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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.







Chapter 1


As one drove along State Road 75, the orderly, well-kept fencing was the first indication of the farm. The road followed the fence line for three miles or so before a narrow graveled road interrupted the flow of white cross-ties and black locust uprights, and beyond this intersection the road and the bordering fence rose over the crest of a hill and were lost to sight. The gravel road cut straight across the rolling terrain, made a dip and a sharp turn, then approached the farm buildings: a white barn that could house sixty horses, another, smaller barn at right angles to it, and, off from the work buildings, the residence. Atop the large barn was a weather vane, depicting Prometheus racing into the morning wind, which caught and flung back the blazing sunlight.


In the distance, to the left of the buildings, a cluster of hills with white limestone outcroppings rose sharply, like skeletal frameworks of the topography where the weather had taken its toll of the flesh that once had covered the bones. From the house, the hills seemed to be covered with clouds of pale, translucent greens of varying shades, and among them bloomed the white sweep of dogwoods, and the taller, scarlet redbud heads, as if an artist had drawn his brush carelessly across the scene with white paint, and then dabbed with red. The sun flashed on a stream spilling down the hillside, losing it among willows that draped pale greenery to the ground where the wind teased as if with a curtain of gauze strips, lifting, stirring, prying. The stream reappeared, making a curve among rocks that gleamed white, and was lost once more, showing again, quieter and broader where the land began leveling, and where the long morning rays of light made the grass appear covered with a diaphanous layer of silvery netting that sparkled with droplets. Under the sheen of dew-wet webs the grass was richly blue green. Now more sedate, the creek wound leisurely along the ground, under a fence, under a wooden bridge, behind the vegetable garden and up to the back edge of the yard delineated with flowering bushes: the now fading forsythias, mock oranges, the pink blushes of the beauty bushes, and scarlet quinces.


To one side of the living fence there was a garage, once a carriage house, with louvered windows on the upper level where the servants were housed. Like the barn and the fence, it was a white glare in the morning light. A red brick walk led from it through an already productive herb garden of neat black earth measured off with thick green lines of low-growing plants, made an intersection with another walk that led to the flower garden where boldly colorful, waving tulips, hyacinths in shades of violets, blues, royal purples and whites, crocuses, and sweep after sweep of daffodils bloomed against white clouds of babies’-breath.


The two walks joined again closer to the house and became one, slightly wider, bordered with heavy, budded peonies and roses whose buds were tentatively unfurling. The house was a colonial mansion with three-story columns and broad porches that encircled it; like the other buildings it was white, boldly contrasted by the dark evergreens that grew low about its shiny-clean windows, and tall and strong at the corners.


The back door of the house opened and shut and a woman hurried down the red walk and vanished into the garage. In minutes the front doors opened and a black Cadillac eased out, turned and rolled slowly to the sharp turn in the road, picked up speed there and disappeared down the gravel road. On the east side of the house the sun glared on white, blazed against curtained windows and streamed through a pair of double windows where the curtains had been drawn back. It touched the face of a man who turned his head slightly and did not awaken from his dream:


Lucien smiled his worldly-wise seductive smile, making certain the pale-yellow candlelight fell just right to catch the gleam of white teeth. He tossed the handful of gravel again at the closed window. It rained against the pane with insistent little voices and he thought he detected a slight movement of the curtain. He tilted his head back to a better angle, and sang in his beautiful baritone, “Hello, Muddah, Hello, Faddah, Here I am at Camp Granada …” The gravel pelted again, and this time she was throwing it back at him, and it was missing and hitting on the driveway. He ducked and the soft yellow candlelight seemed less soft and inviting; as he turned his head it glared against his eyes and he squinched them. His grin broadened as he buried his head under the pillow. The gravel was still making noise, only farther and farther away, and slowly the dream faded and he knew he was hearing the Cadillac departing. He yawned and pulled the pillow away, and the sun slanting in made red sparks dance before his eyes. He rolled over, his face down in the other pillow. He could still smell that very elusive scent that Stella used only on certain nights.


