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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      



PRECURSORY

1. THE PURPLE ROSE SYSTEM

(Excerpted from: The Worlds of Man, 48th edition.

Halfway along the Perseid Arm, near the edge of the Gaean Reach, a capricious swirl of galactic gravitation has caught up ten thousand stars and sent them streaming off at a veer, with a curl and a flourish at the tip. This strand of stars is Mircea’s Wisp.

To the side of the curl, at seeming risk of wandering away into the void, is the Purple Rose System, comprising three stars: Lorca, Sing, and Syrene. Lorca, a white dwarf and Sing, a red giant, orbit close around each other: a portly pink-faced old gentleman waltzing with a dainty little maiden dressed in white. Syrene, a yellow-white star of ordinary size and luminosity, circles the gallivanting pair at a discreet distance.

Syrene controls three planets, including Cadwal, an Earth-like world seven thousand miles in diameter, with close to Earth-normal gravity.

(A list and analysis of physical indices is here omitted.)

2. THE NATURALIST SOCIETY

Cadwal was first explored by the locator R. J. Neirmann, a member of the Naturalist Society of Earth. His report prompted the Society to dispatch an official expedition to Cadwal, which, upon its return to Earth, recommended that Cadwal be protected as a Conservancy, or natural preserve, secure forever from human settlement and commercial exploitation.

To this end, the Society registered the world in its own name, and after securing the Certificate of Registration found itself in sole and perpetual tenancy of Cadwal Planet, with no further formalities other than periodic renewals of the certificate: a task devolving upon the secretary of the Society.

The Society issued an immediate decree of conservancy: the Great Charter, to which were attached the Regulations of Conservancy: the basic political instrument of Cadwal. Charter, By-laws and Certificates were stored in the Society’s archival vaults, and an administrative staff dispatched to Cadwal.

3. THE WORLD CADWAL

The landscapes of Cadwal were endlessly various, often spectacular and almost always—to human perceptions—pleasant, or inspiring, or awesome, or idyllically beautiful. Tourists who made the rounds of the wilderness lodges always left Cadwal with regret and many returned again and again.

The flora and fauna were approximately as diverse as those of Old Earth, which is to say that they challenged generations of research biologists and taxonomists with the profusion of their species. Many of the larger beasts were savage; others exhibited aspects of intelligence and even what seemed to be an aesthetic capability. Certain varieties of andorils used a spoken language which, try as they might, linguists were unable to interpret.

The three continents of Cadwal were Ecce, Deucas and Throy. They were separated by expanses of empty ocean, unbroken by islands or smaller masses of land, with a few trifling exceptions.

Ecce, long and narrow, lay along the equator: a flat tract of swamp and jungle, netted by sluggish rivers. Ecce palpitated with heat, stench, color and ravenous vitality. Ferocious creatures everywhere preyed upon one another, and made the land unsuitable for human settlement; the Naturalists had attempted not even a wilderness lodge on Ecce. Three objects alone broke the flat landscape: one dormant and a pair of active volcanoes.

The early explorers gave Ecce little serious attention; no more did the later scholars, and Ecce, after the first flurry of biological and topographical surveys, remained for the most part a land abandoned and unknown.

Deucas, four times as large as Ecce, occupied most of the north temperate zone on the opposite side of the planet, with Cape Journal, the continent’s southernmost extremity, at the end of a long narrow peninsula which thrust a thousand miles below the equator. The fauna of Deucas, while neither as grotesque nor as monstrous as that of Ecce, was yet, in many cases, savage and formidable, and included several semi-intelligent species. The flora tended to resemble that of Old Earth, to such effect that the early agronomists were able to introduce useful terrestrial species at Araminta Station, such as bamboo, coconut palms, wine-grapes and fruit trees without fear of an ecological disaster.*

Throy, to the south of Deucas and about equal in area to Ecce, extended from the polar ice well into the south temperate zone. The terrain of Throy was the most dramatic of Cadwal. Crags leaned over chasms; dark forests roared in the wind.

Three small islands, all ancient sea-volcanoes, were located off the east coast of Deucas. These were Lutwen Atoll, Thurben Island and Ocean Island. Elsewhere the oceans spread open and empty around the globe.

4. ARAMINTA STATION

An enclave of a hundred square miles had been established on the east coast of Deucas, halfway between Cape Journal to the south and Marmion Head to the north. Here was Araminta Station, the agency which monitored the Conservancy and enforced the terms of the Charter. Six bureaus performed the necessary work:




	
Bureau
	A: Records and statistics.



	
	B: Patrols and surveys: police and security services.



	
	C: Taxonomy, cartography, natural sciences.



	
	D: Domestic services.



	
	E: Fiscal affairs: exports and imports.



	
	F: Visitors’ accommodations.





The original six superintendents were Deamus Wook, Shirry Clattuc, Saul Diffin, Claude Offaw, Marvell Veder, and Condit Laverty. Each was allowed a staff not to exceed forty persons which they all recruited from family and guild kinships, and which brought to the early administration a cohesion which otherwise might have been lacking.

After many centuries, much had changed but much remained the same. The Charter prevailed as law of the land, though certain factions were intent upon modifying its terms. Others—notably the Yips of Lutwen Atoll—paid no heed whatever to the Charter. At Araminta Station, the original rude encampment had become a settlement dominated by six palatial edifices, where lived the descendants of the Wooks, Offaws, Clattucs, Diffins, Veders and Lavertys.

As time passed, each House developed a distinctive personality, which its residents shared, so that the wise Wooks differed from the flippant Diffins, as did the cautious Offaws from the reckless Clattucs.

The station early acquired a hotel to house its visitors; also an airport, a hospital, schools and a theater: the ‘Orpheum’.

When subsidies from Society headquarters on Old Earth dwindled and presently stopped altogether, the need for foreign exchange became urgent. Vineyards planted at the back of the enclave began to produce fine wines for export, and tourists were encouraged to visit any or all of the wilderness lodges, which were established at special sites and managed so as to avoid interaction with the environment.

Over the centuries, certain problems became acute. How could so many enterprises be staffed by a complement of only two hundred and forty persons? Elasticity was necessarily the answer. First, collaterals* were allowed to accept middle-status positions at the station.

By a loose reading of the Charter, children, retired persons, domestic servants and ‘temporary labor not in permanent residence’ were exempted from the forty-person limit. The term ‘temporary labor’ was extended to include farm labor, hotel staff, airport mechanics—indeed, workers of every description, and the Conservator looked the other way so long as the work-force was allowed no permanent residence.

A source of plentiful, cheap and docile labor had always been needed at Araminta Station. What could be more convenient than the folk who inhabited Lutwen Atoll, three hundred miles to the northeast? These were the Yips, descendants of runaway servants, fugitives, illegal immigrants, petty criminals and others, who at first furtively, then brazenly, had taken up residence on Lutwen Atoll.

The Yips fulfilled a need, and so were allowed at Araminta Station on six-month work permits. So much the Conservationists grudgingly allowed, but refused to yield an iota more.

5. THE CONSERVATOR AND THE NATURALISTS OF STROMA

At Riverview House, a mile south of the agency, lived the Conservator, the Executive Superintendent of Araminta Station. By the terms of the Charter, he was a native of Stroma, the small Naturalist settlement on Throy. With the waning of the Society to little more than a memory, the directive necessarily had been interpreted loosely and—at least for this purpose, where no realistic alternative offered itself—all Naturalists resident at Stroma were considered equivalent to members of the Society.

A faction dedicated to ‘advanced’ ideology, calling itself the ‘Life, Peace and Freedom Party’ began to champion the cause of the Yips whose condition they declared to be intolerable and a blot on the collective conscience. The situation could be relieved only by allowing the Yips to settle on the Deucas mainland. Another faction, the ‘Chartists’ acknowledged the problem, but proposed a solution not in violation of the Charter: namely, transferring the entire Yip population off-world. Unrealistic! declared the LPFers, and ever more categorically criticized the Charter. They declared the Conservancy an archaic idea, non-humanist and out of step with ‘advanced’ thinking. The Charter, so they asserted, was in desperate need of revision, if only that the plight of the Yips might be ameliorated.

