, the side he was
near est being occupied by a brick-built church, a bank and a three-storey hotel. The hotel was the
only building of the three which | ooked as though it had been kept in use. Mking sure he was not
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bei ng wat ched, Dallen took out the quarry finder—which was tuned to the signal from Beaunont's
belt buckl e—and | ooked at its circular screen. A crinson arrow glowed on its surface, pul sing
rapidly, pointing to the hotel. Aware of the neasured thudding of his heart, Dallen angled across
the street. He entered the off-street parking area and had al nost reached the building' s entrance
when a thick-set nman materialised in the dense shade of the canopy. The man was youngi sh
prematurely grey, and had a punp-action shotgun slung on his shoul der

"Where do you think you're goin', fella?" he said, sounding curious rather than hostile.

Dal | en absorbed the fact that the hotel was serving as some kind of headquarters. Tve got to see
t he boss."

The man extended a hand, husking thunb and fingers together. "Papers."

"Sure thing." Dallen smled, slipped his hand into his jacket pocket and fired the stdearm w t hout
taking tinie to grip its handle. The w de-angle cone of radiation sleeted through the guard's
body, turning himinto an organic statue. Dallen closed with himbefore he could topple and,
taki ng a chance on the small
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| obby being enpty, waltzed the rigid formback into the hotel. A door beside the desk | ooked as
though it led to staff washrooms. It was necessary to take another risk, but Dallen had begun to
feel supercharged with confidence, like a man high on felicitin, and he bore the guard through the
door without pause. The room beyond was enpty. It took himonly a few seconds to bundle the inert
figure into a closet, then he was out in the |obby and running for the stairs.

On the second-floor |anding he checked with the quarry finder and got a reading which told himto
go left. Dallen hurried silently along the corridor, dragging the sidearmfromhis pocket, and
halted at a door which was indicated by an abrupt swing of the bright arrow. Allowing no tinme for
reflection, filled with a heady certitude, he twi sted the handl e and went through the door fast.
The room cont ai ned one bed upon which was |ying a bl ack-haired woman of about twenty, naked except
for a runpled waist slip. She stared up at Dallen without noving. Itens of her discarded clothing
were draped on a chair, anong thema durocord skirt and a man's belt with a netal buckle.

"I't's Beaunont | want," Dallen said in a fierce whisper, unable to accept that sonethi ng had gone
di sastrously wong. "You'll be all right as long as you keep quiet. Do you understand that?"

The wonan nodded, opened her nouth and screaned.

"You stupid . . !'" Dallen alnmost silenced her with his paral yser, then realised there would be no
poi nt. The scream seened to have been anplified rather than danped by the building s partition
wal | s and he could already hear startled nmale voices in an adjoin-
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ing room He turned back to the door, thoughts in turnoil, and was trying to choose between two
unproni si ng courses—+unning for the street or |ocking hinmself in—-when the wonan pulled the
trigger.

Harry Sanko, "nmayor" of West Cordele, was wearing a full business suit, conplete with traditional-
style collar and tie, regardless of the nboist heat. He was in his early forties and had regul ar
features with a Latin cast which was enphasi sed by a neat pencil-line npbustache. He was wel | -fed,
articulate, foreceful in his nmanner and snmiled a lot in spite of having only one front tooth.

"What you did was stupid,” he said to Dallen. "The only word for it is ... well . . . stupid.”

Dal  en managed to nod in agreenent. He had been dragged the length of the corridor to a conference
room and had been pushed into one of the high-backed chairs which surrounded a circular table.
Sanko was sitting opposite himand two burly young nen arned with shotguns were standing at the
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door. The fact that Dallen was able to nove his head nmeant that he had been zapped with a | ow
power personal defence weapon, but he derived scant confort fromthe know edge. He was very much
aware of being totally hel pless.

"Marion is a close friend of nine," Sanko went on. "She's a protegee, you might say . . . and if
you had touched her ... or if you had used this on her " He tapped Da lien's sidearm which was
lying on the table in front of him and shook his head, apparently awed by inner visions of his
retribution.

"I told you |l was only interested in Beaunont,"
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Dallen replied. "I didn't know your so-called protegee had his belt."

Sanko | eaned forward and showed his single tooth. "You are quite a stern character, aren't you,
Dall en? You're sitting there, paral ysed, helpless, not knowi ng whether |I'm going to have you
strung up or castrated with a blunt knife,yet you can't help referring to Marion as ny so-call ed
protegee. A man in your shoes should be nore diplonmatic. | nmean, how do you know |' m not
sensitive?"

"Peopl e who plant bonbs usually aren't."

"So that's it!" Sanko stood up, wal ked quickly around the table and sat down again, hard enough to
meke his chair creak. "I've got news for you, Mster Metagov—this is a civilised conmmunity here in
West Cordele. W've got |laws, and we enforce them W don't have electricity or clean water or any
anenities like that, but we're not savages. W don't go in for terrorism?**

"Beaunont does."
"Beaunmont was a brainl ess punk. **
"War?" Dallen's fingers twitched, first sign of returning nobility. "Does that nean . . . ?"

"It neans he's dead. He was tried and executed yesterday along with two of his buddi es—for
stealing conmunity property. Does that seema trifle harsh to you?"

"No—ust barbaric.**

Sanko gave a barely visible shrug. "You've got to understand that in any |ndependent community

al nrost the worst crinme anybody can conmmit is the crime of waste. W have a snall cash reserve for
buyi ng bl ack nmarket nedi cal supplies, and Beaunont and his brother cretins blew sone of it on bonb
kits.
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A few nonths back two of them w ecked one of our |ast working autonobiles, and if they hadn't
totalled thenselves along with it we'd have had to ..." Sanko broke off and gazed solemly at
Dallen, his tooth digging into his lower lip.

"I don't get this,
life?"

he finally said. "Wiy are you here? What was Beaunont in your soft little

"The day | pinched himin Madison he said his friends were going after ny family." Dallen spoke
slowy and carefully, his mnd |laboring to assinilate the news of Beaunpont's death and the wi der

i mplications of what he had just heard. "About the tinme he was saying that sonebody went into the
Cty Hall and used a Luddite Special on ny wife and son . . . but. . ."

"But what. M ster Metagov? Brain beginning to stir? How much cash does it take to buy one of those
fancy toys?"
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A corrosive acid was seeping through Dallen's mnd, burning away one worl d-picture, disclosing
anot her. "Sonebody in Madison . . . Probably sonebody in City Hall itself . . ."

"What were you sayi ng about barbarisma m nute ago?"

"But | can't see why," Dallen went on. "There was no reason for. it."

"Maybe a slug of this will get your head working." Sanko took a silver flask fromhis pocket, cane
round die table and poured sone of its contents into Dallen's nmouth. "A Luddite Special is its own
reason, nman. It only does one job."

"There can't Dal | en gagged as warm neat |iquor reached his throat, but the spasns seened to
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accelerate the return of sensation to his linbs. He becane aware of a twitching in his calf
nmuscl es.

"Your wife and kid nmust have known sonething. They nust have seen sonething." Sanko drained the
flask and tossed it to one of the arned nen who caught it and |left the room unbi dden. "You' re no
Sher | ock Hol nes, are you?**

Dal l en wasted no tine in specul ati ng who Sherl ock Hol nes was. He was appalled at his own | ack of
perception, at the weeks he had wasted, at his unconsci ous arrogance in assumng that he and his
futile, insignificant. Earth-limted activities had been the root cause for what had happened to
Cona and M kel. The alternative theory was that there was a nonster roam ng | oose in Madison City,
enjoying the imunity that Dallen had personally gifted to it—but what had been the origina
crime? What could have been sufficiently serious to justify the erasure of two personalities? Had
it been a nurder? Hie circunstances did not fit—obody had been found dead or reported m ssing.

"It still doesn't nake sense,** Dallen said. MAé don't have any serious crine in Mdison. *1

"l love it!** Sanko | aughed al oud, his nouth and the solitary tooth form ng a notched dark circle.
"Graft doesn't bother anybody in Madison and that neans it isn't serious.**

"There mi ght be sone petty .

"Listen to me—Madi son City is a kind of general store for all the big Independent conmunities in
this part of the world. They cone fromas far away as Savannah and Jacksonville, any place that
can scrape up big noney, and it's from Madi son they buy their

ORB/ TSVI LLE DEPARTURE

117

generators, water purifers, truck engines, whatever. Didn't you know?"

"I know nmy wife and son weren't involved. **

"You're starting to bore ne, Dallen. How did you get to Cordel e? By car?"
"I flew "

"That's a pity—+f you'd cone by car we'd have taken it and | et you wal k back. A flier is no use to
us though, so | guess you can take it away as soon as you've thawed out."

It was only then that Dallen realised he had been expecting inprisonnent or worse. "You're letting
me go?"

Sanko | ooked exasperated. "Maybe you expected to be cooked and eaten."

"No, but with what | know about Beaunont. . .** Dallen paused, deciding not to nake a case for his
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det enti on.

"Try a little experinent,*" Sanko said, taking Men's sidearmand dropping it into his own pocket.
"When you get back to Madi son nmake out a report saying you heard sone non-existent people claimng
to have ended the non-exi stence of sonme other non-existent people. 1'd like to hear what sort of
reaction you get.**

It was |ate afternoon when Dallen reached the city. He circled in | ow over the south-western
districts, over Scottish Hill and the i muacul ate, hernetically seal ed suburbs which would I ater
begin to glowin a sinulation of Iife as the lights cane on in a thousand enpty streets. The tal
buil dings of the city centre, projecting above vivid toyland greenery, were washed w th sunlight
and | ooked inpossibly clean, idyllic. A visitor wi nging down from space m ght have con-
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el uded that here was a conmunity of contented, rational beings |eading well-regulated |ives—but
Dal | en' s mobod was one of disaffection as he picked out the pastel geonetries of the City Hall.

H s reckl ess dash to Cordele had, as well as providing vital information, jotted himout of grief-
dom nated patterns of behaviour, freed himfromthe enotional conviction that a craving for
justice and revenge would, if strongly enough felt, bring about its own ends. He had been rem nded
that there was no even-handed arbiter, and that the nost successful hunters were those who stal ked
their prey with col dness and cal cul ati on

His ship hovered for a nonent, then began its purposeful descent, its shadow a drifting prisnmatic
bl ur whi ch advanced and retreated according to the lie of the |and beneath.

Chapter 9

Gerald Mathieu stood at the wi ndow of his office and watched the Bureau patrol ship slant down
across the sky for a landing at Madison's inner field. The notion that Carry Dallen mi ght be at
the flying controls entered his mnd, but he dismssed it and wal ked back to his desk. Dallen's
prol onged absence fromthe City Hall had been wel cone to Mathieu as a breathing space, but it was
maki ng hi m obsessive, giving his subconscious mnd too nuch tinme to el aborate on the inage of a
dar k super human Nenesi s

He had survived his encounter with Dallen imediately after the incident. . . wonan and child,
crunpling, fatting, idiot eyes shining. . . but the circunstances had been exceptional and had not
quite dispelled his fear of the other man's intuitive power. Since then that fear had been

growi ng, week by week, and now the prospect of eventually having to face Dallen again ranked wth
all the other great phobias of his life. There was the dread of venturing into infinite black
space, of living in a wafer-thin shell of alien netal, of
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bei ng exposed as a crimnal, of ever having—even once—to exist for a full day without felicitin
And now there was the next neeting with Carry Dallen

Mat hi eu sat down at his desk and tried to concentrate on the backlog of work. The job of mayor or
deputy in an artificial city bore little resenblance to that traditionally associated with the
tides. It was nore akin to being executive officer for a very large thene park, and Mathieu's
responsi bilities ranged frompublic relations and tourist information to recruitment and
purchasi ng. Even with extensive electronic assistance the job was denmandi ng, especially as the
city's annual revenue was in a steady decline, Mthieu had deferred for several days decisions
about reducing engi neering budgets, but on his way to the office that norning had prom sed hinsel f
good progress. It would be a sign that he was still functioning well, that a single unlucky
accident . . . worman and cbildt crunpling, going down before him minds blown away . . . was not
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going to ruin his entire career

He called up a set of cost analysis graphs on the desk's main screen and strove to |link the
vari col oured bl ocks and lines to external reality. Silent mnutes went by. The graphs shinmered on
the surface of his eyes, tantalising himby refusing to be drawn into his head. He was begi nning
to feel a nmild panic when the internal comunicator chinmed and Mayor Bryce-land' s features
appeared at the projection focus, eyes blindly questing. Taking only a second to snooth down his
jacket, Mathieu accepted the call, nmaking hinself visible at the caller's term nal

"Let's have a tal k about the conference,*' Brycel and
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said at once. "What have you got so far in the way of a programe?"

Mat hi eu was baffled for a nonent, then it dawned on himthat Bryceland was referring to a
conference of nmuseum city nanagers which Madi son was schedul ed to host in the coming Novenber. "I
haven't had a chance to look at it yet, Frank,** he said. "Perhaps next week . . .**

"Next week!" Bryceland' s puffy countenace registered dismay. "I suppose you're aware how i nportant
this conference is?"

"Yes. I'"'malso aware it's five nonths away."

"Five months is no tine at all,
days. **

Brycel and grunbled. "Specially the way you' re working these

"Meani ng?**

"Try to figure it out for yourself.** Bryceland' s inage dissolved into transient specks of Iight,
endi ng the conversati on.

"Jesus Christ!" Mathieu |l eaped to his feet, fists clenched, angry and afraid at the sane tinme. He
wal ked around the office and paused at his full-length mrror for reassurance. The bl ond-haired
figure gazing at himfromthe safety of that other office, the one in the | ooking-glass world,
appeared exactly as it should—tall, young, athletic, successful, immuaculate. But were the eyes
begi nning to show signs of strain? Was there a slight hunching of the shoul ders which indicated
har nful tensions?

Mat hi eu rai sed one hand to touch the rose-petal perfection of his white collar, but the figure in
the mrror betrayed him It guided the hand to the inner pocket of his jacket, and found hinself

hol di ng the gold pen, the one which dispensed a magical ink. He hesitated, trenmbling on the edge

It was regarded as
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medi cal | y inmpossi bl e for anyone to kick the felicitin habit unaided, but since the day of the
incident. . . woman and child, crunpling, unique human flames guttering ... bt had been hol di ng
off on the fixes until after office hours. The notive had been self-defence, the plan to avoid
danger ous confidence, but five weeks had gone by and his position had to be growi ng nore secure
with each passing hour. And there night be a greater hazard in the displaying of personality
changes dating back to the precise day of the crime. . . wonman and child, crunpling, falling

He clicked the pen's changeover mechani sm and quickly drew the point across his tongue.

As he was returning the gold cylinder to his pocket he felt a twi nge of curiosity about the exact
anount of felicitin left inits reservoir. There was no anxiety involved, no urgency, sinply a
mld desire to confirmthat all was well. He raised the pen to his eye and rotated it until the
light fromthe wi ndow was caught in an integral glass capillary. The shock was al nost physi cal
draggi ng his nouth out of shape, causing himto take a step backwards.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D.../Bob%20Shaw%20-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt (52 of 111) [2/24/2004 10:37:58 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Bob%20Shaw%620-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt

There was tinder a week's supply, where there should have been enough for a nonth.

Along with the confirmation that he had been using too much of the drug came the first surge of
i nduced reassurance, blessed certainty that he could handle any difficult situation which arose.
Felicitin, as he had noted before, worked rase

The main problemto be considered was that his supplier was not due in fromthe west coast for
anot her two weeks, and the solution was straightforward—he would cook up a good reason and make a
special flight to Los Angeles. QED. Everything would
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be fine. In fact, now that he thought about it constructively, discovering that his drug stock was
| ow was one of the best things mat had ever happened to him The pen dispenser was a rich man's
toy—rmmking it far too easy to take an over-generous dose—so from next week onwards he was going to
use mcrocaps. That system was nuch better. It would give hima fool proof nethod of nonitoring his
consunption, would al so save hima | ot of noney, and would al so be a major step towards the day
when he woul d be able to quit using the drug altogether

Al was well with his world—and the wondrously heartening aspect of it was that things could only
get better.

Mat hi eu adj usted the hang of his jacket to his satisfaction, snmiled at his reflection in the
mrror, and sauntered back to his desk
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Dal | en had endured the enptiness and qui etness of the house for as long as his tenmperanent would
all ow, and now he had begun to get a last-man-in-the-world feeling.

Fromthe front wi ndow he could see nost of one shallow slope of the city's North HIl, and there
was no sign of nmoverment anywhere in that expanse of nostal gic blue dusk. The progressive

appear ance of |ights—distant speckles of gold, peach and amber—provided little confort, because
he knew that autonatic switches were producing exactly the sane effect in the uninhabited
districts of Linbusin, Scottish Hill and G bson Park. Everything |ooked right for the tourists
gliding down fromorbit on the evening shuttle, but fromwhere Dallen stood it was al nost possible
to believe that Earth's last citizens had been spirited away while he was dozi ng.

The words of the old song tried to invade his nmind . . . Qut on the freeway, noon/towers bl ow,
Everyone's gone to Big O ... but he bl ocked them off, turning
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away fromthe window to wal k through silent roonms in which his imagination still detected a hint

of urine. Yesterday there had been a nessage from Roy Picciano explaining that he had, in view of
Dallen's late return, taken Cona to the clink for extra tests which would |l ast at |east three
days. G ve yourself a break, the recording had concluded, take a couple of days off.

At first Dallen had been unable to accept the advice. The sortie to Cordele had |left him
physically tired, but he had driven to the clinic and spent tinme with Cona and M kel. She had been
bored and then angered by his attenpts to get her to speak, and the boy had been asleep in his cot
in the adjoining room one hand clutching a tiny yellow truck. Dallen sought consolation in the
fact that Mke! still had a special liking for toy vehicles, but it was a desperately thin
lifeline. The infant personality had been erased before it had properly formed-so how could it
ever be retrieved? You want a replacenent for your baby son, sir? Miust have a fondness for
mniature cars? Wait just a nonment, sir—we've got the exact node! you need
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Dallen had left the clinic with a tearing pain in his throat and a dark chill gathering in his

m nd. He could go to the chief of police with a new theory about die five-week-old crinme, but
Lashbrook woul d seize on the |lack of obvious notive as an excuse to take no action. In any case,
Dal | en rem nded hinsel f, he had no wish for the culprit to be taken by the authorities and shi pped
off to Botany Bay. The puni shnent woul d have to be nuch nore drastic, person-airy adm nistered, a
venting of suppurative poison, and for that he would have to find the guilty person unai ded.
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And there still remmined the enigma of the notive. Gib words about a Luddite Special being its
own notive explai ned everything and nothing. Wat he needed was a credible reason for sonebody who
worked in City Hall to use such a device on an innocent wonan and child, and his brain seened
quite unequal to the task. Gief, bitterness and undirected hatred were no aids to anal ytica

t hought .

It was in that state of mind that Dallen had fallen asleep in an arnthair after reaching hone.
When he had wakened in the middle of the night there had seened no point in transferring to a

| onely bed, so he had stayed in the chair till nmorning. A full day spent in brooding, snacking and
dozi ng had further reduced his drive, and now he felt too dispirited to think at all. The house
had becone a tonb, a prison, a place fromwhich he had to escape. Ceasing his aimess drifting, he
took a cool shower, shaved and changed into fresh clothing, all the while telling hinself that he
had no definite plans, that he might be going to the gymmasiumor to a bar or to his office. It
was not until he had actually started the engine of his car and had to choose a destination that
he acknow edged he was going to see Silvia London

He drove south with the top down, followi ng the route he had traversed the previous day with Rick
Renard. A few nmajor stars were visible through the city's canopy of diffused light, formng a
sparse background to Pol ar Band One, which was nearing zenity. The north-south Iine of space
stations and parked ships had once been a brilliant spectacle in the night sky, but it had di mred
as the era of the great migrations had drawn to a close. Now it was mainly conposed of irreparable
hul ks, many of which had been

partially cannibalised to enable other ships to nake final departures for Orbitsville. Dallen
could only see it as a synbol of Earth's decline and he had no regrets when turning west renoved
the thinly jewelled braid fromhis field of view.

Li ghts were on all over the London residence and its extensions, and the presence of at | east
twenty cars on the apron of gravel added to the inpression that there was a sizable party going on
i nside. Dallen, who had been expecting a nuch smaller gathering, swng his car into a vacant space
and got out, discovering that he was dose to Renard's gold Rollac. He hesitated for a second,
suddenl y dubi ous about entering the house, then noticed Silvia at a ground-floor w ndow in

ani mat ed conversation with soneone he could not see. The vertical rays froman overhead | anp
enphasi sed the pouting fullness of her |lower Up and highlighted her breasts, nmking her | ook

i mpossi bly voluptuous, like a sexist illustration on a cassette cover. He watched her for a
monent, feeling |ike a voyeur, and went into the house.

"Wel come to this informal neeting of Aninma Mundi Foundation!" Hi e voice canme froma thin, high-
shoul dered man of about sixty who was standing in the centre of the square hail. He was casually
dressed in slacks and floral shirt, but his silver-bearded face had a conscious dignity which
woul d have been nore in keeping wi th donnish robes. A bar of unnaturally high colour reached from
cheekbone to cheekbone across the saddle of his nose.

"I's this your first visit to one of our discussion evenings?" he said, giving Dallen a forna
smle.

"Yes, but | only canme to
The

Dal | en broke off as he realised he was speaking to a hol onor ph.
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visual illusion was perfect, only betrayed by a slight studio quality to the voice. It had been
beamed at Dallen's ears too accurately, robbing it of any acoustic interaction with the
consi derabl e volune of sound coming fromroonms on either side of the hall

“In that case let ne introduce nyself," the holo-nmorph said. "I am Kara! London, and | offer you
sonme wonderful news—you, ny friend, are going to live for ever."

"I's that a fact?" Dallen replied uneasily, loathe to converse with the unseen conputer which was
directing the hol onorph's responses.

"Not only is it a fact, ny friend—+t is the single nost inportant truth in the cosnmps. You wll
have anple opportunity to discuss it during the evening—and there is a conprehensive range of
study aids, all available to you free of charge—but |let ne begin by asking you one vital question
What is . . ?"

The question was lost to Dallen as the door at his right opened and the bouyantly curvaci ous
figure of Rick Renard appeared, nmartini glass in hand. He grinned on seeing Dallen, walked
straight to the hol onorph and shoved his knee into the vicinity of its groin.

"Qut of the way, you silly old fart/ he comanded, stepping into the solid inage and causing it to
flow and fragnent. "This really balls the whole system O d Karal programmed the set-up hinself
before he left for Obitsville, but he was too conceited to allow for anybody bei ng disrespectfu
enough to stand right inside him The conputer just doesn't know how to react."

"I'"'mnot surprised,” Dallen said, reluctantly anused.
"Wait to you see this." Renard edged backwards a

little, allowing London's inage to reassenble itself in front of him now apparently wi th four
arms, two of which belonged to Renard and were waving |ike those of a Balinese dancer.

** . . long been postulated that nind is a universal property of matter, so that even el enentary
particles would be endowed with it to sone degree,"” the grotesque image was saying in London's
voi ce. "W now know that mind is a universal entity or interaction of the same order as
electricity or gravitation, and that there exists a nodulus of transfornmation, anal ogous to

Ei nstein's bask equation, which equates mnd stuff with other entities of the physical world ..

The superinposed i mage abruptly vani shed, leaving the floor to a triunphant Renard. "The programre
can't cope, you see. Ad Karal should have stuck to his physics."

"He didn't expect sabotage."