Again he rolled over and with both hands behind his head he thought about what kind of a day it would be, and decided almost instantly that it would be one of the good ones. One of the days when he loved his wife. That decided, and it was his first decision every day, sometimes going one way, sometimes the other, he stretched and another great yawn snapped something in his jawbone, leaving it feeling better after the yawn was accomplished than it had before. He felt good, was his second decision. And hungry. God, he was starved. They had talked a little of getting up and eating something, sometime about two-thirty, but they had both been too exhausted and too comfortable and warm, and finally had fallen asleep, her head on his chest. Recognizing the fact of hunger, he couldn’t remain in bed any longer, although he had planned to sleep until ten or later, knowing he had a strenuous afternoon before him. He walked across the room, a stocky, muscular man of forty-two, his dark, gray-touched hair tousled and curlier than usual this morning, and the grin he awakened with still hovering on his finely shaped lips. His mouth was sensual with carefully formed lips that parted to show teeth that looked whiter than they actually were because of his dark, weather-burned skin. The lips smiled often and few noticed how seldom the smile was reflected in his blue eyes which this morning were twinkling with well-being and remembered pleasure. When his eyes did share the mirth that parted his lips in a grin, they danced, and one sensed that he felt his happiness then at a deeper level. He sang as he showered, and his voice really was the baritone that he had dreamed, but only in the shower, and only on these particular, special mornings when he decided without hesitation that he loved his wife. Other mornings he did not sing in the shower.


After breakfast he walked to the stables and talked quietly for five minutes to Lady Lue, whose bulging sides stirred from time to time with new life, and whose patient eyes adored him without question. Joseph stood aside and watched the mare and master with understanding eyes faintly yellow in his shoeshine-black face. The Lady was due in three or four days, the latest of the mares to foal, and her almost fifteen years old. He knew Mr. Lucien was worried about the Lady, and deep in his heart he was grieving already, for the worry was warranted and the Lady had been Mr. Lucien’s special friend for a long, long time.


Then Lucien mounted Teeter-Totter, the stallion who had developed his own gait and refused to change it, making it impossible to show him, or to do much else with him except ride him and let him sire some of the finest foals the farm produced. Teeter-Totter ran like a drunk taking water in a sieve to a fire. He didn’t gallop exactly, and he didn’t really canter, and now and then it seemed that he forgot which foot went next, but Lucien liked the roan stallion and allowed no one else to ride him. He never admitted it, but he didn’t think anyone else could have ridden the stubborn big horse. Teeter-Totter cocked his ears as they left the stable through the wide, weighted gate and went into the field, and Lucien told him about the night before.


“You know how she gets, big boy. I was getting my gear ready for the cave today and she came in. Without a word, mind you. Never a word. You know how I can tell?” Teeter-Totter broke into an ungainly run and Lucien grinned. “That’s right, big boy,” he said. “Be yourself. If you want to run sideways, and it makes you happy, don’t let the world browbeat you out of it.” He lifted his head and sniffed the air and wondered if it had been something as simple as a race memory of spring rites that had fired Stella. Suddenly, without volition or foreknowledge, he let out a great, bellowing whoop. Startled, Teeter-Totter found that spring had put wings on his heels, and for once the four feet worked in unison, and he ran as if every Kentucky Derby winner was ahead of him doing his best and yet almost standing still. As they ran, Lucien laughed aloud, and he didn’t know that the first phase of his life was ending and that there would never be a repeat of a single day among the many that had made up his forty-two years.


The morning was turning warmer. By ten, windows were being opened in the natural science building at the university. Of the several hundred students there it appeared that less than a handful of them could think of work longer than ten or fifteen seconds at a time. Stella dismissed her class early, angrily, still fuming over the test results and the evident lack of concern among the dolts casting longing glances out the windows.


“This is our last session until after the spring holiday,” she said crisply. “Return prepared for a test covering Chapters Eleven through Seventeen of the text, plus material taken from my last three lectures.” There were groans, and happy thoughts of Fort Lauderdale sans books vanished as the class rose and trailed out. Stella sighed at the open door; the last one out knew he was supposed to close the door. She went over and gave it a push that slammed it, reverberating through the room, echoing her fury with them. She knew she was a good teacher, if she had teachable material. Her movements in clearing her desk were abrupt, very gradually easing as the realization came anew that in less than an hour she would know. They would all know. Another grant? Doubled? Dr. Oldham was so certain that the request for double the last grant would be allowed. And that would mean … She stopped the giddy thought of giving up classwork for full days in the lab and brought herself back to reality. Dr. Oldham certainly would have his burdens eased, but she was only his fourth assistant. It might mean a raise, which she didn’t need; but more important, it might mean national recognition, which she did need. And after this work was terminated, a lab of her own at another university, a big, name university….