The Chartists, in refutal, insisted that both Charter and Conservancy were immutable. They voiced a sardonic suspicion that much of LPF fervor was hypocritical and self-serving; that the LPFers wanted to allow Yip settlement of the Marmion Foreshore in order to set a precedent which would permit a few deserving Naturalists—no doubt defined as the most vigorous and ardent LPF activists—to establish estates for themselves out in the beautiful Deucas countryside, where they would employ Yips for servants and farm-hands and live like lords. The charge provoked the LPFers to such violent spasms of outrage that cynical Chartists asserted that the vehemence of their protests only underscored their covert ambitions.

At Araminta Station, ‘advanced’ ideology was not taken seriously. The Yip problem was recognized as real and immediate, but the LPF solution had to be rejected, since any official concessions would formalize the Yip presence on Cadwal, when all efforts should be exerted in the opposite direction, i.e.: transfer of the entire Yip population to a world where their presence would be useful and desirable.

This conviction was reinforced when Eustace Chilke, the Station airport manager, discovered that the Yips had long been systematically stealing from the airport warehouse. Their booty was primarily spare parts for the Station flyers, which in due course could be assembled into whole flyers at Yipton. They also took tools, weapons, ammunition and energy packs, apparently with the connivance of one Namour co-Clattuc, Agency Commissioner of Temporary Labor, and in this connection Namour and Chilke came to blows. The two fought an epic battle. Namour, a Clattuc, fought with typical Clattuc flair and courage; Chilke fought a methodical backroom style: essentially a technique of backing the opponent up against a wall and pummeling him until he fell to the floor, exactly as Namour eventually found himself doing.

Chilke was born near the town Idola, on the Big Prairie of Old Earth. Early in his life little Eustace was influenced by his grandfather Floyd Swaner, a collector of stuffed animals, old oddments, purple bric-a-brac, rare books, and anything else which caught his fancy. When Eustace Chilke was a child, his grandfather presented him with a wonderful Atlas of the Universe, depicting all the inhabited worlds of the Gaean Reach, including Cadwal. The atlas stimulated young Eustace to such an extent that he became a wanderer: half vagabond, half jack-of-all-trades.

The route which brought him to Araminta Station was devious but certainly not accidental. Chilke one day described the circumstances to Glawen:

“I was working as a tour-bus operator out of Seven Cities, on John Preston’s World.” Chilke told how he became aware of “a big pie-faced lady with lots of bosom wearing a tall black hat” who joined Chilke’s morning tour four days in succession. At last she engaged him in conversation, commenting favorably upon his amiable conduct.

Chilke responded modestly: “It’s nothing special, just my stock in trade.”

The lady introduced herself as Madame Zigonie, a widow from Rosalia, a world to the back of the Pegasus Rectangle. After a few minutes of conversation she suggested that Chilke join her for lunch: an invitation which Chilke saw no reason to refuse.

Madame Zigonie selected a fine restaurant where they were served an excellent lunch. During the meal she encouraged Chilke to talk of his early years on the Big Prairie and the general facts of his family background. Presently, as if on sudden impulse, Madame Zigonie mentioned her clairvoyant powers which she ignored only at grave risk—to herself, her fortunes, and all others involved in the revelations. “Perhaps you have wondered at my interest in you. The fact is that I must hire an overseer for my ranch and my inner voice insisted that you were the right and proper person for the position.”

“That is very interesting,” said Chilke cautiously. “The salary is high and you plan to pay a substantial advance?”

“You will be paid in the standard fashion, after you render the duties I will require of you.”

“Hm,” said Chilke. The remark was ambiguous and Madame Zigonie, large, somewhat over-dressed, with small narrow eyes glinting from a broad-cheeked face the color of putty, lacked all appeal.

In the end Madame Zigonie’s inducements overcame his reluctance and Chilke became superintendent of the Shadow Valley Ranch on Rosalia.

Chilke’s duties required that he direct the activities of a large work-force, composed entirely of indentured Yips, brought to Rosalia by a labor contractor named Namour. Chilke’s puzzlement with circumstances became extreme when Madame Zigonie declared her intention of marrying him. Chilke refused the honor, and Madame Zigonie discharged him in a rage, though she neglected to pay his salary.

In the town Lipwillow on the Big Muddy River Chilke was approached by Namour and offered a job as airport manager at Araminta Station. Namour here far exceeded his authority, but Chilke managed to secure the post on his own merits. Madame Zigonie’s off-again on-again romantic interest and Namour’s sympathetic assistance was a mystery to which he found no ready solution.

Other even more urgent mysteries hung in the air. How many illicit flyers had the Yips constructed from the stolen parts? How many had they acquired by other means? If such existed, where were they located?

The superintendent of Bureau B was Bodwyn Wook: a small man, bald, yellow of skin; thin, active and sharp-eyed as a ferret. Bodwyn Wook was notable both for his caustic tongue and his indifference to the dictates of stylish convention. The discovery of the Yip thefts prompted him to a swift response. Yipton was raided; two flyers and a machine shop were destroyed.

Another sinister discovery followed hard upon the first. Yips of the Araminta work-force were found to be armed with a variety of weapons, as if in preparation for a grand massacre of Agency personnel.

The work permits were instantly canceled; the Yips were sent back to Yipton. When questioned, Namour merely shrugged his shoulders and denied complicity in the affair. No one could prove differently and, indeed, it seemed incredible that the personable and popular Namour would involve himself in crimes so horrendous, and suspicion, while always latent, lost its edge as time went by. Namour proceeded with his regular routines, indifferent to lingering doubts.

Namour was a person impossible to categorize. He was strong, innately graceful and of good physique; his features were classically regular. He wore his clothes with flair and seemed to know everything worth knowing. At all times Namour conducted himself with an engaging deliberate ease and understatement, suggesting passion under careful control: an attribute which many ladies found appealing, and indeed Namour’s name had been linked with many others, including both Spanchetta and Smonny, whom he apparently served on a continuing basis as a joint paramour, to the satisfaction of both.

Namour was not universally admired, especially at Bureau B. His critics considered him a stone-hearted opportunist, lacking all compunction and capable of any crime. This view, in the end, proved correct, but before Namour’s crimes could be brought home to him, he quietly slipped away from Araminta Station, to the intense regret of Bodwyn Wook.

6. THE YIPS AND YIPTON

The typical Yip was by no means deformed or unprepossessing: to the contrary, at first glance, the ordinary Yip seemed extraordinarily handsome, with large luminous hazel eyes, hair and skin of the same golden color, well-shaped features and excellent physique. The Yip girls were notorious up and down Mircea’s Wisp for their comeliness, docility and mild disposition, and also for their absolute chastity unless they were paid an appropriate fee.

For reasons not wholly understood, Yips and ordinary Gaeans were mutually infertile. Some biologists suggested that the Yips were a mutation and represented a new human species; others suspected that the Yip diet, which included molluscs from the slime under Yipton, gave rise to the situation. They pointed out that Yips indentured to work on other worlds, after a passage of time, regained a normal procreative ability.

Yipton had long been a tourist attraction in its own right. Ferries from Araminta Station conveyed tourists to Yipton, where they were housed in the Arcady Inn: a ramshackle structure five stories high built entirely of bamboo poles and palm fronds. On the terrace Yip girls served gin slings, sundowners, coconut toddy: all formulated, brewed or distilled at Yipton from materials whose nature no one cared to learn. Tours were conducted around the noisome yet strangely charming canals of Yipton, and to other places of interest, such as the Caglioro, the Woman’s Baths, the Handicraft Shops. Services of an intimate nature were provided both men and women at ‘Pussycat Palace’, five minutes walk from the Arcady Inn along creaking bamboo corridors. At Pussycat Palace the attendants were mild and obliging, though the services lacked spontaneity and were performed with a careful, if somewhat absent-minded methodicity. Nothing was free. At Yipton, if one requested an after-lunch toothpick, he found the reckoning on his bill.

Along with profits derived from tourism, the current Oomphaw* of the Yips, one Titus Pompo, earned money through the off-world indenture of labor gangs. The Oomphaw Titus Pompo was assisted in this particular enterprise, and others more disreputable, by Namour co-Clattuc.

