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INTRODUCTION


by Adam Roberts


Jack Vance lived a long life and wrote steadily through all of it. He started publishing in the 1940s, and his last published book (a memoir) won a Hugo Award in the 2010s. When he died in 2013 he was three months away from his 97th birthday. His list of publications is one of those that make bibliographers throw up their hands in despair: something like 90 novels and many hundreds of novellas and short stories. What is most remarkable here is Vance’s consistency. Pretty much without exception all his books are elegant, off-kilter, gorgeous, intricate and marvellous. Jack Vance’s writing has rarely been imitated and never been bettered.


It is natural to want to find a way of orienting ourselves with respect to so large a body of work, and one way of doing this is group Vance’s best novels by their shared worlds. The Dying Earth series (the first volume appeared in 1950) comprises a clutch of novels set in a very far future version of Earth, where science has become magic, and both landscape and society are faded and mellowed with immense age. Also High Fantasy in flavour are the superlative Lyonesse books (1983–85). The five books in the revenge-themed Demon Princes series (1964–81) and four books in the Planet of Adventure series (1968–70) contain more conventionally science-fictional elements, although always with Vance the aura and charm of a more beguiling Fantasy idiom informs the writing.


From the 1970s through to the end of his life Vance tended to write novels set in his ‘Gaean Reach’, a large region of space (including ‘Old Earth’, from one of whose alternate names, ‘Gaea’, the area takes its name) containing an apparently inexhaustible supply of human-colonised planets. Trade, research and tourism links most, though not all, of these worlds. Some are defined by advanced technology, others – like the planet ‘Alastor’, about which Vance published three novels – are nature reserves. There are democracies, aristocracies, feudal and anarchic, systems of society both eccentric and familiar. Vance set more than a dozen novels and many stories here. ‘Never has the human race been less homogenous,’ says the narrator in The Gray Prince (1975).


Night Lamp (1996) is a deeply characteristic Gaean Reach novel, and may be the best of them. Two rather stiffly formal academics, the Faths, adopt an orphan they find being beaten to death on a planet they are visiting. Something terrible has traumatised the boy, and his mental wounds are even more life-threatening than his physical injuries. To save him, the Faths have the boy’s memory artificially wiped. This lad, Jaro, grows to manhood not knowing his origins, haunted by mysterious voices, an outsider on the ornately hierarchical world of is adoptive parents.


It is a common, though lamentable, habit amongst readers to ‘read for the plot’. By this I mean ‘reading only for the plot’, concentrating your attention, as you read, on what is happening by way of wondering what will happen next. There’s nothing wrong with this, of course, provided only it doesn’t supersede the other foci of your reading enjoyment. It’s natural to want to find out what will happen. But you need not fret about this, because, if you read on, you will.


You can certainly read Jack Vance’s novels for the story, for his plots are full of incident and variety and generally move quickly. This, though, is more a surface feature than a deep one; structurally speaking, as it were, Vance tends to tell the same core story over and again, and to deploy similar kinds of characters in all his many novels. The protagonist is often a self-contained and resourceful young man, who moves through a landscape of peril and glamour, weirdness and charm. There will be elderly mages, thuggish bravos, beautiful women – sometimes sensually alluring, sometimes frigid. There will also be imposing dames, strange siblings and alien life-forms often humanoid-insectile in form, whose behaviour is more or less baffling to human observers. Plots are often powered by revenge, by the uncovering of a secret, or both. Vance is fascinated by the larger structures of law and finance – in Night Lamp both play a large part, and when (in his Fantasy novels) he writes about magic and spells they are defined by an actuarial or lawyerly need to pay precise attention to the details before agreeing to anything.


As a writer of speculative anthropology Vance finds both endless variety and unlikely consonances in the myriad societies and cultures he invents, ranging across scores of colourfully distinguished ethnicities – never more so in his Gaean Reach novels. What they all share is an intricately rigid logic of social stratification: code and modes of behaviour that restrict individual freedom of action. Several societies in Night Lamp share this, from the hydrophobia of the gypsies of Camberwell, to the various arid hierarchies of ‘societies’, ‘clubs’ and ‘ledges’ which defines the world of Jaro’s upbringing and in which he refuses to accede, to the more traditional aristocratic sense of absolute entitlement that defines the slave-society of Night Lamp itself. In all cases, rules absolutely determine human existence. We may think, especially when we are young, that rules are nothing more than the bars of a prison. But Vance understands that rules are the necessary scaffolding for elegance, and elegance is his dominant aesthetic passion. ‘Society without ritual,’ he notes early in Night Lamp, ‘is like music played on a single string with one finger.’ Like all his books, Night Lamp is a multi-stringed performance of tremendous grace and skill. And as is so often the case with Vance, the greatest pleasure is to be found not in the main tune, but in the many grace notes, the ornaments and curlicue of Vance’s capacious imagination. His books are never the transcript of mere facts and events. This is why it is a mistake to read him hurriedly for the plot. Rather Vance creates a sense of infinite variety as determinative of human existence in all its infinitely varied forms.


The edifice of Vance’s genius was supported by three great pillars: wit, variety and style. He was an immensely witty writer, something perhaps overlooked by some on account of the fact that his wit was extremely dry. That fact, though, seems to me an advantage rather than anything else. Wit differs from broader comedy in requiring shared structures of manners and values properly to bite, and Vance’s world is one where villains, no matter how murderous and rapacious, respect properly drawn-up contracts and protocols. It means that there is an enduring dignity to Vance’s characters, even as his characters are betrayed, demeaned, sold into slavery, thrown into captivity with barbarian aliens, or exiled to the furthest reaches of the cosmos. That dignity is one of the most immediate impressions a Vance novel creates for the reader, and it is a rarer thing in writing nowadays than it once used to be. The grimmer and darker modern Fantasy gets, the less charm and dignity it possesses, and the more refreshing it is to pick up Vance again.


The variety in this novel is a matter of fineness of apprehension rather than brute ingeniousness. Don’t get me wrong: Vance is often a brilliantly ingenious writer. He likes to invent grotesque and striking creatures, odd social codes, and his plotting delights in unexpected twists and reversals. But this isn’t what makes him unique as a writer. He sees the world as almost endlessly surprising and varied and fresh and beautiful, but always in controlled and expressive ways, never as pure gush or enthusiasm. If we had to pick one word to capture his vision of the truth of things, we might light upon elegance: and his novels are brimming with the beauties of elegance, from speech and manners to descriptions of the natural world and that emotional state known in Portuguese as ‘saudade’, for which there is no real English translation. In the long run this reveals itself as a fineness of truth, or what we might call ‘style’. And truly he was the most stylish of writers.


Adam Roberts
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Toward the far edge of the Cornu Sector of Ophiuchus, Robert Palmer’s Star shone brilliant white, its corona flaring with films of blue, red and green color. A dozen planets danced attendance, like children careening around a maypole, but only the world Camberwell knew that narrow range of conditions tolerant to human life. The region was remote; the early explorers were pirates, fugitives and fringers,* followed by miscellaneous settlers, to the effect that Camberwell had been inhabited for many thousands of years.


Camberwell was a world of disparate landscapes. Four continents with intervening oceans, defined the topography. The flora and fauna, as always, had evolved into forms of unique particularity, the fauna having attained such a bizarre variety, with habits so startling and destructive, that two continents had been set aside as preserves where the creatures, large and small, biped or otherwise, could hop, pounce, lumber, run, rumble, pillage and grind others to bits, as met their needs. On the other two continents the fauna had been suppressed.


The human population of Camberwell derived from a dozen races which, rather than merging, had clotted into a number of stubbornly discrete units. Over the years the differentiation had produced a picturesque tumble of human societies, so that Camberwell had become a favorite destination for off-world xenologists and anthropologists.


The most important town of Camberwell, Tanzig, had been built to the dictates of a precise plan. Concentric rings of buildings surrounded a central plaza, where three bronze statues a hundred feet tall stood facing away from each other, arms raised in gestures whose purport had long been forgotten.*
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Hilyer and Althea Fath were Associate Professors at Thanet Institute on the world Gallingale. Both were associated with the College of Aesthetic Philosophy. Hilyer’s special subject was the Theory of Concurrent Symbols; Althea studied the music of barbaric or semi-barbaric peoples, typically performed on unique instruments using unconventional scales to produce bizarre harmonies. Such musics were sometimes simple, sometimes complex, usually incomprehensible to alien ears, though often fascinating. Many times the old farmhouse where the Faths lived had resounded to strange sounds, along with impassioned argument as to whether the word “music” might truly apply to such extraordinary noises.


While neither Hilyer nor Althea would have described themselves as youthful, still less would they have admitted to middle age. Hilyer and Althea were both conservative in their natural tendencies, though not necessarily conventional, both subscribing to the ideals of pacifism and both indifferent to social status. Hilyer was slight if sinewy of physique, sallow, with mouse-gray hair thinning back from a high forehead, and a manner of cool urbanity. His long nose, lofty eyebrows, a thin drooping mouth, gave him a faintly disdainful expression, as if he were noticing an unpleasant odor. In sheer point of fact, Hilyer was mild, carefully polite, and disinclined to any sort of vulgarity.


