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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.


      




Part I: ALOYSIUS




Chapter I


From Popular Handbook to the Planets, 330th edition, 1525:


Aloysius, Vega VI
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Aloysius, with its sister planets Boniface and Cuthbert, is accounted among the first worlds to be colonized from Earth, and the traveler who enjoys the ambience of antiquity will here find much to please him.
Contrary to popular assumption, the first settlers were not religious zealots but members of the Natural Universe Society, who dealt gingerly with the new environment, and built nothing at discord with the landscape.
The NUS is long gone, but its influence still permeates the system, and almost everywhere will be noted a sedate reverence for native customs and textures.
The axis of Aloysius inclines to an angle of 31.7 degrees from its plane of orbit; there are seasonal fluctuations of notable severity, mollified somewhat by a dense and moist atmosphere. Of the seven continents Marcy’s Land is the largest, with New Wexford its chief city. The least of the continents is Gavin’s Land, on which is situated the city Pontefract.
It may here be noted that each land, during the Sacerdotal Epochs, represented the diocese of a cardinal and bore his name, thus: Cardinal Marcy’s Land, Cardinal Bodart’s Land, Cardinal Dimpey’s Land, and so forth. The appellative has fallen into disuse and is rarely heard.
Through a policy of low taxes and favorable regulations, both Pontefract and New Wexford have long functioned as important financial centers, with influence reaching everywhere across the Oikumene. Many important publishing houses also make their headquarters at these places, including the prestigious Cosmopolis magazine.
Religions, sects, creeds, movements, counter-movements, orthodoxies, heresies, inquisitions: this is the stuff of early Vegan history; emphatically so on Aloysius which derives its name from the patron saint of the Aloysian Order. The Ambrosians, who preceded the Aloysians, founded the city Rath Eileann beside Lake Feamish, at the center of Llinliffet’s Land. The conflicts between these nominally devotional brotherhoods make a fascinating chronicle.
Indigenous flora and fauna are not particularly noteworthy. Through intensive effort by the original settlers, terrestrial trees and shrubs are widespread, the conifers especially finding a hospitable environment, and the seas are stocked with selected terrestrial fish.





Jehan Addels, after his meticulous habit, arrived ten minutes early to the place of rendezvous. Before alighting from his car he took pains to scrutinize the surroundings. The scenery was dramatic but apparently devoid of menace; Addels found nothing to excite his misgivings. To the right stood Phruster’s Inn, with timbers blackened by centuries of wind and rain, and the Dunveary Crags beyond, rising crag upon buttress, finally to disappear behind high mist. To the left Phruster’s Prospect confronted three-quarters of a full circle and several thousand square miles of territory, varying with whims of the weather.


Addels alighted from his car, cast a single skeptical glance up the awesome Dunveary slopes, and walked out upon the observation platform. Leaning against the parapet he hunched his shoulders against the wind and waited: a thin man with parchment-colored skin and a high balding forehead.


The time was close upon mid-morning; halfway up the sky Vega glowed pale through the mist. A dozen other folk stood along the parapet. Addels subjected each to a careful inspection. Their flounced and tasseled garments in muted reds, browns and dark green, marked them for country folk; residents of the town dressed only in shades of brown, with an occasional black ornament. This group seemed innocent. Addels turned his attention to the panorama: Lake Feamish to the left, Rath Eileann below, vaporous Moy Valley to the right…He frowned down at his watch. The man whom he awaited had given precise instructions. A lack of punctuality might well indicate crisis. Addels gave a sniff, to express both envy and disdain for a way of life so much more eventful than his own.


The time of the appointment was at hand. Addels noticed a path which, originating at the edge of Rath Eileann far below, slanted back and forth up the hillside, to terminate at a flight of steps cut into the rock nearby. Up this path came a man of average stature, unobtrusively muscular, with rather harsh cheekbones, flat cheeks, thick dark hair cropped short. This was Kirth Gersen, of whom Addels knew little except that by some mysterious means, no doubt illegitimate, Gersen had come into the possession of vast wealth.* Addels earned a large salary as Gersen’s legal adviser, to date with his scruples, such as they were, intact. Gersen seemed well acquainted with IPCC* procedures, which in times of stress afforded Addels a degree of nervous comfort.


Gersen ran up the steps, paused, saw Addels and crossed the observation deck. Addels took dispassionate note that after a climb which would have reduced Addels to a state of gasping exhaustion, Gersen was not even breathing deeply.