7. STROMA

In the first few years of the Conservancy, when Society members visited Cadwal, they presented themselves, as a matter of course, to Riverview House, in the expectation of hospitality. At times the Conservator was forced to entertain as many as two dozen guests at the same time, and some of these extended their stays indefinitely, that they might pursue their researches or simply enjoy the novel environment of Cadwal.

One of the Conservators at last rebelled, and insisted that visiting Naturalists live in tents along the beach, and cook their meals over campfires.

At the Society’s annual conclave, a number of plans were put forward to deal with the problem. Most of the programs met the opposition of strict Conservationists, who complained that the Charter was being gnawed to shreds by first one trick, then another. Others replied: “Well and good, but when we visit Cadwal to conduct our legitimate researches, must we live in squalor? After all, we are members of the Society!”

In the end the conclave adopted a crafty plan put forward by one of the most extreme Conservationists. The plan authorized a small new settlement at a specific location, where it could not impinge in any way upon the environment. The location turned out to be the side of a cliff overlooking Stroma Fjord on Throy: an almost comically unsuitable site for habitation, and an obvious ploy to discourage proponents of the plan from taking action.

The challenge, however, was accepted. Stroma came into being: a town of tall narrow houses, crabbed and quaint, black or dark umber, with doors and window-trim painted white, blue and red. Seen from across the fjord, the houses of Stroma seemed to cling to the side of the cliff like barnacles.

Many members of the Society, after a temporary stay at Stroma, found the quality of life appealing, and on the pretext of performing lengthy research, became the nucleus of a permanent population which at times numbered as many as twelve hundred persons.

On Earth the Naturalist Society fell prey to weak leadership, the peculation of a larcenous secretary and a general lack of purpose. Year by year the membership dwindled, usually by way of the grave. Pirie Tamm, almost certainly, would be the final secretary.

On Cadwal, Araminta Station continued its work as usual.

8. PERSONS OF NOTE, RESIDENT AT ARAMINTA STATION, STROMA AND ELSEWHERE.

At Clattuc House Spanchetta and Simonetta Clattuc were sisters, more alike than otherwise, though Spanchetta was the more earthy and Simonetta—‘Smonny’, as she was known—the more imaginative and restless. Both grew to be large, big-breasted young women with profuse heaps of curling hair, small glinting heavy-lidded eyes. Both were passionate, haughty, domineering and vain; both were uninhibited and possessed of boundless energies. During their youth, both Spanny and Smonny became obsessively fixated upon the person of Scharde Clattuc and each shamelessly sought to seduce him or marry him or by any other means to possess him for their own. Unfortunately for their hopes Scharde found Spanny and Smonny equally distasteful, if not repugnant, and sidestepped the advances of each as courteously as possible, and on several occasions with a desperate absence of courtesy.

Scharde was sent off-world to an IPCC* training mission at Sarsenopolis on Alphecca Nine. Here he met Marya Aragone, a dark-haired young woman of grace, charm, dignity and intelligence with whom he became enamoured, and she with him. The two were married at Sarsenopolis and in due course returned to Araminta Station.

Spanchetta and Smonny were deeply outraged and grim. Scharde’s conduct represented personal rejection and also—at a deeper level—defiance and a lack of submissiveness. They were able to rationalize their fury when Smonny failed to matriculate from the Lyceum and, on becoming a collateral, was forced to move out from Clattuc House, coincidentally at about the same time Marya arrived, so that the blame could easily be transferred to Marya and Scharde.

Heavy with bitterness, Smonny departed Araminta Station. For a time she ranged far and wide across the Reach, engaging in a variety of activities. Eventually she married Titus Zigonie, who owned Shadow Valley Ranch, comprising twenty-two thousand square miles on the world Rosalia, as well as a Clayhacker space-yacht. For the labor necessary to work his ranch, Titus Zigonie at Smonny’s suggestion began to employ gangs of indentured Yips, brought to Rosalia by none other than Namour, who shared the proceeds of the business with Calyactus, Oomphaw of Yipton.

At Namour’s urging Calyactus paid a visit to the Shadow Valley Ranch on Rosalia, where he was murdered by either Smonny or Namour, or perhaps both working in tandem. Titus Zigonie, an inoffensive little man, became ‘Titus Pompo, the Oomphaw’, though Smonny wielded all authority.

Never had she relaxed her hatred of Araminta Station in general and Scharde Clattuc in particular, and her dearest wish was to perform some destructive atrocity upon them both.

Meanwhile, Namour, with utmost sang-froid once again took up his duties as paramour to both Spanchetta and Smonny.

Marya meanwhile had borne Scharde a son, Glawen. When Glawen was two years old, Marya drowned in a boating accident under peculiar circumstances. A pair of Yips, Selious and Catterline, were witnesses to the drowning. Both declared themselves unable to swim and therefore helpless to aid Marya, and in any event it was none of their affair. So went most of the joy from Scharde’s life. He questioned Selious and Catterline at length, but both became stolid and uncommunicative, and at last Scharde, in disgust, sent them back to Yipton.

Glawen passed through childhood, adolescence, and at the age of twenty-one reached his majority. Like his father Scharde he cast his lot with Bureau B. Glawen took after his father in other ways, too. Both were spare of physique, narrow of hip, square of shoulder, sinewy and quick rather than massive of muscle. Glawen’s features, like those of Scharde, were hard and blunt in a rather gaunt flat-cheeked face; his hair was dark, thick and cut short; his skin, though tanned, was not nearly so weather-beaten and brown as that of Scharde. Both men were economical of motion; both at first glance seemed somewhat sardonic and skeptical, but the dispositions of both were far less grim and austere than their first impression suggested. Indeed, when Glawen thought of Scharde, he thought of someone who was kindly, tolerant, absolutely honorable and totally brave. When Scharde considered Glawen, he found it hard to contain his pride and affection.

*****

From Stroma the current Conservator, Egon Tamm, had come to Riverview House with his spouse Cora, their son Milo and daughter Wayness. A dozen young men of the Station, including Glawen, immediately fell in love with Wayness, who was slim, dark-haired, with dark gray eyes in a face alive with poetic intelligence.

A suitor of longer standing was Julian Bohost, also from Stroma: an earnest, highly articulate member of the LPF. Wayness’ mother Cora approved of Julian, his fine voice and exquisite manners. It was an article of faith among her friends that Julian was a young man with an important political future. On this basis, she had encouraged Julian to consider himself betrothed to Wayness, though Wayness had carefully explained that her own thinking went in a different direction. Julian smilingly refused to listen, and continued to make plans for their joint future.

Julian’s aunt was Dame Clytie Vergence, a Warden of Stroma and an LPF bell-wether. Dame Clytie was a large woman, assertive and single-minded, and determined that the manifest rightness of LPF philosophy should win the day, despite all opposition and especially despite any references to the edicts of ‘that crabbed old trifle of pettifoggery’, here referring to the Charter. “It has long outlived its usefulness! I intend to blow away this obfuscation and bring new thinking to bear!”

To date, the LPF had been unable to implement any of their reforms, since the Charter was still the law of the land against which the LPF could not legally transgress.

At an LPF conference, a subtle ploy was evolved. Near Mad Mountain Lodge, migrating banjee hordes regularly engaged in terrible battles, which the LPFers decided to stop, whether they destroyed the ecological equilibrium or not. Here was a cause, thought the LPF theoreticians, which every right-minded person must support, even though the principles of Conservancy were compromised.

Acting as Dame Clytie’s official representative, Julian Bohost set off to visit Mad Mountain, that he might inspect the environment before making specific recommendations. He invited Milo and Wayness along for company; Wayness arranged that Glawen should fly the aircraft, much to Julian’s disgust, since he had learned to dislike Glawen.

The excursion ended in disaster. Wayness finally made her disinterest clear to Julian. The next day Milo was killed in an accident arranged by three Yips, possibly after incitement by Julian, though the circumstances remained unclear.

Back at Araminta Station Wayness informed Glawen of her imminent departure for Old Earth, where she will reside for a time with her uncle Pirie Tamm, one of the few surviving members of the Naturalist Society. Milo would have accompanied her, but now Milo is dead, and she must share with Glawen a secret of enormous importance, in the event that she were to die on Earth.

During a previous visit to Earth, by chance she discovered that the original Charter, together with the Certificate of Registration—in effect the deed of ownership to Cadwal—had become lost. She now intended to search for the lost documents, before someone else found them—and there were indications that other persons unknown were engaged in just such a search.

