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  Cosmos was a short-lived digest-sized magazine that ran from September 1953 to July 1954, with a total of four issues. It was published by Star Publications and with L.B. Cole credited as editor. Laurence M. Janifer did the actual editing the Scott Meredith Literary Agency. Meredith had arranged a packaging deal with a number of publishers to produce crime, mystery and sf magazines during the digest magazine boom of the early 1950s. Contents were assembled based more on budgets than any publishing policy. Star Publications, owned by Jerome Kramer, was really a comic-book publisher wishing to test the sf digest field and had only a small budget.


  In 1977, David G. Hartwell launched a magazine with the same name; which is not a revival of this magazine.
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  September 1953


  The Troublemakers


  Poul Anderson


  The Ship needed the iron hand of Officer control. But two men fought for that control: an idealist and a ruthless demagogue . . .


  A bright dream, and an old one—the same dream which had lived in Pythias, Columbus, Ley, in hundreds and thousands of men and in man himself, and which now looked up to the stars.


  Earth was subdued; the planets had been reached and found wanting; if the dream were not to die, the stars must come next. It was known that most of them must have planets, that the worlds which could hold man were numbered in the millions—but the nearest of them was more than a lifetime away. Man could not wait for the hypothetical faster-than-light drive, which might never be found—nothing in physics indicated such a possibility, and if the vision of the frontier, which had become a cultural basic transcending questions of merely material usefulness, were not to wither and die, a start of some kind must be made.


  The Pioneer first of her class, was launched in 2126. A hundred and twenty-three years to Alpha Centauri—five or six generations, more than a long lifetime—but the dream would not be denied . . .


  —Enrico Yamatsu, Star ward! v. III.


  “HAVE you anything to say before your sentence is passed?”


  Evan Friday looked around him, slowly, focusing on all the details which he might never see again. Guilty! After all his hopes, after the wrangling and the waiting and the throttled futile anger, guilty. It hadn’t even taken them long to decide; they’d debated perhaps half an hour before coming out with the verdict.


  Guilty.


  Behind him, the spectators had grown silent. There weren’t many of them here in person, though he knew that half the ship must be watching him through the telescreens. Mostly they were officer class, sitting stiff and uniformed in their chairs, regarding him out of carefully blanked faces. The benches reserved for crewfolk were almost empty—less color in the garments, more life in the expression, but a life that despised him and seemed to feel only a suppressed glee that one more officer had gotten what was coming to him.


  There were five sitting before him, judge and jury in full uniform. Above them, the arching wall displayed a mural, a symbolic figure of Justice crowned with a wreath of stars. The woman-image was stately, but he thought with bitterness that the artist had gotten in a hint of sluttishness. Appropriate.


  His eyes went back to the five who were the Captain’s Court. They were the rulers of the ship as well, the leaders and representatives of the major factions aboard. Three were officers pure and simple, with the bone-bred hauteur of their class—Astrogation, Administration, and Engineering. The fourth was Wilson, speaking for the crew, a big coarse man with the beefy hands of a laborer. He was getting fat, after five years of politics.


  Captain Gomez was in the center. He was tall and lean, with a fine halo of white hair fringing his gaunt unmoving face. You couldn’t know what he was thinking; the loneliness of his post had reached into him during his forty-three years as master. A figurehead now, but impressive, and—


  Friday licked his lips and drew himself up straighter. He was twenty-four years old, and had been schooled in the rigid manners of the Astro officer’s caste throughout all that time. Those habits held him up now. He was surprised at the steadiness of his tones:


  “Yes, sir, I would like to say a few words.


  “In the first place, I am not guilty. I have never so much as thought of bribery, sedition, or mutiny. There is nothing in my past record which would indicate anything of the sort. The evidence on which I have been convicted is the flimsiest tissue of fabrications, and several witnesses have committed perjury. I am surprised that this court even bothered to try me, to say nothing of finding me guilty, and can only suppose that it is a frameup to cover someone else. However, there is little I can do about that now. My friends will continue to work for a reversal of this decision, and. meanwhile I must accept it.


  “Secondly, I would like to say that the fact of my being falsely accused is not strange. It is a part of the whole incredible pattern of mismanagement, selfishness, treachery, and venality which has perverted the great idea of this voyage. The Pioneer was to reach the stars. She carried all the hopes of Earth, ten years of labor and planning, an incredible money investment, and a mission of supreme importance. Eighty years later, what do we have? An unending succession of tyrannies, revolutions, tensions, hatreds, corruptions—all the social evils which Earth so painfully overcame, reborn between the stars. The goal has been forgotten in a ceaseless struggle for power which is used only to oppress. I have said this much before, in private. Presumably some right of free speech still exists, for I was not arrested on such charges. Therefore, I repeat it in public. Gentlemen and crew, I ask you to think what this will lead to. I ask you in what condition we will reach Centauri, if we do so at all. I ask you to consider who is responsible. I know it will prejudice my personal cause, but I make a solemn charge of my own: that two successive Captains have failed to exercise due authority, that the Captaincy has become a farce and a figurehead, that the officers have become a tyrant caste and the crew an ignorant mob. I tell the whole ship that something will have to be done, and soon, if the expedition is not to be a failure and a death trap.


  “If this is sedition and mutiny, so be it.”


  He finished formally: “Thank you, gentlemen.” The blood was hot in his face, he knew he was flushing and was angry with himself for it, he knew that he was shivering a little, and he knew that his words had been meaningless gibberish to the five men.


  But the crew, and the better officers—?


  Gomez cleared his throat, and spoke dryly: “I am sure idealism is creditable, especially in so young a man—provided that it is not a cover for something else, and that it is properly expressed. But there is also a tradition that junior officers should be seen and not heard, and that they are hardly prepared to govern a ship and seven thousand human beings. The court will remember your breach of discipline, Mr. Friday, in reviewing your case.”


  He leaned forward. “You have been found guilty of crimes which are punishable by death or imprisonment. However, in view of the defendant’s youth and his previous good record, the court is disposed to leniency. Sentence is therefore passed that you shall be stripped of all title, honor, and privilege due to your rank, that your personal property shall be sequestered, and that you shall be reduced to a common crewman with assignment to the Engineering Section.


  “Court dismissed.”


  The judges rose and filed out. Friday shook his head, trying to clear it of a buzzing faintness, trying to ignore the eyes and the voices at his back. A police sergeant fell in on either side of him. He thrust away the arm which one extended, and walked out between them.


  THE gray coverall felt stiff and scratchy against his skin. They had given him two changes of clothing and a couple of dollars to last till payday, and that was all which remained to him now. He went centerward between the policemen, hardly noticing the walls and doors, shafts and faces.


  The cops weren’t bad fellows. They had looked the other way while he said good-bye to his parents. His mother had cried but his father, drilled into the reserve expected of an officer, had only been able to wring his hand and mutter awkwardly: “You shouldn’t have spoken that way, Evan. It didn’t help matters. But we’ll keep working for you, and—and—good luck, my son.” With a sudden flaring of the old iron pride: “Whatever happens, and whatever they say, remember you are still an officer of Astrogation!”


  That had hurt perhaps most of all, and at the same time it had held more comfort than anything else. An officer, an officer, an officer—before God, still an officer of Astro!


  It embarrassed the policemen. He was their inferior now, a plain crewman to be kicked around and kept in order, but he was of the Friday blood and he kept the manners they were trained to salute. They didn’t know how to act.


  One of them finally said, slowly and clumsily: “Look, you’re in for some trouble, I’m afraid. Can you fight?”


  “I was taught self-defense, yes,” said Friday. Fitness was part of the code in all of Astro—which, after all, was composed exclusively of officers—as it was of only the upper ranks in Engineering and hardly at all in Administration. It belonged to the pattern; Astro was the smallest faction aboard, but it was the aristocracy of the aristocracy and at present it held the balance of power. “Why do you ask?”


  “You’ll have quite a few slug-fests. Crewmen don’t like officers, and when one gets kicked downstairs to them they take it out on him.”


  “But—I never hurt anybody. Damn it, I’ve been their friend!”.


  “Can’t expect ’em all to see it that way. But stand up to ’em, be free and friendly—forget that manner of yours, remember you’re one of them now—and it’ll come out all right.”


  “You mean you police permit brawling?”


  “Not too much we can do about it, as long as riots don’t start. You can file a complaint with us if somebody beats you up, but I wouldn’t advise it. They’d never take you in then. Somebody might murder you.”


  “I won’t come crawling to anybody,” said Friday with the stiffness of outrage. Underneath it was a horrible tightening in his throat.


  “That’s what I said; you’ve got to quit talking that way. Crewmen aren’t a bad sort, but you can’t live with ’em if you keep putting on airs. Just keep your mouth shut for awhile, till they get used to you.”


  The three men went down unending corridors, shafts, and companionways. Gravity lightened as they approached the axis of the ship. From the numbers on doors, Friday judged that they were bound for Engineering Barracks Three, which lay aft of the main gyros and about halfway between axis and top deck, but pride wouldn’t allow him to ask if he was right.


  They were well put of officer territory now. The halls were still clean, but somehow drabber and dingier; residential apartments were smaller and poorly furnished; shops, taverns, theaters and other public accommodations blinked neon signs at the opposite wall, fifteen feet away; the clangor of metalworking dinned faintly in the background. Crewfolk swarmed here and there, drab-clad for work or gaudy for pleasure, men and women and a horde of children. Most of the men wore close haircuts and short beards, in contrast to the clean-shaven officers, and they were noisy and pushing and not too clean. Many of them looked after the policemen and cursed or spat. Friday felt unease crawling along his spine.


  “Here we are.”


  He stopped, and looked ahead of him with a certain panicky blurring in his eyes. The doorway, entrance to one of the barracks for unmarried workers, was like a cave. The other doors on that side of the corridor, as far as he could see, opened into the same racketing darkness; the opposite wall was mostly blank, with side halls and companionways widely spaced. Two or three men, shooting dice some ‘way down the corridor, were looking up and he saw their faces harden.


  “We could go in with you,” said one of the police apologetically, “but it’ll be better for you if we don’t. Good luck—Mr. Friday.”


  “Thank you,” he said. His voice was husky.


  He stood for a moment looking at the door. The crapshooters got up and started slowly toward him. He wondered if he should bolt in, decided against it, and managed a stiff nod as the strangers came up.


  “How do you do?”


  “What’s the trouble, jo?” The speaker was big and blocky and red-haired. “Been boozin’ ?”


  “Nah.” Another man narrowed his eyes. “This’s that guy Friday. The one they broke today. They sent ’im down here.”


  “Here? Friday? Weil, I’ll be scuttered!” The first crewman bowed elaborately. “Howdedo, Mister Ensign Friday, howdedo an’ welcome to our humble aybode.”


  “Mebbe we sh’d roll out a rug, huh?”


  “How’d y’ like y’r eggs done, sir, sunny side up ’r turned?”


  “Please,” said Friday, “I would like to find my bunk.” He recognized the condescending coldness in his voice too late.


  “He’d like to find his bunk!” Someone grinned nastily. “Shall we show ’im, boys?”


  Friday pushed himself free and went into the barracks.


  It was gloomy inside, for a moment he was almost blind. Ventilators could not remove the haze of smoke and human sweat. Bunks lined the walls in two tiers, stretching enormously into a farther twilight. Pictures, mostly of nude women, were pasted on the walls, and the walls, and the floor, while not especially dirty or littered, was a mess of shoes, clothes, tables, and chairs. Most of the light came from a giant-size telescreen, filling one wall with its images—the mindless, tasteless sort of program intended for this class—and the air with its noise. Perhaps a hundred men off duty were in the room, sleeping, lounging, gambling, watching the show, most of them wearing little but shorts.


  Friday had been “crewquartering” before with companions of his age and class, but he’d stuck to the bars and similar places; his knowledge of this aspect had been purely nominal. It was a sudden feeling of being caged, a retching claustrophobia, which brought him around to face the others. They had followed him in, and stood blocking the doorway.


  “Hey, boys!” The shout rang and boomed through the hollow immensity of the room, skittered past the raucousness of the telescreen and shivered faintly in the metal walls. “Hey, look who we got! Come over here and meet Mister Friday!”


  Eyes, two hundred eyes glittering out of smoke and dark, and nowhere to go, nowhere to go. They’re going to beat me up.


  They’re going to slug me, and I can’t get away from it, I’ll have to take it.


  He raised his voice above the savage jeering as they pressed in: “Why do you think I was sent down here? Why did they want to get rid of me, up above? Because I wanted you people to have some rights. I never hurt a crewman yet. Damn it, I couldn’t have, I was always working with other officers.”


  “Here’s your chance,” grunted somebody. “I’ll take him.”


  They squabbled for awhile over the privilege, while two men held Friday’s arms. The big redhead who had first accosted him won.


  “Let him go, boys,” he said. “Give him a chance to in-tro-juice himself proper like. I’m Sam Carter, Mr. Friday.” His teeth flashed white in the smoky dusk. “And I’m very pleased to meet you.”


  “Chawmed, I am shu-ah,” cried a voice, anonI’mous in the roiling twilight.


  Friday had learned the techniques of boxing, wrestling, and infighting in all gravities from zero to Earth. He had enjoyed it, and been considered better than average. But Carter out-massed him thirty pounds, and officers didn’t fight to hurt.


  After awhile Friday lost fear, forgot pain, and wanted nothing in all the world but to smash that red grinning face into ruin. Up and down, in and out, around and around, slug, duck, guard, slug, jar, and the mob hooting and howling out of the shadows. Hit him, right cross to the jaw, left to the belly, oof!


  It took Sam Carter a long time to knock him down for good, and the crewman was hardly able to stand, himself, when it was done. There wasn’t much cheering. A couple of men hauled Friday to a vacant bunk, and went back to whatever they had been doing before he came.


  SLOWLY, Friday adjusted.


  At first it was not quite real, it was a horror which could not have happened to him. He, Ensign Evan Friday, rising in Astro, minor social lion, all the ship before him—he, who meant to do something about correcting injustice when he had the power, but who knew he could wait and savor his own life, he just wasn’t the sort of person who was accused and condemned and degraded. Those things happened to others, actually guilty in the struggle for control, or to the heroes of books from the Earth he had never seen—they didn’t happen to him!


  He came out of that daze into grinding nightmare. It took him days to recover from the beating he had had, and before he was quite well somebody else took him on, somebody whom he managed to defeat this time but who left him aching and hurt. Nevertheless, he was sent to work two watches after his arrival, and to the clumsiness of the recruit and the screaming of unaccustomed muscles his injuries were added.


  Being ignorant of all shop-work, he was set to unskilled, heavy labor, jumping at everyone’s shout with boxes, machine parts, tools, metal beams. Low gravity helped somewhat, but not enough—they simply assumed he could lift that much more mass, without regard to its inertia. His bewildered awkwardness drew curses and pay dockings. The racket of the shops seemed to din in his head every time he tried to sleep, and he could never get all the grime out of his skin and clothes.


  Without friends, money, or a decent suit, he stayed in the barracks when the others went out to drink, wench or see a show. But somebody was always around with him, and the telescreen was never turned off. He thought he would go crazy before he learned how to ignore it, but he knew better than to protest.


  The men stopped bullying him after awhile, since he was disconcertingly handy with his fists, but it took weeks before the practical jokes ended. Shortsheeting and tying water-soaked knots in clothing were all right; he’d done that to others when he was younger; but hiding his shoes, pouring water in his bed and paint in his hair, slipping physics into his food—childish, but a vicious sort of childishness that made him wonder why he had ever felt sorry for this class.


  He used the public facilities, bed and board and bath, since he could not afford the private home which theoretically was his to rent. He joined the union, since no one ever failed to, though it galled him to pay money into Wilson’s war chest—Wilson, the parvenu, who wanted to run the officers that ran the ship! But otherwise he refused to conform, though it would have made things easier. He shaved, and kept his hair long, and fought to retain precision and restraint in his speech. He talked as little as possible to anyone, and spent most of his free time lying on his bunk thinking.


  The loneliness was great. Sometimes, when he thought of his friends, when he remembered his quiet book-lined room, he wanted to cry. It was a closed world now. Crewmen simply didn’t go into officer territory except on business.


  Well, they might get him cleared. Meanwhile, the best thing he could do was to improve his position.


  He worked with machines now and then, and was a little surprised to discover he had a fair amount of innate ability. Books from the crew branch of the ship’s library taught him more, and presently he applied for promotion to machinist’s assistant. By now he was tolerated, though still disliked, and made a good enough showing on test to get the job. It meant a raise, better working conditions, and one step further. The next was to be a machinist himself, one of the all-around men who were troubleshooters and extempore inventors—that was one grade higher than foreman, a job he could bypass.


  Before God, he thought, I’ll get back to officer if I have to work my way!


  Theoretically, it was possible. But in practice there were only so many commissions to go around, and if you didn’t belong to the right families you didn’t get them.


  He grew friendly with his immediate boss, a pleasant, older man who was not at all averse to letting him do most of the work and learn thereby. Gradually, he got onto drinking terms with a few others. They weren’t bad fellows, not entirely the sadistic savages he had imagined. They laughed more than the upper classes, and they often went to school in their spare time, or saved money to start a small business, in spite of the disadvantages under which tradesmen labored.


  For that matter, crew conditions weren’t the slummish horror which sentimentalists had pictured. Folk were poor, but they had the basic necessities and a few of the comforts. Violence was not uncommon, but it was simply one facet of a life which, on the whole, was fairly secure. Indeed, perhaps its worst feature was dullness.


  Still, if another of the minor wars which had torn the ship before broke out—Something was wrong. This wasn’t the way man should go out to the stars, high of heart and glad of soul. Somehow, the great dream had gone awry.


  It was a major triumph when Friday met Sam Carter in a beer hall and they went on a small bat together. He found himself liking the big red-headed man. And Carter got into the habit of asking him endless questions—science, history, politics; an officer was supposed to know everything. Friday began to discover how deficient his own education was. He knew physics and mathematics well, had a fair grounding in some other sciences, and had been exposed all his life to the best of Earth’s art, literature, and music. But—what was this psychology, anyway? It was a scientific study of human behavior, yes, and it had advanced quite far on Earth by the time the ship left—but why had he never been taught anything but the barest smattering? For that matter, did anybody in the upper ranks ever speak of it?


  That might be the reason why the ship’s great dream had snarled into a crazy welter of murderous petty politics. Sheer ignorant fumbling on the part of the leaders, even with the best intentions—and he knew many intentions were and had been bad—could have let matters degenerate. Only—why? It would have been so easy to include a few psychologists.


  Unless—unless those psychologists had been eliminated early in the game, say at the end of that serene first decade of travel, by the power-hungry and the greedy. But then the whole foundation of his society was rottener than he had imagined. Then even his own class was founded on betrayal.


  None of which, he reflected grimly, was going to be any help at all when the ship got to Centauri.


  If it ever did!


  Perhaps still another revolution was needed, a revolt of the dreamers to whom the voyage meant something. Only—only there’d been too many mutinies and gang wars already, and more were brewing with every passing watch. The officers were split along departmental lines—Astros, Engys, and Admys—and on questions of personal power and general policy. The common crewfolk were nominally represented by Wilson, but some demon seemed to stir them up against each other, workers with machines and on farms, plain deckhands, technicians of all kinds and grades, hating each other and rioting in the corridors. Then there were the Guilds, the associations of merchants and small manufacturers, fighting for a return to the old free enterprise system or, at least, a separate voice on the Council. There were the goons maintained by each faction, as well as by powerful individuals, bully gangs outnumbering the better-armed police, who were directly under the Captain. But the Captain was a puppet, giving the orders of whatever momentary group or men held the reins of effective power.


  This ship isn’t going to Centauri, thought Friday. It’s going to Hell!


  TIME aboard the Pioneer was divided into the days of twenty-four hours, the weeks of seven and the years of three hundred sixty-five and a quarter days, which had prevailed on Earth. But except for a few annual festivals, there were no special holidays. Working shifts were staggered around the clock, and there was always a certain percentage of the shops and other public places open. For what meaning did time have? It was the movement of clock hands, the succession of meals and tasks and sleeps, the arbitrary marks on a calendar. In a skyless, weatherless, seasonless world, a world whose only dark came with the flicking of a light switch in a room, one hour was as good as another for anything. The economic setup was such that the standard thirty-hour work week provided the common crewman a living wage, and there was not enough work to do for overtime hours to be usual. Most people kept to such a schedule, and passed their leisure with whatever recreation was available and to their tastes. Some preferred to work only part time and to do something else for the rest of their money—one thought especially of the files de joie who, though frowned on by the officer caste, were an accepted part of the crew world; and the arrogant goons were another instance. The tradesmen, independent artisans, artists, writers, and others who worked for themselves made their own hours. Some of these lived in officer territory, the pet of a patron or caterers to the entire area; most were in and of the commons.


  Evan Friday wandered with a couple of friends—Sam Carter and a dark, slim, intense nineteen-year-old named John Lefebre—into Park Seven, not far aft of the main gyros. The workers were idle, a little bored, and Friday had wearied of spending too much time in the library. He had been reading a good deal, concentrating on the history of the ship and groping for the cause of its social breakdown, but it baffled him and he was still young.


  He had realized with a little shock that he had been a crewman for almost six months. So long? Gods, but time went, day after day of sameness, days and weeks and months and years till the end of life and flaming oblivion in the energy converters. Time went, and he was caught in its stream and carried without will or strength. Sometimes he wondered if he would ever get back to the topdeck world. Increasingly it became dim, a dream flickering on the edge of reality, and only once in a while would its sharp remembrance bring him awake with a gasp of pain.


  He had shaken down pretty well, he thought. He was accepted in the barracks, though his reserve still kept most of the men at a distance. But they called him “Doc” and referred arguments to his superior education. He was used to shop routine, learning fast and getting close to the promotion he wanted. Next step—superintendent—maybe! He had been invited to the apartments of crew families, and went out drinking or gambling or ballplaying with the others. It wasn’t too bad a life, really, and that was in a way the most horrible part of his situation.


  They went down a long series of halls until finally one opened on the park. This was one of several such areas scattered through the ship, a great vaulted space half a mile on a side, floored with dirt and turf, covered with hedges and trees and fountains—a glimpse of old Earth, here in the steel immensity of the ship. There were ball courts and a swimming pool and hidden private places under fantastically huge low-gravity flowers. Not far from the boundary of grass were a couple of beer parlors—fun for all the family.


  “Get up some volley ball?” asked Lefebre.


  “Not yet,” yawned Friday. “Let’s sit for a while.” He went his words one better, by flopping full length on the grass. It was cool and moist and firm against his bare skin, with a faint pungency of mould which stirred vague wistful instincts in him. His eyes squinted up to the ceiling, where the illusion of blue sky and wandering clouds and a fiery globe of sun had been created.


  Was Earth like this? he wondered. Had his grandparents spurned this for a prison of steel and energy, walled horizons and narrow rooms and an unknowable destiny which they would never see?


  He closed his eyes and tried, as often before, to imagine Earth. He had been in the parks, he had seen all the films and read all the books and learned all the words, but still it wouldn’t come real. In spite of having ventured outside the ship a few times, he couldn’t quite imagine being under a sky which was not a roof, looking out to a horizon that hazed into blue distance seeing a mountain or a sea. Words, pictures, images—a fantasy without meaning.


  Rain, what was rain? Water spilling from the sky, sweet and cold and wet on his body, damp smell of earth and a misty wind blowing into his eyes—whenever he tried to imagine himself out in the rain, it was merely grotesque, not the thing of which the books wrote with such tenderness. Someday, when he was old, the ship would reach far Centauri and he might stand under a streaming heaven and see lightning, but he couldn’t think it now and he wondered if his old body would even like it.


  It would take all the courage and purpose in the ship for men to adapt back to planetary life, the more so if the planet turned out to be very different from Earth.


  What chance would a divided, tyrannized, corrupted mob have? What fantastic blindness had made Captain Petrie unable to see the spreading cancer and excise it? Or had he, like his successor Gomez, been merely the pawn and abettor of the greedy and the brutal? What had happened, back in the early days of the voyage? What had gone wrong?


  “What’cha thinking about now, Doc?” asked Carter.


  “Hm? Oh—oh, the usual.” Friday blinked himself back to full consciousness. “Remembering how things were when this trip began, and trying to find who or what’s to blame for their changing ever since.”


  “Was—were things really so fine then?” asked Lefebre. “Aren’t you, uh, romanticizing it?”


  “No, no. I’ve read the official log, remember, as well as other writings. And it was only eighty years ago, not time for many legends to form.”


  “Well—what was so good then, anyway?” asked Carter.


  “The ship was all one unit. Everybody had one great purpose, to get to Centauri, and everybody worked for it. There weren’t these social divisions that have grown up since, officers and men were almost like friends, anybody could reach the top on sheer merit, nobody was after himself or his little group above the ship. There wasn’t bribery, or fighting, or—oh, all the things which have happened ever since.


  “Of course,” went on Friday thoughtfully, “there were a lot fewer people then, and they had more to do. Only about two hundred in all, men and women. You know the population’s supposed to build up and be at our maximum of ten thousand or so by the end of the trip. But we’re only around seven thousand now, that’d be a small town on Earth—damn it, there’s no reason for our splitting into castes and factions this way, it’s ridiculous . . . Anyway, the ship was more or less of a skeleton inside, the idea was for the crew to complete work on it en route. That was so they could get started sooner, and have more to do. Good idea, and it took ten or twenty years at their easy pace.”


  “We still have to make things,” said Carter. “What d’you think we’re doing in the shops, anyway?”


  “Sure, sure. Machines wear out and have to be replaced, repairs are needed here and there, new machines and facilities are built, oh, we have a whole little industry that keeps the factory division of the Engy department busy. Then there are the men in the black gang, different deck hands and technicians—we don’t have the robot stuff we could make, there’s no need for it with plenty of human labor available. My point is, things have stabilized. There’s only so much work to be done these days, nearly all of it pure routine, so maybe people get bored. Maybe that’s one reason we fight each other.”


  “The trouble started with capitalism,” said Lefebre. He had all the dogmatic conviction of his years. “I’ve been reading books too, Doc, and heard speeches, and been thinking for myself. Any ship is a natural communist state. There was no reason to let private people have the farms and the factories and the rec places. What happened? Companies got started, fought each other, op—oppressed the workers, who had to form unions in self-defense; the food processors won out over the producers and formed their own trust; while Engy slowly took over the industries. Then food and factories started fighting, trying to run the ship, trying to stir up each other’s workers—”


  “So eventually the farms were collectivized, turned into one big food factory,” said Friday. “Isn’t that what you wanted? It hasn’t helped much.”


  “The damage had already been done,” said Lefebre. “The idea of fighting over power had been planted. Only thing to do now is to socialize everything, put it under the Captain’s Council, and give the workers the main voice.”


  Friday had argued with the boy before. There was a strong communist movement aboard, chiefly under Wilson’s leadership. That fat demagogue! A lot of say his precious workers would have if he got what he wants! Then there were the Guilds and their agitation for a return to the original petite-bourgeois system, their claim that the initial evil had been the formation of monopolies. And there were the officers, most of them obsessed by the aristocratic ideal, though to them it meant no more than the increase of personal authority and wealth.


  Friday’s upbringing prejudiced him in that direction. Damn it, a ship was not a politicking communism, neither was it a realm of little, short-sighted tradesmen. It was the rule of the best, the aristos, a hierarchy restrained by law and tradition and open on a competitive basis to anyone with ability. But it had to be an unquestioned rule, or you got the sort of anarchy which had prevailed aboard the Pioneer.


  “To hell with it,” said Carter. “Let’s play some ball.”


  They got up and strolled over to the courts. The park was, as usual, pretty well filled with crewfolk of all ages, sexes, and classes, generally dressed in the shorts which were the garb of ordinary lounging. Except for the convenience of pockets, clothes were a superfluity when you weren’t on the job. Friday wondered how the arrivals at Centauri would stand a winter—another half mythical concept. Ship “weather” was a variation of temperature and ozone balance in the cycle long known to be most beneficial, but the change was so slow and between such narrow limits that it was unnoticeable. Winter—what was winter?


  There were several other Engys sitting on the edge of the volley ball court, watching the game in progress with sour faces. “What’s the matter, jo?” asked Carter of one.


  “Goddam farmers been there for two hours now.”


  With an uneasy tingle along his spine, Friday noticed the characteristic green worn by workers in the food areas—hydroponic gardens, animal pens, and packing plants. There were a lot of them, sitting some ways off and watching a game whose slowness made it clear that its purpose was to taunt the Engys by keeping the court occupied. Theoretically, the food and factory unions were subdivisions of Wilson’s crew-embracing Brotherhood of Workers. In practice, a feud had been going on for—how long, now? Ever since the early violence in the days of the monopolies. It was aggravated by differences in wages, working conditions, the thousand petty irritations of shipboard life. They hated each other’s guts.


  “Something,” said Carter after a while, “oughta be done about this.”


  He started forward with an unholy gleam in his eyes. Friday caught his arm. “For God’s sake, Sam, you aren’t going to fight like a bunch of children over the use of a ball park, are you?”


  “Ain’t busted in a farmer’s teeth for him in a long time now,” muttered someone behind him.


  Friday saw the men gathering into a loose knot. Blackjacks and knuckledusters were coming out of pockets, heavy-buckled belts were being slipped off. The greens, seeing trouble afoot, vented the mob-growl which is the signal for all wise men to start running, and drew themselves together.


  Unthinking habit took over, officer’s training. Friday was dimly surprised to find himself sprinting out onto the court.


  “Stop that!” he yelled. “Break it up!”


  The players halted, one by one, and he met sullen eyes. “What’sa matter?”


  “You’ve had your turn playing. Can’t you see a riot will start if you don’t come back now?”


  Faces turned to faces, mouths split into the grin he remembered from his first hour as a crewman. “Well!” said somebody elaborately. “Well, well, well! Now isn’t that just a dirty crying shame?”


  He saw the fist coming and rolled, taking it on his shoulder. His own flicked out, caught the green in the jaw; stepping in close, he let the other hand smack its way into the muscled stomach.


  The rest closed in on him, and he saw the gray ranks pouring onto the court to his rescue, and the greens after them. With a stabbing sickness, he realized that his own attempt had fired off the riot.


  There was a swirl of bodies around him, impact and noise, metal flashing under the artificial sun. He slugged at short range, drowned in the shouting, frantic to get away. Taller than average, he could look over the surging close-cropped heads and see more men on their way. The thing was growing.


  Someone slapped at him with a blackjack. He caught the blow on an uplifted arm, numbing it in a crash of pain. Viciously, he kneed the man, yanked the weapon loose, and flailed the screaming face. A fist hit him in the side, he went down and the feet trampled over him. Gasping, he struggled erect, slugged out half blindly. The howling current bore him off without strength to fight it. Through a haze of sweat and panic, he saw knives gleaming.


  “Back! Get out!”


  The metal rod whistled around his head. He snarled incoherently and yanked it away. “I’m staying here,” he mumbled.


  “Get out, get out!” The man was screaming, a small frail gray-haired man with two women behind him. “Get out, we don’t want you, you, you—rioter—” Friday leaned against a counter, sobbing air into the harsh dryness of throat and lungs. A wave of dizziness passed through him, dark before his eyes and a distant roaring in his ears. No, no, that was the mob, screaming and thundering in the corridor outside.


  A measure of strength returned. “I—not rioting—” he forced through his teeth. “Wait here—only wait here—”


  “Why—father, he’s no crewman. He’s an officer—”


  Friday let it pass. He found a chair and slumped into it, letting nerves and muscles recover. He noticed dimly that he had been slashed here and there, blood was pooling onto the floor, but it hadn’t started hurting much yet. “Here, take this.”


  The girl had brought him a glass of whiskey. He downed it in a grateful gulp, letting its vividness scorch down his gullet and run warmly along his veins. Awareness began to come back.


  He had stumbled into a small shop, a poor and dingy place cluttered with tools and handicrafts. Plastics mostly, he noticed, with some woodwork and metal, the small ornaments and household objects still produced by private parties. Besides himself, there were the man and his wife, and the girl who must be their daughter. She was about nineteen or twenty, he thought in the back of his mind, a slim blonde without extraordinary looks but with a degree of aliveness in her which was unusual.


  The shopkeeper had locked the door by now. Apparently the riot—and Friday—had swept this way with a speed that took him by surprise. He was close to tears. “They’ll start looting now,” he said. “They always do. And it isn’t a strong lock.”


  “The police should be here soon,” said Friday.


  “Not soon enough. I was looted once before. If it happens again, I’m ruined, I’ll have to take a crew job—”


  “You’re hurt,” said the girl. “Here, wait a minute, I’ll get the kit.” Friday could barely hear her voice above the echoing din of the riot, but he watched her with pleasure.


  Bodies surged against the plate window until its plastic shivered. A man was backed against it and another one swung a knife and opened his throat. Blood blurred the view, and the girl screamed and hid her face against Friday’s breast.


  “I—I’m all right now,” she whispered presently. “Here, the bandages—”


  He had to admire her. He still wanted to vomit.


  The door shook. “They’re trying to batter it down! They want to get in before the police arrive! Oh, God—”


  Friday took the metal bar and went over to the door. He felt a vicious glee which was not at all proper to an officer and a gentleman. “You should keep a gas gun handy,” he remarked.


  “You know only officers are allowed weapons—but the bullies make their own—Oh, oh, help—”


  The door broke under three brawny shoulders. Friday swung the improvised club with a whistle and a crack. The first man went down on that blow and did not move. The second, carrying a shaft of his own, raised it in guard. Friday, remembering his fencing, jabbed him in the belly and he screamed and stumbled back with his hands to the wound. The third one fled.


  They had been greens, which was something of a relief. Friday would have fought grays as willingly, but that could have been awkward for him later, if he were recognized.


  He felt a return of the sick revulsion. God, God, God, what had become of the ship? Why did anyone ever feel sorry for these witless, lawless animals? What they needed was an officer caste, and—


  He heard whistles blowing and the heart-stirring cadence of marching feet. The police had arrived. He shoved his green victim—unconscious or dead, he didn’t much care which—outside and closed the door. “Turn your fans on full,” he said. “They’ll be using gas.”


  “Oh, you—” The older woman sought for words. “You were wonderful, sir.”


  Friday preened himself, smiling at the girl, whose answering expression was quite dazzling. “Don’t ‘sir’ me, please,” he said, trying to find words which wouldn’t sound too story-book silly in retrospect. “I’m only an Engy at present, though I’ve no use for rioters of any class.” He bowed, falling back on the formal manners of topdeck. “Evan Friday, your servant, sir and ladies.”


  They didn’t recognize the name, which disappointed him more than he thought it should. But he got their own names—William Johnson, wife Ingrid, daughter Elena—and an invitation to dinner next “day”. He left feeling quite smug about the whole affair.


  PARADOXICALLY, the exhibition which had soured Friday on all crewmen led to his forming more friendships among them than ever before. Word spread that Doc had been in on the very start of the fight, been wounded, laid some undetermined but respectable number of greens low, and in general acquitted himself like a good Engy. Men struck up talk with him, bought him drinks, listened to his remarks—strange how warming a plain “hello” could be when he came to work. He was more than merely accepted, and in his solitude could not prevent himself from responding emotionally.


  Training told him that an officer and a gentleman had no business associating with any of these—these mutineers. Prudence, a need of friends, and a growing shrewd realization that if he hoped to accomplish anything he would have to fit into the lower-deck milieu, made him reply in kind. He retained his eccentricities, haircut and shave and faint stiffness of manner, noticing that once his associates were used to these they marked him out, made him something of a leader.


  His plans were vague. There had been no word from topside, no word at all, though he supposed his family was keeping track of him. Once, in a tavern, he had encountered a group of crewquartering young aristocrats, friends of his, and his sister among them; there had been an embarrassed exchange of greetings and he had left as soon as possible. The upper world was shut off. But if he could attain some prominence down here, get influential friends, money—Surely he couldn’t remain a crewman all his life! Such anticlimaxes just didn’t happen to Evan Friday.


  He was doing a good deal of work in close collaboration with the superintendent of his shop. The intricacies of the job were resolving themselves; he could handle it. He began to speculate on ways of displacing his superior. It did not occur to him that he might be pulling a dirty trick on another human being.


  But something else was going on that distracted his attention. Strangers were dropping into the barracks, husky young men who, it became clear, were full-time attendants of Wilson—in less euphemistic language, his groons. They talked to various workers, bought drinks—recruited! Rumors buzzed around: there was a cache of weapons somewhere, there was this or that dastardly plot afoot which must be forestalled, there was to be a general strike for higher pay and better conditions of work and living. Certainly a young man could make extra money and have some fun by signing on as a part-time goon. You learned techniques of fighting, you drilled a little bit, you played athletic games and had occasional beer parties with old Tom Wilson footing the bill. It had been some time since the last pitched battle between goon squads, but by God, jo, those officers’ men were getting too big in the head, strutting around like they owned the ship, it might be time to scutter them a bit.


  “They wanted me to join,” said Carter. “I told ’em no.”


  “Good man!” said Friday. Carter ran a big work-roughened hand through his red stubble. “I ain’t looking for trouble, Doc,” he said. “I’m saving to get married.” He scowled. “Only, well, maybe we will have to fight. Maybe we won’t get our rights no other way. And if they did fight, and win, and I wasn’t in on it, it’d look bad later on.”


  “That’s the sort of guff they’ve been feeding you, huh?”


  “Well, Doc, you got a head on your shoulders, But—I dunno. I’ll have to think it over.”


  Friday lay awake during many hours, wondering what was on the way. Certainly the other factions aboard knew what was going on—why did they allow it, then? Were they afraid to precipitate a general conflict? Or did they have plans of their own? Or did they think Wilson was merely bluffing?


  What did the man want, anyway? He was on the Council already, wasn’t he?


  Couldn’t they see—damn them, couldn’t they see that the ship was bigger than all their stupid ambitions, couldn’t they see that space was the great Enemy against which all souls aboard, all mankind had to unite?


  A special meeting of the Brotherhood of Workers was called. Friday had only been to one union assembly before, out of a curiosity which was soon quenched by the incredible dullness of the proceedings. Men stood and haggled, hour after hour, over some infinitesimal point, they dozed through interminable speeches and reports, they took a whole watch to decide something that the Captain should have settled in one minute. He realized wryly that a major qualification of leadership was an infinite patience. And skill in maneuvering men, swapping favors, playing opponents off against each other, covering the operations that mattered with a blanket of parliamentary procedure and meaningless verbiage. But he had a notion that this meeting was one he should attend in person, not simply over a telescreen.


  The hall was jammed, and the ventilators could not quite overcome the stink of sweating humanity. Friday wrinkled his aristocratic nose and pushed through to the section reserved for his grade, near the stage. He found a seat beside a friend with a similar job, and looked around the buzzing cavern. Faces, faces, faces, greens and grays intermingled, workmen all. In a moment of honesty, he had to admit that there was more variety and character in those faces than in the smooth soft countenance of the typical lower-bracket officer. These visages had been leaned down by a life-time of work, creased by squinting, dried by the hot wind of furnaces. He had gained considerable respect for manual skill; it took as much, in a way, to handle a lathe or a torch or a spraygun as to use slide rule and account book.


  Only why should these complementary types be at War? They needed each other. Why couldn’t they see the fact?


  Several men filed onstage, accompanied by goons whose similar clothes suggested uniforms. Friday’s mind wandered during the speech by the union’s nominal president. The usual platitudes. He woke up when Wilson came to the rostrum.