She was thirty-four, with almost seven months to go before she would turn the halfway point of her actuarial table prediction of life expectancy. She was five feet five, and carried herself as if she measured a full six feet; her hair was cut short and straight, but the soft, warm-brown tones caught light from unexpected sources and shone as if in defiance. In her purse there were glasses; they were fitted with untreated glass, and they were used for those trying times when she had to be accepted as a scientist and knew her startling green eyes would be a distraction. Her straight smock and low-heeled shoes did little to hide the fact that she had a beautifully erect and slender body, and that her legs were graceful, flowing lines that still evoked whistles from undergraduates.


As she stared unseeing at her desk, a new wave of exultation flooded her. Today, Oldham had told them, a representative from the Senate committee would deliver the decision. For the first time a personal committee envoy would attend, and that could only mean the news was to be tremendous! The smile that lit her face transformed it to the face of a girl, and her careful planning of dress, makeup and deportment became effort wasted.


“Hey! Wake up!” Whitney Cox was standing at the corner of her desk, peering nearsightedly at her.


“Oh, good morning, Whit.” She knew her voice was cross from being caught in mid-dream, but with Whit it didn’t matter and she made no effort to smooth out the roughness. Whit rated even lower than she did in Dr. Oldham’s retinue of assistants and underlings. He didn’t even have his full professorship yet, and at the rate of his work progress, it would be at least five years before he achieved his doctorate.


“I’m supposed to relieve you of your class, and you are supposed to go to Dr. Oldham’s office right now,” the assistant professor said.


They both knew that meant he was being excluded from whatever was taking place, or about to take place, and Stella couldn’t stop the small, smug feeling of self satisfaction that settled in her chest. For a while she had been afraid Dr. Oldham was going to replace her, elevating Whit despite the fact that he was not yet a Ph.D., and simply because she was a woman and Dr. Oldham had the antediluvian concept of women as child-bearers and scrub ladies. For Whit she assumed a mask of commiseration, letting him know she understood fully the implications. He scowled at the bare desk.


“I let my class out already,” she said needlessly. “I’d better go on now.” Wordlessly, Whit jammed his hands down into his pockets and slouched along with her down the corridor which was bustling with chattering students. He stopped before Dr. Oldham’s door and, still without speaking, touched her lightly on the shoulder and turned, shambling off toward the faculty lounge.


Dr. Barnie Oldham was short and fat, the kindest description of him that could be made. Those who disliked him said he was gross, and his friends said jolly, but the fact was that he could be either and frequently was both so rapidly in succession that it was bewildering to those being subjected to the flashing changes of his mood. When his temper, never deeply buried, was aroused, he turned ugly and gross, but this happened only in connection with work, so that only his associates at the university ever had reason to apply this particular adjective to him. Throughout the town, in church, at the corner drugstore, even in his home, he was jolly.


That spring morning he was trying to be jolly, but the smile wasn’t put on well enough to prevent its slipping and a look of deep anxiety replacing it. Stella crossed the office to his desk quickly and drew up short several steps before she reached it. Dr. Oldham wasn’t looking at her at all, but beyond her, and she turned also and saw the General. Stella understood the reason behind the anxiety that displaced the smile on Dr. Oldham’s face.


“Dr. Thayer,” Oldham said, his voice surprisingly good, mellow and deep, “this is General Skinner. I am afraid he has some, uh, I guess startling is the best word I can find to use—that’s it—startling … startling information.”