With Milo dead, Wayness must now go off alone. Glawen would happily have accompanied her but for Bureau B constraints and lack of funds. He assured Wayness that he would join her as soon as possible; for the moment he could only urge caution upon her.

*****

At Araminta Station Floreste co-Laverty, a person of flamboyant style and great aesthetic creativity, had long managed the Mummers, a troupe recruited from among the young folk of Araminta Station. Floreste trained the Mummers well and infused them with his own enthusiasm, so that they toured the worlds of Mircea’s Wisp and beyond, with great success.

Floreste’s great dream was the construction of a magnificent new Orpheum, to replace the creaking old auditorium now used for performances. All moneys earned by the Mummers went into a construction fund, for which he also solicited contributions.

A series of horrid crimes was discovered at Thurben Island, in the eastern ocean south and east of Lutwen Atoll. The crimes had their origins off-world and Glawen was sent to investigate. He returned with proof that Floreste, acting in concert with Namour and Smonny, was responsible. Namour quietly took his leave of Araminta Station before the crimes could be brought home to him; Smonny was at least temporarily inaccessible at Yipton but Floreste was sentenced to death.

During Glawen’s absence off-world, his father Scharde had flown out on a routine patrol, but had never returned. No distress calls had been heard; no wreckage had been found. Glawen could not believe that Scharde was dead, and Floreste hinted that his suspicions were correct. He undertook to tell Glawen all he knew if Glawen, in return, would guarantee that Floreste’s money should go to the use for which Floreste intended: the construction of a new Orpheum; to this contract, Glawen agreed, and Floreste drew up a will, bequeathing all he owned to Glawen.

Floreste’s funds were on deposit at the Bank of Mircea, in the city Soumjiana on the nearby world Soum. Smonny, for the sake of convenience and fluidity, kept her own funds in the same account. The arrangement was temporary, but Smonny delayed too long; the entire account came into Glawen’s possession upon Floreste’s death.

Floreste’s final act was the composition of a letter, in which he told all he knew in regard to Scharde.

Glawen has only just opened the letter, to learn that Scharde Clattuc, to the best of Floreste’s knowledge, is yet alive. Where? Glawen will not know until he reads the letter in its entirety.



Chapter I


1


The sun had set. Glawen Clattuc, wet and shivering, turned away from the ocean and ran up Wansey Way through the twilight. Arriving at Clattuc House, he pushed through the front portal and into the reception hall. Here, to his annoyance, he discovered Spanchetta Clattuc, at the foot of the grand staircase.


Spanchetta stopped short to take critical note of his condition. Tonight she had draped her own majestic torso in a dramatic gown of striped scarlet and black taffeta, with a black vest and silver slippers. A rope of black pearls wound round and round her great turban of dark curls; black pearls depended from her ears. Spanchetta paused only an instant to look Glawen up and down, then with averted eyes and curled lip she swept off toward the refectory.


Glawen proceeded to the chambers he shared with his father Scharde Clattuc. He immediately stepped from his dank garments, bathed under a hot shower and started to dress in dry clothes but was interrupted by the chime of the telephone. Glawen called out: “Speak!”


The face of Bodwyn Wook appeared on the screen. In a sour voice he said: “The sun has long since set. Surely you have read Floreste’s letter. I expected your call.”


Glawen gave a hollow laugh. “I have seen only two sentences of the letter. Apparently my father is alive.”


“That is good news. Why were you delayed?”


“There was trouble on the beach, which ended up in the surf. I survived. Kirdy drowned.”


Bodwyn Wook clapped his hands to his forehead. “Tell me no more! The news is disturbing! He was a Wook.”


“In any event, I was just about to call you.”


Bodwyn Wook heaved a sigh. “We will report an accidental drowning and forget the whole sickening affair. Is that understood?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I am not altogether easy with your conduct. You should have expected such an attack.”


“So I did, sir, which is why I went to the beach. Kirdy hated the ocean and I thought that he would stand clear. In the end, he died the death he dreaded most.”


“Hmf,” said Bodwyn Wook. “You have a callous nature. Suppose he shot you from ambush, and destroyed Floreste’s letter: what then?”


“That would not be Kirdy’s way. He wanted me to look into his face while he killed me.”


“And if Kirdy altered his custom, for this particular occasion?”


Glawen considered, then gave a small shrug. “Your reprimand, in that case, would be well deserved.”


“Hmf,” said Bodwyn Wook with a grimace. “I am severe, certainly, but I have never gone so far as to reprimand a corpse.” He leaned back in his chair. “We need take the matter no further. Bring the letter to my office and we will read it together.”


“Very well, sir.”


Glawen started to leave the chambers, but stopped short with his hand on the doorknob. He reflected a moment, then turned back and went to the side-room which served as utility room and office. Here he made a copy of Floreste’s letter. The copy he folded and placed in a drawer; the original he tucked into his pocket, then departed.


Ten minutes later Glawen arrived at the Bureau B offices on the second floor of the New Agency, and was immediately admitted into Bodwyn Wook’s private chambers. As usual, Bodwyn Wook sat in his massive leather-upholstered chair. He held out his hand. “If you please.” Glawen gave him the letter. Bodwyn Wook waved his hand toward a chair. “Sit.”


Glawen obeyed the instruction. Bodwyn Wook extracted the letter from its envelope, and began to read aloud, using a nasal drone not at all in accord with the extravagances and felicities of Floreste’s language.


The letter was discursive and sometimes rambled off into an explication of Floreste’s philosophy. He expressed pro forma contrition for his deeds, but the words lacked conviction, and Floreste seemed to intend the letter as a justification for his activities. “There is no question, and I state this positively,” wrote Floreste. “I am one of a very few persons who may properly profess the designation ‘Overman’; there are few indeed like me! In my case, ordinary strictures of common morality should not apply, lest they interfere with my supreme creativity. Alas! I still am like a fish in a tank, swimming with other fish, and I must obey their procedures or they will nip my fins!”


Floreste agreed that his dedication to ‘Art’ had persuaded him to irregularities. “I have taken shortcuts on the long and tedious route to my goals; I have been trapped, and now my fins must be nipped.


“Had I to do it all over again,” mused Floreste, “I surely would have been more careful! Of course it is often possible to gain the accolades of Society even while one is arrogantly flouting and demeaning the most sacred dogmas which are its very soul! In this respect, Society is like a great cringing animal; the more you abuse it, the more affection it lavishes upon you. Ah well, too late now to worry about these niceties of conduct.”


Floreste went on to ponder his crimes. “My offenses are difficult to weigh on an exact scale, or balance against the benefits derived from the so-called ‘crimes’. The fulfillment of my great goal may well justify the sacrifice of a few futile wisps of humanity, which otherwise would have served no purpose.”


Bodwyn Wook paused to turn a page. Glawen observed: “The ‘futile wisps’ of course would not agree with Floreste.”


“Naturally not,” said Bodwyn Wook. “His general thesis is certainly arguable; still, we cannot allow every vagabond dog-barber who calls himself an ‘artist’ to commit vile crimes while pursuing his Muse.”


Floreste turned his attention to Simonetta; she had told him much about herself and the events of her lifetime. After storming from Araminta Station in a fury, she had wandered the Gaean Reach far and wide, living by her wits, marrying and remarrying, consorting and reconsorting, and in general living a self-willed adventurous life. While a member of the Monomantic Cult she met Zadine Babbs, or ‘Zaa’, as she called herself, and a brute of a woman named Sibil de Vella. The three banded together, became ‘Ordenes’ and assumed control of the cult.


Smonny soon tired of routines and restrictions, and abandoned the seminary. A month later she met Titus Zigonie, a small plump man of submissive character. Titus Zigonie owned Shadow Valley Ranch on the world Rosalia, as well as a spacious Clayhacker space-yacht: attributes which Smonny found irresistible, and Titus Zigonie found himself married to Smonny almost before he realized what was happening.


A few years later Smonny visited Old Earth, where she chanced to encounter one Kelvin Kilduc, current Secretary of the Naturalist Society. During their conversation Secretary Kilduc mentioned the former secretary Frons Nisfit and his peculations. Kilduc suspected that Nisfit had gone so far as to sell the original Charter to a collector of ancient documents. “Not that it makes any difference,” Kilduc hastened to add. “The Conservancy now exists by its own momentum and will do so forever, Charter or no Charter, or so I am assured.”