Althea, like Hilyer, was slender, though somewhat more brisk and cheerful. Without herself noticing the fact, she was almost pretty, by reason of bright hazel eyes, a pleasant expression, and a head of chestnut brown curls, worn without reference to style. Her temperament was cheerful and optimistic, and she had no trouble dealing with Hilyer’s occasional small irascibilities. Neither Hilyer nor Althea took part in the earnest striving for social prestige which dominated the life of most folk; they belonged to no clubs and commanded no “comporture”* whatever. Their areas of expertise dove-tailed so neatly that they were able to undertake joint offworld research expeditions.


One such expedition took them to the semi-civilized world Camberwell beside Robert Palmer’s Star. Arriving at the dilapidated Tanzig spaceport, they rented a flitter and set off at once to the town Sronk, near the Wyching Hills, at the edge of the Wildenberry Steppe, where they planned to record the music and study the lifestyle of the Vongo gypsies, eighteen tribes of which roamed the steppe.


The gypsies were fascinating folk, on many levels. The men were tall, strong, with long legs and arms, intensely active and athletic, proud of their ability to leap over thornbushes. Neither men nor women were well-favored. Heads were long and meaty, with dull pinkish-plum complexions, coarse features, shocks of varnished black hair and short spade beards also varnished. The men painted white circles around their eye-sockets to emphasize the glare of their black eyes. The women were tall, buxom, with round cheeks, large hooked noses and hair cut square at ear level. Both men and women wore picturesque garments to which were sewed the teeth of dead enemies: the booty of intertribal vendettas. Water was considered an enervating, even despicable, fluid, to be shunned at all costs. No gypsy allowed himself or herself to be bathed, from infancy until death, for fear of rinsing away a magic personal unguent which, oozing from the skin, was the source of mana. A rank beer was the drink of choice.


The tribes were hostile in accordance with intricate formulae involving murders, mutilations and gleeful scarification of captured children, to make them vile in the eyes of their parents. Often these children were banished by their horrified parents to wander the steppes alone, where they became assassins and musicians expert in the playing of a tandem flute, forbidden to all other musicians. This musician-assassin caste included both men and women, and all were required to wear yellow trousers. The women, on becoming pregnant and giving birth, stealthily abandoned the child in the crêche of their native tribe, where it was tolerantly raised in proper style.


The gypsy tribes gathered four times a year at specified encampments. The host tribe provided the music, pridefully attempting to awe the musicians of rival tribes. The rival musicians, after jeering at the music of their hosts, were in due course allowed to play, along with assassins and their tandem flutes. Each tribe played its most secret and powerful music, which the musicians of the other tribes attempted to duplicate, in order to gain dominance over the souls of the tribe from whom the tune had been stolen. Such being the case, anyone discovered recording the music was instantly throttled. The Faths, in order to record the music in safety, wore small internal devices which could not be detected by external inspection. Such were the desperate exigencies to which the dedicated musicologist must submit, the Faths told each other, with wry grimaces.


For an off-worlder to visit a Vongo encampment was, at any time, an unnerving experience, but the tribal camp meetings were even more intense. A favorite pastime of the young bucks was to kidnap and rape the girls of another tribe, which caused a great hubbub, but which seldom came to bloodshed, since such exploits were considered juvenile pranks, at which the girls had probably connived. A far more serious offense was the kidnap of a chief or a shaman, and the washing of him and his clothes in warm soapy water, in order to deplete him of his sacred ooze. After the washing, the victim was shorn of his beard and a bouquet of white flowers was tied to his testicles, after which he was free to slink back to his own tribe: naked, beardless, washed and bereft of mana. The wash water was carefully distilled, finally to yield a quart of yellow unctuous foul-smelling stuff, which would be used in tribal magic.


The Faths, upon making gifts of black velvet fabric, were allowed to visit such a convocation, and managed to avoid trouble, the threat of which seemed to curdle the air around them. They watched as at sundown a bonfire was set alight. The gypsies feasted upon meat boiled in beer along with ramp and soursaps. A few minutes later, musicians gathered by one of the wagons and began to produce odd squeaking noises, apparently tuning and warming their instruments. The Faths went to sit in the shadow of the wagon and started their recording machines. The musicians began to play strident insistent phrases, which gradually diverged into harsh permutations and apparently irrelevant squeakings provided by a yellow-trousered assassin on his tandem flute. Reacting to the clang of gongs, the process repeated itself. Meanwhile, the women had started to dance: a graceless waddle in a slow counter-clockwise circle around the fire. Black skirts swept the ground; black eyes glittered above a curious black demi-mask, covering mouth and chin, upon which a great leering mouth had been painted in white pigment. From each depicted mouth hung a simulated tongue six inches long, painted bright red. The tongues swung and lolloped as the women jerked their heads from side to side.


“This will haunt my dreams,” Hilyer croaked under his breath.


“Maintain your strength, for the sake of science!” Althea told him.


The dancers sidled forward, dipping and advancing first the right leg, bending it and wallowing the massive right buttock around, drooping the right shoulder forward to catch the movement, then repeating the process from the left.


The women’s dance ended and they went off to drink beer. The music became louder and more emphatic; one by one the men stepped out to dance, kicking first forward, then backward, then performing odd contortions with arms akimbo and shoulders shuddering, followed by a leap forward, and then more of the same. At last they too went off to drink beer and boast of their leaps. The music started once again and the Vongo men started a new dance, cavorting about at random, inventing wonderful combinations of kicks, jumps and acrobatics, each crying out in triumph as he completed a particularly difficult evolution. At last limp with fatigue they went off to the beer tubs. They were still not finished. After a few moments the men returned to the edge of the firelight, where they engaged in the curious practice of “louthering.”* At first they stood drunkenly reeling, peering up at the sky, pointing to the constellations they intended to disparage. Then, one after another, they threw clenched fists high, and shouted taunts and challenges toward their distant opponents. “Come, all you washed rats, you parvenus and soap-eaters! Here we stand! We are ready for you; we will eat your gizzards! Come, bring on your fat-cheeked warriors; we will tear them into bits! We will douse them in water! Fear? Never! We defy you!”


Almost as if on cue, a bolt of lightning flashed out of the sky and rain pelted down in a sudden deluge. Croaking and cursing, the Vongos dashed for the cover of their wagons, and the area became deserted, save for the Faths who took the opportunity to run to their flitter. They returned to Sronk, happy with the night’s work.


In the morning the Faths wandered the Sronk bazaar, where Althea bought a pair of unusual candelabra to augment her collection. They found no musical instruments of interest, but were told that at the market village Latuz, a hundred miles to the south, gypsy instruments of all kinds, some new, some antique, were often to be found at the back of the market stalls. No one wanted such junk, so the prices would be low, except for the Faths, who would be recognized as off-worlders, and the prices would instantly become high.


On the following day the Faths flew south, skimming low over the road which followed the desolate Wyching Hills, with the steppe extending away to the east.


Thirty miles south of Sronk they came upon an unsettling scene. In the road below four gangling peasant youths armed with cudgels were carefully clubbing to death a squirming creature which lay in the dirt at their feet. Despite oozing blood and broken bones, the creature tried to defend itself and fought back with a desperate gallantry which transcended bravery and seemed to the Faths sheer nobility of spirit.


Whatever the case, the Faths dropped the flitter down upon the road, leapt to the ground and thrust the youths back from their limp victim, who they now saw to be a dark-haired urchin five or six years old, emaciated as if from hunger and dressed in rags.


The peasant boys stood resentfully to the side. The oldest explained that the creature was a wildling, no better than an animal, who would, if allowed, grow to become a robber or a depredator of crops. It was sensible to exterminate such vermin when the opportunity offered, as of now, so—if the travellers would be good enough to step aside, they would get on with their work.


The Faths scolded the slack-jawed peasant lads, then with great care lifted the battered child into their vehicle, while the peasant lads looked on in baffled disapproval. Later they would regale their parents with the weird conduct of the odd folk in funny clothes, probably off-worlders, to judge by the way they spoke.


The Faths took the semi-conscious body to the clinic at Sronk, where Doctors Solek and Fexel, the resident medical officers, nurtured the boy’s flickering vitality, until finally the boy’s condition had stabilized, and he seemed to be out of danger.


Solek and Fexel stood back, shoulders sagging, faces drawn, but gratified by their success. “A hard pull,” said Solek. “I thought we’d lost him.”


“Give the boy credit,” said Fexel. “He doesn’t want to die.”


The two surveyed the still form. “A handsome fellow, even with all the bruises and bandages,” said Solek. “How could anyone abandon a child like that?”


Fexel examined the boy’s hands, teeth, and touched his throat. “About six years old, I’d say. He might well be an off-worlder, upper class at a guess.”


The boy slept. Solek and Fexel went off to take some rest, leaving a nurse on duty.


The boy slept on, slowly growing stronger. Inside his mind fragments of memory began to renew broken linkages. The boy stirred in his sleep, and the nurse on duty, looking into his face, was startled by what she saw. She immediately summoned Doctors Solek and Fexel. They arrived to find the boy straining against the devices which held him immobile. His eyes were closed; he hissed and panted, as his sluggish mental processes quickened. Oddments of memory fused into strings. The old synaptic nodes reformed and the strings became blocks. Memory produced an explosion of images too awful to be borne. The boy went into hysteria, causing his broken body to grind, squeal and convulse. Solek and Fexel stood aghast, but only for an instant. Then, throwing off their shock, they administered sedation.