"What did he expect? People cone here for sone free booze and a bit of discreet lusting after
Silvia—not to be lectured by a m serable bl oody apparition. Cone on, old son, you | ook as though
you coul d use a drink."

"I't's been one of those days."

"Yeah." Renard paused, his gold-freckled face | ooking uncharacteristically solemm. "I've only just
heard about your wife and kid."

"l don't want to tal k about that."

"No. It was just that I ... Ah, bell\" Renard led the way into the room from whi ch he had energed
and went to a |long sideboard which was serving as a bar. Dallen asked himfor a weak Scotch and
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water, and while it was being prepared took the opportunity to | ook around. There were about two
dozen peopl e
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in the room nost of themnmen, who were standing in groups of three or four. He recogni sed severa
faces fromvarious City Hall departnents, but was unable to see Silvia.

"She's around somewhere/ Renard said knowi ngly, flashing his narrow bow of teeth.

Dal | en conceal ed his annoyance over having his screens penetrated so easily. "Wiy are these people
here? They can't ail be theoretical physicists."”

"Met aphysicists would be nore like it. Kara! clains there are special particles called nindons

whi ch are harder to detect than neutrinos because they exist in what he calls nental space. It's
all a bit abstruse for a nere botanist, but apparently our brains have m ndon | ook-alikes in
ment al space—where nost of the physical |laws are different—which enable us to survive death. Kara!
doesn't tal k about dying—he refers to it as becom ng discarnate.

"I't's all supposed to be very conforting and uplifting," Renard added as he handed Dallen a
clinking glass. "Personally, |I prefer this stuff or an occasional dab of jinks.**

"Felicitin?** Dallen was only mldly curious. "Can you get it right here in Madison?**

Renard shrugged. "A deal er cones through fromthe west coast once a nonth, so sonebody in town
must be really hooked on the stuff.”

"Who's got that kind of noney?**

"Dealers don't talk. Felicitinisn't illegal, as you know, but heavy users generally get up to
some highly illegal activities sooner or later. You can sonetines spot them though, if you know
what to | ook for.**

Dal | en sipped his drink and was a little surprised

to find it had been m xed exactly to his specification. Renard was on his best behaviour. How, he
wonder ed, woul d you pinpoint a person who was really dosing up on felicitin? Look out for soneone
who was al ways cool and calm exuding that air of serene confidence . . ? A nmenory picture
flickered briefly behind his eyes—tall young nan with Nordic good | ooks, expensively tail ored,

rel axed, sniling. Dallen concentrated until he had identified the image as that of Gerald Mathieu
the deputy mayor, then frowned and peered into his glass as a col dness devel oped in his stomach.

"I hope this isn't supercooled ice," he said. "I've heard this stuff can be bad for you."
Renard smled. "It's always the ice—never the booze."

Dal | en nodded, becom ng aware of a man and woman purposefully nmoving closer to him He turned and
saw the rotund figure of Peter Ezzati, the city's salvage officer, acconpanied by his equally
plunp wi fe, Libby. Wile they were shaki ng hands he noticed that the wonan's eyes were follow ng
his with a kind of nelting intensity and he guessed with a sinking feeling that she was a tragedy
buff, a professional synpathiser

"I's this your first time here, Carry?" Ezzati said. "Are you enjoying it?**
Tm a bit vague about what fm supposed to enjoy.**

"The talk, mainly. Karal can be quite convincing about his mndons, if you follow his argunent
right through, but it's the conversation | |ike. You get guys here whose nminds aren't limted to
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sport and sex, who can tal k about anything. For instance, what do you think about these green
flashes they're getting on Orbhsville?**
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Dall en was baffled. *Tmafraid I . . ."

"You're the first policeman we've had at the neetings/ Libby Ezzati put in, her gaze still a
channel for noist conpassion

*Tm not a policeman," Dallen explained. "I work for the Deregistration Bureau.**

Li bby shot an accusing gl ance at her husband, as though charging himw th having told her Iies.
"But you can arrest people, can't you?"

"Only lor things like being on | and where there's an exclusion order in force.11

"That's another thing/ Ezzati said. "Is it true they're pulling the deregister Iine into a forty
kil ometre radius of Madi son?"

Dal | en nodded. "The popul ation here is shrinking. There's enough good farmng land within the
radi us."

"l don't like it—+t's all part of a process." Ezzati considered what he had just said and appeared
toraid it significant. "All part of a process.*1

"Everything is part of a process/ Dallen said.
"I''mnot tal king philosophy—'mtal ki ng people."

"You're talking piffle, darling,"” Libby told her husband, and having allied herself with Dallen
decided it was rapport tinme. **You know. Carry, Kipling had a vital message for all of us when he
poi nted out that God never wasted a leaf or a tree . "

"Rick is the botanist around here." Dallen wal ked away qui ckly and went back into the hall where

the rematerialised hol onorph of Karal London was addressing two new arrivals . . . discarnate m nd
conmposed of mindons interacts with matter only very weakly, but that doesn't call its existence
into question. After all, we have yet to detect tbegraviton or tbegravitino . . . Comi ng out of

t he beam of sound, Dallen went into the

room opposite and found it populated |like the one he had left, snmall groups standing and tal ki ng
earnestly in an anmbi ence of |ow placed |lights and anber drinks.

He worked his way through them and went into the extension where yesterday norning, which seened
an aeon ago, he had first seen Silvia's incredible glass nobsaic screen. The studio was enpty.

Di fruser | anps were shining behind the trefoil panels, providing a patchy illun nation which
obscured the design of the three universes, shading themoff into a nysterious darkness suggestive
of the vast tracts of the cosnbs beyond the limts of human vision. Dallen found the entire
construct beautiful beyond words, and again he was awed by the sheer anmount of [abour that it
represented. His appreciation of art was untutored, a chief criterion being that a piece should
appear difficult, to have taxed the artist's powers, to have been hard work—and by that standard
al one the screen, with its hundreds of thousands of varicol oured glass chips, had to be the nost

i mpressive and soul -glutting creation he had ever seen

"It's not for sale,” Silvia London said from cl ose behind him

**Pity—+ was going to conmmi ssion a dozen." He turned and found hinself warmed by her presence.
Everyt hi ng about her seened right to himthe hunorous intelligence in the brown eyes, the
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determi nation of the chin, the strength conbined with the utter femininity of the fuli bosoned
figure sheathed in a pleated white dress.

"Perhaps | could nmake you a little suncatcher," she said.
**|'t wouldn't be the same. Being little, | mean. It's
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the size of this thing—all those separate pieces of glass—which helps nake it what it is."
Siivia's lips twitched. "You're a dialectical materialist."

"Step outside and say that," Dallen challenged. Silvia |laughed and this tinme his arms, unbi dden
actually opened a little to receive her. He froze in a turnmoil of guilt and confusion. Silvia
seenmed to catch her breath and her eyes becane troubl ed.

"I was talking to Rick alittle while ago,** she said. "He told me what happened to your fanily.
I'"d heard about it before, but | didn't realise ... |I didn't connect you . . ."

"I't's all right. It's nmy problem"
She nodded thoughtfully. *Tve heard of people naking a full recovery. 1*

"I't depends on how close they were to the gun. If only the nenory cells are affected it's possible
for a person to be re-educated, recreated alnost, in a year or so, because all the connecting
networ ks that person built up are still intact. But if the cell connections have been danaged

Dal | en hesitated, shocked at finding hinself discussing the subject with an outsider, and even
nmore so by what he was about to admit to hinself. "Cona and M kel were hit at very cl ose range.
think they' re gone,"”

"I"'mso sorry." Silvia stared at himfor a nonent, shoulders slightly raised, as if coming to a
decision. "Carry, I'mnot trying to push Karal's ideas at you, but there's sonmething I'd like you
to see. WIIl you come and | ook?"

"I don't mnd," He said, setting his glass down.

"Through here." Silvia led the way to the back of

the studio, into a workshop which was equi pped with a range of machine tools, and fromthere into
a short corridor. At the end of it was a heavy door which she opened by thunbprinting the | ock.
Reveal ed was a | arge square chanmber which was donmi nated by a rectangul ar transparent box
resenbling a display case in a nuseum Suspended inside the box on near-invisible wires were six
spheres of polished alloy roughly a metre in dianmeter. Dallen went closer to the case and saw t hat
each sphere was surrounded by a cluster of delicate needle-like probes, all of theminpinging in a
direction normal to the surface. Wres fromthe bases of the probes converged on instrunent

housi ngs on the floor beneath the case.

"I'mpressive," Dallen said. "lI've seen a Newon's cradle before, but not his double bed."

"My husband and five other volunteers are surren-dering their lives for this experinment," Silvia
replied, making it clear that flippancy was not wel cone. "The probes are not actually touching the
spheres, though it | ooks that way. The tip of each one is ten mcrons fromthe surface. They're
kept at that distance by sensors and microcontrols even if the spheres are disturbed by | oca
vibrations or earth trenors or tem perature changes. The system conpensates for all natura
forces.™
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"What's the point of it?"

Silvia's face was solemm. "It won't conpensate for supranatural forces. Kara! is planning to nove
the first sphere in the |line when he beconmes discarnate. If he is successful, as he fully expects
to be, the sphere will make contact with one or nore probes, and there'll be a signal."
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"I see." Dallen sought a way to conceal his instinctive scepticism "Proof of |life after death."
"Proof that what we call death is nerely a transition."

Dall en realised that he had to be honest. "Haven't other people tried to send signals back from
the quote ot her side unquote?"

"They weren't physicists with a full understanding of quantum non-1location and the forces
i nvol ved. "

"No, but ... | never heard of m ndons before tonight, but 1 gather that if they exist at all their
interaction with matter is very, very weak. How could a ... discarnate entity conposed of m ndons
hope to nove a thing like that?" Dallen flicked his thunb to indicate the nearest of the nassive
spheres.

"Karal teaches that m ndons are sonehow related to gravitons."
"But we don't even know that gravitons exist."

"But, but, but!" Silvia's smle was sadly nmessianic. "Has it ever struck you how ononat opoei ¢ t hat
word is?"

"I'min a constant state of wondernent over it," Dallen said and i medi ately cursed the verba
reflex which often tricked himinto hurting those he had no wish to hurt, but Silvia was
unaf f ect ed.

She went straight into a discourse on nuclear physics, the gist of which was that not al
fundanmental interactions are conmon to all particles—a neutrino having just one—whi ch opened the
theoretical door for mindons having only the nental interaction plus another, as yet
undemonstrated, with gravitons. The picture Dallen received was one of a dead Karal London sonehow
riding herd on a swarm of gravitons and gui ding themacross interstellar space to

collide with one of the six spheres. He also gleaned that there were five other elderly

di sci pl es—ene on Orbitsville, one on the planet Terranova, three in various parts of Earth-who had
simlar visionary plans, each with a separate sphere as his target. It was a scenario which Dallen
found quite preposterous.

"I"'msorry," he said. "It's too nuch for ne. | can't believe it."

"Belief isn't necessary at this stage—all you have to do is accept that it's all conceivable in
terns of present day physics." Silvia spoke as one repeating a creed. "A personality is a
structure of mental entities, existing in nental space, and it survives destruction of the brain
even though it required the brain's conplex physical organisation in order to develop."

"My brain is getting a bit overheated," Dallen said, dabbing inmaginary sweat fromhis brow

"All right—here endeth the first |esson—but | warn you you' |l get nore of the same when you cone
back." Silvia wal ked to the door of the chanber and paused for himto join her. "#"you cone back,"
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"I don't scare easily." You liar, he told hinmself, you' re going weak at the knees. He was acutely
aware as he wal ked towards her that a clearly delineated "busi ness" phase of the encounter had
ended, that they were alone, and that she was waiting in the actual doorway, which neant there
woul d be a nonent in which it would be al nost inpossible to avoid contact. He went to her and an
instinct pronpted himto extend his hands, pal moutwards and fingers slightly apart, in a gesture
whi ch had neaning only for the two of themand only for that unique instant. Silvia put her hands
against his, interlocking their fingers, and the warnmh of her entered hi mand
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changed him He tried to nove cl oser, but she checked himwi th a slight increase of pressure.
"Don't kiss ne. Carry," she said. "I couldn't handle it."

"Does that nean it's too soon?**

She eyed himsoberly. "I think that's what it neans."

"I'n that case," he said, deciding that a change of npbod woul d be good strategy, "shall we repair
to wherever people repair at a tine |like this?1*

Si | via nodded, |ooking grateful, and they wal ked back through the studio to the main part of the
house, where she parted fromhimto attend other guests. Dallen's feeling of elation |asted
perhaps five seconds after she was lost to view, and then—as he had known it woul d—there cane a
reacti on. The predoni nant enotion was guilt, his constant conpanion in recent weeks, but now a
caustic new el enent had been added, one he had trouble identifying. Was it in the acknow edgenent
of what Silvia London could do to him his belated discovery of the difference between affection
whi ch he had al ways assuned to be | ove, and another kind of enotion altogether—wayward and
unsettling—which nmght really be | ove?"

/ ought to get oaf of here, he thought. / ought to get out of ben rigbt now and never cone back
He turned to walk to die door and al nbst collided with Peter Ezzati and his wife.

"You' ve been getting your indoctrination," Ezzati said gleefully. "I can tell by your face."
"Pteter!" Libby was overtly tactful. "Carry doesn't want intrusions."

Dal  en | ooked down at her, recalled his earlier |lack of manners and forced a snmile. "I'mafraid I
get a bit

irritable when it's past my bedti mne—+ nust need a cocoa infusion or sonething.**
“I'I'l get you a proper drink,** Ezzati said, nmoving away. "Scotch and water, wasn't it?"

Dal | en considered calling himback and refusing the drink and | eaving i medi ately, then cane the
realisation that it was still only around ten in the evening and his chances of sleeping if he
went back to his enpty house were zero. It could be a good idea to spend sone time with neutra
and undemandi ng people, to wind down a little and prove to hinself that he was a bal anced and
mat ure person with conplete control over his enotions.

"I was reading a bit about probability math the other day," he said, seeking total irrel evancy.
"It said that if two people tose each other in a big departnent store there's no guarantee they'l
ever nmeet up again unless one of themstands still."

An expression of polite bafflement appeared on Libby's round face. MHow interesting."

"Yes, but if you think about it that has to be one of the nost usel ess pieces of information ever
| mean . . .**
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"I've never been to a big departnment store," Libby said. "It nust have been wonderful to visit
somewhere |ike Macy's before they | et New York go down. Sonething else that's been |ost. "
Dal  en was unable to produce an original comment. "You win sone, you |ose sone."

"I'f that were the case things might be reasonable, but the fact is that we |ose, |ose, |ose.
Optinma Thul e has taken everything and gi ven not hi ng back. "

In spite of his enotional disquiet, Dallen was able to interest hinself in the point of view
"Aren't we
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taking from Optima Thule? Isn't it doing ail the giving?"

"I'"'mnot tal ki ng about patches of grass. Wat has the human race demin the last two centuries?
Not hi ng! There has been practically no progress in any of the arts. Science is static. Technol ogy
is actually slipping back a notch or two every year. Obitsville is a snk\n

"This seens to be ny lecture night," Dallen said.

"I"'msorry." Libby gave hima rueful smle and he realised he had been too quick to categorise her
earlier. "I"'ma romantic, you see, and for me Orbitsville is an ending, not a beginning. | can't
hel p wonderi ng what Garanond and all the others would have found if Orbitsville hadn't been there
and they had kept on going."

"Probably nothing."

"Probably, but now we'll never know. There's a gal axy out there, and we turned our backs on it.
Sonetimes, when |I'mreeling paranoic, | suspect that Orbitsville was built for that very reason."

"Orbitsville wasn't built by anybody," Dallen said. "Only peopl e who have never been there can
think of it as an artifact. Wen you've actually seen the oceans and the nountains and the ..." He
broke of f* as Ezzati appeared at his side and thrust a full glass into his hand wi th unnecessary
Vi gour .

"Sone of these guys have a bl oody nerve," Ezzati nmuttered, his apple cheeks dark with anger. "I'm
doi ng no nore favours, fol ks—not for anybody."

Li bby was i mredi ately synpathetic. "Wat happened?"

"That young weasel Solly Hune, that's what happened! He's getting tanked up in die next room and
when | hinted to himpurely for his own good,

m nd you—that he was overdoing it a bit he had the gall to say | owed himfifty nonits."
"Peter, you haven't been borrow ng," Libby said, |ooking concerned.

"Try to talk sense, will you?" Ezzati gul ped down sonme |iquor and concentrated his attention on
Dal | en. "Last week | practically gave that kid Hune an obsol ete conputer for his stupid bl oody
society, and tonight he had the nerve to ask for his noney back. Said its guts had been denatured
or sonething like that. Wat does he expect froma giznp that's been lying in a basenent since the
year dot ?"

"Perhaps he thought it would have gl ass tubes,** Dallen said, wi shing his own problens could be so
trivial. "You know-hol | ow state technol ogy."

"No, it's only an ol d Department of Supply nonitor he found on Subl evel Three. There used to be a
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conputer centre down there. Apparently this thing was supposed to keep tabs on nunicipal supplies.
It beats me why anybody would want to be bothered with it."

Dallen felt the coolness return to his system as if a door was swi nging ajar

"You' ve argued yourself into a corner, darling," Libby said scornfully. "If the nmonitor was so
boring and useless in the first place you were lucky to get fifty nonits for it."

"Yes, but ..." Ezzati glared at her, unwilling to concede the point. "I'lIl take it back from Hune
and advertise it properly. Electronic archaeology is a big thing these days, you know. As a natter
of fact. . .** He frowned into his glass as he swirled its contents. "... | nmight already have
anot her custoner. | seem
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to remenber sonebody el se asking nme about that machine.”
"Now you' re being childish," Libby said, her voice vibrant with scorn. "Admit it."
Dal l en stared frozenly at Ezzati, willing himto produce a nane.

"Perhaps you're right," Ezzati said with a shrug. "Wy should I get worked up when it isn't ny
nmoney that's invol ved? You don't get any credit for bringing the job hone with you. Not around
here, anyway. There was a tinme when | was dunb enough to believe that all it took to get a man to
the top in Madi son was hard work and dedication and loyalty, then | got wise to nyself and

Geral d Mathieu!"

"You got wise to yourself and Cerald Mathi eu?" Libby stared at him feigning concern, and rai sed
her gaze to Dallen's face. "Have you any idea what ny idiot husband is tal king about ?"

"I"'mafraid he has | ost nme,** Dallen said, noving away in search of a place where he could be
alone with his thoughts, where he could begin to draw up his plans.

Chapter 11

There were now only two aircraft at the disposal of Madison City's executive board, and one of

t hem had been grounded for nore than a week pending the arrival of parts. Mayor Brycel and was
inclined to treat the remaining machine as his personal transport, with the result that it had
taken Mat hi eu four anxi ous days to get behind its controls. He had one decent fix of felicitin in
hand, but had been rationing his usuage severely to obtain that slender reserve. As he fastened
down the aircraft's canopy he felt tired and apprehensive, alnobst certain there would be a | ast-
m nute hitch to prevent his taking off.

Far off to his right, its | ower surface obscured by heat shimers, was the blue-and-white hull of
a space shuttle which had just | anded. The churning of the hot air above the expanse of ferrocrete
was so violent that Mathieu had difficulty in seeing the disenbarking tourists, but it seened to
himthat there were less than usual. It had already been a bad year for the hotels al ong Farewel |
Avenue—the t horoughfare which

143

144

Bob Show

ORBI TSV/ LLE DEPARTURE
145

had once channeled nmllions of em grants into space—and it | ooked as though things were going to
get worse. There had to cone a day, Mathieu realised, when the renpote bureaucrats of Optinma Thul e
woul d pull out the plug and stop subsidising the holiday pilgrimges to Earth. And when that
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happened he woul d be out of a job and would have to consider returning to his birthplace.

The thought of venturing out anmong the stars, of having to spend the rest of his Iife on the
surface of an incredibly flimsy bubble, brought the usual stab_of agoraphobic dread. He began to
reach for the gold pen in his inner pocket, became aware of what he was doing and returned his
hand to the aircraft's control colum. Far ahead of him a quivering silvery blur at the |ower
edge of the sky's blue done, was a freighter conming in fromMetagov Central Cearing in Wnnipeg.
It gradually drifted off to one side and the on-board m croprocessor advised Mathieu that it was
in order for himto begin the flight.

Deciding to do the work hinself, he extended the aircraft's invisible wings to take-off
configuration and increased the thrust fromits drive tubes. In a matter of seconds he was soaring
above the conpl ex of disused runways which constituted nost of Madi son Field. He banked to the
west and levelled off at only a hundred netres, aining at the serried green ridges which were the
sout her nnost reaches of the Appal achi ans. The ship's shadow raced beneath him fringed with
prismatics from sunlight which had become entangled in force-field w ngs.

It cane to Mathieu that this was his first time to be airborne since the Gty Hall incident
worman and child, crunpling, plastic doll faces with plastic doll eyes .

and that he was deriving none of his customary satisfaction fromthe experience. Flying fast and
| ow on manual control over the enpty countryside had been one of his npbst biding pleasures, the
perfect escape fromall the pressures of identity, but on this sumrer norning his problens were
easily keeping pace, like invisible w ngnen.

The pay-offs he had to nake to run his illegal business were growing at a frightening rate, his
wor k was suffering, wonen friends were reacting badly to changes in his tenpernment, and—oom ng
above all else—was the responsibility for having extinguished two human personalities. There was
the associated guilt . . . and the consequent fear of Carry Dallen, which felicitin could only
allay for short periods . . . and it was hard to say which was casting the greater pall over his
exi stence. And he had becone so very, very tired

Mat hi eu opened his eyes and stared at the green wall of hillside which was tilting and expandi ng
directly ahead of him filling his field of view.

Christ, fmgoing to die!

He shouted a curse as he realised where he was and what was happening to him H's hands pull ed
back on the control columm, but the hillside kept coning at him huge and solid and |ethal
determ ned to reduce his body to a crinmson slurry. It was aided and abetted by the | ans of

aer odynami cs which inposed a | ag between a control demand and the ship's response, and he knew
only too well that the penalty for acting too | ate was death.

Mat hi eu cringed back in the seat, eyes distended and nouth agape, as the expansion of the hillside
speeded up to becone a green explosion. The contro
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colum was back to its full extent, punishing the shuddering airframe, calling on die ship to do
t he i nmpossi bl e-+hen an edge of sky appear ed.

The horizon rocked and fell away beneath the ship's prow.

For perhaps a ninute Mathieu sat nouthing swear words, stringing theminto a neaningl ess chant
while his heart lurched and thudded ti ke a runaway notor which was tearing itself fromits
nmount i ngs. Only when his breathing had returned to normal and the prickling of cold sweat had died
away from his forehead and pal ms was he able to relax, but even then he did not feel quite safe.
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He gl anced around the quiet-droning environnent of the cockpit and had actually begun to check his
instruments when it dawned on himthat the new threat, the new source of dancer, was in his own
nm nd.

An idea had been inplanted, one which had been conceived during the brush with oblivion. For a
single instant, in the mdst of all the prayer and panic, there had been the tenptation—strange,
sweet and shanmeful +o0 push forward on die stick. In that split-second he could al nost have gone
willingly to his death, riding the crest of a dark wave.

Mat hi eu tried to consider the notion dispassionately. It was shocking and unnatural to him and at
the sane tine it was strangely beguiling, full of intriguing contradictions.

He had no wish to die—but he was attracted by the prospect of being dead.

A state of non-existence had many advantages. There would be no nore nightmares and no nore of die
terrible waking visions. There would be no guilt or fear. There would be no need to steal, no need
to finance his habit. There would be no need to tie or to

hi de. There would be no need to go on and on tricking people into believing he was what he
appeared to be.