Addels performed a stately gesture of greeting. “I am pleased to find you in good health.”


“Exactly so,” said Gersen. “Your journey was pleasant?”


“I was distrait; I hardly noticed,” said Addels in a measured and meaningful voice. “But certainly you are enjoying your stay at the Domus?”


Gersen assented. “I sit in the lobby for hours absorbing the atmosphere.”


“For this reason you remain here at Rath Eileann?”


“Not altogether. This is what I want to discuss with you, where we won’t be overheard.”


Addels looked right and left. “You suspect eavesdroppers at the Domus?”


“Up here the risk is at least minimized. I have taken the usual precautions; no doubt you have done the same.”


“I have taken all the precautions I thought necessary,” said Addels.


“In that case, we are almost certainly secure.”


Addels’ only response was a frosty chuckle. For a moment the two men stood leaning on the parapet, overlooking the gray city, the lake, and the misty valley beyond.


Gersen spoke. “The local spaceport is at Slayhack, north of the lake. A week from today the Ettilia Gargantyr will arrive. The registered owner is the Celerus Transport Company based at Vire on Sadal Suud Four. This ship was at one time the Fanutis,* registered to Service Spaceways, also at Vire. The registrations are both nominal. The ship then was the property of Lens Larque, and so presumably is now.”


Addels pursed his lips in distaste. “In our conversation you mentioned his name. Somewhat to my distress, I must admit. He is a notorious criminal.”


“Quite so.”


“And you intend to conduct business with him? Inadvisable. He is not to be trusted.”


“Our business runs along different lines. As soon as the Ettilia Gargantyr arrives, I want a lien, or some other such instrument, placed against ship and cargo, so that the ship is impounded without any possibility of departure. I want title to the ship attacked, so that the actual owner—not his agent or his legal representative—must come here to protect his interests.”


Addels frowned. “You want to bring Lens Larque here to Rath Eileann? An extravagant hope.”


“It is worth a trial. He will naturally use another identity.”


“Lens Larque standing before a court of law? Absurd.”


“Quite so. Lens Larque enjoys absurdities. He is also avaricious. If the action appears legitimate, he won’t want to lose his ship by default.”


Addels gave a grunt of grudging acquiescence. “I can tell you this, at least. The most convincing disguise for legitimacy is legitimacy itself. There should be no trouble discovering a basis for action. Spaceships trail a rash of small complaints in their wake. The difficulty is one of jurisdiction. Has this ship touched Rath Eileann before?”


“Not to my knowledge. Ordinarily it works the Argo Fringe.”


Addels said in a formal voice, “I will give the matter my best attention.”


“An important point to remember: Lens Larque is not an amiable man, for all his tricks and fancies. My name—I hardly need emphasize this—must not be used. You yourself would be wise to act discreetly.”


Addels ran nervous fingers through his sparse blond hair. “I don’t care to confront him at all, discreetly or otherwise.”


“Nevertheless,” said Gersen, “the ship must be immobilized here at Rath Eileann. Use a writ of attachment, or replevin or some such document. The real owner must definitely appear, or else lose title by default.”


Addels said peevishly, “If the ownership is corporate, or vested in a limited society, no such result is possible. The action is not all that easy.”


Gersen gave a grim laugh. “If it were easy, I’d do it myself.”


“I quite understand,” said Addels in a morose voice. “Let me think the matter over for a day or two.”


Three days later, in Gersen’s chambers at Domus St. Revelras, a musical tone signaled an incoming call. Gersen touched the ‘Monitor’ button; a cascade of exploding asterisks certified that the line was free of interference. A few seconds later Addels’ fine-boned face appeared on the screen.


“I have made guarded inquiries,” spoke Addels in his most didactic voice. “I have obtained definite judicial opinion to the effect that an action of the sort you envisage is valid only if a local citizen has suffered substantial damage, that debt or damage having optimally occurred locally and at a recent time. As of now we satisfy none of the requirements. Therefore we could not obtain a valid writ.”


Gersen nodded. “I expected as much.” He waited patiently while Addels pulled at his bony chin and selected words.