Almost immediately the boy relaxed and lay quiet, his eyes remaining closed, while Solek and Fexel watched uncertainly. Was he asleep? Apparently.


Six hours passed, during which the doctors took time to rest. Returning to the clinic, they cautiously allowed the sedation to dissipate. For a few moments all seemed well, then once again the boy erupted into a raging fit. The sinews of his neck corded; his eyes bulged against the restraints. Gradually, the boy’s struggling became more feeble, like a clock running down. From his throat came a wail of such wild grief that Solek and Fexel jerked into motion and applied new sedation, to forestall a fatal seizure.


At this time a research fellow from the Tanzig Central Medical Facility was at hand, conducting a series of tutorial seminars. His name was Myrrle Wanish; he specialized in cerebral dysfunctions and hypertrophic abnormalities of the brain in general. Seizing upon opportunity, Solek and Fexel brought the injured boy to his attention.


Doctor Wanish looked down the list of breaks, fractures, dislocations, wrenches and contusions which had been inflicted upon the boy, and shook his head. “Why is he not dead?”


“We have asked the same question a dozen times,” said Solek.


“Up to now he has simply refused to die,” said Fexel. “But he can’t hold out much longer.”


“He’s had some sort of terrifying experience,” said Solek. “At least, that is my guess.”


“The beating?”


“Possibly, but my instincts say no. When he remembers, the shock is too much for him. So—what have we done wrong?”


“Probably nothing,” said Wanish. “I suspect that events have welded a loop, with feedback bouncing back and forth. It gets worse instead of better.”


“And the remedy?”


“Obvious! The loop must be broken.” Wanish surveyed the boy. “There’s nothing known of his background, I take it?”


“Nothing.”


Wanish nodded. “Let’s have a look inside his head. Keep him sedated while I set up my gear.”


Wanish worked for an hour connecting the boy to his apparatus. At last he finished. A pair of metal hemispheres clasped the boy’s head, exposing only the fragile nose, mouth and chin. Metal sleeves gripped his wrists and ankles; metal bands immobilized him at chest and hips.


“Now we begin,” said Wanish. He touched a button. A screen came to life, displaying in bright yellow lines a web which Wanish identified as a schematic chart of the boy’s brain. “It is obviously topologically distorted; still—” his voice dwindled as he bent to examine the screen. For several minutes he studied the twining networks and phosphorescent mats, meanwhile uttering small exclamations and sharp hisses of astonishment. At last he turned back to Solek and Fexel. “See these yellow lines?” He tapped the chart with a pencil. “They represent overactive linkages. When they tangle into mats, they cause trouble, as we have seen. Needless to say, I oversimplify.”


Solek and Fexel studied the screen. Some of the linkages were thin as spider webs; others pulsed with sluggish power; these latter Wanish identified as segments of a self-reinforcing loop. In several areas the strands coiled and impacted into fibrous pads, so dense that the individual nerve was lost.


Wanish pointed his pencil. “These tangles are the problem. They are like black holes in the mind; nothing which touches them escapes. However, they can be destroyed, and I shall do so.”


Solek asked: “What happens then?”


“To put it simply,” said Wanish, “the boy survives, but loses much of his memory.”


Neither Doctor Solek nor Fexel had anything to say. Wanish adjusted his instrument. A blue spark appeared on the screen. Wanish settled himself to work. The spark moved in and out of the pulsing yellow tangles; the luminous mats separated into shreds, which faded, dissolved and were gone save for a few ghostly wisps.


Wanish deactivated the instrument. “That is that. He retains his reflexes, his language and his motor skills, but his primary memory is gone. A wisp or two remain; they may bring him random images—no more than glimpses, enough to unsettle him, but nothing to give him trouble.”


The three released the boy from the metal sleeves, bands and hemispheres.


As they watched, the boy opened his eyes. He studied the men with a sober expression.


Wanish asked: “How do you feel?”


“There are pains when I move.” The boy’s voice was thin and clear, carefully enunciated.


“That is to be expected; in fact, it is a good sign. Soon you will be well. What is your name?”


The boy looked up blankly. “It is—” He hesitated, then said, “I don’t know.”


He closed his eyes. Up from his throat came a low growling sound, soft but harsh, as if produced by extreme effort. The sound formed words: “His name is Jaro.”


Wanish leaned forward, startled. “Who are you?”


The boy sighed a long sad sigh, then slept.


The three therapists watched until the boy’s breathing became regular. Solek asked Wanish: “How much of this will you report to the Faths?”


Wanish grimaced. “It is queer—if not uncanny. Still—” he reflected “—it probably amounts to nothing. I think that, so far as I am concerned, I heard the boy give his name as ‘Jaro,’ and nothing more.”


Solek and Fexel nodded. “I think that is what we heard too,” Fexel said.


Doctor Wanish went out to the reception area where the Faths awaited him.


“Rest easy,” said Wanish. “The worst is over and he should recover quite soon, with no complications other than gaps in his memory.”


The Faths pondered the news. Althea asked, “How extreme is the loss?”


“That is hard to predict. Something remarkably terrible caused his distress. We were forced to blot out several nodes, with all the side linkages. He’ll never know what happened to him, or who he is, other than that his name is ‘Jaro.’”


Hilyer Fath said weightily: “You are telling us that his memory is entirely gone?”


Wanish thought of the voice which had spoken Jaro’s name. “I wouldn’t dare predict anything. His schematic now shows isolated points and sparks, which suggest the shape of old matrices; they may provide a few random glimpses and hints, but probably nothing coherent.”
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Hilyer and Althea Fath made inquiries at places along the Foisie River valley, but learned nothing either of Jaro or his origin. Everywhere they encountered the same shrugs of indifference, the same perplexity that anyone should ask such bootless questions.


Upon the Fath’s return to Sronk, they complained to Wanish of their experiences. He told them: “There are only a few organized societies here, and many small groups, clans, and districts: all independent, all suspicious. They have learned that if they mind their own business no one makes trouble for them, and so goes the world Camberwell.”


Jaro’s shoes and clothing suggested an off-world source, and with Tanzig, an important space terminal, close by the river, the Faths came to believe that Jaro had been brought to Camberwell from another world.


At the first opportunity Althea attempted a few timid questions but, as Doctor Wanish had predicted, Jaro’s memory was blank, except for an occasional shadowy glimpse, which was gone almost before it arrived. One of these images was exceptional: so intense as to cause Jaro a great fright.


The image, or vision, came to Jaro without warning late one afternoon. Shutters screened the low sunlight and the room was comfortably dim. Althea sat by the bed, exploring as best she could the bounds of Jaro’s mental landscape. Presently he became drowsy; the conversation, such as it was, lapsed. Jaro lay with his face to the ceiling, eyes half-closed. He made a sudden soft gasping sound. His hands clenched and his mouth sagged open.


Althea noticed at once. She jumped to her feet and peered down into his face. “Jaro! Jaro! What’s wrong? Tell me what’s wrong?”


Jaro made no response, but gradually relaxed. Althea tried to keep her voice steady. “Jaro? Say something! Are you well?”


Jaro looked at her doubtfully, then closed his eyes. He muttered, “I saw something which frightened me.” Althea tried to control her voice. “Tell me what you saw.”


After a moment Jaro began to speak, in a voice so soft that Althea was forced to bend low to hear him. “I was standing in front of a house; I think it was where I lived. The sun was gone, so that it was almost dark. Behind the front fence a man was standing. I could see only his shape, black against the sky.” Jaro paused, and lay quiet.


Althea asked, “Who was this man? Do you know him?”


“No.”


“What did he look like?”


In a halting voice, assisted by Althea’s promptings, Jaro described a tall spare figure silhouetted against the gray sky of dusk, wearing a tight coat, a low-crowned black hat with a stiff brim. Jaro had been frightened, though he could not remember why. The figure was austere, majestic; it turned to stare at Jaro. The eyes were like four-pointed stars gleaming with rays of silver light.


Fascinated, Althea asked: “What happened next?”


“I don’t remember.” Jaro’s voice drifted away and Althea let him sleep.
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Jaro was lucky that the memory had been blanked from his mind. What happened next was terrible.


Jaro went into the house and told his mother of the man standing beyond the fence. She froze for an instant, then made a sound so stern and dismal as to transcend fear. She moved with decision, taking a metal box from a shelf and thrusting it into Jaro’s hands. “Take this box; hide it where no one can find it. Then go down to the river and get into the boat. I’ll come if I can, but be ready to push off alone if anyone else comes near. Hurry now!”


Jaro ran out the back door. He hid the box in a secret place, then stood indecisive, sick with foreboding. At last he ran to the river, made the boat ready and waited. The wind blew in his ears. He ventured a few steps back toward the house, stopped and strained to listen. What was that? A wail, barely heard over the wind-noise? He gave a desperate little moan and, despite his mother’s orders, ran back to the house. He peered through the side window, and for a moment could not understand what was happening. His mother lay on the floor, face up, arms outspread, with a black satchel to the side and some sort of apparatus at her head. Odd! A musical instrument? Her limbs were tense; she made no sound. The man knelt beside her, busy, as if playing the instrument. It looked to be a small glockenspiel, or something similar. From time to time the man paused to put questions, as if asking how she liked the tune. The woman lay stony and still, indicating no preferences.