The General had extended his hand and for a brief moment Stella wished he had saluted, or bowed, or anything else other than that. She didn’t want to touch the man. She was relieved to find his hand normally warm. For a wild moment she had been certain that it would prove to be icy, as were his pale blue eyes. He stood straight and stiff, and, she thought, perhaps that was it, he couldn’t bow without breaking something. His hair was like half-inch-high white icicles covering his large skull. The eyes were like twin frozen lakes seen from a window of an airplane at twenty thousand feet. Even the surrounding terrain seemed to fit, sered, wrinkled, scorched and frozen until every trace of softness had been eroded away. His lips were a thin, hard line and seemed hardly to move when he spoke to her.


“Dr. Thayer, a pleasure. Sit down, please.”


Feeling like a recruit caught sneaking off base during boot training, she sat down meekly.


“Uh, the uh, General Skinner has something to say. That is, uh, I have someth— Where the devil is Becket? And Wells? I sent for them….” Dr. Oldham’s gaze circled the room continuously, avoiding the General, moving past Stella almost guiltily.


The door opened and Becket and Wells entered together. Professor Emmanuel Becket had been laughing, and he cut it off abruptly at the distracted appearance of Oldham. Becket was abnormally tall, six feet six and a half, and at one time he had become painfully aware of it and since had tried to compensate for his size by stooping. He always looked as though he were searching for a lost object on the floor at his feet. He was a few years older than Stella and directly under Oldham in authority. Next in line of authority was Wells, the type of man who would fit well in any movie crowd scene as background. He never emerged from the background, except at work in the laboratory.


Deliberately the General moved in behind Wells and turned the lock in the door. He stood against it as Oldham made the introductions, then took over.


“Gentlemen,” he said, and paused and looked at Stella, sending a chill through her, “and Dr. Thayer, I have been commissioned by my superiors, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the President of the United States to inform you of the following: Item, as of today, April 2, you are government employees working directly under the Department of the Army. Item, you and your work have been placed in a highly classified category and hereafter you are forbidden to speak of it to any unauthorized personnel. Item, I have given your director of research, Dr. Oldham, orders to the effect that he and his entire staff are to proceed today to Roanoke Island and from there be transported to another island where laboratory facilities will be made available to continue with your research. Are there any questions?”


“What do you mean, proceed today?” It was Becket who broke the long silence that trailed the General’s words. “There are things we all must do….”


“You will be accompanied to your homes in order to pack what clothing you will need for a two-day visit. That is what you will tell your families: you have been called away for a two-day visit to report in person on the progress of your work. As soon as you are safely installed on the island, they will be notified that you are safe and arrangements will commence to have them brought to you.”


Stella heard the words without understanding. It was only after the cold, precise voice stopped making sounds that the meaning began to take shape in her mind.


“Immediately? You mean now, today?” Wells looked from the General to Oldham and shook his head in disbelief. “I can’t go anywhere now! It would take me two weeks to get my affairs straightened out, arrange things with my wife….”


“Those things will be done for you.” General Skinner didn’t even look at Wells as he clipped off the words.


Oldham was looking from one to the other as if willing one of them to come up with something, anything, to stay this sentence, or at least to delay the execution. Stella found herself standing and couldn’t remember leaving the chair.


“This is the most ridiculous thing I ever heard of,” she said, relieved to find her voice steady and cool. “I certainly will not obey any such orders. I am going home.”


The General didn’t shift from the door. “Dr. Thayer, only by quick action have we been able to thwart one very clever attempt to kidnap this entire research group. I believe you are intelligent enough to surmise which government might be interested in the work you people have been doing. We do not intend to allow another opportunity to arise. You will not be captives. You will be joined by your families at the first opportune date. Your personal possessions, or those that you wish to have, will be delivered to you. Any time you wish to leave the island, you will be allowed to do so. The important thing—the big difference—will be that you will not be grouped publicly where … enemy agents can abduct you. The whereabouts of the island will not be known to any of you at any time.”


Stella stepped back, away from his coldness, and when the chair touched the back of her knees, she sat down in it. They would go. Today they would go. He said they would, and there was nothing they could do about it but obey. More objections were being raised by Wells and by Becket, but when Stella’s eyes met Dr. Oldham’s momentarily, she saw reflected in them the same knowledge she held. Dr. Oldham voiced no objections.


“Are you certain no one else knows about the work?” The General directed Army sergeants toward the files and they began carrying them out. Stella wasn’t too sure exactly when they had come, but the office was slowly being denuded, as was the lab, her office….