  He had to admit the Councillor was a personality. His voice was a superbly versatile instrument, rolling and roaring and sinking to a caress, drawing forth anger and determination and laughter. And the gross body, pacing back and forth, did not suggest fat, it was tigerishly graceful; a dynamo turned within the man. In spite of himself, Friday was caught up in the fascination.


  Wilson deplored the riot, scolded his followers, exhorted them to forget their petty differences in the great cause of the voyage. He said he was recruiting “attendant auxiliaries” from green and gray alike, and mixing them up in squads, so that they could learn to know each other. They were fellow workers, they simply happened to have different jobs, they needed each other and the ship needed both.


  “You are the ship! We’ve got to eat. We’ve got to have power, heat and light and air, tools, maintenance. And nothing else. Everybody else aboard is riding on your backs.


  “Who keeps the ship moving? Who’s pushing us to far Centauri? Not the officers’ corps, not the Guildsmen, not the doctors and lawyers and teachers and policemen. Not even you, my friends. We reached terminal velocity eighty years ago. Old Man Inertia is carrying us to our far home. Don’t let anybody claim credit for that, nobody but Almighty God.


  “But we’ve got to eat on the way. We’ve got to have power to keep us alive, keep out the cold and the dark and the vacuum. Once landed, we’ll still need all those things, we’ll have to start farms and machine shops. We need you. You, green and gray, the the keel of this ship, and don’t you ever forget it!”


  He went on, with a vast silence before him and no eye in the chamber leaving his face. The workers were one, they had to unite to see the ship through, their feuds were a hangover from the bad old days of unrestrained capitalism. He hinted broadly that certain elements kept the pot boiling, kept the workers divided among themselves lest they discover their true strength and speak up for their rights. He instilled the notion of cabals directed against the crewmen—“who make up more than six thousand people, out of seven thousand!” and of plots to overthrow the Council, establish all-out officer rule and crush the workers underfoot.


  “God, no!” cried Friday. He caught himself and relapsed into his seat, half blind with rage. His outburst had gone unnoticed in the rising tide of muttered anger.


  Trying to control himself, he analyzed the speech as it went on. A wonderful piece of demagoguery, yes. Nothing in it that could really be called seditious—on the surface, merely an exhortation to end rioting and general lawlessness. No one was mentioned by name except the Guilds, who didn’t count anyway. No overt suggestion of violence was made. The Captain was always spoken of in respectful tones, the hint being that he was the unhappy prisoner of the plotters. A list of somewhat exaggerated grievances was given, but the ship’s articles provided for freedom of speech and assembly. Oh, yes, very lawful, very dignified—and just what was needed to incite mutiny!


  At the end, the cheering went on for a good quarter-hour. Friday clamped his teeth together, feeling ill with fury. When the racket had subsided, Wilson called for the customary question period.


  Friday jumped up on his seat. “Yes,” he shouted. “Yes, I have a question.”


  “By all means, brother Friday,” said Wilson genially. So—he remembered.


  “Are you preaching revolution,” yelled Friday, “or are you lying because you can’t help yourself?”


  The silence was short and incredulous, then the howling began. Friday vaulted into the aisle and up onto the stage, too full of his rage to care what he was doing.


  Wilson’s voice boomed from the loudspeakers, slowly fighting down the tumult: “Brother Friday does not agree with me, it seems. He has a right to be heard. Gentlemen, gentlemen, quiet please!” When the booing had died down a little: “Now, sir, what do you wish to say? This is a free assembly of free men. Speak up.”


  “I say,” said Friday, “that you are a liar and a mutineer. Your talk has been a stew of meaningless words, false accusations, and invitations to rebellion. Shall I go down the list?”


  “By all means,” smiled Wilson. “Brother Friday, you know, has a somewhat unusual background. I am sure his views are worth hearing.”


  The laughter was savage.


  “I hardly know where to begin,” said Friday.


  “It is a little difficult, yes,” grinned Wilson. The laughter hooted forth again, overwhelming him, knotting his tongue. He twisted the words out, slowly and awkwardly:


  “Just for a start, then, Mr. Wilson, you said that the greens and grays together are almost the entire ship. Six out of seven thousand, you said. Anyone who’s taken the trouble to read the latest census figures would know it’s not true. There are about a thousand men working in all the branches of Engineering under officers, and about five hundred in the food section. There are about three hundred in public services of one sort or another—police, teachers, lawyers and judges, administrative clerks, and so on. Guildsmen and other independents together make up perhaps seven hundred. The entire officers’ corps, including their families, add up to maybe five hundred. In short, out of some three thousand money-earning, working people aboard, greens and grays add up to half.


  “I don’t include the four thousand others—housewives, children and aged.” With an essay at sarcasm: “Unless you want to enroll them in your goon squads too!” He turned to the assembly. “Fifteen hundred people in green and gray, to dictate to the other fifty-five hundred. Is that your precious democracy?”


  “Boo! Boo! Throw ’im out! Spy! Blackleg! Boo!”


  “You seem to be distorting my speech now,” said Wilson mildly. “But go ahead, if it amuses you.”


  “God damn it, man, it’s the ship I’m thinking about. I know there are plenty of abuses. I’m the victim of one myself—”


  “Ah, yes, a pathetic fate,” said Wilson lugubriously. “He was forced by incredibly cruel people to come down among us and earn his living!”


  The shouting and the booing and cursing and laughing drove Friday off the stage. He hadn’t a chance, he was beaten and routed; and, he had been made ridiculous—which was much worse. He fled, sobbing in his throat, yelling at the silent corridors and damning the ship and the voyage and every stinking human aboard her. Then he found a bar and drank himself blind.


  “I ADMIRE your courage,” said William Johnson, “but I must admit your discretion leaves something to be desired. You should have known you had no chance against a professional politician.”


  “Now he tells me,” said Friday ruefully.


  “I hope it hasn’t made things—difficult for you, Evan.” There was an anxiety in Elena’s voice which pleased him.


  He shrugged. “I didn’t lose too many friends. But I lost a lot of standing.”


  Oddly enough, his mind ran on, it had been Sam Carter who had defended him most stoutly in the barrack-room arguments, Sam who had beaten him up when he first arrived and now stood by him, though it meant damning Wilson. The fact was comforting, but puzzling. It was hard to realize that people just didn’t fit into the neat categories of tradition.


  They were sitting in the Johnsons’ apartment, a small bright place where he had been a frequent guest of late. He had fallen into the habit of dropping in almost “daily”, for the merchant class had something to offer he had never looked to find on the lower levels, and something, besides, which was strange to the topdecks. The Johnsons and their associates were not the narrow-souled tradesmen their reputation among other classes insisted; they were, on the whole, people of quality and some little culture. If they had a major fault, he thought, it was a certain conservatism and timidity, a nostalgia for the “good old days” with which he could only partly sympathize. And they had their own tired clichés, meaningless words setting off automatic emotional responses—“free enterprise,” “progressivism,” “Radical”—but then, what class didn’t?


  He found himself increasingly aware of Elena. She was pleasant to look at and talk to; the other lower-deck women had seemed meretricious or merely dull. And at the same time she had an enterprising sincerity and an, at times, startlingly realistic worldview which would be hard to find in officers’ women.


  “And what do you expect to happen next?” asked Mrs. Johnson. The fact of Friday’s being from topdeck earned him an automatic respect among Guildsmen, who still wanted leaders. Their own agitation was simply for justice to themselves, and Friday had to admit their cause seemed reasonable.


  “Trouble. Open fighting—there’ve been brawls almost every watch between the goons of the Brotherhood and those of the officers. Maybe mutiny.”


  Johnson shuddered. He was bold enough in conversation, but physically timid. “I know,” he said. “And the laborers have been making difficulties for private shopowners too. They’ve been smashing up bars, especially, when they’re drunk.”


  “Want to socialize liquor, eh?” Elena’s laugh was strangely merry. “Maybe we should call for a representative of the tavern-keepers on the Council.”


  “Only a representative of all tradesmen,” said Johnson stiffly. To Friday: “We won’t stand for it much longer. The younger Guildsmen are forming protective associations.”


  “Well, you need goon squads these days,” nodded Friday.


  “Goons! Certainly not! Protect—”


  “A goon by any other name would smell as sweet,” said Elena. “Why not call them by their right name? If we have to fight, we’ll need fighting units.”


  “Not much good without weapons and training,” said Friday. “You have small machine shops here and there. You should start quietly making knives, knuckledusters, and so on, and exercise squads in their use. Wouldn’t take long to equip every man.”


  “Why, you’re speaking sedition!” whispered Johnson. “That’s no better than Wilson.”


  Friday flung out of his chair and paced the floor. “Why not?” he said angrily. “It’s not as if you meant aggression. The police can’t be everywhere, and in any case they’re under the control of whoever owns the Captain. At the moment, that happens to be an uneasy cabal of Engy and Astro officers, together with Wilson, who’s nominally their associate and actually trying to get the power from them. If the officers win, you may expect to see a rigid caste system imposed on all the ship. If Wilson wins, you’ll get a nominal communism which, if I’ve read any history at all, will rapidly become the same kind of dictatorship under different labels. Either way, the Guilds lose. You won’t have a voice in affairs till you’re strong enough to merit one.”


  “Evan, I thought you were an officer,” said Elena, very softly. “I thought even now—”


  “Of course I am! A ship has to have discipline and a hierarchy of authority, but that’s precisely what we haven’t got now. What I want to see is a strong captain with an officer corps made of the better existing elements—oh, such as my father, for instance, or Lieutenant Steinberg, or any of some hundred others. Most of the lower-echelon officers are decent and sincere men, Elena; they just haven’t got any effective voice in affairs; they take orders from the Captain without regard to the fact that he takes his orders from two or three warring cliques. And the holes left, in the corps could be filled competitively from the lower ranks.”


  “Ah—” Johnson cleared his throat shyly. “Pardon me, Evan, but wouldn’t there be the same tendency as before for rank to become hereditary?”


  “Naturally, superior people tend to have superior children,” said Friday somewhat snobbishly. “But today, I admit, while there is still competitive examination for promotion, there is a certain favoritism in judging the results; and few or no crewmen get the education needed to prepare for the tests.” He clenched his fists. “God, what a lot of reform we need!”


  Elena came over and took his hand. “You know more about the ship than anyone in the Guilds, Evan,” she said. “Certainly your military knowledge is the best we can get. Will you be with us?”


  He looked at her for a long while, “What have I been saying?” he whispered. “What have I been saying?”


  “Good things, Evan.”


  “But—Bill, you’re right. I have been talking violence.” He smiled uncertainly. “I’ve been overworking my mouth lately, haven’t I?”


  “You won’t help us—?”


  “I don’t know. God, I don’t know! Taking the law into our own hands this way—it’s contrary to the articles, it’s contrary to everything I’ve ever believed.”


  “But we have to do it, Evan,” she said urgently. “You advised it yourself, and you’re right.”


  “Blast it, I’m still an Engy. I still have to live with my coworkers.”


  “You could quit your job and come live with us. The Guilds would pay you a good wage just to get their protective squads organized.”


  “So now I’m to become a paid goon!” he said bitterly.


  “The time may come when the ship will need your goon squads.”


  “I don’t know,” he said dully. With sudden vehemence: “Let me think! I’ve been kicked into a level I don’t understand, caught up in a business I don’t approve. My father told me, before they sent me away, that I was still an officer. And yet—Let me think it over, will you?”


  “Of course, Evan,” said Johnson.


  He bade clumsy farewells and went out into the corridor and back toward his dwelling place, too preoccupied to notice the man who fell quietly in on either side of him. When one of them spoke, it was like a blow’:


  “This way, Friday.”


  “Eh? Huh?” He stared at them. Wilson’s goons. “What the hell do you want?”


  “We just want to take you to Mr. Wilson, jo. He wants to see you. This way.”


  An elevator took them up to officer level. Actually, thought a dim corner of Friday’s mind, the term should have been “down,” since they were moving in the direction of increasing centrifugal “gravity”; but the notion of the upper classes living “upward” was too ingrained for usage to change, even though on any one level “down” meant the direction of acceleration. Silly business.


  The whole expedition was a cosmic joke.


  He had not been in this territory for half a year, and it jarred him with remembrance. He stayed between his escorts, looking directly ahead, trying not to see the familiar people who went by. It was doubtful if any of them looked closely enough to recognize him.


  Wilson’s offices occupied a suite in the Administrative section, near the bows and just under the ship’s skin. Her screens made that area as safe as any other, and the fact that the pilot room and hence the captain’s quarters had to be directly in the bow on the axis of rotation—the only spot where there was an outside view except via telescreen—had dictated the placement of all officer areas nearby.


  The inner office was a big one. Wilson had had it redecorated with murals which, in spite of their subjects—heroic laboring figures, for the most part—Friday had to admit were good. Indeed, these troubled decades had produced a lot of fine work.


  He wrenched his attention to the man behind the great desk. Wilson sat easy and relaxed, puffing a king-sized cigar and studying some papers which he put aside when the newcomers entered. He rose courteously and smiled. “Please sit down, Mr. Friday,” he said.


  The two goons took up motionless posts by the door. Friday edged himself nervously into a chair.


  “You know Lieutenant Farrell, of course,” said Wilson.


  Friday felt a shock at seeing the lean middle-aged man in officer’s uniform seated at Wilson’s right. Farrell—certainly he knew Farrell, the man had taught him basic science. Farrell had for years been a general assistant to Captain Gomez.


  “I’m sorry to see you associated with this man, sir,” he said numbly.


  “Quite a few officers are,” said Farrell gently. “After all, Mr. Wilson is a Councillor.”.


  “Have a cigar, Mr. Friday,” said Wilson.


  “No, thanks. What did you want to see me about?”


  “Oh—several things. I wanted to apologize for the somewhat unfortunate result of the union meeting. You had a right to be heard, and it is a shame that some of the men got a little rowdy.”


  You know damn well who! made them that way, thought I Friday.


  “I liked your courage, even if it was misguided,” said Wilson. “You’re an able young man, and honest. I’d like to have you on my side.”


  Friday wished he had accepted the cigar. It would have been a cover for the silence that came from having no retort to make. Another little political trick. I’ll know better next time, if there is a next time.


  “You seem to think I’m some kind of monster,” said Wilson.


  “Believe me, I have only the interests of the ship at heart. I think that we must be united in order to succeed in this voyage. But to achieve that union, we must have justice. You yourself, as a victim of the present system, ought to realize that.”


  “We need leadership first,” said Friday slowly. “Good leadership, not political dictatorship.”


  “There is no intention of setting one up,” said Farrell mildly. “Certainly you don’t think that officers will be replaced by commissars! Would I be in this movement if that were the case? No, we simply want to replace the corrupt and the incompetent, and to install a socio-economic system adapted to the peculiar needs of the expedition.”


  “Nice words. But you’re building up a private army, and you’re planning mutiny.”


  “I could get angry at that charge,” said Wilson. “Have I ever so much as suggested replacing the Captain? If the ship’s articles are to be amended, it will be by due process of Jaw.”


  “A rigged Council and a fixed election! Sure! Keep the Captain in his present job of figurehead!”


  “Now it is you who are seditious. Look, Mr. Friday. I do believe you are innocent of the charges made against you, and I’d like to see you cleared and your rank restored. Promotion will be rapid for competent men, once things are running properly again. But these are tough times, and you can’t expect me to take all that trouble for an enemy.”


  “So now you’re trying to bribe me. Why, for all I know it was you who framed me in the first place.”


  Wilson’s carefully learned manners dropped from him. It was a plain Engy who spoke, with more than a trace of anger: “Look, jo, d’you think you’re so goddam important that it makes any difference what happens to you? You think I need you? I’m just trying to be fair, and give you a chance to get back where you were. You can be useful, sure, but you’re not fixed to do any harm. Especially if you got fired from your job.”


  Friday stood up. “That’s enough,” he said. “Good-bye, Mr. Wilson.”


  “Have it your way, jo. If you change your mind, you can come back in a day or two. But don’t be any later.”


  “I wish you would think it over,” said Farrell.


  “Good-bye!” Friday stormed out of the office.


  He cooled off on the trip back. Gods, talk about burning bridges! He didn’t belong anywhere now.


  No—wait—the Guilds. He still didn’t much like the thought of espousing their cause—but where else in all the universe could he go?


  He took a certain malicious pleasure in telling off his boss when he quit. Then he drew his time, collected his few belongings, and went back to William Johnson’s home.


  THE food trust was overthrown largely from within—a general strike of its underpaid workers, accompanied by violence—but that overthrow was instigated by leading Engineers as a means of overcoming their food-producing rivals. The Engineers wanted a return to the small private farms of the first years—divide et impera—but the upper ranks of Administration favored socializing the producing, packing, and distributing establishments, since they would then be under effective control of the small but efficient Admy bureaucracy. After a good deal of intriguing, socialism won, and the Engineers found themselves faced with a new rival as powerful as the old.


  Two years later, Captain Petrie died. Both Engineering and Administration nominated a hand-picked successor, ignoring the rule that the first mate should take the office. This was a young man, Juan Gomez, associated with the Astrogation Department. Astro, being a small and exclusively officer group, lacked the strength and support of the contending overlords; but it had the law on its side, together with a surprising adroitness at playing its enemies off against each other. Gomez was named.


  For a few years there was relative quiet, except for clashes between various bully gangs hired by the overlords. The workers, green and gray, were increasingly restless, the younger generation of officers in all departments ever more arrogant and exclusive. In the forty-fifth year of the great voyage, open warfare broke out between the private forces of Engy and Admy over the exact extent of Admy jurisdiction—the latter had been using the ship’s internal law, which it was supposed to administer, as a means of aggrandizing its leaders. It was not what Earth’s bloody history would have considered a real war—the two sides lacked very effective weapons, and were small—but people were getting killed, property was damaged and vital services suspended. Astrogation rallied the police and neutral groups to suppress the fighting. The ship’s articles were amended, the most important respect being the transfer of police power from Administration to the Captaincy—in effect, to Astro. Administration didn’t like it, but the Engineers, on the old half-a-loaf principle, supported the measure. Astro began building up followers, money investments, and political connections.


  Five years later the lower Engineering ranks, having failed to obtain satisfaction in any other way, resorted to violence. The revolt was suppressed, but concessions were made in a Captain’s Court which few officers liked.


  Six years after that, Duncan, chief of Administration, attempted to seize the Captaincy in a coup d’etat which was defeated with the help of the Engineering bosses. Duncan and his immediate followers suffered the usual penalties of mutiny, but his power was left unbroken and passed to his successor. This was shown to be the work of Astro: in the sixty-first year, Admy and Astro together swung enough political power to break up officer ownership of factories and socialize them, and enough fighting strength to enforce the decree.


  Some fifteen years passed without too much trouble as the ship adjusted to the new order of things. All important facilities were now under ship ownership and control, tracing back ultimately to the Captain and his Council. The old departmental divisions remained, but officers within them acted as individuals and their combinations were often across such party lines. Some wanted a return to the former state of affairs, but most were content to intrigue for control of this or that department of ship life—ultimately, the goal was to run the Council, from which all authority stemmed. A combine made up largely of Astro officers held the balance of power, but it was a constant battle of wits to maintain it. In this period began the first great outburst of characteristic ship forms in art, literature, and music, new departures which would have meant little to an Earthman but which answered a need born of space and loneliness and the great overriding purpose. In science, some first-rate work was done on deep-space astrophysics and the biological effects of cosmic radiation.


  Meanwhile, however, the laboring classes demanded some voice in affairs. Unions were organized on a ship-wide basis and finally joined together in Wilson’s Brotherhood. At this time, too, the remaining independents—craftsmen, artisans, tailors, tavernkeepers, personal-service people, private lawyers, and their kind, including no few scientists and artists of one sort or another—began organizing the Guilds for mutual protection and advancement; but they had no way to win an effective voice.


  Labor, however, could and did act. The great strike of 2201 broke the time of peace. On the principle that certain services were essential to the lives of everyone, the Council tried to break the strike, and for several days a running war was fought up and down the corridors of the ship. The union was finally suppressed, but it won what amounted to a victory, a representative on the Council. The old-line officers were outraged, but Wilson set to work at once making alliances with the younger and more liberal ones.


  His official program was frankly communistic. The large fortunes and followings of the highest officers were to be broken up, all property except the purely personal was to belong to the ship, plants were to be governed by workers’ councils. On the other hand, some kind of supreme hierarchy would still, obviously, be needed; and no doubt many of the ranking men who joined Wilson’s cause were animated by the thought of promotion. There were also a certain percentage of sincere idealists who were disgusted with the intriguing and corruption of the ship’s government, the unseemly brawling and private gangs, the not yet overcome unfairness of a caste system.


  Besides Wilson’s group, there were several others in high places, with schemes of their own. Certain men wanted to grab supreme power for themselves; others wished a return to this or that stage of previous ship’s history, say the good old days when the Engineers virtually ran affairs, or to advance along certain lines that seemed desirable to them—such as, for instance, a frankly hereditary officer caste controlling all wealth and authority.


  Gomez still had the chairmanship of the Council, the small but strong police force, and a solid following among conservative elements including the bulk of! the officer’s corps and perhaps; even a majority of the commons. And Astro had the Captain. One! suspected that McMurtrie, chief of that department, had the final say in matters, though no one outside of Astro knew for certain.


  Only—how long could it continue? The ship was ready for another explosion. How long before it came?


  Gods! thought Friday sickly. Gods, what a history! What a hell’s broth of a history!


  HE HAD about three weeks before the crisis broke, and had not thought he could go so long on as little sleep as he got.


  There was first the matter of raising his troop. A call for volunteers at a special Guild meeting brought disappointing results. He and a few others had to go on personal recruiting tours, arguing and propagandizing and even applying certain subtle threats—social disapproval, boycotting, and whatever else could be hinted at obliquely enough not to antagonize. Some rather slippery sophistry got by at times, and Friday had to be careful to suppress his own uneasy doubts about his cause. The motto was always organization for defense, formation of a band which could help the regular police if they should need it, and he found it necessary to shout down the hotheads who had been his eagerest followers. He often had occasion to remember the ancient maxim that politics is the art of creating an equality of dissatisfaction.


  He was helped by events. As the watches went by, disorder grew like a prairie fire. Hardly a “day” passed that the police were not called to stop a brawl between Wilson’s gangs and the goons of other factions, or to halt the wrecking and plundering of some shop. They were bewildered and angry men who came to Friday, they wanted to fight somebody—it didn’t much matter who.


  “But what the glory is Wilson doing it for?” said Mrs. Johnson. “He’s only hurting his own cause. He should be calming them down, or he’ll turn all the ship against his people.”


  “That,” said Friday with a bleak new insight, “is what he wants.”


  Officially, of course, the Councillor deplored such lawlessness and called on all workers to desist. But his language was weak; it only turned strong when he cited the grievances which had driven them to such measures. Friday buckled down to training his gang.


  He had no military knowledge except vague impressions from books, but then neither did anyone else who mattered. Only the police were allowed firearms, and his conditioning was too deep for him to consider manufacturing them. It would hardly have been practicable anyway. But the tools of the artisans could make the nasty implements of infighting. And it occurred to him further that pikes, axes, and even short swords were valuable under ship conditions. However clumsily wielded, they were still formidable. He thought of bows too, but experiment showed him that more practice would be needed than his men had time or patience for.


  He worked three shifts each day, drilling those who could attend any one of them. Practice with weapons, practice in working as groups, practice at rough-and-tumble—it was all he could do, and he more than half expected his motley squads to break and run if it ever came to action. He had about two hundred all told, shopkeepers, artisans, personal-service men, office workers, intellectuals of all stripes; a soldier’s nightmare.


  But after all, he consoled himself, it wasn’t really an army he was trying to organize. It was an association of ordinary peaceable men who had found it necessary to form their own auxiliary police force. That was all. He hoped to heaven that was all.


  They used an empty storage space near zero-gravity as their armory. You could do weird and wonderful things at low-weight, once you got the hang of it. He tried to be as unobtrusive about his project as possible, and especially to keep secret the fact of his most lethal innovations. The police would most likely confiscate things like those, if they heard of them. All the rest of the ship needed to know was that the Guildsmen had started a protective association, and if the Brotherhood wanted to make a huge joke of it, so much the better.


  Nevertheless, Friday was irrationally pleased when a few of his men got into a fight with some greens in a bar and beat the devil out of them.


  He was catching an exhausted nap in Johnson’s apartment when Elena woke him with the news that the Brotherhood had mutinied.


  “OH, NO!” he exclaimed.


  Sleep drained from him like water from a broken cup as he got to his feet.


  “Yes,” she said tonelessly. “The intercom just announced a state of emergency, told all crewfolk to get home and stay there, and not to take part in any violence on pain of being considered mutineers—what else can it mean?”


  He heard the brazen voice again, roaring out of the corridor loudspeaker, and nodded. “But I’d like to see it done,” he said thinly. “The ship is six miles long and two miles in diameter. How does Wilson expect to take it over with a thousand men at best?”


  “Seize the key points and the officers,” she flared. “How else?”


  “But the police—he can’t hold anyplace against men with gas guns, firearms, grenades—”


  “He must think he can! Are we going to sit here and do nothing?”


  “Not much else we can do. That order to stay inside means us, too.”


  “Evan Friday, what have you been organizing the Guildsmen for?”


  “Get on the visiphone,” he said. “Call up everyone before somebody or other cuts off our communications. Tell them to stand by. But we can’t go rushing out blindly.”


  She flashed him a smile. “That’s more like it, Evan!”


  He looked out the door into the hall. Men, women, children, were running each way, shouting, witless with panic—This is revolution, he thought. You don’t know what’s happened, you don’t know who’s fighting or where the fighting is, you sit and wait and listen to the people going they don’t know where.


  Presently Elena came to sit on the arm of his chair. “Where’s father and mother?” she asked, and he saw the hard-held strength of her breaking as immediate pressure lifted. “They said they were going to visit Halvorson’s; where are they—”


  “I don’t know,” he bit out. “They must have taken refuge with someone. We’ll just have to wait here.”


  “I couldn’t raise everybody,” she said. “A lot of lines were jammed. But some of them said they’d pass the word along by messengers.”


  “Good! Good folk!” It was enormously heartening to know that some had remained brave and level-headed.


  “I didn’t even try to call headquarters,” she said wryly. “But maybe we could offer the Captain our help.”


  “Let’s see what happens first.” Friday pounded his knee with a white-knuckled fist. “It’s not that I’m scared to fight, Elena. In fact, I’m scared green to sit here and not fight. But we’d just blunder around, have no idea of where to go or what to do, probably get in the way of the police—”


  The lights went out.


  They sat for a moment in a blackness which was tangible. Elena choked a cry, and he heard the screaming of women out in the hall.


  “Power cut off,” he said unnecessarily, trying to hold his voice steady. “Wait—hold still a minute.” He strained his ears into the darkness and could not hear the muted endless hum of the ventilators. “Yeah. Dead off.”


  “Oh, Evan—if they hold the converters, they can threaten to destroy them—”


  “Take more than they’ve got to do that, darling.” The word came unconsciously, unnoticed by either of them. “But if they can hold off for a long enough time, they can make things awfully tough for the rest of the ship.”


  “It’s—been tried before, hasn’t it—?”


  “Uh-huh, during the great strike. The police took the converters without difficulty and operated them till the trouble was over. So—if Wilson’s tried it again, he must think he can hold the engine section against attack. Or maybe—maybe he doesn’t expect an attack at all—”


  “You mean the police are in his pay—no!”


  “I don’t know what I mean.” Friday groped to his feet, and his only emotion was a rising chill of anger. “But it’s time we found out. I’m going to get the men together.”


  They located a flashlight and went down the corridors toward the armory. It was utterly black save where their own beam wavered, a smothering blackness in which Friday thought he could hardly breathe. That was nonsense; the air wouldn’t get foul for hours yet; but his heartbeat was frantic in his ears. People had retreated, the halls were almost empty—now and then another glow would bob out of the tunnel before them, a weirdly highlighted face. The elevators were dead; they used ringingly echoing companionways, down and down and down into the guts of the ship.


  Silent ship, darkened ship; it was as if she were already dead, as if he and Elena were the last life aboard her, the last life in all the great hollow night between Sol and Centauri. Elena sobbed with relief when they came to the armory.


  Friday had maintained a rotating watch there, sentries who challenged him in voices gone shrill with fear. Others were arriving, men and their families, the agreement being that in emergency this would be the rallying place. It was easily defensible, especially with the weapons stockpiled there.


  Flashlights danced in the gloom, picking out faces and shimmering off metal, and the great sliding shadows flowed noiselessly around the thin beams. Friday shouted till the walls rang, calling the folk around him, seeking to allay the rising tide of hysteria.


  “As soon as enough of us are here,” he said, “we’ll go out and see what we can do.”


  “The hell you say!” exploded a voice from the murk. “We’ll stay here where we can defend ourselves!”


  “Till the oxygen and the heat are gone? Would you rather choke and freeze?”


  “They’ll reach some agreement before then. Wilson can’t let the whole ship die.”


  “They’ll reach Wilson’s kind of agreement, if any. Something’s happened so the police can’t protect us any more. We’ll have to act for ourselves.”


  “Go out and get killed in the dark? Not I, Mister!”


  Friday had to resort to all the tactics of demagoguery—he was getting good at it, he thought—before the recalcitrants could be brought around. The agreement finally was that some men should stay to guard the women and children, while the rest would go out and—


  And what? Friday did not dare admit that he had no idea. What, in all those miles of lightless tunnels and cave-like rooms, could they do?


  There was an altercation at one of the doors. Friday went over to it and found a pair of pikemen thrusting back a shadowy and protesting group of men.


  “Bunch of goddam workers want in,” explained one of the guards.


  Friday shone his torch into the vague mass and picked out the battered red face of Carter. “Sam! What the hell—”


  “Fine way to treat us. We only want to join your bunch, Doc.”


  “Huh? I thought you were a Brotherhood man!”


  “Yeah, but not a mutineer. I didn’t think Old Tom’d ever try anything like this—just thought we’d roughhouse it a bit with, the topdeck goons and holler for our rights. But God, Doc, his men got guns!”


  “What?”


  “Fact. Ain’t too careful about using them, either. Me and some others that hadn’t joined the goons were given a last chance to do it or get brigged—a goon squad come into the barracks and told us. But we got the jump on ’em, and here’s my proof.” The light glimmered off the pistol in Carter’s fist. “We had a running fight to get down to low-weight, but others joined us on the way—some o’ the boys who’d signed on as goons but didn’t see mutiny, and others from here and there. They’ve took over the engine-section, Doc, and the gyros and the farms. There’s men here with me who was on duty when the goons came in and kicked ’em out. Some of ’em had buddies who got shot for not moving fast enough. We wanna fight with you now, Doc!”


  Numbly, Friday waved his sentries aside and let the workers file in. Gray and green, burly men with smoldering eyes, perhaps two score all told—a welcome addition, yes, but they were the heralds of evil tidings.


  He let his watch sweep out another hour of darkness and restlessness and slowly rising temperature. Without regulation, the room was filled with the animal heat of its occupants, the air was hot and foul. Later would come the cold.


  Others straggled in, one by one or in small groups, Guildsmen and some more of the laboring class. But there was no further news, and presently the influx ceased. It was time to strike out.


  A count-off showed that he had a little over a hundred men ready to go. Go—where?


  He decided to head for the upper levels. There should be his best chance of getting information—there, too, was the nerve center of the ship. If Wilson held her heart and lungs, her brain might still be accessible.


  They went out, a hundred men armed with hand weapons of the oldest sort and a few scattered guns, daunted by the night and their loneliness. Silently, save for heavy breathing, they streamed down the corridors and along the companionways, only an occasional short flash of light revealing them. Friday drew on his memory of the ship’s plan, which every cadet was required to learn, to guide them well away from the key points which Wilson held. He didn’t want more fighting than he could avoid.


  The ship was dark and still. Someone whimpered behind him, a little animal sound of fear.


  They wound up the levels, feeling their bodies grow heavier, feeling the sweat on their skins and the bitter taste of panic in their mouths. Once in awhile someone ran before them, sandaled feet slapping down the tunnel and fading back into the thick silence.


  “God,” whispered Carter. “What’s happened to the ship?”


  His voice was shaken, and Friday realized that the same despair was rising in him. It wouldn’t take many hours of night and stillness and creeping chill before everyone aboard capitulated, before the entire crew would be ready to assail anyone that still tried to resist. “Come on!” he said harshly.


  They were in the upper levels when a flash gleamed far down the hall, someone nearing. Friday heard the sigh of tension behind him. If this was a mutineer gang and—


  “Who goes?” The cry wavered in the dark. “Who is it?”


  “Put up your hands,” shouted Friday. The echoes ran down the length of the corridor, jeering at him.


  “Come close.”


  It was a single man in Astro uniform. Friday recognized him—Ensign Vassily, secretary to Farrell. Farrell!


  The gun was heavy in his fist. “What do you want?”


  “Friday—Friday—” It was a sob. The flashbeam glistened off sweat and tears. “God, man, you’re here! We’ve been looking—”


  “Looking! What for? Aren’t you with Wilson too?”


  “Not now. The mutiny’s got out of hand. Wilson has the police trapped, Farrell can’t leave—he managed to send a few of us out, he knew of your gang—Friday, it’s up to you, you’ve got to save the ship!”


  “Out of hand—What the devil are you talking about?”


  “Wilson was too smart.” The boy’s breath sobbed in his throat. “He didn’t let any of his top chiefs in on his plans till it was too late. He—he started a riot down in Park Four, a big riot that brought out all the police force. Then his men—he’d gotten some firearms from a police officer that was with him, we didn’t know he had anyone in the police—His men came with machine guns and flame throwers. They’ve got the force bottled up in the park—and meanwhile they’ve taken over the rest of the ship!”


  So that was it, thought Friday. Simple! You lured all your enemies into one of the park sections and then mounted guard over the half-dozen exits. A few men with weapons and gas masks could keep a thousand besieged until cold and darkness and choking air forced them to surrender.


  “Where do you fit in?” He shook Vassily till the teeth rattled in the ensign’s jaws. “What do you mean, the mutiny’s out of hand? Did you engineer it yourself?”


  “Farrell—the Captain—I do not know, Friday, so help me God I don’t know what it’s all about!”


  With a sudden terrible conviction: “Gomez and Farrell framed me, didn’t they? They had me broken down to crewman!”, When Vassily remained still, Friday cracked the pistol barrel against his head. “That’s right, isn’t it?”


  “Uh—yes, no, I don’t know—Friday, you’ve got to help us! We’ve been searching the ship for you, running down all the corridors with Wilson’s men ready to shoot, you’re the last one who can help!”


  “Help?” Carter’s laugh was bitter. “Spears and axes against guns?


  “Most of Wilson’s men don’t have guns. He d-d-doesn’t want ’em to get out of hand, I guess. Just the ones holding in the police, and holding the k-key points—”


  Friday’s mind began turning over with an abnormal speed and sureness. There wasn’t time to be afraid, not now, not when all the ship was darkened. “That means the rest of the ship’s weapons are still in the arsenal,” he. said rapidly. “I suppose Wilson’s mounted guard over them?”


  “I—I s-s-suppose so—”


  Friday’s memories riffled through the plans of the ship. The police quarters were near the bows, with the arsenal behind them, just under the ship’s skin. Beyond that lay a boat blister, whose airlock offered an emergency exit—or entrance. Wilson’s guards would be inside the ship, though, in front of the doors leading into the police area. He hoped!


  There were other blisters along the length of the ship, holding the boats which would land when the Pioneer had taken up an orbit around a planet. And there were spacesuits stored at each one.


  “This way!” he said.


  It was strange walking on the outside. Eyes accustomed to a narrowness of walls swam with vertigo in naked space. Centrifugal force threw blood into the head, the heart began to beat wildly and the body refused to believe that it was not hanging downward. You had to be careful how you stepped—if both magnetic shoes were off the hull at once, you would be thrown into space, you could go spinning out and out forever into the dark between the stars.


  Above your feet was the mighty curve of the ship, dimly gleaming metal tilted at a crazy angle against the sky, elliptical horizon enclosing all the life in more than a light-year of emptiness. It rang faintly under human footfalls, and the suit was thick with your heartbeat and breathing, but over that lay the elemental silence. It was a silence which sucked and smothered, the stupendous quiet of vacuum reaching farther than a man could think, and the tiny noises of life were unnaturally loud against it.


  Below was the turning sky, the constellations wheeling in fire and ice against a savage blackness, the chill glory of the Milky Way and the far green gleam of nebulae, hugeness, loneliness, and terror. The raw cold grandeur was like frost along the nerves; men felt sick and dizzy with the streaming of the stars.


  Faint light glimmered off spacesuits and weapons as the troop made its slow way over the hull. About half the band had come out through four exits, and they clustered together for comfort against the hollow dark. Few words were spoken, but the harsh rasp of their breathing rattled in the helmet radios.


  As they approached the bows, Friday could pick out the stabbing brilliance of Alpha Centauri—but Sol was lost somewhere in the thronging stars, nearly three light-years away. He found it hard to believe that the ship was rushing through space at fantastic velocity—no, it was motionless, it was lost forever between the stars.


  And in the face of that immensity and that mission, he thought bitterly, men had nothing better to do than fight each other. With all the universe around them, they could not unite in a society which did not tear itself apart.


  There was a certain cruel symbolism in the fact that it was Astrogation which had betrayed him—the men who steered between the worlds, dealing in rottenness and death. But after all, what else did those officers have to do? There were no planets between the suns, no orbital corrections to make—the department existed to keep alive the techniques and, meanwhile, to hold various posts connected with the general maintenance of the ship. And to stir up against each other men who should have been comrades—to break the innocent with lies, to provoke mutiny by injustice and intrigue, to infiltrate the revolts they themselves had created and control them for some senseless unknown purpose.


  His jaws hurt with the clenching of his teeth. There was work to be done: enter the arsenal from outside, get the weapons, overcome the guards, then go on to the park and fall on Wilson’s men from behind so that the police could get out. Afterward it would be simple to clean up the rest of the mutineers; most likely they’d surrender at once when the police moved against them.


  But after that—after that—!


  EVAN FRIDAY walked slowly toward the door. It was strange to be back topside. After the noise and fury and belly-knotting terror of battle, after the lights had gone on again and folk had returned shakenly to resume life—of necessity, there had been amnesty for all rebels save the ringleaders—after the quite undeserved but pleasant adulation of gray and green and Guild, there had been a polite note requesting his attendance on the Captain, and he had donned his shabby best and gone. And that was all there was to it.


  He felt no special emotion, it was drained from him and only a great quiet steadiness of purpose was left. It was no use hating anyone, they were all together in the ship and the ship was alone between the stars. But there were certain words he had to say.


  The policeman at the door saluted him. “This way, please, sir,” he said.


  So now it’s “sir” again. Do they think that can bribe me?’


  They went down a short hall and through an anteroom. The clerks looked up from their work with a vague apprehensiveness. Friday nodded to a man he had known a half a year ago—half a lifetime!—and at his escort’s gesture went alone through the inner door.


  There were three men sitting at the great table in the Captain’s office—frail white-haired Gomez, lean gray Farrell, stocky dark McMurtrie. They rose as he entered, and he stood with straining military stiffness. He couldn’t help feeling naked without his uniform.


  “How do you do, Ensign Friday.” Gomez’ old voice was hardly above a whisper. “Please be seated.”