Jaro shifted his position and saw the instrument in full detail. After a single startled instant his mind seemed to move aside, while another, more impersonal if less logical, being took control. He ran to the kitchen porch and took a long-handled hatchet from the tool box, then ran light-footed through the kitchen and paused in the doorway, where he appraised the situation. The man knelt with his back to Jaro. His mother’s arms had been fixed to the floor by staples through her palms, while heavier bands clamped down her ankles. At each ear a metal tube entered the orifice, curved down through the sinal passages to emerge into the back of the mouth and out through the lips to form a horseshoe-shaped hook which pulled her lips into a grotesque rictus. The horseshoes were connected to the tympanum of the sound-bars; they tinkled and jingled as the man hit them with a silver wand, apparently sending sound into the woman’s brain.


The man paused in his playing and asked a terse question. The woman lay inert. He hit a single note, delicately. The woman twisted, arched her back, subsided. Jaro crept forward and struck down at the man’s head. Warned by a vibration, he turned; the blow grazed the side of his face and crushed into his shoulder. He uttered not a sound, but rose to his feet. He stumbled upon his black bag and fell. Jaro ran through the kitchen, out into the yard, around the house to the front door, which he cautiously opened. The man was gone. Jaro entered the room. His mother looked up at him. She whispered through contorted lips: “Jaro, be brave now, as never before. I am dying. Kill me before he returns.”


“And the box?”


“Come back when it is safe. I have put a guidance upon your mind. Kill me now; I can tolerate no more gongs. Be quick; he is coming!”


Jaro turned his head. The man stood looking through the window. The oblong opening framed his upper torso as if he were the subject of a formal portrait. The design and chiaroscuro were exact. The face was stern and rigorous, hard and white, as if carved from bone. Below the brim of the black hat was a philosopher’s brow, a long thin nose and burning black eyes. The jaw angled sharply; the cheeks slanted down to a small pointed chin. He stared at Jaro with an expression of brooding dissatisfaction.


Time moved slowly. Jaro turned to his mother. He raised the hatchet high. From behind him came a harsh command, which he ignored. He struck down and split his mother’s forehead, burying the hatchet in an instant welter of brains and gore. Behind him he heard steps. He dropped the hatchet, ran from the kitchen, down through the night to the river. He pushed off the boat, jumped aboard and was carried out upon the water. From the shore came a cry, harsh, yet somehow soft and melodious. Jaro cringed low into the boat, even though the shore could not be seen.


The wind blew in gusts; waves surged around the drifting boat and from time to time washed up and over the gunwhales. Water began to slop heavily back and forth across the bilges. Jaro, at last bestirring himself, bailed out the boat.


Night seemed interminable. Jaro sat hunched, feeling the gusts of wind, the wallow of the boat, the splash and wetness of the water. This was proper and helped him in his perilous balance. He must not think; he must manage his mind as if it were a brooding black fish, suspended in the water deep below the boat.


Night passed and the sky became gray. The broad Foisie curved, sweeping away to the north beside the Wyching Hills. With the sun’s first glare of orange-crimson light, the wind pushed the boat up on the beach. Directly at the back of the foreshore the landscape sloped up in bumps and hollows to become the Wyching Hills. At first glance they seemed mottled or even scabrous, overgrown as they were with a hundred varieties of vegetation, many exotic but most indigenous: blue scruffs of tickety-thicket, copses of black artichoke-tree, bumblebee-plant. Along the ridges stood rows of orange-russet scudhorn, glowing like flame in the low sunlight.


For several days, or perhaps a week, Jaro wandered the hills, eating thornberries, grass seeds, the tubers of a furry-leaved plant which smelled neither bitter nor sharp, and which, fortuitously, failed to poison him. He moved listlessly, in a state of detachment, aware of no conscious thoughts.


One day he came down from the hills to gather fruit from trees growing beside the road. A group of peasant boys from along the Wyching Belts took note of him. They were an unlovely lot, squat, sturdy, with long arms, thick legs and round pugnacious faces. They wore black felt scuttle-hats, with tufts of auburn hair protruding through holes above the ears, tight trousers and brown coats: proud formal garments, suitable for the weekly Cataxis, which was their immediate destination. Still, they had time for good deeds along the way. With hoots and whoops they set out to exterminate this nibbler of roadside fruit. Jaro fought as well as he could, and quite amusingly, so that the boys were encouraged to invent variations upon their methods. Eventually it was decided to break every bone in Jaro’s body, in order to teach him a smart lesson.


At this point the Faths arrived on the scene.


5


In the hospital at Sronk Jaro’s hurts had mended and the protective devices had been detached from his frame. He now lay easy on his bed, wearing the soft blue pajamas the Faths had brought him.


Althea sat beside the bed, surreptitiously studying Jaro’s face. The cap of black hair, washed, trimmed and brushed, lay sleek and soft. The bruises had faded, leaving clear dark olive skin, long dark lashes shrouded his eyes, the wide mouth drooped at the corners as if in wistful reverie. It was a face, thought Althea, of poetic charm, and she fought the impulse to snatch him up, hold him close, pet him and kiss him. It would not do, of course; first, Jaro would be shocked by the outrage. Second, his bones, still fragile, might not withstand the kind of hugging she would like to give him. For the thousandth time she wondered at the events which had brought Jaro to Pagg Road, and how distressed his parents must feel. He lay quiet, eyes half-closed: perhaps drowsy, perhaps preoccupied with his own thoughts. He had described the silhouette as best he could; there was no more to be learned in this quarter. She asked, “Do you remember anything about the house?”


“No. It was just there.”


“Were there no other houses nearby?”


“No.” Jaro lay with jaw set and hands clenched.


Althea stroked the back of his hand and the fist gradually relaxed. “Rest now,” she told him. “You are safe and soon you will be well.”


A minute passed. Then, in a dreary voice Jaro asked, “What will happen to me now?”


Althea was taken by surprise, and responded with the hint of a stutter, which she hoped Jaro might not notice. “That depends on the authorities. They will do what is best.”


“They will lock me away in the dark, down where no one knows.”


For a moment Althea was too astonished to speak. “What an odd thing to say! Who put such a wicked idea into your head?”


Jaro’s pale face twitched. He closed his eyes and restlessly turned away.


Althea asked again, “Who told you such an awful thing?”


Jaro muttered, “I don’t know.”


Althea frowned. “Try to remember, Jaro.”


Jaro’s lips moved; Althea bent to hear, but Jaro’s explanation, if such it had been, went past her ears unheard.


Althea spoke fervently: “I can’t imagine who put such a notion in your head! It’s utter nonsense, of course.”


Jaro nodded, smiled and seemed to fall asleep. Althea sat watching him, pondering, wondering. It seemed as if the surprises would never end! Someday, mused Althea, Jaro’s fragmented memory might again be made whole—quite possibly a sad day for Jaro.


Doctor Wanish, however, had indicated that the baneful recollections had been destroyed, which, if true, would be good news. Otherwise, Jaro’s prognosis was favorable, and he seemed to have suffered no permanent damage other than what Wanish had called “a mnemonic void.”


The Faths were childless. When they came to visit Jaro at the hospital, he greeted them with obvious pleasure which tugged at their hearts. Arriving at a decision, they filled out a few documents, paid as many fees, and when they returned to Thanet on Gallingale, Jaro accompanied them. Presently he was legally adopted, and began to use the name Jaro Fath.


[image: images]


*From “fringe,” such as the “fringes of society.” “Fringer”: a human sub-class impossible to define exactly. “Misanthropic vagabonds” has been proposed as an acceptable approximation.


*Early chronicles declared that the three statues represented the same individual, the fabled justiciary and law-giver David Alexander, depicted in three typical poses: summons to judgment, quelling of the rabble, and imposition of equity. In this latter pose he carried a short-handled axe with a broad lunate blade, possibly no more than an object of ceremonial import.


*See footnote on page 25.


*Literally, “defiance of the constellation-heroes,” and by transference, the IPCC.




TWO


1


Society without ritual is like music played on a single string with one finger.” Such was the dictum of Unspiek, Baron Bodissey in his monumental LIFE. He pointed out further: “Whenever human beings join to pursue a common objective—that is, to form a society—each member of the group will ultimately command a certain status. As all of us know, these status levels are never totally rigid.”


At Thanet on the world Gallingale, the quest for status was the dominant social force. Social levels, or “ledges,” were exactly defined, and distinguished by the social clubs which occupied and gave character to that particular ledge. Most prestigious of all the clubs were the so-called Sempiternals: the Tattermen, the Clam Muffins, the Quantorsi; membership in such clubs was tantamount to the prestige of high aristocracy.