“In connection with the Ettilia Gargantyr itself, I have searched records for liens, debts and other actions under litigation. As ships of space pass from port to port, they often incur small debts or inflict minor damages, which usually no one troubles to pursue. The Ettilia Gargantyr is no exception. Two years ago an incident occurred at Thrump on David Alexander’s Planet. The captain provided a banquet for a group of local freight agents, employing ship’s stewards and other personnel to prepare and serve the meal. Instead of the Gargantyr’s mess-hall, he chose to use a chamber at the spaceport. The Thrump Victuallers Guild asserted that such a process contravened local ordinance. They registered a claim for lost wages and punitive damages. The ship departed before a summons could be served, so the action remains in abeyance, pending the ship’s return, which is unlikely.”


Addels paused to reflect. Gersen waited patiently. Addels made delicate adjustment of his thoughts and spoke on: “The Victuallers Guild meanwhile negotiated a loan with a certain Cooney’s Bank, chartered at Thrump on the same David Alexander’s Planet. Along with other assets they pledged the cause of action against the Ettilia Gargantyr. A month or so ago the Guild defaulted on the debt, and the suit has now been transferred to the interest of Cooney’s Bank.” Addels’ voice took on a speculative tone. “It has often occurred to me that your affairs might most flexibly be handled through a bank. Cooney’s Bank, while essentially sound, suffers from a tired old management. The stock sells at a reasonable price and you could easily buy control. Branches might then be established wherever it became expedient to do so: for instance at Rath Eileann.”


“The lawsuit could then be transferred, so I assume.”


“Quite correct.”


“And a lien could be laid so as to hold the ship here at Rath Eileann?”


“I have made inquiries, in terms of hypothetical cases. I find that the suit may not be filed either at the City Podium nor the Land Court, but only at the Court of Interworld Equity, which sits three times a year at the Estremont under a Circuit Propounder. I have taken counsel with a specialist in interworld equity. He feels that Cooney’s Bank’s case might well be prosecuted if the Ettilia Gargantyr arrives at Rath Eileann; its physical presence would provide in rem jurisdiction. He is certain however that no magistrate would issue a mandamus requiring the presence of the ship’s owner on grounds so trivial.”


“That, however, is the essence of the matter! Lens Larque must come to Aloysius.”


“I am advised that this can not be enforced upon him,” said Addels complacently. “I suggest that we now turn our attention to other matters.”


“Who is the Propounder sitting at the court?”


“We can’t be sure. There are five such magistrates, and they travel a circuit around the Vegan system.”


“The court is not now in session?”


“It has just completed its calendar.”


“And presumably won’t sit again for months.”


“Exactly. In any case, the Propounder would almost certainly throw out any motion requiring the presence of the Gargantyr’s owner.”


Gersen nodded pensively. “That is inconvenient.”


After a moment Addels inquired. “Well then—what of Cooney’s Bank? Shall I make acquisition?”


“Let me think things over. I’ll call you tonight.”


“Very well.”




Chapter II


From ‘City of the Mists’, in Cosmopolis, May 1520:




On a map Rath Eileann shows like a twisted T. Along the top horizontal, from right to left, are the Ffolliot Gardens, Bethamy, Old Town, the Orangery with the Domus behind, then Estremont on a Lake Feamish islet. The T’s vertical straggles to the north for miles, through the Moynal district, then Drury, Wigaltown, Dundivy, Gara with its Dulcidrome, and finally Slayhack with the spaceport.
Of all these districts Old Town exerts the most beguiling charm. Despite streaming mists, odd-smelling vapors, crooked streets, crotchety buildings, this district is far from dull. The local folk wear garments only in shades of brown: sand and taupe, through the middle tans, through oak and other woods into the deepest umbers. When they go abroad in the fitful Vega-light, their costumes against the stone, black iron and sooty timbers create an effect of peculiar richness, the more so for an occasional dark-red, yellow, or dark-blue turban. At night Old Town flickers to the light of innumerable lanterns hung by ancient ordinance before the doorway of every ale-house. Since the crabbed streets and innumerable little alleys have never been named, much less have known the presence of a name-sign, the stranger quickly learns to steer a course by means of the ale-houses’ lanterns.
The Ambrosian monks, first to settle beside Lake Feamish, built in contemptuous disregard for order, in accordance with the hectic fervor of their creed. The Order of Aloysians who came forty years later (and who gave the world its name) half-heartedly tried to modify Old Town, then lost interest and after establishing the new Bethamy Quarter gave all their energies to the construction of Temple St. Revelras.





Gersen left the Domus and sauntered north along the central parade of the Orangery: a formal garden of twenty acres, inappropriately named since, among the carefully clipped trees, were to be found no oranges, but only yews, limes and the indigenous green-glass tree.