There woul d be no need to fear going into space or the prospect having to face the dizzy vastness
of Orbitsville. There would be no need to dread failure.

There would be no future and no past. In short, there would be no Gerald Mathieu, the nan who only
exi sted as a conpound of failure. And as a special bonus, one he could claimimediately, there
woul d be no need to hold at bay the tiredness which had begun to follow himeverywhere like a
stal ki ng ani mal .

That was perhaps the npst seductive aspect of the idea. He could start right away by closing his
eyes for a short period, say for one mnute, just to see what happened and how he felt about it.
There did not have to be any great nelodranmatic decision to commit suicide—t was nore like a
gane, or an experiment which could be termnated at any point he chose

Mat hi eu gl anced at his airspeed indicator and saw that he was doing al nbst a thousand kil onetres
an hour. Nice round figure, he thought. He relaxed his grip on the yoke, closed his eyes and began
to count off the seconds. At once he becane aware of the | ow anplitude hum of the power plant and
the rush of atnosphere along the pressure skin. The ship was suddenly alive, yawing and tw sting
and danci ng, inpossibly balanced on an invisible pyramd of air.

On the count of only twelve Mathieu snapped his eyelids open and found he was still flying
straight and | evel. The universe was unchanged—a bl ueness of prehistoric purity above and al
around him vivid grasslands stream ng bel ow the ship's nose, occasiona
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farm buil di ngs snothered in vegetation, fleeting targets for his imaginary Wrld War Two cannon.
It's risky flying at this height, he told hinself. A nan could get kill ed.

He took a deep breath, blinked to dear his eyes, and gave the task of flying his full attention
wondering if he would ever again summon up the courage for die great ganble. The aircraft butted
and squirned its way through a patch of turbul ence, then settled down to quiet sensationless
flight. It was hot in the cockpit and the sun seened to be exerting a gentle downward pressure on
his eyelids.

Mat hi eu resisted it for several mnutes before deciding there would be no harm no real danger, in
shutting his eyes for a nere ten seconds. It was, after all, just a gane.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D.../Bob%20Shaw%20-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt (64 of 111) [2/24/2004 10:37:58 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Bob%20Shaw%620-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt

There was no bl ackness when he cl osed his eyes—only a pink infinity swarnm ng with nmagenta and
green after-inmages. He reached the count of ten easily and decided to try for twenty. If | fell
asl eep now Carry Dallen would never be able to touch me. fmnot going to sleep, of course, but it
woul d be so good to stop running up those concrete stairs, to stop putting the trigger on the
worman and child, to stop seeing themcrunpling, falling, idiot eyes staring

An angry bl eeping fromthe control console told Mthieu inportant changes were taking place in the
out si de uni verse, changes he ought to know about.

But he waited another five seconds before opening his eyes, and by then it was possible to
di stingui sh separate blades of grass on the hillside which filled the entire field of view ahead.

He had tinme for one flicker of gratitude over the feet that there was absolutely nothing he could
do.

It was easy, he thought, in the instant of the plane becomi ng a bonb.

Easy as
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Chapter 12

The planning of a nurder presented special difficulties, Dallen had realised.

Anong them were the sheer novelty of the problem paraneters and the ingrained noral objections

whi ch constantly di srupted his chains of thought. But this can't be me, the jolting recrinination
woul d run, / just don't do this kind of thing. There was al so the overriding need to nmake the
murder | ook |ike an accidental death. An obvi ous hom cide would trigger an investigation which was
certain to reveal the circunstances which had led to Mathieu's fateful encounter with Cona and

M kel Dallen in the quietness of the north stairwell—-and fromthere a short step in elenentary
police logic would lead to Carry Dallen

The subsequent puni shnment would be little in itself. Dallen did not even regard a one-way trip to
Obits-ville's Botany Bay as a puni shnent —whi ch was partly why he could not allow Gerald Mathieu
to escape along that road—but it would separate himfrom Cona and M kel, thereby adding to the
hurt they had al -
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ready suffered. There was only one way for the issue to be resol ved. Mathieu would have to die,
preferably in a way he fully understood to be an execution, but which would appear |like an
accident to all others. And therein lay the practical difficulties.

Edgy and preoccupi ed, Dallen wandered into the kitchen and found Betti Knopp preparing lunch. She
was a m ddl e-aged vol untary worker who came to the house three days a week to shoul der the burden
of looking after Cona, a duty she perforned conscientiously and in alnost total silence. Dallen
was grateful to her, but had not managed to build any kind of conversational bridge. Aware of her
uneasi ness over his presence in the kitchen, he excused hinself and went into the main room Cona
was standing at the wi ndow, |ooking out at the sloping perspectives of the North Hll. Her hair
had been conmbed and neatly arranged in an adult style by Betti, and her attitude was one of

wi stful contenplation, just as in the period of honesickness followi ng her arrival from
Obitsville.

Dal l en was tenpted to indulge in fantasy—the past weeks had been nothing nore than a nightmare and
Cona was her old self. He went to the window and put his arns around her. She turned and snuggl ed
agai nst him making a cooing sound of pleasure and only the snell of chocol ate, which the old Cona
al ways avoided, interfered with the illusion that somehow his wife had been restored to him He
stared over her head in the direction of Madison's City Hall, unable to stop dashing his mind

agai nst the barriers of the past. If only he had not arranged to have lunch with Cona that day. If
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Mat hi eu had bl anked di e Departnent of Supply monitor a day or an hour or a minute later or earlier

Dall en gave a | ow grunt of surprise as he discovered that Cona had cupped her hand on his genitals
and was beginning to massage himw th clunmsy eagerness. For a second he al nost yiel ded, then self-
di sgust pluned through himand he stepped back abruptly. Cona canme after him giggling, her gaze
fixed on his groin.

"Don't do that," he snapped, holding her at armis length. "No, Cona, no!"

She rai sed her eyes, reacting to the denial in his voice, and her face distored into ugliness in a
baby grimace of rage. She went for himagain, strong and uni nhibited, and he had to struggle to
hold her in check. At that nonent Betti Knopp came into the roomwith a tray of food. She gave
Dallen a worried glance and turned to | eave.

"Bring it," he ordered, pushing Cona down into an arnchair. The sudden force he had to use either
hurt or alarned her and she gave a |l oud sob which in turn drew a gasp fromBetti, the first sound
he had heard her make that day. She knelt by Cona and attracted her attention by noisily stirring
a dish of sonmething yellow and glutinous. Dallen stared helplessly at the two wormen, then strode
to the other end of the room and activated the hol ovi skm set.

"Speak to ne, please," he said to the solid imge of a thin, silver-bearded nan whi ch appeared at
the set's focus. Dallen had dropped into a chair and folded his arns across his chest before
realising the image was that of Kara! London. He | eaned forward intently.

** . . was in his early sixties," a news reader was

saying, "and is understood to have refused treatnent for the lung condition which led to his
deat h. Doctor London was best known in the Madison City area as a phil anthropist and creator of
the Ani ma Mundi Foundation, an organi sation devoted to pronoting an exotic blend of science and
religion. It was his work for the Foundation which took himto Optima Thule two years ago, and
today there are unconfirned reports that a bizarre experi ment —desi gned by Doctor London to prove
sone of his theories—has been . "

"Mster Dallen!" Betti Knopp appeared directly in front of himas if by magic, hands on hips,
el bows stuck out in the classic posture of exasperation. "There's sonmething we have to get
straight."

He said, "WAit a minute4+'mtrying to hear what.

"I won't wait a minute—you're going to hear ne out right now" Betti, who had been al npbst totally
silent for weeks, was transformed into a noi se-making nachine. "I don't have to take all this high-
and-m ghty treatnment fromyou or anybody el se."

"Please |l et ne hear this one item and then well.

"If you think you're too inportant to talk with me why don't you contact the clinic and see if
they got sonebody nore to your taste? Wiy don't you?"

Dallen got to his feet, tried to placate Betti and only succeeded in attracting the attention of
Cona, who added to the noise |level by starting to pound on her tray with a dish. He turned and ran
upstairs to his bedroom slamed the door shut behind himand sw tched on anot her hol ovision. The
| ocal newscast was still running, but now the subject was hotel closures. He tried to activate the
set's ten-minute menory facility and swore silently but fervently as he
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remenbered it needed repair. Tense with frustration, he considered returning to the downstairs
set, then cane an abrupt shift to a nore analytical node of thought.

It had been established that Karal London was dead, so the big question troubling Dallen rel ated
to the strange experinment. Was the fact of its being nentioned at all an indication that there had
been a surprising result?

The notion seened nore preposterous than ever—the idea of a deceased scientist reaching out
across the light years fromObitsville and disturbing a material object on Earth—-but why were the
i nformati on nmedi a i nterested? Wuld anybody connected with the Ani ma Mundi Foundati on have been in
a hurry to spread word of a negative result?

And why, he thought in a conflict of enotion, am | standing around here?

There were five cars already parked on the gravel in front of the London place, and anong them—
inevitably it seenmed—was Renard's gold Roliac. The front door of the house was open. Dallen went
inside, found the hall deserted, and turned left to walk through the Iiving roomand the studio
beyond. Afternoon sunlight had transformed the fantastic glass npsaic into a curtain of
varicoloured fire. Dallen hurried past it and made his way to the corridor which ran towards the
rear of the prem ses, following a murnur of voices. He reached the chanmber housing the
experimental apparatus and found the door ajar

In the di mess beyond were perhaps a dozen people in a rough circle about the case containing the
six metal spheres. As his eyes adjusted to the conditions

Dall en made out the white-clad figure of Silvia London, with Renard standing next to her. She was
slightly stooped and was huggi ng herself as though trying to ward off col dness. Dallen knew she
had been crying. He paused in the doorway, uncertain of his right to enter, until Renard beckoned
to him

Feel i ng conspi cuous, he noved forward a few paces and joined the circle of watchers whose
attention was fixed on die first sphere in the row of six. A lengthy silence ensued and he feh a
growi ng di sappoi ntrment, a sense of anticlimax. It was apparent to himnow that the nenbers of the
group were still waiting for a sign, for proof that their mentor continued to exist as an entity
conmposed of virtually undetectable particles.

Nai vety of that nagnitude, he supposed, would in itself be a newsworthy item and he too was
guilty in that respect, otherwise he would still be at home. O would he? He had di scovered that
hi s unconsci ous ni nd possessed neither scruples nor pride, so it was quite possible that he had
come to the London house quite sinply to be seen by Silvia as soon as possible after her husband's
deat h—a tactic his conscious nind could only despi se.

Irritated by yet another plunge into self-analysis, Dallen | ooked for an unobtrusive neans of
escape fromthe circle, but even Renard was displaying a kind of reverent absorption in the

gl eami ng sphere and its matrix of sensors. Playing up to Silvia now that Karat is out of the way?
The sheer adol escent bitchi-ness of the thought sparked Dallen's annoyance with hinmself into full-
bl own anger.

He turned to wal k out—and in the sane instant a blue |umitube above the first sphere flickered
into life.
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It glowed for several seconds, during which the silence in the chanber was |Iike grey glass, then
the Iight faded. The silence was disrupted by near-expl osive sighs foll owed i mediately by the
cl anour of voices. Sonebody gave a quavering but triunphant |augh. Dallen continued to stare at
the polished sphere while he tried to rebuild his private view of the universe.

If the brief wash of photons fromthe |unitube neant what it was supposed to nean, Kara! London
was actually in the sane roomw th him occupying the sane space. The inmputation was that,

rel eased fromhis body by death, the physicist had been able to rove out across interstellar space
and by sone uni nagi nabl e neans inpose his will on the forces of gravity.

The nmessage was that the human personality could survive dissolution of the body, had the
potential for inmortality.

Dallen felt a stealthy chill nove down his spine and he shivered. Could he now believe that the
Cona Dall en to whom he had been married also still existed in another kind of space? O would
London's theory have it that the assault on her physical brain had to be equally destructive to a
nt ndon counterpart? But that inplied -

"I"'ma victimof philosophical rape," Renard whi spered, appearing at Dallen's side. "Od Kara! has
screwed up at least half of ny highly expensive education.”

Dal | en nodded, his gaze fixed on Silvia who was |eaving the chanber anid a knot of nen and women,
all of whom were speaking to her at once. "Were's
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everybody going? Don't they want to wak and see if anything el se happens?"

"Nothing nore is expected—that was the fifth signal. Didn't Silvia nention that bit? It's all part
of Karal's experinmental procedure. As well as having a separate target, each volunteer is supposed
to send a different nunber of pulses." Speaking in a |ow voice, with none of his customary
scoffing vulgarity, Renard explained that the first signal had been detected four hours
previously. On receiving it Silvia had notified sonme officers of the Foundation and, in accordance
with an agreed plan, they had sent a tachygramto Karal London's residence in Port Napier,
Orbitsville. There had cone i nmedi ate confirnmation that London had just died. For nbst workers in
the field of the paranornmal that woul d have been sufficient proof of the theory, but London had
wanted to go further. The arrival of a predeterni ned nunmber of signals would, as well as being a
power ful argunent against a freak equi pment mal function, denonstrate that in his discarnate form
he coul d reproduce fam liar human thought patterns. It would also show mat tinme in nmental space
was conpatible with tinme in normal space

"I hate to admit it," Renard concluded, "but | owe the good Doctor London an apol ogy."
"Aren't you a bit late?"

"Not at all." Renard faced the now enpty chanber and spread his arms. "Karal, you ol d bugger
you're not as crazy as you | ook."

"Very handsone apol ogy," Dallen said.

"The least | could do, old son—+t isn't every day that sonebody is obliging enough to die and
| eave
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you his wife. Did | nention that Silvia is going to the Big Ow th ne?"
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Dal | en's heart sl edged against his ribs. "It nmust have slipped your mnd."

"Beautiful self-control, Carry—you didn't even blink." Renard's arch of teeth glinted as he peered
into Dallen's face. "The Foundation's main job nowis to spread the glad tidings, which neans
there's no point in Silvia hanging around here when sonebody el se can keep an eye on the
experiment. Al the scientific bodies have their headquarters on Orbitsville, so. "

"WI| she address them hersel f?"

"Only as a figurehead—and that's a job she's really cut out for. There'll be some qualified
physicists fromthe Foundation going out to do all the talking, and |'mgiving everybody a free
trip." Renard sniled again. "Just to prove what a genuinely decent person lam"

"Of course." Determined not to become involved in any of Renard's private ganes, Dadlen began to
| eave.

"WAit a minute. Carry." Renard noved to bl ock the doorway. "Wy don't you go back to Orbitsville
with us? There's nothing on this clapped-out ball of nud for you or your fanmly. |'ve got nost of
my grass specinmens on board the ship and we'll be ready to go in a couple of days."

"Thanks, but |'mnot interested. **
"Free trip, old son. And no delays. Wrth thinking about."

Dal | en repressed a pang of dislike. "If | asked why you wanted ne al ong, would you give ne a
strai ght answer?"

"A straight answer? What an unreasonabl e request!" The hunorous glint faded from Renard's eyes.
"Woul d you believe that | just |like you and want to hel p?"

"Try sonething else.”

"Carry, you shouldn't be so unbending. What if | say it's because you' re the nearest thing | have
toarival? | told you before that the universe | ooks after me and gives nme everything | want,
which is fine—but it gets a bit boring. 1 mean, | know I'mgoing to have Silvia ... | can't |ose

but if you were around there'd be the illusion of conpetition, and it would make life nore
interesting for all concerned. How does that sound?"

"It sounds weird,"” Dallen said. "Are you on felicitin right now?"

Renard shook his head. Tmnaturally like this—and I'mnot letting you out of here until you agree
that we're all going to Orbitsville together."

"That's an infringenent of nmy liberty." Dallen sniled pleasantly, masking the gl andul ar spurting
whi ch acconpani ed the thought of being allowed to put his hands on Renard. He had taken one step
towar ds hi m when a confusion of sounds reached them from another part of the building—startled
voi ces, V an irregular hamering, the shattering of glass. Renard r turned and wal ked qui ckly
along the corridor with Dallen at his heels. Arapid increase in the noise level told themthe
commotion was originating in the studio section. The repeated splintering of glass gave Dallen a
sick prenpnition

4 He entered the studio at a run and had to edge | through a cluster of people to see what was
happeni ng. *\ Their attention was concentrated on Silvia. She was | gripping a |long netal bar and
was using it, sw nging
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fromone side and then the other, to destroy her gl ass npsaic screen

At each slicing inpact another part of the unique creation ruptured and sagged, and brilliant

nmot es of col our sprayed |ike water droplets. Gal axi es and dusters of gal axi es were anni hilated at
every stroke. Silvia laboured |ike an automaton, hewi ng and cl ubbi ng, sobbing al oud each time she
overcame the inertia of the heavy bar. Her face was white, the eyes Sanson-blind to the transient
bri ght-hued fountains she was creating.

Four years' work and a third of a mllion pieces ofglass® Dallen recited in his head in a kind of
di smayed chant. Please don't erase your own life.

He wanted to dart forward and bring the destruction to an end, but was paral ysed by a curious
timdity, a fear of intruding on private tornent. Al he could do was stand and watch unti
Silvia's strength failed. She raised the bar high, ainmng for the uppernost part of the trefoi
design, but it wavered and circled in her grasp and she had to let it fall. She stood for a
monent, head bowed, before turning to face the group

"It was a nenorial," she said in a dazed, abstracted voice. "Kara! doesn't need a nmenorial. He
isn't dead." She stared at Dallen, breathing hard, and took a half-step in his direction

"You're conming with ne," said Libby Ezzati as she stepped forward and put a notherly arm around
Silvia's shoulders. "You're going to lie down."

"I't's the best thing," agreed Peter Ezzati, apparently having just arrived at the house. His
rotund body was encased in a dark formal suit to which he had added a band of black crepe on one
arm He

positioned hinself beside Silvia to help usher her out of the studio and recoiled, comcally
startl ed, when she clawed at his arnband.

"Take that bloody thing off!" Her voice was shrill and unrecognisable. "Don't you understand? Are
you too bl oody stupid to understand?”

"It's all right—everything is all right," Libby soothed and with a surprising show of strength
half-lifted Silvia clear of the floor and bore her away into the main pan of the house. It seened
to Dallen that Silvia's eyes again sought out his before two other wonen rallied to Ubby's aid,
closing in on Silvia and shutting her off fromhis view He stared after themuntil a |arge petal
of glass belatedly detached itself fromthe gutted screen and crashed to the floor. The sound of
it triggered a crossfire of conversation in the group of watchers.

"Spectacul ar, wasn't it?" Renard nurnured to Dallen. "Electra herself couldn't have put on a
better show "

Dall en, baffled by the reference, saw that Renard was cool and untouched, perhaps even anused by
the nonunmental act of destruction he had witnessed. "Rick, you're a real credit to the hunman
race. "

"What are you trying to say, old son?"
"That | don't like you and |I'm getting dangerously close to doing sonething about it."
Renard | ooked gratified. "Wich one of us do you reckon it's dangerous for?"

"Have a good trip to Obitsville."” Dallen turned to wal k away and al nost bl undered into Peter
Ezzati, who had renoved his arnband and was still |ooking flustered.

"Everything is happening at once," Ezzati said.
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"Kara! dying ... the experinment. . . Silvia. . . And | was late getting here because | was
following the news about Obitsville. These green lights have to nmean sonething. Carry. |'m

starting to get a bad feeling about them™

"What green lights?** Dallen felt he had reached saturation point as far as new i nfornmati on was
concerned, but something in Ezzati's nmanner pronpted himto make the enquiry.

"Haven't you been follow ng the news? They' ve di scovered these bands of green light drifting
across the shell, inside and out. At first they thought there was only going to be one, but nore
and nore of them are showi ng up, getting closer together.**

"lIs it sone kind of ktnisation effect? Sonething |ike an aurora?**

Ezzati shook his head. "The Sci ence Comi ssion says the bands don't register on any type of
detector they've got, except photographically. You can see themif you' re looking directly at the
shell, but that's all."

"Then they can*t anount t» nuch. **

"I wish | could shrug themoff |ike that,** Ezzati said, frowning. "I don't |ike what's happeni ng,
Carry—the shell material is supposed to be totally stable.**

"It isn't going to explode, you know.** As a native of Orbitsville, one who had flown mllions of
kil ometres over its grasslands and nountains and seas, Dailen clearly understood the sheer
imutability of the vast globe. Since coming to Earth he had found that people who had never been
to Obitsville were unable to cope with its scale, and tended to think of it as something like a
| arge netal balloon. The inadequacy of their vision was often shown in the way they spoke

of people living in Obitsville, whereas those who had first-hand experience invariably said on
Orbitsville.

There could be no substitute for seeing the reality of the sphere fromthe direct observation area
of a ship. Once was al ways enough. The Big O was daunting but sonmehow reassuring, and nobody who
had ever | ooked on it could be quite the same person again

Tin not suggesting it*s going to explode, it's just that . . ." Ezzati paused and cocked his head
like a bird.

"I knew there was sonething else | had to tell you. Wth not coming into the office these days, |
don't suppose you'll have heard about Gerald Mathieu. **

"Mat hi eu?** Dallen held his, voice steady. "Wat about hinP*'

"He set out for the west coast this norning, but he didn't get very for—his ship went down
sonewhere near Montgonery."

"Forced | andi ng?**

"Very forced. Fromthe analysis of the way his beacons snuffed out it |ooks as though he flew
smack into a hill."

The words inpacted on Dallen's mind like a bowing ball hurled with pin-splintering force,
scattering all his preconceptions about the i mediate future. Instead of satisfaction at the idea
of Mathieu neeting a violent death, he felt an inmmedi ate sense of loss. It had to be wong for the
man who had casually destroyed a famly to escape so easily, so quickly, wthout even know ng that
he had been judged and condemmed, without even | ooking into his executioner's eyes.
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"Is there any definite . . .?" Dallen swallowed to ease the dryness in his throat. "lIs Mathieu
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dead?"

"Don't let Silvia hear you use that word around here." Ezzati sniled broadly and patted Dallen's
upper arm "Discarnate is the accepted term It |ooks as though young Mathieu is as discarnate as
a dodo. "

"I find that . . . hard to believe," Dallen said, belatedly coming to terns with the new
situation. Mathieu's death had relieved himof a terrible responsibility, freeing himto deal with
ot her commi tments which, thus far, he had avoi ded thinking about in detail

Ezzati |ooked up at himwith some anxiety. "Look, Carry, | didn't nean to sound flippant. Was
Mat hi eu close to you?**

"Not really. 1'"mgoing hone." Dallen was outside the house and wal king to his car, the world
around hima blur of shinmrering colours and steany warnth, before he realised that he really was
goi ng hone. He and Cona and M ke! had wasted too much tine on Earth.

Chapter 13
The uni verse consisted of a bow of pure blue gl ass.

Three objects had been tossed into the bow and were lying, quite near each other, at the bottom
of the azure curvature. Mst pronminent was a circular object which was intensely bright, so much
so that it was painful to look directly at it He classified it as a nearby sun. Next was a snal |
pate crescent, alnost lost in the bonmbardnent of tight, and that had to be a non-radi ant body —a
pl anet or a noon.

The third object differed fromthe others in that it was larger and did not have precise
geonetries. It was a nmisty and el ongated patch of white, with traces of a feathery interna
structure. After some thought he identified it as a cloud.