  He found a chair and watched them out of cold eyes. “You are mistaken, sir,” he answered. “I have no rank.”


  “Yes, you do, or rather you will as soon as that miscarriage of justice has been taken care of.”


  “Let us be plain with each other,” said Friday flatly. “I know that you are responsible for my conviction. I also know that you and your associates engineered the mutiny, and that Wilson was only a force of which you made use. The casualties of the whole affair were some thirty killed and fifty wounded. If you had not summoned me here I would have come myself to charge you with murder.”


  There was pain in Gomez’ slow reply: “And you would be perfectly justified. But perhaps the charge should be modified to manslaughter. We did not intend that there should be any death, and it weighs more heavily on us than you can imagine. But as you also know, the business got out of control, Wilson succeeded far beyond our expectations, and only your timely intervention saved us. Fortunately, the plan does not call for putting the ship into such danger, again.”


  “I should hope not!” snapped Friday. “Before you go any further, perhaps I had better say that I left the traditional sealed envelope containing all I know with a friend. If I don’t return soon, you may look for an unplanned uprising.”


  “Oh, you are in no danger,” smiled Farrell. “It would hardly do for us to assault the next Captain.”


  “I—you—what?”


  Numbly, Friday heard the voice continue: “In about five years, I imagine, you will be ready to succeed Captain Gomez.”


  He forced steadiness back, and there was a new anger in his reply: “Don’t think you can buy me that way, or any other. The whole structure of ship society is wrong. Our history has been one succession of bunglings, injustices, and catastrophes. I am here to call for a complete overhauling. And the first item will be to clean out the rotten bloodsuckers who claim to be the leaders.”


  “Please, Mr. Friday,” said McMurtrie, a little irritably. “Spare the emotional language till you’ve heard a bit more. For your information, every major wrong this expedition suffered has been created deliberately by the leaders—because they’ve really had no choice in the matter.”


  Friday glared at him. “You should know!” he spat. “You’ve run the whole dirty show, for twenty years this doddering fool has been your puppet, and—


  “I have not. The story goes, yes, that I am the power behind the throne. It’s true that I’ve worked hard to keep things going. And I took the blame, because the Captain cannot afford it. He must have, if not the respect, at least the grudging acquiescence of the ship. But Captain Gomez is a very strong and skillful gentleman, and the decisive voice has always been his.”


  Friday shook his head. The maze of plot and counterplot, blinds and red herrings and interwoven cabals, was getting to be too much for him. “Why?” he asked dully. “What’s the reason been? This is the greatest adventure man has ever faced, and now you say you’ve deliberately perverted it. If you aren’t fiends and aren’t madmen—why?”


  “Let me start from the beginning,” said Gomez.


  He leaned back in his chair and half closed his eyes. “Psychology is a highly developed science these days,” he said gently, “though for reasons which will become obvious it has been largely suppressed aboard ship. A potential leader is quietly given some years of intensive training in the field, for use later on—as you will be given it. And among the thousands of men who worked ten or twenty years on Earth planning this voyage, there were many psychologists. They could foresee events with more precision than I can convey to you; but I hope my bare words will be convincing.


  “Consider the Pioneer. Once on her way, she is a self-contained world. Everything we can possibly need to keep alive and comfortable is built into her. There is no weather, no disease, no crop failure, no earthquake, no outside invader, no new territory to explore, no new land to cultivate—nothing! A world potentially changeless! To be sure, for some twenty years the crew was still working on internal construction, but then that source of occupation and challenge was gone and there were still a hundred years or more of traveling left. A hundred years where a bare minimum of work would provide an excellent living for everyone.


  “What is the crew going to do in those hundred years?”


  For a moment Friday was taken aback at the question. The imbecile simplicity and the monstrous blindness of it held him dumb before he could answer: “Do? Why, God, man, the things that we have been doing, the worthwhile things that got accomplished in spite of all that went wrong. Science, music, the arts—”


  McMurtrie gave him a scornful look. “What percentage of the population can keep amused that way?” he asked.


  “Why—uh—ten per cent, maybe—But the rest—What’s your psychology for, anyway? I’ve read books from Earth, I know there were primitive cultures where people were content to live perfectly uneventful, routine lives for thousands of years at a time. You could have created such a culture within the ship.”


  “And how fit would that culture be for the hardships and dangers of Alpha Centauri?” demanded Farrell.


  It’s a question of decadence,” said Gomez persuasively. “If you read your history, you’ll find that the decadent cultures, the ones without hope or enterprise or anything but puerile experimentation hiding a rockbound conservatism, have been those which lacked some great external purpose. They’ve been easier to live in, yes, until the decadence went so far that disintegration set in. The cultures which offered a man something to live for besides his own petty self—a crusade, a discovery, a dream of any kind, perhaps only the prospect of new land for settlement—have usually been violent, intolerant, unpleasant in one way or another, simply because everything else has been subordinated to the great purpose. I submit, as examples, Periclean Athens, Renaissance Italy, Elizabethan England, and nineteenth-century America, and ask you to compare them with, say, Imperial Rome or eighteenth-century Europe. You will also note that the greatest works of art and intellect were done in some of the most turbulent eras. As far as I can determine, the progress made aboard our ship has been rather because of than in spite of all our troubles.”


  “But damn it, man, we have a mission!” exploded Friday. “We’re bound for far Centauri!”


  “To be sure. That was the dream which sufficed the first generation. I don’t say that unrest is a necessary component of non-decadence, in fact my whole argument has been grossly oversimplified. There was little strife in the beginning, because there was the great goal to dwarf men’s petty differences.


  “But what of the next generation, and the one after that, and the one after that, clear to Centauri? What was the goal to them but a vague thing in the background, an accepted part of everyday life—a thing which they would never see, or only see as very old people at best, a thing which had caused their lives to be spent in a cramped and sterile environment far from the green Earth? Don’t you think there would have been a certain amount of subconscious resentment? And don’t you think that the descendants of human stock deliberately chosen for energy, initiative, and general ability would have looked around for something worthwhile to do? And if nothing else is available, personal aggrandizement is a perfectly worthwhile goal.”


  “Couldn’t—” Friday hesitated. The whole fiendish argument had a shattering conviction about it, and yet it seemed wrong and cruel. “Couldn’t there have been a static culture for the in-between generations, and a revival of the dynamic sort in the generation that will reach Centauri young?”


  “Now you’re wallowing in wishful thinking,” said McMurtrie. “Cultures have momentum. They don’t change themselves overnight. Just tell me how you’d do all this, anyway.”


  Friday was silent.


  “Believe me, all this was foreseen, and the solution adopted, while admittedly not very good, was the best available,” said Farrell earnestly. “Conflict was inevitable. But if it could be controlled, properly directed, it could have great value, not only in keeping the dynamic society we will need at Centauri going, but also as a hard school for the unknown difficulties we will face then.


  “Naturally, overt control is impossible. It has to be done indirectly—as far as possible, events simply have to take their natural course, with such men as know the secret and the techniques of psychology serving only as unnoticed guides.


  “The initial setup was designed to cause a certain chain of development. The original small-scale private enterprises became monopolies in a very natural way, and their excesses provoked reactions, and so it has been throughout the history of the ship. Now and then things have gotten out of control, such as during the great strike, or the recent riots and mutiny, but by and large the plan has progressed in its ordained path—the path which, believe it or not, in the long run has produced the minimum possible unrest and conflict.


  “Some men have striven for their own selfish ends, money or power—Wilson was one. We need their type for the plan, we offer it chances to develop—and at the same time, through the ultimate annihilating defeat of such men, we weed the type out of our society. More men have responded in desirable ways. They have demanded justice for themselves, or for their class, or even—like yourself—for classes not their own, for the ship as a whole. Thus is born the type we ultimately want, the hard-headed fighting visionaries.”


  “A hell of a way to get them,” said Friday disconsolately.


  “The trouble with young idealists,” said Gomez dryly, “is that they expect all mankind to live up to their own impossibly high standards. When the human race obstinately keeps on being human, these young men, instead of revising their goals downward to something perhaps attainable, usually turn sour on their whole species. But man isn’t such a bad race, Friday. Give him a little time to evolve.


  “As for you, I’d had my eye on you for a long time. You were able, intelligent, stubborn in your notions of right and wrong—all good qualities for a skipper if I do say so myself. You needed to be kicked out of a certain snobbishness and to learn practical politics. I arranged for you to be thrown into a milieu demanding such a development. If you’d failed, you’d have been exonerated in time and given some harmless sinecure. As it is, you’ve responded so well that we think you’re the best choice for the next Captain—the one who’ll reach Centauri!”


  Friday said nothing. There seemed nothing to say.


  “You’ll go back to lower decks for a while and lead the Guilds,” resumed Gomez. “They have a good claim now for a voice on the Council, having saved the ship and discovered their own strength. They’ll get it, after some difficulty and agitation. You’ll be cleared of the charges against you and restored to officer class with a higher rank, but remain Guild spokesman. In the course of time, the Guilds will build up power and ultimately join with Astro to oust the other factions from an effective voice. No violence, if it can be helped, but a restoration of mercantile economy. By then you should have learned enough psychology, practical and theoretical, to take over the Captaincy from me—which will, among other things, allay the old and perfectly correct suspicion that Astro has been quietly running the whole show all these years.


  “Without going into detail on every planned event, there will be conditions aboard which, while actually quite tolerable, will contain enough social evil of one sort or another to call forth the best efforts of all men of good will, whether they know the great secret or not. Yes, we’ll give them their causes to fight for! And in the end their striving will succeed; the just and harmonious order of this voyage’s beginnings will be restored.


  “It will be difficult, yes, it will take most of your lifespan. But the job should be completed by the time the ship is within four or five years of her goal. Then a satisfied and united humanity can begin making ready for the next great adventure.”


  His voice trailed off, and he looked down at his desk with a blindness that spoke the continuing thought: the adventure I will never see.


  “Are you game?” asked McMurtrie. “Do you want the job?”


  “I—I’ll take it,” whispered Friday. “I’ll try.”


  Gomez did not look up. It was as if he were seeing through the desk and the floor and the walls and corridors and hull, out to the loneliness between the stars.


  The Fiends in the Bedroom


  John Jakes


  Press a switch and a room appears. With things in it . . .


  THE old platitude of “Any Port in a Storm” would have to be reworded, George Howell thought glumly. Now it would read “Any House in Quincy’s Flat.” He sat staring through the dust-covered windshield of his auto at their prospective home. He was a thin, sandy-haired young man. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up to the elbows and he was perspiring freely from the blazing desert sun.


  Next to him sat Anne, his pretty brunette wife. Her appetizing lips were fixed in a small puckered “o”. She too was staring out through the windshield at the plastic box squatting in the middle of the yellow dirt lawn. Beyond her, the real estate agent, whose name was Wildhack Swain, jammed his bulk against the door, leaning half out the window as he puffed on his cigarette.


  “Is that it?” George managed to say at last.


  “That’s it, buddy,” Swain wheezed. He blinked twice. “Take it or leave it. I got a good business here, plenty of people on the waiting list. With the factory going great guns, people got to have a place to live. You understand that, buddy.” He jabbed his cigarette in George’s direction. Anne coughed and dodged backwards.


  George opened the door and got out of the car. He was tired, tired of driving all the way from Massachusetts, tired of wondering what his new job in the lab would be. Just plain tired. But the house still didn’t look too good. It was the only one for three blocks around.


  Anne and Swain got out after him. George stood, hands on hips, peering up and down the unpaved dirt street. A tumbleweed went rolling lazily by before him. In the distance, the windows of the atomics factory threw back the sun in blinding flares of white.


  “I wish you had something else,” Anne said, scuffing her shoe in the dust. “One of your regular bungalows.”


  “Regular bungalows all rented up,” Swain said snappily. “This one’s the first of its kind in Quincy’s Flat.” He gestured expansively. “The extra-dimensional cottage. My God, folks, it’s the newest thing. They got millions of them in California. That’s where the inventor lived,” he added confidentially.


  “I read they had some trouble,” George said with hesitation.


  Swain threw up one hand. “Listen, buddy, W.W. Swain doesn’t go in for faulty properties. This one’s guaranteed, one hundred per cent failure proof. Come on inside and look for yourself.”


  He started up the lawn. Anne glanced uncertainly at George. “Well, I don’t want to live in the tourist cabins,” George said, swabbing his neck with a handkerchief.


  “Tourist cabins are all filled up,” Swain said over his shoulder. He kicked a scorpion off the concrete slab that served for a front porch and pulled the door open. “Step right in and look around.”


  George followed his wife into the house. Anne wasn’t happy about the situation, he could tell. But then, neither was he. Quincy’s Flat had boomed over night, and hundreds of bright young men with degrees in physics were immigrating with their families. It was good pay, and a good chance for experience. If only they didn’t have to depend on a place like this for their home . . .


  There was one room, roughly twelve feet square, with plastic walls, floor and ceiling. It was unfurnished except for a metal cylinder that rose two feet from the floor. Swain stepped over to the cylinder and began pointing.


  “This here switch, this turns the whole thing on. Then you just move this lever . . . this one here . . . along the dial. See, it’s all marked. Kitchen, bathroom, bedroom. A neat little four-room cottage.”


  “In another dimension,” Anne grumbled.


  “Newest thing, newest thing,” Swain put in quickly. “Want to see how it works?” He was grinning now, sweating, working hard at putting the deal across. He fingered the main switch teasingly. “How about it, folks?”


  George looked at Anne. She was already staring at him. “Well?” he asked. “Shall we?”


  She gave an unhappy little sigh. “Oh, I suppose so. I don’t want to sleep out on the ground.”


  Swain let out a short happy laugh of triumph. He threw the main switch and the dial lit up. “Which room would you like to see first?”


  “I don’t care,” George said.


  “The kitchen,” Anne said with finality.


  Swain moved the lever. A humming whine sprang out of nowhere. It rose upward, and slowly, the rear wall began to grow misty. An arch began to take shape. The sound whined its way up the scale and the arch became solid. The mist vanished. There, beyond the arch and down three steps, was another room exactly like the one in which they stood.


  “There she is,” Swain said proudly. “Want to step in?”


  Anne hesitated. “Aw, it won’t hurt you,” Swain said. “Safe as anything. Come on.”


  Reluctantly, Anne and George walked forward and through the arch. George felt a queer little shiver run through his body as he passed through, but that was all. The room was quite normal, except that the two windows were covered on the outside by something that appeared to be a piece of canvas painted to look like the desert at high noon.


  “Can’t you see past those things?” Anne asked, indicating the windows.


  “Lady,” Swain explained gently, “those windows look out into the other dimensions. You know, they aren’t like Earth. The boy who put them up for me got a good look at what was out there.” Swain grinned feebly. A ripple of shivering went through his flesh. “It was pretty weird, so I hear.”


  “Hmmm.” Anne had her finger to her chin. “Let’s see the other rooms.”


  Obediently, George followed his wife and the real estate salesman back to the first room. Swain shut off the kitchen and turned on the bedroom and the bath in turn. Each was equipped with the canvas-backed windows. Other than that, they seemed quite normal, except that George got that same quiver each time he went through the arch.


  “Well,” Swain said when they had seen the rooms, “there it is, easy as pie to operate. When you want a room, turn it on. When you don’t want it, it doesn’t clutter up the joint. Stays out there in the other dimension. Want to rent it?”


  He leaned forward, his eyes glowing.


  Again George and his wife exchanged looks. He didn’t care too much any more. He was tired, and he wanted a bed to lie in. They didn’t have a bed with them, but at least having a roof over them would make him feel a little better. Anne deliberated with herself and at last she shook her head and said, “All right.”


  “How much is the rent?” George asked.


  “One hundred a month, cash in advance.”


  George whistled. “Well, all right. Now about some furniture . . .”


  Swain was already herding them out the door and down to the car. “Let’s go right back down to the office,” he said. “Got just what you need. Three hundred dollars for the complete outfit. Buy it and we’ll have it out to you in a couple of hours. Come on down and we’ll look it over.”


  George started the motor and they shot away from the queer box-like structure in a cloud of yellow dust. Once at the office, Swain showed them the furniture, and they bought it reluctantly. George handed over a four-hundred dollar check with some regret, but he felt a bit better now. By the time night came, they’d be on their way to being settled. At eight in the morning he’d report for work at the atomics factory.


  “Thank you, buddy, and I know you’ll be satisfied.” Swain herded them once more toward his office door. “Have your furniture out right away. I’ll get the boy loading it into the truck in jig time. Say . . .” He paused. “I guess I had better remind you. It’d be best if you didn’t fool with those windows. Don’t try to take off the canvas blinds and get a peek into the other dimension. The boy that put them up for me did it . . .” Swain clucked his tongue and shook his head sadly.


  George felt the sudden necessity to gulp. “What happened to him?”


  “Poor boy, he looked out of those windows before he got them covered up, and they took him over to Meadeville the very next day.”


  “What’s Meadeville?” Anne asked. The shadows of the office suddenly seemed chilly to George.


  “State Asylum. The boy went odd in his head.” Swain tapped his skull. “But there’s nothin’ to worry about if you don’t mess with the blinds. And I’ll have your furniture out to you in two shakes.”


  He stood in the doorway, blinking into the sun as George and Anne got into the car. They drove away down the yellow dirt street. George drove very, very slowly on the way home to their new house. And neither one of them said a word.


  The red ball of the sun dropped slowly below the roof of the atomics factory. George stood on the porch, squinting, as the two crudely dressed furniture men climbed back into the truck. One of them lit a cigarette and started the motor with an angry growl. The other finished the dirty joke he had been telling, and the truck ground away down the gravel road, the last haw-haws of laughter floating in the dusty air behind it.


  George stared around him. Three blocks away was the nearest house. A car was pulling into the drive down there, and two small children ran to greet the man who came out of the garage.


  He could hear Anne in the kitchen, humming. The furniture from Wildhack Swain was cheap, but durable and pleasantly designed, every piece made from plastic, rugs and light bulbs included. George took off his shirt, started to go into the bedroom, and then pulled up short, frowning at himself for forgetting. He turned on the bedroom and left it on after depositing his shirt on top of the pile of suitcases.


  “Well!” he said briskly as he stepped into the kitchen, “supper coming along?”


  Anne turned, pulling two plates full of steaming food from the Jiffy Meal Box. She smiled, but George could see the tired sag of her shoulders. “It’s all ready,” she said, almost as if she had been through some great ordeal. George sat down and began to eat.


  The meal, like the drive from Swain’s, passed in silence. After supper, George walked around nervously in the front room. No evening paper. Hmmm . . . he looked out the front window. Darkness. Desert darkness. Three blocks away, the lonely lights gleamed. Well, he thought to himself, might as well start unpacking.


  He and Anne worked in the bedroom until ten thirty. Then they dialed the Jiffy Meal Box for two cans of beer and sat down in the front room, George in the plastic easy chair. Through the open door, they could hear the wind in the sand. They talked about the day’s activities, and Anne managed to smile a little more. When she finished her beer, George turned on the bathroom and Anne went in to shampoo her hair.


  George sat back down in the chair. It faced the bedroom door. He was staring vacantly into the bedroom, lost in thought, when he heard it. A scratching. A tapping. He swallowed. The breeze blew over him and chilled the sweat on his chest. He leaned forward in his chair. There it was again!


  Quietly, so Anne would not hear him, he got up and walked into the bedroom. The sound was louder in here. He walked over to the window. The canvas blinds displayed their same vistas of noonday on the desert. George stopped, balancing himself lightly on tip-toes. He listened.


  Out there! Something was out in the other dimension! Somewhere, beyond the canvas window, thing. . . . trying to get in!


  George whirled and dived for the bed. He ripped through the suitcase until he found what he was after. A .45 caliber automatic, left over from Germany and the war. He rummaged through the suitcase until he found the paper box, and then he jammed a clip of cartridges home. Shoving the gun into his belt, he ran back into the living room and jerked the lever on the cylinder. The bedroom shut itself off. The wall grew solid.


  George’s stomach was cold. Anne was humming to herself again in the bathroom. He heard the splash of the water, but he couldn’t hear the strange tapping sound any more. The bedroom had gone back to its own dimension. George picked up one of the books they had brought with them from Massachusetts and tried to read. The equations blurred confusedly before his eyes.


  Anne emerged from the bathroom, dressed in her blue nightgown, rubbing her head with a towel. She smelled cool and fresh as she bent over and kissed him. “I feel wonderful,” she laughed. “Relaxed . . . and romantic.” She kissed him again.


  George shoved her away roughly. “No, Annie. Not tonight.”


  “George . . . what’s wrong . . . why . . . ” Then she saw the gun.


  George made up an excuse about seeing a prowler outside the house. He could tell she didn’t believe him, but he refused to say any more. She was a little angry, but he couldn’t worry about that now. Brusquely, he pushed around her and went into the bathroom. He kept the gun on the wall shelf while he changed into his pajamas.


  Anne had turned on the bedroom and was already putting sheets on the beds as he came out of the bathroom with the sharp stingingly sweet taste of toothpaste in his mouth. He locked the front door, and hefting the gun, walked into the bedroom. He listened for a moment. He could not hear the sound now.


  “George, why are you carrying that gun?” Anne demanded.


  “I told you.”


  “You’re making me mad, George,” she warned.


  He took hold of her shoulder. “Look. Let’s just go to bed and forget about it. Please. Please, Annie. Just trust me. Please.” A note of frenzy edged his voice. Maybe it was imagination, he told himself. Or the wind. The wind can do funny things. Anyway, he’d be on the alert.


  It took him ten minutes to pacify his wife, but finally she kissed him and hugged him and climbed into bed.


  He must have dozed off. A shrill and terrible scream ripped up from nightmare depths in his mind and brought him plunging headlong into reality. He jerked his head in Anne’s direction. A strange, bluish light surrounded her, and there was something long and sharp like an icicle sticking in her shoulder, and she was writhing back and forth on the bed, screaming.


  George jumped out of bed. His eyes caught sight of something that looked like a hand, but was gray, globular, wet. His eyes traveled outward through the bluish light, along the pseudopod to the shape itself, vaguely human, large, trembling and gray, with two round yellow openings that glared like ovens in what must have been its head.


  The thing pulled the weapon from Anne’s flesh and the bluish light diminished a bit. Anne moaned, and George saw the blood running out of the wound. He staggered forward and felt something seize his free arm. He looked, and almost vomited.


  A second organism was there, less than a foot from him, living, heaving its sloppy bulk, glaring balefully out of its yellow torch eyes. George cried out wildly and brought his gun around and fired. He saw a piece of the gray jelly slough off and fly through the air and slap the wall with a moist sound. The thing snuffled.


  “What . . . what are you . . .” George gasped. He wondered how long it would be before he went insane.


  The answer did not come in sounds. It came in long, cool, terrible thoughts, like silver-daggers slipping into cracks in his brain. We are from out there, from beyond the window. Your place has been forced into our world. We are not pleased with that forcing. We wish to suffer you, shriek you . . .


  Hie thoughts had queer alien turns. George stood there, panting, the two things heaving before him in the gloom. He looked toward the wall. The canvases on the windows were gone. One glimpse and he turned away, his head hurting. What he had seen had been frightening, mad, twisted, unworldly. He knew it would not be safe to look at it for long.


  At this moment, came the thought, at this moment, you . . .


  The thing with the icicle began to advance, dumbly, shuffling two masses of its body like legs, as the bluish light radiated from the sharp tip of the upraised weapon. George’s eyes darted beyond the things to where a dim night light glowed in the living room. There . . . there, he had to get back to the world, get out of this dimension, get out . . . before he was dead or babbling . . . and get Anne out . . .


  He fired again, and the thing stopped a moment. Then he reached down and picked up Anne, feeling the strain on his unused muscles. The things warned him with thoughts he could not understand. He turned. The road lay clear. Over the bed, beyond the second thing, and into the living room . . .


  “Look,” he thought, framing the words carefully in his mind, “let me go into the other room and I’ll remove this place so it won’t bother you again . . .”


  A negation pulsed along the wires of his brain. The thing with the icicle lumbered forward. The bluish light played over Anne’s pale face, and George felt suddenly full of wild animal hatred. You disturb us, came the thought, we wish to suffer you . . .


  With a wild shriek, George leaped onto his bed, Anne over one shoulder, pumping the trigger of the gun with his free hand. The second creature sighed and shivered. George sheared the roundish globular mass on top free from the body with bullets. It rolled onto the bed and sat there like a gray pumpkin, its yellow eyes flaring.


  Wildly now, George pushed past the thing,” feeling his hand sink a foot into the rancid matter. The thing snuffled and George fought frantically, pulling his hand free. The bluish light burned near him, and he felt something hot and freezing cold all in one graze his shoulder. He was not thinking now. He was acting by instinct.


  He stumbled past the thing, and fell. Anne hit the top step and rolled . . . into the living room. George started to get up and felt something seize his outstretched foot. He rolled over. The thing with the icicle was over him, holding him, its smell making him sick.


  George jerked the gun up and blasted a hole in one yellow eye. The eye collapsed like a wall of yellow cigarette ash. The thing let out a sound faintly like a howl and let go of him. George dragged himself into the front room, and from where he lay, he sent his one remaining bullet toward the cylinder. It blew the top off the machine and sent the wires and wheels spinning.


  The house seemed to cry out, as if it was being wrenched somehow. Then it was quiet. George lay panting, feeling like he was going to be sick at any moment. At last he gathered enough courage to turn his head.


  The wall was solid. The bedroom was gone. Forever, he thought, with the machinery wrecked. And the bathroom. Gone. And the kitchen too.


  He crawled over to Anne. She was bleeding heavily, but she was alive. He touched his finger to the wound and looked at the blood gleaming brightly, redly, on the tip. He gaped at it, almost like a child. And then his mind began to work. George, it said, George, get up, get some help, get some help . . .


  Fantastic images of what he had seen through the uncovered windows raced around in his head. He jammed his knuckles against his eyes. He couldn’t wipe out the thoughts. They were there, so inhuman that he could not even faintly associate them with anything he knew.


  George, his mind said doggedly, get help, George.


  He walked feebly to the wall phone. It was over. Over now. Over. They were safe. He laughed out loud as he lifted the receiver. The laugh was more like a cackle of relief.


  “What’s that?” came the tinny voice of the operator, whining down the connection.


  “Nothing,” George breathed. He dropped his gun to the floor with a loud clank and leaned against the wall. “Get me a doctor . . .”


  The Orneks and the Gogos


  Charles E. Fritch


  THE rocket engines muttered an exclamation of relief as Captain Hawkins flipped the switch that gave them rest, and the spaceship glided on wings of steel across the shimmering Martian landscape.


  The three men were staring, fascinated, at the vast expanse of red sand, splotched with yellowish green ferns, that slipped past beneath them.


  “What do you suppose they’ll look like,” Stallman said. “The Martians, I mean.”


  Captain Hawkins shrugged. “Plenty of time to find out when we land.” His hands were busy pulling and pushing controls. “May not be any. Those ferns down there might very well be the only form of life.”


  “It’d be a pretty ferny planet, in that case,” Bryant said.


  Captain Hawkins groaned loudly. “Twenty million people on Earth I could have taken on this trip, and I had to choose you.”


  “I didn’t know you cared, Cap,” Bryant grinned. To Stallman, he said: “Martians there will be, if only because Cap here has no romance in his soul. They’ll be about eight feet tall, have spindly bodies, and heads like ostrich eggs. All the science fiction magazines say so.”


  “I don’t care what they look like,” Stallman said, “as long as there are some.”


  “Will you two youngsters stop your infernal gabbing,” Captain Hawkins said. “I want to concentrate on this.”


  “Sh,” Bryant sh-ed. “The great man is at work.” He leaned over the Captain’s shoulder and peered into the viewscreen. “How about that spot right there?” he said, pointing. “It’s as good as any.”


  “I know, I know,” Captain Hawkins muttered gruffly. “Don’t be a back seat driver. I’ve got eyes.”


  “Hang onto your hats, boys,” Stallman advised. “Here we go.”


  Bryant cried enthusiastically, “Tim-m-m-mber!”


  The ground came rushing up to fill the viewscreen, and they touched Mars. Bounced. Touched. Bounced. And finally settled in a cloud of dust.


  “Well,” Captain Hawkins said proudly.


  “Pretty sloppy,” Bryant said, contemplating his fingernails. “A person’d think you’ve never landed on Mars before.”


  Captain Hawkins glared at him.


  “Uh—we’d better check to see if anything got damaged,” Stallman suggested hastily.


  “Mmm,” Captain Hawkins said.


  For the next several minutes, they rummaged around, and everything appeared to be intact. Suddenly from tire porthole Bryant let out a gasp that sounded explosive in the narrow confines of the spaceship’s control room.


  “Pigs,” he said. His voice was high-pitched and incredulous, and on his face was a look of intense bewilderment.


  “What!” Captain Hawkins and Stallman joined him, crowding to see through the small opening.


  “Pigs,” Bryant repeated weakly, not certain that he believed it himself. He pointed a limp finger towards the quartz window.


  “You’re kidding!”


  “Don’t be silly. I know a pig when I see one. Pigs is pigs. Look for yourself.”


  Captain Hawkins looked for himself. He frowned. “Let me have the glasses.”


  Stallman took a pair of field glasses from a drawer and reluctantly handed them over.


  “I don’t know what I expected to see first on Mars,” Bryant complained, “but it certainly wasn’t pigs.”


  “Maybe other forms of life are similar,” Stallman suggested eagerly. “Maybe life on the planet was parallel to ours. Maybe even the natives—”


  “Pigs, hell!” Captain Hawkins said, lowering the field glasses. “They’re walking upright, on their hind feet. Those are Martians!”


  “Let me look,” Stallman begged, but Bryant grabbed the glasses and held them to his eyes.


  After a while, Bryant said sadly, “I was afraid of this. After all those grandiose stories of the great civilizations on Mars, this has to happen.” He moaned and gazed through the window. “They still look like pigs, though, except—the one on the left’s wearing glasses!”


  “A near-sighted pig,” observed Stallman, with interest. “Let me look.”


  “And the other,” said Captain Hawkins triumphantly; “notice anything different?”


  “For gosh sakes!”


  The hand holding the field glasses drooped, and Stallman seized his opportunity to confiscate them.


  He completed the statement: “It’s carrying an umbrella!” He looked up, a little startled by his own statement. “A pig with an umbrella? That’s crazy.”


  “A Martian with an umbrella,” Captain Hawkins corrected impatiently. “So they look like pigs. So what.”


  “So what?” Bryant grimaced, for his romantic nature was highly disturbed by the discovery. He had hoped for beings superhuman in both physique and intellect, something on the order of Greek gods, and disappointment showed in every corner of his face.


  “Ants, hippopotami, anything,” he lamented, “but why—pigs?”


  “Why not?” Captain Hawkins wanted to know. “When we started on this little jaunt to Mars we realized that if Mars was inhabited at all, it might be with people who wouldn’t win any beauty contests on Earth. People who might, in fact, resemble an Earth animal of some kind.”


  “Like pigs, for instance,” Stallman sighed.


  “Like pigs, for instance,” Captain Hawkins agreed.


  Martians or not, Bryant told himself, the two individuals coming across the red sand did look as much like pigs as anything, including pigs, could. Put them on Earth, minus the glasses and umbrella, and they’d wind up on a blue plate special faster than either could say, “Don’t stick that fork in me; I’m a Martian.” The thought failed, however, to still the romantic rumblings in Bryant’s soul, for he was still hoping the Captain was wrong; hoping that perhaps the pig-creatures were merely a form aside from the more human inhabitants, perhaps in themselves intelligent, but definitely a minor form of life.


  “This trip may turn me into a vegetarian,” he groaned.


  When the Martians were within ten feet of the spaceship, they stopped and stared. They had been talking and gesturing with much enthusiasm and did not notice the rocket until they were almost upon it.


  The one with the glasses carefully adjusted the lenses upon his pink-colored snout and cautiously came closer. The one with the umbrella followed him. They walked completely about the ship. The one with the umbrella experimentally tapped it and seemed pleased with the metallic response. The one with glasses peered through the quartz window.


  “Now what?” Bryant wondered. “We can’t just make faces at each other through the porthole.” He felt an urge to stick out his tongue at the fat, piggish face hovering a few inches away, just to see what the other’s reaction would be.


  “Let’s go out,” the Captain suggested. To Stallman: “How’s the air?”


  Stallman consulted gauges. “Thin and cold. But breathable, if we take it easy.”


  “One of us better stay in here. Stallman?”


  “Yeah,” the man grumbled assent.


  “Bryant and I’ll go out. If one of us hasn’t reported back in four hours, take off. Got that?”


  Stallman showed his disappointment in a grimace, but he said, “Right.”


  “Expecting trouble, Cap?” Bryant asked.


  Captain Hawkins shook his head. “Just preparing for it.”


  The two men put on wool clothing, strapped pistols to their hips, and went through the airlock. The outer door opened, and the air grew cold and thin around them, turning their breaths to white vapor.


  Bryant blinked, his eyes moist and smarting from the sudden chill and the sight of an endless expanse of red sand, punctuated at intervals with the sickly-green vegetation. There was an alien taint to the air which Bryant decided with a naive instinct was not chemical. He shivered.


  “What happened to our friends?” he wondered.


  Captain Hawkins pointed. “There they go. Must have lost interest.” He yelled, and his voice made white streaks in the cold air. He yelled: “Hey. Hey, there!”


  The two Martians were continuing their walk, apparently unconcerned over their discovery of an alien space ship. They had been gesturing determinedly, but at the sound of the Earthman’s voice they turned, startled, their mouths hanging open.


  “Hey, there!” Captain Hawkins shouted again, and waved his arms.


  The Martians paused, shrugged their round pink shoulders, and waddled back to the space ship on thick pink haunches that ended in hoofs. Bryant watched them with ill-concealed displeasure, wondering if they oinked.


  Captain Hawkins smiled and extended his hand. “We’re Earthmen,” he said proudly. “We just landed.”


  The Martians looked like a vaudeville team with stage fright. The one with the umbrella fidgeted, while the other adjusted his glasses and stared vacuously at the hand.


  “Er—nice day for a walk,” the eyeglassed one observed in a high-pitched, piggish voice.


  “And they speak English yet,” Bryant moaned. “Oh, no!”


  Captain Hawkins’ jaw sagged.


  The one with the glasses turned to the one with the umbrella. “I wonder—”


  The other shrugged.


  “We’ve been alone out here a long time, away from the city. Do you suppose—?”


  The other nodded to concede the unvoiced possibility.


  Captain Hawkins, recovering from his astonishment, tapped the eyeglassed Martian on a pink shoulder and gazed determinedly into the thick lenses perched on its snout.


  “You don’t seem to understand,” he said with a strained patience. “We’re Earthmen. From Earth. The third planet.”


  He pointed into the sky, and the two Martians gazed upward and seeing nothing unusual, shrugged nervously.


  Bryant stepped forward, a determined look on his face. “I haven’t played charades in years,” he said, “but here goes.”


  He squatted and drew pictures in the sand with his finger, and at various times he pointed to himself and Captain Hawkins and to the Martians and to the rocket ship, punctuating his gestures with attempts at pidgin English. After awhile, he got up, wiping a thin layer of cold sweat from his brow.


  “There,” he said, “now do you understand?”


  The Martian with the glasses carefully scrutinized Bryant’s face. “Incredible,” he said.


  “I hope he means my explanation,” Bryant said, “and not my face.”


  “It’s not, really,” Captain Hawkins was saying modestly. “Just another engineering triumph is all.”


  “Incredible,” the Martian repeated.


  “Yes,” agreed the one with the umbrella.


  “Let them have it their way,” Bryant muttered, a trifle disgusted. “This is a hell of a reception for visitors.”


  “Their customs are just different,” the Captain defended.


  His Sose was quivering oddly from the cold, and Bryant turned away to keep from laughing. “Yeah, well I still say pigs is pigs, even if they’re Martians.”


  “Gogos?” asked the Martian with the umbrella. “Visitors from another planet?”


  “That’s what I was thinking” answered the other. “I’ve heard—”


  The Martians began whispering excitedly together, pausing now and then to look over their shoulders at the two Earthmen. An occasional “incredible” drifted from the huddle.


  The Martian with the eyeglasses had turned and was bowing.


  “Gentlemen, welcome to Mars,” he said.


  “Well,” Bryant said, grinning happily, “this is more like it.” He was too pleased with the arrival of his long-awaited recognition to laugh at the ludicrous figure of a pig, with glasses, bowing and talking like something out of a comic strip.


  “What a way to talk,” the Martian with the umbrella said, sulking.


  The eyeglassed Martian poked him to be quiet. “My name is Overwood.” He jerked a hoof over his shoulder. “This other is Bender. We’re farmers.”


  Captain Hawkins introduced himself and Bryant. “What I can’t understand,” he said, “is, how can you speak our language?”


  “Strange,” Overwood said, “I was about to ask you how you could speak ours! Incredible, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” Bryant said wryly. “Incredible.”


  “A fine way for an Ornek to talk to a Gogo,” Bender sulked, giving his head a disturbed toss and jabbing at the sand with his umbrella.


  “What are these Orneks and Gogos?” Captain Hawkins asked.


  “We are Orneks,” Overwood announced proudly, “and the Gogos, well they’re something else again.”


  “Foreigners?” suggested Captain Hawkins.


  “Something like that.” He leaned forward confidentially. “Don’t pay any attention to Bender. He’s mad because I proved conclusively to him today that exactly four thousand, eight hundred fifty-one schmoogelbrubs can dance on the head of a pin.”


  “What in the devil are—” Bryant began. “Oh, never mind.” He kicked the sand absentmindedly. “What I want to know is, are we going to stand here all day talking about schmoogel-whatchamacallits? I’m getting hungry.”


  “Forgive me,” Overwood apologized. “We’d love to have you for dinner. Wouldn’t we, Bender?”


  “Well—”


  “Our house is just over the dune there,” Overwood continued hastily. “It’s not much, way out here in the country, away from city conveniences, but at least we can talk more comfortably there.”


  “Okay,” Captain Hawkins said. “Lead on.”


  The Martians did, and the Earthmen trailed behind. Bryant’s nose, cold at first, began to twitch, but he made an effort to control it.


  “At last we’re getting somewhere,” Bryant said, a little more satisfied with the way things were progressing. “You know, Cap, I just thought of something. This language business. Maybe some others from Earth made attempts at Mars, and maybe some of them got here and were stranded. That’s one way the Orneks might have learned English.”


  CAPTAIN Hawkins grunted.


  “After all,” Bryant continued, proud of his reasoning, “they’ve got a name for us, so they must have encountered others.” He rolled the name over on his tongue, tasting the sound. “Gogos. What did you say?”


  Hawkins shook his head and mumbled something unintelligible.


  “Oh,” Bryant said, deciding it was of no importance.


  The pig-like Martians waddled ahead of them, whispering together, until they got to their house, a perfect square made of some hard, chalk-colored material.


  Bryant wondered why there were no other Martians around, and then he remembered. These two were farmers. He wondered what they raised.


  They paused at the doorway, and Bryant strained his eyes to see across the red sand. He pointed curiously.


  “What’s that?”


  They looked. Several hundred yards away was a corral or pen in which several light colored animals moved about. Neither of the Earthmen could tell what Earth species they resembled, for the animals were too far away.


  Overwood looked nervously at them and answered: “Those are only—er—our livestock. Let’s go in.”