“Of course,” said Smonny. “Naturally! I wonder with whom the wicked Nisfit dealt?”


“That is hard to say.”


Smonny made inquiries among the antiquarians and discovered one of the stolen documents. It was part of a lot sold off by a collector named Floyd Swaner. Smonny traced him down but it was too late; Floyd Swaner was dead. His heir and grandson Eustace Chilke was said to be something of a ne’er-do-well, always on the move, here and there, far and wide. His present whereabouts were unknown.


On Rosalia, labor was scarce. Smonny contracted with Namour for a work-force of indentured Yips, and in such a fashion renewed her connection with Cadwal.


Namour and Smonny evolved a wonderful new scheme. Calyactus, Oomphaw of Yipton, had become old and foolish. Namour persuaded him to visit Rosalia for medical treatments which would renew his youth. At Shadow Valley Ranch Calyactus was poisoned; Titus Zigonie, calling himself Titus Pompo, became Oomphaw in his stead.


Smonny’s investigators finally discovered Eustace Chilke working as a tour-bus operator at Seven Cities on John Preston’s World. As soon as possible Smonny introduced herself to Chilke and hired him to supervise Shadow Valley Ranch. She finally decided to marry him, but Chilke politely declined the honour. Smonny became peevish and dismissed Chilke from his position. Namour ultimately took him to Araminta Station.


“Smonny and Namour are an amazing pair,” wrote Floreste. “Neither have any scruples whatever, though Namour likes to pose as a gentleman of culture, and for a fact is a personable fellow, with many odd competences. He can force his body to obey the steel of his will: think! He has acted the role of complaisant lover for both Spanchetta and Smonny, managing both affairs with aplomb. Namour, if for no other reason than your superb daring, I salute you!


“So little time is left to me! Were I to live I would compose a heroic ballet, for three principals, representing Smonny, Spanchetta and Namour! Ah, the stately evolutions of my principals! I see the patterns clearly; they swing, whirl, come and go, with the awful justice of Fate! The music I hear in my mind’s ear; it is poignant indeed, and the costumes are extraordinary! So goes the dance! The three figures project sentience, and conduct their perambulations with care. I see them now: they circle and go, up-stage and down, mincing and preening, each at his proper gait. How shall the finale be resolved?


“It is all a bagatelle! Why should I trouble my poor mind over such a question? I shall not be here to direct the production!”


Again Bodwyn Wook paused in his reading. “Perhaps we should have allowed Floreste time to complete this last production! It sounds fascinating!”


“I find it tiresome,” said Glawen.


“You are either too young or too practical for such appreciation. Floreste’s mind seethes with intriguing notions.”


“He takes a long time getting to the point: that is certain.”


“Aha! Not from Floreste’s viewpoint! This is his testament: his entire reason for being. This is not casual frivolity that you hear but a wail of utter grief.” Bodwyn Wook returned to the letter. “I shall read on. Perhaps he is now in the mood to recite a fact or two.”


Floreste’s tone was indeed somewhat flatter. Before Glawen’s return to Araminta Station, Floreste had visited Yipton to plan a new round of entertainments. Thurben Island could no longer be used, and another more convenient location must be selected. During a conversation, Titus Pompo, loose-tongued by reason of too many Trelawny Sloshes, revealed that Smonny had at last settled an old score. She had captured Scharde Clattuc, confiscated his flyer, and taken him to her prison. Titus Pompo gravely shook his head. Scharde would pay dearly for the prideful attitudes which had cost Smonny such grief! As for the flyer, it represented partial compensation for the flyers destroyed by the Bureau B raid. After drinking from his goblet, Titus Pompo asserted that it would not be the last flyer so confiscated!


“We will see about that!” said Bodwyn Wook.


Scharde had been taken to the strangest of all prisons, where ‘out’ was ‘in’ and ‘in’ was ‘out’. The prisoners were at liberty to attempt escape whenever the mood came on them.


Bodwyn Wook paused in his reading to pour out two mugs of ale.


“That is a strange prison,” said Glawen. “Where could it be located?”


“Let us proceed. Floreste is perhaps a bit absent-minded, but I suspect that he will not omit this important detail.”


Bodwyn Wook read on. Almost at once Floreste identified the unique prison as the dead volcano Shattorak at the center of Ecce: an ancient cone rising two thousand feet above the swamps and jungles. The prisoners occupied a strip outside the stockade which encircled the summit and protected the prison officials. The jungle grew high up the slopes; the prisoners slept in tree-houses or behind makeshift stockades to avoid the predators from the jungle. By reason of Smonny’s vindictiveness, Scharde had not been killed out of hand.


Titus Pompo, now thoroughly drunk, went on to reveal that five flyers were concealed at Shattorak, together with a cache of weapons. From time to time, when Smonny wished to travel off-world, Titus Pompo’s Clayhacker space yacht landed upon Shattorak, taking care to avoid the Araminta Station radar. Titus Pompo was quite content with his pleasant routines at Yipton: an amplitude of rich food; sloshes, slings, punches and toddies; incessant massaging and stroking worked upon him by Yip maidens.


“That is all I know,” wrote Floreste. “Despite my happy relations with Araminta Station where I had hoped to build my great monument, I felt, rightly or wrongly, that I should not betray Titus Pompo’s drunken confidences, for this reason: they would surely be revealed of themselves soon and without my intercession. You may consider this qualm weak-minded and maudlin. You will insist that ‘right’ is ‘right’, and any deviation or skulkery or failure to bear the burdens of virtue are ‘not right’. At this moment I shall not disagree.


“To make a feeble demonstration on my own behalf I will point out that I am not utterly faithless. As best I could, I paid my obligation to Namour, who would not have done the same for me. Of all men, he probably deserves consideration the least, and he is no less guilty than I. Still, in my lonely and foolish way, I have kept faith and allowed him time to make good his flight. I trust that he never troubles Araminta Station again, since it is a place dear to my heart, where I planned the Araminta Center for the Performing Arts: the new Orpheum. I have transgressed, but so I justify my peccancies.


“It is too late for tears of penitence. They would not in any case carry conviction—not even to myself. Still, when all is said and done, I see that I die not so much for my venality as for my folly. These are the most dismal words known to man: ‘Ah, what might have been, had only I been wiser!’


“Such is my apologia. Take it or leave it as you will. I am overcome by weariness and a great sadness; I can write no more.”
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Bodwyn Wook placed the letter carefully down upon his desk. “So much for Floreste. He has declared himself. If nothing else, he knew how to contrive exquisite excuses for himself. But: to proceed. The situation is complex and we must carefully consider our response. Yes, Glawen? You have an opinion?”


“We should strike Shattorak at once.”


“Why so?”


“To rescue my father, of course!”


Bodwyn Wook nodded sagely. “This concept is at least simple and uncomplicated: so much can be said for it.”


“That is good to hear. Where does the idea go wrong?”


“It is a reflex, prompted by Clattuc emotion rather than cool Wook intellect.” Glawen growled something under his breath which Bodwyn Wook ignored. “I remind you that Bureau B is essentially an administrative agency, which has been pressed to perform quasi-military functions only by default. At best, we can deploy two or three dozen operatives: all highly trained, valuable men. There are how many Yips? Who knows? Sixty thousand? Eighty thousand? A hundred thousand? Far too many.


“Now then. Floreste mentions five flyers at Shattorak: several more than I would have expected. We can put at most seven or eight flyers into the air, none heavily armed. Shattorak is no doubt defended by ground weapons. We strike boldly at Shattorak. In the worst case, we could take losses that would destroy Bureau B, and next week the Yips would swarm across to the Foreshore. And in the best case? We must reckon with Smonny’s spies. We might storm over to Shattorak, land in force, and discover no fine jail, no flyer depot, nothing but corpses. No Scharde, no flyers, nothing. Just failure.”


Glawen was still dissatisfied. “That does not sound like the ‘best case’ to me.”


“Only under the terms of your proposal.”


“Then what do you suggest?”