The stuff of social advancement—“comporture”—could not easily be defined. Its main components were aggressive striving up the ledges, gentility, wealth and personal mana. Everyone was a social arbiter; eyes watched for uncouth behavior; ears listened to hear what should not have been said. A moment’s lapse, a tactless remark, an absent-minded glance might negate months of striving. To presume to a status one had not earned was met with instant rebuff. The perpetrator would incur wondering contempt, and might well be branded a “schmeltzer.”*


Hilyer and Althea Fath, though well respected at the Institute, were “nimps,” and lived without knowing either the joys of “comporture” or the even more intense pangs of rejection.**


2


The Faths lived four miles north of Thanet, in Merriehew, a rambling old farmhouse situated on five hundred acres of rough countryside, where Althea’s grandfather had once engaged in experimental horticulture. The tract was now considered wilderness, and included a pair of forested knolls, a river, a high pasture, a water meadow and a copse of dense woods. All evidence of the horticultural experiments had been lost under the forest mold.


Jaro was assigned living quarters at the top of the high-ceilinged old house. His early troubles faded from memory. Hilyer and Althea were affectionate and tolerant: the best of parents. Jaro, in his turn, brought them pride and fulfillment; before long they could not imagine life without him, and they were haunted by an insidious worry: was Jaro truly happy at Merriehew?


For a time Jaro showed a tendency toward introversion, which accentuated their worry, but which they finally ascribed to his frightening early experiences. They were reluctant to ask questions for fear of intruding upon his privacy, though Jaro was not naturally secretive and would have answered their questions without restraint, had they asked.


The Faths had supposed correctly. The moods derived from Jaro’s past. As Doctor Wanish had predicted, a few shreds of the shattered mnemonic clots had rearranged themselves along the old matrices, to generate an occasional image, which swirled away before Jaro could focus upon it. The two most vivid of these images were of quite different sorts. Both were heavy with emotion. One or the other might appear whenever Jaro’s mind was passive, or tired, or half asleep.


The first, possibly the earliest, induced a sad sweet ache which brought tears to Jaro’s eyes. He seemed to be looking over a beautiful garden, silver and black in the light of two pale moons. Sometimes there was a shudder of displacement, as if Jaro might be someone else. But how could this be? It was himself, Jaro, who stood by the low marble balustrade looking over the moonlit garden, out to the tall dark forest beyond.


There was nothing more to the recollection; it was brief and dreamlike, but it afflicted Jaro with longing for something, or somewhere, forever lost. It was a scene of tragic beauty, rife with an odd nameless emotion: the humiliation of something innocent and gorgeous, so that the throat choked with sorrow and the pain of lost grandeur and pity.


The second of the images, more powerful and vivid, never failed to strike terror into his soul. The gaunt shape of a man stood silhouetted against the luminous twilight sky. The man wore a flat-crowned hat with a stiff brim; a tight black magister’s coat. He stood with legs apart, brooding across the landscape. When he turned his head to stare at Jaro, his eyes seemed to glitter like small four-pointed stars.


As time passed, the images came ever less frequently. Jaro became more confident and his periods of reverie waned and were gone; Jaro was everything for which the Faths might have hoped, unusual only in that he was neat, orderly, soft-spoken and dependable.


This halcyon time seemed as if it might go on forever. Then one day Jaro became aware of something he had not noticed before: an uneasy weight at the edge of his consciousness, as if he had forgotten something important. The feeling went away, leaving Jaro in a mood of depression, for which he could find no explanation. Two weeks later, after he had gone to bed, the sensation returned, along with a near-inaudible sound, like the mutter of distant thunder. Jaro lay stiffly, looking up into the dark, tingling to the nearness of something eery. After a minute the sound was gone and he lay limp, wondering what might be happening to him.


Spring became summer. One evening, with the Faths out attending a seminar, Jaro heard the sound again. He put down his book and strained to listen. From far away he thought to hear a low-pitched human voice, expressive of grief and pain. There was no articulation of words.


At first Jaro was puzzled rather than concerned, but the sounds became distinct and ever more woeful. Could they represent a simple seepage from his dead memory: the aftermath of dark deeds mercifully forgotten? A theory as reasonable as any. He listened to the sounds with as much detachment as he could muster, until they drifted away into silence.


Jaro sat in a state of bafflement. Without conviction he told himself that the sounds were no more than a minor nuisance which sooner or later would dwindle to nothing.


This was not the case. From time to time Jaro continued to hear the woeful sounds. They wavered in and out of definition, as if originating in a place sometimes near, sometimes far. It was most confusing, and Jaro presently gave up any attempt at analysis.


As time passed the sounds became more immediate, as if they were deliberately challenging Jaro’s composure. Often they intruded into his mind when he could ill afford the distraction. He thought to detect malice and hatred, which made the sounds frightening. Jaro finally decided that they were telepathic messages from an unknown enemy: an idea no less far-fetched than any other. A dozen times he started to confide in the Faths; as many times he held back, not wishing to excite Althea.


Who could be causing such a dreary nuisance? The voice came and went without regularity. Jaro grew resentful; no one else suffered such persecution! It clearly derived from the occluded early years of his life, and Jaro made a resolve he was never to abandon: as soon as possible he would explore all the mysteries and learn all the truths. He would locate the source of the voice and release it from its torment.


Questions marched across his mind. Who am I? How did I come to be lost? Who was the gaunt man who stood so dark and ominous against the twilight sky? His questions, clearly, would never be answered on Gallingale, so that only one course lay open. Despite the certain opposition of the Faths, he must become a spaceman.


When Jaro thought these thoughts, he felt an eery tingling of the skin, which he took to be a presage of the future—whether for good or for bad he could not guess. Meanwhile, he must find a means to deal with the nuisance which had invaded his mind.


As time passed, he found that the most effective strategy was simply to ignore the voice and let it drone on unheeded.


Still, the voice persisted, as dreary as ever, returning at intervals ranging from two weeks to a month. A year passed. Jaro applied himself to his schoolwork and ascended the levels of Langolen School. The Faths provided him everything but what they themselves had renounced: high social status, which could only be gained by “striving” up through a series of ever more prestigious social clubs.


At the tip of the pyramid the three Sempiternals maintained a precarious stability. These were the mysterious Quantorsi—so preferential that the membership was limited to nine—the equally exclusive Clam Muffins and the Tattermen. The Sempiternals were unique in that their members enjoyed hereditary privileges denied the common ruck. Next below were the Bon-tons and the steady old Palindrome. The Lemurians asserted equal status but were considered a bit recherché.


To the ledges an iota below clung Bustamonte, Val Verde and the Sasselton Tigers. Claiming equal status were the Sick Chickens and the Scythians: both considered a trifle extravagant and hyper-modern. At the bottom layer of the “Respectables” (though indignantly asserting otherwise) were the four Quadrants of the Squared Circle: the Kahulibahs, the Zonkers, the Bad Gang and the Naturals. Each claimed pre-eminence, while half-jocularly deriding the deficiencies of the others. Each expressed a particular character. The Kahulibahs included more financial magnates, while the Zonkers tolerated unconventional types, including musicians and artists of a decent sort. The Naturals were dedicated to the refinements of decorous hedonism, while the Bad Gang included a contingent of top level Institute faculty. Still, all taken with all, there was little difference between any of the quadrants, despite the sometimes rather shrill claims to supreme status, and a few incidents of hair-pullings, slapped faces, and the occasional suicide.


The Quadrants of the Squared Circle, like all middle-status clubs, were anxious to recruit high-quality new members, but even more anxious to exclude outsiders, schmeltzers and bounders.


For Jaro it came as a surprise and a shock to learn that both his beloved foster parents and he himself were considered “nimps.” Jaro was shamed and indignant. Hilyer only laughed. “It makes no difference to us. It’s not important! Is it fair? Probably not, but what of that? According to Baron Bodissey: ‘Only losers cry out for fair play.’”*


To this day the most erudite thinkers of the Gaean Reach ponder the significance of the remark.


Jaro quickly learned that, like Hilyer and Althea, he had no inclination for social striving. At Langolen School he was neither gregarious nor socially aggressive; he took no part in group activities and competed in no sports or games. Such conduct was not admired, and Jaro made few friends. When it became known that his parents were nimps and when he showed no comporture of his own, he became even more isolated, despite his neat garments and well-scrubbed appearance. In the classroom, however, he excelled, so that his instructors considered him almost on a par with the notorious Skirlet Hutsenreiter, whose intellectual prowess was the talk of the school, as were her haughty and imperious mannerisms. Skirlet was a year or two younger than Jaro: a slender erect little creature so strongly charged with intelligence and vitality that, in the words of the school nurse, she “gave off blue sparks in the dark.” Skirlet carried herself like a boy, though she was clearly a girl, and far from ill-favored. A cap of thick dark hair clasped her face; eyes of a particularly luminous gray looked from under fine black eyebrows; flat cheeks slanted down to a small decisive chin, with a stern little nose and a wide mercurial mouth above. Skirlet seemed to lack personal vanity, and she dressed so simply that her instructors sometimes wondered as to the solicitude of her parents—all the more surprising, since her father was the Honorable Clois Hutsenreiter, Dean of the College of Philosophy at the Institute, a trans-world financier, purportedly of great wealth, and—more importantly—a Clam Muffin, at the very apex of the status pyramid. And her mother, Espeine? Here there seemed to be hints, if not of scandal, at least of some high-status irregularity, very spicy, if the gossip could be believed. Skirlet’s mother now resided in a splendid palace on the world Marmone, where she was Princess of the Dawn. How and why this should be no one seemed to know, or dared to ask.