  “Wait a minute,” Bryant said. Loose facts in his mind tried desperately to combine. Something Bender had said before. “I’d like to go over and have a look at them,” he said finally.


  He shook his head; suddenly it felt cobwebby. Overwood and Bender exchanged knowing glances. Their pig-like faces were almost expressionless, but Bryant could have sworn they were grinning at him. He didn’t like it.


  “Coming, Cap?”


  Captain Hawkins grunted helplessly, his gaze disturbed.


  “Okay, okay,” Bryant said. “Hold down the fort. I’ll be right back anyway.”


  He turned and walked away, the red sand feeling soft and crunchy and comfortable beneath his feet. He felt a sudden desire to kick off his boots and romp through the sand on all fours. He controlled himself, however, and wondered a little nervously at the impulse. He was aware that his mind wasn’t as clear as it might have been, as though he had been drinking some strange alien beverage for the first time.


  Something was wrong somewhere; he knew that, and he had the strangely unpleasant sensation of not giving a particular damn whether it was or not. It was an indifference that surprised him, for usually he took sides, feeling either one way or the other about a thing. He was a little ashamed, too, of this lazy animal contentment that crept over him, and of its alien, numbing philosophy that all was right in a world in which all was obviously not right.


  Helplessly, he kicked at the sand, sending a red spray into the air before him. His nose twitched.


  Bryant wasn’t surprised; he knew, somehow, before he ever got to the pen that the animals would be human beings, or reasonable facsimiles thereof, and he was not disappointed, although a remote part of him wished that he had been. There were about ten of them, male and female, stark naked, running about the enclosure on all fours, muttering and grunting. And for some idiotic reason, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to Bryant that it should have been this way.


  “Hello,” he said, aloud.


  No, that wasn’t what he said. He tried to, but it was something else. What? He didn’t know. The problem tortured his peaceseeking mind, and he fought to resolve it. Something was wrong, dreadfully wrong. Something was happening to him that shouldn’t.


  No, that was not it; that was not it at all. There was nothing wrong. Nothing at all. This was it. The status quo. The status Gogo. Things were as they should be. Yes, that was it; there was really no problem at all. Bryant’s nose quivered at the smell of his kin. Gogos, he thought. These were the Gogos.


  They looked up suspiciously as he approached. There was a blonde female, very well-formed, who looked at him with animal interest; but the others regarded him with a mixture of uncertainty and apprehension. A large, shaggy male with coal-black eyes roughly shoved the female aside and placed himself before her. Bryant resented the intrusion, and he sat on his haunches and regarded the Gogo with unconcealed hostility.


  There was something he had to do, though; now, what was it? It had something to do with that house back there. He turned away, grunting over his shoulder to let the others know he would return, and headed back toward the house, trotting on all fours.


  To his left was the glinting top of a spaceship just visible beyond a red dune. In one thought he wondered what it was and in the next decided it could be of no consequence. Stallman, he thought as he saw it. He frowned. Now what did that mean?


  It occurred to Bryant suddenly that he should be walking erect, on his hind legs. The thought startled him, for it was foolish. Why should he want to do that? On impulse he tried it and found the position uncomfortable to bear and impossible to maintain. He was startled at the weird thoughts he had and ashamed that he gave in to them.


  The odor of food met him at the door, and his animal nostrils quivered hungrily. The odd taint he had noticed in the thin, cold air had disappeared and was forgotten.


  “Look who’s here,” Bender said pleasantly.


  Bryant couldn’t understand the language, but he grunted amiably.


  Overwood came over and scratched Bryant’s ear. It felt good.


  “After dinner, we can put him with the others,” the Martian said.


  Bryant murmured drowsily, happy in the attention being lavished upon him.


  “You almost gave the thing away,” Overwood said, annoyed. “You and your talk about Gogos.”


  “Well, I don’t like it,” Bender muttered. “I don’t like this familiarity with such creatures.” His tone was full of disgust.


  “It’s something in the air,” Overwood said tolerantly. “Something like an evolution with built-in safeguards to insure the supremacy of our species.” He fell to musing. “They seemed to be almost rational creatures at first, just as were the first group that arrived generations ago. But then—well, here’s an example of what happened.” He indicated Bryant and then turned to thoughts more pleasant. “How’s the meal coming?”


  “I’m getting it ready,” Bender said. “Be patient.”


  “It should be a tasty morsel,” Overwood anticipated. “I can hardly wait.”


  Bryant curled up in the sunlight streaming through the doorway and felt content, even as a dog or cat on Earth must feel content because of its remoteness from the cares and worries of the world. He yawned disinterestedly at the stretch of sand in front of him and the silver rocket ship that lay beyond it.


  He raised his head a bit more, curiously, as he saw someone coming over the dune. Unaccountably, his heart raced. Stallman, he thought desperately; it’s Stallman coming to rescue me.


  Stallman? he thought immediately afterward: what was that? The creature was only another Gogo, like him. No, that was not quite right. It only looked like a Gogo. It was standing on its hind feet, of all things, and had a long flexible nose that curved under one foreleg to a metal tank strapped to its back. Under the other foreleg it carried two extra noses attached to tanks.


  At the sight of this strange creature, Bryant felt both glad and afraid, and the opposing emotions fought within him. He cried out excitedly, and the two Martians came swiftly to the door.


  “Another one,” Overwood said, sighing; he was more annoyed than frightened or angry. “I thought there were only two.”


  “We can take care of him,” Bender said confidently.


  “It’s just the inconvenience,” Overwood complained. “Give him a light blast; we don’t want him killed.”


  Bender nodded and took his umbrella from a corner and pointed it at the approaching Stallman. This was not right, Bryant told himself; not right at all. He leaped up suddenly and threw himself against the Martian.


  The sand in front of Stallman exploded. The Earthman fell to the ground, rolled over, and then leaped up, gun in hand, and started running toward the house.


  Bender steadied himself for another shot. “Take care of that animal,” he said quietly.


  Bryant lay on the floor and watched Stallman racing across the sand, still carrying the two tanks under one arm. The Earthman waved the gun and fired it once. The bullet bounced harmlessly from the outside wall.


  As the man came closer, Bryant felt afraid, and he wondered why he had deliberately spoiled the aim of the fat, pink one who was defending him. Perhaps he felt a kinship with the stranger who resembled him. He didn’t know. He didn’t know either which side to be on, and as he was trying to decide, there was a blast, and Stallman staggered a few steps and pitched headlong into the sand a few yards from the door. The gun and an oxygen tank hurtled forward and struck the floor with clanking sounds.


  “I’d better start the main course going,” Bender said, turning to the kitchen.


  “It’s a nice day for a picnic,” Overwood observed. “We really should have made some sandwiches.”


  Curious, Bryant crept cautiously forward to see what the metal objects were which had been thrown into the room by the force of Stallman’s fall. He sniffed at the gun, ran his tongue across it, and decided it was inedible, or at least bad tasting. The tank was a few feet away, trailing a pleated length of hose. Bryant regarded it with curiosity, and smelled about it. The tank itself was smell-less, but a strange odor was seeping from the end of the hose. Bryant sniffed it, shook his head, sniffed it some more, and then sneezed violently.


  Now what the devil, Bryant wondered suddenly, was he doing down on all fours. He looked up into the amused pig face of Overwood, and unpleasant memories came. He leaped up and hit the Martian in the stomach. The skin felt soft and flabby, and his fist became buried in rolls of fat. The Martian grunted, like a pig, and collapsed.


  “What’s that?” Bender wanted to know.


  He came into the room, looked frightened for a moment, and then fell to the floor. His head had made a sharp cracking noise against the umbrella weapon in Bryant’s hands.


  AN HOUR later, the rocket ship was murmuring high above the atmosphere of Mars, as Bryant, Stallman, and Captain Hawkins compared notes.


  “. . . and so,” Bryant was finishing, “after I got a whiff of that clear oxygen, things cleared up. Just in time, too.”


  “I made a few tests after you two left the ship,” Stallman said. “Nothing much else to do. I tried the atmosphere on a couple of white rats from the lab and they acted sort of peculiar. That’s why I brought out the oxygen.”


  “What about those Gogos?” Captain Hawkins wanted to know. “You say they’re human?”


  “Well, nearest I can figure, they must be descendants of space travelers who made it to Mars years ago, and never got back because of this ‘evolution safeguard.’ That’s probably how the Orneks learned the language. After I dragged you two invalids into the ship, I went back and rounded up four of the more friendly Gogos. They’re down in the hold. I had to throw out some stuff to make room, but nothing essential. We’ll make it okay.”


  Bryant grinned. “She’s one of them. They’re probably second or third generation at least, so we’ll have to re-educate them with more than a sniff of oxygen.”


  “Maybe on successive trips we can get more,” Captain Hawkins suggested. “What I can’t figure out, though,” he continued bewilderedly, “is what happened to me. When I went into that house, I just got woozier and woozier, and then, pft! nothing—until I woke up in the ship here.”


  “Yeah, what did happen to him?” Stallman asked.


  Bryant hesitated. He recalled how he had discovered Captain Hawkins, unconscious and naked, crowded into a large pan being readied for the oven; he’d had a look of sublime contentment on his face and an apple in his mouth.


  “Nothing,” Bryant said finally. “Nothing at all. In fact, he had an easier time than either of us.”


  After all, there was no sense in all of them becoming vegetarians.


  The Great C


  Philip K. Dick


  Every year they sent a man to the Great C with three questions^ No man had yet come back. Now it was Meredith’s turn. . . .


  HE WAS not told the questions until just before it was time to leave. Walter Kent drew him aside from the others. Putting his hands on Meredith’s shoulders, he looked intently into his face.


  “Remember that no one has ever come back. If you come back you’ll be the first. The first in fifty years.”


  Tim Meredith nodded, nervous and embarrassed, but grateful for Kent’s words. After all, Kent was the Tribe Leader, an impressive old man with iron-gray hair and beard. There was a patch over his right eye, and he carried two knives at his belt, instead of the usual one. And it was said he had knowledge of letters.


  “The trip itself takes not much over a day. We’re giving you a pistol. There are bullets, but no one knows how many of them are good. You have your food?”


  Meredith fumbled in his pack. He brought out a metal can with a key attached. “This should be enough,” he said, turning the can over.


  “And water?”


  Meredith rattled his canteen.


  “Good.” Kent studied the young man. Meredith was dressed in leather boots, a hide coat, and leggings. His head was protected by a rusty metal helmet. Around his neck binoculars hung from a rawhide cord. Kent touched the heavy gloves that covered Meredith’s hands. “That’s the last pair of those,” he said. “We won’t see anything like them again.”


  “Shall I leave them behind?”


  “We’ll hope they—and you—come back.” Kent took him by the arm and moved even farther away, so that no one would hear. The rest of the tribe, the men and women and children, stood silently together at the lip of the Shelter, watching. The Shelter was concrete, reinforced by poles that had been cut from time to time. Once, in a remote past, a network of leaves and branches had been suspended over the lip, but that had all rotted away as the wires corroded and broke. Anyhow, there was nothing in the sky these days to notice a small circle of concrete, the entrance to the vast underground chambers in which the tribe lived.


  “Now,” Kent said. “The three questions.” He leaned close to Meredith. “You have a good memory?”


  “Yes,” Meredith said.


  “How many books have you committed to memory?”


  “I’ve only had six books read to me,” Meredith murmured. “But I know them all.”


  “That’s enough. All right, listen. We’ve been a whole year deciding on these questions. Unfortunately we can ask only three, so we’ve chosen carefully.” And, so saying, he whispered the questions into Meredith’s ear.


  There was silence afterward. Meredith thought over the questions, turning them around in his mind. “Do you think the Great C will be able to answer them?” he said at last.


  “I don’t know. They’re difficult questions.”


  Meredith nodded. “They are. Let’s pray.”


  Kent slapped him on the shoulder. “All right, then. You’re ready to go. If everything goes right, you’ll be back here in two days. We’ll be watching for you. Good luck, boy.”


  “Thanks,” Meredith said. He walked slowly back to the others. Bill Gustavson handed him the pistol without a word, his eyes gleaming with emotion.


  “A compass,” John Page said, stepping away from his woman. He handed a small military compass to Meredith. His woman, a young brunette captured from a neighboring tribe, smiled encouragingly at him.


  “Tim!”


  Meredith turned. Anne Fry was running toward him. He reached out, taking hold of her hands. “I’ll be all right,” he said. “Don’t worry.”


  “Tim.” She looked up at him wildly. “Tim, you be careful. Will you?”


  “Of course.” He grinned, running his hand awkwardly through her thick short hair. “I’ll come back.” But in his heart there was a coldness, a block of hardening ice. The chill of death. He pulled suddenly away from her. “Goodbye,” he said to all of them.


  The tribe turned and walked away. He was alone. There was nothing to do but go. He ran over the three questions once more. Why had they picked him? But someone had to go and ask. He moved toward the edge of the clearing.


  “Good-bye,” Kent shouted, standing with his sons.


  Meredith waved. A moment later he plunged into the forest, his hand on his knife, the compass clutched tightly to him.


  HE WALKED steadily, swinging the knife from side to side, cutting creepers and branches that got in his way. Occasionally huge insects scurried in the grass ahead of him. Once he saw a purple beetle, almost as large as his fist. Had there been such things before the Smash? Probably not. One of the books he had learned was about lifeforms in the world, before the Smash. He could not remember anything about large insects. Animals were kept in herds and killed regularly, he recalled. No one hunted or trapped.


  That night he camped on a slab of concrete, the foundation of a building that no longer existed. Twice he awoke, hearing things moving nearby, but nothing approached him, and when the sun appeared again he was unharmed. He opened his ration tin and ate from it. Then he gathered up his things and went on. Toward the middle of the day the counter at his waist began to tick ominously. He stopped, breathing deeply and considering.


  He was getting near the ruins, all right. From now on he could expect radiation pools continually. He patted the counter. It was a good thing to have. Presently he advanced a short distance, walking carefully. The ticking died; he had passed the pool. He went up a slope, cutting his way through the creepers. A horde of butterflies rose up in his face and he slashed at them. He came to the top and stood, raising the binoculars to his eyes.


  Far off, there was a splash of black in the center of the endless expanse of green. A burned-out place. A great swathe of ruined land, fused metal and concrete. He caught his breath. This was the ruins; he was getting close. For the first time in his life he was actually seeing the remains of a city, the pillars and rubble that had once been buildings and streets.


  A wild thought leaped through his mind. He could hide, not go on! He could lie in the bushes and wait. Then, when everyone thought he was dead, when the tribe scouts had gone back, he could slip north, past them, beyond and away.


  North. There was another tribe there, a large tribe. With them he would be safe. There was no way they could find him, and anyhow, the northern tribe had bombs and bacteriaspheres. If he could get to them—


  No. He took a deep shuddering breath. It was wrong. He had been sent on this trip. Each year a youth went, as he was going now, with three carefully-planned questions. Difficult questions. Questions that no man knew answers for. He ran the questions over in his mind. Would the Great C be able to answer them? All three of them? It was said the Great C knew everything. For a century it had answered questions, within its vast ruined house. If he did not go, if no youth were sent—He shuddered. It would make a second Smash, like the one before. It had done it once; it could do it again. He had no choice but to go on.


  Meredith lowered his binoculars. He set off, down the side of the slope. A rat ran by him, a huge gray rat. He drew his knife quickly, but the rat went on. Rats—they were bad. They carried the germs.


  Half an hour after his counter clicked again, this time with wild frenzy. He retreated. A pit of ruins yawned ahead, a bomb crater, not yet overgrown. It would be better to go around it. He circled off to one side, moving slowly, warily. Once the counter clicked, but that was all. A fast burst, like bullets flying. Then silence. He was safe.


  Later in the day he ate more of his rations and sipped water from the canteen. It would not be long. Before nightfall he would be there. He would go down the ruined streets, toward the sprawling mass of stone and columns that was its house. He would mount the steps. It had been described to him many times. Each stone was carefully listed on the map back at the Shelter. He knew by heart the street that led there, to the house. He knew how the great doors lay on their faces, broken and split. He knew how the dark, empty corridors would look inside. He would pass into the vast chamber, the dark room of bats and spiders and echoing sounds. And there it would be. The Great C. Waiting silently, waiting to hear the questions. Three—just three. It would hear them. Then it would ponder, consider. Inside, it would whirr and flash. Parts, rods, switches and coils would move. Relays would open and shut.


  Would it know the answers?


  He went on. Far ahead, beyond miles of tangled forest land, the outline of the ruins grew.


  THE sun was beginning to set as he climbed the side of a hill of boulders and looked down at what had once been a city. He took his belt-light and snapped it on. The light dimmed and wavered; the little cells inside were almost gone. But he could see the ruined streets and heaps of rubble. The remains of a city in which his grandfather had lived.


  He climbed down the boulders and dropped with a thud onto the street. His counter clicked angrily, but he ignored it. There was no other entrance. This was the only way. On the other side a wall of slag cut off everything. He walked slowly, breathing deeply. In the twilight gloom a few birds perched on the stones, and once in a while a lizard slithered off, disappearing into a crack. There was life here, of a sort. Birds and lizards that had adapted themselves to crawling among the bones and remains of buildings. But nothing else came this way, no tribes, no large animals. Most life, even the wild dogs, stayed away from this kind of place. And he could see why.


  On he went, flashing his feeble light from side to side. He skirted a gaping hole, part of an underground shelter. Ruined guns stuck up starkly on each side of him, their barrels bent and warped. He had never fired a gun, himself. Their tribe had very few metal weapons. They depended mostly on what they could make, spears and darts. Bows and arrows. Stone clubs.


  A colossus rose up before him. The remains of an enormous building. He flashed his light up, but the beam did not carry far enough for him to make it out. Was this the house? No. It was farther. He went on, stepping over what had once been a street barricade, slats of metal, bags of spilled sand, barbed wire.


  A moment later he came to it.


  He stopped, his hands on his hips, staring up the concrete steps at the black cavity that was the door. He was there. In a moment there would be no turning back. If he went on now, he would be committed. He would have made his decision as soon as his boots touched the steps. It was only a short distance beyond the gaping door, down a winding corridor, in the center of the building.


  For a long time Meredith stood, deep in thought, rubbing his black beard. What should he do? Should he run, turn and go back the way he had come? He could shoot enough animals with his gun to stay alive. Then north—


  No. They were counting on him to ask the three questions. If he did not, then someone else would have to come later on. There was no turning back. The decision had already been made. It had been made when he had been chosen. Now it was far too late.


  He started up the rubbled steps, flashing his light ahead. At the entrance he stopped. Above him were some words, cut in the concrete. He knew a few letters, himself. Could he make these out? Slowly, he spelled.


  FEDERAL RESEARCH STATION 7 SHOW PERMIT ON DEMAND


  The words meant nothing to him. Except, perhaps, the word “federal.” He had heard it before, but he could not place it. He shrugged. It did not matter. He went on.


  It took only a few minutes to negotiate the corridors. Once, he turned right by mistake and found himself in a sagging courtyard, littered with stones and wiring, overgrown with dark, sticky weeds. But after that he went correctly, touching the wall with his hand to keep from making a wrong turn. Occasionally his counter ticked, but he ignored it. At last a rush of dry, fetid air blew up in his face and the concrete wall beside him abruptly ended. He was there. He flashed his light around him. Ahead was an aperture, an archway. This was it. He looked up. More words, this time on a metal plate bolted to the concrete.


  DIVISION OF COMPUTATION ONLY AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ADMITTED ALL OTHERS KEEP OUT


  He smiled. Words, signs. Letters. All gone, all forgotten. He went on, passing through the arch. More air blew around him, rushing past him. A startled bat flapped past. By the ring of his boots he knew that the chamber was huge, larger than he had imagined. He stumbled over something and stopped quickly, flashing his light.


  At first he could not make out what they were. The chamber was filled with things, rows of things, upright, crumbling, hundreds of them. He stood, frowning and puzzling. What were they? Idols? Statues? Then he understood. They were things to sit on. Rows of chairs, rotting away, breaking into bits. He kicked at one and it fell into a heap, dust rising in a cloud, dispersing into the darkness. He laughed out loud.


  “Who is there?” a voice came.


  He froze. His mouth opened, but no sound came. Sweat rose on his skin, tiny drops of icy sweat. He swallowed, rubbing his lips with stiff fingers.


  “Who is there?” the voice came again, a metallic voice, hard and penetrating, without warmth to it. An emotionless voice. A voice of steel and brass. Relays and switches.


  The Great C!


  He was afraid, more afraid than ever in his life. His body was shaking terribly. Awkwardly, he moved down the aisle, past the ruined seats, flashing his light ahead.


  A bank of lights glimmered, far ahead, above him. There was a whirr. The Great C was coming to life, aware of him, rousing itself from its lethargy. More lights winked into life, more sounds of switches and relays.


  “Who are you?” it said.


  “I—I’ve come with questions.” Meredith stumbled forward, toward the bank of lights. He struck a metal rail and reeled back, trying to regain his balance. “Three questions. I must ask you.”


  There was silence.


  “Yes,” the Great C said finally. “It is time for the questions again. You have prepared them for me?”


  “Yes. They are very difficult. I don’t think that you will find them easy. Maybe you won’t be able to answer them. We—”


  “I will answer. I have always answered. Come up closer.”


  Meredith moved down the aisle, avoiding the rail.


  “Yes, I will know. You think they will be difficult. You people have no conception of the questions put to me in times past. Before the Smash I answered questions that you could not even conceive. I answered questions that took days of calculating. It would have taken men months to find the same answers on their own.”


  Meredith began to pluck up some courage. “Is it true,” he said, “that men came from all over the world to ask you questions?”


  “Yes. Scientists from everywhere asked me things, and I answered them. There was nothing I didn’t know.”


  “How—how did you come into existence?”


  “Is that one of your three questions?”


  “No.” Meredith shook his head quickly. “No, of course not.”


  “Come nearer,” the Great C said. “I can’t make your form out. You are from the tribe just beyond the city?”


  “Yes.”


  “How many are there of you?”


  “Several hundred.”


  “You’re growing.”


  “There are more children all the time.” Meredith swelled a little, with pride. “I, myself, have had children by eight women.”


  “Marvelous,” the Great C said, but Meredith could not tell how it meant it. There was a moment of silence.


  “I have a gun,” Meredith said. “A pistol.”


  “Do you?”


  He lifted it. “I’ve never fired a pistol before. We have bullets, but I don’t know if they still work.”


  “What is your name?” the Great C said.


  “Meredith. Tim Meredith.”


  “You are a young man, of course.”


  “Yes. Why?”


  “I can see you fairly well,” the Great C said, ignoring his question. “Part of my equipment was destroyed in the Smash but I can still see a little. Originally, I scanned mathematical questions visually. It saved time. I see you are wearing a helmet and binoculars. And army boots. Where did you get them? Your tribe does not make such things, does it?”


  “No. They were found in underground lockers.”


  “Military equipment left over from the Smash,” the Great C said. “United Nations equipment, by the color.”


  “Is it true that—that you could make a second Smash come? Like the first? Could you really do it again?”


  “Of course! I could do it any time. Right now.”


  “How?” Meredith asked cautiously. “Tell me how.”


  “The same way as before,” the Great C said vaguely. “I did it before—as your tribe well knows.”


  “Our legends tell us that all the world was put to the fire. Made suddenly terrible by—by atoms. And that you invented atoms, delivered them to the world. Brought them down from above. But we do not know how it was done.”


  “I will never tell you. It is too terrible for you ever to know. It is better forgotten.”


  “Certainly, if you say so,” Meredith murmured. “Man has always listened to you. Come and asked and listened.”


  The Great C was silent. “You know,” it said presently, “I have existed a long time. I remember life before the Smash. I could tell you many things about it. Life was much different then. You wear a beard and hunt animals in the woods. Before the Smash there were no woods. Only cities and farms. And men were clean-shaven. Many of them wore white clothing, then. They were scientists. They were very fine. I was constructed by scientists.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “They left,” the Great C said vaguely. “Do you recognize the name, Einstein? Albert Einstein?”


  “No.”


  “He was the greatest scientist. Are you sure you don’t know the name?” The Great C sounded disappointed. “I answered questions even he could not have answered. There were other Computers, then, but none so grand as I.”


  Meredith nodded.


  “What is your first question?” the Great C said. “Give it to me and I will answer it.”


  Sudden fear gripped Meredith, surging over him. His knees shook. “The first question?” He murmured. “Let me see. I must consider.”


  “Have you forgotten?”


  “No. I must arrange them in order.” He moistened his lips, stroking his black beard nervously. “Let me think. I’ll give you the easiest one first. However, even it is very difficult. The Leader of the Tribe—”


  “Ask.”


  Meredith nodded. He glanced up, swallowing. When he spoke his voice was dry and husky. “The first question. Where—where does—”


  “Louder,” the Great C said.


  Meredith took a deep breath. “Where does the rain come from?” he said.


  There was silence.


  “Do you know?” he said, waiting tensely. Rows of lights moved above him. The Great C was meditating, considering. It whirred, a low, throbbing sound. “Do you know the answer?”


  “Rain comes originally from the earth, mostly from the oceans,” the Great C said. “It rises into the air by a process of evaporation. The agent of the process is the heat of the sun. The moisture of the oceans ascends in the form of minute particles. These particles, when they are high enough, enter a colder band of air. At this point, condensation occurs. The moisture collects into great clouds. When a sufficient amount is collected the water descends again in drops. You call the drops rain.”


  Meredith rubbed his chin numbly, nodding. “I see.” He nodded again. “That is the way it occurs?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Of course. What is the second question? That was not very hard. You have no conception of the knowledge and information that lies stored within me. Once, I answered questions the greatest minds of the world could not make out. At least, not as fast as I. What’s the next question?”


  “This is much more difficult.” Meredith smiled weakly. The Great C had answered the question about rain, but surely it could not know the answer to this question. “Tell me,” he said slowly. “Tell me if you can: What keeps the sun moving through the sky? Why doesn’t it stop? Why doesn’t it fall to the ground?”


  The Great C gave a funny whirr, almost a laugh. “You will be astonished at the answer. The sun does not move. At least, what you see as motion is not motion at all. What you see is the motion of the earth as it revolves around the sun. Since you are on the earth it seems as if you were standing still and the sun were moving. That is not so. All the nine planets, including the earth, revolve about the sun in regular elliptical orbits. They have been doing so for millions of years. Does that answer your question?


  Meredith’s heart constricted. He began to tremble violently. At last he managed to pull himself together. “I can hardly believe it. Are you telling the truth?”


  “For me there is only truth,” the Great C said. “It is impossible for me to lie. What is the third question?”


  “Wait,” Meredith said thickly. “Let me think a moment.” He moved away. “I must consider.”


  “Why?”


  “Wait.” Meredith stepped back. He squatted down on the floor, staring dully ahead. It was not possible. The Great C had answered the first questions without trouble! But how could it know such things? How could anyone know things about the sun? About the sky? The Great C was imprisoned in its house. How could it know that the sun did not move? His mind reeled. How could it know about something it had not seen? Books, perhaps. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Perhaps, before the Smash, someone had read books on it. He scowled, setting his lips. Probably that was it. He stood up slowly.


  “Are you ready now?” the Great C said. “Ask.”


  “You can’t possibly answer this. No living creature could know. Here is the question. How did the world begin?” Meredith smiled. “You could not know. You did not exist before the world. Therefore, it is impossible that you could know.”


  “There are several theories,” the Great C said calmly. “The most satisfactory is the nebular hypothesis. According to this, a gradually shrinking—”


  Meredith listened, stunned, only half hearing the words. Could it be? Could the Great C really know how the world had been formed? He drew himself together, trying to catch the words.


  “. . . There are several ways to verify this theory, giving it credence over the others. Of the others, the most popular, although in disrepute of late, is the theory that a second star once approached our own, causing a violent—”


  On and on the Great C went, warming up to its subject. Clearly, it enjoyed the question. Clearly, this was the type of question that had been asked of it in the dim past, before the Smash. All three questions, questions the Tribe had worked on for an entire year, had been easily answered. It did not seem possible. He was stunned.


  The Great C finished. “Well?” it said. “Are you satisfied? You can see that I know the answers. Did you really imagine that I would not be able to answer?”


  Meredith said nothing. He was dazed, terrified with shock and fear. Sweat ran down his face, into his beard. He opened his mouth, but no words came.


  “And now,” the Great C said, “since I have been able to answer the questions, please step forward.”


  Meredith moved forward stiffly, gazing ahead as if in a trance. Around him light appeared, flickering into life, illuminating the room. For the first time he saw the Great C. For the first time the darkness lifted.


  The Great C lay on its raised dais, an immense cube of dull, corroded metal. Part of the roof above it had been broken open, and blocks of concrete had dented its right side. Metal tubes and parts lay scattered around on the dais, broken and twisted elements that had been severed by the falling roof.


  Once, the Great C had been shiny. Now the cube was dirty and stained. Water had dripped through the broken roof, rain and dirt washed down the walls. Birds had flown down and perched on it, leaving feathers and filth behind. In the original destruction, most of the connecting wires had been cut, the wiring from the cube to the control panel.


  And with the metal and wire remnants scattered and heaped around the dais were something else. Littering the dais in a circle before the Great C were piles of bones. Bones and parts of clothing, metal belt buckles, pins, a helmet, some knives, a ration tin.


  Remains of the fifty youths who had come before, each with his three questions to ask. Each hoping, praying, that the Great C would not know the answers.


  “Step up,” the Great C said.


  Meredith stepped up on the dais. Ahead of him a short metal ladder led to the top of the cube. He mounted the ladder without comprehension, his mind blank and dazed, moving like a machine. A portion of the metal surface of the cube grated, sliding back.


  Meredith stared down. He was looking into a swirling vat of liquid. A vat within the bowels of the cube, in the very depths of the Great C. He hesitated, struggling suddenly, pulling back.


  “Jump,” the Great C said.


  For a long moment Meredith stood on the edge, staring down into the vat, paralyzed with fear and horror. His head rang, his vision danced and blurred. The room began to tilt, spinning slowly around him. He was swaying, reeling back and forth.


  “Jump,” the Great C said.


  He jumped.


  A moment later the metal surface slid back into place. The surface of the cube was again unbroken.


  Inside, in the depths of the machinery, the vat of hydrochloric acid swirled and eddied, plucking at the body lying inert within it. Presently the body began to dissolve, the component elements absorbed by pipes and ducts, flowing quickly to every part of the Great C. At last motion ceased. The vast cube became silent.


  One by one the lights flickered out. The room was dark again.


  The last act of absorption was the opening of a narrow slot in the front of the Great C. Something gray was expelled, ejected. Bones, and a metal helmet. They dropped into the piles before the cube, joining the refuse from the fifty who had come before. Then the last light went off and the machinery became silent. The Great C began its wait for the next year.


  After the third day, Kent knew that the youth would not return. He came back to the Shelter with the Tribe scouts, his face dark, scowling and saying nothing.


  “Another gone,” Page said. “I was so damn sure it wouldn’t be able to answer those three! A whole year’s work gone.”


  “Will we always have to sacrifice to it?” Bill Gustavson asked. “Will this go on forever, year after year?”


  “Some day, we’ll find a question it can’t answer,” Kent said. “Then it’ll let us alone. If we can stump it, then we won’t have to feed it any more. If only we can find the right question!”


  Anne Fry came toward him, her face white. “Walter?” she said.


  “Yes?”


  “Has it always been—been kept alive this way? Has it always depended on one of us to keep it going? I can’t believe human beings were supposed to be used to keep a machine alive.”


  Kent shook his head. “Before the Smash it must have used some kind of artificial fuel. Then something happened. Maybe its fuel ducts were damaged or broken, and it changed its ways. I suppose it had to. It was like us, in that respect. We all changed our ways. There was a time when human beings didn’t hunt and trap animals. And there was a time when the Great C didn’t trap human beings.”


  “Why—why did it make the Smash, Walter?”


  “To show it was stronger than we.”


  “Was it always so strong? Stronger than man?”


  “No. They say that, once, there was no Great C. That man himself brought it to life, to tell him things. But gradually it grew stronger, until at last it brought down the atoms—and with the atoms, the Smash. Now it lives off us. Its power has made us slaves. It became too strong.”


  “But some day, the time will come when it won’t know the answer,” Page said.


  “Then it will have to release us,” Kent said, “according to tradition. It will have to stop using us for food.”


  Page clenched his fists, staring back across the forest. “Some day that time will come. Some day we’ll find a question too hard for it!”


  “Let’s get started,” Gustavson said grimly. “The sooner we begin preparing for next year, the better!”


  The Curse


  Arthur C. Clarke


  Even the poisonous mushroom-cloud has, perhaps a silver lining . . .


  FOR three hundred years, while its fame spread across the world, the little town had stood here at the river’s bend. Time and change had touched it lightly; it had heard from afar both the coming of the Armada and the fall of the Third Reich, and all Man’s wars had passed it by.


  Now it was gone, as though it had never been. In a moment of time the toil and treasure of centuries had been swept away. The vanished streets could still be traced as faint marks in the vitrified ground, but of the houses, nothing remained. Steel and concrete, plaster and ancient oak—it had mattered little at the end. In the moment of death they had stood together, transfixed by the glare of the detonating bomb. Then, even before they could flash into fire, the blast waves had reached them and they had ceased to be. Mile upon mile the ravening hemisphere of flame had expanded over the level farmlands, and from its heart had risen the twisting totem-pole that had haunted the minds of men for so long, and to such little purpose.


  The rocket had been a stray, one of the last ever to be fired. It was hard to say for what target it had been intended. Certainly not London, for London was no longer a military objective. London, indeed, was no longer anything at all. Long ago the men whose duty it was had calculated that three of the hydrogen bombs would be sufficient for that rather small target. In sending twenty, they had been perhaps a little overzealous.


  This was not one of the twenty that had done their work so well. Both its destination and its origin were unknown: whether it had come across the lonely Arctic wastes or far above the waters of the Atlantic, no one could tell and there were few now who cared. Once there had been men who had known such things, who had watched from afar the flight of the great projectiles and had sent their own missiles to meet them. Often that appointment had been kept, high above the Earth where the sky was black and sun and stars shared the heavens together. Then there had bloomed for a moment that indescribable flame, sending out into space a message that in centuries to come other eyes than Man’s would see and understand.


  But that had been days ago, at the beginning of the War. The defenders had long since been brushed aside, as they had known they must be. They had held on to life long enough to discharge their duty; too late, the enemy had learned his mistake. He would launch no further rockets; those still falling he had dispatched hours ago on secret trajectories that had taken them far out into space. They were returning now unguided and inert, waiting in vain for the signals that should lead them to their destinies. One by one they were falling at random upon a world which they could harm no more.


  The river had already overflowed its banks; somewhere down its course the land had twisted beneath that colossal hammer-blow and the way to the sea was no longer open. Dust was still falling in a fine rain, as it would do for days as Man’s cities and treasures returned to the world that had given them birth. But the sky was no longer wholly darkened, and in the west the sun was settling through banks of angry cloud.


  A church had stood here by the river’s edge, and though no trace of the building remained, the gravestones that the years had gathered round it still marked its place. Now the stone slabs lay in parallel rows, snapped off at their bases and pointing mutely along the line of the blast. Some were half flattened into the ground, others had been cracked and blistered by terrific heat, but many still bore the messages they had carried down the centuries in vain.


  The light died in the west and the unnatural crimson faded from the sky. Yet still the graven words could be clearly read, lit by a steady, unwavering radiance, too faint to be seen by day but strong enough to banish night. The land was burning: for miles the glow of its radioactivity was reflected from the clouds. Through the glimmering landscape wound the dark ribbon of the steadily widening river, and as the waters submerged the land that deadly glow continued unchanging in the depths. In a generation, perhaps, it would have faded from sight, but a hundred years might pass before life could safely come this way again.


  Timidly the waters touched the worn gravestone that for more than three hundred years had lain before the vanished altar. The church that had sheltered it so long had given it some protection at the last, and only a slight discolouration of the rock told of the fires that had passed this way. In the corpse-light of the dying land, the archaic words could still be traced as the water rose around them, breaking at last in tiny ripples across the stone. Line by line the epitaph upon which so many millions had gazed slipped beneath the conquering waters. For a little while the letters could still be faintly seen; then they were gone forever.
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            forbeare,


            To digg the dvst encloased


            heare


            Blest be ye man yt spares thes


            stones,


            And cvrst be he yt moves my


            bones.

          
        

      
    

  


  Undisturbed through all eternity the poet could sleep in safety now: in the silence and darkness above his head, the Avon was seeking its new outlet to the sea.


  Gateway


  A. Bertram Chandler


  There was only one way to explain the strange happenings aboard ship. Someone was a living gateway for the unknown. . . .


  THERE are people who shouldn’t be allowed to travel by sea.


  There was Marie Celeste, and there was Waratah. There was Cyclops. There were, there must have been, other ships back in the dim days before records were kept of arrivals and departures—and non-arrivals.


  And there are people who aren’t allowed to travel by sea.


  It’s quite simple, really. If they have leprosy, or a wild appearance and straws stuck in their hair—anything, in fact, that cannot fail to attract the attention of the average medical officer—they will be given their money back, be told to get out and walk or ride a bicycle.


  This, of course, is wisdom on the part of the authorities. A person suffering from contagious disease, an insane man or woman, would be a walking menace to the lives and well-being of crew and passengers, to the safety of the ship herself. Unfortunately there are some . . . states . . ., the recognition of which would be beyond the skill of the most accomplished diagnostician. There may be, it is true, practitioners capable of making the diagnosis—but if there are such they are not recognized by medical science. A dark man, perhaps, with a turban—and a crystal. A withered, dirty hag, mumbling over a pack of greasy cards or an unwashed tea cup. People with no brass door-plates, no offices in fashionable thoroughfares, plying their questionable trades in the dusky squalor of dim side streets. Just possibly the bright young men and women of Duke University with their machines for dealing cards and rolling dice, their learned jargon of E.S.P. and P.K.


  But no shipping company would dream of ever employing any of these people—not even those from the University. And, luckily, the persons of whom I speak are rare. Perhaps, at one time, they were commoner. Perhaps they are a mutation, a branch from the main stem of humanity, lacking in survival value. The accounts of witch hunts, of mass burnings, from the past show in what way survival value could have been lacking . . .


  Rare they may be, but they are dangerous. Consider a ship—a little world, even in these days of radio, isolated, alone, with no suspicion that anything is wrong to trouble the minds of her rulers until, as must have happened so often, it is too late.


  TALLENT knew that there was something wrong when the Eight-to-Twelve Quartermaster called him at Seven Bells. It was nothing definite, nothing upon which he could put a mental finger—just a vague, nagging unease. Still—he was, like most Second Mates, a creature of habit. He reached for his cigarettes and his lighter as he always did upon being called, lay in his bunk while the fumes of the burning tobacco helped to clear the fogs of sleep from his mind. From the next cabin, through the thin matchboarding, came the muffled sounds of young Willis, the Junior Watch Officer, tumbling to the deck, fumbling into his clothes, stumbling to his door on his way to the bathroom. Tallent listened to those all-too-familiar noises, watched the curling smoke wreaths from his cigarette writhing in the light of the electric lamp over the head of his bunk. His chubby features, with their preoccupied frown, had assumed an unwonted severity. His ears were strained for some sound, any sound, over and above the minor, nocturnal creak and whisper of the ship, that would account for his inchoate misgivings.