“First, consideration of all our options. Second, reconnaissance. Third, attack, with full stealth.” He brought an image to the wall-screen. “There you see Shattorak, a mere pimple on the swamp. It is of course two thousand feet high. The river to the south is the Vertes.” The image expanded, to provide a view across the summit of Shattorak: a sterile expanse, slightly disk-shaped, surfaced with coarse gray sand and ledges of black rock. A pond of copper-blue water occupied the center. “The area is about ten acres,” said Bodwyn Wook. “The picture is at least a hundred years old; I don’t think we have been there since.”


“It looks hot.”


“So it does, and so it is. I will shift the perspective. You will notice a strip about two hundred yards wide surrounding the summit, where the incline begins. The ground is still barren except for a few large trees. These are evidently where the prisoners sleep. Below, the jungle begins. If Floreste is correct, the prisoners reside around the strip, and are free to escape across the swamp whenever they like.”


Glawen studied the image in silence.


“We must scout the terrain with care, and only then proceed,” said Bodwyn Wook. “Are we agreed?”


“Yes,” said Glawen. “We are agreed.”


Bodwyn Wook went on. “I am puzzled by Floreste’s references to Chilke. It appears that he is here at Araminta Station only by reason of Smonny’s scheming to find and control the Charter. I wonder too about the Society on Old Earth: why are they not taking steps to locate the lost documents?”


“There are not many members left, so I am told.”


“Are they indifferent to the Conservancy? That is hard to believe! Who is the current Secretary?”


Glawen responded cautiously: “I think that he is a cousin of the Conservator, named Pirie Tamm.”


“Indeed! Did not the Tamm girl go off to Earth?”


“So she did.”


“Well then! Since—uh, what is her name?”


“Wayness.”


“Just so. Since Wayness is present on Old Earth, perhaps she can help us in regard to the missing documents from the Society archives. Write her and suggest that she make a few inquiries into this matter. Emphasize that she should be absolutely discreet, and give out no clue as to her objectives. For a fact, I can see where this might develop into an important issue.”


Glawen nodded thoughtfully. “As a matter of fact, Wayness is already making such inquiries.”


“Ah ha! What has she learned, if anything?”


“I don’t know. I have had no letters from her.”


Bodwyn Wook raised his eyebrows. “She has not written you?”


“I’m sure she has written. But I have never received her letters.”


“Odd. The doorman at Clattuc House has probably tucked them behind his wine-cooler.”


“That is a possibility, though I’m beginning to suspect another person entirely. In any event, I think that as soon as we deal with Shattorak, I should take advice from Chilke, then go to Earth to look for these documents.”


“Hmf yes. Ahem. First things first, which means Shattorak. In due course we will talk further on the subject.” Bodwyn Wook picked up Floreste’s letter. “I will take charge of this.”


Glawen made no complaint, and departed the New Agency. He ran back to Clattuc House at a purposeful trot and pushed through the front portal. To the side were a pair of small chambers occupied by Alarion co-Clattuc, the head doorman, together with an antechamber where, if necessary, he could overlook comings and goings. Alarion’s duties included receipt of incoming mail, sorting and delivering parcels, letters and inter-House memoranda to the designated apartments.


Glawen touched a bell-button and Alarion appeared from his private rooms: a white-haired man, thin and bent, whose only vanity would seem to be a small goatee. “Good evening, Glawen! What can I do for you this evening?”


“You might enlighten me regarding some letters which should have arrived for me from Old Earth.”


“I can only inform you as to what I know of my certain knowledge,” said Alarion. “You would not want me to fabricate tales of non-existent parcels and messages engraved on gold tablets delivered by the archangel Sersimanthes.”


“I take it that nothing of that sort has arrived?”


Alarion glanced over his shoulder toward his sorting table. “No, Glawen. Nor anything else.”


“As you know, I was away from the Station for several months. During this time I should have received a number of letters from off-world; yet I cannot find them. Do you remember any such letters arriving during my absence?”


Alarion said slowly: “I seem to recall such letters. They were delivered to your chambers—even after Scharde met with his accident. As always, I dropped the letters into the door-slot. Then, of course, Arles moved into your rooms for a time, but surely he took proper care of your mail. No doubt the letters are tucked away somewhere.”


“No doubt,” said Glawen. “Thank you for the information.”


Glawen became aware that he was ravenously hungry: no surprise, since he had not eaten since morning. In the refectory he made a hurried meal on dark bread, beans and cucumbers, then went up to his apartments. He seated himself before the telephone. He touched buttons, but in response was treated to a crisp official voice: “You are making a restricted call, and cannot be connected without authorization.”


“I am Captain Glawen Clattuc, Bureau B. That is sufficient authorization.”


“Sorry, Captain Clattuc. Your name is not on the list.”


“Then put it on the list! Check with Bodwyn Wook, if you like.”


A moment passed. The voice spoke again. “Your name is now on the list, sir. To whom do you wish the connection?”


“Arles Clattuc.”


Five minutes passed before Arles’ heavy face peered hopefully into the screen. At the sight of Glawen, the hope gave way to a scowl. “What do you want, Glawen? I thought it was something important. This place is bad enough without harassment from you.”


“It might get worse, Arles, depending upon what happened to my mail.”


“Your mail?”


“Yes, my mail. It was delivered to my chambers and now it’s gone. What happened to it?”


Arles’ voice rose in pitch as he focused his mind upon the unexpected problem. He responded peevishly: “I don’t remember any mail. There was just a lot of trash. The place was a pig-pen when we moved in.”


Glawen gave a savage laugh. “If you threw away my mail, you’ll be breaking rocks a lot longer than eighty-five days! Think seriously, Arles!”


“No need to take that tone with me! If there was mail, it probably got bundled up into your other stuff and stored in a box.”


“I have been through my boxes and I have found no letters. Why? Because you opened them and read them.”


“Nonsense! Not purposely, at least! If I saw mail with the name ‘Clattuc’ on it, I might have automatically glanced at it.”


“Then what?”


“I told you: I don’t remember!”


“Did you give it to your mother to read?”


Arles licked his lips. “She might have picked it up, in order to take care of it.”


“And she read it in front of you!”


“I did not say that. Anyway, I wouldn’t remember. I don’t keep a watch on my mother. Is that all you wanted to say?”


“Not quite, but it will do until I find what happened to my letters.” Glawen broke the connection.


For a moment he stood in the center of the room brooding. Then he changed into his official Bureau B jacket and cap and took himself down the corridor to Spanchetta’s apartments.


A maid responded to the bell and conducted him into the reception parlor: an octagonal chamber furnished with a central octagonal settee upholstered in green silk. In four alcoves four cinnabar urns displayed tall bouquets of purple lilies.


Spanchetta stepped into the room. Tonight she had elected to dramatize her majestic big-bosomed torso in a gown of lusterless black, unadorned by so much as a silver button. The hem brushed the floor; long sleeves draped her arms; her hair lofted above her scalp in an amazing pyramidal pile of black curls almost a foot high, and she had toned her skin stark white. For five seconds she stood in the doorway, staring at Glawen with eyes glinting like slivers of black glass, then advanced into the room. “What is your business here, that you come dressed in your toy uniform?”


“The uniform is official and I am here on an official investigation.”


Spanchetta gave a mocking laugh. “And of what am I accused on this occasion?”


“I wish to question you, in regard to the purloining and wrongful sequestration of mail—namely, the mail which arrived for me during my absence.”


Spanchetta made a scornful gesture. “What should I know of your mail?”


“I have been in communication with Arles. Unless you produce the mail at once, I shall order an instant search of the premises. In this case you will be subject to criminal charges whether the mail is found or whether it is not found, since the testimony of Arles has established that the mail was given into your custody.”


Spanchetta reflected a moment, then turned away and started from the room. Glawen followed on her heels. Spanchetta stopped short, and snapped over her shoulder: “You are invading a private domicile! That is a notable offense!”


“Not under circumstances such as this. I want to see where you have been keeping the letters. Also I don’t care to cool my heels an hour or so in the reception parlor while you go about your affairs.”


Spanchetta managed a grim smile and turned away. In the corridor she stopped by a tall armoire. From one of the drawers she took a packet of letters secured with string. “This is what you are looking for. I forgot about them; it is as simple as that.”