Skirlet made no attempt to gain the approval of her classmates. Some of the boys grumbled that she was sexless, cold as a dead fish, because she ignored their routines. During the lunch period, Skirlet often went out to sit on the terrace, where she would attract a group of acquaintances. On these occasions, Skirlet was sometimes gracious, sometimes moody, and sometimes she would jump to her feet and walk away. In the classroom she tended to complete her work with insulting facility; then, flinging down her stylus, she would look around at the other students with patronizing amusement. She also had the unsettling habit of glancing up sharply should the instructor carelessly make a mistake, or indulge in some lame facetiousness. The instructors were non-plussed, especially since Skirlet never spoke with other than cool politeness. In the end they treated her with wary respect. When they gathered in the faculty lounge during the lunch hour, Skirlet often came under discussion. Some disliked her with bitterness and spite; others were more temperate, and pointed out that she was still barely adolescent, with small experience of the world. Mr. Ollard, the erudite sociology instructor, analyzed Skirlet in terms of psychological imperatives: “She’s intellectually vain and even intolerant—to a degree which transcends simple arrogance, to become an Elemental Principle: a real achievement for a person so young and slight of physique.” He thought it best not to say that he found her captivating.


“She’s not a bad girl,” said Dame Wirtz. “There’s nothing vicious or mean in her nature, though of course she can be quite exasperating.”


“She’s a little snip,” said Dame Borkle. “She needs a good spanking.”


Since Skirlet was a Clam Muffin by birth, while Jaro, a nimp, commanded no prestige whatever, there was small chance for communication between the two, and even less for any social connection. Jaro had already discovered that some girls were prettier than others. At the upper end of the list he included Skirlet Hutsenreiter. He liked her taut little body and the swagger with which she conducted her affairs. Unfortunately, it was not Skirlet, but Dame Idora Wirtz, the middle-aged mathematics instructor, who found Jaro a charm and a delight. Jaro was so handsome, so clean, so innocent that she could barely restrain herself from seizing him and hugging him until he squeaked like a kitten. Jaro sensed her inclinations and kept out of reach.


Idora Wirtz lacked physical appeal; she was small, thin, energetic, with sharp features and a barbaric ruff of brick-red ringlets. She wore garments of gaudy, purposely discordant, colors and always a dozen or more jangling bracelets, often on both arms. She had achieved the Parnassians, a society of the middle range, but could not escape; despite her most earnest efforts, she had been denied ascent into the clever Safardips, and the even more avant-garde Black Hats.


One day she took Jaro aside. “A word with you, if you please. I must gratify my curiosity.”


Dame Wirtz led Jaro into an empty classroom; then, leaning against the desk, studied him a moment. She said, “Jaro, you must be aware that you do excellent work—in fact, sometimes it is truly elegant.”


“Thank you,” said Jaro. “I like doing my best.”


“That is evident. Mr. Buskin says that your compositions are very well done, though they always deal with impersonal subjects, and that you never express your own point of view. Why is that?”


Jaro shrugged. “I don’t like to write about myself.”


“I realize that!” snapped Dame Wirtz. “I asked for your reasons.”


“If I wrote of myself everyone would think I was vain.”


“Well, what then? Skirlet Hutsenreiter writes the most scurrilous things imaginable, and doesn’t care a fig whether anyone likes it or not. She lacks all inhibition.”


Jaro was puzzled. “And this is how I should write?”


Dame Wirtz sighed. “No. But you might consider changing your point of view. You write like a proud recluse. Why are you not out there in the swim, breasting the social currents?”


Jaro smiled. “Probably because I truly am a proud recluse.”


Dame Wirtz made a sour face. “Naturally you know what those words mean?”


“I think it is someone like a Clam Muffin who has never paid his subscription.”


Dame Wirtz went to look out the window. When she turned back, she said, “I want to explain something very important. Please give me your attention.”


“Yes, Dame Wirtz.”


“You cannot go out into life without giving your best effort to the striving.”


Jaro remained patiently silent. Idora Wirtz resisted the impulse to ruffle his hair. If she had one like this for her very own, how she would dote on him! She said, “As I recall, your parents are faculty folk at the Institute?”


“Yes.”


“I believe that they are nimps, as well. Mind you,” she hastened to say, “there’s nothing wrong with that! Though I myself prefer the social slope, for all its intricate nonsense. But of yourself? Naturally you do not intend to remain a nimp, and now is the time to set your foot on the ladder. The first rung is usually the Junior Service League. Anyone can join, so the prestige is small. Still, it’s a useful springboard up to more important clubs, and everyone starts somewhere.”


Jaro smilingly shook his head. “For me it would be a waste of time. I intend to be a spaceman.”


Dame Wirtz was scandalized. “What’s all this?”


“It should be an exciting life, looking for new planets at the back of the galaxy. Spacemen don’t need to join clubs.”


Idora Wirtz compressed her lips. A typically boyish ambition, she supposed—if more than a little callow. “That’s all very well, and exciting it might be, but it’s a lonely anti-social life, away from family and all your wonderful clubs! You wouldn’t be able to go to parties, or political rallies, or march in parades with banner held high, and you’d never be elected up-slope to fine new memberships if you weren’t on hand to press your case!”


“I’m not interested in that.”


Dame Wirtz became excited. “You are saying all the wrong things! Reality is communal interaction! Space flight is an escape from the problems of life!”


“Not for me,” said Jaro. “I have important things to do that I can’t do on Gallingale.”


Dame Wirtz seized Jaro’s shoulders and gave him a little shake. “Go, Jaro! I have heard as much as I can tolerate! You are a maddening person, and will no doubt infuriate every girl unlucky enough to fall in love with you.”


Jaro gratefully went to the door. Here he turned and said: “I’m sorry if I said something to disturb you. I meant no harm.”


Dame Wirtz grinned at him. “I know all about people like you! Now go, and do something nice to surprise me!”


Jaro told Althea of his conversation with Dame Wirtz. “She wants me to join the Junior Service League.”


Althea shook her head in vexation. “So soon? We had hoped to avoid the problem for just a little while longer.” They went to sit at the kitchen table. Althea said, “At Thanet almost everyone strives. A few climb the ladder: from Parnassians to Black Hats to Underwoods, to Squared Circles, then perhaps to Val Verdes or Sick Chickens, to Girandoles and finally to Clam Muffins. Of course, that’s just one of a dozen routes.” She peered sidewise at Jaro. “Does this interest you?”


“Not very much.”


“As you know, your father and I belong to no clubs. We are ‘Non-orgs,’ or ‘nimps,’ and we have no social status. You are the same. Think about it. Then if you feel that you want to mix with the others, you can join the Junior Service League and then, when you are ready, strike for the next level: the Persimmons, for instance, or the Zouaves. You’ll never be lonely; you’ll make many friends and play at a dozen sports, and no one will call you ‘nimp.’ Also, you’ll spend hours being nice to people you don’t like, which perhaps is good training. You’ll pay high subscriptions, wear the club token and speak the club jargon. You may enjoy this; many people thrive on it. Others think it’s easier to be a nimp.”


Jaro nodded thoughtfully. “I told Dame Wirtz that since I wanted to be a spaceman, joining a club would be a waste of time.”


Althea tried to hide her amusement. “And what did she say?”


“She became rather cross. She told me I was running away from the realities of life. I said no, that wasn’t it; that I had things to do which could not be done on Gallingale.”


“Really!” Althea was startled and alarmed. “What things are these?”


Jaro looked away. This was a private subject which he did not want to discuss. He said slowly, “I suppose that I’m interested in learning about where I came from, and what happened during the years I can’t remember.”


Althea’s heart sank. Both she and Hilyer had hoped that Jaro would have lost interest in his past and would never think seriously of it again. Evidently, this was not the case.


Jaro left the room. Althea brewed a pot of tea and sat pondering over the unwelcome news. She definitely did not want Jaro to become a spaceman; he would go off into space and leave Merriehew and the Faths behind, and who knows when they would see him again. It was a dreadfully lonely thought!


Althea sighed. Clearly she and Hilyer must use their best persuasive powers to guide Jaro along the academic career they had planned for him at Thanet Institute.


[image: images]


*Schmeltzer: one who attempts to ingratiate himself, or mingle, with individuals of a social class superior to his own.


**On Gallingale, the attainment of status was an exciting and often desperate quest. Those who refused to participate in the striving were “nimps,” and in general commanded no respect, even though many had won reputations for themselves in their own fields.


A person’s status was determined by the prestige of his club and by his ‘comporture’: that dynamic surge which generated upward thrust, and was similar to the concept of “mana.”


*Unspiek, Baron Bodissey, a philosopher of Old Earth and elsewhere and creator of a philosophical encyclopedia of twelve volumes, entitled LIFE, was especially scathing in regard to what he called “hyper-didacticism,” meaning the employment of abstractions a half-dozen stages removed from reality to justify some pseudo-profound intellectualism. Toward the end of his life he was excommunicated from the human race by the Assembly of Egalitarians. Baron Bodissey’s comment was succinct: “The point is moot.” To this day the most erudite thinkers of the Gaean reach ponder the significance of the remark.