The word initiated a rapid sequence of associations —. atnosphere . . . noisture . . . rain .
land . . . vegetation

The astoni shing thought brought Mathieu to his feet in a split second, gasping with shock. He nade
165
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several little darting runs in different directions, like a wild creature which had been trapped,
only conming to a standstill when he realised the terrors were all in his mnd, that no fina

calamty was about to overtake him Nothing nore could happen. He shaded his eyes and took his
first near-rational look at the sunlit hillside

Crinson and gold tatters of his aircraft were strewn over a wide area, and far off to his right
the power plant was sending up plunes of snoke as it tried to ignite the Iush grass. The pointed
nose, mnus its canopy, was the |argest fusel age section to have survived the inpact. A short

di stance behind the cockpit it had the senbl ance of a mashed cigar, ragged pennants of alloy skin
encl osing a profusion of spar stunps, broken pipes and cables. Miuch farther down the slope was a
surprisingly neat scar in the earth, as though sutne giant plough had upturned a short straight
furrow.

Mat hi eu gave a shaky | augh which faded quickly into the surrounding stillness. To his own ears it
had sounded i nsane. He exami ned hinself and found that his tan suit was torn in places and was
liberally smeared with soil and grass. A pulsing stiffness in his linbs told himhe was
extensively bruised, that in a day or two he would scarcely be able to nove, but otherw se he was
m racul ously unharnmed. A sudden weakness, engendered by awe rather than anything physical, caused
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himto sink to his knees.
Fm supposed to be dead!

The realisation that he had tried to conmt suicide astoni shed Mathieu al nost as nuch as his
survival of the crash. He could think of nothing nore stupid and pointless than ending his life,
especially as the future had so nuch to offer. The only explanation he could

suggest for his still being alive was that he had regained his sanity in the last hurtling seconds
and had haul ed back on the control colum just in tim—but what had pronpted himto try kilting
hinself in the first place?

A picture of Carry DaDen ghosted through Mathieu's consciousness—a swarthy Nenesis, hard-nuscl ed,
running in tireless pursuit, the handsone face cold and unforgiving, the eyes nurderous

Coul d that have been the reason? Fear of Carry Dallen, coupled with his own naggi ng renorse over
what he had done to Dallen's wife and child?

Mat hi eu considered the matter carefully and felt his bafflenment increase. Surely, no matter how
much nervous stress he had been under, he woul d have needed better notives than those for
committing

n suici de. He had nothing to fear fromDallen—for the straightforward reason that Dallen had no
way to connect himw th what had happened to his famly. Mthieu had been very careful all along
to cover his traces, to make sure that nobody in authority could find out about his private

di sposal of Metagov property.

r That had been the whole point in his blanking out of the Departnent of Supply nmonitor, and with
its

| menory successfully obliterated he was doubly safe.

"l True, there had been the incident with Cona Dallen and her baby on the north stair, but
Dallen had no way to link himwith that, and it had not been preneditated. Sheer back |uck had
brought all three of themtogether at that crucial nonent, and he had done only what he had to do
to protect hinself, no

; nmore and no less. It was regrettable that two other people had becone involved in that way,
but it was not as if he had conmitted nurder. Two new person-
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al ki es woul d enmerge to replace those which had been |l ost—so, in a way, the books were bal anced.
Certainly, there was no reason for himto go through life burdened with renorse or guilt.

I f anybody was to blanme it was the crooked chemists and their deal ers who charged such iniquitous
prices for mnute quantities of..

Mat hi eu stood up, plunged a hand into his inner pocket and withdrew his gold pen. It was
undamaged. He clicked the barrel into the special position, prining it to dispense its nmagica
i nk, then paused and frowned down at the sunglittering cylinder. Upheavals were taking place
within him nental |andscapes were undergoing cataclysm c change.

In a single novenent he snapped the pen in half and hurled it away fromhim He turned so that he
was unable to note where the pieces fell and considered what he had just done, hal f-expecting an
onsl aught of panic. Instead he felt a sweet enptiness, a total |lack of concern

"Maybe | am dead," he said al oud, shaking his head in wondernent over the know edge—so different
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fromthe vagrant hopes of the past—that he woul d never again have to use felicitin. So novel was
the state of nmind that it took himan appreciable tinme to interpret it, but he was no | onger a
user!

The feeling of certainty persisted even when he reviewed the nedical facts. There was a distinct
personality profile comon to those who becanme dependent on the drug, and he had never heard of
spont aneous rem ssions or unai ded escapes. His entire future had been predicted around the fact
that he was hooked on felicitin . . . (Ws "hooked" a sufficiently graphic

wor d? How about skewered? O inmpaled?) . . . and now, suddenly, the drug was irrel evant.

A sputtering sound fromthe aircraft's power plant drew Mathieu's attention to the scattered

wr eckage, and his sense of wonder over his survival returned. The contours of the ground must have
exactly matched the ship's line of flight, giving it seconds instead of nicroseconds in which to
shed its kinetic energy, and thereby saving his life. Such events were not unknown in aviation
lore—a simlar thing had happened to St. Exupery in North Africa—but still he had a distinct sense
of the miracul ous. A religious man woul d have been down on his knees giving thanks to God.

Mat hi eu, however, had nore earthly concerns, anong them the question of howlong it would take him
to get back to Madison City so that he could proceed with the inportant business of being alive.

He was alone in a sea of verdant green which shaded into blue as it reached the vaporous blur of
the horizon. This area of what had once been Al abanma had been deregistered nore than a century
earlier and now it |ooked as though it had never been touched, as though the first boats had yet
to cone straggling across the Pacific.

The nearest popul ation centre was probably Madison City itself, hundreds of kilonetres to the
east, so there was no point in straying fromthe weckage of his aircraft. Wth the gradua
enptying of the country's airspace, all the paraphernalia of traffic control had been abandoned in
favour of a systemusing conputers in each aircraft. The transport department conputer in Madi son
woul d have known about the crash as soon as it had happened, and in theory an emergency team
shoul d already be on its way to him
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Deci ding that he should get sone gentle exercise while waiting to be picked up, Mathieu began
wal ki ng al ong the hillside. He had taken only a few paces when his attention was caught by a

pul sing speck of ruby Iight which appeared | ow above the eastern horizon. It was the beacon of an
aircraft which seened to be heading in his direction

He watched the approaching flier for a mnute or nore before realising it was a rescue ship.

The di scovery was yet another shock in what seened to be an endl ess series. He had assuned, in
view of his sense of relative well-being, that he had been only lightly stunned in the crash—but
the arrival of the recovery craft inplied that he had been unconscious for a considerable tine,
perhaps as nmuch as thirty mnutes. In that case, according to his admttedly sketchy nedica

know edge, he shoul d have been suffering an i ntense headache and nausea. He prodded in a gingerly
fashi on around his skull, alnpst expecting to find a severe but previously unnoticed wound, and
confirmed that he was basically uninjured.

The thunderous arrival of the high-speed ship cut short his speculations. It swooped down out of
the sky, chunky fuselage bristling with cranes and other recovery gear, cane to a halt at a height
of some fifty metres and made a vertical descent on screaming reaction tubes. Gass blasted
outwards fromthe touchdown point before the engines died, then a hatch in the ship's belly slid
open. Four nen, one of themcarrying a stretcher, dropped out of it and cane running towards
Mat hi eu.

He gave an oddly sel f-consci ous wave and wal ked to neet them repressing the urge to chuckle as he
ORBI TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
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got his first glinpse of their pop-eyed, slack-jawed expressions of pure astoni shnent.

The brandy was the first he had tasted in nonths, and Mathieu found it unusually satisfying. He
took sip after sip of the neat liquor, relishing its warnth and flavour while he watched the
countryside drift by beneath the rescue ship.

Even after they had checked hi mout with handhel d body scanners, confirm ng that he had no
internal injuries, the medics had wanted to put himin a bunk for the return trip to Madison
Eventual | y, however, he had got his way and had been allowed to occupy a passenger seat in lordly
isolation at the rear of the cabin. The nedics and sal vage experts were clustered at the front,
and the frequency with which they glanced in his direction was a sign they had not fromthe shock
of finding himin the land of the Iiving.

Ai ded by the relaxing effect of the brandy, he anused hinself by picturing how they woul d have
taken the news of the second mracle, the private one. Alnost a full hour had passed since he

regai ned consci ousness on the hillside, but there had been no wavering in his new attitude towards
felicitin. He knew he was free of the addiction which had so grotesquely distorted his W, and now
anyt hi ng seened possible .

The door to the flight deck slid open and a crewran cane aft carrying a radi ophone. He handed it
to Mathieu, told himthat Mayor Brycel and was calling and returned to his station. Brycel and was
al ready speaki ng when Mat hieu raised die instrument to his ear.
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only thing that matters is that you are all right, Gerald. That goes wi thout saying. It's a
big relief to all of us that you haven't been injured. My God, | mean . . . When | heard the ship*
had been wrecked!"

"You heard right, Frank,** Mathieu said peacefully, having divined the real purpose of the call
"The ship doesn't exist any nore.*1

"But if you're only bruised

M was very lucky, Frank—+'mall right, but the ship is netal confetti." Mathi eu paused,
visual i sing the consternation on the mayor's puffy features, and decided to turn the screw a

little nore. "I'mglad things didn't work out the other way .round.**

"So am | —+that goes without saying. | don*t want to rush things, CGerald, but the insurance
department boys have been at ne already . . . Was there a control failure?”

"No. | fell asleep."

"Then the autopilot nust have failed.**
"I'd switched it off."

"Ch!" There was anot her pause and when Brycel and spoke again a noticeabl e col dness had appeared in
his voice. "That wasn't too bright, was it?"

"I't was pretty dam stupid. Suicidal, in fact.**
Brycel and gave an audi bl e sigh. "Gerald, you sound as if you're enjoying this."

"I am" Mathieu took a sip of brandy. "I'mgoing into orbit on free booze and | aughing ny head off
over the entire episode. **

"I"'mgoing to assune it's shock that's making you talk this way."

"Not shock—t's the thought of you having to hoof
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it like an ordinary nortal for a while. That's naking nme hysterical, Frank."

"I see," Bryceland said grimy. "Well, possibly by the time you get back into the office I'lIl have
sonme news about your enployment status that'll cal myou down a bit."
"What makes you think I'Il ever go back?" Mathieu broke the connection and set the phone down,

aware that he had virtually thrown away his job. He took stock of his feelings and found no
regrets. Until a short tine ago the prospect of being fired would have terrified him but now he
was quite unnoved. It was, he realised, another consequence of his conversion. He no | onger needed
the job and all its opportunities for graft because he no | onger needed felicitin. But what if, as
had happened before, his lack of interest in the drug proved to be only tenporary? What if it was
all part of sonme conplex response to the brush with death? One which would fade in a few hours?

The questions were pertinent, and there was an instant during which his systemtried to react with
pani ¢, but the nonent passed. It was as if the striker on an alarmbell had stirred briefly and
then had returned to quiescence. His inner certainty prevailed, and now sonet hing new was being
added.

There's nothing to keep ne here on Earth, Mathieu thought. And I'mno |onger tfraid of going to
Obitsville.

The idea of returning to the place of his birth was strange, perhaps the nost disturbing so far in
the day*s train of inner changes, and yet it was powerfully seductive. There was a felicitin-type
tightness about it. Hs life on Earth had been a reenactnent in mniature of the planet's own
history. It had been a story
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of waste, failure and futility, one which deserved to be brought to a quick ending.

And it mght be that the journey to Optima Thule would be for himwhat it had been to the hunan
race in general—a rebirth, a radical change of direction, a turning away from darkness and towards
I'ight.

The deci si on was i nst ant aneous.

Mat hi eu set his glass aside, no longer interested in its contents. He was going to Orbitsville and
wanted his departure to take place w thout delay, but there were sone practical problens. The
sensi bl e course would be to patch up his relationship with Mayor Brycel and, resign gracefully with
the custonary three nonths* notice, and eventually |l eave for Orbitsville with a fat severance
paynent | ogged into his bank account. But to one in his frame of mnd that approach seened
intolerably slow H's new inpetuosity told himhe had done with Earth and therefore should | eave
at once, which neant cutting a few corners.

He | eaned back in his chair, staring unseeingly at the drifting | andscape bel ow, and anal ysed t he
probl enms facing him Ships were travelling fromEarth to Utim Thule every day, and with the
tourist trade in decline there was no shortage of passenger places, but Marhieu's difficulties |ay
el sewhere. He had only a snall reserve of cash, and wal ki ng out on his job was going to deprive
hi m of sone benefits and cause | ong delays with others—all of which nmeant he woul d be hard pressed
to cover the cost of an unsubsidised ticket. There was an additional conplication in the form of
Mayor Brycel and, who would not want himto | eave before a replacenent arrived, and therefore

woul d do everything in his power to block the clearances necessary for travel on a Metagov- owned
shi p.
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What Mat hi eu needed was sonebody who controlled the physical neans of getting to Orbitsville and
who al so owed hima favour. Years of constantly being on the make had led himto build up a range
of useful contacts, many of them of a sonewhat irregular nature, but privately owned or chartered
starshi ps were sonething of a rarity. There was sonebody, though—+t was sinply the matter of
locating the right file in his menory—and that sonmebody was.

Mat hi eu gave a self-satisfied grunt when a nanme fornmed itself in his thoughts al nbst at once. Rick
Renard, the playboy botanist, was reputed to have connections with the |legendary Lindstromfamly
and for that reason Mathi eu had been exceptionally hel pful to him The indul gences had ranged from
overl ooki ng a sheaf of inport restrictions on a fancy Rollac car to allow ng publicly owned

war ehouses to be used for the temporary storage of botanical sanples. And, providentially it
seenmed, Renard was soon to depart for Obitsville.

A* found the way, Mathieu thought, reaching for the radi ophone, unable to delay taking i mediate
and positive action. Vmgoing hone at |ast.

Chapter 14

It was not until his car had struck the curb for the second tine that Dallen realised how the
sheer nmental overload of the past hour had rendered himunfit to drive.

He braked and pulled in to the side in one of the North Hll's quietest avenues. The car shuddered
slightly as he switched off the engine. He located his pipe in a jacket pocket, filled it with
strands of yellow and bl ack, abstractedly staring straight ahead as he tanped them down with his
finger. It seened that each time he visited the London place he got his consciousness stretched,
but the | ast occasion had left himw th no reserve capacity whatsoever. So many new natters

cl anoured and conpeted for his consideration that he was unable to focus properly on any of them

| npose sonme order\ he told hinself. Find patterns.

The task struck him as being inmpossible, and the nost he could do, sitting in the netal -and-gl ass
suntrap of his car, was to pick out certain symetries.
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Karal London was dead—but Karal London could not be dead, only nade discarnate. The success of his
fantastic experinment had profound significance for religion and phil osophy, and yet as far as
enotions were concerned it seemed to have little imediate relevance. Silvia's reaction had shown
that. Death continued to be Death, no matter what the cool voice of the intellect proclainmed; and
men and wonen would still mourn its intervention just as they had al ways done. The raci al
subconsci ous woul d have to assimilate a great deal of nindon science before there dawned the era
of the blithe burial or the cheerful crenmation, before London was hailed as the man who put the
fun into funeral

Geral d Mat hi eu was dead—but Gerald Mathieu could not be dead, only made di scarnate. What was the
personal significance of that for Dallen? The wash of photons froma single light bulb in London's
| aboratory had carried the nessage that Mathieu, too, had entered an afterlife and would exi st
perhaps for ever as a mindon entity. Did that nean the whol e concept of punishment by execution
was now i nvalid? Perhaps the only genuine retribution would have lain in making the punishment fit
the crime, in blasting Mathieu' s physical brain with a Luddite Special and scattering its m ndon
counterpart to whatever kind of thin winds that blew through an extra-di nensional ether. And now
it was too |ate even to think about that.

In any case, the dom nating elenment of revenge had been renpoved fromDallen's Iife, and the
resul tant vacuum had been tilled by new enbtions centred on Silvia London. Silvia was going to
Obitsville, and—further symetry-so was he ..

178
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Feeling the mental convection begin again, the restless whirlwi nd of thought fragments, he seized
on the prospect of leaving for the Big O That was a concrete fact, one which involved himin
practical matters and a host of auxilliary decisions. He could, for instance, go i mediately to
the City Hall, arrange a transfer to OrbitsviUe on the next scheduled flight and clear out his
desk. A good clear-cut short-termgoal. A way to deaden his nmind and at the sanme tine delay the
monent when he woul d have to return hone and pick up the burden represented by Cona.

The deci sion nade, Dallen discovered he had forgotten to Ilight his pipe. He dropped it back into
his pocket, switched on the car's magnetic engine and drove down the H Il towards the centre of
Madi son. Bars of tree-shadow and sunlight beat silently on the vehicle in quickening tenpo.
Traffic was quite sparse at that time of die afternoon and it took himless than ten ninutes to
reach the Gty Hall and park near the nmain entrance.

He went straight to his office on the second floor and paused when he saw the unfamliar nane
plate on the door. It said: MK L.BYROM Dallen had forgotten that his post was being filled by a
repl acenent Grade IV officer who had been fl own down from W nni peg. He tapped the door, wal ked
into the office without waiting for an invitation and was surprised to find JimMellor, his senior
deputy, who usually worked in the operations centre, seated alone at the big conmunications
consol e.

"Carry!" Mellor grinned, hoisting his tall crane-like figure out of the chair, and shook Dallen's
hand. "What are you doi ng here?"

"l shoul d be asking you that. Pronotion?"
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"No chance! | cane over to mind the shop for a while."
"Well, | only came in to notify sonebody that Fro quitting this job and transferring back hone on

the first available ship. Consider yourself notified."

"l guessed you' d be doing that sooner or later, but you ought to give the word to Ken Byrom"
"I"'ve no nore time for all the red tape. Wiy can't you pass the good news on on ny behal f?"
"You know, Carry—proper channels. Besides, he wants to have a few words with you."

"What about ?"

"Ken likes everything done according to directives. He's all knotted up over the weapon you | ost
in Cordele—not to nmention taking a ship while you were officially on | eave.”

"Tell himto ..." Dallen studied the other man's narrow face. "Did you drop yourself in it by
ti pping me off about Beaunont?"

"Me!'" Mellor |ooked indignant. "I never tipped nobody off, not noways nohow. "

"You' re one of the people I'mgoing to miss around here," Dallen said, briefly gripping one of
Mellor's stringy biceps. "Now, I'mgoing to collect a few things fromny desk and . "

"Ken has done all that for you." Mellor opened a closet, took out a | arge bul ging envel ope and
handed it to Dallen. "I think he wants a permanent assignnent in Mdison."

"He's wel cone. Wy isn't he here, anyway?"
"Went across to the inner field with a bunch of the others to see Gerald Mathieu."

"Mat hi eu?" The tone and content of what he had just heard flicked at Dallen's nerves.
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"Yeah. You know about what happened to hinP"

"l heard."

"Wldest thing! That's why this place is enpty—they all had to have a | ook for thenselves."

Dall en considered the first meaning that Mellor's words had for him+that a | arge group of norma
peopl e had fl ocked across town to view a plastic sack full of bloody tissue and bone splinters—and
was forced to reject it. The alternative, the incredible alternative, was a chaotic new elenent in
the agitation that already existed in his thoughts. Gerald Mathieu still alivel Still olivet
Dal l en abruptly felt sick and bruised, like a fighter on the ropes.

He pretended to check the contents of his envel ope. "Lucky escape, was it?"

"Lucky!" Mellor flung up his arms in protest at the inadequacy of the word. "He went into a hil
at one K!' The ship was reduced to chaff, but Mthieu wal ked away fromit w th nothing worse than
brui ses. What a guy!"

"The cockpit nust have been in one piece."

"Yeah, the cockpit nust have been in one piece, but the rest of the ship . . . Hey, Carry, you
don't have anythi ng agai nst Mathieu, do you?"

"Of course not. Wiy do you ask?"

"Nothing. It was just the way you

"1*11 see you around, Jim" Dallen left the office and stood for a monent in the cottony silence
of the corridor, trying to reorganise his thoughts. Everything had changed once again. It was a
perfect illustration of the intense relationship that binds a hunter to his quarry, forcing himto
foUow every swing and swerve with greater and greater concentration and fidelity until the pursuit
reaches its climax. His life

woul d not be his own again until W©Mathieu was dead, and that-—uch though he disliked the i dea—eant
delaying the return of the Dallen famly to Orbitsville.

The first sensible step in the new situation should be to withdraw his verbal resignation, but he
was in no nood to race Mellor again at that noment. Mellor was not a particularly perceptive nan,
but he had picked up Dallen's resentnment over hearing Mthi eu spoken with adm ration. That had
been a |l apse on Dallen's part, and it was sonething he woul d have to take extra care over if-as
was quite possible, given the irrationality of nobst human bei ngs—Mat hi eu were to be elevated to
the status of |ocal hero because of his amazing luck. It was inportant for Dallen to show no
enmty towards Mathieu, to display no special interest. On the other hand, he should display no
special lack of interest either ... O was his thinking beconm ng too involuted and obsessional ?

Frowni ng, breathing deeply to ease the growing pressure between his tenples, Dallen wal ked al ong
the corridor towards the el evator which would drop himinto the building's nain reception area. In
the past he woul d have taken a short cut by way of the north-side energency stair, but that was a
trick he had passed on to Cona, and as a result of it she and M kel had been ... He wenched his

t houghts back into the present as a door opened just ahead of him Vik Costain, personal assistant
to the Mayor, cane hurrying through it and al nbst collided with Dallen

"Fm so sorry," Costain exclained in his prissy manner. There was a flustered expression on his
grey race and his hairless scalp was glistening with perspiration
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"Spare ne the witticisns. Carry—this has been the worst afternoon in nmy thirty years in this
pl ace. **

"Frank giving you a hard tinme?"
Costain turned his eyes up for a second. "Between himand Beau bl oody Brunmel. . .**
"\Who?"

"Young Mat hi eu. They' ve been having a radi ophone battle for the last hour and I'mright in the
m ddle of it, and there's nobody here to do any goddamm work. | suppose you' ve heard the | atest
about Mat hi eu?**

Dal | en nodded. "M ster Indestructible.**

"Not that,** Costain said inmpatiently. "He has just quit his job w thout giving notice, and that
throws his workload on to Frank and ne. Frank is furious."

"I'"ll bet he is,*1 Dallen said, again the hunter, feeling the hunter's quickening of the pul se as
the trail makes a sudden swing. "What is CGerald planning to do with hinsel f?**

"Orbitsviile. He clainms he's getting out inmediately on sone kind of special flight. Have you ever
heard of this Renard character?**

"Renard?" Dallen felt a sick satisfaction, a furtive and intoxicating glee, which spread through
hi mas he imagined being close to Mathieu for alnmost a week in the unnatural environment of a
starshi p. So many dangerous conplexities, so many traps for the unwary, so many ways in which a
man coul d be overtaken by premature death

"As a matter of fact,** he said peacefully, "Rick Renard and | are good friends. Oddly enough
|'ve been thinking of going hone with himon the same flight.**

Chapter 15

Renard's ship detached itself from Polar Band One and began the long clinb to the edge of
interstellar

Al nost hal f-a-century old, the Hawksbead was a bul k cargo freighter which had been bui h when

Earth's space technol ogy was still high on a crest. It had the classic configuration devel oped by
the historic Starflight conpany—three equal cylinders joined together in parallel, with the
central one projecting ahead by alnost half its length. The control deck, living quarters and

cargo space were in the central cylinder; the outer pair housing the thernonuclear drivers and
flux punps, plus the warp generators which were only brought into play in the hi gher speed

regi mes. Because the huge magnetic fields created by the punps swirled out symetrically fromthe
fusel age, ships of the type were popularly known as flickerw ngs, though the name was mni sl eading.
The fields were vast insubstantial scoops which gathered interstellar matter for use as reaction
mass.