Glawen leafed through the letters, which numbered four. All had been opened. Spanchetta watched without comment.


Glawen could think of nothing to say which could adequately express his outrage. He heaved a deep sigh. “You may be hearing more from me in this matter.”


Spanchetta’s silence was insulting. Glawen turned on his heel and departed, that he might not say or do anything to compromise his dignity. The maid politely opened the door; Glawen stalked through and out into the corridor.
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Glawen returned to his own chambers, and stood in the middle of the sitting room, seething with fury. Spanchetta’s conduct was worse than intolerable; it was indescribable. As always, after Spanchetta had performed one of her characteristic offenses, there seemed no reasonable or dignified recourse. Time and time again the rueful remark had been made: “Spanchetta is Spanchetta! She is like a natural force; there is no coping with her! Just leave her be; that is the only way.”


Glawen looked down at the letters he clutched in his hand. All had been opened and carelessly re-sealed, with no regard for his sensibilities; it was as if they had been violated and befouled. There was nothing he could do about it, since he could not throw the letters away. He must accept the humiliation.


“I must be practical,” said Glawen. He went to the couch and flung himself down. One by one he examined the letters.


The first had been posted from Andromeda 6011 IV, the junction where Wayness would transfer to an Explorer Route packet for the remainder of her voyage to Old Earth. The second and third letters had been mailed from Yssinges, a village near Shillawy on Earth; the fourth from Mirky Porod in Draczeny.


Glawen read the letters quickly, one after the other, then read them more slowly a second time. In the first letter she wrote of her journey along the Wisp to Port Blue Lamp on Andromeda 6011 IV. The second letter announced her arrival upon Old Earth. She spoke of Pirie Tamm and his quaint old house near Yssinges. Little had changed since her last visit, and she felt almost as if she were coming home. Pirie Tamm had been saddened to hear of Milo’s death and had expressed deep concern over the state of affairs existent upon Cadwal. “Uncle Pirie is secretary of the Society somewhat against his will. He is not interested in talking Society business with me, and perhaps thinks me too curious, even something of a nuisance. Why, he seems to wonder, should I, at my age, be so concerned with old documents and their whereabouts? At times he has been almost sharp and I must move carefully. It seems to me he wants to sweep the whole problem under the rug, on the theory that if he pretends the problem does not exist it will go away. Uncle Pirie, so I fear, is not aging gracefully.”


Wayness wrote guardedly of her ‘researches’ and the obstacles and barriers she constantly found in her way. Other circumstances she found not only puzzling but also somewhat frightening—the more so that she could not identify them or convince herself of their reality. Old Earth, wrote Wayness somberly, was in many ways as sweet and fresh and innocent as it might have been during the archaic ages, but sometimes it seemed dank and dark and steeped in mystery. Wayness would very much have welcomed Glawen’s company, for a number of reasons.


“Don’t worry,” said Glawen to the letter. “As soon as soon can be, I’ll be on my way!”


In the third letter Wayness expressed concern over the lack of news from Glawen. She spoke even more cautiously than before of her ‘researches’, which, so she hinted, might well take her into far parts of the world. “The odd events I mentioned still occur,” wrote Wayness. “I am almost certain that—but no, I won’t write it; I won’t even think it.”


Glawen grimaced. “What can be happening? Why is she not more careful? At least until I arrive?”


The fourth letter was short and the most despairing of all, and only the postmark, at Draczeny in the Moholc, indicated her activity. “I won’t write again until I hear from you! Either my letters or yours have gone astray, or something awful has happened to you!” She included no return address, writing only: “I am leaving here tomorrow, though as of this instant I am not quite sure where I will go. As soon as I know something definite, I will communicate with my father, and he will let you know. I do not dare tell you anything more specific for fear that these letters might fall into the wrong hands.”


Spanchetta’s hands were certainly wrong enough, thought Glawen. The letters made no specific references which might compromise Wayness’ ‘researches’, although many of her guarded allusions might well intrigue a person of Spanchetta’s cast of mind.


Wayness made a single reference to the Charter, but in connection with the moribund Naturalist Society. A harmless reference, thought Glawen. She wrote sadly of Pirie Tamm’s disillusionment with the entire Conservationist concept, whose time, so he felt, had come and gone—at least in the case of Cadwal, where generations of over-flexible Naturalists, in the name of expediency, had allowed circumstances to reach their present difficult stage. “Uncle Pirie is pessimistic,” wrote Wayness. “He feels that the Conservationists on Cadwal must protect the Charter with their own strength, since the current Naturalist Society has neither the force nor the will to assist. I have heard him declare that Conservancy, by its innate nature, can only be a transitory phase in the life-cycle of a world such as Cadwal. I tried to argue with him, pointing out that there is no intrinsic reason why a rational administration guided by a strong Charter can not maintain Conservancy forever, and that the current problems on Cadwal arise from what amounts to the sloth and avarice of the former administrators: they wanted a plentiful source of cheap labor and so allowed the Yips to remain on Lutwen Atoll in clear violation of the Charter, and it is this generation which must finally bite the bullet and set matters right. How? Obviously the Yips must be transferred from Cadwal to an equivalent or better off-world location: a hard, costly and nervous process, and at the moment beyond our capacity. Uncle Pirie listens only with half an ear, as if my well-reasoned projections were the babblings of a naïve child. Poor Uncle Pirie! I wish he were more cheerful! I wish I were more cheerful! Most of all, I wish you were here.”


Glawen telephoned Riverview House, and brought the face of Egon Tamm to the screen. “Glawen Clattuc here. I have just now read the letters Wayness wrote me from Earth. Spanchetta had intercepted them and laid them aside. She had no intention of giving them to me.”


Egon Tamm shook his head in amazement. “What a strange woman! Why should she do something like that?”


“It indicates her contempt for anything connected with me or my father.”


“It still verges upon the irrational! Every day the world becomes more perplexing. Wayness confuses me; her conduct is beyond my understanding. But she refuses to confide in me, on the grounds that I could not conscientiously keep my mouth shut.” Egon Tamm turned a searching gaze upon Glawen. “What of you? Surely you must have some clue as to what is going on!”


Glawen side-stepped the question. “I have no idea where she is or what she is doing. She has had no letters from me—for a very good reason, of course—so she is not writing until she hears from me.”


“I have had no recent letters. She tells me nothing in any case. Still, I sense a force, or pressure, pushing her where she really does not want to go. She is much too young and inexperienced for any serious trouble. I am deeply concerned.”


Glawen said in a subdued voice: “I have much the same feeling.”


“Why is she so secretive?”


“Evidently she has learned something which would cause damage if it were generally known. Indeed, if I might make a suggestion—”


“Suggest all you like!”


“—it might be best if neither of us should so much as speculate regarding Wayness in public.”


“That is an interesting idea, which I do not totally understand. Still I will take it to heart—though I am baffled by what could have so aroused the girl and taken her so far away. Our problems are undeniably real, but they are here on Cadwal!”


Glawen said uncomfortably: “I am certain that she has good reasons for whatever she is doing.”


“No doubt! Her next letter may supply a few more details.”


“And include her current address, or so I hope. Speaking of letters, I imagine that Bodwyn Wook told you of Floreste’s final testament.”


“He reported its gist and recommended that I study it in detail. In fact—first, let me explain conditions at Riverview House. Every year I must endure official scrutiny of my affairs by a pair of Wardens. This year the two Wardens are Wilder Fergus and Dame Clytie Vergence, whom I think you will remember; and her nephew Julian Bohost is here also.”


“I remember them well.”


“They are unforgettable. I have other unusual guests—‘unusual’, that is, in the context of Riverview House. They are Lewyn Barduys and his traveling companion—a creature of many distinctions who uses the name ‘Flitz’.”


“‘Flitz’?”


“No more, no less. Barduys is a man of wealth, and can afford such frivolities. I know nothing about him, except that he seems to be a friend of Dame Clytie.”


“Dame Clytie is her usual self?”


“Even more so. She has elevated Titus Pompo to the stature of a folk hero—a noble and selfless revolutionary, a champion of the oppressed.”


“She is serious?”


“Quite serious.”


Glawen smiled thoughtfully. “Floreste discusses Titus Pompo in some detail.”