THREE


1


Dame Wirtz made a final attempt to enlist Jaro into the Junior Service League. “It is the best possible training! And enormous fun! When you march in formation, the slogan that you shout is:




‘UP THE LEDGES! UP!


DON’T BE A NASTY PUP!


BUMBLE DE BUMBLE! HOOT HOOT HOOT


AND A TWEAK IN THE PUNGLE


FOR SCHMELTZERS.’





There! Doesn’t that sound like fun? No? Why not?”


“It’s a bit noisy,” said Jaro.


Dame Wirtz sniffed. “It’s ever so jolly, swinging along in formation! The secret password is ‘comporture.’”


“Then what happens?”


“It’s a surprise!”


“Hm. What kind of surprise?”


Dame Wirtz smiled bravely. “A bit of this, a bit of that.”


Jaro shook his head. “Only an idiot would want to find out.”


Dame Wirtz pretended not to hear. “A wonderful magic stuff is comporture, and your stringbooks make it all so easy. You record favors you have done for others against the favors you have received: the so-called ‘Outs’ and ‘Ins.’ Their ratio is your social buoyancy, and you must keep a careful balance sheet. This will help you with your strivings, and you’ll be up the Persimmons in a trice! Just like Lyssel Bynnoc, who stormed up through the League like a spanked baboon. Her father is a Squared Circle. That lubricates many a tight corner and Lyssel is quite a charming creature, but the fact remains that she’s a striver and has comporture in her bones.” Dame Wirtz giggled. “It is said that in frosty weather when Lyssel breathes, instead of steam she blows two plumes of comporture from her nostrils.”


Jaro raised his eyebrows. “Surely that can’t be true!”


“Probably not, but it only goes to demonstrate the temper of her striving.”


Jaro was aware of saucy golden-haired Lyssel Bynnoc, though she had never so much as looked in his direction. Lyssel was already flirting with older boys of upscale clubs and had no time to waste on nimps. Jaro asked: “What about Skirlet Hutsenreiter?”


“Aha! Skirlet was born a Clam Muffin and already commands the full scope of prestige, above all the other aristocracy of Gallingale! Skirlet need never fret about status, and she might not in any case, since she does everything with great éclat.” Dame Wirtz looked away. “Well, well, we can’t all be Clam Muffins like dear little Skirlet, and now we must see about enrolling you in the Junior Service League. Naturally, you’ll start in the Buddykins Ward.”


Jaro hung back. “I have no time for such things!”


Dame Wirtz gave an incredulous caw. “That is absurd! You are almost as bright as Skirlet; she rolls through her schoolwork as if it were a dish of ripe cheese, and then she has time for every caprice that enters her mind. How do you spend your spare time?”


“I study manuals of space mechanics.”


Dame Wirtz threw her arms into the air. “My dear boy, you mustn’t waste your time with fantasy!”


Jaro made his escape as gracefully as possible.


About this time Skirlet was transferred into Jaro’s class, and whether they liked it or not, the quality of their work was constantly compared. It soon became evident that Jaro surpassed Skirlet in basic science, mathematics and technical mechanics; also he was rather more deft at draughting, where his hand was fluid and accurate. Skirlet excelled in language, rhetoric, and musical symbolism. They did equally well in Gaean history, the geography of Old Earth, anthropology and biological science.


Skirlet was surprised to find herself inferior to anyone, in anything, to any degree whatever. For several days her conduct was subdued. In anyone other than a Clam Muffin, it might have been said that she sulked. At last she shrugged. The circumstances, though bitter, were real. Had Jaro been a misshapen freak, or a bizarre genius, she would have accepted the situation with no more than an uninterested jerk of the chin. But Jaro was quite normal, clean, nice looking, something of a loner, and even more indifferent to her than she to him—or so it seemed. Too bad he was a nimp, and so could not be taken seriously. She wondered what would become of him. Then, thinking about her own case, she gave a sardonic little grimace. What, indeed, would become of Skirlet Hutsenreiter?


Skirlet at last accepted the presence of Jaro philosophically. After all, it was an excellent thing to be born a Hutsenreiter and a Clam Muffin! Unfair? Not necessarily. Things were the way they were; why make changes?


One afternoon, halfway through the term, Skirlet sat in a group and heard Jaro’s name mentioned by a certain Hanafer Glackenshaw. Hanafer was a large boisterous youth with rich blond curls and emphatic overlarge features. Hanafer considered himself decisive and masterful: a maker and shaper of enterprises. He liked to stand with head thrown back, the better to display his prideful high-bridged nose. He felt himself gifted with great inherent comporture, and perhaps it was so; he had thrust and wheedled and shouldered his way up the ledges, surmounting the Persimmons, up past the Spalpeens and into the Human Ingrates. Now the time had come to re-establish his social buoyancy and make new entries into his stringbooks.


Hanafer was captain of the Langolen School roverball team, which found itself in need of several strong agile forwards ready for a mix-up. A loose-limbed tomboy of a girl named Tatninka indicated Jaro, at the other side of the yard: “Why not him? He looks strong and healthy.”


Hanafer glanced toward Jaro and snorted. “You don’t know what you’re saying! That’s Jaro Fath, and he’s a nimp. Further, his mother is Professor Fath at the Institute and she’s a pacifist, and won’t allow him to wrestle, or box, or compete in any violent sport. So: he’s not only a nimp, but a total and absolute moop.”


Skirlet, on the periphery of the group, heard the remarks. She glanced toward Jaro; by chance their eyes met. For an instant there was communication between them; then Jaro looked away. Skirlet was unreasonably annoyed. Did he not realize that she was Skirlet Hutsenreiter, autonomous and free, who tolerated neither criticism nor judgment, and went where she chose?


It was Tatninka, rather than Skirlet, who bore the news to Jaro. “Did you hear what Hanafer called you?”


“No.”


“He said you were a moop!”


“Oh? What’s that? Nothing good, I suspect.”


Tatninka giggled. “I forgot; you’re really off in the clouds, aren’t you? Well, then!” She recited a definition she had heard Hanafer use only the week before: “If you come upon a very timid nimp who wets the bed and wouldn’t say ‘peep’ to a pussy-cat—you have found a moop.”


Jaro sighed. “Very well; now I know.”


“Hmf. You’re not even angry,” said Tatninka in disgust.


Jaro reflected. “Hanafer can be carried off by a big bird, for all I care. Otherwise, there is no return message.”


Tatninka spoke with annoyance, “Really, Jaro, you should not act with such insouciance when you can’t show an itch of status, nor so much as a place to scratch it.”


“Sorry,” murmured Jaro. Tatninka turned and marched off to join her friends. Jaro walked home to Merriehew.


Althea met him in the downstairs hall. She kissed his cheek, then stood back and inspected him. “What is wrong?”


Jaro knew better than to dissemble. “It’s nothing serious,” he growled. “Just some of Hanafer Glackenshaw’s talk.”


“What kind of talk,” demanded Althea, instantly brittle.


“Oh just names: ‘nimp’ and ‘moop.’”


Althea compressed her lips. “That is not acceptable conduct, and I shall have a word with his mother.”


“No!” cried Jaro in a panic. “I don’t care what Hanafer thinks! If you complain to his mother, everyone will laugh at me!”


Althea knew that he was right. “Then you’ll just have to take Hanafer aside and explain in a nice way that you mean him no harm and that he has no reason to call you names.”


Jaro nodded. “I may do just that—after punching his head to attract his attention.”


Althea uttered a cry of indignation. She went to a couch and pulled Jaro down beside her. He became stiff and uncomfortable, and wished that he had guarded his tongue, for now he must listen while Althea explained the tenets of her ethical philosophy. “Jaro, my dear, there is no mystery about violence. It is the reflexive act of brutes, boors and moral defectives. I am surprised that you use such words even as a joke!”


Jaro moved restlessly and opened his mouth to speak, but Althea seemed not to notice. “As you know, your father and I think of ourselves as crusaders for universal amity. We are contemptuous of violence, and we expect you to live by the same creed.”


“That is why Hanafer calls me a ‘moop.’”


Althea spoke serenely, “He will stop as soon as he sees how wrong he is. You must make this clear. Peace and happiness are never passive; they are flowers in a garden which must constantly be worked.”


Jaro jumped to his feet. “I don’t have time to work in Hanafer’s garden; I have other things on my mind.”


Althea stared at him, all thoughts of Hanafer dismissed, and Jaro saw that he had made another mistake. Althea asked, “What ‘other things’ are these?”


“Just things.”


For perhaps half a second Althea wavered, then decided not to pursue the matter. She reached out and hugged him. “Whatever the case, you can always discuss it with me. We can straighten things out and I’ll never urge you to do anything harmful or wrong! Do you believe me, Jaro?”


“Oh yes. I believe you.”


Althea relaxed. “I’m glad you’re so sensible! Now then, go make yourself look nice; Mr. Maihac is coming for dinner. As I recall, you and he get along well together.”