At the Grand Esplanade Gersen turned east around the bend of the lake and presently crossed over a causeway to the Estremont, a massive structure of silver-gray porphyry, built on four staggered levels, surmounted by four tall towers and a central dome. At the Justiciary Gersen made a number of inquiries, then, even more thoughtful than before, returned to the Domus.


In his chamber he took paper and stylus and worked out a careful schedule of times and events, which he pondered with care. Then, turning to the communicator, he brought the image of Jehan Addels to the screen. “Today,” said Gersen, “you outlined a procedure in regard to the Ettilia Gargantyr.”


“It was no more than a tentative idea,” said Addels. “The scheme breaks down as soon as we reach the Estremont. The Circuit Propounder would never make us a favorable ruling.”


“You are altogether too pessimistic,” said Gersen. “Strange things happen; the courts are unpredictable. Please act along the lines we discussed. Acquire Cooney’s Bank and immediately charter a local branch. Then, as soon as the Gargantyr opens its hatch, hit it with every kind of paper you can think of.”


“Just as you say.”


“Remember: we are dealing with people who are careless of legal responsibility, to say the least. Make sure that the ship is secure. Serve the papers with at least a platoon of constables, and immediately put the crew ashore. Pull the power-bar, seal the junctions with a destruction-lock; chain open the cargo hatch. Then post a strong guard, with at least six armed men on duty at all times. I want to make sure that the ship stays down in Rath Eileann.”


Addels essayed a morose pleasantry. “I’ll move into the captain’s cabin and guard the ship from within.”


“I’ve got other plans for you,” said Gersen. “You won’t escape so easily.”


“Remember, the Court of Interworld Equity has jurisdiction. There won’t be another session for months, depending on the calendar.”


“We want to give the owner time to appear,” said Gersen. “Make sure that our action alleges malice, conspiracy, and a deliberate policy of interstellar fraud—charges that only the owner can properly deny.”


“He’ll go into the dock, deny everything. The Benchmaster will throw out the case, and you’ll be left to sweep out the courtroom.”


“My dear Addels,” said Gersen. “You clearly don’t understand my intentions—which is just as well.”


“Just so,” said Addels bleakly. “I don’t even care to speculate.”


A month later Gersen once more met Addels on Phruster’s Prospect.


The time was middle afternoon; mists over the Dunvearys had dwindled to a few wisps; the landscape showed a stark grandeur to the cold glare of Vega-light.


As before Gersen had climbed the trail which led up from the Ffolliot Gardens at the western edge of Rath Eileann. He stood leaning on the parapet as Addels sedately arrived in his car.


Addels crossed the road and joined Gersen at the parapet. In a heavy voice he said: “The Gargantyr has landed. The documents have been served. The captain made an outcry and attempted to return into space. He was removed from the ship and charged with attempted flight to evade the court’s jurisdiction. He is now in custody. All precautions have been taken. The captain has sent off an information to his home office.” By this time Addels had learned the details of Gersen’s program and had not altogether recovered his composure. “He has also retained an attorney, who presumably is competent and who well may wreak enormous grief upon us all.”


Gersen said: “Let us hope that the Lord High Benchmaster shares our view of the case.”


“An amusing concept,” growled Addels. “Let us hope that we will find our terms in the Carcery no less amusing.”





Chapter III



From Life, Volume I, by Unspiek, Baron Bodissey:




If religions are diseases of the human psyche, as the philosopher Grintholde asserts, then religious wars must be reckoned the resultant sores and cankers infecting the aggregate corpus of the human race. Of all wars, these are the most detestable, since they are waged for no tangible gain, but only to impose a set of arbitrary credos upon another’s mind.
Few such conflicts can match the First Vegan Wars for grotesque excess. The issue concerns, in its proximate phase, a block of sacred white alabaster the Aloysians intended for Temple St. Revelras, while the Ambrosians claimed the same block for their Temple St. Bellaw. The culminating battle on Rudyer Moor is an episode to tax the imagination. The locale: a misty upland of the Mournan Mountains; the time: late afternoon, with Vega darting shafts of pallid light here and there, as roiling clouds allow. On the upper slopes stand a band of haggard Ambrosians in flapping brown robes, carrying crooked staves carved from Corrib yew. Below is gathered a more numerous group of the Aloysian Brotherhood; small short-legged men, plump and portly, each with ritual goatee and scalp-tuft, carrying kitchen cutlery and garden tools.
Brother Whinias utters a cry in an unknown language. Down the slope bound the Ambrosians, venting hysterical screams, to fall upon the Aloysians like wild men. The battle goes indecisively for an hour, neither side gaining advantage. At sundown the Ambrosian Cornuter, by the creed’s rigorous rule, sounds the twelve-tone call to vespers. The Ambrosians, in accordance with their invariable habit, place themselves in devotional attitudes. The Aloysians quickly set to work and destroy the entire Ambrosian band well before the hour of their own devotions, and so ends the Battle of Rudyer Moor.
Back into Old Town creep the few surviving Ambrosians, in secular garments, where eventually they become a canny group of merchants, brewers, ale-house keepers, antiquarians, money-lenders and perhaps pursuivants of other more furtive trades. As for the Aloysians, the order disintegrates within the century; their fervor becomes no more than a quaint tradition. Temple St. Revelras becomes the Domus, grandest of all the Vegan hostelries. Temple St. Bellaw is only a sad tumble of mossy stone.





Gersen sat in the public lobby of Domus St. Revelras, the ancient nave where cenobites had sweated under the gaze of the Gnostic Eye. Patrons of the contemporary Domus knew little of Gnosis, even less of the Eye, but few could look about the great chamber without awe.


The wavering sound of a thousand year old gong marked the hour of late afternoon. Into the chamber stepped a tall thin young man with a thin keen nose, grey eyes of great clarity, and an air of jaunty intelligence. This was Maxel Rackrose, local correspondent to Cosmopolis, now assigned to the assistance of ‘Henry Lucas’—the identity Gersen used in his role as special writer for Cosmopolis.


Maxel Rackrose dropped into a chair beside Gersen. “Your subject is both elusive and sinister.”


“All of which makes for interesting copy.”


“No doubt.” Rackrose brought forth a packet of papers. “After a week of scouring I’ve turned up little more than common knowledge. The fellow has a genius for anonymity.”


“For all we know,” said Gersen, “he is sitting here in the Domus lobby. That’s not as improbable as you might suppose.”


Rackrose gave his head a confident shake. “I’ve just spent a week with Lens Larque; I’d smell him out if he were within a mile.”


Such convictions were not necessarily to be dismissed out of hand, thought Gersen. “That large man yonder, with the nose-piece; might he be Lens Larque?”


“Definitely not.”


“You’re sure?”


“Certainly. He exudes patchouli and ispanola, but none of the reek Lens Larque is said to exhale. Secondly, he corresponds to descriptions of Lens Larque only in that he is big, bald and dressed in ugly clothes. Thirdly—” Rackrose uttered a careless laugh “—it so happens that I know the man to be one Dett Mullian, who manufactures antique tavern lamps for the tourists.”


Gersen smiled wryly, ordered tea from a nearby attendant, then gave his attention to Rackrose’s documents.


Some of the material he had already seen, such as an excerpt from The Mount Pleasant Raid, by Dauday Wams, published in Cosmopolis:




When the Demon Princes met to affirm their compact, the massive personalities often collided. Howard Alan Treesong mediated the disputes in a casual manner. Attel Malagate proved as obdurate as stone. Viole Falushe took positions based upon malicious caprice. Kokor Hekkus, while unpredictable and innovative, charmed no one. Lens Larque’s arrogance aroused much antagonism. Only Howard Alan Treesong maintained equability. What a wonder that the venture succeeded in any degree whatever! It is a tribute to the professionalism of the group.





The next paper, headed Lens Larque the Flagellator, was the work of Erasmus Heupter. Immediately below title and byline appeared the drawing of a near-naked man of immense size, with a supple and sleek muscularity. The head was small and shaven, narrow at the cranium, wider at the jaws. Heavy eyebrows joined over a long drooping nose; the face looking out of the picture expressed an inane and lewd euphoria. The man wore only sandals and short tight trousers over heavy and unpleasantly meaty buttocks, and in his right hand he flourished a short-handled whip of three long thongs.


Rackrose chuckled. “If that’s our man, I think we’d recognize him, even here at the Domus.”