“I would like to hear this letter,” said Egon Tamm. “My guests might also be interested. Perhaps you would join us for lunch tomorrow and read the letter aloud.”


“I will be happy to do so.”


“Good! Until tomorrow, then, a bit before noon.”
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In the morning Glawen telephoned the airport and was connected to Chilke. “Good morning, Glawen,” said Chilke. “What is on your mind?”


“I would like a few words with you, at your convenience.”


“One time is as good as another.”


“I’ll be there at once.”


Arriving at the airport, Glawen went to the glass-walled office at the side of the hangar. Here he found Chilke: a man of invincible nonchalance, a veteran of a thousand escapades, some creditable. Chilke was sturdy and heavy-shouldered, of middle stature, with a blunt-featured face, an unruly mat of dust-colored curls and cheeks roped with cartilage.


Chilke stood by a side-table, pouring tea into a mug. He looked over his shoulder. “Sit down, Glawen. Will you have some tea?”


“If you please.”


Chilke poured out another mug. “This is the authentic stuff, from the far hills of Old Earth, not just some local seaweed.” Chilke settled himself into his chair. “What brings you out so early?”


Glawen looked through the glass panes of the partition and across the hangar. “Can we talk without being overheard?”


“I think so. No one has his ear pressed to the door. That’s a feature of glass walls. Any odd conduct makes you conspicuous.”


“What about microphones?”


Chilke swung around and turned knobs to bring a wild wailing music from a speaker. “That should jam any microphone within hearing range, so long as you don’t try to sing. Now what is it that is so secret?”


“This is the copy of a letter Floreste wrote yesterday afternoon. He says that my father is still alive. He also mentions you.” Glawen gave the letter to Chilke. “Read it for yourself.”


Chilke took the letter, leaned back in his chair and read. Halfway through he looked up. “Isn’t it amazing? Smonny still thinks I own a great hoard of Grandpa Swaner’s valuables!”


“It’s only amazing if you don’t. And you don’t?”


“I hardly think so.”


“Have you ever made an inventory of the estate?”


Chilke shook his head. “Why bother? It’s just refuse cluttering up the barn. Smonny knows this very well; she’s burgled the place four times.”


“You’re sure it was Smonny?”


“No one else has showed any interest in the stuff. I wish she would take herself in hand. It makes me nervous to be the object of her avarice, or affection, or wrath—whatever it is.” Chilke returned to the letter. He finished, mused a moment, then tossed the letter back to Glawen. “Now you want to rush out and rescue your father.”


“Something like that.”


“And Bodwyn Wook is joining you on the mission?”


“I doubt it. He is a bit over-cautious.”


“I suspect for good reason.”


Glawen shrugged. “He is convinced that Shattorak is defended and that an attack from the air would cost us five or six flyers and half of the staff.”


“You call that over-caution? I call it common sense.”


“A raid would not need to come down from above. We could land a force somewhere on the slope of Shattorak and attack from the side. He still sees difficulties.”


“So do I,” said Chilke. “Where would the flyers land? In the jungle?”


“There must be open areas.”


“So it might be. First, we would need to alter the landing gear on all our flyers, which would be duly noted by the spies. They would also give notice of our departure and Smonny would have five hundred Yips waiting for us.”


“I thought you had chased out all your spies.”


Chilke held out his hands in a gesture of helpless and injured innocence. “What happens when I need to hire mechanics? I use what I find. I know I have spies, just like a dog knows it has fleas. I even know who they are. There’s one of my prime candidates yonder, working on the carry-all door: a magnificent specimen by the name of Benjamie.”


Looking toward the carry-all, Glawen observed a tall young man of superb physique, flawless features, coal-black hair and clear bronze skin. Glawen watched him a moment, then asked: “What makes you think he’s a spy?”


“He works hard, obeys all orders, smiles more than necessary, and watches everything which is going on. That’s how I pick out all the spies: they work the hardest and give the least trouble—aside from their crimes, of course. If I were a deep-dyed cynic, I might try to hire all spies.”


Glawen had been watching Benjamie. “He doesn’t look like a typical spy.”


“Perhaps not. He looks even less like a typical worker. I’ve always felt in my bones it was Benjamie who laid the trap for your father.”


“But you have no proof.”


“If I had proof, Benjamie would not be grinning so cheerfully.”


“Well, so long as Benjamie is not watching, this is what I have in mind.” Glawen explained his concept. Chilke listened dubiously. “At this end, the notion is feasible, but I can’t turn a tap without clearance from Bodwyn Wook.”


Glawen gave a sour nod. “That is what I thought you’d say. Very well; I’ll go this very minute and put my case to him.”


Glawen hurried up Wansey Way to the New Agency, only to be informed by Hilda, the vinegary office manager, that Bodwyn Wook had not yet put in an appearance. Hilda was suspicious and resentful of Glawen, and felt that he enjoyed too many perquisites. “You’ll have to wait, just like everybody else,” said Hilda.


Glawen cooled his heels for an hour before Bodwyn Wook’s arrival. Ignoring Glawen, he stopped by Hilda’s desk to mutter a few terse words, then marched past Glawen looking neither to right nor to left.


Glawen waited another ten minutes, then told Hilda: “You may announce to the Superintendent that Captain Glawen Clattuc has arrived and wishes a word with him.”


“He knows you’re here.”


“I can’t wait much longer.”


“Oh?” demanded Hilda sarcastically. “You have an important engagement elsewhere?”


“The Conservator has invited me to lunch at Riverview House.”


Hilda grimaced. She spoke into the mesh of the transceiver. “Glawen is becoming restive.”


Bodwyn Wook’s voice came as a harsh mumble. Hilda turned to Glawen. “You can go on in.”


Glawen marched with dignity into the inner office. Bodwyn Wook looked up from his desk and jerked his thumb toward a chair. “Be seated, please. What is all this about you and the Conservator?”


“I had to tell that woman something; otherwise she would keep me sitting bolt upright all day. It’s clear that she dislikes me intensely.”


“Wrong!” declared Bodwyn Wook. “She adores you but is afraid to show it.”


“I find that hard to believe,” said Glawen.


“No matter! Let us not waste time discussing Hilda and her megrims. Why are you here? Do you have something new to tell me? If not, go away.”


Glawen spoke in a controlled voice. “I would like to ask your plans in regard to Shattorak.”


Bodwyn Wook said briskly: “The matter has been taken under advisement. As of this instant, no decisions have been made.”


Glawen raised his eyebrows as if in surprise. “I should think haste would be a priority.”


“We have a dozen priorities! Among other incidentals, I would very much like to destroy Titus Pompo’s space-yacht—or, even better, capture it.”


“But you are planning no immediate action to rescue my father?”


Bodwyn Wook flung his lank arms into the air. “Do I plan a hell-roaring swoop upon Shattorak in full force? Not today, and not tomorrow.”


“What is your thinking?”


“Have I not explained? We want to survey the ground with stealth and caution. That is how we do it at Bureau B, where intellect dominates hysteria! Some of the time, at least.”


“I have an idea which seems to accord with your plans.”


“Ha hah! If it entails a private assault, replete with Clattuc flair and insolence, save your breath. We can spare no flyers for any such madcap excursion.”


“I intend nothing rash, sir, and I would not use one of the Bureau flyers.”


“You plan to walk and swim?”


“No, sir. There is an old Skyrie utility flyer at the back of the airport. The superstructure is cut away; in fact it is no more than a flying platform. Chilke sometimes uses it to carry freight down to Cape Journal. It is suitable for what I have in mind.”


“Which is, specifically, what?”


“I would approach Ecce at sea level, fly up the Vertes River to the foot of Shattorak, secure the Skyrie and proceed up the slope to the prison. There I would reconnoiter.”


“My dear Glawen, your proposal is as like to horrid suicide as two peas in a pod.”


Glawen smilingly shook his head. “I hope not.”


“How can you avoid it? The beasts are savage.”


“Chilke will help me equip the Skyrie.”


“Aha! So you have taken Chilke into your confidence!”


“Necessarily. We will install floats and a canopy over the front section, also a pair of G-ZR guns, on swivels.”


“And after you set down the Skyrie—what then? Do you think you can simply saunter up the hill? The jungle is as evil as the swamp.”


“According to the references, the creatures become torpid during the afternoon.”
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