“No. No. Of course, I am certain,” Oldham replied in a tight voice.


It wouldn’t have done much good for the others to have talked, Stella thought with a flash of anger. Only Dr. Oldham had all of the research information, and the others knew only what each had done personally. She wondered if Oldham had told the General that. She wondered if Oldham realized just how much of it the others could put together—not the formula, of course, but generally.


“What difference does it make if we’ve told anyone?” she asked. “Unless it were a biologist, or chemist possibly, it would be so much gibberish to him. Except for the general concept….”


The chilling stare regarded her and very slowly General Skinner asked, “Whom did you tell, Dr. Thayer?”


Stella felt the cold penetrate, started to deny it and then blurted, “My husband, naturally. I always tell him everything I am doing.”


Oldham choked and looked at her with unbelieving eyes. “But we swore to one another … uh, you swore … Dr. Thayer, when I interviewed you some years ago, you assured me….” He sputtered futilely and looked at her as he might look on a traitor.


“Naturally I never talked about it to anyone other than my husband,” Stella said. “But husband and wife … that’s not like telling anyone else…. Man and wife are … one.” She forced herself to keep her eyes on Oldham until the urge to touch her cheek where the General’s icy eyes were staring became almost unbearable.


“Did any of you others confide in your wives?” General Skinner asked without a change in tone.


She knew she had done something terrible from the very lack of emotion in his voice, and she felt like screaming that it was a lie when he called a lieutenant in from the corridor and issued orders for Lucien to be brought back to the university with her.


A sergeant drove her Cadillac and she sat in the back seat between two tight-lipped lieutenants and directed. Her eyes saw the town as they drove through it: a low town with wide, tree-lined streets and houses far back in garden settings, an old town that had existed during the Revolutionary War, and had sent men to battle on both sides during the Civil War, a town that wore its age gracefully and resisted with disdain shiny-fronted stores and offices. For the first time in her life Stella was thinking of it as her town, and she was leaving it, virtually at gunpoint. Then it was behind them and the fields stretched out on rolling ground on both sides of the road, some planted already, some green from the winter crop, some bravely naked in the brilliant sun. The white fence came into view; in a faint voice she told the sergeant to slow down for the first turnoff on the left.


She closed her eyes then and didn’t open them again until the car stopped and they were at the front entrance of her home. The lieutenant held the door courteously, and in the same polite manner asked, “Where can I find your husband, ma’am?”


She shaded her eyes and looked at the stable and saw Lucien standing in the doorway trying to see who had arrived with her. She said nothing, but the lieutenant turned with military precision and strode off toward the long, low white building.


“After you, ma’am,” the other lieutenant said, and she understood that she was to go inside and start packing. He followed her into the house, down the wide, polished hall where daffodils scented the air, and up the stairs carpeted with deep, glowing red velvet carpet. If he noticed the house at all, he gave no indication, but continued to follow her into her bedroom. He stood at the door with his arms folded across his chest and watched with impassive features as she dragged out an overnight bag and started to throw things into it.


Stella didn’t know Lucien had entered the house until the bedroom door flew open and he stalked in. She stopped packing, straightened up and met his eyes, shocked to find amusement on his face instead of the anger she had expected. His eyes were very bright with silent laughter that she knew no one else could see. For an instant she felt as if he were reminding her here, in front of those men, of what they had done last night, of what she had done. As if he knew why she had lied about him, why she had felt it necessary to have him along.


“Are you all right?” was all he said, but much more had been communicated in that brief exchange of glances. She nodded.


“You know what happened?”


“Soldier boy filled me in,” Lucien said, and turned. “Okay, soldier boy, let’s go get my razor and some books.”


Stella watched his back, forgetting the clothes she was holding. Why couldn’t she know him? What right had he to hide himself from her when he could do this to her? She heard the thought and felt the reason for it within her body and turned furiously to her packing.


They didn’t speak again when they met in the hall where he was waiting with several books in his hand, nor in the car returning to the university. But she was glad it was his body pressing against hers on the ride back.