Gersen shrugged and read the text:




Lens Larque is said to be enamoured of the whip; he considers it a trusty friend and a convenient instrument for the punishment of his enemies. He uses it often to this end, judging it preferable to other methods. At Sadabra he owns a great house with a semi-circular room where he sits to take his victual: great heaps of hork and pummigum* consumed with tankards of must. For savor he keeps by his side a fine short-handled whip, with a lash twelve and a half feet long. The pommel is ivory and engraved with the whip’s name: PANAK. The reference has never been elucidated, to this writer’s knowledge. The lash terminates in a bifurcated flap of leather four inches long: the ‘scorpion’. Around the wall stand Lens Larque’s enemies, manacled to rings and naked as eggs. To the buttocks of each is pasted a heart-shaped target three inches in diameter. To enliven his meal Lens Larque attempts to snap off the targets with the flutter of his whip, and his skill is said to be fine.





Underneath, in a different type-face appeared the note:




The piece duplicated above appeared originally in the Galactic Review, and probably is no more than the exercise of a perfervid imagination, especially in regard to the illustration. Report makes Lens Larque out to be a large man, but the giggling giant depicted above is hardly a credible representation.
It is instructive to note that the author, Erasmus Heupter, dropped out of sight soon after publication of the article and was never seen again. One of his associates received a short letter:







Dear Cloebe:
I am hard at work elucidating the meaning of the name PANAK. Already I have discovered several clues, but the work is not without its little surprises.
The weather is fine, still I would as lief be home.
In all sincerity, Erasmus.





Gersen gave a soft grunt. Rackrose said: “The skin tingles a bit, does it not?”


“Yes, quite so. Are you still willing to cooperate in this project?”


Rackrose winced. “Please don’t use my name.”


“As you like.” Gersen examined the next item: a sheet of typescript, apparently the work of Rackrose himself:




The name Lens Larque is probably a pseudonym. Criminals tend to use false names and aliases. A true name can be traced to a home locale where photographs and intimate connections are discovered; secrecy and security are thereby fractured. Again, when the criminal succeeds at his illicit business, he ordinarily feels the impulse to return to his home community and there play the magnate among those who despised him in the past. The pretty girl who rejected him for a conventional husband: he now can patronize her, especially if she has lost her good looks and lives in hard circumstances. All this is possible only if he is not identifiably a criminal; hence, he feels compelled to use a name of operation other than his own.
These concepts, once they are pointed out, seem quite obvious; still, they take us to the question: what is the derivation of an assumed name? They come in two varieties: first, those names selected at random and intended to be nondescript, and second, those with symbolic significance. The latter predominate among criminals of personal force and flamboyance, of whom Lens Larque is an excellent example. Therefore, I assume the name ‘Lens Larque’ to be an alias which carries symbolic import.
I visited the local UTCS* and ordered a search of all the languages and dialects of the Oikumene and Beyond, past and present, for homonyms to the name ‘Lens Larque’.
I attach the result.





Gersen examined an orange-bordered sheet displaying a UTCS print-out:


LENS LARQUE—homonyms, with definitions.


1. Lencilorqua: a village of 657 inhabitants on Vasselona Continent, Reis, sixth planet to Gamma Eridani.


2. Lanslarke: a predacious winged creature of Dar Sai, third planet of Cora, Argo Navis 961.


3. Laenzle arc: the locus of a point generated by the seventh theorem of triskoid dynamics, as defined by the mathematician Palo Laenzle (907-1070).


4. Linslurk: a moss-like growth native to the swamps of Sharmant, Hyaspis, fifth planet of Fritz’s Star, Ceti 1620.


5. Linsil Orq: a lake of the Blissful Plains, Verlaren, second planet to Komred, Epsilon Sagittae.


6. Lensle Erg: a desert…


The list continued through twenty-two entries, ever more distant from the standard.


Gersen returned to Rackrose’s analysis:




I decided that, granted the hypothesis, the second entry appeared the most likely possibility.
From UTCS I extracted full particulars regarding the lanslarke. It is a four-winged creature with an arrow-shaped head and a stinging tail, reaching a length of ten feet exclusive of the tail. It flies over the Darsh deserts at dawn and twilight, preying upon ruminants and occasionally a lone man. The creature is cunning, swift, and ferocious, but is now rarely seen, though as a fetish of the Bugold Clan it is privileged to fly freely above their domains.
So much for the lanslarke, and on to Item No. 8 of the attached papers. This is the single and only account on record of a meeting with Lens Larque, at a relatively early stage of his career. The narrator never identifies himself but would seem to be the official of an industrial concern. The locale of the meeting is also indefinite; discretion held full sway.