183
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Spati al weather conditions were good as the Hawks-bead spiralled outwards fromthe orbit of Earth.
Geat billows of energetic particles which had originated in the heart of the galaxy were rolling
across the Solar System These sprays of fast-noving corpuscl es—which meant as rmuch to the
starship as wind, wave and tide had done to oceani c di ppers—provided a rich harvest for the
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vessel's drivers, enabling it to accelerate at better than 1G

In the first century of interstellar travel it had been necessary for a ship to attain a speed of
sone fifty million nmetres a second before it entered a paradoxi cal domain, governed by the |aws of
t he Canadi an nmat hemati cian Arthur Arthur, where Einsteinian i deas about space and tinme no | onger
hel d sway. Arthurian physics had made it possible for a ship to journey between Earth and
Orbitsville in only four nonths, with alnmost no relativistic tine dilation, but even that kind of
m nd- defyi ng speed had been insufficient for the needs of the Mgration. The solution, born out of
experi ence and conputer-enhanced geni us, had been the tachyoni c node, described by one orthodox
theorist as "crooked accountancy applied to mass-energy tranformations”, and it had cut the
transit time to an average of six days.

It was a brief tinme by anybody's standards, and that thought was nuch on Dallen's mnd as he stood
in the ship's observation gallery and watched the Earth-Mon system begin to shrink to the
senbl ance of a double star. Hi s nove against Gerald Mathi eu woul d have to be made very soon

Dal | en had been too busy winding up his affairs in Madison to think much about the journey which
| ay
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ahead, but in view of the circunstances he had hal f-expected sone of the features of an old-style
oceani ¢ cruise. He had visualised Renard sitting at the head of the evening dinner table, with
Silvia London nearby, revelling in and taking every conceivabl e social advantage from his position
as benefactor-enployer. That notion had been conmpounded fromignorance of conditions aboard
freighters and the assunption that Renard woul d have despotic control over the ship's daily
routine.

In actuality Renard seemed to spend nost of his time in bitter argument with the freighter's
captain, Lars Lessen, a norose, pigeon-chested man in his fifties. Lessen, it transpired, had
undertaken to provide a crew and run the ship on a fixed-price contract, and he was deeply unhappy
with the way things were working out.

Forty years earlier the Hawkskead woul d al nbst have flown itself to Orbitsville. Now nore and nore
human i nterventions were required to keep its nyriad systens in operation, and the extra nman-hour
paynents were gnawi ng into Lessen's profits. He reacted by wagi ng psychol ogi cal warfare on Renard—
one tactic being to call himw th unnecessary frequency over minor decisions—and to Dallen's
surprise seened to be gaining the upper hand, evidence of the advantages of playing on one's hone
ground.

The ship had one | argi sh canteen area, in place of Dallen's inmagined dining room but it was

j eal ously nonopolised by the thirty-strong crew. The group of ten supernuneraries recruited by
Renard were nore-or-|ess expected to use the nmeal omat dispensers and eat in their roons. These
were prefabricated cabins
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ranged in a partial circle on Deck 5, the one just above the vertiginous well of the cargo hold.

The living arrangenents, which could have been descri bed as unsoci able, canme as an unwel cone
surprise to the others, but they suited Dallen quite well because Cona had not taken to space
travel . She had becone hysterical during the brief shuttle ride to the ship, necessitating heavy
sedati on, and had continued to react badly to the confinenent of the cabin Dallen shared with her
and M kel. The only way he could keep on top of the situation was by dosing her with a
tranquiliser prescribed by Roy Picciano, a drug which on Dailen's insistence included an effective
| i bi do depressant.

M kel was rapidly becom ng a normal -seening infant, one who played a lot with his toy vehicles and
showed an obvi ous pl easure on seeing his father, but Dallen found hinmself still unable to make a
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whol ehearted response. No matter how often he cursed hinmself for the |lack of enotional generosity
there remai ned a hint of reserve, a stubborn feeling that fate was a salesman trying to fob him
off with a substitute product.

The story of what had happened to his famly was quick to circul ate anong t he Hawksbead' s crew,
bringi ng synpathy he could well have done w thout, but a welconme result was that four wonen in the
field engi neering section volunteered a baby-m ndi ng service. Dallen accepted with gratitude,
consci ous of the fact that no matter how nuch genui ne concern other nen mght show for one in his
predi canent it was al ways wonen who cane through with the son of practical help which nade a
difference in life's daily batdes. As well as freeing himto do his quota of work on the
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grass trays, the arrangenent gave Dallen sone extra tine with his fell ow passengers.

The first shipboard neeting with Gerald Mathieu was a tableau of civilised awkwardness and
nonconmuni cation. It took place on the narrow strip of deck between the cabins and the abyss of
the ship's hold. There were no other people in sight, and as the two nen drew together Dallen was
al rost swanped by a manic urge to seize his chance, to end his bal eful and unnatural invol venent
with die other man in a single burst of primitive violence. For one thunderous instant the idea
seenmed al nost feasibl e—a sudden grapple and lift, a body plunging into the |ethal steel-spiked
depths, a story about a freak accident.

But what sort of accident?

The guard rail was chest-high and, try as he nmight, Dallen was unable to invent an incident in

whi ch one man coul d be propelled to his death w thout suspected homicidal intent on the part of
the other. Abruptly the crucial nonent passed, its karma-potential fading. There was a sense of
ponder ous wheel s, having hesitated, juddering into a new set of positions—and now Dallen was faced
with the problemof how to address a person he saw only as a wal ki ng cor pse.

"Hello, Gerald,*1 he said, smling, glancing at the spartan surroundings. "Like to buy a ticket
for the nutiny?**

Mat hi eu net his gaze squarely. "That's yard-armtalk. Mster Christian.**

Christun? Dallen thought, disconcerted. Fix got to start readi ng books, the way Cona wanted.

Bef ore he could conpose a reply the odd little nonincident was over and the tall figure of Mathieu
188

Bob Show

was novi ng out of sight between two cabins, ice-snooth blond hair glowing dully in the ship's
dismal illumination. He was wearing i mmacul ate silvery grey casual s—his idea of clothes suitable
for manual work—and | ooked as conposed and urbane as ever, but Dallen thought he had detected a
difference in the man. Had it been in the hard cal mess of the eyes? Was that typical of one who
was stoking up on felicitin, or had Mathieu' s skirm sh with death-—by all accounts a remnarkable
escape—wr ought sone profound change in his character?

It makes no difference, Dallen told hinself, rejecting the alien idea which had tried Co enter his
mnd, the idea that Mathieu was in the process of becom ng a new person, one who m ght not deserve
the fate which was in store for him Dallen had little patience with any kind of violent crininal
but the species he had least tinme for were those who nurdered i nnocents and then, while their
appeal s agai nst execution were filtering through, conposed books or hoioplays about the sanctity
of human life. He denied Mathieu any right to plead "not guilty for reasons of resurrection*1. It
was essential that the issues of Hie and death, crinme and punishnent, sin and retribution should
retain their old clairty—enough conplication had already been introduced into his thoughts by the
Kara! London experinent.
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Mat hi eu and London shoul d have renained in separate conpartnments of his life, but they had a

di sconcerting way of nerging in his thoughts like inages in an antique stereo viewer, both of
which had to contribute to make a rounded picture. London taught that after death there cane new
life. Mathieu had already enacted his own little pastiche on that theme—
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the shock of his "death” and return to life was still reverberating in DaUen's system-and die
phi |l osophical inplications continued to cloud his thinking about his fanm |y tragedy.

G ven that there was no such thing as death in the forner sense of the word, that it was nerely
the gateway to a new existence, could execution still be regarded as a penalty? Wat kind of
puni shnent was it that sinply advanced the next phase of an evildoer's |ife? And, going further
how serious a crinme was nurder if it meant that the victimhad simlarly been introduced to his
own i mortality?

It nakes no difference* Dallen repeated to hinself, angered by the nmental clanour follow ng his
deceptively bland encounter with Mathieu. He returned to his own cabin and spent sone tine
exam ning the contents of the small travel bag he had privately |labelled his execution kit.

It held a miscellany of itenms ranging fromblades and wires to drug contai ners, gathered al nost at
random any of which m ght becone an unobtrusive nurder weapon in suitable circunstance. No plan
had yet crystallised, but sonme dark instinct kept drawing his attention to the nost innocent-
seem ng object of the lot—a miniature spraycan of paint he had taken from Madi son City's transport
wor kshops. "1

The first in-flight neeting with Silvia London was ;| equally unsatisfactory fromDbDallen's
Vi ewpoi nt . |

He had not seen her since her cathartic act of destroying the glass nosaic in her home, but he
knew '| she was bei ng acconpanied on the journey by two ~ officers of the Ani ma Mundi Foundati on.

Both were ,: wonen and previously unknown to him They had f
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dealt with die considerable nedia interest given to Silvia before the start of the voyage, and now
seenmed to be coaching her for various kinds of public appearances in major cities. Their presence
rem nded Dallen that Kara! London, in spite of the obviously cranky aspects of his operation, had
been a determined and far-sighted man with a serious nmission in life. It also nmade hi mwonder if
he had allowed hinself to be too nmuch influenced by Renard's mal e chauvinist analysis of Silvia's
relationship with the dead nan.

Her reaction to the news of London's "discarnatknm had, in a way, pleased himwth its nmessage
that she was far frombeing the sinplistic sexual rinmebonb described by Ri ck Renard—but there was
anot her part of him repressed throughout his adult life, which savoured the thought of being the
first to bed a vol uptuous young wonan after she had been deprived of sex for two years. And his
enotional dichotony was nade worse by the fact that he was quite unable to read Silvia's signals,
had no way of knowi ng if what had passed between them neant everything or nothing. One
interpretation was that he was a fantastically |ucky man who had only to reach out his hand and
take one of life's choicest offerings; another was that he was an overgrown adol escent with
delusions inspired by a surplus of inmagination, conceit and hornones.

| fail to see the difficulty, old son, he could inmagine Renard saying to him were he hinself not
one of the problem s paraneters. Wiy not sinply go ahead and try your | ack?

Why not indeed? Dallen asked hinself as he entered the Deck 4 conpartnent which contained the bank
of nmeal omats and saw the bl ack-clad figure of Silvia
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amd a group of five wonen at the nachines. Unfortunately the question presupposed his being a
normal man in normal circunstances. There was no al l owance for internal confusions and conflicts,
for his unmanning guilt over Cona and Mkel, for his dehumani sing conpul sion to annihilate Gerald
Mat h-ieu, for his reluctance to resolve the question of Silvia too soon in case it transpired that
it had all been a game which Renard had won in advance by virtue of his noney, power and grinning
confident insensitivity.

Silvia was discussing the choice of food with a conpanion, and as Dallen drew near he saw that,

al though slightly pale, she | ooked as though she had recovered from her period of trauma. He took
inthe firmjawed face and the prom nence of the lower lip, the nmassy full ness of breasts

enphasi sed by the flatness of abdonen, the air of easy strength conbined with fem ninity, and

i nsi de himwas born a pain which had sonething to do with the fact that he had never read poetry
and therefore did not have access to the words needed to let Silvia know how he felt about her. He
was hesitating, overwhel med, when she |looked in his direction. She carried on her conversation

wi thout the slightest break, but her eyes engaged Dallen's and renai ned there, unwavering, while
he noved towards another row of machi nes.

He sniled at her, then devel oped the conviction it was the sane neani ngl ess facial grinmace he had
made earlier on neeting Mathieu, and deliberately broke the visual contact by noving behind a
drinks di spenser. Freed of the intense enotional pull, he selected food for Cona and hi nsel f, and
when he energed froman alley of cabinets Silvia was gone.

A few minutes |ater, back in his cabin, he found
192
Bob Shaw

Cona sitting on the edge of her bed, blinking drowsily. Her smock had ridden up to her broadening
hi ps, exposing a wi sp of colourless hair at the juncture of puckered thighs. He twi tched the hem
of the garnent down to her knees and began setting out dishes of food on the foldaway table. The
air snmelted of stale perspiration

"Din," Cona nouthed with effort. "Di-in." "Very good," Dallen said, blanking out his freshly
renewed mental image of Silvia' s face. "Say di nner

"Dm" Cona shouted in sudden manic joviality, lurching towards the table. She picked up a spoon
holding it sideways in her fist, and reached for a dish of chocol ate nobusse. Dallen had found that
if he gave in and permtted her to eat sone dessert at the begin* ning of a neal it was then quite
easy to coax her into having a fair anount of the main protein dish, but all at once the idea was
i ntol erabl e.

Wt hout speaking, he closed his hand over Cona's and steered the spoon towards a bl ock of noul ded
sal ad. She froze for a nonent, then began to resist with her considerable strength. Before he

qui te knew what he was doing, he had half-risen to his feet to gain | everage and had cl anped
Cona' s head aginst his hip. Subduing her with furious ease, he forced her to take salad on to the
spoon and was guiding it to her nouth when sonething pronmpted himto glance towards a nirrored
wall at the for side of the room

The tabl eau he saw there, with its ancient formalised conposrion —oppressor |ooning over the
oppressed —coul d have been fromany period in history. The nmedi um coul d have been grainy 20th
Century or age-darkened oil paint or perspectivel ess woodcut,
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but the principal elenents were the sane. Faces of torturer and victimalike—both robbed of al
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humani ty—turned towards the camera-artist as though demanding to go on record for posterity,
Dal l en rel eased his wife at once and stood facing his reflection. "Bastard,"” he whispered. "The
bastard has to pay."
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Chapter 16

As a prelimnary to the execution Dallen kept a close watch on Mathieu' s novenents.

He was quickly rewarded by the discovery that Mathieu, even when he had a freedom of choice,
preferred a fixed pattern of activity. The work schedul e called for each person in Renard's team
to be responsible for two adjacent stacks of grass trays, die npost tedious task being die rotation
of the sunlight panels to give a reasonable sinulation of night and day. Each tray also had to be
lightly watered at sone time during its "night" period. There was no hard-and-fast rule about
exactly when the watering should be carried out, but Mathieu liked to do it as soon as he had
renoved each sunlight panel, starting at the top of the stacks and methodically working down to
deck | evel

Every norning at eleven, ship time, he clinbed a twenty-nmetre alloy | adder attached to the front
of one stack and serviced its top layer of trays. That done,

194

he stretched all the way across the aisle and worked on his other stack fromits rear, taking
advantage of his long reach to avoid naking two separate ascents. It was a techni que of which
Renard did not approve, but he had contented hinself by sourly rem nding Mat hi eu he was not
covered by industrial insurance. And Dallen had listened to that particular exchange with
satisfaction, knowing it would help snoboth his way through what was to follow .

On the fifth nmorning of the voyage he awoke early. Cona was snoring peacefully in her bed at the
other side of the prefab, and M kel was fast asleep in his cot, one foot projecting through the
bars. There was little in the peaceful tallow dimmess of the cabin to indicate that it was part
of an engi neered structure which was hurtling through distorted geonetries of space. Were it not
for near-sublimnal, amiotic fluttering in the air Dallen could have believed hinself to be in a
hol i day chal et anywhere on Earth or Orbitsville. H's thoughts turned at once to Silvia London
only a few paces and partitions away on the sane deck, but he hurriedly blanked out a vision of
how she nmight ook in bed. H's norning erections were becomng painfully insistent, and on this
crucial day all his nental and physical energies had to be directed el sewhere.

He quietly got out of bed and took stock of his enotions, trying to ascertain how he felt about
his decision to proceed imediately with Mathieu' s execution. There was a certain sense of
di sbelief mngled with a cold sadness and fears for his own safety—but the bask resol ution was

still there, intact, a donminating force which excluded conpassion or regrets.
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That's all right, he thought, unaccountably relieved. Nothing has changed.

Taking care not to disturb Cona or Mkel, he used the radi ati on shower cubicle—w shing it could
have been a stinging water spray—and got dressed in die soft shirt and slacks which were his usua
working attire. He brought die travel bag out of a closet and took fromit the small container of
speci al paint, which he put in his breast pocket.

There was nobody el se abroad on Deck 5 when he left his cabin, so we went straight to the tubul ar
el evator cage, dropped hinself to the bottomof the cargo hold and stepped out into an angul ar
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jungl e of scaffolding. Tall stacks of grass trays, half of them glow ng under artificial sunlight,
created a three-di nensional confusion of brilliance and shadow. There were puddles on the fl oor
and the air was warm and humid, rich with neadow scents, dulling nmetal surfaces with condensati on.

It took Dallen less than a mnute to nake sure no others had showed up early for work, then he
went to Mathieu' s two stacks and clinbed the innernost |adder, the one always used by Mathieu. At
the top, precisely when it was necessary for himto be alert and at peak efficiency, he was nunbed
by an awareness that he was at the point of maxi mum danger. He was only a few netres bel ow t he
ring-shaped Deck 5, in a position readily visible to anyone who mi ght energe from a passenger
cabin, and now his schene—so fool proof when evaluated in the security of his bed—seened reckl ess
beyond beli ef.

Wth a final swi nging glance at die circular guard rail above, he took the paint container out of
his shirt

pocket and sprayed a colourless fluid on to the ladder's top rung. Highly nervous, fighting off a
tendency to shake, he returned the container to his pocket and slid comrando-fashion to the foot
of the l|adder. The greenhouse stillness of the bottom deck was heavy and undi sturbed. Dallen ran
to the elevator, took it up to Deck 5 and within a matter of seconds was back in the sanctuary of
his cabin, where Cona and M kel were still asleep. The entire sortie had taken approximately three
ni nut es.

Dall en sat down at the table and consi dered what he had done. The emul sion with which he had
sprayed the | adder was nmanufactured for |aw enforcenent bodi es under the brand nane of Pietzoff,
and it was peculiarly suitable for his purpose. It was used to prevent people clinging to security
vehi cl es and the vul nerable wi ng generator tubes of aircraft. Finger pressure on the deposited
crystals woul d produce a neural shock which woul d affect Mathieu' s whole body, not only repelling
himfromthe | adder but preventing himfrom grasping anything which m ght [essen his fall

There was no absol ute guarantee that the inpact with deck would kill him but Dallen intended to
be close to the scene of the "accident", first to reach the fallen man, and woul d need only the
briefest nmoment to conplete his work. An extra shearing of the neck vertebrae would go unnoticed
anong Mathieu's other injuries.' The final step would be to ascend the | adder, ostensibly checking
for faults, and wipe away the Pietzoff emulsion with the solvent sponge already in his pocket.

At that point, justice having been done, he could return to a normal life.
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Dal  en spread his bands on the table and frowned down at themas—for the first time—he tried to
envi sage the future which | ay beyond Mathieu' s death. Wat would constitute a "normal" life in his
case? A Metagov job sufficiently undemandi ng that he would be able to devote nbst of his tine to
rehabi litating Cona? Perhaps he would be provided with a pension on conpassi onate grounds and

gi ven a house on the edge of one of those heroic devel opnents which straggled a short distance
into Obitsville's endl ess oceans of grass. That way he could make Cona his life's work—and what
woul d the career | andmarks be? The day she learned to flush the toilet for hersel f? The day she
conpl eted her first sentence? The first night on which, in the nmental chaos of the dark hours, be
foiled to turn her away from his bed?

Abruptly Dallen felt that he was drowning. He disnissed die feeling as a psychol ogi cal effect,
then realised he had breathed out and had actually onmitted to initiate the next inhalation, as

t hough hi s autononmous nervous system had gone on strike. He snatched air in two noisy sighs and
sprang to his feet, feeling trapped within the confines of the cabin. The tine display on the wall
showed that it was not yet eight in the norning. Food? Wuld breakfast help? Dallen felt his

di aphragm heave gently at the thought of eating, but coffee seemed a reasonably inviting prospect,
a way of getting through a few mnutes.

He nade sure that Cona and M kel were not likely to awaken, let hinself out of die cabin and went
upstairs to Deck 4, the first full deck. There was nobody in the neal omat area, although he could
hear sone crew nmenbers tal king in the adjoining canteen
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Dal l en drew hinself a cup of black coffee, considered taking it into the canteen, then on inpul se
wal ked up another flight of stairs and went into the snmall observation gallery. It was deserted.
Such vantage points tended to be used only during normal -space nanoeuvring in the vicinity of
Earth or Orbitsville—n md-voyage, cocooned in a ship's private continuum there was little to
see outside. The universe presented itself as an intense spot of blue ahead of the ship and an
equal ly bright locus of red astern. On the rare occasi ons when a vessel passed dose to a star an
ultra-thin ring of light would expand out of the forward spot, slide by the ship on all sides like
a conjurer's hoop and shrink into die speck of ruby brilliance behind.

Unconcerned about the |ack of spectacle, Dallen dropped into a chair and sat in the theatrica

dar kness si pping his coffee, his thoughts still domi nated by the future. Fixing the tine of
Mat hi eu' s execution seenmed to have renoved a short-term goal which had acted as a barrier. Now the
shutters had been lifted and decades |ay ahead of himin a blur of shifting probabilities—and from
what he could see of the tenporal |andscape it |ooked bl eak. To be nore anal ytical, w thout Silvia
London it | ooked bl eak. To be even nore anal ytical —and to add a dash of honesty and self-interest-
-YWH>J& Cona and without Silvia it |ooked bl eak

And tbaty cane the insidious thought, is a circunstance that can easily be changed.

Al'l he had to do was quit being stubborn and accept what qualified physicians had been telling him
al | al ong—that Cona Dall en, author and historian, no
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| onger existed. That neant he had no noral obligations to her, that all contracts were nullified.
The body Cona had inhabited was entitled to good care, to the confort and security in which a new
personality would be able to develop within its own limtations, but there was no | ogical reason
for Carry Dalien's own life to be subordinated to the process. He should be concerned, but not
interned. He had placed hinself in a prison whose walls were made of mist, and all he had to do
was wal k free ...

Fine! QED! Wl cone to the bright, shadowfree world of rationality f

Dallen felt a surge of elation and wondernent over how easy it had been to put his life into

| ogi cal order, a sense of giddy uplift which was imediately foll owed by the plunging realisation
that he had achi eved precisely nothing. He was building castles of romantic dreans around Silvia
London—all on the strength of a few anbi guous words and enigmatic | ooks. What he needed was hard
infornmation, a straight yes or no fromthe worman in question, but right fromthe begi nning he had
behaved |ike a tongue-tied yokel in Silvia's presence

"I'n the nanme of Christ*" he whispered savagely, swept by a sudden boiling surf of inpatience over
a state of nmind in which he could calmy arrange the death of a fellow hunan being and at the sane
time cower back from asking one question of a woman. He crushed the enpty cup in his right hand,
produci ng a |l oud crackl e which caused a barely-seen figure to glance in his direction fromthe
opposite end of the gallery. The other person was a wonan, and he had no idea how | ong she had
been sitting there. He

identified the thick-set, niddle-aged figure as Doctor Billy daister, the Foundation officer who
shared a cabin with Silvia, and he found hinself noving towards her with no consci ous sense of
volition. She | ooked up in surprise, her face an indistinct glow in the darkness, as he halted at
her side.
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"Hello," Dallen said. "Restful in here, isn't it?"
"Usual ly," she replied coolly. "I cone here when | want peace to think."

"Hint taken." Dallen tried an ingratiating chuckle. "I'Il clear off and |leave you to it. By the
way, is Silvia in her roonf"

"I expect so. Wiy?" The doctor had ceased bei ng di stant and now was openly hostile.

The notion that here might be another rival for Silvia inmediately appeared in Dalien's mnd, but
sonet hi ng—al | the nore nonmentous for being unantici pated-had happened inside himand he wel comed
the extra chall enge. He hunkered down beside the woman, deliberately invading her personal space

"I want to have a word with her. | presune she's allowed visitors?"
"Don't be inpertinent. Silvia has had many stressful factors to contend with lately."