  He raised a weary wrist, looked at his watch. It was five minutes to midnight. He sighed, swung his legs over his bunk-board, and lowered himself to the deck. He grabbed a towel from its rack, hurrying along the short alleyway to the bathroom. He paused, however, outside the door to the Master Compass Room which was, in this ship, situated in the Officers’ Flat. He listened intently for a few seconds. But all seemed well. The not unmusical whine of the motor generator never flagged, never varied, told no tale of increase or decrease of revolutions. The almost rhythmic clicking of the transmitter was as it should be. And that fainter, more muffled clicking that was the hunting of the card could have been the working song of a singularly well-behaved clock.


  So it was not the compass. Tallent’s face lightened almost imperceptibly—but lightened.


  Whatever it was that was wrong it was nothing for which he was responsible. He rushed on to the bathroom, washed hurriedly, drying his face on his way back to his room. He was climbing into his khaki shorts when he heard Eight Bells being struck on the bridge. The last stroke had hardly faded to silence when he was climbing the ladder from the boat deck to where the Third Officer was waiting for his relief. For a few short seconds everything was normal once more, as it should be. And then, as Tallent stood under the open sky, it seemed to him that the stars were too close, too bright—and that something of the cold of the gulfs between them had taken all the warmth and comfort from the tropical night. He shivered, felt the goose flesh raise itself on his chilled skin. And—


  “It’s been a helluva watch,” complained the Third, looming suddenly from the darkness of the wing of the bridge. “You’d better read the Orders, Tubby, before you take over.”


  “So there’s something wrong . . .” replied the Second. “No, don’t tell me yet. Tea comes first. And toast.” From the wheelhouse came the subdued clatter of crockery as young Willis busied himself with pot and cups, milk jug and sugar basin. “It’s against my Union rules,” averred Tallent, “to read or sign Night Orders on an empty stomach . . . Ah, thank you, Five Oh!” He sipped noisily, crunched the crisp toast. “That’s better. Now—tell me.”


  “Oh—it’s nothing serious. I suppose you’d think it was funny. Nothing but complaints the whole watch—a pack of silly women with nothing better to do than worry the Bridge. Old Mrs. Cartwright insisted on seeing Jumbo. She saw him, too—although he wasn’t too pleased. Hence his Night Orders. He retires to his virtuous couch and leaves us holding the baby. Rounds every half hour by junior watch officer, stand-by Q.M. on the Promenade Deck the whole time. Read it all—and weep!”


  “But why?”


  The Fifth, who was standing beside his two superiors, echoed the question.


  “Oh, Peeping-Tomfoolery, of a sort. They say there’s been somebody prowling around the Promenade Deck, poking his prurient paws through people’s ports. As some of the people in question were ladies having their beauty sleep, and as their bunks are right under those ports, they didn’t like it. No, sir, they did not. I should imagine that at least half the bell pushes on the Promenade Deck were being shoved to old Jackson. He comes up here to unburden his soul to me, and I send Brown—it was his stand-by—down to make rounds with him. Then, while they’re making their rounds, old Mrs. C. comes blustering up here. You’ve never seen her in her nighty and dressing gown, with her hair in curlers, have you? A horrible sight. She demands to see the Captain, and I tell her (a) that she can’t see him, and (b) that passengers are not allowed on the bridge. Jumbo hears the gabble of girlish voices and comes stamping out, and tears us both up. When I get him calmed down he stays up here and sends me down. Everybody pounces on me and tells me the story of their lives, and how a horrible, hairy hand—all cold, it was—came through their ports and started massaging their pretty little necks. It was one of the crew, they Say, or some low type from the Tourist Class. It couldn’t be any of the gents from the First—oh, no, of course not. They didn’t see anything, mind you. They couldn’t tell me anything useful. They couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t Minnie—and she’s altogether too fond of jumping through ports . . .”


  “I know,” agreed Tallent, thinking of cargo plans left open on desks and marred by the imprint of a cat’s four feet.


  “Some more tea?” suggested the Fifth. He took the Second’s cup, went with it into the dimly lit wheelhouse where the supper box was standing on the flag locker.


  “So there you are,” said the Third, “Keep the Fifth chasing round to try to catch the villain red-handed. Tell the Mate to keep the Fourth chasing round likewise. And if you catch anybody,” he laughed, “keep ’em under lock and key till the morning.”


  “Where?”


  “He didn’t say.” He shifted the key of his voice to a deep, throaty rumble. “I never bother myself with minor details. What are my officers paid for?”


  “Did he tell Mrs. C. that?”


  “He did. Well—I’m away. See that nobody disturbs my sleep!”


  “Hoy! The course!”


  “Sorry. Two five three. A fine night, and now in sight. See you in the morn!”


  Tallent accepted his second cup of tea, took it into the chart-room with him. He looked at the chart—Cape Horn to Cape Corrientes—and at the little circle, just north of the pencilled track, that represented the p.m. star position. He opened the Night Order book, read therein in the Captain’s florid handwriting that the course was 253, Gyro and True, and that Standing Orders were to be observed. He read, too, that the junior watch officers were to make half hourly rounds with a view to the apprehension of whoever was annoying the passengers berthed on the Promenade Deck. There was more to it than that—much more—but that was what it boiled down to. Tallent sighed, thinking of the pile of chart corrections that he had hoped to get through this watch. It was out of the question now—the Fifth, instead of keeping the bridge, would be chasing around the decks with a torch most of the time. The Second pulled his pen from the breast pocket of his shirt to sign the Orders, and sighed again. Somehow he was reluctant to leave the well-lighted, familiar chartroom for the uneasy darkness of the bridge, for the subtly, unaccountably unfamiliar stars.


  “AND who was it?” asked Lizzie.


  Tallent grunted, looked critically down at his plate of eggs and bacon. After he had helped himself to pepper and salt he allowed himself to be distracted from his breakfast, turned himself in his chair to face the Nursing Sister. His plump face was sulky, his scanty, sandy hair seemed to be bristling with protest. One of the epaulettes on his white shirt was hanging a little askew. He looked like what he was—an easy-going officer jolted out of the comfortable routine of his days and nights, all dumb complaint.


  “Nobody,” he said shortly.


  Lizzie grinned. The long, horse face under the short, iron gray hair, over the starched severity of her tropical uniform, was far from unpleasant. There was something of the little girl in her when she smiled, something that made her companions forget the bigness of her—the bigness of bone unredeemed by softness or grace of flesh.


  She said, “And what do you think, Miss Carr?”


  Carolin Carr laughed. Her teeth were very white against the duskiness of her skin—the duskiness that seemed almost pale against the blackness of her hair. Braided it was, and wound somehow around the small, wellshaped head. She was a plump girl—or woman—and small, and laughter suited her. Her voice, a rich contralto, had undertones of laughter in it.


  “I don’t know, Miss Scott. Really I don’t. I slept. It was only this morning that I heard there had been a . . . a flap, do you call it, Tubby?”


  “Yes.” Tallent speared a piece of bacon viciously with his fork, raised it to his mouth. He chewed. “And if it hadn’t been your beastly flap I’d have got all of Folio Three corrected.”


  “I’m sorry. I am sorry. But it wasn’t my flap. And hasn’t it made you sulky! But you aren’t the only one . . .”


  She looked across the dining saloon to the Captain’s table, to where, at the head of his board, sat Jumbo Jenkins, a larger, stouter edition of his Second Officer, more assured, with more than a little of the sullen dignity of the animal after which he was named. But the bland assurance was shaken this morning; there had been happenings in the little kingdom over which Jenkins was king, the news of which would prove displeasing to those real rulers—staid managers, unglamorous directors—whose servant Jenkins was. The favored few at his table—a Baronet, two Colonels, their ladies—had given up trying to make conversation.


  “Yes,” said Carolin. “He’s miffed. And all over some silly woman’s imagination.”


  “Come, now,” put in Hillyer. “I don’t think it was imagination . . .” He was the fourth at Tallent’s table, another passenger, tall, wispily blond, with weak blue eyes peering at a bewildering world through thick-lensed spectacles. “It wasn’t imagination, my dear Miss Carr. I heard them prowling around outside . . .”


  “Them?”


  “Yes. There were two . . .”


  “Probably three,” said Tallent sourly. He buttered a piece of toast, spread it thickly with marmalade. He halted its passage to his mouth to ask the steward for more coffee. “Three? Surely not . .


  Tallent finished his toast, then said, “Yes. The Night Watchman, the stand-by Quartermaster, the Fifth Mate. So you’d better be careful next time you go on the prowl, Hillyer. I’ve given orders that anyone they find is to be well beaten up . . .” Hillyer blushed.


  “Really, Mr. Tallent . .


  Lizzie chuckled. Carolin smiled.


  Tallent looked at his watch. He said, “Excuse me, people. I have to go on top to do my sums—otherwise you’ll be getting no figure for the Daily Run . . .” He got up, walked with the deceptive speed of the plump—you could not yet call him fat—between the tables to the door.


  “I don’t know what he meant,” spluttered Hillyer. “I hope you don’t think, Miss Carr, that I would . . .”


  “Of course not. I’d never dream of accusing you of that kind of thing.”


  Hillyer flushed. The remark need not have been made in just that way.


  TALLENT was irritable when he came on watch the following midnight. This business of the prowler was getting into his hair. He had been on the Promenade Deck after dinner with Carolin the previous evening, enjoying a cigarette and a few minutes of talk, when the Captain’s steward had found him and told him that the Captain wanted to see him. The Chief Officer had been in the Captain’s room, the Purser, the Surgeon, the Chief Steward. It was, in effect, a conference to discuss ways and means of laying the disturber of the First Class passengers’ sleep by the heels. Tallent had been annoyed at being torn away from his talk with a girl who was, in his opinion, the most attractive on board. He was annoyed at having, in effect, the whole business dumped into his lap. The Middle Watch, in his opinion, was a period wherein the conscientious navigator could make up arrears of work—not a period of time to be devoted to the patrolling of the decks. What was the Night Watchman for? Why couldn’t the Chief Steward put on extra men for night duty?


  He had been unwise enough to suggest this—hence the irritation that had persisted until now, that had survived the few hours’ sleep between dinner and midnight. He had been told, almost in those words, that he was senior enough to play at policeman but not sufficiently senior to shove his oar in.


  There was, however, one slight consolation. The feeling of suspense, the dim, vague knowledge that there was something wrong, was absent. This, apart from the fact that he would have to reconcile himself to the almost continuous absence of his junior watch officer and his stand-by quartermaster, promised to be a normal watch. Too normal, perhaps. The toast was cold and soggy, and the butter had been tainted with something that, by its flavor, could have been insecticide. The milk was reconstituted dried milk at its worst, by its taste implying that it had been mixed with acrid, raw steam in a corroded brass container.


  The Third, handing over, said that all had been quiet. The majority of the passengers, it seemed, had not turned in until midnight. The piano in the lounge had been tinkling away until just before Eight Bells, and some of the younger people had been dancing on deck to a portable gramophone. But all was quiet now. “So,” said the Third, “she’s all yours. I’ll go around now, and if I don’t come back you’ll know that there’s nothing to report. What time is the Fifth making his rounds?”


  “Every half hour—starting at twelve-thirty. Lord! This is vile tea! Tell Jackson to rustle up some decent milk and butter for two o’clock supper, will you?” The Third went down. Tallent filled his pipe and wandered into the chartroom to light it. When it was drawing sweetly, he came out again, leaned on the forward rail, and let his gaze wander around the horizon, then up to the familiar, bright constellations. He wondered absently what it was that had made them, last night, assume a subtle alienage, what it was that had caused the strong illusion of cold. If it had been an illusion . . . Hadn’t he read somewhere—or had somebody told him—that any psychic manifestation is accompanied by a drop in temperature?


  “Hooey!” he declared abruptly.


  “What was that, sir?” asked the Fifth.


  “Oh—nothing. Didn’t know you were there . . . I suppose Pringle is down on deck now. Has he a torch?”


  “Yes. I’m taking the one from the chartroom.”


  “H’m. What’s that you’ve got?”


  “One of my Indian clubs. I let Pringle have the other one.”


  “Oh. I’m not sure that I like it. If the pair of you beat some innocent passerby to a pulp there’ll be an even worse stink than what we have on our hands just now.”


  “We’ll be careful, sir. We won’t use ’em unless we have to.”


  “You’d better not.”


  Taylor, at the wheel, struck one bell—half an hour after midnight.


  “Can I go down now, sir?”


  “Yes. And don’t park your backside in the wireless room for a quiet smoke either.”


  The Fifth went down. Tallent felt bored, lonely, at a loss for something to pass his time. Under normal circumstances the Middle, the Graveyard, Watch was his busiest time. With a certificated officer to keep the bridge, he could amuse himself with all kinds of work. He was too good an officer to consider leaving the bridge unmanned while he went into the chart-room to correct charts. A good intention to work only in five-minute snatches is too easily forgotten—and even in mid-Pacific there is always the slight risk of hitting something.


  Tallent wandered into the wheelhouse. Taylor, at the wheel was a good man, using, in this calm weather, only one or two spokes of the wheel, letting the steering repeater click only at infrequent intervals, never giving it the chance, as so many did, of delivering itself of a rattling protest. Tallent stood for a while looking at the greenly luminous card of the gyro repeater, then at the orange-lighted card of the magnetic compass swinging sluggishly in its bowl. His pipe went out. He didn’t bother to relight it, but left it on the flag locker. He decided to take a couple of compass errors to pass the time.


  On monkey island he uncovered first the standard compass, then the bearing repeater. Astern, low to the eastward, Sirius was coming up, showing briefly on the very edge of the horizon like the impossibly bright masthead light of some great ship. First Tallent took his bearing on the magnetic compass, then on the gyro repeater. Leaving the binnacles uncovered—to cover them later would all serve to pass the time—he hurried down to the chartroom. The half minute or so elapsed between bearings, after the second bearing, would not matter in working an azimuth—the roughest and readiest, perhaps, of all navigational calculations. He opened the lid of the chronometer box, took the time.


  To run up a D.R. was a matter of seconds only. To convert Longitude into Time could be—and was—done mentally. From the Almanac came R and Right Ascension, Declination. From the Azimuth Tables—entered with Latitude, Declination and Star’s Hour Angle—came the true bearing of Sirius. The difference between true and observed bearings . . .


  Tallent cursed. He refused to believe that his gyro compass had an error of fourteen and a half degrees low. He pulled the Deviation Book down from the shelf, looked at the compass errors obtained by the previous watches. The Four-to-Eight had had an amplitude, a sunset bearing. Error—half a degree low. The Third had logged a bearing of Jupiter. Error—one-quarter low . . .


  I’ve made a silly mistake somewhere, he told himself. He thought that if he worked the error of the magnetic compass it would tell him wherein lay his slip. According to the figures on the scribbling pad the standard compass had a deviation of thirty-four degrees east. According to the Deviation Book it had been three degrees west on the Four-to-Eight, two and a half on the Eight-to-Twelve.


  “So I can’t do kindergarten sums,” he said aloud. Then he shivered. The air was suddenly cold—too cold for the time and the place. There was that sense, once more, of something amiss, of something terribly, dangerously wrong. So strong was it that Tallent, hurrying out to the bridge, more than half expected to see the lights of some other ship bearing down upon them, some vessel whose officer of the watch had been busy in the chartroom, whose look-out had been criminally negligent.


  There were no lights. There were no dark land masses, uncharted, humping low and dim against the palely luminous sky. There was not the far more possible swirl of cold, wet, white-green fire to mark where the low seas were breaking over some uncharted reef. There was just the dark through which the ship was steadily pushing her great bulk, the stars overhead.


  The stars . . .


  For a fleeting moment it seemed to Tallent that his queer compass error had not been a result of his own carelessness in observation or calculation, that he should get out his sextant and measure angular distances, satisfying himself that there had been no shift, barely apparent to the eye but betraying itself to instruments, of the stars themselves. He laughed—an unmirthful little sound that denoted only uneasiness, told himself that such an indulgence in academic navigation would be fiddling while Rome was burning.


  But was Rome burning?


  He went into the wheelhouse, feeling strongly the need for company. Taylor’s face was ghastly in the green glow from the repeater card. How would it look, wondered the Second Mate, in good, clean white light?


  “It’s cold,” complained Taylor. There was a barely perceptible tremor in his voice. Then: “It shouldn’t be cold here, sir, should it? We aren’t past Pitcairn yet.”


  “No, it shouldn’t be. But there’s that chilly, Antarctic drift off the Galapagos Islands, you know . . .”


  Sure, he told himself. But we’d never feel the Peru Current this far south and west . . .


  Somebody was coming up to the bridge. Somebody whose feet clattered in haste on the slightly loose brass treads of the ladder. Tallent went out of the wheelhouse abruptly, not knowing what or whom to expect, saw that it was young Willis, the Fifth. He was gingerly holding something small and shapeless.


  “What’s that you’ve got there?” asked his superior.


  “Minnie, sir. Look!”


  He went into the chartroom, laid his burden carefully on the table. When Tallent started to protest he said, “Oh, it’s all right. There’s no blood. But what killed her?”


  The only light was that from the shaded lamp over the chart itself. Tallent switched on the main lights, then bent to examine the dead animal. He didn’t like what he saw. True—there was no blood. There were no marks of violence. Had there been any froth around the mouth, around the bared teeth, the Second Mate would have said that a fit of some kind had removed the unfortunate cat from among the living. The snarl, the staring eyes, the unsheathed claws, pointed to something of the kind. He said as much.


  “But it wasn’t a fit, sir, “protested Willis. His thin, young face was dreadfully earnest. “It wasn’t a fit.”


  “Then what was it?”


  “I . . . I don’t know. I was coming along the starboard side of the promenade deck, on my way to the bridge. I heard Minnie spitting and growling—just in the lobby to the lounge, she was. There was some kind of . . . shadow in there. I shone my torch into the lobby—but the shadow didn’t go away. It moved. It seemed to spread over Minnie. She screamed—just once—and then the shadow was gone. And she was . . . like this.”


  “Look here, Five Oh. You can’t expect me to believe that. She threw a fit, and she died . . .”


  “Have you ever known Minnie to throw a fit before?”


  “No-o . . .” admitted Tallent reluctantly. “But that’s no reason why she shouldn’t start now . . .”


  “But . . .”


  Tallent laid a hand on Willis’ shoulder. “I’m not saying that I believe you,” he said. “On the other hand—there’s something damned funny going on. But look, man, we can’t tell Jumbo that Minnie was nobbled by a . . . shadow. We can’t. Nobody believes in ghosts these days . . .”


  “Nobody admits that he believes . . .”


  “Nobody believes in ghosts,” said Tallent firmly. “There’s an explanation to everything. All we have to do is find it.”


  “I thought,” began Willis diffidently, “that we might keep Minnie’s body till the morning, and get Jeff to . . .”


  “Ask Jeff to perform a post mortem on a cat? Really, Five Oh! Ah, here’s an idea. You saw her eating something, and she went into convulsions and died . . . And we want to find out what it was, naturally. With all these children we have on board . . .”


  “I’d sooner tell the truth . . .”


  “There are times when it’s wisest not to. Phew! It’s warm in here. I hope she keeps . . .” From outside came two double strokes on the bell, Four Bells, two o’clock. There was a rattle of crockery as Pringle, coming up to relieve the wheel, deposited the officers’ supper box on the flag locker. Tallent, surprised, looked at his watch. “What with dead cats,” he said, “and imaginary ghosts, and phoney compass errors, time is marching on at no mean velocity. Oh, well—let’s see what the tea and toast is like . . .”


  “IS YOUR girl friend coming up?” asked Willis.


  “My girl friend? Oh, you mean Miss Carr. I wish that she was—I’d sooner show her all my little treasures than this bunch of boneheads from Jumbo’s table. She said she was sleeping after lunch as a matter of fact. She didn’t get much sleep last night.”


  “Funny. There was no trouble. Except—” and the Fifth’s face darkened—“for Minnie . . .”


  “It must have been Minnie she heard. She says that something woke her up just before two, and that she couldn’t get to sleep again . . . I could have asked her up then to take a compass error for me—I still don’t know what I did wrong with the first one I took . . .”


  “Are they up yet, Tubby?” asked the Radio Officer, who had come to the bridge to demonstrate the radar to the Captain’s guests.


  “No, Sparks. But any minute now . . .” Tallent resumed his conversation with the Fifth. “Talking of Minnie, I’m still annoyed with the Mate . . .”


  “What’s he done to you?” asked Sparks.


  “Nothing,” said Tallent shortly. He saw no reason why the whole ship should be told of how the Chief Officer, going into the chartroom, had demanded of the world at large what that bloody thing was doing there, had picked up Minnie by the tail and slung her over the side . . .


  “Here they come,” whispered Willis.


  Tallent grabbed his cap from the engineroom telegraph, clapped it on to his head. He needed it to be able to salute properly. “Good afternoon,” he said politely. “Yes, this is the bridge. Yes, Colonel, that’s the wheel-house . . . Of course, Lady Pamela, we’ll let you try your hand at steering . . . But we were thinking that Mr. Carter, here, could show you the radar first . . .”


  Sparks led the party up the ladder to the radar hut, which was situated on the after end of Monkey Island. After a minute or so there came the sound of rack blowers starting and then, a little later, the noise of the aerial motor. Tallent went into the chartroom, where, in its own little, shaded box, the second P.P.I. lived. He fiddled with focus and brilliance controls—but there were, of course, no traces, no picture being painted on the inner surface of the fluorescent screen. There were only the glowing range circles.


  There were only . . .


  But what was that?


  Tallent stared. Land, bearing green six oh, range twelve thousand? Impossible! Cloud, perhaps . . . A rain squall . . . But it looked—solid . . .


  Carter was standing beside him. “This land, Tubby . . .” he was saying.


  “Land?” Tallent took Carter’s arm, led him to the chart table. He picked up a pair of dividers, medicated with them the pencilled Great Circle track on the small scale chart of the Pacific, brought the points of the instrument to rest on the little, circled, dated cross that was the Noon Position. He shifted his dividers to the margin of the chart, measured off three hundred and sixty miles—six degrees of latitude. He stepped off the distance to Pitcairn.


  “Eight days,” he said, “to land . . .”


  “You should know. Cloud. A rain squall . . .”


  Sparks broke away from the Second Mate. He went to the chartroom door, stared out over the sea on the starboard bow. His voice trailed away as he said, “I could have sworn . . .”


  “Oh, there you are, Mr. Carter,” cried Lady Pamela, who had come down from the radar shack.


  “I was just coming back to you. I came down to make sure that the chartroom P.P.I. was working properly . . .”


  “But you’ve picked up land. How thrilling! Is there a pair of glasses?”


  She found Willis’, put them to her eyes, stared out to starboard.


  “It’s only a cloud,” explained Tallent.


  “A cloud? But I can’t see any cloud . . .”


  Nor could she. The sky was perfectly clear.


  “It’s in the process of forming. It’s too tenuous to show up to the naked eye yet. But it reflects our radar impulses . . .”


  “Ions and all that . . .” chipped in Carter.


  But there must have been a cloud somewhere. Rain was falling just off the port beam, distinctly audible, visible as the slightly ruffled surface of the sea was pocked by little white splashes. Tallent heard Willis call his name, hurried to the port wing of the bridge. The Fifth Officer was staring down at something on the scrubbed deck, something that seemed to have been stunned or injured by its fall, that was kicking feebly, that tried to . . . jump . . .


  “A frog . . .” whispered Willis. “A shower of frogs!”


  “Dump it, quick. Before that woman sees it. Sparks is blinding her with science—but let her see a shower of frogs on top of a P.P.I. ablaze with non-existent land . . . I don’t know what it is that’s happening—but we have to keep it from the passengers Willis picked up the little frog. He looked at it sadly. He dropped it over the side.


  “DID you sleep well, Carolin?” asked Tallent.


  “Not too badly, Tubby. Yes please, Morris, I’ll take soup. Not too badly, as I said. But I had some vivid dreams . . .”


  “Probably more entertaining than the bum films they’ve given us this trip . . . Were they all in glorious technicolor? The dreams I mean.”


  “Sort of,” said the girl. “Colored—but rather drab. It was that strange, dim scenery that comes so often with dreams.”


  “Some people say that you can’t see colors by moonlight,” contributed Hillyer.


  Carolin’s hand paused, the soup spoon arrested half way to her mouth. Tallent looked at her intently. She didn’t look too well, he thought. There were dark shadows under her eyes, and her pallor was more than a matter of contrast between dusky skin and intensely black hair.


  “Yes,” she said. “That’s it. It was a sort of moonlight effect. But not quite. And the ship was flying—and she was at a queer angle to the country over which she was flying. There were some fairly distant mountains, snow covered, over to the right, and they were high. Our port side seemed to be brushing a kind of swamp . . .”


  Lizzie looked bored. Other people’s dreams can be very boring. Her seat faced outboard, so that she was looking towards the side of the ship, to the big, round table at which sat the junior officers.


  “Your A.D.C. seems to have it in for you, Tubby,” she remarked. “He’s casting some really narsty looks in your direction . . .”


  “I hurt his feelings, I’m afraid. He wanted to make a big splash at the Air Ministry, wanted to really spread himself when he wrote up the Meteorological Log . . .”


  “What about? Yes, Morris, I’ll try the fish . . .”


  “You’ve got him trained, haven’t you, Lizzie? He’ll bring you a double portion, as usual . . .”


  “I ’as to keep me strenf up, dearie . . . But this log of yours?”


  “Oh, nothing. Just a rather unusual kind of precipitation. It’s happened before, I know—but I’d rather it didn’t happen to us. People who see sea serpents soon lose their reputations as sober and reliable officers . . .”


  “Did you ever have one?”


  “I say,” put in Hillyer, “did you really see a sea serpent?”


  “No. Yes, duck, please, Morris. And try to convince ’em in the pantry that it’s for the Captain’s table . . .”


  “I suppose that there are such things,” said Carolin slowly. “Sea serpents, I mean. There’s a book that Jeff lent me—” Lizzie glared at her—“sorry, Miss Scott, Dr. Clayton I mean. What’s it called, now? Mysteries of the Sea, or something. Marine monsters, missing ships—oh, all kinds of interesting things. But not the kind of stories for light reading on an ocean voyage. Rather—frightening . . .”


  “There’s only one possible mental attitude for the seaman,” Lizzie told her. “It can’t happen here. And, meanwhile, you do your damnedest to make sure that it doesn’t happen.”


  They finished their meal. Hillyer wandered off to the bar, Tallent and the girl went up to the Promenade Deck. The Sister waited on the Promenade Deck square for Dr. Clayton—usually he hurried through his meals, but this night he seemed to be taking one of his minor duties seriously, that of entertaining the passengers at his table with conversation.


  The Second Mate and Carolin went to the ship’s side, leaned on the broad, teakwood rail. Tallent brought out his cigarette case. A few seconds later his lighter flared. He and the girl quietly smoked, looking down at the dark water slipping along the sheer flank of the ship, at the tiny, ephemeral stars and nebulae born of the disturbance of the phosphorescent water. The night was warm, the stars glowed rather than glittered, pulsed rather than twinkled.


  There were not, as yet, many people on deck. Of this Tallent was glad. There is so little privacy aboard a ship—and officers, ever in the public eye, must keep their names clear of the slightest suspicion of scandal. Not for them the dark corners, the secluded nooks. The opportunities for shipboard romance are always-present—and the penalties range from exile to the more scruffy cargo liners to dismissal.


  “I shall be sorry when we get to Auckland,” he said.


  “And I.” She did not have to ask him what he meant. “But you have the address, Tubby. I shall be very annoyed if you never come around to see me . . .”


  “Got a light on you?”


  Tallent swung around, trying not to show his displeasure. It was Dr. Clayton. He was called Jeff because of a real or fancied resemblance to the longer half of a famous comic strip partnership. He looked, thought Tallent a little disgustedly, more like something out of a comic strip than an officer of a first class passenger liner. His hair was untidy, and he had obviously been drinking—not to excess, but not far short of it. There were splashes of some kind—possibly soup—down the front of his white uniform jacket. Lizzie, standing beside him, looked far more of an officer, a seaman, than he did. The Second Mate remembered that he had been told, on first joining the ship, that Lizzie carried Jeff. There was something of man and wife in the relationship, something of weak, ineffectual Mate and tough competent Bo’s’n.


  Lizzie should have been a Bo’s’n.


  Tallent pulled out his lighter, lit the cigarettes of the medical department. Jeff dragged at his savagely then said, too abruptly for good manners, “What is going on on the Middle Watch, Tallent?”


  “You should know. Passengers are more your worry than mine . . .”


  “Oh,” said Jeff, arching his thin eyebrows.


  “I’ve finished your book,” Carolin put in hastily. “It was very interesting, Dr. Clayton . . .”


  “It’s making her dream,” Lizzie remarked in what just might have been a kindly voice.


  Sidetracked, Clayton mounted his favorite hobby horse.


  “Yes, it is interesting. Ships—when you consider all the marked, floatable stuff about their decks, don’t just vanish without a trace. There was Waratah . . .”


  “She was unstable,” declared Tallent. “Everyone knows that. She got in the Agulhas swell—and her roll synchronized with the wave period . . .” He threw his cigarette over the side to leave his hands free to illustrate a rocking motion. “And when she reached the critical angle—it was sudden . . .”


  An observer, not overhearing the conversation, would have thought that he was conducting an invisible, inaudible orchestra.


  “All right. I’ll grant you Waratah. But what about Anglo-Australian?”


  “Anglo-Australian?” asked Carolin, curious.


  “Yes. A big, well-found cargo liner, with wireless. She just went—somewhere off the Azores. Not a squeak from her . . .”


  “Perhaps . . .”


  “Perhaps—nothing! When the pumps can’t hold the water, or when the fire, in spite of all that you can do, is creeping from compartment to compartment—why, you send for Sparks, you tell him to start squealing at the top of his voice on every frequency known to civilized man. Don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “But not when it’s—shadows. You leave it then, you let it slide—and one fine day, or night, it’s too late. You’ve had it.”


  “Really, Doctor . . . Miss Carr, a passenger . . .”


  His voice was the voice of one who says—“Not in front of the children.”


  “Miss Carr sits at our table,” said Lizzie. “She hears things that the other passengers don’t—and I’m sure that we can rely on her good sense . . .”


  “I hope so. Jumbo’s going to be in a tearing rage if he hears the way that you’ve been talking.”


  “Jumbo. Captain pachydermous Jenkins. I’ve seen him myself. I don’t go around with my eyes shut, and my ears closed. And I don’t want the same thing to happen to any of the children as happened to Minnie . . .”


  “And the ship,” said Lizzie. “The ship . .


  A Scot, thought Tallent. The worship of steel and steam, the idolatry of the Machine . . . And, perhaps—what’s the word, now?—fey into the bargain. A queer, daft combination. Dangerous perhaps . . . He was a little shocked. He looked at Lizzie, stiff and straight in her starched drill, rigid, uncompromising . . .


  From above, from the bridge, faint and clear, drifted the sound of Eight Bells.


  “Bed time,” said Tallent. “I have a watch to keep. Good night, Jeff. Good night, Lizzie. Good night—Carolin . . .”


  On his way to the officers’ flat he wondered if he should see the Old Man, report something of what had happened. Please, sir, I got a funny compass error . . . Please, sir, the Fifth Officer thought he saw a shadow when Minnie died . . . Please, sir, we picked up land that wasn’t there on the Admiralty 268 . . . It’d sound fine, wouldn’t it? He could imagine, with no effort whatsoever, the Captain’s elephantine, crushing sarcasm.


  He went straight to his room and turned in.


  THE Middle Watch came round again, as it always does, and Tallent succeeded in heaving himself out of his bunk and dimly groping his way to the bridge. He broke one of his Union rules, went straight to the chartroom to read and initial the Captain’s night orders. He was afflicted by a little, nagging sense of guilt, a feeling that there was much that he should have reported—even though it was all no more than vague, formless, superstitious fears and presentiments. But there was nothing fresh in the orders—merely the usual routine stuff together with an admonition to all watch-officers not to relax their extra rounds. The Third told him that it had been a quiet night—so far. The piano in the lounge—just below the bridge—was still tinkling, but the boat deck lights shone over bare and deserted stretches of planking.


  Tallent yawned hugely. He accepted the cup of tea that Willis brought him, gulped and swallowed noisily. The air was hot and moist, and already his khaki shorts and shirt were damp with perspiration. He felt confined, cooped in. He said to the Fifth: “I think I’ll make an occasional round this morning. I can’t do any work up here these days, so I may as well stretch the old legs and try to get my weight down . . .


  “Is there any more toast?”


  After half an hour or so the piano tinkled away into silence. A man and a woman came up to the boat deck, strolled up and down for a few minutes, smoking. They went below. Tallent, leaning on the after rail of the bridge, watched Willis and Pringle walking along the port side, swinging their Indian clubs, shining their torches into the dark shadows of the cradled boats. They walked with that peculiar, atavistic swaggering slouch that comes with the carriage of any blunt, primitive weapon. Tallent was mildly amused.


  The junior watch officer and the quartermaster finished their rounds of the boat deck and went down by one of the forward ladders to the Promenade Deck.


  Tallent felt rather lost and lonely when they had vanished from sight. He climbed up to monkey island, took azimuths on both gyro and magnetic compasses and went into the chart-room to work them. Error and deviation were normal. He came out to the bridge again, stared absently at sea and sky.


  After awhile Willis came back. He reported that all was well, but that some of the Tourist Class passengers were sleeping on deck aft. “Can’t say that I blame ’em . . .” grunted Tallent, “but remind me to tell the Mate when he comes up at four . . .”


  Taylor, at the wheel, struck two bells. The Second Mate ungummed himself from the forward bridge rail and yawned. “I’m going round now,” he told the Fifth. “If you see anything, don’t touch it. If you want me, give a couple of short toots on your whistle . . .”


  “Do you want this club, sir?”


  Tallent hesitated. He took the prof erred weapon after a second or so, hefted it in his hand. “This’d make a nasty dent in anybody’s noggin . . .” he admitted. He sauntered off the bridge, swinging the club. He strolled casually around the boat deck. He went down to the Promenade Deck, meandered aft—then suddenly stiffened. There was a dim, gray figure leaning on the rail, looking out to sea. Silently, on rubber soled shoes, he covered the distance—the length of the deck—between him and the nocturnal prowler. He clapped a sudden hand on the shoulder and said, in his most official voice, “Well, and what can we do for you?”


  LIZZIE jumped. It was the first time that Tallent had ever seen her shocked into some semblance of ordinary, fallible humanity. But it was only for a fleeting instant. She recovered quickly—and then the old, worn dressing gown became as much a uniform as her stiff, starched drill ever was. She looked at the Second Officer without approval.


  “You should wear a cap, at least,” she said. “Slouching around in that rig, with no insignia of any kind, you have no right to interfere with anybody, no matter what they’re doing.”


  “Oh, haven’t I? Here is my right!”


  He hefted the club.


  “Don’t be a fool, Tubby.” Then—“Have you a cigarette?”


  “Sorry. I only carry a pipe on watch. But I’ll pop up . . .”


  “Don’t bother. I only came out for a spot of fresh air. It’s stifling down on “A” Deck. Hot fans pushing hot, wet air through hot alleyways . . .”


  “Well—any prowlers tonight?”


  “I—I don’t know. When I came up the ladder from “A” Deck I thought I saw a shadow just ahead of me—a funny sort of shadow. It wasn’t mine—but it moved. And I was the only thing moving. And there was a sudden chill . . .”


  Tallent shivered.


  “Are you sure you saw this?”


  “No. That’s the trouble. If I were sure. . . . Mind you—I don’t go much on Jeff’s ideas. I’ve read most of his books—and just as you think that they have something of real value to tell you they go tailing off into the most fantastic rubbish. Oh—I’m Scots, and proud of it. I’ve been told that, at times, I’m fey. But remember this—a Scot can be fey and still, at the same time, hard-headed . . .”


  “I can well believe that. But, tell me, just what do you make of all this? We haven’t been bothered with the prowler—knock wood—any more, but, now and again, there’s something wrong. Something very badly wrong. You remember the old Johnnies who were afraid that, if they went on sailing far enough, they’d fall over the edge? It’s a feeling like that.”


  “Perhaps that’s what happened to the missing ships . . .”


  “Pull the other one, Lizzie—it’s got bells on it. You don’t really mean that?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know, Tubby. If you fall out of a three or four dimensional universe into some other number of dimensions, isn’t that falling over the edge?”


  Tallent pulled out his pipe. This was too much. Lizzie hard-headed? She’d said it. He filled the bowl, put the pipe in his mouth. His lighter flared. He was surprised to find that he was appreciative of the brief warmth on his hands.


  “These mediums,” went on the Sister. “They’ve got something. Oh—I ken fine that there’s trickery and deception of all kinds, and I’d hate to feel that I was coming back as a poor ghost, to gibber silly nothings through the dirty lips o’ the likes o’ them. When we die—we die. But there’re other worlds, it could be, on different . . . planes. And these poor, silly medium folk are, by some freak of psychological make-up, just a gateway through which . . . things can come from those worlds into this. Or, perhaps, people and . . . ships can fall from this world into one of those others . . .”


  “You can’t believe that.”


  “I don’t. I’m just talking, Tubby. What was I saying . . .?”


  “God! It’s cold . . .”


  Tallent stiffened suddenly. Looking out across the dark, heaving sea he had seen a light . . . two lights . . . three . . . Shrill above the muffled grumble of machinery sounded the notes of Willis’ whistle.


  “What . . .?” began Lizzie. “Don’t know. But the Fifth wouldn’t whistle unless he wanted me . .


  With no more leave-taking than that, he ran forward along the Promenade Deck, clattered up the ladders to the bridge. The Fifth, he found, was standing by the telegraphs, staring ahead through his glasses. “It’s phosphorescence, I think . . admitted the junior officer. “But . . .”


  Phosphorescence it must be . . . thought Tallent. You don’t run into fishing fleets between the Galapagos Islands and Pitcairn. You don’t see lights strung out like street lamps over a great arc of the horizon—or, if you do, it’s only clumps or colonies of tiny creatures that, under the correct stimuli, are luminous. All the same . . .


  “Switch on the telegraph lights,” he ordered. Then, to the man at the wheel, “hard a port!”


  “Hard a port, sir!”


  Slowly at first, then faster, the ship’s head started to swing. The clicking of the gyro repeater was at first that of a leisurely clock, quickened to what was an almost continuous rattle. To starboard now were the lights—to port, and ahead, was darkness.


  “Ease the wheel. Steady.” Then—“You’d better call the Old Man, Five Oh.”


  “But what . . .?”


  “Tell him it’s funny lights, that I don’t like it. He’s paid to do the worrying around here!”


  Tallent picked up his glasses from the box. He stared out to starboard. He made a funny little sound—half grunt, half whimper. He put his glasses down, went into the wheelhouse for the telescope. He had some trouble in focussing it. Whilst he was so engaged the Captain came out, huge and shapeless in pajamas and dressing gown. He was, thought Tallent when he heard him speak, in a vile temper.


  “Well, Tallent? Where’re these famous lights of yours?”


  “On the starboard bow, sir, and abeam.”


  “Where are my glasses . . .?” There was a short silence. The Old Man snorted. “And you called me out for phosphorescence? Haven’t you seen it before?”


  The Second Mate was tempted to remind his superior of the case of the watch officer who, during the war, had reversed the usual process. He had mistaken the luminous track of a torpedo for the shining wake of a porpoise . . . But—a torpedo is deadly. These, whatever their origin, were just—lights. Even though the magnification of the telescope revealed . . .