Gersen turned to Item No. 8.




Excerpt from Reminiscences of a Peripatetic Purchase Agent, by Sudo Nonimus, as published in Thrust, a trade journal of the metallurgical industry. (The author’s name, as presented, is quite evidently a pseudonym.)
We met (Lens Larque and I) at a public eating house a hundred yards down the road from the village. The structure was an exercise in massive crudity, as if some monstrous entity had carelessly piled great concrete blocks one on the other, almost haphazard, to create a set of rambling irregular enclosures. These blocks, white-washed and in the sun’s full glare, fairly dazzled the eyes. The spaces within however were cool and dim and once I had overcome my fear of blocks toppling about my ears, I judged the effect quaint and memorable.
Making inquiry of a languid serving-boy, I was directed to a corner table. Here Lens Larque sat to a great platter of meat and legumes. The food gave off a great waft of sour spice, harsh and offensive to the nostrils; nevertheless a purchase agent knows no qualms, so I took a seat opposite and watched him as he ate.
For a period he ignored me as if I were no more than one of the puff-bugs drifting lazily about the room; I therefore took occasion to measure him on my own terms. I saw a large man, heavy almost to the point of corpulence, cloaked in a voluminous white garment, the hood draped close about his face. I could see his complexion, a rich russet-bronze, like the haunch of a bay horse; I could likewise discern something of his features which were large but oddly pinched together, or even compressed. His eyes, when at last he troubled to glance at me, burnt with a yellow intensity which might have daunted me, had I not met many another such gaze in the course of my ordinary work, and which most often resulted from avaricious hope. Not so in this case!
Finishing his meal, the man began to speak, in phrases selected as if by random and conveying no plausible import. Was this a novel bargaining trick? Did he hope to addle my thinking under a coil of perplexities? He did not know his man; as ever, I intended neither to be jockeyed nor hoodwinked, much less swindled. I heeded each word he spoke, taking care to make no assents nor dissents, lest these signs should be considered to form the basis of a bargain. My patience seemed to work an opposite effect upon this strange man. His voice became strident and harsh, and his gestures cut the air like flails.
At last I managed to interpose a quiet suggestion into the harangue. “In connection with our business, may I inquire your name?”
The question caught him up short. In a baleful voice he asked: “Do you question my fidelity?”
“By no means!” I made haste to reply, since the man was obviously truculent. I have dealt with many such in the course of my business, but none like this surly fellow. I continued in an affable tone. “I am a businessman; I merely wish to verify the identity of the person with whom I am dealing. It is a matter of ordinary commercial practice.”
“Yes, yes,” he muttered. “Quite so.”
I pressed home my advantage. “Gentlemen settling to a bargain use conventional manners, and it is only polite that we address each other by name.”
The fellow nodded thoughtfully and produced a most remarkable belch, redolent of the spice he had consumed. Since he took no heed of the matter, I gave no sign that I had noticed.
Again he said, “Yes, yes; quite so.” And then: “Well, it is really no great affair. You may know me as Lens Larque.” Leaning forward, he leered at me through the folds of his cloak. “This name suits me well, do you not agree?”
“On such short acquaintance I could not pretend to hold an opinion. Now, our business. What are your offerings?”
“Four tons of duodecimate* Black, SG-22, prime quality.”
We had no difficulty in arriving at a bargain. He named a price. I could take it or leave it. I resolved to demonstrate that others than himself could act with dignity and decision, without wheedling, haggling or feigned outrage. I immediately accepted his tender, subject to proving out the quality. My stipulation stung his vanity, but I managed to allay his annoyance. In the end he saw reason, and became alarmingly jovial. The serving boy brought two great tankards of a vile mouse-flavored beer. Lens Larque quaffed his portion in three gulps and by the exigencies of the situation I was forced to do likewise, all the while giving fervent if silent thanks to the iron belly and matchless capacity developed by my many long years as a purchasing agent.





Gersen replaced the papers in their folio. “Very good work. Lens Larque takes on substance. He is a large fleshy man with a large nose and chin, which might now be surgically altered. His skin on at least one occasion was reddish-bronze. Naturally he can use skin-toner as easily as anyone else. Lastly, his place of origin might well be the world Dar Sai, from the evidence of his name and also the mention of duodecimates, which are mined on Dar Sai.”