"I't was decent of you to step out and give her a break." Dallen stood up, left the observation
gallery and wal ked quickly towards the nearest stair.

The tine was 8:50, leaving himnore than two hours before his preordai ned rendezvous, and he felt
a vast relief over the knowl edge that he was at last committed to positive action. He was al ert
and conpetent, as though he had shaken off an enervating spell. He descended to Deck 5 and, not
sparing a
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gl ance for the netherworld of scaffolding and tights visible in the central well, went to the box-
i ke cabin being used by Silvia and tapped the door. She opened it, inmmediately spung away from
himwith a swirl of a blue cotton dressing gown, then froze in nmid-stride and turned back

"1 thought you were . . ." Her eyes were wide with surprise, seem ng darker than usual against a
nor ni ng pal eness he had never seen before and which gave him a stabbing sexual thrill of such
power that he al nbst gasped.

"May | cone in?" he said steadily.

Silvia shook her head. "It's too . . . I'mnot even dressed."

"I'"ve got to cone in." He crossed the threshold and cl osed the door. "I have to talk to you."

" About what ?"

"No nore ganes, Silvia. | know | shouldered my way in here uninvited. | know fm bei ng bad- nanner ed
and that ny timing couldn't be worse, but | have to know about us. | need a direct statement from

you—a sinple yes or a sinple no."

"You nmake it seemli ke a business transaction
but her col our had hei ght ened.

Silvia appeared to have recovered her conposure,

"I's this better?" He took the single pace that was necessary to close the distance between di em
and, very slowmy, allowing her anple tinme to twi st away, placed a hand at each side of her wai st
and gently drew her towards him She came to him yielding with a peculiar saggi ng novenment which
brought their groins together first—sending a shockwave of sensation racing through his
body—fol | owed by a

| eisurely neeting of bellies, breasts and nouths. Dallen drank die kiss, gorging hinself until its
nat ural endi ng.
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"I'"ve still got to hear you say it," he whispered, touching his lips to her ear. *Yes or no?"

This isn't fair."

"To hell with fair—ve had enough fairness to last ne a lifetine. Yes or no?"

"Yes." She thrust herself against himal nost aggressively, with a force he had difficulty in
mat chi ng. "Yes!"

"That's all | need to know." Intensely aware that the dressing gown was no longer fully | apped
around her torso, he closed his eyes to loss Silvia again and found hinmself |ooking at Gerald
Mat hi eu' s broken corpse.

"Trouble is,"” he said, floundering and distracted, *Tm not sure what to do next."

She smiled calmy. "How about | ocking die door?"

"Good thinking." Dallen thunbed the door's security button and when he turned back to Silvia the
dressi ng gown was around her ankles on die floor. Dry-nouthed and reverent, he surveyed her body,
then took her extended hand and went with her to the bed. She |ay down at once and | ocked herself
on to him now trenbling, as he positioned hinself beside her. They clung together for a ful
mnute, he still clothed, sinulating the sex act in a way which by every |aw of nature should have
aroused himto near-orgasm but each rime he allowed his eyes to close there was Mthieu' s serene-
smling death mask with the tridents of blood at each corner of the nmouth and the anaesthetic

col dness was gathering in his own |oins, emascul ating him denying himany stake in
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the gane of Life. Wthout waiting for Silvia to sense what was happening, he rolled away from her
and dropped into a kneeling posture at the side of the bed. She raised herself on one el bow and
| ooked at himin puzzled reproach

"I't's all right," he said, alnbst grinning with relief at the clarity of his understanding of the
situation. *This won't nake any sense to you, Silvia, but | was trying to be two people at once,
and it can't work."

"That makes perfectly good sense to ne." Her understanding was intuitive, alnobst telepathic. "How
long will it take you to becone one peopl e?"

Dal l en gazed at her in purest gratitude. "About two minutes. There's sonmething | have to do. Wuld
you pl ease wait? Right here? Like this?"

"I wasn't planning to go anywhere."

"Right.** He stood up, strode to the door of the cabin and let himself out. Alife for alife, he
t hought, anazed at the sinplicity of the psychol ogi cal equations in an area where he woul d have
expected | ayer upon |ayer of nurky Freudian conplexity. Being born again allowed for no half-
measures. He could not take from both existences, racking up debits in each, and therefore Cerald
Mat hi eu had to be spared.

Wth the after-image of Silvia's full-breasted nakedness drifting in his vision, Dallen closed the
cabin door behind him but did not lock it. He turned towards the el evator. Two men—Renard and
Capt ai n Lessen—were approaching on the curved strip of deck between the cabins and the cargo well.
As usual, they were engaged in heated argunent, but Renard broke off on the instant of seeing
Dal l en and cane straight to him his gol d-speckled face sol em.

**\What were you doing in there?" he said directly. "It's a bit early for visiting, isn't it?"
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Dal | en shrugged. "Depends on how wel | peopl e know each other."

"You' re not fooling anybody, old son." Renard showed his bow of teeth as he waited for Lessen to
sidle by himand get beyond earshot. Hi s gaze was hunting over Dallen's face, and each passing
second brought a change of his expressi on—am able contenpt, incredulity, alarm and dawni ng anger.

"I'f you'll excuse ne," Dallen said, "I've got work to do." He tried to wal k towards the el evator
but Renard detai ned him by placing a hand on his chest.

"You*d better listen to me," Renard said in a venonous whisper. "If | ..."

"No, you'd better do the listening for once," Dallen said in matter-of-fact, conversational tones.
"If you don't take your hand off nme I'Il hit you so hard that you'll be hospitalised for sone tine
and nay even die."

Renard was trying to forma reply when Lessen called to himin an aggrieved bark fromthe foot of
the stair to Deck 4. Dallen ended the encounter by side-stepping Renard and wal king to the
el evat or cage.

During the quivering descent to the bottomof the hold he indulged in a nonent of

satisfacti on—perhaps Renard's trust in the universe was sonewhat nm spl aced—and when di e el evator
stopped he went confidently to the |ane which ended at Mathieu's stacks, taking the solvent sponge
fromhis side pocket as he crossed the puddl ed floor. Sounds of novenment nearby indicated that
sonebody was at work on the trays, but it was not until he had actually turned the corner
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that Dallen realised that things were not what they should be. High in the geonetric jungle, amd
the scattered bars of |ight and shade, there were unexpected signs of novenent.

Sonebody was clinbing to the top of Mathieu' s | adder

In the instant of recognising the clinber as Mathieu hinself, Dallen saw that he was in the act of
reaching for the topnost rung. Wth a despairing grunt, knowi ng he was too |late to prevent the
calamty, Dallen hurled hinmself to the foot of the | adder and turned his eyes upwards, bracing

hi nsel f for what could easily be a crippling inpact.

He was greeted by the sight of Mathieu angl ed nonchalantly outwards fromthe | adder, the slim
pl astic tube of his spray hose coiling down fromhis waist. Hs weight was taken by his right hand
gripping the top rung.

"What's goi ng on down there?" Mathieu said, his attention caught by the sudden novenent.

"Not hing," Dallen assured him "I slipped, that's all." He backed up the story by pressing a hand
to his side as though nursing a strained nuscle

Mat hi eu descended at once. "Are you hurt?"

"I't's nothing," Dallen said, experiencing a strange m xture of enotions at being so close to the
man who had so profoundly affected his life. "But we ought to get a nop and take away sone of this
surface water before sonebody really gets hurt." He rubbed his side, excusing hinmself fromthe
chore.

Til doit," Mathieu said conpliantly. "I think there's a kind of broom closet near the elevator."
He noved away and was | ost to sight anong the stacks.

As soon as he was sure of being unobserved, Dallen clinbed Mathieu's |adder in a kind of vertica
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run, stopping when his face was level with the top rung. The light was | ess than ideal, but he
could easily discern the frost-like coating of Pietzoff emulsion on the full length of the alloy
tube., which neant that Mathieu should have received a fierce neural jolt as soon as his fingers
had exerted pressure on the enbedded crystals.

The only explanation Dallen could conceive was that the container he had stolen in Mdison had
come froma defective batch. Intrigued, nmonmentarily forgetting the need for urgency, he lightly
flicked the rung with a fingernail as a test.

The paral ysi ng shock stabbed clear through to his feet.

Hi s nmuscle control instantly disrupted, Dallen sagged and fell —+then recovery came and he clung to
the | adder, gasping with fright. He had al nbost dropped the whole way to the netal deck, a letha
twenty nmetres bel ow, and had been saved only by the fact that his nail had served as a partia
barrier to the Pietzoff s neural charge. And Mathieu was due to return at any second. Striving for
full control over his body, Dallen inched upwards to regain the height he had | ost. He squeezed
the solvent sponge to activate it, wiped the top rung free of paint and got to the bottom of the

| adder just as Mathieu appeared with a nop and bucket which could have been props froma period

pl ay.

**| | ove these high-tech solutions to the problens of space flight," he said, ganely cheerful as
he set to work on the water-beaded deck, [ooking |ike a blond holo star nmaking a bad job of
pl ayi ng a mneni al .
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Dal | en nodded, still slightly shaky, still baffled by his experience at the head of the |adder. By
all the rules governing such things, Mthieu should have taken the big drop and hit the deck Iike
a sack of bones. Was it possible that his right hand was an extrenely lifelike prosthetic? O was
it merely, returning to the prosaic, that there had been an uneven distribution of crystals in the
enmul si on and Dal |l en had chosen the wong place for his test? It hardly seened likely, but it was
the nost acceptabl e explanation he could devi se. Nobody was inmune to Pietzoff.

"To think | gave up a good job for this,
have been crazy."

Mat hi eu sai d, nmopping with casual efficiency. "I nust

"Why did you pack it in? Was it Brycel and?"

"Brycel and? Mal -de-mayor?" Mat hieu' s eyes showed a cool amusenment. "No, Carry, it was tinme for ne
to travel, that's all."

"I see." Again Dallen found it difficult to cope with the conplexity of his reactions to Mthieu
The fact nat the nan had been spared a sumary execution did not nmean nat he should be allowed to
avoid the establishment's penalty for a najor crime, but was it nowtoo late to bring an
accusation agai nst hin? What evidence would remain at this |ate stage? And, underlying everything
el se, why did the man hinmself seemto have changed? The difference was indefinable, but it was
there. Gerald Mathieu had al ways given himthe i npression of being a vain gadfly, a holl ow man
but now .

VWhat's the matter with nme? Dall en demanded of hinself in bermused wonderment. Way am | where Silvia
isn't?

He gave Mathieu a dismissive wave, wal ked back to the el evator and pressed the button for Deck 5.
The cage nade its customary shuddering ascent, passing |layer after layer of miniature grassy

pl ai ns, some in shadow, others bathed in artificial sunlight. By the tine it halted at the ring
deck Dallen had rel egated Mathi eu to the past. Nobody was about —+he Hawfe-bead' s crew spendi ng
virtually all their working hours in the outer hulls—and he was able to go without delay to
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Silvia's cabin. He was keyed-up and exhilarated as he pressed the door handle, so preternatu-rally
alive mat he could actually feel the subtle agitation of the ship's air. The handl e refused to
turn. Dallen tapped lightly on the door and stepped back a little, disappointed, when it was
opened by the solidly androgynous figure of Doctor Billy d aister

"Silvia can't see you now," she announced triunphantly. "She's got to ...

"It's all right, Billy," Silvia said, appearing beside the other wonan. In the short interva

since Dallen had | ast seen her, she had brushed her hair back and had dressed in a bl ack one-piece
suit. She cane out of the cabin, drew the door to, caught Dallen's arm and wal ked hi mtowards the
nearby stair.

"I"'msorry," she said. "Billy is inclined to be over-protective."
"I's that what you call it?"

"That's what it a." Silvia halted and gave hima very wi se, very womanly snile. "Wen you coo

down a little you'll be as glad as | amthat she cane back. This place isn't for us, Carry. Admt
it."

Dal  en gl anced at the environment of snudged metal walls, stanchions and pipe runs. "It's
idyllic.1

210

Bob Show

She | aughed and, in an unexpected gesture, raised the back of his hand to her lips and kissed it,
sormehow proving to himthat all was well. "Carry, we'll reach Optima Thuie in a day or two and as
soon as Rick unloads his grass well be going on to Beachhead City, where there are good hotels,
and where well have all the tinme we need to be together and make our plans. That's worth hol di ng
on for, isn't it?"

He | ooked down at her, unable to admit she was right, and forced hinself to return her snile

By the time another day had passed die ship had ceased npbst of its geometrical manipul ations and
was rapidly reaching a condition in which it could be perceived as a real object by outside
observers. That, in turn, nmeant that human and inorgani c watchers aboard the vessel could once
again receive information fromthe normal space-tinme continuum

Still shedding velocity at a rate of nore man 1G the Hawksbead took its bearings from
Orbitsville' s beacon network and began naki ng course corrections, heading for Portal 36. The
entrance had been assigned to k by the Optina Thul e Sci ence Comm ssi on because the surroundi ng
terrain had never been contam nated by devel opers and therefore would yield the cleanest data in
| ar ge- scal e bot ani cal experinments.

Pr of essi onal space travellers rarely devoted any tine to visual observation during fina
approaches to Orbitsville. At close ranges the vast non-refl ective shell had al ways occl uded hal f
t he universe, cheating the eye and confusing the intellect, creating the inpression that nothing
exi sted where in fact there was an inpenetrable wall spanning the galactic horizon.
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Thus it was that no nenber of the Hawksb&uTs crew was at a direct vision station when the vessel
guided by artificial senses, began groping its way towards Portal 36.

And thus it cane about that it was Doctor Billy daister, habitual visitor to the ship's
observation gallery, who discovered that Orbitsville had undergone a radi cal change.

The enigmatic material of its shell—black, imutable, totally inert in tw centuries of nmankind' s
experi ence—was suffused with a pulsing green light.

Chapter 17
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. The onset of weightl essness, gradual though it was, brought problens for Da |ien

In the early stages Cona had enjoyed her growi ng gymmastic ability, and had come dangerously cl ose
to hurting herself or Mkel during exuberant and ill-coordinated frolicking about the cabin. Then
as the HawksbeatFs mmin drive neared total shutdown, the feeling of unnatural |ightness progressed
to become an outright falling sensation, and Cona's pleasure turned to fear. She clung to the
frame of her bed, white-faced and whinpering, but resisted his efforts to secure her with the zero-
G webbi ng. M kel was nore manageable, allowing hinself to be tethered to his cot, and seened | ess
concerned with himself than with his toys' new tendency to float away in the air.

Dallen was retrieving a favourite nmodel truck for himwhen a single chine fromthe conmuni cati ons
panel signalled that the ship was entering the state of free fall. An uneasy lifting sensation in
Dal | en' s stomach was acconpani ed by the sound of Cona retching.
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Cursing hinself for not having been prepared, he twi sted towards her just in tine to be caught in
the skeins of yellow sh fluid which had issued fromher nouth. The acid snell of bile filled the
cabin at once and M kel began to sob

Fighting to keep the heaving of his own stomach in check, Dallen drew a suction cl eaner pipe out
of the wall and used it to hunt down every slowdrifting globule. It took himanother five mnutes
to clean hinself and change his clothes, by which tine his thoughts were turning away fromhis
domestic troubles and towards truly nmacroscopic issues. As soon as the flickerwi ng drive had been
deacti vated the Hawkshtad woul d have been able to enter radio contact with Orbitsville and request
some kind of official explanation for what had happened to the shell. Presumably Captin Lessen

al ready had the information, but—disturbingly—there had been no general announcenent.

As one who had been born on Obitsville, Dallen was anxi ous for that explanation. For himthe
sight of the inconceivabl e expanse of green fire, tike a boundl ess ocean alive with noctil ucence,
had been the enotional equival ent of a severe earthquake. He had grown up on the Big O had a
primtive unquestioning faith in its permanence and i mutability—and now t he unt hi nkabl e was
happeni ng. Tendrils of new ideas were trying to wormtheir way into his mnd and were maki ng hi m
afraid in a way that he had never known before, and it was a process he could not allowto

conti nue.

As die mnutes dragged by w thout any word from Lessen his unease and inpati ence grew nore
intense. Finally, and not without a twi nge of guilt, he took a doubl e-dose hypopad from a | ocker
and placed it on
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his thunb. He went to Cona and, while overtly trying to make her nore confortable, pressed his

t hunb agai nst her wist and fired a cloud of sedative into her bloodstream As soon as the drug
had begun to take effect, rendering her drowsy and passive, he clipped the zero-G webbi ng across
the yiel ding plunmpness of her body and with a reassuring word to Mkel left the cabin

The standard-issue magnetic stirrups he had fitted to his shoes nade wal king difficult at first,
but by the time he reached the control deck he was noving with reasonabl e confidence. He found
Lessen, Renard and a small group of the ship's officers gathered in front of the view panels, npst
of which showed | um nous green hori zons.

"You are not permitted in here,** Lessen said to himat once, puffing his chest.
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"Don't be ridiculous,"” Dallen said. "What the hell is going on down there?"

**| must insist that you

"Forget all that crap." Renard turned to Dallen with no sign of his former aninosity. "This is

really something, old son. We talked to Traffic Central and were told that the whole shell it up
i ke that about five hours ago. Before that, apparently, they had a | ot of green meridi ans chasing
each other round and round the surface, but now the illumnation is general

"And you notice the pulsing? They say it started off at about one every five seconds, but nowit's
up to nearly one a second.*1 Renard grinned at the discrete views of Orbitsvitie, excited but
seem ngly untroubl ed.

It's all part of a process, Dallen thought, renmenbering his conversation with Peter Ezzati, his
instinctive alarmfeeding on Renard's [ ack of concern

"What did they say about |anding?" he said. "How does it affect us?"

"It doesn't. The word fromthe Science Commission is that the |ight doesn't affect anything. It's
only light. Nothing is showing up on any kind of detector—except photoneters, of course-so we
just ignore it and go ahead with the landing. They say it's business as usual at all die other
entrances. "

"l don't like it" Lessen said gloomly

Renard cl apped a hand on his shoulder. "You don't have to like it, old son. Al you have to do is
fly my ship, so | suggest you get on with it w thout wasting any nore val uable tine. Okay?"

"I'f you don't mind," Dallen said, "lI'd like to stay here and watch."
Renard made a sweepi ng gesture. "Be ny guest."”

Lessen swel l ed visibly, |ooking as though he would protest, then shrugged and with a practised
zero-G shuffle noved to a central console. He keyed an instruction to the snip's conmputer. A few
seconds later Dallen felt a faint trenoring in the deck and gl owi ng jade horizons changed their
attitudes as the secondary drive came to life. A short time later Portal 36 showed up on die
forward screen, visible at first as a short dark line floating in the green |um nescence. The |line
grew |l onger and thicker, developing into a widening ellipse which quite abruptly becane a yawning
aperture in the Obitsville shell

Dal l en, in spite of knowi ng what to expect, felt a cool ness coursing down his spine as he saw the
bl ue—t he inpossi bl e bl ue—ef sumer skies within the portal. For a nonment he had an inkling of how
Vance Gara-nond and his crew nmust have responded two centuries earlier when their flickenving
nosed its way into
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the shaft of sunlight radiating into space fromthe historic Portal 1. As the aperture becane a
perfect thousand-nmetre circle of azure, Orbitsville's interior sun swaminto view and steadied at
the centre.

Wt hout quite knowi ng why, Dallen found hinmself having to bunk to clear his vision. / should have
been with Silvia for this, he thought, wondering if she was in the Deck 3 observation gallery.

"We're |ocked on station at an altitude of two thousand nmetres,*1 Lessen said, glancing at Dallen
to see if he was absorbing the information. "Beginning our descent now. "

Dal | en gave hima friendly nod, accepting the verbal peace offering, and watched the circle expand
in a lateral screen. The descent was slow but continuous, and after fifteen mnutes the separation
between the ship and its destination had been reduced to tens of nmetres. Propelled and mai ntai ned
in the docking attitude by computer-orchestrated thrusters, the Hawksbead was | owering itself
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towards one edge of the aperture. Sting-like grapples were projecting beneath the central hull,
ready to clanp the ship in place. At any of Orbitsville's principal ports it would sinply have
been a matter of sliding into one of the huge docking cradles, but here it was necessary for the
ship to find its own anchorage.

The final step, Dallen knew, would be to extend a transfer tube froman airlock and drive it
through the diaphragmfield which kept Obitsville's atnosphere from spewi ng into space. He
estimated that unloading the grass and seed sanples could take no nore than a day, and fromthat
point on Silvia and he would be free to ..

"I don't like this,*1 Lessen announced, speaking
ORBI TSVI LLE DEPARTURE
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with a studi ed cal mess which had the effect of nonentarily stopping Dallen's heart. "Sonething
doesn't add up."

As if toratify the captain's statenment, crinmson and orange rectangles began to flash on the
control console to the acconpani nent of warning bl eeps. Two of the ship's officers nmoved quickly
to separate consol es and began tappi ng keys with quiet urgency. The deck stirred |ike an anima
beneath Dallen's feet.

Renard cleared his throat. "Wuld sonebody care to tell me what's going on? | do own this thing,
you know. "

"The thrusters are still delivering power,** Lessen said. "But the ship has stopped noving,"
"But all that neans is . . ." Renard broke off, his coppery eyebrows draw ng together

"It neans sonething is counteracting the thrust—and our sensors can't identify it. W have a

separation of twenty eight netres between the shell and the datumline of the hull, so there is no
physi cal obstruction, but we can't detect any field-type forces. | don't like it. I"'mgoing to
back off."

"There's no need for that," Renard said. "Push a bit harder.**

The officer at the smaller console to Dallen's left raised his head. "There's no indication of any
threat to the ship."

"I don't care," Lessen replied, strutting nervously tike a dove. "Traffic Central said conditions
were normal at all other portals, but they can't vouch for anything here. W'Ill have to dock
sonmewhere el se."

"Lake hell we will,"
re-

Renard said. "l've got an agricultural station and a team of bl oody expensive
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search workers waiting for me down there. We*re going in right here."

"You want to bet?** Lessen palmed a master control with showy vigour, asserting his authority.

Wat ching himclosely, Dailen saw a | ook of spiteful triunmph which lasted only a few seconds and
vani shed as the patterns of red and orange on the consol e changed. New audi o al arns began an

i nsistent buzzing. Dailen felt vulnerable and totally helpless as he tried in vain to interpret
the various information displays around him it's all part of a process, canme the fugue-thought.
Orbitsvilk doesn't catch fire for nothing

"We're not gaining any altitude,” the officer on his left said.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D.../Bob%20Shaw%20-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt (95 of 111) [2/24/2004 10:37:58 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Bob%20Shaw%620-%200rbitsville%20Departure.txt

"Don't tell me things | already know, " Lessen snapped, specks of saliva floating away fromhis
lips. "Get me an explanation.”

H s subordinate's jaw sagged. "But . . ."

The protest was drowned in the clanour of yet another alarm this tine not the discreet warning
emtted for the benefit of flight nanagers but a bl ood-freezing bell ow which deliberately nm m cked
t he obsol ete kl axon to achi eve naxi num effect. Three blasts were foll owed by a recorded
announcenent :

"EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY! THE PRESSURE HULL HAS BEEN BREACHED. ALL PERSONNEL MJST PUT ON SPACESUI TS
W THOUT DELAY. EMERGENCY!"

The nessage was repeated until Lessen killed the control deck speakers, and even then it could
still be heard booning through the ship's | ower conpartnents.