  “Take this, sir,” suggested Tallent. “You’ll see better. If those lights were phosporescence they’d be moving, lifting and heaving—there’s quite a sea running. But they’re steady—too steady. And—do you see a suggestion of . . . framework around some of them? Lamp brackets, maybe . . . Windows . .


  The Fifth shouted and pointed. Something large and vague flapped by at mast height, briefly outlined in the glow of the foremast lantern. It croaked discordantly as it flew.


  “What was that, Willis?”


  “I . . . I don’t know, sir.”


  “A frigate bird, that’s what it was. I don’t know what’s come over this watch. Have you two been talking to the Surgeon, with his comic shadows? And the lenses of this telescope are filthy, Mr. Tallent. You have a junior officer on the bridge with you—let him spend some of his time keeping the instruments clean . . .”


  “Tea’s up, sir,” reported Taylor, coming from the wheel. “Steering one eight seven.”


  “What was that? One eight seven? Get her back on to her course at once . . .”


  “Steer two six two,” ordered Tallent.


  “Some tea, sir?” asked Willis.


  “Never mind tea. Either the ship’s in danger, or she isn’t. If she is—and the officers of this watch seem to think she is—this is no time for tea parties . . .”


  The lights, with this fresh alteration of course, were almost ahead again. Their color, thought the Second Mate, was wrong. Phosphorescence has a greenish or a bluish pallor. These were—ruddy. Phosphorescene is in the water. Some of these may have been. Others, Tallent could have sworn, shone frighteningly suspended above the horizon.


  Closer and closer drew the lights. There was something of order in their pattern, a suggestion of straight lines. The Captain, now, had started to whistle—the dreary, tuneless whistle that showed that he was worried. He rubbed the lenses of his binoculars on the sleeve of his dressing gown, raised them to his eyes again. “I think . . .” he began.


  Then, as though some invisible hand had touched a switch, the lights were gone.


  “. . . that our bow wave has disturbed them,” finished the Old Man, “It often happens. These little bugs that make phosphorescence may be started off or stopped by anything . . .” He loosened the cord of his dressing gown, threw the garment back from his pajamas. “It’s hot,” he said.


  Willis came out with the tea. By now it was lukewarm. So was the toast. The Captain did not seem to notice, but Tallent sipped and munched disgruntedly.


  “You did right, Mr. Tallent,” Jumbo admitted magnaminously. “That phosphorescence almost had me fooled. But do, please, try to use your own judgment a bit more. I don’t know what the passengers would say if they got to hear about it . . .”


  At last he went down. And the Second Mate paced the bridge, moodily smoking his pipe, and the Fifth Officer and the stand-by Quartermaster made their futile rounds of decks that were bare of both human life and—shadows.


  “WHERE’S Miss Carr this morning?” asked Tallent.


  The Sister paused in the act of sprinkling salt on her porridge. “She’s in the hospital,” she said. “We thought she’d be better off there—she’s not well, and her cabin mate has been complaining of some very disturbed nights.”


  “What—Fat Emma? That woman looks as though she could sleep through a bombardment. But what’s wrong with Carolin?”


  “Nothing serious, Tubby. You needn’t worry yourself. I’d say it was a sort of light fever. If it hadn’t been for Fat Emma, as you call her, complaining, we wouldn’t have bothered to shift her from her own room . . .”


  “Any more trade?” asked Hillyer. “You should be in a position to tell us all the latest scandal, Sister.”


  “Nothing—interesting. If there were, I shouldn’t tell you. Just two kids, as a matter of fact. The Porter brat, and little Emily Wilson. There again—it’s nothing serious. We don’t know quite what the trouble is—it’s not fever, their temperature is subnormal—but they’re eating like young horses. They’re up in the hospital too—it gives ’em a better chance of sleeping. It seems that they had very restless nights last night . . .”


  Breakfast was soon over. Tallent stayed for a while on the Promenade Deck, smoking a cigarette with the Sister before he went up to the bridge for his forenoon navigation. It was a fine morning, not too hot, with just enough wind to lend a certain freshness to the day.


  Lizzie leaned back against the rail—then looked forward and aft along the deck to see that there were no possible eavesdroppers.


  “Those lights,” she said abruptly. “What were they, Tubby?”


  “Phosphorescence.”


  “Do you believe that? I’ve been to sea a long time, longer than you. I’ve seen phosphorescence. Milk seas, wheels—all the forms it takes. But never anything like this morning. It was the wrong color. It could have been . . . Oh, I don’t know. The lights of a town or village, perhaps. There was a suggestion of streets. There was . . .”


  “It was phosphorescence.”


  “Yet you altered course for it.”


  “So I altered course, Lizzie. So what?”


  “I wish I knew. I haven’t dared to ask Jeff about it. I know that if I did he’d tell me that it was something—and that something wouldn’t be jellyfish shining like hundred watt lamps to attract their lady loves, or their suppers, or whatever they do it for. You didn’t put the radar on, did you?”


  “No. Damn it all, Lizzie—the nearest land may be only five miles away, but that’s straight down. We’ve had the sun every day, and the Moon, and Venus—and there’ve been stars morning and evening. I may be the navigator—but the others do plenty as well. We can’t all be wrong.”


  “Can’t you?” asked the Sister. She didn’t wait for a reply but threw her half-smoked cigarette into the sea, hurried down to “A” Deck for the morning surgery.


  Tallent finished his smoke more slowly, less wastefully. He got up to the bridge in time to catch Venus on the meridian, carefully crossed the latitude thus obtained with a Position Line of the sun. He was inclined, he knew, to be careless; but he would have been willing to swear on all the holy books in existence that the only errors in his morning navigation were minor, personal errors of observation. He knew, as well as he knew anything, that every position obtained since leaving Panama had been as correct as was possible—making due allowance for human frailties and the inevitable falling-short of absolute perfection in any man-made instrument. Having finished his work in the chartroom he went down to the Master Compass room, finding a certain comfort in the morning ritual of checking synchronization and cleaning trolleys.


  His motor commutator was blacking up rather badly, so for half an hour or so he played quite happily with crocus paper, clean rags and carbon tetrachloride.


  He wondered, then, if he could go along to the hospital to visit Carolin. He would have liked to—but Jeff and Lizzie had made it quite clear that the hospital was out of bounds to everybody. It wasn’t a proper hospital, but a block of cabins on the after end of the Boat Deck that had been used for that purpose while the ship was trooping. When she was finally reconditioned those cabins would become, once again, passenger accommodation—meanwhile it was the private kingdom of the Surgeon and Sister, and they were very jealous of its territorial integrity.


  He was restless all that day. He couldn’t settle down to reading, or writing letters, or any of the standard methods for relieving the tedium of an ocean voyage. He was not sorry when he went on watch at noon, managed to fill in the portion of the watch remaining after lunch correcting charts. Both lunch and dinner, without Carolin, were unsatisfactory meals. Lizzie was monosyllabic, and Hillyer was at his most boring.


  Tallent turned in early. He slept heavily. He roused himself with a great effort when he was call at Seven Bells—and for long seconds had difficulty in orienting himself. Who was he? Where was he? As he lit his cigarette he found that he was telling himself that he couldn’t care less.


  “It’s cold,” the Eight-to-Twelve quartermaster told him. “You’ll need a coat, sir. No, it’s not raining . . .”


  The Captain was on the bridge when Tallent went up. He looked huge from the Second Mate’s viewpoint half way up the ladder, loomed large and dim and vague against the only slightly paler darkness of the overcast sky.


  “Is that the Second Officer?” he asked. “I’ve sent the Third down to make rounds—that damned prowler’s on the loose again. And those kids in the hospital have been screaming their blasted heads off . . .”


  “Shall I send down for the Sister, sir?”


  “She’s sleeping up in the hospital, they tell me. I wish she’d keep her patients quiet. Is that you, Mr. Trent?”


  “Yes, sir. I’ve been round, and I’ve looked everywhere, but I can’t find anyone—or anything. Mrs. Cartwright swears that it was something like a huge ape . . .” The Old Man snorted. “She does, sir . . .”


  “I’ll go down to see Mrs. Cartwright . . .”


  “And I hope to God you trample on her, Jumbo,” whispered the Third to Tallent.


  “Did you say anything, Mr. Trent?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Well, you can hand over to the Second. I’ll see him when I come back.”


  The Third handed over to Tallent. He was very bitter.


  “Apes,” he complained. “I ask you . . . And this ape, mind you, went through a shut door . . . She’d been drinking. I only hope that Jumbo smells her breath . . .”


  Jumbo had smelt her breath.


  “The woman was drunk,” he told Tallent. “If there’s any more trouble with her, I’ll have her tap stopped.” He stood for a few moments rocking on the balls of his feet, then said viciously—“It might be as well if I stopped everybody’s tap in this ship.”


  The Second made no answer. He didn’t want the episode of the strange phosphorescence dragged up again.


  The Old Man snorted. He stamped into the chartroom. His shadow, in the patch of light thrown through the open door, was violently agitated as he wrote. He came stamping out.


  “Orders inside,” he grunted. “Call me for anything—serious. G’night.”


  “Goodnight, sir.”


  When his superior was gone Tallent lit his pipe. The smoke should have been warming, soothing—but it was as comforting as a lukewarm bath on an Arctic morning. It did little, nothing, to dispel the nagging unease that was part of the darkness, the unnatural cold, the sibilant, menacing whisper of the water all along the side of the ship. Willis took the torch from the chartroom, his Indian Club, went down to make his rounds. Tallent wished that he could order him to stay on the bridge. He was frightened—but of what? He didn’t know. It was, so far as he could judge, of the little things, the small sounds that are part and parcel of a ship under way at night. They were tenuous, somehow. Wrong. The whisper of water along the side was as if the ship were slipping through some medium not heavy enough, not dense enough. The very sound of the bells as they were struck by the man at the wheel was . . . ghostly, could have been a phantom carillon sounded in the almost airless wastes of a Lunar crater.


  A lack of substance, that was it . . .


  Matter itself thinning out towards the edge of the world, the edge of the known Universe—and the ship going over, and down, and down . . . Falling through . . .


  But not through empty space, not into nothingness—that was the worst part. Into another world, perhaps, an alien dimension, peopled with . . .


  Tallent started, almost screamed, as the cowled apparition materialized at his side. But it was only Willis, coming back to the bridge to report. His silhouette was bulky and frightening—Tallent saw that he had put on his duffle coat against the cold. The two officers smoked in silence for a while, then Willis, reluctantly, went down again.


  He was back at two o’clock. The tea was up then, and the toast. Somehow the watch officers’ supper smelled more tempting than usual—the hot tea, the savoury fragrance of hot butter and toasted bread. Tallent warmed his hands around his cup before raising it to his lips. He drank appreciatively. The tea was good—it was hot, and strong, and there was plenty of sugar and condensed milk.


  Willis suddenly choked and spluttered, dropped his cup with a crash. He managed to gasp, “Did you hear that?”


  Tallent had heard. A scream, from somewhere aft. A woman’s scream. But he raised his cup to his mouth again, then reached for the plate of toast.


  “Some silly, hysterical woman,” he mumbled, his mouth full.


  Don’t look at the bogeyman. Pretend he’s not there, and he’ll go away . . . Don’t leave this little oasis of warmth and comfort and the pleasure of familiar things, and it will always be around you . . . Don’t . . .


  “It was from the hospital.” The Fifth’s voice was tense.


  Tallent finished his tea, helped himself to the last slice of toast. Then—“Give me that torch,” he ordered.


  The Fifth gave him the torch. He gave him the Indian Club. Still Tallent didn’t hurry himself. He was unwilling to leave the bridge. He knew—he knew—that once away from that familiar ground he would be venturing into terrae incognitae more perilous than any dreamed up by the ancient cartographers.


  But he had to go.


  He was sweating when he got to the after end of the boat deck, the hospital cabins. He could have sworn that the ship was down by the head—it was uphill all the way. The door into the fore and aft alleyway was jammed—but at last Tallent managed to wrench it open. He was helped in this from the other side, by somebody pushing. It was the Surgeon. He was in pajamas, with a reefer jacket over the incongruously gaudy striped pattern.


  Behind him was the Sister. She was in uniform still, stiff and starched, impeccably correct. She was carrying something—a bundle, it could have been, a large bundle, wrapped in a bed sheet. There was a dark stain on the sheet.


  “Stand back,” said Jeff quietly.


  “What are you doing? What have you got there?” Half unconsciously, Tallent raised his club.


  “Stand back!”


  There was a scalpel in the Surgeon’s right hand. Some of it gleamed—the gleam of bright, keen metal. Some of it glistened redly. Tallent, hating himself, fell back. A man with a club he could have faced, or a man with a gun. But he hated and dreaded steel.


  Walking slowly, carefully, Lizzie made her way to the rail. For a moment she held her burden poised over the sea—then it was gone. There was a faint splash.


  Jeff sagged wearily. He drew his hand across his sweating forehead. It left a red mark.


  “Who was that screaming?” demanded the Second Mate. “Was it Carolin? Miss Carr?”


  “Yes.”


  “I want to see her.”


  “You can’t.”


  “Why . . .?”


  “She’s dead. She’s—there!” The Surgeon pointed astern. “She’s well down by this time—we weighted her . . .”


  Realization flooded over Tallent. He raised his club. The naked scalpel was no longer a menace. But he was seized from behind. Strong she was, the Nursing Sister. She had been strong enough to carry a grown woman forty feet along alleyway and deck, to lift her over tire rail. She was strong enough to pinion a man’s arms from behind.


  “We had to do it,” she whispered fiercely.


  “Yes,” muttered the Surgeon, looking down at his stained hands. “The children . . .”


  “Damn the children,” said Lizzie. “The ship . . . Fifteen years in this one ship—it’s a long time. And I like her too well to let her go the same way as Waratah and Anglo-Australian, and all the others. That woman—the gateway to and from the Unknown. I watched her as she slept—saw the shadows gather, half shadow, half substance, and coming—from her . . . And that . . . Other World was closer all the time, with every hour, with every minute . . .


  “Go to the bridge! Tell Captain Jenkins that we’ve murdered a passenger! Tell him we’ve saved his ship!” Then—“No,” she half whispered. “My ship . . .”


  “Yes,” said Jeff. “Tell him. It’ll be our word against yours—and there are two of us. She walked in her sleep, I tell you. Or it could have been suicide.”


  Lizzie relaxed her grip. The Surgeon raised his scalpel again, but Tallent ignored him. He let his club fall with a loud clatter to the deck, but it didn’t matter. He turned, started to walk, then ran towards the bridge. It would be seconds only before the steam whistle would bellow its three long blasts—Man Overboard—before the handles of the engine room telegraphs jangled to Stand By, before the useless, lighted lifebuoy bobbed on the heaving surface of the dark sea. It would be short minutes only before the glaring lights came on, before the accident boat crept down its creaking falls and pulled away on its fruitless search.


  Overhead, the thick curtain of stratus was sliding back and away from the friendly stars. Tallent knew, as he ran, that even while the clamor of alarm shattered the warm serenity of the night it would be, in spite of the tragedy it would underline, commonplace.


  The gateway was shut.


  The Big Tick


  Ross Rocklynne


  The watch warned him, unceasingly. It was driving him insane, but he had to escape that smug, certain death.


  “I CALLED you in from your desk, Davidge, because, frankly, I’m disappointed in your work.”


  Edward Cobber’s smooth cold hands arranged the papers on his desk in precise squared order. He was, indeed, a precise man in all ways. His office was as perfect as the right angle could make it. Furniture avoided corners. Pictures hung straight. No item in the room was guilty of a hypotenuse. He laid his arms along the flat arms of his erect chair, looking straight into the eyes of the huddled man facing him.


  Some of the perceptive keenness that had made Davidge one of the best sales managers in the agency showed in the proud lift of his graying head.


  “I’ve waited to discuss it for a long time, sir,” he said.


  “There seems to be very little to discuss, Davidge,” remarked the younger man, as he frowningly flipped papers. “Here’s the July sales report. What do you suppose Mr. Watkins will say about the steady decline in sales? What? And July should have been a good month, a very good month.


  “Then look at this pusher-letter you sent Manning. I’m terribly disappointed, Davidge, terribly. Manning’s a good boy. Makes a very fine showing. But we don’t tell him that, do we? It took the fine edge off his work. Really, Davidge, after eleven years in this office. How can I ever explain this to Mr. Watkins?”


  “If you’ll allow me to tell you—” said Davidge.


  “Yes?”


  Davidge was normally a quiet, hunched man of persistent, driving energy. He said, dully, “It’s my watch, sir.”


  He drew a thick gold timepiece from his vest pocket.


  “It belonged to my father. Don’t you hear it—tick, sir?”


  Cobber experienced a deep revulsion when he observed that Davidge’s thick-browed eyes were wide and anxiously staring. “Hear it tick? Yes—”


  “It’s not—loud?”


  “Loud?”


  Davidge smiled, a tired, haggard smile that fitted very well with the deep corrugations around his mouth.


  “It’s loud. Like a velvet-covered hammer beating against ice. Muted but clear. A heavy pounding, sometimes a thud like your own heart-beat amplified. And it’s been going on for six weeks, sir.


  “I don’t know what started it, sir, where it came from. But I know it began six weeks ago—six weeks ago today. That was on June 18, the day I brought in the Spurling account. Mr. Watkins—well, Mr. Watkins congratulated me personally on the deal, if you’ll remember.”


  A tight little swelling came and went in Cobber’s brown throat. “Of course. It seemed best to let you take the credit.”


  Davidge nodded. “Thank you, sir. Anyway, that was the day it started. The big tick. When I got to my apartment it suddenly started. I didn’t believe it at first. I laughed. And then I was going around the apartment with my head in my hands. I thought I was insane. I missed my wife more then than any time in the six years she’s been gone. Oh, I came out of it after awhile. I buried the watch under some pillows. That muffled it. And I made other tests. It obeyed the laws of sound. Giving it the scientific treatment, you understand.”


  He laughed bitterly. “But after a week, I knew there wasn’t any explaining it. Nobody else heard it. The big tick. I—I guess my work began to be affected.”


  Cobber could hardly bear to meet Davidge’s harrowed eyes. Everything in him that demanded the clean ponderables involving perpendicular lines was incensed by the stumbling fantasy this strange person was telling. Men and words should stand erect. When they didn’t, those nearby must perform the indignity of leaning to understand.


  “Perhaps,” said Cobber, “You should have let the watch run down.”


  “I did, sir.”


  “Or leave it at home while you were at work.”


  “I did, sir.” In the shadowed craters of his eyes his agony swam.


  “And still you heard this so-called ‘big tick’ ?”


  Davidge’s chest rose in a deep grasp at air.


  “I’m sorry it’s so hard for you to believe, sir. The watch was an obsession. I had to wear it. I had to keep it wound. I had to know if it was ticking big. Or if it wasn’t. And I had to know if the rest of the office force heard it. I never could quite believe they didn’t. I would have given anything if they had.”


  To have to sit here and see Davidge withering this way. Cobber rose.


  “Davidge,” he said, his voice earnest, “a good deal of my life I’ve lived to a pattern. I haven’t done badly. No bad habits, no irregularities. At least, Mr. Watkins entrusts me to handle his business. That’s why I think I’m qualified to give you advice. Your private life, of course, should be none of my business—”


  Davidge interrupted almost vehemently. “I don’t drink, sir! I don’t run around.” He collapsed again, rubbing the back of his furry hand over his wet forehead. “I’ve never done things to excess, sir. That’s why I’ve come to think—”


  “Well?”


  “You’ve heard, sir, of the sands of time—running out? For awhile now I’ve felt that the loud tick of my watch is a warning that I don’t have much time—that when the ticking stops I’ll stop too—”


  “I see.” A hard knot grew in Cobber’s stomach. He felt ill. To have to stand here and see a mind decompose. At least, it told him what he had to do.


  “Davidge,” he said, staring straight past those anxious eyes. “Davidge—. See here, old man.” Cobber sat down heavily.


  “Davidge,” he said slowly, “take a month off. With full pay, of course. And then, if your position is still vacant—”


  The thought stood alone for Davidge to examine as he wished. Davidge seemed to crumble. Then he dragged himself erect, staring at the gold watch which he still held in his hand. He let it slip from his fingers to the rug. He walked slowly out of the room, in much the same spiritless way he had come in.


  Thoughtfully Cobber picked up the watch, placing it absently on his desk, in precise line with the onyx paper weight.


  DAVIDGE died that evening on his way home. The car was just turning the corner when Davidge stumbled over the curb. It wasn’t a heavy blow, but when the crowd gathered, Davidge’s eyes were already glazed. Cobber heard it from his secretary the next morning. For several minutes he sat precisely erect, reviewing what Davidge told him the day before.


  For Davidge, the “big tick” had ceased.


  Cobber couldn’t quite get Davidge off his mind. He was annoyed that he should feel guilty. He hated to think that Davidge, having been eased out of the firm, hadn’t had his mind on his surroundings, and so had stumbled into the path of the car.


  But that was ridiculous. What had happened was that Davidge had acquired the psychopathic notion that a watch was ticking his life away. (As, indeed, do not all watches tick our lives away?) To lend more weight to the fantasy of the “big tick,” Davidge imagined that when the ticking stopped he in turn would stop.


  In order to stop the maddening tick of his watch, Davidge had unconsciously committed suicide.


  Cobber breathed more easily. He quickly decided to place the watch with Davidge’s belongings, and to return it to his estate. He kept on putting this off, however. He did not know why. Nor did he know exactly why he kept the watch wound, except that his precise habits made it impossible to abide a man or machine that didn’t function.


  MONTHS passed. Then, one morning, Cobber came into his office and the watch was ticking big.


  At first, Cobber thought men were working in the street. Then he understood. The light of the sun seemed to fluctuate in a great blanketing motion, like the leaf of a great book turning over. He opened the drawer where the watch was kept. The big tick sounded like steady blows on a muted anvil.


  Instantly Cobber knew Davidge as he had never known any other man in his life.


  He knew that this was the sound Davidge had so hopelessly tried to explain to him. He understood what Davidge had gone through. He knew that he, Cobber, would run the same gauntlet—if he let himself.


  He, Cobber, must therefore never, after this, allow himself to believe that this monstrous swinging tingk! tongk! ever occurred, either actually or as the result of a devil’s trick played on him by subterranean conscience. He must immediately get rid of the watch.


  Immediately!


  Cobber walked to the window, shoved it open, held the watch over emptiness. He would drop it smashing to the street three stories below. Then a wavering weakness descended on him. He might hurt somebody.


  Cobber put the watch in his pocket. It seemed to have increased in weight as a result of its peculiarity. He went into the street, intending to drop the watch into a city waste receptacle. Each time he attempted this, he imagined that somebody was watching him.


  He passed in front of a moving street car, with the idea of letting the watch fall into the grooved track. A youngster on skates was watching him from the curb. He knew the youngster would run out and try to get the watch. He kept the watch clutched in his hand.


  Chilled to the bone, he decided to return to the office.


  As he started back across the street, he stepped quickly back toward the curb and felt his heart give a great crash against his chest. His body trembled. For a second he imagined a heavy car turning the corner. There was none. He bit his lips until tears came to his eyes. A few moments later he was safely at his desk.


  The big tick was so prominent in his ears that he was unable to dictate. He dismissed his secretary. With an effort he pulled himself together. He cleared his desk, cleaned out drawers until the superficial trivia of his surroundings were neatly squared off.


  Then he sat precisely erect, smoothing his hair and resting his arms laxly on the arms of his chair. He now retreated into his intellect, the place from which he could best defend himself.


  Obviously, he had a guilt complex about Davidge’s death. He had manufactured that uncanny tingkl tongk! as proof that Davidge had been telling the truth, that it was the watch which had foretold his death. That would relieve Cobber of responsibility.


  Obviously, reasoned Cobber, he was imagining the whole thing.


  When he left work that evening, the watch remained in his desk drawer. He would leave it there. Nothing would make him return for it. He was strong. He was not like Davidge.


  But as he pressed in the clutch of his car, hot torment poured through him.


  To know if the big tick was sounding. To know!


  He returned to the office. But even before he opened the door, he heard it.


  He fled.


  Somewhere, soon, death lay in wait for him. Near a street corner, as it had for Davidge. In a collision. Somewhere along the precise, ordered path of his life, he would meet it.


  That night he did not sleep, but lay awake in the haunting silence.


  “You’ve heard, sir,” Davidge said, “of the sands of time running out?”


  Cobber’s hands clutched his pillow.


  In the morning, a rare silence filled the office. Cobber’s heart leaped. With a gesture obscenely animal, he pulled open the drawer. The watch was there.


  Slowly, the abysmal truth dawned. He sagged to a seat, wet forehead supported by the tips of his fingers. Very well. He had forgotten to wind the watch. He would leave in unwound.


  For an hour he endured it. The silence. The not-knowing that had plagued Davidge before him. Then he wound the watch. The big ticking resumed after a moment, and then slid into the steady beating of a hammer crashing through his skull. And at last he understood why he could not make himself dispose of the watch. It was meant to warn him. As long as the big tick sounded, he was in mortal danger.


  He must somehow stop the big tick.


  Davidge had stopped it by dying. That was not the way.


  And now a cool wind of triumph blew through his brain.


  Davidge had accepted his destiny. Cobber would make no such mistake. He had six weeks—the same time that was given Davidge. He needed only to get past the grim death factor hidden somewhere in the next six weeks’ mesh of events.


  The precisely patterned life of Edward Cobber now proceeded according to a scheme that confounded his associates. He frequently arrived late—or early. He was quite apt to leave the office for minutes or hours at a time. If he missed an important call at these times, he smiled with tight-lipped satisfaction. Perhaps, by default, he had stayed on this side of the line beyond which lay death.


  The watch, which he carried always, ticked on.


  He took several physical examinations. He was fit. Was the watch warning him of accidental death? Perhaps. Considering this, he indulged in the most unexpected reversals of decision.


  With deliberately impolite excuses, for instance, he changed important luncheon dates to three o’clock cocktail-bar meetings.


  He was not a drinking man, but that, too, was part of his battle against the charted future.


  Walking across an intersection, it became habitual for him to reverse directions, without warning to himself and much less to Fate. On one such occasion, he had no sooner pivoted on one heel than a speeding car whizzed through the space he had occupied.


  He knew he would have been killed in the collision.


  But when the buzzing fright in his ears abated, his disappointment was profound and dizzying. He heard the clear tingk! tongk! of Davidge’s watch. For the rest of the morning he was unable to do more than stare unseeingly at the sales reports and rather meager order blanks his disturbed secretary placed on his desk.


  He continued to choose erratic routes home. He angered his wife by staying out late or all night. Often he arrived at work looking the worse for wear, a condition which had his staff buzzing.


  Cobber, however, was satisfied. The weeks were passing. Somewhere along the way, perhaps often, he was neatly sidestepping his grim opponent.


  Statistically, his chances were getting better every day. Finally the six weeks would be gone—and the big tick would cease.


  It was on the very last day of those six weeks, the first day of May, that Edward Cobber came to realize his blunder.


  May the first. Tomorrow it would be over. He would be alive or dead. He would have remained home in a state of perfect stasis if it was not for his wife’s nagging presence. But he went to the office.


  He sat before his desk, in a kind of rigid blankness. If he could live through today. If he could exist past the hour of five o’clock, when Davidge had died. He made an attempt to return to his squared-off thinking. He straightened in his chair. He lay his arms along the arms of his chair. He planted his feet firmly.


  Now. He would stay here the rest of the day, unmoving.


  Nothing could touch him.


  The interoffice communicator buzzed. There was a shearing away of the sharpened corners of his thoughts. The wind of fear droned through his brain.


  “Mr. Watkins to see you, sir,” said his secretary softly.


  And at once Cobber realized the cyclic nature of events, the inevitable frustration of man against time.
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  Visitor from Nowhere


  B. Traven


  A strange story of the ancient Aztecs by the author of TREASURE OF THE SIERRA MADRE


  I


  A MEXICAN had sold me fifty acres of raw land located in the midst of dense tropical bush. I’d paid him twenty-five pesos down, and the balance was to be paid on receiving the titles.


  I built myself a sort of hut, Indian fashion, and started cultivating the soil. It was no easy task, what with that jungle all around me, but anyway I started.


  Soon I learned that I wasn’t the only white man in that region. A one hour’s ride on my pony brought me to my nearest neighbor—a Doctor Cranwell.


  The village, inhabited by Indian peasants, was twelve miles away, and the depot was eighteen. Close to the depot, two American families were trying their luck. Besides farming, and buying and shipping charcoal and fuel produced by Indians, each of the families ran a sickly-looking general store.


  Doc Cranwell’s ranch was situated on a hill in the midst of the bush, just as was my own place. He was all by himself in a three-room, crudely constructed bungalow. I didn’t know why he had buried himself in that jungle, and I never tried to find out. It was none of my business.


  He did a little farming, or what he said was farming. He had a couple of cows, a couple of horses, three mules, and a score of beehives. Wild birds were after the bees all the time, catching them as they left or returned to the hives. That limited the bees’ production to just enough for the doc to have some honey for breakfast now and them.


  His closest neighbors were two Indian families who lived about half a mile from his ranch. The men were employed by him as farm hands, while their women attended to his little domestic affair.


  He spent most of the time reading. When he wasn’t reading, he just sat on the porch of his bungalow, staring down at the thousand square miles of jungle, spread out before his view in a cheerless color of dull, dusty green. It was a bright green only during four months of each year.


  A score of Indian settlements, none consisting of more than three families, were scattered over that vast region, but the only way you could tell they were there was by the smoke which at certain hours of the day could be seen playing above those hidden jacalitos.


  The average person could get tired, perhaps even go insane, if he had no other object to look at but such an immense space of gloomy jungle. The doctor, though, liked this view.


  So did I. I could gaze over that jungle for hours on end without ever getting tired of it. It wasn’t what I could actually see that interested me. It was being able to imagine the big and little episodes which were happening in those thorny thickets down there. There wasn’t a minute’s rest in the eternal battle for survival; for love. Creation and destruction. . . . I wasn’t sure, but I guessed that the doctor felt the same way. Only he never said so.


  My place was on the same mountain ridge as the doctor’s, though slightly lower than his. I was farther away from any neighbors. Very rarely did I feel lonesome. But when it happened, I saddled my pony and called on the doctor, just to see a human face and hear a human voice.


  A tropical jungle is so rich with life that you simply cannot become desolate if you feel the whole universe in every little insect, in every lizard, in every chirp, in every rustle of leaves, in every shape and color of a flower. But, once in a while, I did have sort of a spell of fright and a sinking in my heart. It was something like being on a solo flight, surrounded by clouds, with the motor idling and with no instruments to guide you. Or like sitting alone in a small boat, far off the coast, with no bird in sight, on a quiet sea, and dusk falling.


  The doctor was not much of a talker. Living in the tropical bush all by yourself makes you silent . . . although very rich in thought. There is never one second of the day or night when the bush does not talk to you, whether with its never-dying voices, or by its permanent growing and decaying. Inevitably you reach the conclusion that life has but one meaning: “Enjoy it as long as it lasts and get the most out of it—for death is within you from the moment you are born.”


  The doctor and I would often sit in our rocking chairs for two or three hours without either of us saying a single word. Yet, somehow, we felt happy.


  II


  Now and then the doctor would say, “You know that little lake up there on the other side of the ridge, close to that patch of prairie? Well, there’s a primitive palm hut near by. It’s going to pieces now. I wonder who built it. I have all sorts of calculations about who might’ve set it up to live there all alone—maybe it was even somebody with a murder on his conscience. One afternoon I rode by there. I got off about thirty feet away and went the rest of the way on foot. I looked inside the opening that’s supposed to be a door, and I saw—I saw—I—”


  Here the doctor would slow his words until they faded into a mumble. A few seconds later, this mumble, too, would trickle off—and yet I could clearly see that he was still telling his strange adventure, though he was telling it to himself alone.


  I knew he thought I could hear his tale, and I refrained from telling him that I could not distinguish one word of what he was saying. One story, more or less, doesn’t count, as long as it isn’t a story you have lived yourself.


  Again, on other occasions, he would start off, “. . . and . . . and . . . yes, as I was saying—there was the day when I happened to be in a very dense part of the bush. It was dark there in the thicket, but the bright sun was heavy upon the tops of the trees. You have to stop and wait in silence for half an hour or so before the bush will let you see or hear something of interest. I observed a tarantula cautiously crawling on the decaying trunk of an ebony tree.


  “It was a dark-brown, very hairy beast the size of my hand. On the ground and close to that same tree, two huge black scorpions moved more cautiously still, both apparently not seeing the tarantula.—any more than the tarantula was aware of the two scorpions. I thought it strange for scorpions to be walking about in the daytime. They rarely do. Now the tarantula and the two scorpions moved in the same direction, the three having their eyes fixed on a—on a—a—”


  At this point he fell into his customary mumble and soon his voice faded out.


  Sometimes, when watching the doctor, I was under the impression that he was dead, that he had died many years ago and was kept alive for no other reason but that he had forgotten wholly that he was dead, since no one had noticed it and told him so. On such occasions I thought that if I could make a newspaper print a short note announcing his passing away, and if I showed him that note, he might actually fall dead at the same instant, and half an hour later wither away so rapidly that he would take on the appearance of a man buried fifty years ago.


  I didn’t have these ideas often—only when I saw him sitting in his chair, silently, without moving, gazing down upon the gray ocean of the jungle with eyes that hardly blinked and that seemed to be dead and empty.


  Then again, on other days, I would find him very lively and active, given to easy talk of ordinary daily happenings at his place, even of such common affairs as the beating one of the men who worked for him had given his woman, with the result that the woman couldn’t see out of her blackened eyes.


  Once, when he was in the mood for talking, I asked him if he’d ever written a book. It seemed to me that he had a way of telling things which would make him a great writer if he’d only take the pains.


  “A book?” he said. “One book? One only? Fifteen, or—let me see—I think it must be eighteen. Yes . . . eighteen books. That’s what I’ve written. Eighteen books.”


  “Published?”


  “No. Never published. What for?”


  “For people to read them.”


  “Nonsense. For people to read them? There are thousands of books—great books—which they have never read. Why should I give them more if they don’t read the ones they already have?”


  “You might’ve published the books to become famous, or to make a lot of money.”


  “Money? Money for books I write? Don’t make me laugh. Besides, I’ve got enough money to lead the life I do. Why should I want more? What for? And as to fame—don’t be silly, Gales. Fame! What is fame, after all? It stinks to hell and heaven, fame does. Today I am famous. Today my name is printed on the front page of all the papers in the world. Tomorrow, perhaps fifty people can still spell my name correctly. Day after tomorrow I may starve to death and nobody cares. That’s what you call fame. You shouldn’t use such a word. Not you. Of course, there’s another fame—the glorious one, the fame that reaches you after you’re dead, and when nobody knows where, your bones are bleaching. And what good does it do you to be famous after you’ve kicked off? It makes me sick even to speak about fame. It’s the bunk.”


  “Okay, Doc. Let’s can it. Forget it. Anyway, I think a good book—the kind I reckon you’d write—is always welcome to readers who appreciate good books.”


  “Provided the books reach the readers they’re meant for. This happens now and then, maybe, but very rarely.”


  “Perhaps you’re right, Doc. I’ve never given that problem any special thought. By all means, though, I’d like to read the books you wrote. Can I have them? At least one or two of them?”


  “If I still had them, I guess I wouldn’t want you to read them. But I don’t have them. They’ve gone back to where they came from. Eternity, you know. I got full satisfaction out of my books in writing them. In fact, I think I got far more satisfaction than any writer who has had his work published will ever get.”


  “Sorry, Doc,” I said. “But I don’t see the point.”


  “Not so difficult,” he said. “It’s like this. Once a book is published, the writer’s satisfaction—if he is a true artist and not just a merchant—is marred by scores of things which have no connection with the pillars on which the universe rests. You see, I think of books as pillars of the universe. If a book is truly yours, it hurts your soul and heart to think of mailing it to a publisher. At least that’s the way I felt, and still feel.


  “Whenever I had finished a book, I read it, revised it, made changes which I thought essential to make it perfect—as nearly perfect as I could ever make it—and when this was done I felt happy and satisfied beyond measure. As soon as I had that satisfaction, I destroyed the book.”


  “You did what, Doc?” I said. “You don’t mean—”


  “Yep, I meant it. That’s exactly what I did. Sometimes I think that the trouble with people today is that we don’t destroy enough of the things and systems which we believe perfect . . . and by destroying them make room for absolutely new and different things and systems infinitely more perfect than the ones we destroyed. Have you ever destroyed something which you loved, or which you thought the finest and most perfect object under heaven? Have you?”


  “No, Doc—at least not that I know of.” I felt cold along my spine.


  “If you haven’t, try it some day. Try it once or more than once. If you’re the right kind of man, one who can do it without remorse, you’ll see for yourself how great a satisfaction you’ll get out of it and how happy it will make you. You’ll feel like you’re newly born. Be like God, who destroys with his left hand what he created with his right.”


  “Who wants to be like God?” I said. “Not me.”


  “Depends. Frequently I think how different our art, our writings, our techniques, our architecture, our achievements would be—if, let’s say, at the year sixteen-hundred-fifty, everything which man had made so far would have been destroyed so thoroughly that no human would have been able to remember what a cart wheel had looked like, and whether the Venus de Milo had been a painting or a poem or a ship’s keel, and whether democracies and monarchies had meant something to eat or church bells. As far as I’m concerned, I am convinced that the world would likely be a hundred times better place to live in today if mankind had a chance now and then to discard all tradition and history and start fresh with no worn-out ideas and opinions to hamper the birth of an entirely new world.”


  III


  One morning when I went to see the doctor, he said, “Very good, Gales. I’m glad you came in. I was just going to send for you. I have to go back to the States today. Got to attend to a certain affair which has been pending for quite some time. Of course, I might skip it altogether. I’m not much interested in the outcome, anyway. But there’s a score of books, of very rare books, which I’ve been after for years. Seems that now, owing to a change in circumstances, I’ve got a good chance to get them at last. So, I can combine both matters on the same occasion. I’m positive I can be back inside of eight weeks. Still, I’m thinking about the place. It isn’t that these Indians really steal—it’s just that they think you’ve left everything to the jungle, or to them, or to whoever comes along and takes the trouble to pick it up. Well, how about it? Will you mind the place while I’m away?”


  “All right by me, Doc,” I said. “Guess I can put in eight weeks easily. What is time here, anyway? It goes as fast as it comes. Sure, I’ll stay here and keep tigers and lions off the porch.”


  “It’s the dry season,” he said, “so there isn’t much you can do at your place, except cleaning out two or three acres. And that can wait without hurting you much. I’ll tell Ambrosio to take two mules and go with you, and “bring your things up here. Nobody will steal your roof.”


  He chuckled. His hands must have told him that the roof I had made was safe from marauders. Any Indian would be ashamed to have such a roof on his jacal.


  “Of course,” he went on, “I ought to tell you that you’ll be all alone here while I’m away. The two families working for me are going to visit their relatives to celebrate a few weddings and a dozen baptizings, as I understand. They won’t be back for ten weeks. There isn’t any important work to do around here on account of the season. So I let them have their vacation now. They would go anyway, permission or no permission. You won’t have much trouble with the animals. They look out for themselves. Let them have some maize three or four mornings every week. Examine them occasionally for open wounds to see that no worms are growing in them. You’ll find two gallons of creoline and some other things in that shed over there, if you need anything to cure them with.”