Rackrose sat up in his chair. “Are you acquainted with Wigaltown?”


“Not at all.”


“It’s a coarse and dismal neighborhood with a dozen or more off-world enclaves. Altogether unfashionable, of course; still, if you like odd smells and peculiar music Wigaltown is the place to wander. There’s a small Darsh colony and they patronize a public house on Pilkamp Road. Tintle’s Shade, the place is called. I’ve often noticed the sign which reads ‘Fine Darsh provender’.”


“That is interesting news,” said Gersen. “If Lens Larque is Darsh, and if he happened to pass through the neighborhood, we might expect him to visit Tintle’s Shade.”


Maxel Rackrose glanced over his shoulder. “Even Dett Mullian begins to look sinister. Why do you suppose that Lens Larque is nearby?”


“I don’t hold any firm opinion. Still, he might arrive at any time.”


“Mathematical probabilities guarantee at least this much.”


“Exactly. We should acquaint ourselves with Tintle’s Shade for just this contingency.”


Rackrose winced. “The place reeks with strange odors; I wonder if I’m up to it.”


Gersen rose to his feet. “We’ll try ‘fine Darsh provender’ for our supper. Perhaps we’ll become devotees.”


Rackrose reluctantly hoisted himself erect. “We had best alter our gear,” he grumbled. “Dressed for the Domus, we’d be remarkable at Tintle’s Shade. I’ll disguise myself as a roof-mender and meet you there in an hour.”


Gersen glanced down at his own garments: an elegant loose blue suit, a loose-collared white shirt, a crimson sash. “I feel as if I’m already in disguise. I’ll change clothes and go as myself.”


“In one hour. Pilkamp Road, in the dead middle of Wigaltown. We’ll meet in the street. If you go by omnibus, get off at Noonan’s Alley.”


Gersen left the Domus and walked north through the dusk along the Orangery Parade. He wore a dark blouse, gray trousers caught in at the ankles and soft low boots: typical garments of the working spaceman.


At the Esplanade he mounted a transport platform and waited. The lake reflected the final glimmers of sunset color: rust-red, apple-green, somber orange. As Gersen watched they disappeared and the lake became a gunmetal shimmer, illuminated by a few faint lights along the far shore…An open-sided omnibus approached. Gersen stepped aboard, seated himself, dropped a coin in the slot, that he might not be ejected at the next halt.


At the bend of the lake the Esplanade became Pilkamp Road. The omnibus slid north through Moynal and Drury under an endless chain of blue-white street-lamps.


The bus entered Wigaltown. At that ramp nearest Noonan’s Alley Gersen alighted.


Dark night had come to Wigaltown. At Gersen’s back buttresses of black rock hunched into the lake. Across Pilkamp Road narrow buildings pushed their roofs high, to put unlikely shapes and odd angles against the sky. Some of the tall narrow windows showed light; others were dark.


Diagonally across the street hung an illuminated sign:


TINTLE’S SHADE


Fine Darsh provender:
Chatowsies
Pourrian
Ahagaree


Gersen crossed the street. From the shadows of Noonan’s Alley came Maxel Rackrose, wearing brown corduroy trousers, a checkered brown and black shirt, a black vest decorated with tinsel blazons, a loose black cap with a metal bill.


Gersen read from the sign. “‘Chatowsies. Pourrian. Ahagaree.’ Do you have your appetite with you?”


“Not really. I am a fastidious eater. I may taste a bit of this and that.”


Gersen, who often had gulped down food he dared not think about, only laughed. “A keen journalist doesn’t know the word ‘fastidious’.”


“Somewhere we must draw the line,” said Rackrose. “It may be here, at Tintle’s Shade.”


They pushed through the door into a hall. Ahead stairs led up to the upper floors; to the side an arch opened upon a white-tiled chamber heavy with a musty stench. A dozen men drank beer at a counter tended by an old woman in a black gown, with straight black hair, dark orange skin and a black mustache. Posters announced exhibitions and novelty dances, at Rath Eileann and elsewhere. One of these read:


The Great Rincus Troupe
Witness a hundred marvellous feats!
See the bungles dance and play while
the thongs whistle and keen!


Swister Day,
at Fuglass Hall.


Another:


Whippery Ned Ticket
and
his lively bungles!
How they leap! How they caper!


Whippery Ned sings songs of sliding leather
and chides his troupe for errors or
insufficient zeal, perhaps with a
smart tingle of the flick!
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