Chapter 2


“The thing about caves,” David Carson told himself as he pulled on his ancient, dependable boots, “is that it doesn’t matter when you go into them. Down there it’s going to be the same whether you start at six A.M., or not until eleven at night.” The boot hugged his ankle snugly; it was soft, yet strong, supple from many nights of being rubbed with neat’s-foot and saddle soap. It was early afternoon and the sun made the flannel shirt stick to his shoulders.


The shoulders were very wide, or appeared wider than they were because the rest of him was almost too thin; he seemed all arms and legs, with great feet and hands. His hair, hillbilly hair, he thought, was unruly, a wild thatch of straw-colored matting that resisted combs, brushes, oils and haircuts alike. His face was smooth and very young, with crinkle lines around his blue eyes. He never moved very quickly, and that, added to his pleasant drawl, gave him the reputation of being deliberate and cautious; seldom was it realized that his measured strides covered large chunks of ground when he moved those long legs. The only distinguishing mark on his body was a scar that started above his left eye and ended an inch above his hairline, giving his eyebrow a permanent lift that appeared to be the expression of sarcasm, or derision. At times the scar flamed brightly and at those times his mild blue eyes would blaze copper bright, and those opposing him would trod softly.


Buck Lewisson stood at the cave entrance with a rapt look on his usually vacant face. He was a drifter who, in his forty years, had held no job for more than three months; aboveground he could not be depended on to take firewood inside in zero weather, but in a cave … David grinned at his figure and nodded once. In a cave there was no man he’d rather have at his side for an emergency than Buck. Inside, down under tons of earth and rock, Buck seemed to grow in every direction at once, to spread himself out on every plane so that he became an extension of the cave he was exploring, knowing it with a sense not given to others, feeling it with organs not possessed by others, understanding it with intuition never developed by anyone else.


Standing behind Buck, slightly to one side, glancing impatiently at David and then the sky, and last at the road, was Ethan MacDaniels. Ethan was younger than the others, not over twenty, and this was his first virgin cave. David could appreciate his impatience, but still he worked slowly, methodically, not deliberately stalling, but rather deliberately being careful now when he could take the time for care. He did hope that Lucien would still put in his appearance, but he didn’t delay for him. They had waited the hour they had agreed to wait, and now the cave was waiting for the three of them. It would have been better with four, with Lucien as the fourth man, but they would go on without him. Lucien was almost as good as Buck, was equally as good as David knew himself to be in a cave, but he was not indispensable. The three of them checked their lights a last time and then entered the cave, Buck leading, then Ethan, and finally David: a drifter, a student, and a United States Senator, all equals now, each knowing himself to be a man worth trusting in any emergency that might come up between then, 1 P.M., that spring afternoon, and 7 P.M., the agreed-on time to return to the surface of the earth.


During one of the breaks, Buck mentioned Lucien for the first time. “Damn shame he didn’t make it,” he grunted, reclining on one elbow, playing his light along one of the fairytale walls teeming with helictites in fantastic forms that defied gravity and reason alike. “He’d ‘a liked this one.”


David finished the last of the hot tea they had made and agreed. This was the sort of cave that Lucien would have liked. It had the intricacies that fascinated them all, the many choices of paths, the grueling climbs and terrifying descents. And it had a stream that came from one unscalable wall and vanished into another. “We’ll bring our scuba gear next time,” he had said, playing his light along the surface of the black water, timing the current in it as a piece of fluorescent-painted wood swirled about momentarily and then disappeared into the opening that was completely water-covered.


There was still much to be seen when they turned back and retraced their steps toward the opening, but on the whole, for a preliminary thrust, they all knew they had done well that day. Now they could make definite plans for the second and third exploration trips.


They munched on the sandwiches David had in the jeep, and drank hot black coffee from his Thermos and spoke little, with the understanding and comradeship of men who are in agreement about a principle. Then David started the motor and drove them out of the valley, now filled with night shadows and a chill breeze. They sighed, knowing the day was ended and the real world awaited them at the top of the rise where the jeep jerked and humped its way back onto the county road of gravel. David dropped them off at their homes, started to make the turn for 1-74 that would take him straight home within two hours, but turned instead toward the university town. He knew it was getting toward the end of foaling, but still, if Lucien had got hung up with one of his mares, that would explain his absence, and he would want to know what they had found.