Dai | en watched in sluggi sh disbelief as Lessen and the other officers went purposefully to | ockers
and opened themto reveal the dark-nmawed gol emfigures
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of spacesuits. Renard, too, seenmed unable to nove. Looki ng exasperated rather than al arned, he
stood with gold-freckled arns fol ded across his chest and gaped at the nen who were struggling
into suits.

"This isn't a safety drill," Lessen called out, his gaze fixed on Dailen. "You'd better get down
to your cabin and | ook after your famly. You'll find two suits in the energency | ocker and a
pressure crib for the boy."

"I don't feel any pressure drop,"” Dailen said, unable to shake off a dull obtuseness.
That's right," Renard put in. "Wat's all the panic?"

Lessen, now fully suited except for die helnmet, said, M don't know what's happeni ng, but | can
assure you this is a genuine energency. Sonething kept us from nmaki ng contact with the shell, and
when we tried to back off sonething el se pushed us back down again. Both those forces are still at
work. We're in a vice and sonething is winding hard on the handl e—+that's what the strain nonitors
say—and the hull is beginning to split.1*

"You don't seemall that worried to ne," Renard accused.

"That's because Pmin ny suit" Lessen gave Renard a malicious snile, refusing to cease feuding
with himregardl ess of how dire he believed the situation to be.

Renard swore and ran towards the stairs in an ungainly slouch, his stirrups clacking noisily on
the nmetal -cored deck. Dailen followed himas in a slow notion dream The energency warni ng
conti nued being broadcast on the | ower decks, but he still had to contend with a sense of
unreality.

Lessen had spoken of a mysterious "something"” which, although invisible, was exerting a crushing
220
Bob Shaw

force on the starship—but did it actually exist? Space was a sterile vacuum not the habitat of

mysterious entities who attacked ships. The Hawksbead was | ong past its best, and a nore likely

explanation for all that had occurred was that sonme of its systens had gone haywire. After all,

the only evidence for the putative energency was in information displays, and such devices could
easily be ...

Crangf Crip-crip-crip-crip-CRANG
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The sounds of a nmetal structure failing under stress cane as Dallen was between Decks 4 and 5, and
were followed by a slaming of unseen netal doors. This tinme his eardruns responded to a drop in
air pressure, and now the enmergency was real and now he was afraid. Truly afraid. Several people,
Silvia anong them were gathered on Deck 5 hel ping each other with the unfaniliar task of putting
on spacesuits. Gving Silvia a tense half-snile, Dallen slipped by themand went into his own
cabin. Mkel, a toy vehicle clutched in each hand, was staring up at himuncertainly, but Cona was
drowsi ng in her bed, oblivious to the disturbance.

"Everything is fine, son,** Dallen said. "W're going to play a new gane."

Keeping up a flow of reassuring patter, he opened a red-painted closet door and renoved the
pressure crib. It was an egg-shaped affair, with a transparency near one end, and had anple room
for an infant. His hands trenbling with haste, Dallen put Mkel inside it and closed the seals.
M kel gazed at himthrough the transparency, startled and reproachful, then began to cry. The
sound reached Dallen by way of a speaker on the crib's Iife support control panel
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"I"'msorry, I"'msorry,** he munbled. M pronmise it won't be for long."

He took an adult suit off its clips in the closet and began the nore difficult task of getting
Cona inside it. She was too drug-laden to offer any wilful resistance, but the sheer flaccidity
and nmass of her body, coupled with the lack of |everage due to zero gravity, hindered his every
action. Wthin seconds he was sweating profusely. His co-ordination was inpaired by anxiety, the
constant aural battering fromthe PA systemand Mkel's sobbing, plus the repetitious chanting in
hi s head.

VWhat' s happening to the ship?
What's happening to Orbitsville?

When he finally got die suit dosed around Cona and was reaching for the hel net she flung her head
back in an involuntary spasm and struck himsquarely on the bridge of the nose. Half-blinded by
tears, he snorted out several quivering beads of blood and fitted Cona's helnmet in place. She gave
hima seraphic snile through its crystal curvatures, closed her eyes and | apsed back into sleep

Gateful for the respite, he undipped his own suit and was partially into it when die ear-

puni shi ng warni ng broadcast abruptly ceased. There was a nmonent of silence, then Lessen's voice
was heard at a nore tol erable volune. He spoke with irritating deliberation, either for clarity or
in an effort to inspire confidence.

"This is Captain Lessen. The ship has suffered severe damage to its pressure hull. W have no
alternative but to abandon the ship. Do not be alarned. Al crew and passengers shoul d assenbl e
imediately in the main airlock in the first quadrant of Deck 4. | repeat—do not be al arned. You

have only thirty
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metres of open space to cross, and there will be ropes to prevent anyone fromdrifting free. Go
imediately to the main airlock in the first quadrant of Deck 4."

Dall en finished donning his suit and fitted the helnmet in place, an action which activated the
oxygen generator and tenperature control systenms. He had never worn a spacesuit before, except in
safety drills, and felt oddly self-conscious as he tethered the crib to his belt and went to the
cabin door with Cona awkwardly in tow. The other passengers had already |eft the ring-shaped Deck
5, but a crewman on his way to the next level saw Dallen's difficulty and cane to his aid, taking
responsibility for getting Cona up the narrow stair.

"Thanks,** Dallen said. "I had to give her sone heavy sedation,"
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"Save some for ne,*1 the man replied, his voice made disturbingly intimte by Dallen's hel net
radi o.

They reached the airlock and were inpatiently counted into it by another suited crewran. The
square chanber was | arge enough to hold the entire ship's company, all of whom seenmed to be
present judging by the babble of sound transmitted into Dallen's helnet. Wth the crib in his left
armand with Cona's bul k danped to himby his right, he forced his way into the throng as a netal
door slid shut behind him The noise | evel increased abruptly as red |ights began to glow on the
wall's and ceiling to indicate that the chanmber's air was being bled off. Mre trenmors coursed

t hrough t he deck.

Suddenly Lessen's voice, augnented by his command transmtter, cut through the din. "Quiet,
pl ease\ As you will have noticed, our suit radios operate on a conmon frequency. Stop all
unnecessary tal k i me-
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diately, otherwise . . . Wll, I'msure you can all see the need for speed and efficiency .
Hi s voice was lost in a renewed burst of sound which was followed at once by a guilty near-
sil ence.

Dal | en becane aware of the inner skin of his suit tightening itself against his linmbs. A few
seconds later a different set of lights began to flash on die outer wall of the chanber and he
reali sed he was surrounded by vacuum The uneasy novelty of the experience faded fromhis mnd as
the airtocks's outer doors parted to admit a shaft of sunlight beam ng out of a breathtaking bl ue
sky.

Until that nonment Dallen had thought of the ship as hovering above the outer surface of
Orbitsville—now, with a mind-wenching shift of preception, he found hinmsel f peering upwards. The
portal was a one-kilonetre | ake of bl ackness set amid Obitsville's endl ess panpas, a circul ar

well of stars, and anybody standing at its edge and | ooki ng downwards woul d see the Hawksbead as a
huge submari ne trapped bel ow the surface. Inhabitants of the Big Olived with stars beneath their
feet.

There was a nultiple gasp of surprise fromthe assenbl ed conpany as the airlock doors retreated
fully and a section of the Orbitsville shell becane visible at one side of the rectangul ar
opening. It had an alien aspect, one never before seen by human eyes. In place of the inert and
non-refl ective darkness was a sheet of pale green radiance of an intensity which al nost equal |l ed
that of the interior sky. The tight was pulsing in a way that nmade the shell seemalive. Dallen
stared at it, strickenly, filled with superstitious awe.

OHnt svi Ue doesn't catch fre for nothing* he thought.
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It's all part ofa . . . Wat frequency of pulsing did Renard nention? Was it once a second? Surety
what |'m seeing is faster than once a second

There was a flurry of activity near the edge of the airlock and the white-arnmoured figure of a man
flew fromthe ship towards the portal, a Iine uncoiling behind him He traversed the open space in
only a few seconds, but missed the portal's edge by a short distance and Dall en saw hi m rebound
fromthe invisible surface of the diaphragmfield. He tw sted sideways, with the brief flaring of
a reaction torch, and nmanaged to catch hold of a short |adder which was clanped to the edge. He
went up it, visibly forcing himself through the field s spongy resistance, and ot her nen—dressed
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normally, noving freely in Obitsville's airy, sunlit warnt h—were seen nonentarily as they hel ped
himto safety. There was a spontaneous cheer fromthe watchers bel ow.

He nade it, Dallen thought bernusedly. He nade it, and it was so easy, and everything is going to
he all right, after all

"That single Iine is enough for our purpose,” Lessen announced. "W w |l nove along it hand-over-
hand, starring with the supernunmeraries. Attach yourself to the Iine with one of the short tethers
you will find at your waists. There will be no difficulty, so don't worry. Now let's go!"

Dal | en nmoved forward through the crowd with his weightless hunan encunbrances, steadi ed and
assisted by willing hands. Ahead of him figures were already |inked to and ascending the |ine.
Captai n Lessen, distinguished by red triangles on his shoul ders, was positioned at the rimof the
airlock, personally checking that each departing passenger was properly dipped

to the line. The direct sunlight glittered through crystal helnets and Dallen was able to
recogni se Silvia just as she set off across the void, closely followed by Renard. She went upwards
towards their promised land with the fluid athkticismhe wouki have expected.

The | ast passenger due to go before Dallen reached the bottomof the |line was Geral d Mathi eu.
While his tether was being checked he gazed fixedly at Dallen, but w thout any sign of
recognition, his face as colourless and i nmobile as narble. Wthout glancing into the starry gulf
at his feet, he gripped the line and went up it slowy like a patient nachine, barely advancing
one hand beyond the other. Dallen tried to clip Cona on next, but Lessen prevented him

"I't'll be easier if you go first and bring your wife along behind you," Lessen said. "How is she?"
"Asl eep on her feet."
"Just as well. Don't worry—we'll get her there."

"Thanks." Wth Lessen's help, Dallen linked hinself to Cona at the waist, then connected both of
themto the lifeline. The crib tethered to his waist was an additional conplication, but the
absence of weight and rope friction worked in his favour and he found it surprisingly easy to
progress upwards with his two human satellites. Mkel had stopped sobbing and was staring placidly
through the transparent panel of his ovoid. Dallen tried to concentrate all his attention on the
sunlit blue sanctuary above, but there was a hungry bl ackness all around hi m and—even nore

di stracting—the Obitsville shell seened to have grown brighter. The light fromit was so intense
as to interfere with vision, but the superinposed pul sing seemed to have increased its frequency
to two or three tinmes a second.
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At this rate it will soon be continuous, Dallen thought, the first ice crystal of a new dread
formng at the centre of his being. Wat wi Il happen then?

He was now near the midpoint of the lifeline and was so close to Orbitsville that he could see die
m nutest details of what was happening at the edge of the portal. He saw Silvia and Renard, aided
by other hands, force their way through die closure field and stand up, figures greatly
foreshortened. Silvia renoved her hel met inmediately and he saw her breasts rise as she drew
deeply upon Orbitsillve's pure air. She stood at the very rimof space, her face troubled as she

| ooked downwards in his direction. Dallen tried to clinb faster and nade the di scovery that he had
caught up on Geral d Mathieu, who had stopped noving and was clenching the line with both fists.

"Mat hi eu! What the hell are you doing:1 Dallen positioned his helnet close to Mathieu's, |ooked
closely into his face and recoiled as he saw the blind white crescents of the eyes and the fixed,
frozen jpin.
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Captai n Lessen's voi ce sounded dearly above a background hubbub. "Wat's happeni ng up there?"
"It's Mathieu," Dallen replied. U think he's dead. He's either dead or cataleptic."”
"Christ! Can you push hi mahead of you?"

Til try.” Aware of the people below himon the line crowding nearer, Dallen gripped the nearer of
Mat hi eu' s gl oved hands and tried Co prise the rigid fingers open. Then he gasped in purest terror
as the inpossible happened.

The universe split into separate hal ves

On Dallen's left, below him was the partially sunlit bulk of the ship, |ooning against the
spangl ed

backdrop of the gal axy. Down there he could see the red-glowing rectangle of the airlock, with
spacesuited figures awaiting their turn to ascend the lifeline. Lessen was peering up at him one
hand rai sed to screen his eyes fromObitsville's sun

On Dallen's right, above him was the inconceivabl e hugeness of Obitsville itself. Up there, in
one segnent of his vision, he could see Silvia London and others outlined against a delicately

ri bbed bl ue sky. The rerai nder of his field of view on that side was taken up by the awesone green
brilliance of the shell material, pulsing now at a frenetic rate, nmany tinmes a second.

But in the centre, separating the two heni spheres of the universe, was a |ayer of utter blackness.
It was narrowbarely w de enough to contain Mathieu, Dallen and his fam | y—but he understood with
an uncanny clarity that it stretched from one boundary of the cosnbs to the other, that it was a
di mension apart, at a renove fromthe nornmal continuum

How . . .? Thought processes were painfully slowin the cryogenic chill that had descended over
his brain. How can | understand what | shouldn't be able to understand?

A figure noved in the black stratum ahead of him perhaps close, perhaps very distant. It was
el ongated, unlikely to be humanoid, and al nost inpossible to see—black sketched on bl ack, a gl ass
scul pture concealed in clear water.

Have no fear, Carry Dallen. Its voice was not a voice, but a thought inplanted in Dallen's m nd
perceived by himin the formof words, but cognisable beyond the limts of |anguage. / serve Life,
and therefore you will not be harned. Let it be known to you
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that | ama nenber of a race which bos al nost conplete mobility in tine and space. W are the
ultimate enbodi nent of intelligent life. A neaningful comparison cannot be nade, but you woul d say
that toe are farther ahead of humans in our evolution than humans are conpared to, say,

trilobites. We do not apply a generic nane to ourselves, but a convenient noun far your

use—fashi oned according to your linguistic principles—+s Utan. | repeat that we Utans are
servants of Life, and there is no reason for you to be afraid.

I can't help being afraid, Dallen responded. Nothing could have prepared ne far tins.

That is true. Chance has placed you in what may be a unique situation* hut its duration will be
very brief even by your standards—enly a matter of seconds. Al we require of you is that you do
not break Gerald Mathietis gnp on the line or in any way force himtowards the instrunent you know
as OrbitsvU e.

VWhy? What is happeni ng? Even as he fornul ated the questions Dallen understood that he had already
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been altered by his nental contact with the other being. The mere fact of his being rational and
self-controlled in the circunmstances indicated that he had borrowed, no matter how tenporarily,

i nhuman attributes fromthe dweller in the black dinmension. He al so understood that what his m nd
structure forced himto interpret as a hunman-styl e sequential dial ogue was a near-instantaneous
transfer of know edge.

You are a fellow servant of Life, came the reply, and the ethic demands that you be infornmed of
matters concerni ng your existence.

Be warned, Garry Dallen! The intervention by a different Utan "voice" jolted Dallen, drawing his
attention to another quadrant of the |ayer of blackness in which he was framed. As the second
Utan

i nvaded his mind he saw it noving, blackness nodifying bl ackness, a barely perceptible presence.

You are about to be given a false interpretation of the Ethic, the later arrival continued. / urge
you to reject it and all its inplications.

Wait! The human nust now be allowed to reach his own conclusion and act accordingly, the first
U tan countered.

/ concede that, in our present situation of deadl ock, no other course is possible, but the Ethic
requires that you present himw th facts only. You nust not influence bis judgenent.

I amcontent to |l et reason be ny advocate.
As am | —t can only be to ny advant age.

Dal l en sensed he was listening to inplacable enen es, beings who had | ong been engaged in sone
awesone struggle and who were reluctant to arrange an armstice. Wiile their attention was
concentrated on each other he becane aware of the figure of Mathieu clanped rigidly by his hands
to the line just above him and the essential nystery of what was happeni ng grew deeper. The first
Utan wanted to prevent Mathieu reaching Obitsville—but why? What could be the . . ?

Garry Dallen, an agreenment has been reached. Dallen's individuality was again lost in that of the
entity which had first made himaware of it. The circunstances of our meeting will be fully
expl ained to you so that you nay choose to obey the Ethic in the full |ight of reason

As a foundation upon which to build your understanding, let it be known to you that the universe
you inhabit is not Totality. | can see, though, that you have already encountered ideas rel evant
to this subject, and therefore |I shall use conpatible | anguage.

It is necessary for you to know that at the instant of the
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Primal Event, known to you as the Big Bang* four universes are created. The one you inhabit—Regi on
I in the term nology of sone of your phil osophers—appears to you to be constructed of nornal

matter and to have a positive tinme flow, ft is counterbal anced by another universe—Region || —which
fromyour viewpoint is conposed of antimatter and bos negative time flow. The Region Il universe
is moving farther and farther into your past, although its inhabitants naturally regard their
matter as normal and their tinme flow as positive. They can never observe your universe, but they
woul d conceive of it as being conposed of antimatter and travelling into their fast.

In addition, as postul ated by some of your cosnpgonies, there is Region Ill—a tachyon universe,
whi ch is rushing ahead of your universe in tine; and there is Region /V—an anti-tachyon universe,
which is fleeing into your past ahead of Region Il. In the natural scheme of things, the four

uni verses are not due to confront each other until the curvature of the space-tinme conti nuum
brings themall together again—at wi nch point there will be yet another Big Bang and a new cycle
wi |l begin again.

Dai | en caught a nenory-glinpse of a fantastic glass nosaic with its intricate petals. / confirm
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that these ideas are not newto ne, although | personally cannot cope with the concept of tine
itself being curved

The phrase "tine itself" is at the heart of your difficulty, but it is enough for you to accept ny
statement. We U tans are inhabitants of Region IIl, your tachyon universe, and our nobility in
time and space gives us an overwhel ning advantage in dealing with such concepts.

But | am nore puzzled than before* Dailen responded. You have expl ai ned not hi ng.

The groundwork has to be extensive. It follows fromwhat | have said that the universes created by
each Big
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Bang have to be cl osed universes. The attractive force in each universe has to be strong enough to
recall its myriad galaxies fromthe linit of their outward flight, thus reassenbling all the
matter in the cosnops in preparation for the next Big Bang.

Were it not so, all the gal axies would continue to disperse. Eventually they would grow cold, and
woul d di e, and absol ute darkness woul d descend over a cosmps whi ch consisted of black cinders
drifting outwards into infinite blackness. There would be no nore cycles of cosnmic renewal. Life
woul d have ended for ever

Al that is clear to nme. Dailen, in his altered state of consci ousness, was aware of his infant
son gazing with darkly rapt eyes fromthe interior of his egg-like crib. But, still, nothing has
been expl ai ned.

The reason for our intervention in your affairs is this. After an unknown number of cosmic cycles

an i nmbal ance has devel oped. W have learned that Region Il is an open universe. It cannot

contract. It is destined to expand for ever, and without the contribution of its matter the nature
of the next Big Bang will be radically altered. W foresee a catastrophic disruption of the cycle

of cosmic renewal

Dail en strove to concern hinself with the fate of an anti-matter universe which had cone into
bei ng perhaps twenty billion years earlier and had been travelling into the past ever since. How
could such an inbal ance occur? If the mass of the Region Il universe is equal to this one its
gravitation must be .

But gravity is not all, Carry Dailen. There is another and equally vital force which can augnment
and influence gravity, which can perneate and informmatter.

Dal l en, transcending hinmself, nade the intuitive |leap. M nd!
That is so. The graviton and the mindon have a cl ear
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structural affinity, though it is one you are not yet equipped to understand. There is a major

di fference, however. Gravity is an inherent, universal and unavoi dable property of natter—whereas
m nd arises locally and uncertainly, by chance, when there is sufficient conplexity in the

organi sation of matter, and when other conditions art favourable. It then propagates throughout
gal actic structures, enhancing the chances of nind arising el sewhere, and at the sane tine
potentiating the action of gravity.

Most of your phil osophers regard mankind as insignificant in the cosmc schene, hut your race and
a mllion others are the cement which hinds universes together. It is the thinker in the quietness
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of bis study who draws the renotest gal axi es back fromthe shores of night.

So Kani London was on the right track! There was no tine for Dalien to be swanped by awe—the
i nfornmati on exchanges continued at renorsel ess speed. You are telling me that nmind did not
flourish in the Region Il universe.

That is correct. The conditions were never favourable. Even we U tans cannot say why, hut the
probability of that situation arising naturally is so |low that we suspect a malign intervention at
an early stage of Region |IPs history.

| protest! The second Utan stirred in the blackness. / have allowed you uninterrupted access to
the human, hut you abuse ny forbearance by applying terns like malign to the natural forces which
shape Totality.

| apol ogi se, but the inportant thing for Carry Dalien to understand at this stage is that we have
never regarded the situation as irretrievable. W have taken steps to nornalise it.

But that means . . . Dallen's mnd was a sun going nova. Orbitsville
Yes. Orbitsville is an instrunent, one which was desi gned

to attract intelligent Iife forns and to transport them hack through tine to the Region |
uni verse. And the nonent of Departure is close

No! The rapport between Dalien and the U tan began to weaken, but he was still sufficiently in
thrall to the near-invisible alien to react logically rather than enotionally. /; won't work! It
can't make any difference—ene sphere to an entire universe.

We have depl oyed nore than one sphere. To be sure of capturing a viable stock we constructed
simlar instrunents in every galaxy in your universe. Each gal axy, depending en its size, has
anywhere fromeight to forty spheres, all If themin localities favourable to the devel opnent of
intelligent life. Your race's discovery of Obitsville was not entirely fortuitous.

A hundred billion galaxies, nultiplied by . . ! Dalien faltered, nunbed by imensity, as he tried
to calculate the number of Orbitsvilles scattered through the universe.

The total may be | arge by human scal es of nmagnitude* but the Region Il universe has as many
gal axies as this one—and all have to be seeded. The Ethic requires it.

WRONG The forceful contradiction fromthe second Utan disturbed and confused Dalien, further
weakeni ng di e i nhuman persuasive force of the first. He took one step nearer to his normal state
of being, and as enotion began to pit itself against intellect his thoughts homed in on Silvia
London. She was on Orbitsville. And Obitsville, now pulsing so rapidly that the eye detected only
a frenzied hanmering on the retina, was about to depart.

Carry Dalien, you can see for yourself the fallacious nature of that interpretation of the Ethic.
As the second U tan forced itself upon Dallen's mnd he detected it
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as an agitated swirling current of blackness. /, mconmon with nany of ny kind* understand that we
Utans have no right to inpose our will, our necessarily limted vision, upon the natural ordering
of Totality. The inbal ance between Regions | and Il in the present cycle heralds drastic

change—that is true—but it was change which produced us and all we know. Resistance to change is
wong. Totality must evol ve.
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Wiy tell me? The psychic pressure on Dallen was beconing intolerable. Vmonly a nman, and | have
ot her

Chance has placed you in a unique situation, Carry Dallen. My forces are at a disadvantage in this
part of this particular galaxy, and consequently | have had to proceed by stealth.

You have |learned that Orbitsville is an instrunent. To nullify it |, too, constructed an

i nstrument —ene which has only to make contact with the Orbitsville shell to he absorbed into it
and denature it and lock it into the Region | continuumfor ever. That instrunment is the physical
form of the being you knew as Geral d Matbieu

/ chose him because be wanted to terminate bis own life, and because in your society be existed in
ci rcunst ances which would allow himto travel to Orbitsville and approach it unobtrusively. When
he killed hinself by deliberately crashing his aircraft | recreated hi m#ncorporating the physica
nmodi fi cations necessary for my purpose—and directed himto this point.

Unfortunately, bis approach was detected and the preparations for the translation of this sphere
into the Region Il universe was speeded up. In addition, enornmous energies are being directed
agai nst the body of CGerald Matbieu, paralysing it, counteracting ny energies.