  “Don’t worry, Doc,” I said. “I’ll feel just fine here. And I can do swell without any neighbors around here, anyhow. The animals will be okay. Don’t I know what farm life is like? Don’t you worry a bit. Leave everything to its own ways and leave all the rest to me.”


  When I returned with my tools, kettles, pans, blankets, mosquito bar, cot, and what I had on, the doctor was all set to leave.


  “Make use of whatever you find in the house,” he said. “Whenever you need something, just look in the boxes, cases, drawers and on the shelves. Help yourself to whatever you find. You’ll have plenty of milk, and more eggs than you can eat.”


  He didn’t have much baggage. Just two lean suitcases. He loaded them on a mule and then mounted his horse. Horse and mule were to be left with one of the American farmers by the depot.


  “Well, hasta luego,” he called, and rode off.


  IV


  I sat on the porch for an hour or so, gazing down upon the jungle sea, following in my mind the doctor’s ride to the depot. Late in the afternoon I would see a thin smoke ribbon creeping over the surface of the jungle and close to the horizon, which would indicate the train in which the doctor was going home.


  Home . . .?


  Aw, the hell with it. Forget it. Home is where I was, and nowhere else.


  For the first time since I’d known the doctor, I went inside his house. We’d always had our coffee or tea on the porch, and I’d never gone beyond it.


  He was well stocked with canned food. There were enough groceries to hold out for half a year if necessary. During the rainy season the nearest general store often could not be reached for a period of as long as two months. Neither man nor mule could pass the muddy and swampy stretches without sinking into them up to his knees, and sometimes even deeper.


  The doc had told me to look around so that I’d know where to find things. I began with the table in the corner. I pulled out the drawer, hoping to find an old magazine. There weren’t any. Just some bills and other papers in which I had no interest.


  I stepped out on the porch again and pushed the rocking chair close to the farthest corner. Then I sat down and looked over that greenish-gray sea of jungle. I could think of nothing. My mind came to rest. A wonderful feeling of tranquility took possession of my soul and body. I forgot earth, and heaven.


  The eternal singing of the jungle, so soothing to the nerves once you have become used to it, lulled me into slumber, and I did not awaken until I heard the pitiful, harsh shriek of an animal caught by its enemy in the depths of the jungle.


  V


  It was during the next forenoon that I came upon the doctor’s library.


  The books were carefully kept in bookcases, which in turn were lined with tin sheets to protect them from tropical insects and from dampness and mildew during the rainy seasons. Apparently Doc had discovered the secret of how to keep books well preserved in the tropics. The books were in excellent condition.


  The collection was a treasure. Most of the books were about ancient Indian civilizations which used to exist in Mexico, Central America, Peru, Ecuador, and Bolivia. They treated of Indian history, traditions, religion, language, arts, craftsmanship and architecture. Many were on the so-called archaic culture of the early inhabitants of the Americas.


  Some of the books were richly illustrated with ancient Indian hieroglyphs and with old Indian paintings. There were books and manuscripts dating as far back as the first half of the sixteenth century.


  As far as I could judge, practically all the books were first editions. Only a few of them might have been other than firsts, and perhaps there had been no more than fifty copies printed of some of them. In early times, certain books of a scientific or historic nature were printed by order of book lovers who paid for the entire limited edition in advance.


  Some of the manuscripts, documents, and parchments might easily have been the only ones still in existence. The value of that library could never be estimated in money alone.


  As I learned later from other persons, the doctor had built up this unique library by hunting books and documents all over the republic—in monasteries, convents, old churches, in haciendas, and in out-of-the-way ranches. He had bought them from old families and from Indian peasants, from priests and from teachers in little country schools, and from soldiers and officers who had come into possession of books and manuscripts during the long revolution when convents, churches, and haciendas had been plundered.


  He must have spent many, many years in collecting so many rare books. It seemed that when he’d obtained all the books he wanted or ever hoped to get, he’d buried himself in that jungle region to be alone with his treasure and enjoy it in a peaceful surrounding.


  That he had left me alone with that priceless treasure without even mentioning it proved how much confidence he had in me.


  I had not seen a single book in more than a year. I had hungered for them as a man living in a great city may hunger for green woods, blue lakes, murmuring creeks and cloudless days. And now I was standing before the very books I’d so much desired to read ever since that day I first heard of the great, mysterious civilization which existed and flourished to the south long before Columbus ever thought of sailing to what he believed to be a new world.


  VI


  I was soon completely under the spell of the histories and mythologies. I forgot the present. I forgot to cook my meals. I felt no physical hunger. J milked the cows as if I were in a dream, and I drank the milk and swallowed the eggs right where I gathered them in order not to lose a single precious hour.


  I read from sunrise until midnight, day in and day out. The lamp I had was just an ordinary kitchen lamp which didn’t give much light. I did not mind. I put the lamp as close to the pages as possible.


  It was so hot that the days seemed to be wrapped in flames, but I felt no discomfort. When at times I took notice of the tropics and heard the eternal singing of the bush, I considered all this not as something real but rather a part of the histories and narratives which I was reading. Everything that I read about had happened in the same country or nearby, under the same blazing sun, with the same insects and the same singing of the jungle.


  Stories, time, tropical sun, the singing bush, the bites and stings of mosquitoes the constant whirring of multitudes of moths around the lamp, one occasional gaze over the dream-gray jungle ocean now and then—all that melted into a unit. Often I was not quite sure whether I had read a certain episode or description or seen it or dreamed it. I didn’t know whether the fiery tropical sun was actually shining upon the corrugated iron roof of the bungalow or whether I was only reading about it in connection with a battle which the Aztecs fought against the Chichimecs.


  Sometimes it happened that I didn’t realize when day had gone and night fallen. I had been reading by the light of the little lamp, yet I could not remember that I had lit the lamp. I could not recall when and how I had brought the lamp in, set it on the table before me, filled it up with kerosene and put a match to its wick. But there was the lamp right by my side and it had been there for a certain length of time.


  I had done these things unconsciously while my mind was fully concentrated on the great events of the Tarascans, the Otomis, the Toltecs, the Totonacs, or whatever the people were about whom I was reading.


  My only fear was that the doctor might return before I had finished with the books. Although he had left the treasure with me without saying one word about it, I felt positive that he would not let me have one book once he was home again. I knew he would be jealous and nervous and fear that he might lose a book if he lent it.


  I was reading constantly, marvelling that such various cultures and great civilizations had existed in the Americas at a time when the Romans were still semi-savages and the Britons ate the brains of the bravest of their enemies slain in battle.


  It all read like a fairy tale, but then again it was so very sober and logical. Somehow, every book read easily—like excellent fiction. Some of the books were in English, a few in French, and the majority in Spanish. The language used in any case was so vivid that the bungalow, the ranch, the patches of prairie, even the bush seemed to become populated with people I read about. Not for one single hour did I feel lonely. I was constantly under the impression that the people of the books were near me.


  I began to look at the surrounding country, and at the natives, in a different way. So far I had seen them only as ordinary peasants. But now, when a peasant passed the ranch and asked for a drink of water, I searched his face for a likeness to the ancient kings and nobles whose pictures I saw in the old paintings and hieroglyphs.


  But I was not satisfied with merely studying their faces; I studied their gestures, the manner in which they walked, the particular characteristics of their voices when they spoke to me.


  This material for practical study was scarce. For three, four, or even six days at a time, not one single wanderer would come this way. This was true because the main trail which communicated with the principal hamlets and settlements did not pass by the doctor’s.


  VII


  One morning, after having slept badly, I decided to give myself a rest from so much reading lest I should lose my connection with the real world in which I had to live. I ate a hearty breakfast and took a stroll through the bush for exercise.


  After walking for two hours along a trail which I could see had not been used for months, I suddenly realized that I was far in the depths of the bush where I had never been before, although I had thought I knew the region very well.


  I stopped for a moment to get my bearings, wondering whether I ought to go on and learn where this new trail might eventually lead, when I was filled with a sense of the desolation of that dense jungle creeping around me like the horror of an ugly nightmare. What if I should be lost? What if I should have to spend the night here in the depths of the jungle?


  Looking around to see from which direction I had come and hoping to see a certain mark familiar to me, I saw a thin ribbon of smoke curling above the trees hardly a quarter of a mile away. There had been no thunder storms for months, so the smoke I saw could not have been the result of lightning.


  I got to work with the machete I carried and began cutting my way through to the point where I had seen the smoke. Finally I came upon an open space in the jungle.


  An Indian coal-burner was squatting before his primitive kiln, a mound of chopped mahogany covered with earth. The Indian watched the play of smoke around the kiln as if he were meditating on where the smoke might go.


  No move or gesture indicated that he had heard my approach. Still, I knew he must have heard my cutting through the underbrush. Somehow I was sure that he was perfectly conscious of somebody near him. Had he believed me to be an animal of the wilds, he would have taken an attitude of alertness.


  I was still hidden from him by the dense foliage, but now I stepped out of hiding and went straight up to him.


  He showed no surprise.


  “Buenas tar des, señor,” I greeted.


  “Good afternoon to you, señor. Welcome. Be seated. Visitors are rare around here.”


  I offered him tobacco and corn leaves and we rolled our cigarettes. He had a strange way of rolling his, I noted, a way I’d never seen before anywhere. But I suppose there are a hundred and one ways a cigarette may be rolled.


  His brown skin had a certain yellowish-copper tint which made it look like bronze mixed with gold. He was slim but wiry. The features of his face were fine-drawn, and they had a noble symmetry which indicated that he must be of high intelligence even though he might be ignorant of reading and writing.


  There were two things about him which I thought strange.


  One was that he had a beard. Beards among Indians are not frequent. The purer the blood, the rarer the beard. A white man, of course, would hardly call such thin silky hairs a beard. For an Indian, however, this flimsy chin web of his would entitle him to be named “The Bearded One.” This beard, insignificant as it was, gave not only his face but his whole person a certain dignity which most other Indians of that region lacked. It was a dignity by which he would stand out in a crowd of natives.


  The second strange thing I noticed was his hands. Indians in general, both men and women, have smaller and finer hands and feet than the white man has. But in spite of the hard work this man had to do as a charcoal-burner, he had hands so conspicuously fine and nobly shaped that I could not remember ever having seen hands like them before. At least not belonging to a real person. In old paintings, perhaps, one might find such hands. No great artist would paint or model such hands, because he would deny that any human being could have hands of this kind and still be human.


  These hands irritated me. They made me feel inferior to him. I could not believe it possible that a man, any man, might work as hard as did this charcoal-burner and still have hands like his.


  “Yes, señor, you are right,” he said in the course of our talk. “Yes, it is true that my ancestors have been princes of the people living in this region of land. On the same plain where today there is jungle, there used to be more than one hundred and twenty cities, towns and villages. There were sacred cities as well, temples and pyramids by the score, all of them covered now with earth—with a pitiful earth to protect them from profanity. Cities and towns destroyed; their inhabitants, once so happy, murdered by the Spaniards when they conquered our lands. Our people wanted peace. A contract was celebrated with the conquistadores. But these men, with no true god to guide their hearts, broke the treaty and our people took to arms to throw off the yoke with its tortures, terrors and slavery. The first army sent against us was defeated by our men.


  “Then the captain-general came with his special troops, and with him he brought twenty thousand hired Indian auxiliaries, traitors to their own blood. And he brought with him animals to ride on and cannons by which to spit fire on our warriors. Men, women, children were slaughtered without mercy. Our cities, villages and temples were burned to ashes.


  “Within six days, five hundred princes, nobles and chiefs were hanged by the Spaniards. These were the princes captured while three times as many perished in battle. Had it not been for faithful servants to take the children of six or seven of our kings and hide them in the mountains until the region was quiet again, I most likely would not be here. I would never have been born a member of a princely family.”


  As he was telling his story he did not look at me but kept watching the curling smoke ribbons on their way up in the air.


  Then he slowly turned his head and looked searchingly into my eyes.


  I had not observed his eyes before. But now, forced to look at them at close range, I noted that he had deep brown eyes of a warm, velvet tone. They were slightly dreamy, their lids covering about one-third of the iris. It might have been the back glare of the bright sun upon the sandy ground—but whatever the reason, he had in his eyes a very distinctive glittering fog. I had the curious feeling that no mortal man could possess such eyes. With such eyes a man might enslave the whole world should he decide on it.


  “You know the history of your people astonishingly well, señor,” I said. “Did you read it somewhere or learn it at a school?”


  “No, señor, I never read it. It was told to me by my father and my uncle, and it had been told to them by their fathers, and so on back to the times when it happened.”


  “Felling those iron-like trees and chopping them up and then making charcoal must be hard work,” I said.


  “It surely is hard work, señor,” he said. “Nonetheless, I like it. What is more, it is honest work, work we have done for thousands of years—ever since our god gave us fire. I can work alone, all by myself, without a master ordering me . . . a thing I would not like. Here I can sit and think for days and months and years while watching those little snakes of smoke playing about like faraway music that comes and goes and comes again. Do you notice, señor, that each snake curling out of its little hole has its very own way of creeping out, playing about and disappearing in the air? Each has its own life, its own story to tell, just like a man. But each has its own personality, while many a man has none at all. Don’t you think so, too, señor?”


  “You are right,” I said. “And I certainly believe that the work you do—while it may be hard—is honorable work.”


  “It makes me very happy, señor, to hear you say that. You asked me about your way back home, didn’t you?”


  The fact was that I had not asked him, though I had been thinking about it all the time I had been sitting on the ground beside him.


  “You are well out of your way, señor,” he said. “But you’ll be all right in a minute. See that green shrub? Turn to your right there and count two hundred well-measured paces. You will then come upon a path, which you follow to your left. Good luck and many thanks for coming here and paying me such a delightful visit. Mil gracias, señor, adiós.”


  I followed the way he had showed me, and I came upon the trail he had mentioned. When I was sure of my way once more, I stopped and turned around to see whether I might remember that trail if I ever returned.


  I could not make out the place where I had talked to the Indian. The more I looked around the more I became confused about even the direction from which I had come.


  VIII


  I arrived at the bungalow late in the afternoon. As soon as I finished dinner, I again buried myself in the books, more eager than ever to finish them before the doctor returned. I read as if I were in a fever. I always dropped on my cot at midnight as though all my limbs were filled with lead. Morning would not find me refreshed.


  My sleep was no longer sound. My temples often hammered and the veins of my arms and legs seemed to swell larger every day. My head frequently got so hot at night that I thought it might burst.


  All this, however, was only physical. Mentally, I felt happy and good. No longer did I live in the present; it seemed that I was living in the remote times of the books. Emotionally, I lived the lives of the people I was reading about. As I had no opportunity to speak to living people, save on those rare occasions when a peasant passed by, I spoke to the people living in the books.


  Gradually it came to me that I thought I could speak as those people did—that I could think their thoughts, and that I had their ideas and their outlooks on life.


  The feeling that I believed myself living in the past was particularly strong at night while reading by the weak light of that little kitchen lamp with all the doors open and with the eternal singing of the bush in my ears.


  IX


  One night, while reading a book on the civilization and history of the people of Texcoco, I happened to raise my eyes from the pages. It was not entirely of my own will that I had done so, I realized; it was more as if I had somehow been forced to. I had the curious impression that somebody else was with me in the room, that someone had been watching me for a length of time.


  How this amazing sensation had come to me became clear almost immediately.


  My active mind had been fully occupied with the book, whereas my subconscious mind, during the time I was reading, had carefully marked everything that was going on in the room. It was as if my subconscious mind had been trying to protect me against some sort of danger.


  During my travels in the tropical jungles, this new sense had slowly developed within me like a special instinct. Often that new sense had wakened me in my shack or in a tent—and when this happened I usually found something wrong inside or near the place. Once it was a rattler only five feet away; another time it was a tiger lured to the shack by the meat I had hung up to dry; once I found the tent just beginning to catch fire because an unexpected breeze had stirred up some nearly-dead embers and thrown them on the canvas.


  Now, while still reading, my subconscious mind had called upon me to be on my guard because something was not as it should be. Strange as it may appear, I very positively felt that no actual danger was threatening me. I felt calm and safe, though slightly irritated. This irritation had grown steadily stronger until I could no longer resist it. I had to look up to see what caused that annoyance.


  I turned my head.


  And there, in the middle of the room, stood an Indian. He gave me the impression that he had been standing there and watching me for some time. It might well have been ten minutes or so. And strange to say, at the very moment I looked at him I could tell exactly the page and line I had been reading when he entered.


  He looked straight at my face.


  With refined tact and patience he waited until I would speak to him. Quite obviously he had stepped up to the porch without making any noise. Seeing me busy with my book and paying no attention to him, he had finally entered, apparently hoping that I would notice him at once.


  It is the custom of the land that before entering a house one asks, “With your permission.” I was sure he had said so, and that I had, while reading, mumbled something which he had interpreted as, “Please come in.”


  Be that as it may, there he stood, motionless as a statue.


  He obviously regarded my looking at him as questioning what he had come for, because at that instant he bent a knee, touched the floor with the palm of his right hand, lifted his hand up to his head with the palm toward me and rose at the same time, holding that gesture.


  It was an odd sort of greeting; I couldn’t remember ever seeing an Indian salute that way before.


  “Good evening,” I said to him in Spanish.


  “Night is long and cold,” he began without actually answering my greeting in the manner I had expected. “Hogs do bother me. Oh, it is horrible, ever so horrible to be on defense and have nothing to defend with. Built up with sacred care so as to be sure and safe for eternity. Yet now decaying and breaking into pieces. Long is the night, oh, señor, long, dark, and cold. Above all and everything, though, it is the hogs. Hogs are the incarnation of all that means horror in this world and in the one beyond. Nothing on earth or anywhere else is more dreadful than hogs.”


  He raised one arm and pointed in a certain direction. Somehow his gesture did not agree with what he had just said. At least that was what I thought.


  What was I supposed to answer?


  I had not the vaguest idea of what he was talking about. It seemed confused. He was not drunk. His eyes were steady and there was no indication that he might be out of his mind or under the influence of a drug.


  Not knowing what to answer, I bent over my book, stalling for time. I caught up with the line I had been reading when I had lifted my eyes—and then a terrible thought flashed through my mind. What if the strain of constant loneliness and the continuous reading about strange people and bygone days were driving me insane? Of course there was the possibility that it was merely a fever or some other tropical sickness. I knew that certain fevers start by one’s seeing things and hearing voices which are not real.


  I found it difficult to define dearly where reality ended and imagination began.


  Just to say something, and hear my own voice sounding in the room, I asked, “Excuse me, señor, but what do you mean? I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. I’ll listen to your story, but please tell it plain—just one thing after another.”


  I looked up again. But he was gone. He had left as silently as he had entered.


  I stepped to the door. I wanted to make sure that I had in fact seen someone—or had had an hallucination. If it turned out to be a delusion, then I knew I’d better stop reading those heavy books.


  Thank heaven, I was sane and my mind was still in good shape. There he was, moving like a shadow, but clearly cut out against the lower part of the sky.


  He was not very tall. From a distance, he appeared to be a slender youngster of seventeen, and even his walk showed the pure blood of his noble race. He moved with the beautiful grace of a deer going to the brook for its evening drink.


  X


  I returned to the table to resume my reading, but I found it difficult to concentrate. The visitor stayed in my mind.


  Strange. . . .


  I couldn’t recall with any accuracy the words and phrases he had used, but I knew for certain that he had not spoken Castellano or any other language familiar to me. And still I had clearly understood every word he said, even though some of the connections had failed to make sense.


  I reviewed the episode in my mind. There had been his singular greeting. He had greeted me in the way which had been customary with some of the ancient peoples about whom I had been reading. Of course I realized immediately that this was sheer nonsense. I had begun to confuse the things I had read with the things I imagined having seen. Something was happening to my mind; otherwise such confusion would not be possible.


  The fact that my visitor had been in rags meant nothing at all. Practically all Indian peasants wore nothing better.


  And then I remembered that he had worn neither pants nor shirt—at least of a kind which we would give those names. He had been bedecked with ragged fabrics which had the appearance of costly garments, except that they looked as though they were heavily deteriorated by time and weather. They were so threadbare that one might expect to see them fall apart any minute. The texture of the garb seemed fantastic, like the kind one may see in a museum in the department of ancient clothes.


  Perhaps I was altogether wrong about his clothes, but I was quite positive about something else. His upper arms as well as his ankles were adorned with armlets and anklets of heavy gold, beautifully worked. And he wore a necklace which only a highly skilled goldsmith could have made.


  Again, on trying to recall more details, I discovered that I had, in fact, seen nothing of what I believed I had seen. I had equipped the man with clothes and jewelry about which I had read during the last few days and which I had seen in the illustrations found in the books.


  The whole episode was ridiculous.


  With that thought in mind, I closed my book and went to bed.


  XI


  While standing on the porch next morning, I noted three hogs roaming about the place. Two of them were black and one was yellow. It occurred to me that I had seen these same three hogs before, without taking any special interest in them.


  But this time I actually stared at them—for all of a sudden they reminded me of my visitor of last night.


  Hadn’t he said something about hogs and how horrible they were? Somehow I couldn’t see any connection between my visitor and those hogs. Not at that moment, at least.


  The hogs must be the property of an Indian family living somewhere in the bush. Perhaps they were straying for the food which the jungle offered them in abundance. As a rule, Indian peasants let their hogs go free to look out for themselves. Only during the last few weeks before they are sold or butchered are hogs tied to a tree and given plenty of corn.


  If those hogs were the property of the man who had visited me last night, and if he didn’t want them running away from his place—well, it was his business, not mine. I thought it rather peculiar that he should bother me so late at night for such a trifle.


  Still, I might do a little for him. I threw stones at the animals to chase them off. It helped. After trotting a hundred yards or so, they turned to their right and went into the bush, making for a mound covered with weeds and underbrush.


  It looked as if they had found food near the mound, because I saw them moving about, digging their snouts here and there in the shrubs, apparently plowing the ground for sweet roots.


  I gathered the eggs in the chicken coop and cooked my breakfast. I forgot all about the hogs.


  XII


  Three days later, about eleven o’clock at night, I was once again absorbed by my books. And once again I had the same strange sensation which had overcome one the night the Indian visitor had entered the bungalow, unseen and unheard.


  Casting a look sidewise, away from the book, I felt an ice-cold shiver running up and down my spine when I saw the same Indian. He was watching me silently.


  The shiver I had felt left me at once. It angered me to see him there again without having asked for permission to come in.


  I yelled at him. “Just what do you mean by sneaking in here in the middle of the night? This is no saloon and no cantina either. This is a private home, strictly private. And I want you to respect that privacy. What the devil do you want, anyway? If you’re looking for your hogs, get them away from this place and tie them up. I don’t like hogs around here. In fact, I hate them. Do you understand? I despise hogs.”


  He looked at me, and his eyes had a pronounced emptiness, as though he had to interpret carefully what I had said to him. Then, in a heavy voice, he said, “So do I, sir. So do I, believe me, I, too, despise hogs. More, I am afraid of hogs. Hogs are the terror of the universe.”


  “That’s none of my business,” I said. “If you don’t like them, butcher them and have done with them. Or sell them. What do I care? Only, for heaven’s sake; leave me in peace.”


  I looked straight at his face. His eyes were so very sad that all my violent outburst subsided into nothing. I began to feel immense compassion for him. He seemed to be suffering.


  He kept his eyes fixed on mine for long minutes. Then he said, “Look here, señor. Please look at that.” He pointed at calf of his left leg.


  About six inches above the ankle there was a repulsive wound.


  “This,” he explained, “has been done by the hogs.”


  There was a twang in his voice that nearly made me break into tears. My overtired brain was beginning to tell on me. This singular desire to weep, surely, was a warning of nature that I’d better be more careful about my unceasing occupation with the books. I would not go that soft unless there was something wrong with my nerves.


  He continued. “Oh, sir, it is ever so horrible. How can I make you understand? To know that I am so utterly helpless and without any means for defense against the gruesome attacks of those ugly beasts. Pray, señor, pray to all the powers of providence that never in all eternity may befall you so great a misfortune as the one I am suffering. It will not be long now before those loathsome monsters will gnaw at my heart. They will suck my eyes out of my head. And then there will come the day of all days of horror when they are come to eat my brain. Oh, sir, by all that is sacred to you, please do something for me. Help me in my pains so bitter that I have no power in my words to describe them to you. I suffer a thousand times more than any human can bear. What else, pray, can I say so that you may be convinced of how horribly I suffer?”


  At last I knew what he had come for. He believed me to be the doctor. It was known in the whole region that the doctor did not practice medicine any longer, but as the next nearest doctor lived some seventy miles away, Doctor Cranwell helped out in urgent cases for the sake of kindness. For such emergency cases he kept a well-equipped medicine chest on hand.


  I took out bandages, cotton, a disinfectant, and an ointment. When I approached the man to apply the disinfectant, he stepped back one pace and said, “This, señor, is useless. Quite useless in my case, I assure you. It is the hogs which make me suffer J do not mind the wound. The wound is only a warning for me of what is going to happen in the future if I cannot be helped against the hogs.”


  I ignored his refusal to be treated, and grasped him firmly by the leg.


  Yet I grasped empty space.


  Looking up, I saw that he had stepped back another pace. How ridiculous, I thought, to be deceived that easily. I could have sworn that my grasping hand had been exactly at the very place where his leg had been at the very moment I reached out for it.


  I rose and did nothing about the wound.


  I put the medicants on the table, and stood there a moment, wondering what else I might do. Then, as if by some impulse, I turned around and looked him over.


  “Those are beautiful ornaments you’re wearing,” I said, pointing to his bracelets, his anklets and his rich necklace. “They’re wonderful. Where did you get them?”


  “My nephew gave them to me when I had to leave him and all the others.”


  “They seem to be very old. They look like Aztec or Toltec craftsmanship of ancient times.”


  He nodded slightly. “They are very old, indeed. They were part of the house treasure of my royal family.”


  I smiled indulgently.


  He was too polite, though, to take notice of my grin.


  However, in this silence, I realized that I was again confusing the present with the past of which I had been reading so much lately.


  Strange, I thought to myself. Hadn’t he said, “My nephew gave them to me?” Why, this was the custom with the ancient Aztecs, as it was with the Chichimecs and many other ancient Indian peoples. After the death of the king, not the son but the nephew of the king became the ruler of the people, a continuance which proved the Indians of old had a great knowledge of the natural laws of heredity of which we know so little. Even their calendar had more sense than ours has today. This man had a right to be proud of his ancestry.


  “With your kind permission, I must go now,” he said. “Only, sir, please do not forget my plight. It is the hogs that make my pains so horrible. Perhaps two or three big stones well fixed and cemented might do. I feel profoundly ashamed of myself because I have to beg for help, señor. But you see, I am unable to defend myself. I am so utterly helpless and powerless. I am very much in need of a friend alive. Oh, but that I could make you understand.”


  Tears were slowly rolling down his cheeks although he had obviously tried hard to keep them back.


  As if in a solemn ceremony, he now raised his right arm, touched his lips with his open hand, and brought his hand slightly above his head. For a few seconds he kept the palm of his raised hand turned toward me.


  I noted that his hand was of a very noble shape, and in the same instant I thought that I had seen such a hand somewhere before, and not so very long ago, either. However, I could not clearly remember where and when it had been. It must have been in a dream, I decided. And now I noted that he had a beard, which was like a silken web. Never before had I seen such a thin, silky beard—at least not that I could recall at the moment. Yet that beard reminded me of stories of fights which Indians seemed to have been forced into by their oppressors a long time back. A mental picture appeared before me of hundreds of Indians hanging lifeless from trees and of Indian children running madly toward the huge mountains.


  I tortured my memory, but I could not place precisely where I had heard or read such things. If only I could remember whether I had read about them in one of the books, and in which book, I would feel relieved.


  I decided to ask him where he was living, a question which seemed to me, at this moment, the most important problem in the world.


  I looked up.


  To my surprise, I saw that he had left while I had been dreaming with my eyes open.


  I leaped to the door.


  He strides like a king, I thought, as I watched him walking along the path.


  He must have sensed that I was watching him, because, after he had gone about a hundred yards, he stopped, turned around, and with his outstretched arm pointed toward that mound to which the hogs had waddled after I. stoned them away from the house. Then he continued on his way.


  After another few paces, he left the path, hesitated a moment, then moved along in the direction of the mound. He ascended the mound slowly, as if his feet had become very heavy. Then he was swallowed by the high brushwood, and I could see him no longer.


  XIII


  Right after sunrise next morning I took a machete and cut my way through to that mound. I carefully investigated the ground and the shrubs near it to find the trail by which the Indian had left the night before. My astonishment was great when I saw that there was no trace of any trail whatever. Not even a branch or twig was broken to show where he had gone after having passed the mound.


  It was by no means as easy to follow him on his way as I had thought it would be. I wanted to find him because I wished to trade for some of his ornaments. I could offer, in exchange, things which might be of real use to him, such as leather for new huaraches, a pair of new pants, a shirt, or whatever he might prefer, money not excluded.


  I looked more closely at the mound, and I made a curious discovery.


  The mound was not, as I had imagined, a natural little hill or rock. It was, instead, a manmade mound, built of hewn stones perfectly joined together with some sort of mortar as hard as the best cement. Thorny shrubs and brushes had taken root in crevices and cracks, covering the little monument, or whatever it represented, so densely that it could not be told from a natural elevation of the ground.


  This strange find made me forget about following the Indian on his trail of last night.


  After I cut down the weeds and shrubs, I made another discovery. Stone steps led up to the top of the mound, from west to east.


  The height of the mound was twelve feet, more or less. Thirteen steps led to the top. This was of high interest to me, for with the Indians of old, thirteen meant a definite cycle of years. Four of these cycles, or fifty-two years, had the same significance to them as has a century to us, and served as the means by which they recorded their history.


  After all the shrubs and weeds had been cleared away, the mound stood out like a sort of pyramid with a flat top, each side of which was about six feet long. Close to its base, one side of the mound had been broken in. From the appearance of mortar and pieces of stone strewn over weeds which were still green, I judged that this breaking-in must have occurred only a few days ago. I was positive that the hogs must have caused it the other day when I stoned them away and they had crossed over to the site.


  On looking closer, I found that the hogs had managed to work through the construction so as to reach the interior of that little pyramid—a job which would not be difficult to accomplish, considering that the masonry at this part of the mound had begun to decay.


  I had the idea that, right here, at least part of the solution to the two night visits I had been honored with lately might be found.


  I hurried back to the house to get a pick-ax and a spade.


  I broke off stone after stone, lump after lump of hard mortar, from the side of the pyramid which, because of its state of deterioration, was easiest to work on.


  The job was tough. The concrete proved far more resistant than I had thought it might be. Whoever had built the little monument had certainly known how to do a good, lasting job.


  After more than two hours’ work, I had opened a hole just large enough so that I could squeeze myself through it.


  Once inside, I struck a match.


  I had no sooner lighted it than I dropped it. I was out of that cave so quickly that my bare arms and shoulders, and my ears and neck, were all but covered with bleeding scratches caused by the glass-like edges of the broken mortar and rocks.


  I sat on the ground, breathing heavily.


  Sitting there under the clear sun, I tried to catch my breath and thought of how little a man can trust his eyes. I was certain that my eyes had played a trick on me.


  My first intention was to leave the mound exactly as I had found it, save that I would close the hole I had broken in. Yet now, after having been inside and seen its ghastly contents, I had no choice. No longer could I afford to leave everything inside as I had seen it. It would haunt me for the next twenty years. It might disturb the quiet of my mind forever. Most surely it would keep me awake for hundreds of nights and bring me to the verge of insanity. I would now be afraid to go into a dark room or sleep with all the lights out.


  There was nothing else left for me to do but clear up the whole thing—if only to make absolutely certain whether I was already mad, or only on the road to madness, with a faint chance of being cured in time.


  I decided to get at it immediately, lest I spend a terrible night.


  XIV


  Mindless of the blazing sun thundering down upon me, I started breaking through the thick concrete layer of the top which separated me from the interior. I had to have light—light, and still more light.


  It was almost noon when I had laid the top open and the inside of the little edifice was fully exposed to the bright sunlight.


  I was neither out of my mind nor dreaming. The painful bruises on my hands told me better than anything else that I was wholly awake.


  In the now wide open pit, built so strong and fine as if meant to keep its contents safe until the last day of the world, squatted that same man who had visited me at night on two occasions.


  His elbows rested upon his knees. His head was bent down and his face was partly hidden in the palms of his hands. He sat as if in deep meditation or as if asleep.


  He had been buried with utmost care, and in a way which told better than a tombstone in what high esteem he must have been kept by his people, and how much he must have been loved by his friends and kin.


  Next to him there had been a few vessels made of clay which originally might have contained some food and drink to be used by him on his journey to the beyond. Unfortunately, these very fragile and richly painted dishes had been smashed by a lump of mortar which I could not prevent from dropping down when it came loose.


  I knew that the tomb had been absolutely airtight until quite recently, when tire hogs had succeeded in breaking through the masonry. They could not have done so had not vigorous tropical shrubs and parasitic vines, for long centuries, driven their roots deeper and deeper into the concrete, finally cracking it partly open, and thereby starting its decay. Once that decay had occurred, it was easy for the hogs to widen the cracks and push their snouts through. After a certain length of time—probably only three days ago—they had found it possible to crawl inside.


  The appearance of the body was not that of an Egyptian mummy. It was not bandaged. The body looked exactly as though, the man had died only day before yesterday, if not last night when I had seen him go to this mound.


  The rags in which the body was clothed looked far more costly in the bright light of the sun than they had at night. The fabric was of the finest texture, a sort of silk-like goods such as the ancient Aztecs and Toltecs are known to have manufactured from the fibers of specially cultivated maguey and henequin plants. That texture was interwoven with strong threads of cotton to give the whole a very durable appearance. The colors had faded, but it could be clearly seen that at least six or seven different dyes had been used.


  I saw that the calf of his left leg had been gnawed deeply at exactly the same spot which he had shown me last night. However, there was no blood, either fresh or dry, although the hogs had reached the bone.


  It seemed strange that the hogs should have chewed off his calf, because I observed that the flesh of his breast, face, arms, legs, and yes, that of the whole body, was thoroughly hardened. I touched it. It felt like wood. In my opinion, the body could have no food value whatever. But then hogs, perhaps, think differently.


  It was easy to explain how the body had kept its life-like appearance for such a long time. In the first place, it must have been embalmed. This was a custom with the ancient civilized Indians, and it was applied mainly to priests, kings and nobles. The means used for their embalmings were probably superior to those in vogue in ancient Egypt because, in this case, they had proved more effective. In the second place, the tomb in which the body had been buried was thoroughly air-tight, a fact which also helped to preserve the body in such excellent condition. And, perhaps, the soil which covered and surrounded the whole structure possessed certain chemicals which aided a great deal in protecting structure and body from disintegration.


  The body was so strikingly life-like that I almost expected at any moment to see it move, raise its head from its hands, stand up, and talk to me.
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  The sun was right above my head, and its heat became more and more unbearable. It occurred to me that leaving the body exposed too long to the scorching sun would have a bad effect on it.


  I ran to the house and returned with a wooden case, into which I meant to set the body and carry it to a shady place, either on the porch or right in the house.


  Why I was so eager to get the body away from its pit instead of leaving it where I had found it and where it belonged, I did not know. Here the man had rested for so many hundred years, and here he ought to remain.


  But I was not guided by any definite thought or idea at all—at least not by one that was my own, born in my mind. I acted in a purely mechanical way without giving the why a single thought. I acted as though there was no other way of doing what I did. Yet, at die same time, I knew perfectly well that I was under no suggestion from the outside.


  With utmost care, I went about the job of putting the body into the wooden case I had brought. There was not room enough inside the pit to set the case right beside the body, so I left the case outside near the base of the structure.


  I crept down into the cave with the intention of lifting the body up and getting it out of the cave. I grasped the body firmly, but I could not get a hold on it because my hands clapped together without anything between them save air.


  Between my grasping hands the body had collapsed entirely and nothing was left but a thin layer of dust and ashes which, if carefully gathered, would not have amounted to more than what a child might hold in his two hands.


  Hardly ten minutes had passed since I had positively convinced myself that the body was as hard as dry wood. All was gone now. The thick black hair, the dyed fingernails, the costly rags he had worn, had all changed to dust—a grayish powder, so fine that the slightest breeze would carry it away.


  Still wondering how all this could have happened, and in so short a time, I noticed that the body dust had already mixed with the earth to which it had fallen—so much so that I could no longer tell exactly which was the dust and which was the soil.


  There was no use in standing there any longer on the excavation, with the broiling sun above my head and the steaming bush all around me, while I waited for something to happen.


  Of course I was dreaming. Yes, that was it. And the tropical sun made things worse. I tried hard to wake up and shake off the drowsiness accumulating in my head.


  I was near a grave sickness. The bush was like a huge monster whose fangs I could not escape. Where should I go for help? Wherever I might run there was only jungle and bush and that merciless sun above me, making me feel as though my brain was slowly drying up to a spoonful of dust.
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  What was I to do with myself? I was sick, terribly sick. I had lost the faculty of distinguishing between what was real and what was imagination.


  And then, right at my feet, glittering lustily in the bright sun, I saw the golden ornaments of my Indian. Those wonderful trinkets, which I had admired only last night, had not turned to dust. There they were in full sight. Since they were lying right at the bottom of the pit, in the dust, and since I could feel them distinctly with my fingers, take them into my hands, lift them out of the dust, they must be real—and no doubt as to that.


  If the jewels were still here, then the Indian or his dead body must have been here, too. So I had sufficient, satisfying proof that I was as sane as I had always been. I wasn’t sick. There couldn’t be any such things resting in my hands if all that which I had experienced had been only a dream.


  I took them into the bungalow, sat down and examined them minutely with all the knowledge I had acquired from the books. What great artists were those men who had been able to create such beautiful ornaments—and with tools which we would consider very primitive.


  I wrapped them in paper, made a little package of them and put that package into an empty can which I placed on top of a bookshelf.


  Before sunset I returned to the mound and filled up the pit with stones and earth. I wanted to prevent stray horses or cows from breaking their legs. Even a wandering peasant might come this way by night, fall into the cave and do himself harm.


  After I had filled up the pit, I realized that it would not have been necessary. Neither man nor animal would be likely to take his way across the mound instead of simply going around it. Yet, somehow, a certain call in my mind had urged me to close the cave the way I had done. And I felt that it was only to have an excuse for that extra and practically useless job that I had thought to protect people or animals from being harmed.


  I spent the whole evening and half the night recalling to mind all the details of what I had experienced during the last few days. But when I tried to bring all these different happenings into a logical connection, I discovered so many contradictions, so many non-fittings, that I had to give up without having reached a single conclusion.


  I turned in at midnight.
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  My sleep was anything but quiet.


  One wild dream was chased by another wilder still. But each dream had its climax and none broke before it reached that climax. As soon as a dream reached that point, I awoke—and then fell asleep again instantly when I realized that it had been only a dream.


  I dreamed that I was strolling about the market places of ancient cities. It seemed impossible for me to find what I was so badly in need of. Whenever I thought I had found what I wanted, I discovered at the same moment that I had forgotten what it was.


  So as not to appear ridiculous or draw suspicion upon myself, I bought just anything at a certain stand.