He admired without envy the ancestral home that Lucien owned. Almost more than he admired the house, he loved the stables, now lighted inside and out, with an air of bustle about them that he felt as far away as the approach to the main building. The barns were starkly white with blue roofing, blue trim on the doors and windows. The house was entirely white, as was the fencing that crisscrossed the farm, running along the green earth for many miles.


He was met at the great, double doors by one of the servants whose name he couldn’t recall. He knew it wasn’t the regular housekeeper, Felicia Lee. The girl had been weeping, was weeping still, and looked at him with dumb patience, waiting for him to state his business.


The girl sobbed and hung her head and made no effort to stop him when he stepped past her and glanced down the hall, looking for Felicia, or Lucien, or even Stella. No one else was in sight. His gaze stopped at the pack on the floor and he turned impatiently to the girl.


“Isn’t Mr. Thayer home?” At least he had meant to make the cave that day and had been stopped.


The door from the study opened and he saw Lucien’s mother standing outlined by it. She beckoned to him and he gave the girl one last puzzled look and then strode down the hallway to the study. Mrs. Thayer had re-entered it and was standing at the far end, her hand on the radio knob, turning the volume down as he entered.


“David, thank you for coming. It was thoughtful.”


He felt a moment of shock and that was followed by a deepening of his bewilderment. She had been crying also. He never had cared for Mrs. Thayer; she seemed to him to be one of the last of the horse aristocracy, a class complete in itself, a class that he could not understand, the only entry into which was through the birth canal. The first time he had met her set the pattern for all their future meetings; he had cut his leg crawling from a cave at the back of the Thayer property and Lucien had insisted on taking him home to doctor it. David had been properly awed by the immense house and had been reluctant to enter it, had refused to enter until Lucien checked first to make certain that no one was in the spacious kitchen. Mrs. Thayer had found the boys dripping blood on the kitchen floor, with a puddle of water at their feet and the table covered with an assortment of bandages and scissors, tapes and iodine. David would never forget how she had drawn back from him, stiff and haughty, and strangely beautiful. Her cool gaze had encompassed him swiftly; then she had summoned one of the servants to care for him, all the while standing slightly apart, but not leaving him alone with Lucien. When Lucien told her where David lived, five miles east of the town, her lips pursed and she directed the servant to drive him home, and David, at thirteen, realized for the first time that five miles could be unbridgeable. She took Lucien from the room with her, leaving him in the hands of the servant who patted him on the head and said, “Come along, boy,” as if he were a dog. David bolted from the great house, and ran most of the way home.


Looking at Mrs. Thayer now, almost thirty years later, he knew that he would see her forever as that proud, aloof woman, not unkind, simply unaware. Her cheeks were colored faintly, imperceptibly, and her skin was soft-looking under carefully coiffured hair that had turned silver-white, but she was that same woman, condescending to him always, infernally self-assured, as if she was not aware that her species was fast becoming extinct. He had never seen her display any emotion more noteworthy than a mild impatience, and the fact that she had been and was weeping seemed so out of character for her that all he could feel was a puzzlement over her tears.


“Mrs. Thayer, what happened?”


She gasped and sat down abruptly and he was afraid for a moment she would start weeping again. “You don’t know? You didn’t hear the radio? Or see the late editions?”


He shook his head.


“They are dead. Both of them. They were on a plane and it crashed.”


He realized that he was staring at her in disbelief, and then, very slowly, in shock. He had missed part of what she had said, and what he was hearing made no sense.


“… to the island. The last thing was the pilot saying there was trouble and he was worried. They didn’t hear anything else, but the planes searching the area found oil and debris, so they say everyone perished.”


She didn’t believe it yet, David thought, that was why she could talk about it like that. After it became real for her, she would be unable to speak of it. “David, why were they going somewhere like that? Why did a general come for them? I don’t understand it!”


David looked at her blankly. “A general came for them? When?”


“Today. That’s what I told you. They went with him. But why Lucien? He had nothing to do with the rest of them.”