And now everythi ng depends on you, Carry Dallen.

You are at the fulcrum at the balance point of two of the greatest personalised forces in any
uni verse, where neither can dom nate you—where your own reason, wll and physical strength can
deci de a cosmi c issue.

Only seconds renain before the sphere is due to depart, but there is tine for you to break Gerald
Mat bi eu's bold on the tine and propel hts body into contact with the shell

I, on behalf of the Ethic, charge you with that responsibility ..
Dal | en sobbed al oud as die two heni spheres of the divided universe cl apped together

Hi s senses were returning to normal, but he knew that the entire confrontation with die U tans had
.taken place between heartbeats. A confusion of gasps and starded cries fromhis suit radio
suggested that the watchers in die Hawksbead's airlock had shared the experience to sone extent.
Hi s three conmpanions in the centre of the extra-di nensi onal episode knew | east of all—Cona
floating in her drug-induced torpor; MKkel in his starry-eyed inconprehension; Gerald Mthieu

dead but not dead, frozen to the |ine which snaked upwards to ..

Dall en' s breathing stopped as he saw that the shell nmaterial was a plane of green fire, its

pul sati ons now so dose together as to be al nost beyond perception. The departure was imr nent.
There were no nore reserves of time. Silvia was standing at the rimof the portal, |eaning
dangerously over the abyss, but restrained by Rick Renard's arnms. Her |ips were noving, formng
words Dal |l en needed to hear, and her eyes were | ocked on his.

"Silvia," he shouted, surging up die line towards her. Mathieu' s rigid body bl ocked the way, the
bl i nd
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face grinning into his. There had been talk of a great responsibility .’ of forcing the

i nstrument that was Mathi eu across those |ast few netres of space . . . but would take tine .
and there was no nmore time . . . the shell material was as bright as the sun . . . burning
steadily .

No nore fairness, Dallen screaned inwardly. This is for M

He undi pped hinself fromthe lifeline, fromhis wife's inert figure, fromhis son's crib. He
clawed his way around Mathieu's body, frantic with haste, and | aunched hi nsel f upwards toward the
rimof the portal. Silvia extended her arns as if to catch him.
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But Orbitsville vani shed.

He had missed Silvia by a second, and now she was separated fromhimby a gulf of tinme equal co
twi ce the age of the universe.

Dall en drew his knees up to his chin, closed his eyes, and went slowy tunbling into the newy
created void.

Chapter 18

The headquarters of die London Anima Mundi Foundation had been set up a short distance south of

W nni peg for a nunber of reasons, an inportant one being administrative convenience. It was close
to Metagov Central Clearing, the |argest fragnent of governnental machinery renmaining on Earth,
and therefore was at the centre of a pre-existing comruni cations and transport network. A trickle
of offworid traffic was coming in fromthe Mon, the various orbital stations and from Terranova,
the single small planet which had been di scovered before Orbitsville had relegated it to the
status of a backwater. The level of traffic was barely enough to keep the facility alive, but that
was seen as an inportant contribution to the Renai ssance. The global picture was nore encouragi ng
than many futuroiogists would have predicted, but it would be a long time before there would be
any reserve capacity in the technol ogy-based industries. Dallen was satisfied with the |ocation
for reasons of
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his own, not the |east being that the climte was often conparable to that of his nadve
Orbitsville. There were days, especially in spring and fall, when the air flowing in across the
hi gh grassl ands had an evocative steely purity which, taking himunawares, would cause himto tilt
his head and search the skies as though he mght see in themthe pale blue watered silk archways
of his childhood. And even in mdsumrer, when the tenperatures were higher than he woul d have
preferred, the air was lively and had a freshness he did not associate with Earth.

This was a good place to bring up ny son® he thought as he waited for the breakfast coffee to
percol ate. Good as any place you would find.

It was a di anond-dear norni ng—ene of a seem ngly endl ess succession of fine nmornings in that
sumrer -yet he was acutely conscious of the date as he noved about the familiar environnent of the
ki tchen. August 25, 2302. Only nine years had passed since Orbitsville had departed for another
uni verse, but it had been two whol e centuries since an exploration ship had slipped away fromthe
Eart h- Moon system headi ng for unknown space. Now the Col umbus was fully stored and ready to spira
out of Polar Band One to test itself against sun-seeded infinities, and the date would be one for
the history books.

The t hought of books drew Dallen fromthe kitchen and into the pleasant, |ong-w ndowed room he
used as a study. One wall featured a custombuilt rosewood case which held exactly four hundred
literary works, nmany with anti que bindings which proclainmed themto be early editions. In the
centre of the case, glazed and franed, was the handwitten reading |list which had been the basis
of the collection, Dallen

snmled as he ran his gaze over the display, taking a whol esonme and pl easurable pride in having
read every volunme, from Chaucer right through to the major 23rd Century poets. H's brain,
conditioned by nine years of schooling in total recall techniques, effortlessly recreated die
circunstances in which he had recovered the list..

For protracted aching mnutes after the di sappearance of Orbitsville die group of people who had
tried to enter Portal 36 had been too stricken to think coherently or act constructively. Dallen
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renenmbered continuing his slowtunbling fell towards the sun, his mnd a chaotic battleground for
alien concepts and a crushing sense of personal |oss, unable to care much about whether he was
going to be lost or saved. He had been thousands of netres away fromthe Hawksbead before the
crewnan di spatched by Captain Lessen had overtaken himand jetted them both back to safety. The
ship's pressure skin, abruptly released froman invisible vise, had resealed itself withinits
elastic limts and the air |osses were no longer a matter of urgency.

In the days that foll owed Dallen had been able to | ose hinself in hard work, because—ence the
incredible truth about the sphere had been accepted—there renained the practical business of the
return to Earth.

Many starships, ranging in type frombulk carriers to passenger vessels, had been left in a vast
circle around the sun when O bitsville had vani shed fromthe normal continuum Form ng part of the
sane circle, but in nuch | arger nunmbers, had been an even wider variety of interportal ships, nany
of whi ch had been en route when their destinations had ceased to exist. |In sonme extrenme cases,

mai nt enance wor kers
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on exterior port structures had been left floating in space, clinging to sliced-off sections of
docki ng cradl es.

The sal vage operation had been facilitated by the fact that everything left behind was in a stable
and tidy orbit around the sun, and was al so provided with stellar heat. As a prelimnary to the
retreat to Earth, all personnel with only spacesuits or unpow ered habitats to keep themalive had
been | ocated and rescued by small craft. Next, all ships—+targe and snal|l —-had gathered in a single
orbiting swarm and the interstellar vessels had taken on board every human being left in that
regi on of space. That stage of the operation had been conplicated by the arrival of twelve ships
fromEarth and one from Terranova, all of which had been | ocked in warp transfer at the tinme of

t he di sappearance, but the problens had been nostly concerned with credibility and had eventually
been resolved. The thesis that Orbitsville no | onger existed, although astonishing, was renmarkably
easy to denonstrate.

The | ogi stics of assenbling the return fleet had been such that Dallen had plenty of tinme to
rescue his fanmly's possessions fromthe condemmed Hawksbead and transfer themto an agi ng but
grandi ose passenger liner, the Rosetta, in which they had been assigned a suite. And it had been
whi |l e repacki ng sone oddnents that he had found the reading |ist folded and tucked into a rarely-
used tobacco pouch. Cona had prepared it for his benefit three years earlier. It detailed four
hundred books she regarded as inmportant and which she had urged himto read.

"That's purely for starters,” she had said, snmling. "Just to give you sone idea of where you cane
from and where you ought to be going."
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The old Dallen had refused the intellectual gift, inflicting unknown pain by not trying even one
of the suggested books, but the new Dallen had been determ ned to nake anends. Standing there in
the special sunlight of that special norning, he touched the oiled wood of the bookcase,

recogni sing and respecting all that remained to himof his former wife. The body whi ch had once
bel onged to Cona was now i nhabited by a cheerful and unconplicated young woman who had a nenta
age of about thirteen and whose hone was on a nearby farm owned by the Foundation. Bel atedly
accepting his forner physician's advice, Dallen had renamed her Carol and used the nane
automatically in his thoughts.

He went to visit Carol once a nonth and occasionally they would go horseback riding together, and
he was always glad that their relationship, although pleasant, was cool and undemandi ng. Caro
treated himas she would an uncle, sonetimes enjoying his visits a lot and at others show ng
i mpati ence over being dragged away fromthe stables. The active farming |life had pared her figure
down, taking years off her apparent age, with the result that when Dallen saw her froma distance
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there was little to remind himof his former wi fe—Cona Dallen doesn't |ive here any nore—and he
had | earned that all grief has to fade.

"Coffee in five mnutes," he shouted, hearing the first subdued thunp fromthe ol d-style
percolator in the kitchen. He arranged settings for three people at the breakfast bar, then
returned to the study and sat down at his desk. The conputer displayed his job notes for the day,
but he found it hard to concentrate on the synbols when the | awmns and shrubs beyond
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his wi ndow were glowing with a phosporescent nostalgic brilliance and the Col unbus was circling up
there beyond the atnosphere, meking ready for deep space. Dallen reached for his pipe and, while
filling it, allowed his thoughts to drift back over the previous nine years.

Daelling in die past was psychol ogi cally inadvisable for nost people, but in his case it had
literally becone a way of life, a profession. Project Recap had been set up within weeks of his
return to Earth after the Orbitsville departure, with Dallen as a principal director. In the early
stages all but three of the thirty-four nen and wonen who had wi tnessed and been affected by the
sem nal encounter with the Utans had been part of the team each nmaking a unique contribution to
the collective nenory. The ineffable noment of wordless, mind-to-nmind contact had been shared by
all, but the conmon experience had been interpreted by individuals in different ways, nodified by
their intelligence, outl ook and education

Hol orecordi ngs of die event—with their hazy imges of black entities shinmrering in bl ackness—had
proved to the rest of hunanity that sonething had happened, but it had been the very diversity of
the participants* reactions which had finally elinmnated all theories about mass hysteria. Doctor
d aister, for exanple, with her background in particle physics, had energed fromthe experience
with recollections which varied a great deal fromDallen's in sone places, especially where the
"di al ogue" had touched on the rel ationship between nindons and gravitons. The detailed insights
she had recei ved—caneos of cold logic, engraved in permafrost, with die black ice of eternity
showi ng t hrough" was how she once descri bed them—
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revitalised her entire field of learning, in spite of the fact that only one in a thousand of its
wor kers had not been translated into the Region Il universe.

The effect had been similar, though to a | esser extent, with sone technical and engi neering
experts of the HawksbetuTs crew, and it was largely as a result of their subsequent work that the
expl oration ship Colunbus would be able to fly at close to tachyon speeds, bringing the core of
the gal axy within mankind's reach. Other nmenbers of the sane group had formed a cadre of inspired
technocrats who, with material assistance from Terranova, were playing a vital role in the

Renai ssance.

The after-effects of the unique encounter had not been uniformy beneficial, however. The three
men who had not been able to participate in Project Recap had been jolted by their experience into
a profound autismwhich still gave little sign of abating. Dallen hinself, prime target for the

U tans' psychic energies, had been disturbed for weeks, prone to nightmares and | oss of appetite,
al ternati ng between periods of torpor and hyperactivity. Wen he had | earned that his work for the
Project would involve repeated and full-scale nmental regression to the encounter he had at first
refused to cooperate in any way, and only gradually had overcome his instinctive fears. There had
al so been the problemof his disbelief in the essential proposition

The central idea was that the Utans could be used retrospectively as a kind of sounding board for
scientific and phil osophical beliefs to be specially inplanted in Dallen's mnd. By drug-
intensified hypnotic regression he would be able to neet the superhuman entities again and again
recreating a special state of
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consci ousness, continuing to harvest or corroborate know edge, to gl ean and scavange until the | aw
of dim nishing returns nmade the exercise pointless.

Hi s scepticismhad gradual |y faded when he discovered he had already, in association with Billie
d ai ster, hel ped change nen's dunking about no | ess a question than the ultimte fate of the

uni verse. Cosnol ogi sts had never been able to find enough mass in the universe, even wth

al l owance for black holes, to guarantee that it was closed and therefore cyclic. The best they had
been able to hope for was the Einstein-de Sitter nodel of a nmarginally open or flat universe, one
whi ch barely expanded but woul d go on doing so for ever. However, the mindon/graviton conponent

i mposed a positive curvature on spacetinme, promsing an infinite sequence of Big Squeezes and Big
Bangs. The cosnol ogi cal tinescaies were such that Dallen could feel little personal concern, but
he could see that a cyclic universe was nore pl easing to phil osophers.

Of much greater interest to himwere the questions posed by the m ndon science of the Renai ssance.
The very fact that it not only accepted personal immrtality, but had it as a cornerstone, made it
unli ke any scientific discipline that had gone before. It was exuberant, optimstic, nystical
life-centred, full of wild cards, boasting as one of its creeds a statenent hypnotically retrieved
by Dallen fromthe Utan encounter: // is the thinker mthe quietness of bis study who draws the
renot est gal axi es back fromthe shores of night.

Dallen liked to regard hinmself as an integral part of the universe, and he savoured the irony in
the way in which human bei ngs, who had until recently accepted a |ife expectancy of sone eighty
years, were
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now debating their prospects of surviving the next Big Bang as nindon entities.

"Science used to be preoccupied with tacking on nore and nore deci mal places," a colleague told
him "Now we add on bunches of zeroes."

It had been that noral buoyancy, the powerful |ife-enhancing el enents of m ndon science, which had
given Dallen the necessary incentive to join Project Recap. To the world at | arge the demandi ng
aspect of his work had been the nental wear and tear caused by the periods of intensive study of
abstruse subjects foll owed by regressions and the subsequent debriefings. Dallen had found the
process intellectually harrowi ng, but the principal strain had been enotional for it entailed his
losing Silvia London tinme after tinme. One system of thought demanded that he regard her as having
lived out her life billions of years before the oldest stars in the universe were forned; but in
anot her —the one which was instinctive and natural to Dallen—she was vitally alive, separated from
himonly by some mal evolent trick of cosmic geometry. And both systens had exacted their due of
bitter tears.

For nonths after the premature death of his nother Dallen had been haunted by fantastic dreans in
whi ch she was still alive, and on his awakening his grief had returned with alnopst its origina
force. A simlar sequence occurred with Silvia. Over and over again, in the slow notion quasi-

exi stence of hypnotic regression, he saw her reaching her arns towards himas he flew upwards to
the edge of the portal. He saw her tears and was able to read the words on her lips: / love you, f
| ove you, | |ove you

The subsequent dreans were varied. In sone he
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reached the portal and forced his way through the diaphragmfield in tine to voyage with Silvia
into the Region Il universe, in others she remai ned behind with himin the normal continuum
but —dreans being what they are, with their own | aws and | ogi cs—the one that troubled himnost was
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the one which took the threads of reality and wove theminto the nost fantastic, |least realistic
pattern. Dallen had it on the authority of the Utans thenselves that there were anywhere from
eight to forty of their titanic spheres in the MIky Way system He had al so been told that the
sphere known to manki nd as Orbitsvi He had been forced to | eave earlier than schedul ed—whi ch neant
that the others were still located in various arns of the galaxy, still nmaking their unhurried
preparations to depart for another continuum In the dreamDallen sailed out on a tachyon ship
found one of the renmnining spheres, and entered it just in time to be transported to a Region 11
gal axy. And in the dream he quit the second sphere and flew wi th nagical ease and certainty to
OrbitsviHe, and was reunited with Silvia.

To the dreanming mnd such epic flights, far from seenmi ng preposterous, are perfectly natural and
normal, and that was the vision DaUen's unconscious el ected to repeat nost, its poi ghancy

magni fied by the very factors which divorced it fromreality. At first he expected the dreamto
retain its full power, then he realised that his grief over the loss of Silvia was follow ng the
merci ful and inevitable course of all passions. Pain softened into sadness, sadness nellowed into
resignation, then it canme to Dallen that he was truly a different person. The change had begun
when he had finally acknow edged that he deserved to
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love Silvia and be |l oved by her in return, and it had been accel erated by his having, for the
first time in his life, work he found absorbi ng and wort hwhil e.

Cosnogony and cosnol ogy were only part of Project Recap's donmai n—there was the subject of the

U tans thensel ves. As the one who had had the closest nmental contact with the enigmatic beings,
Dal | en was assigned the position of |eading expert in the brand-new field of study, but he was
wel|l aware of his human inadequacies. In common with all other nmenmbers of the original encounter
group, when he tried to enpathise with die Utans, to penetrate their mnds, all he divined was an
over poweri ng sense of coldness. For Dallen the feeling was reinforced by his recollection of the
icy calmess of the aliens, of their dispassionate reliance on logic as they tried to influence
him mere seconds before the Orbitsville departure.

There were argunents and counter-argunents, all based on specul ati on. Perhaps the humans, |ike
receivers tuned to a single radio frequency, had been oblivious to a wide spectrumof telepathic
transm ssion. The Utans, it was reasoned, nust be capable of hunman-1ike feelings because they
were engaged in conflict and were not above using subterfuge. On the other hand, perhaps they had
betrayed no trace of enotion because—and this was the argument which had di smayed nany peopl e—the
fate of Orbitsville, so inportant in human terms, was infinitesmal in the Utan schene of

exi stence. After all, what did it matter about one sphere when nore than a mllion tinmes a mllion
of them had been depl oyed in an ol ynpian struggle to shape a future universe? Nothing could be
deduced about die probabl e outcone of that struggle, nor about the super-dinensional sym
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metry of the next Big Bang, using the fact that Orbitsville was now | ocated in Region Il
Obitsville was too insignificant, a single grain of sand on a stormswept shore

"This is the last call for coffee,** Dallen bellowed. "If nobody shows up |'mhaving the lot.w

There was a scuffling and die sound of laughter fromthe direction of die bedroons, and a second

| ater Nancy Jurasek and M kel jostled their way into the kitchen. Nancy was an engi neer with the

I ndustrial Reclamation Ofice in Wnnipeg. She devised ways of reactivating municipal services for
the benefit of people drifting back into the cities fromthe old independent comrunes. She was

dar k- hai red and vivacious, and in the two years she had been living with Dallen had built an
excellent relationship with Mkel, playing the role of substitute nother or sister when required,
but in general sinply being herself. One of her .npbst valuable contributions had been in bringing
out the irreverent and fun-1oving side of MkeTs nature, characteristics he had had little chance
to develop in the cloistered atnmosphere of the Foundation
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M kel accepted a beaker of coffee fromDallen, sipped it and nade a grimace of distaste. "The
thing I look forward to nost about die Col unmbus*" he said earnestly, "is getting a break from
Dad's coffee.”

Dal l en pretended to be hurt. "1 was going to make a big flask of it to send with you.**
"There's a | aw agai nst shi pping toxic wastes. **

M kel dodged a playful swi pe fromDallen, sat down at the breakfast bar and began to eat toast.
Al t hough not quite el even years old, he was taller than Nancy and had an unruly appetite. He al so
had
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a prodigious talent for mathenmatics and physics, and had fully earned his place on the Col unbus
science team Dallen's feelings had been m xed when he was giving his perm ssion for Mkel to go
on the exploratory flight. Hs instinctive parental feeling was that the boy was too young to

| eave hone and venture into space, even for two nmonths, but in his regressions to the Utan
encounter he had had repeated glinpses of the infant Mkel's face, die eyes blackly |um nous as
they gazed fromthe interior of the ovoid crib. It was something he had never discussed with the
others, and there were no relevant criteria, but Dallen could hal f-believe that his son had been
born again in that nonent, a true child of space, with a m nd/brain conplex which by a freak of
destiny had been readied by Gerald Mathieu for a singular congress with the Utans, a tabula rasa
for alien stylii.

If that were the case, if Mkel had been uniquely prepared to | ead new generations to the stars,

it could be seen as a curious atonenent for Mathieu's original crinme. Thinking back to the awesone
events nine years in the past, Dallen could find in hinself no residue of the hatred which had

dom nated and disfigured a part of his life. Wen Gerald Mathi eu had been reel ed back into the
Hawksbeatfs airl ock he had been found to be dead, with no apparent physiol ogi cal cause. H s body
had been consigned to the Orbitsville sun and it was as though Dallen's negative enotions had gone
into that stellar crucible with it. Now the entire episode seened |ike a dream and all that
remained to himfromit were echoes of feelings, stray reflections of things that m ght have been

Had t he group which reached the portal also been in nental contact with the Utans? Dallen posed
hi nsel f
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the famliar, unanswerabl e questions as he sipped his coffee. Wre they tetepatbhically appraised
of their situation? O bad they been nystified when the drip and all connected to it bad ceased to
exi st and strange constellations bad flared beneath their feet? Had Silvia and Renard had

chil dren? What VMS she doing at that very nonent, forty billion years ago in a different universe?

"You seema little quiet this norning," Nancy said. "Wrried about M kel ?"

"No, the Colunbus is a good ship,"” Dallen replied, glancing at his son who was still munching
toast. "And hell only be gone lor two nonths."

"Two months for thy trip," Mkel said, his eyes growing darkly rapt in the way that Dallen remem
bered so well. "In that time we'll travel farther than anybody has ever done, but that's just for
starters. Soon well be able to do anything . . . cross the galaxy ... go hunting for Utan spheres

Nancy gave a delighted | augh. "Dreamon, child!"

"It isn't as far-fetched as you mght think," Mkel said, a solem expression appearing on his
face as he tapped into his prodigal's intellect. "Here's a possible scenario for you to consider.
We know that the Utans put a mininmumof eight spheres into this galaxy, and we were also told
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that they selected l|ocations favourable to the devel opnent of intelligent life. Wll, when we have
i mproved our know edge of this region of space sufficiently we will be able to decide what
characteristics it has that make it a good site for a sphere. Then we can search for other simlar
areas in the galaxy and track down ot her spheres."”

"Easy as pie," Nancy said scornfully, "but what happens if you bunp into the Utans thensel ves?"

Dal | en enjoyed the way in which Nancy and M ke
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wer e consci ously playing word ganmes, building an edifice of purest fantasy, but at some point they
had begun to stray close to the chinerical never-never land of his old recurrent dream He found
hinmsell oddly intent as he waited for the boy's answer.

"But that's what we'd be trying to do," Mkel said. "The spheres thensel ves are of no value to us.
VWhat we want is to find the Utans, study them learn fromthem conmunicate with them"

"And what great nessage woul d you pass on?"

M kel frowned, and for an instant his boyish features were overprinted with the face of the nman he
was Co becone. "For one thing—d |l et them know we don't appreciate being treated like cattle."

Dal  en turned away thoughtfully, realising he was alnost afraid of his own son, then it came to
himthat he was listening to the voke of a new age. The Obitsville phase had ended. In future
when men set out to straddle the gal axy they would be searching for nore than just areas of grass
on which to pitch their tents. Equi pped with superb tachyon ships, girded with mindon science,
consciously imortal, they woul d have ains which could be inconprehensible to men of Dallen's
generation. But there was nothing wong with that, he reasoned. It was a sign that manki nd was on
the nove again, and he should feel nothing but gladness that he had contributed to the process of
vital change

In the afternoon Dallen stood with one arm around Nancy at the W nni peg spaceport, watching the
shuttle carry his son up to an orbital rendezvous with the Col unbus. There was no denying the
sadness he felt over parting with the boy, at the idea of M kel spend-
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ing his eleventh birthday farther from Earth than men had ever been before. But the transcendenta
mood of the nmorning still lingered, sustaining himas the shuttle dwindled to a silver point and
di sappeared in the wi nd-scoured blueness of the sky. U tans, he thought, we'll see you arouwP.
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