Jaro gave a guarded response. “Yes; well enough.” As a matter of fact he liked Tawn Maihac very much, which caused him to wonder about his parents, since Maihac was not typical of their usual set of acquaintances. Maihac was an off-worlder who had evidently traveled far and wide across the Gaean Reach and had known many odd adventures. He had made an immediate impression upon Jaro though, from the Fath’s point of view, for all the wrong reasons. Maihac was neither a pacifist nor a savant nor yet the exemplar of an avant-garde art form.


Tawn Maihac’s adventures had not left him unscathed. His face displayed a broken nose and his neck was marked by a scar. Otherwise, Maihac lacked conspicuous characteristics, and on first acquaintance seemed placid and mild. He was younger than Hilyer; lean and strong, with a weathered dark skin and a black mat of hair. Althea thought him almost handsome, since his features were well shaped. Hilyer, who was more critical, found these same features graceless and hard, perhaps by reason of the broken nose, which suggested violence.


Hilyer took little pleasure in Maihac’s company, suspecting that Maihac might have been a spaceman, which brought him no credit in Hilyer’s eyes. Spacemen were customarily recruited from the ne’er-do-wells and vagabonds at the fringes of society. As a class, their values and patterns of behavior were incompatible with Hilyer’s own, and those which he wished to sponsor in Jaro.


From the first Hilyer had felt deeply suspicious of Maihac. When Althea scoffed, Hilyer claimed darkly that his instincts were never wrong. He felt that Maihac, if not a blackguard, had much to hide, to which Althea said: “Oh piffle. Everyone has something to hide.”


Hilyer started to declare, “Not I!” in a decisive voice, then thought of one or two shrouded episodes in his past and merely gave a noncommittal grunt.


During the next few days he took the trouble to make discreet inquiries, then went triumphantly to Althea with his findings. “It’s about as I thought,” said Hilyer. “Our friend is using a false name. He is actually someone named ‘Gaing Neitzbeck,’ who for reasons of his own is using the name ‘Tawn Maihac.’”


“This is incredible!” declared Althea. “How do you know?”


“Just a bit of detective work, and an iota of inductive reasoning,” said Hilyer. “I glanced over his application for admission at the Institute. I took note of his stated date of arrival at Thanet spaceport, along with the ship on which he arrived, which was the Alice Wray of the Elder Line. When I looked over the list of arrivals aboard the Alice Wray upon the cited date, there was no ‘Tawn Maihac,’ but only a ‘Gaing Neitzbeck,’ who gave his occupation as ‘spaceman.’ I searched the list of arrivals for the entire year and I found no ‘Tawn Maihac.’ The conclusion is inescapable.”


Althea stammered, “But why should he do such a thing?”


“I could form a dozen hypotheses,” said Hilyer. “He might be trying to dodge creditors or avoid an importunate wife, or wives. One thing is clear, however: when folk use false names, they are concealing themselves from someone.” Hilyer quoted one of Baron Bodissey’s choicest maxims: “‘Honest folk do not wear masks when they enter a bank.’”


“I suppose not,” said Althea doubtfully. “What a shame! I did so like Tawn Maihac, or whatever his name.”


On the evening of the next day, Hilyer noticed an air of suppressed excitement, or mirth, or some such emotion in Althea. He ignored the signals, aware that she could not hold her news to herself for very long. He was right. As she served their usual goblet of Taladerra Fino, she burst out: “You’ll never guess!”


“Guess what?”


“I’ve solved the mystery!”


“I wasn’t aware of any mystery,” said Hilyer stiffly.


“Of course you are!” said Althea teasingly. “You’re aware of a hundred mysteries! This one concerns Tawn Maihac.”


“I suppose you are referring to Gaing Neitzbeck, and, truly, Althea, I’m not interested in the man’s peccadillos, or whatever has caused him to deceive us.”


“Very well! I promise: no peccadillos! What happened was this: I went to the telephone and put in a call for Gaing Neitzbeck. I reached him at his place of work, the machine shop at the space terminal. His face appeared on the screen; it was definitely not Tawn Maihac. I told him that I was calling from the Institute in regard to Tawn Maihac’s application, in which he stated that he had arrived at Thanet aboard the Alice Wray.”


“Well what of it?” said Neitzbeck.


“He arrived on the same day as you did?”


“Certainly.”


“Then why does not his name appear on the terminal records?”


Gaing Neitzbeck laughed. “Maihac was at one time an IPCC officer. He is now inactive, but that means nothing. When he arrives at a spaceport, he merely shows his card and walks through the gate. I could do the same, but I forgot to carry my card.”


Althea leaned back in her chair and drank from her goblet of wine.


Hilyer put on a rather sour expression. “It was of no great moment. No need for stirring up a tempest in a teapot. The fellow is as he is; that’s enough for me.”


“Then you’ll be nice to him? He’s always quite well-behaved.”


Hilyer agreed somewhat glumly that Maihac’s conduct could not be faulted. Maihac was quiet and correct; his clothes were more conservative than Hilyer’s own. He spoke little of his past, except to remark that he had taken up residence at Thanet in order to top off his previously deferred education. Althea had met him at the Institute, where Maihac was a student in one of her advanced graduate courses. He and the Faths had discovered a mutual fascination with peculiar musical instruments. Maihac during his wanderings had acquired a number of these unique artifices, including a froghorn, a pair of tangletones, a wishdreams, a wonderful tudelpipe—four feet long, inlaid with a hundred silver dancing demons; a full set of Blori needlegongs. They caught Althea’s attention and before long Tawn Maihac had become a regular visitor at Merriehew.


On this particular occasion Hilyer had not known that Maihac would be a dinner guest until his own return from the Institute. He was further irritated when he took note of what seemed to be special preparations. “I see you are using your Basingstoke candlesticks. Tonight is evidently a signal occasion.”


“Of course not!” declared Althea. “I have these beautiful articles and they should be put to use. Call it ‘creative impulse,’ if you like. But these are not the Basingstokes.”


“Certainly they are! I remember the transaction distinctly! They cost us a small fortune!”


“Not these—and I can prove it.” Althea lifted one of the candelabra and studied the label on the underside of the base. “The label reads: ‘Rijjalooma Farm.’ These come from that farm on Rijjalooma Ridge; don’t you remember? It’s where you were attacked by that peculiar hedgehog-like thing.”


“Yes,” growled Hilyer. “I remember very well. It was absolutely unwarranted and I should have sued that farm woman for irresponsibility.”


“Well, no matter. She let me have the candelabra at quite a decent price, so your suffering was not in vain. And here we are, enjoying the recollection at our dinner!”


Hilyer muttered something about his hope that Althea’s “creative impulse” did not extend to the cuisine. Here Hilyer alluded to the anomalous dishes which had resulted from Althea’s previous attempts at experimental or avant-garde cooking.


Althea turned away, smiling to herself. Hilyer, so it seemed, was a bit jealous of their rather fascinating guest. “By the way!” she said. “Mr. Maihac is bringing his silly froghorn. He may even try to play it, which should be great fun!”


“Ha hm,” Hilyer growled. “So Maihac, among his other talents, is also a skilled musician!”


Althea laughed. “That remains to be seen. He won’t prove it on the froghorn.”


Jaro had come to realize that during Maihac’s visits the topic in which he was most interested: namely, the lore of spaceman-ship, was not considered appropriate and would be discouraged. Since the Faths intended an academic career for Jaro in the School of Aesthetic Philosophy, they gingerly encouraged Jaro’s interest in Maihac’s odd instruments, while pretending to ignore the picturesque methods by which they had been obtained.


Tonight, as Hilyer had noted, Althea had set a beautiful table. From her collection she had chosen a pair of massive candelabra forged from rude bars of blue-black cobalt alloy, to complement a service of old faience, glazed a dim moonlight blue, in whose depths submarine flowers seemed to float.


Maihac was suitably impressed, and complimented Althea upon her arrangements. The dinner proceeded, and in the end Althea felt that it had been tolerably successful, even though Hilyer, in connection with the devilled landfish in pastry shells, had found the pastry too tough and the sauce too sharp, while the souffle, so he pointed out, had gone limp.


Althea dealt politely with Hilyer’s comments, and she was pleased with Maihac’s behavior. He had attended Hilyer’s sometimes rather pompous opinions, and he had said nothing of space or spaceships, to Jaro’s disappointment.


After the group had moved to the sitting room, Maihac brought out his froghorn, perhaps the most bizarre item of his collection, since it comprised three dissimilar instruments in one. The horn started with a rectangular brass mouthpiece, fitted to a plench-box sprouting four valves. The valves controlled four tubes which first wound around, then entered, the central brass globe: the so-called “mixing pot.” From the side opposite the mouthpiece came a tube which flared out into a flat rectangular, sound bell. The four valves were controlled by the fingers of the left hand, to produce the notes of an exact if irrational scale, each tone an unctuous disreputable gurgle. Above the mouthpiece, a second tube clipped to the nostrils became a screedle flute, fingered by the right hand to play intervals with no obvious relationship to the tones of the horn. The right foot pumped air into a bladder which was controlled by movements of the left knee to produce a heavy diapason of something over an octave. Clearly, to play the froghorn with mastery would require endless hours of practice: even years or decades.
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