David shut his eyes briefly, trying to get a picture of what had happened, any sort of picture, and couldn’t. “Mrs. Thayer,” he said, his voice losing some of the gentleness he tried to maintain with her, “exactly what did happen? Where were they going? Who was with them?”


“The laboratory staff,” she said. “I told you. Dr. Oldham, Professor Wells and Professor Becket, Stella and Lucien. The general came for them….”


David held up his hand and she stopped abruptly. “You mean the others had planned to go somewhere with this general and at the last moment Lucien decided to join them?”


“I don’t know what they planned. You know that woman. God only knows what she would do, I don’t. But Lucien wouldn’t have decided to go anywhere with them. Lady Lue is due any time now and he wouldn’t have left her.”


“All right, you say a general came here. Who was he? Was he killed?”


“No! He went to the university, and then someone came here and got Lucien and took him there, and they all got in an airplane and it crashed in the ocean and now they say they all died. But the general took a different airplane.” Suddenly Mrs. Thayer looked up at David standing over her. She stood up and said breathlessly, as if only then realizing who he was, “David, you can find out about it! A Senator can find out about these things. You should know why that Senator wanted them to meet him. Why that general came for them. Why Lucien went with them. That’s what I have to know. Why? It doesn’t make any sense, none of it. And no one will tell me anything.”


David stared at her for a moment before turning away. She hadn’t approved of Lucien’s marriage, as, indeed, no one had, and as a consequence Lucien did not take her into his confidence, that much he knew. It could be that the mystery was only in her mind, not in the facts, but on the other hand, Lucien had planned to go along with him on the cave exploration. As late as last night, or even this morning, he had planned it and put his pack out where it would be handy.


“Mrs. Thayer,” he said, “I want to help you. I will help you all I can. But you have to give me some information. What was the general’s name?”


“I don’t know! A lieutenant called me on the phone and told me my son, my only child, was dead, killed in the plane crash. I couldn’t make a note of a name at a time like that.”


“Did you get the lieutenant’s name?”


“No.”


David looked at her and shrugged. “I’ll find out what I can and be in touch with you later,” he said finally. He left her sitting in the study, her hand already reaching to turn the radio volume back up. In the hall he paused momentarily at the pack and reached down for the book that was lying on top of it, moving it out of the way. The pack was as it should have been, boots, sweater, lights, batteries…. He tossed the book back down and started to move on toward the door and then stopped and turned back quickly. He picked up the book again and a curious smile flitted across his face. It was an old, dog-eared copy of Stevenson’s Kidnapped. As he stood staring at the book, the scar on his forehead began to take on color and by the time he spun about and headed for the rear of the house, the scar was vivid and his eyes were shining with anger.


He talked to the servants, then called the local newspaper office and spoke a few minutes with the managing editor. Then he placed a call to Washington. As he waited for it to be returned, he paced the living room of Lucien’s house.


It didn’t make any sense, not yet anyway. Lucien had planned to leave at twelve-thirty to meet him at the cave, and at twelve-fifteen the lieutenants and Stella had come to the house, and half an hour later Lucien drove off with them without a word to anyone. Later the lieutenant had returned and had entered Stella’s laboratory, using her key, showing permission with her name signed to it, and left again, taking a carton of papers with him. Period.


The phone rang and he snatched it up quickly. Senator Martin Breckenridge was returning his call, not from Washington but from his home in the easternmost county of the state. David felt suddenly the relief a small child feels after facing an enemy for an interminable length of time without giving ground and then having his father come along and take the burden off his shoulders. Senator Breckenridge was the senior Senator from their state, and, more than that, he was David’s friend and adviser.


David sketched the background very rapidly, adding the little information he had gotten from the editor. Then he asked, “Why would General Skinner come here and take these people away with him? Under what law, or under whose orders?”


Senator Breckenridge was silent for a long minute and David was afraid he had left the phone, but then he said, “David, you reckon maybe you got a tiger by the tail down there?”


“Why?”


“Why, David, don’t you know General Skinner is Senator Eustace’s boy?” There was another silence and David was thinking furiously. Eustace was chairman of more committees than he could count, but the only one that could mean anything in this was the Committee of Government Grants for Fundamental Research. Then Breckenridge’s voice was back, smooth as honey, and almost as bland.
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