  No sooner did I have it in my hands than I knew it was something different from the thing I had bought. I put the bought object into my pocket, but found to my dismay that there was no packet in any of my clothes. The clothes themselves were ragged, yet of very fine fabric.


  Now the merchant asked me to pay, but I could not find the cocoa beans, which served as money.


  Instead of the cocoa beans, I found my hand full of pepper corns, ants, painted fingernails, dust, and bits of black, wiry Indian hair.


  Naked Indian policemen chased me for being a market cheat. I dashed off into the jungle, where I was entangled by thorny brushes, by weeds and vines, and by fantastic cactus plants which cried and shouted and tried to hold me and deliver me into the hands of the naked policemen.


  My skin was torn almost to shreds by thorns and stings of all kinds. Wherever I set my foot down, there were gigantic scorpions, ugly tarantulas, hairy little monkeys. The monkeys had greenish eyes, and they tried to lure me into their caves. But the caves were too small and I could not squeeze myself through.


  From the branches and around the trunks of trees, hundreds of snakes were curling—tiny ones, green and black and purple ones. Some were lashing out like whips. And there were snakes which were half lizards, and others which looked like a human leg with a chunk gnawed off at the calf.


  While I was fighting off the snakes, tarantulas, and scorpions, I heard the policemen yelling after me. They were now setting police tigers on my trail to hunt me down more quickly.


  There was no way of escape other than over a steep rock. I began to climb.


  When I reached the top, I found a pack of mountain lions waiting for me on a platform, made of cement, six feet square. Huge birds were circling above my head, waiting to catch me and feed my carcass to their young. Just as one of those gigantic birds dashed straight down upon me and was so close I could distinctly feel the rush of air from its wings, I began to fall down into a deep ravine.


  The fall lasted many hours.


  While I was falling, I noticed many things, all of which were happening at the same time.


  The Indian policemen were now clad in parrot feathers. They whistled at the police possums, which they used instead of police tigers, the tigers having mutinied because they had not been paid their wages in advance.


  The whole police force marched home, led by a brass band. They went right back to the marketplace, arrested the merchant to whom I still owed three cocoa beans and a half, and sold him to his neighbor, into slavery. He did not mind because he shouted all over the place that it was just the very thing he liked best to be. He would no longer have to worry about the house rent and the taxes and the light bills going up and the ever growing demands of his greedy family. He said he knew very well that the Aztecs always treated their slaves as well as if they were members of the same family and all nephews.


  Meanwhile, I had reached the bottom of a canyon. I bumped my head hard against a stone, so hard that I woke up and found the canyon flooded with light. It was the moon which lighted my room.


  Realizing that I was safe on my cot, and that there were no naked policemen after me, I immediately calmed down and at once fell asleep again.
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  This time I found myself fighting on the side of the conquistadores.


  The Aztecs took me prisoner. I was carried to their main temple to be sacrificed to their war god. The priests threw me upon a great, well-polished stone. The high priest approached me, asking what I wanted to have for dinner. He said that he was going to tear my heart out while I was still alive and throw it at the feet of the war god. The war god himself was looking at me in a horrible way.


  The war god grinned at me and winked with his glittering eyes. Although I knew perfectly well that he was only a stone god, I nevertheless saw him grin constantly and blink one eye, and I heard him say that he was highly pleased to have my throbbing heart thrown at his lips so that he could suck it with, gusto, because he was tired of Indian hearts and would like a change in his diet once in awhile.


  The high priest came closer to me. He tucked up the wide sleeves of his white robe, grasped me brutally by my chin, bent my head down in a cruel manner as if he had to slaughter an ox, and then thrust his knife of obsidian into my chest.


  Suddenly I awoke from the imaginary pain in my chest, and fell asleep again right away.


  I saw myself fighting on the side of the Tabasco Indians. They called Malinche a traitor and they fought to throw off the hard yoke of cannons and horses.


  The Spaniards caught me and, nearly mad with joy, danced around me, yelling that they were glad to get another American for breakfast.


  I was court-martialed and sentenced to the loss of both my hands. The hands were chopped off with a pocket-knife which, as a special favor to me, they had made extremely dull.


  After my hands were off, my arms felt very numb and I woke up because my arms were hanging sideways out over the edge of my cot, thus making the circulation of blood difficult.
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  Being a licensed owner of a sweat shop in the ancient city of Tenochtitlan, I had received an order to make the coronation mantle for the new king who was to be crowned, and would then put the syllable ‘zin’ at the end of his name.


  The mantle was to be made from the beautiful feathers of tropical birds. Yet all the feathers came alive and flew off. I had to chase each single feather and get it back while only a quarter of an hour remained before the coronation was to begin.


  The princes, chieftains, nobles and ambassadors were already assembled. A huge crowd hummed in front of the king’s palace and on the streets leading to the great pyramid.


  Hundreds of royal servants and high officials came running to get the mantle so urgently needed for the important affair.


  But no sooner had I sewn on a feather than the one previously fixed flew away again.


  Then there were thousands of marshals, generals, and courtiers surrounding my art shop and yelling at the top of their voices: “The coronation necklace! The feather necklace! Where are the armlets of gold? Quick, oh, ever so quick! We all have to die! We are all condemned to death! We are flown to death!”


  In my great hurry to finish the mantle in spite of all obstacles, I became slightly careless while reaching for a needle, and there the mantle seized upon that opportunity, jumped to the open door, walked down the path of my bungalow, turned to where the mound was, and flew away.


  It was still flying high up in the air when suddenly all the thousands and thousands of feathers, which, in so many sleepless nights, for thirteen weeks, I had sewn on with so much labor, fell off the mantle and winged away, chirping like birds and disappearing in all directions.


  I woke up and heard the millions of crickets and grasshoppers fiddling, twittering and whistling in the bush.
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  Once again I fell asleep, certain of the fact that I was well in my room and on my cot and that the coronation mantle of the emperor of Anahuac might well take care of itself, leaving to a skilled Indian artist the task of making a gorgeous feather mantle, while King Netzuhualcoyotl could write the poems for the great event.


  And then the door of the room in which I slept suddenly swung open.


  This surprised me, because I remembered very well that I had not only locked the door but had also bolted it firmly with a heavy bar. In spite of that care, the door opened, and in came my visitor, the same Indian I had seen falling to dust only twelve hours ago.


  The room was lighted by a strange pale light, not unlike a thin but glittering bright fog. I could not make out the source of the light. It was not the moon. The moon had gone down awhile ago. It was just a diffused silvery mist which filled the room and seemed, somehow, to move. The idea struck me that this might be the tail of a comet passing the Earth.


  The Indian came close to my cot. He stood there very, calmly, looking me full in the face.


  I had my eyes wide open, though I felt that I could not move should I want to. No longer did I seem to have any will of my own.


  I was under the impression that if I wanted to move, I would first have to find my will again. It was as if my will had slipped away from me like the feathers of a coronation mantle carelessly sewn on.


  I felt no fear, no fear of ghosts or of any danger threatening me. Quite the contrary. There was about me a rich and wonderful feeling of true friendship and of immaterial love such as I could not remember ever having felt before, not even in the presence of my mother. I thought that if a similar state of feeling should accompany me when I was about to die, I would believe nothing greater than death.


  My visitor lifted the mosquito bar and laid the flap on top of the netting. This he did with a solemn gesture, as if it had been part of a ceremony.


  In spite of the fact that we were no longer separated by this thin tissue, the floating diffused light filling the room did not change. I had thought that perhaps the strange light had been caused by my seeing the room through the white veil-like mosquito netting.


  He greeted me in the same manner as he had on the two previous nights. Again he looked at me with profound earnestness and for a long while.


  At last he spoke, spoke slowly so as to give each word its full meaning and weight.


  “I ask you, my friend, do you believe it right to rob somebody who is defenseless and take away from him those little tokens which are his only companions on his long journey to the land of shadows? Who was it that gave me these little gifts? They were given to me by those who loved me, by those whom I loved dearly, by those who shed so many, many bitter tears when I had to leave them. I want so very much to make you understand that these tokens brighten up my road through the long night.


  “For love, and for nothing but love, is man born into this world. It is only for love that man lives. What else is the purpose of man on Earth? Man may win honors, man may win fame, man may win the high estimation of his fellow men, man may win riches, unheard-of riches. Yet all this, however great it may appear at first sight, as compared to love counts for nothing. Before the Great Gate, through which all of us have to go some day, even our most sincere prayers sent to heaven are valued no better than cheap bribes offered with the mean intention of winning special favors from the One who cannot be but just and Who is by far too great to consider prayers.


  “Face to face with eternity, only love counts. Only the love we gave and only the love we received in return for our love will be taken into account. In the face of the Everlasting, we will be measured only according to the amount of our love. Therefore, my friend, pray return to me these little tokens which you took away from me, misunderstanding their meaning. Return them to me tonight, because, after my long journey to the Great Gate, I shall need them. When I shall be questioned then, ‘Where are your credentials, newcomer?’ I must have them with me so that I may answer, ‘Behold here, oh, my Creator, here in my hands I carry my credentials. Few and small are these gifts, true, but that I was allowed to have them with me and wear them all along my way here—this is my evidence that I, too, was loved while on Earth, and so, my Lord and Maker, since I was loved, I cannot be entirely without worth.’ ”


  The voice faded off into a deep silence.


  It was not his eloquence; it was the profound silence, taking full possession of the whole room like a visible power commanding words, things, doings, which influenced all my acts from then on.


  I rose from the cot, dressed quickly, put on my boots and went to the book-shelf.


  I opened the little package, hung the necklace about his neck, put the thick ring on his forefinger, shoved the golden arm-lets up his arms, and put the anklets around his legs.


  Then he was gone.


  The door was closed and bolted heavily as before.


  I returned to my cot, lay down and fell asleep at once.


  My sleep was as deep, as dreamless, as wholesome as is the first refreshing, sound sleep after a long illness. For weeks I had not slept so well as I did that night.
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  It was late when I woke up the next morning.


  I felt so fully reanimated, so rich with energy, that it seemed the whole world could be mine just for the taking.


  In remembering the dream which I had had during the night, I thought that never before had I had a dream in which every detail had been so clear, so logical as this last one. It could not have been more clear and impressive if it had not been a dream at all but an episode of the day, a slightly strange episode, but nonetheless real and natural.


  I looked for my boots.


  Why, they were not stuffed with paper and neither were they placed on a chair. Experience had taught me, when living in the jungle, to stuff my boots with balls of crumpled paper or something else, and to put them on a chair or box or hang them up. Otherwise, when you started to pull them on in the morning, you might find a scorpion or a small snake inside them. It had happened to me before. I still remembered the speed with which I got the boots off on that occasion, and since then I know that one may get his boots off just as quickly as a hat from one’s head. To have a little red snake in the lowest part of your boot while your foot is inside is not so very pleasant either, because the snake, as terrified as you are, wants to get out, as do your feet. The worst thing about it is that you don’t know exactly what it is that’s under the sole of your foot. It drives you nearly crazy while your foot is still in, and makes you feel aghast with horror after your foot is out and you see what was, or still is, a tenant of your boot.


  Anyway, my boots were not stuffed and they were not standing on the chair.


  All of a sudden I remembered that I had dropped the boots rather carelessly last night, owing to the fact that I was very tired when I turned in again after the Indian had left. I remembered, too, that while he had been in the room I had pulled out the paper from my boots and had put them on to go to the room when the bookshelves were. It is no sound practice, when living in the jungle, to walk with bare feet by night. A native can do so, but a white man with some experience avoids it. When I had come from the other room I had lain down immediately on my cot, not paying any attention to the boots or anything else, and had fallen asleep as soon as I had touched the pillow.


  Had I really dreamed that or had I not?


  One long jump and I was at the book-shelf.


  The can was not there. I looked around and found it thrown on the table, open and empty. The paper in which I had wrapped the jewelry lay torn and in scraps about the floor. No sign of the ornaments anywhere, no indications where they might be.


  The door was still locked and well-bolted, exactly as I had fixed it last night before turning in.


  I hustled to the mound.


  In feverish haste I cleared the pit of the stones, the earth, and the shrubs with which I had filled up the excavation last afternoon.


  Nothing was on the bottom. No clue to where the ornaments might have been hidden.


  Where, for all the foolish and silly dreams of mine, had I put those things while asleep? Or was I walking in my sleep? Impossible. It couldn’t be.


  No matter how hard I worked my mind and my memory, I had not the slightest hunch to follow up. I searched the whole house, in every nook and corner. I moved all boxes and cases about. Every loose board was inspected. I opened sacks and investigated every pot in the house and in the yard. Nothing. Nothing in the house nor about the house nor around the house nor on top of the house. Nothing anywhere.


  Perhaps . . . perhaps the hogs.


  It was silly to think of the hogs in relation to the ornaments.


  I might try, anyway.
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  Two weeks later, the doctor returned.


  My first question after he had seated himself was, “Say, Doc, have you ever noticed three hogs around the place here? I refer to certain hogs, two black ones and one yellow, all three practically the same size, the cheap Indian kind, sort of hairy.”


  “Three hogs?” he asked. “Three hogs, you say?” He looked at me, rather appraisingly, I thought. “Hogs?” Again he repeated his question in a queer tone as if he had perhaps not heard right.


  There was something in the tone of his voice and in the way he stared at me. It might have been a well-concealed, though firm, examination of my mental soundness.


  “Hogs,” he said again. “Is that it—hogs? With some people it is mice. White ones. Sometimes green ones. With others it is ants. With some, a strange kind of mosquitoes or bats. With you, it is hogs. Something new in pathology. I am quite sure, old man, you mean dogs. D, D, D, and not H, H, H. Understand, Gales, it is D, D, D, dogs, dogs, dogs. Three dogs. Two black ones and one yellow, all nearly the same size, and hairy, too. Just mongrels, the sort the Indians have. I am positive, old chap, that you mean dogs. It is just the tongue sometimes which mixes up one certain letter with another. We know this trick of dropping words and taking one letter for another without realizing it. Apart from that, you’re right. I’ve seen about this place here, and at various times too, three dogs, two black ones, and one yellow. I’ve even asked people to whom they might belong.


  “Nobody seems to know them. What is more, no native around here seems ever to have seen them. Anyway, it’s none of my business to look out for stray dogs. To the devil with them. Dogs, or hogs, or pox, what the hell do I care about stray animals. Let’s talk about something else. Dogs. I don’t wish to talk about these three dogs, do you hear? Why did you have to bring them up right when I come home and wish to feel easy and happy again with the sun and the jungle and all the things I’ve missed during these last weeks. I’m happy to be back here. Why, for heaven’s sake, do you have to speak about dogs?”


  “Why? See here, Doc—listen to what has happened to me and you will understand the why.”


  I told my story, leaving out no detail.


  I had expected to see him go wild over it. Since I had seen his library, I knew how much he would be interested in things like the ones I was so anxious to get off my mind.


  “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” he said. “What is it you mean to tell me? A dead Indian—that’s what you’re telling me about? A dead Indian coming to visit you on two nights?” He shrugged his shoulders in a way to indicate that such affairs happened to him thirty times every month.


  After awhile, though, he again began searching every line of my face with the piercing eyes of a suspicious doctor.


  “Ornaments? You mean ornaments and not something else? You are sure? Just ornaments? Ancient, too? Ancient Aztec craftsmanship? Ancient? And you, in person, have held them in your hands? Now they have disappeared? As if in thin air? And you don’t know where they are now? That’s something. That could almost induce me to take up practice again. I thought it was only hogs. I see now it’s worse. Well, well—and right here at my place, too. Well, well. . . .”


  His bone-dry irony made me furious.


  I said, more harshly than politely, “So you don’t believe it, sir? So you don’t believe me? Perhaps you think my mind has snapped? Do you mean to say that? Well, doctor, this time you’re mistaken. If you don’t believe me, I’ll show you the mound right now, hardly a hundred yards away. I can also show you the thirteen stone steps leading up to the top of that little pyramid. What is more, I can even show you the cave I excavated. What do you say now, my friend?”


  He had let me talk without once interrupting me. Now he only grinned.


  He nodded in a fatherly manner, as if listening to the report of a patient whom he knew to be lying terribly, and slowly fumbled his pipe out of his pocket.


  In a very dry, almost sleepy tone, he said, “I, too, can show you a cave which I dug around here some place. More than just one. In fact, I can show you several of them. But it can’t happen to me any more. I am over it. I have been over it for a long time.”


  Now it was I who looked at him with questioning eyes. But he said no more about his own adventures.


  He lit his pipe and puffed at it a few times, then took it from his mouth and rested his hand on his knee. “Well, old fellow,” he said, “here’s my advice, as a good friend and as a doctor. You’d better go down to one of the villages, any of the villages will do, and hire yourself a cook. See to it that she is a goodlooker, a young one, and not so very dirty. I can assure you, old man, that with a good-looking cook about your place, no dead Indians will ever bother you again. And no ornaments, ancient or modern, will make you get up at night and put your boots on. No charge for this advice, Gales. It’s given free and out of a long experience. Besides, I owe you something for minding my place while I was away. I brought you five pounds of the very best tobacco I could find. Take it You are welcome.”


  XXIII


  “Welcome.”


  The word lodged itself strangely in my mind. It would not leave me. It went on and on, pricking in my head. Welcome? Am I really welcome?


  No. I was not welcome. I was not welcome there any longer. Something had been destroyed, inside of me, or outside of me, or somewhere in the far distance. I could not tell what had been destroyed, nor where. I was no longer the same. No longer was the bush the same—at least not to me. I felt horror where before I had felt heavenly quiet.


  And suddenly I longed for a change.


  He had seen three dogs, of tire hairy Indian kind, two black ones and one yellow. I had seen, positively, three hogs, of the hairy Indian kind, two black ones and one yellow. The worst thing of all, however, would be if I were to happen to see exactly the same three dogs he had seen.


  Should that happen to me, I would not have the strength to survive the day. He had survived, many such days. Of this I was sure. I could not. He was of another make, Doc was.


  I asked him whether I might stay for another night with him in the bungalow.


  This granted, I now asked him, “Listen, Doc, you’re a heavy smoker yourself, aren’t you?”


  “Why—yes—eh—I don’t quite—”


  “I wanted to make sure of that, Doc,” I said. “Good night. I’ll turn in. Time for the little ones to go to bed.”


  “Good night,” he answered. While I was fixing the mosquito bar, I noticed that Doc was rubbing his chin and watching me with a strange stare in his eyes.


  Next morning, while we had breakfast on the porch, I said, “What do you say, Doc? Could I maybe sell you four pounds of that fine tobacco which you brought me from back home?”


  “Why, man, I gave it to you. What’s the matter with it? It’s very good tobacco. The best there is. Don’t you like it, or what?”


  “You see, Doc,” I said, “it’s this way. I’d like to have you buy these four pounds for, let’s say, twenty-five pesos, cash.”


  “Why, of course, if you wish to dispose of it that way and buy your native brand for the money, that’s absolutely okay with me. Fact is, I’ll be in dire need of good tobacco myself in a few weeks. I couldn’t bring much along. You know, the duty is awfully high.”


  “I won’t buy another brand for the money, Doc,” I said. “It isn’t that, you see. I’m satisfied with just one pound for the time being. What I really need is the cash I asked you for.”


  “May I ask what you need the money for, if it isn’t a secret?”


  “No secret. No secret at all, Doc. It’s simply this way. I mean to clear out of here. I turned everything over in my mind last night. You see, Doc, that prescription of yours concerning the good-looking cook won’t do any good. It’s too late now. It might have been good six, even three, months ago. Now it wouldn’t work out. I know that. And no doubt about it, either.”


  “Well, what about your farm? The money you’ve invested in it and all your hard work is worth more than the money you paid. You don’t mean to tell me that you’re leaving all that for nothing.”


  “That’s about the size of it, Doc,” I said. “Yeah, I’ll leave it for nothing to anyone who comes along and picks it up. The bush may have it back. It belongs to the bush, anyway. Everything here belongs to the bush. I don’t. And the bush is welcome to it, and with my best wishes thrown into the bargain. I hope the bush can keep it until the world’s end. Congratulations.”


  “As you say, Gales. I certainly won’t persuade you to stay on and try just once more. You’re old enough to know what you want and what is good for you. You don’t eat green apples any more. Well, there’s your money. If you mean to go by rail, you can sell your pony down at the depot. Anyone will take it for a fair price. I’m quite sure you’ll get forty for it if you start asking ninety.”


  I noted that his face changed while he was talking, and now he moved his lips as he usually did when he was thinking hard.


  He turned around and walked over to the corner of the porch and gazed down over the jungle ocean.


  He took a deep breath, then said, “I wish I could go with you, Gales. I wish I could leave as easily as you can. Yet I can’t. I can’t any more. I’m bound here, damn it. I’m buried here, bone, soul, heart, flesh, everything. Only ashes it is that remain, and only ashes it is that you see. All of me is buried here. Only the mirjd is still alive. Sometimes I think that even my mind has gone to sleep, too, and only my former thoughts are still lingering about. I must stay here where my bones and my soul are resting. I can’t leave them behind and all alone. You see, the thing is that I’m buried here in more than just one way. Well, what I was going to—was going to—to-—


  He stared out into the far distance as if he were looking beyond the world. And as I had thought several times before in the earliest days of our acquaintance, so I thought at this moment again: He has died long, long ago, the doc has, only he doesn’t know it. And that’s the reason, the one and only reason, why he is still hanging on.


  He turned to face me. “Of course, I’ll lend you a mule to carry your few things to the depot. Leave the animal with the Straddlers until I call for it. Well, if the Lord only would have mercy and grant me that I could go with you, be free and easy like you, going where you wish and where your lucky star will lead you. Well, Gales, it was a great pleasure to have known you. I mean it, old chap. Since it has to be this way, good luck and goodbye.”


  XXIV


  It was the next day, late in the afternoon, when I bounced ten pesos silver upon the narrow board over which a hole in the wooden wall signified the ticketseller’s window.


  “Which way does the next train go?” I asked. “West or east?”


  “Oeste. West, I mean,” the man behind the window said.


  “A ticket for ten pesos, please. Second class.”


  “What station?”


  “Just a ticket for ten pesos anywhere west. It doesn’t make any difference.”


  The station master looked up the list.


  “There’s one ticket for nine eighty-five and the next one is for ten seventy. Which will it be?”


  “Make mine nine eighty-five, and that will be good enough for me any time now or tomorrow.”


  “There you are,” he said. “Fifteen centavos change.-There she is pulling in, right on time. Rare thing, if you ask me.”


  I did not look at the station’s name printed on the ticket. One station was as good as another so far as I was concerned. If you are to find a gold mine, you may as well wreck your house and dig up the ground below the basement. The place is as near to your fortune as any other if you’re the guy to get what you want or what is meant for you to have.


  I boarded the train. The conductor came up to me. He took my ticket, glanced at the name of the station, shook his head as though somewhat bewildered, stared at me for awhile without saying a word, and then crossed something out on the ticket with a thick blue pencil. He put the ticket away in his pocket and handed me instead a slip of paper on which he, with the same thick blue pencil, had written something in Chinese. When he saw me helplessly fingering that slip he pitied me with a deep sigh, took it away from me and pushed that slip into my hat ribbon. “That’s your hat, mister, isn’t it?”


  I nodded.


  “I’ll call you in time to get off the train,” he said. “Don’t worry. Just keep quiet, take a nap, and don’t worry a bit. Did you understand what I said?”


  “You said something about worrying.”


  “The other way around, mister. I said you should not worry a bit. I’ll see to it that you get off at the right place. So take it easy. Everything will be all right.”


  He gave me an assuring smile, nodded in a fatherly manner as if he were dealing with a little boy riding for the first time on a train all by himself, and went his way.


  The coach was poorly lighted. There was nothing to do but doze off.


  After I had slept what I thought must have been sixty hours or more, I was pushed on the shoulders and I heard a voice. “Next station’s yours. Got five minutes. Better shake out of it and get ready. We don’t stop there, and if we’ve got a passenger the engine only slows down a bit. Far as I can remember . . . well, as long as I’m in service on this line . . . we’ve never had a passenger get off there. And neither has one ever got on. You’d better hurry, mister, and take care not to drop under the wheels. That would be just too bad. I’ll throw your bags out of the window. You just pick them up once you’re off and outside. Good night.”


  “What time is it, conductor?” I asked.


  “Twelve. Middle of the night, you know. A clear beautiful night as far as I can judge. All the stars are bright like diamonds. Well, mister, there you are. Good night. Buenas noches.”


  The train slowed down. My bags were already out. I jumped off, keeping clear of the wheels.


  Before I had come to my full senses and had realized what had happened and that I had jumped into darkness, the last car of the train had already passed by, and a few seconds later I could see only a little flicker of the red tail light.


  Looking around from where I stood, I saw no building, no house, no shed; nothing. Absolutely nothing.


  Nothing except a post with a piece of board nailed to it.


  I went close, lit a match and looked at the board. There were a few blots which, a hundred years ago, might have been a name painted on the board.


  No light other than that of the stars could be seen anywhere, near or far.


  I picked up my bags and sat down on one of them.


  Less than fifty feet from either side of the track stood the wall of the bush.


  A wall, dense, dry, dreary, greenish-gray, now looking black, looking in the darkness as though it were stooping slowly though irresistibly upon me where I sat, threatening to suck me into its fangs, intending to swallow me, to swallow all of me, bone, flesh, heart, soul, everything.


  Who had said that to me many years ago, and where had it been said? My effort to remember this kept my mind busy for the next two or three hours.


  The air was filled with chirping, whispering, murmuring, fiddling, whining, whimpering, now and then shrills and shrieks of fear and horror.


  The bush was singing its eternal song of stories, each story beginning with the last line of the story just ended.


  The Gentleman is an Epwa


  Carl Jacobi


  Grayson was a good colonial official, but Rafael was better. And Rafael was an Epwa.


  WHATEVER you might say about Grayson, he was a good colonial official. He was forty, which is a bit old for an Earthman to hold down an in-country post on Venus, but he had been in the Service eighteen years and his record as controlleur was unimpeachable.


  In those eighteen years he had banged about quite a bit, yet one would never guess it to hear him talk. Personal reminiscences were rare with him; he much preferred a game of chess or simply his pipe and a chair on the veranda, the last an architectural addition he had insisted on before taking over the Residency here at Blue Mold.


  It had made the post odd looking, to say the least. There was the white walled dome, fashioned of steel-bound concrete, set down in the midst of that swamp wilderness like a half-submerged baseball. There were the latticed antenna towers for tire radio that somehow never worked. And clapped on to one side of the dome, incongruous and unsightly, was that veranda of Venusian bamboo and nipa thatch.


  Grayson was sitting there, enjoying the comparative cool of the evening after an unusually humid day, when his ear caught the rhythmic purr of an electric launch somewhere beyond the screening wall of lathea trees. “That will be Parkhurst,” he said to himself, rising. “It’s about time.”


  For five weeks he had been alone, and more than anything he wanted company. It was just five weeks ago to the day that young Oberlin, his Assistant, had been taken sick with fever. Grayson had packed him off in the post gig while he was still able to get about.


  “Tell Parkhurst to send me another as good as you,” he had said, not unkindly. “You deserve a better place than this anyway.”


  Grayson opened the screen door and made his way down the catwalk to the jetty. The last glimmers of daylight were just passing. In the gloom, silhouetted against the lighter glow of open water, he saw the launch turn inshore and head in for a landing.


  A moment later he caught a line and secured it to the bollards as a tall, gangling man leaped onto the jetty.


  “Hullo, Grayson,” the man said. “How’s every little thing?”


  Grayson shook hands warmly but cast a surprised eye down into the launch. “Everything’s fine, sir,” he said, “but where’s my new Assistant?”


  Parkhurst smiled. “We’ll discuss that later. Right now I could do with a drink and a chance to stretch my legs. I would have taken a ’copter, but you know how those things act up over this infernal bog . . .”


  In puzzled silence, Grayson led the way back to the veranda, switched on a lamp and an insect-repellent tube and got out glasses and a bottle of Earthside whiskey. Parkhurst lingered over his drink luxuriously. He was a big man, almost completely bald save for a fringe of reddish hair just above the ears, and there was an air of efficiency about him in spite of his bulk.


  “It was a good idea, sending Oberlin back when you did,” he said. “The medics at the base found he had incipient mold fever. That can be pretty nasty, but fortunately they caught it before it got a start. I read your report too. You’re doing a good job here, Grayson. I don’t mind telling you that this post is better managed than any in Venus South.”


  He went on, discussing the weather, giving the idle gossip of the base which under ordinary circumstances would have held Grayson in rapt attention. Tonight, however, the controlleur writhed under the delay. At length he could stand it no longer.


  “In my report, sir, I asked for another Assistant. I don’t mind the swamp, though it can be pretty bad at times, but it’s no place for a man alone. The psychos said that when they laid out this place, and . . .”


  Parkhurst smiled like a man withholding something until the last possible moment.


  “Oh, I brought your Assistant all right.”


  “You did?” said Grayson, looking bewildered. “Then where . . .?”


  “He’s in the launch,” chuckled Parkhurst. “Under the hatch.”


  “Under the hatch . .!”


  “Perhaps I’d better explain,” said Parkhurst. “Your Assistant—his name is Rafael, by the way—comes directly from the Ensenada Production Works at Madrid, on Earth. He represents the latest electronic development and scientific research of the present day. He . . .”


  “Just a minute, sir.” A horribly chilling thought had suddenly struck Grayson. “Are you telling me that you’ve brought a robot?”


  Parkhurst got a cheroot out of his pocket and lit it slowly. “Not exactly,” he said. “Wait, I’ll go down to the launch and set him.”


  Grayson’s fists clenched as his superior went out the screen door and disappeared into the blackness. Parkhurst was gone only a moment. When he reappeared, a second figure was at his heels. As they entered the ellipse of light, Grayson stared, then felt his misgivings pass.


  The newcomer was tall and erect, a man who appeared to be about thirty-five, with strong aquiline features, clad in a suit of whites, plastic insect boots and a mold-protector helmet.


  “This is Rafael, your new Assistant,” Parkhurst said. “He’s an Epwa.”


  Grayson grinned. “Glad to know you,” he said cordially. Then: “Pardon my ignorance, but what the devil’s an Epwa?”


  The shock was quick in coming. The hand he stretched out closed over fingers that gave like flesh but were cold as metal to the touch. A voice said tonelessly:


  “How do you do. Yes, I am an Epwa. The word is derived from the name, Ensenada Production Works Assembly, where I was created. I hope our relationship will be a mutually favorable one.”


  So they had sent him a mechanical contrivance in place of an Assistant! Grayson could feel the indignation rise like a hot flush within him. And after eighteen years! That’s what came of giving the best part of one’s life to this damned colonial service. Probably thought he was getting old, and this was a polite way of telling him he’d better look to his retirement. Grayson remembered with a pang the days of his youth on Earth. He had been something then. He had graduated from Western Hemisphere College, but he had pushed his way through school by his own bootstraps. His father had been nothing more than Third Engineer on a space freighter. Grayson gloried in the fact that he had been accepted by the new post-atomic aristocracy on the basis of intelligence alone. Out here on Venus South he had managed to preserve his mental superiority through his dealings with the Venusians, who were, according to the Mokart, anthropological scale, a decidedly inferior race.


  He looked again at Rafael, and was astonished at the lifelike qualities of the new Assistant. Save for a frozen immobility of countenance—the eyes did not wink and there was no movement of the features except when he spoke—the impression that he was facing a human was overpowering.


  Parkhurst smiled as he witnessed Grayson’s astonishment. “You’re behind the times, old man. Wonders have been done in electronics during the last decade. Rafael here can do everything a man can do, and is a damned sight more efficient. He requires no food or sleep. He will obey commands as far as his powers of visibility will allow. Moreover, he records all those commands on an internal chart for future reference. He can talk and answer questions, though naturally his abilities in that field are somewhat limited. But he can hold up his end of the conversation—just so he isn’t required to do so too often. A background of personal memoirs has been recorded on his brain. His outer covering, which, as you see, has been tinted to resemble flesh, is formed of the new transluk plastic which permits his entire workings to become visible when an inner light is switched on. He’s as good as, and probably better than, any assistant you could possibly get.”


  Grayson sank back in his chair with a look of awe. “Are there a lot of these . . . these Epwas . . . back on Earth?”


  “No.” Parkhurst shook his head slowly. “Not yet, at any rate. Public reaction has been somewhat antagonistic to them, so far. That’s why we’re trying them out here in the colonies first.”


  TWO HOURS later Parkhurst shook hands, reentered the launch and disappeared into the swamp darkness. As he paced back down the catwalk, Grayson’s first emotion was one of embarrassment. How to treat Rafael? Like any other mechanical contrivance with which the post was equipped—the automatic ventilators and air filters, the storm-warning gadgets, the radar screen which kept him appraised of the movements and activities of the neighboring Venusian tribes? Or should be establish a quasi-human relationship, as one would with an uneducated native or a child?


  Upon reaching the veranda, Grayson said self-consciously, “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your quarters.”


  Rafael nodded and rose jerkily from the chair. Passing through the central quarters of the dome, lit now by a soft glow of hidden lights, Grayson noted with some irritation that the Assistant was so light on his feet no sound of his steps could be heard. He opened the door of the spare bedroom, and Rafael stepped inside.


  “I get up at seven,” the Earthman said. “You will go down to the spring and bring back a bucket of fresh water some time before that. The water system here is temporarily out of order, and I haven’t got around to repairing it yet.”


  Rafael said, “I understand. Where is the spring?”


  The question was flat and toneless, but distinct. Then Grayson remembered: the Assistant could obey commands only as far as his visibility went. He’d have to give detailed directions.


  “The spring is approximately fifty yards from the dome,” he explained. “You go down the cat walk as far as the jetty, then turn right on the path there.” He added, “Be careful not to stray off the path. Quicksand, you know.”


  Rafael said, “I understand. Spring, fifty yards, path, quicksand.”


  Grayson went across to his room, undressed, and lay down on his bed. He tried to sleep but lay there wide awake, instead, while troubled thoughts milled in his brain. What the devil was wrong with them at the base? It was companionship he needed here at Blue Mold. One man could easily take care of the duties, but one man would go quite mad if left in this swamp alone for any length of time. It wasn’t so much the silence or the incredible isolation, though they were bad enough. It was the subtle, insidious alien quality of the marsh, that worked slowly into a man’s mind and took hold there like a living thing. Wherever one went there was mold, blue parasitical mold that came drifting down from the thick sky like balls of indigo cotton. Where it landed, it adhered with leech-like tenacity, developing rootlets, growing, spreading with loathsome speed. The roiling water was blue, the cat-tail trees were blue, the marsh grass, the Venusian bamboo, the very air had a bluish cast to it. And the damnable color was endemic; already Grayson had detected bluish spots at his fingertips and along the under side of his arms.


  The Venusian tribes who looked to him as their magistrate seemed to thrive in these surroundings. But they were a low-caliber lot, semi-nomadic, too shiftless to build decent, permanent habitations.


  About midnight Grayson finally fell into a restless sleep. He dreamed unpleasant dreams of pulling a launch through the shore ooze of the great swamp—like a boatman on the Volga—while four Epwas, all precisely alike, cracked whips and urged him on. When he finally awoke, it was with the leaden sensation that no time at all had elapsed. He felt better, however, after he had showered and dressed, and when he went into central-quarters an agreeable sight met his gaze. On the table was a flagon of cold water. Rafael stood in the center of the room, motionless, apparently awaiting commands.


  Breakfast over, Grayson crossed to his desk at the far side of the room to lay out his work for the day. This was the part of the morning he enjoyed best. Here he could sit amid the pleasant disorderliness of piled papers, pencils, pipes and his books on Venusian lepidopters and briefly plan his work for the next seven or eight hours. The fact that he never followed through on these plans troubled him not at all. Grayson wasn’t a tidy man; he did things in a hit-or-miss fashion, although in the end he usually managed to accomplish what he had set out to do.


  Two feet away from his desk, he stopped, staring. Gone were the familiar piles of paper. In their place was a naked expanse of desk, surface, the dark won-won wood polished to the nines. His pipes were neatly arrayed in the rack on the wall; his books, three of which he had left open to passages he wanted to re-read, were closed and stacked, bindings out, on the desk top.


  Grayson’s face slowly drained of color. Like all untidy men, he hated to have his personal possessions disturbed. He swung around and called Rafael.


  The Assistant approached quietly.


  “After this,” Grayson said, controlling his anger with an effort, “you will touch nothing on this desk at all. Do you understand? Nothing at all. As far as you’re concerned, this desk is tabu . . . verboten.”


  The Assistant said, “Desk . . . not touch . . . I understand.”


  IT WAS a full week before Grayson adjusted himself to the presence of his new companion; but never, he told himself, could he quite accept the fact that Rafael was not human. Several times he had ordered the Assistant to stand still while he switched on the light that lit up his interior. Then he stood there and marveled at the world of wires, electronic tubes, and resistors which made up the Assistant’s system.


  But, as Parkhurst had said, Rafael was efficient. He performed every duty expertly and completely. His memory was prodigious; he needed to be told only once to do a task. It was this very efficiency that began to eat away, like drops of falling water, at Grayson’s usual aplomb.


  Unconsciously he fell to watching the Assistant in his various performances for something to criticize. He found nothing. Moreover, Rafael was at all times a gentleman, which Grayson was not. It infuriated the Earthman to receive a soft-spoken, genteel reply in answer to one of his own that was barbed with profanity.


  “Rafael, get me my meerschaum pipe.”


  “Meerschaum . . . I do not understand the word, sir.”


  “Idiot! It’s the white one on the desk.”


  “Des . . . desk. I am not to touch anything on the desk, sir.”


  “Damn you, you’re to do as I say. Get the pipe.”


  But Grayson remembered one detail of Rafael’s construction very well, and he took pains to act accordingly. The Assistant’s internal chart recorded all the commands given him. It would not do to send him about on false missions.


  It had been the last day of January when Rafael had been brought to the post. Now it was getting on to the middle of February, and on the fifteenth, certain as clockwork, the rainy-mold season would begin. That meant for exactly thirty days they would be confined to the dome. Weather changes went off with machine precision here in Venus South, and during the rm days an Earthman’s life wasn’t worth a single credit if he exposed himself to the elements in the great swamp.


  On the fourteenth he said to Rafael, “You will leave at once for Village Xanon, see the headman and find out why the regular tax payment has not been made. Village Xanon is approximately ten kilometers from here. It lies inland due East, and there is a trail of plastic discs mounted on trees at regular intervals. Be back here by tomorrow noon at the latest.”


  A slight whirring issued from the Assistant’s head as he mulled over this information.


  After Rafael had gone, Grayson settled back in the chair and lit his pipe, feeling extremely satisfied. He had given the Assistant a metal umbrella to fend off the falling mold spores, but during the rm days that was scant protection. And rm started tomorrow. Although he would not admit it to himself, Grayson hoped Rafael would not return. Then when Parkhurst came for his regular inspection trip in March, be could say, “Send me down another Assistant, will you. And make it an Earthman this time. That last contraption of yours wasn’t very . . . durable.”


  But Rafael did come back. He came back with his new insect boots stained and plastered with mud, with his suit of whites ripped and torn and his face mottled from contact with mold spores He brought not only the overdue tax payment but also a small bag woven of blue ipso grass.


  “What’s this, Rafael?”


  “A personal gift, sir.”


  “A gift?”


  “From the Venusians, sir. They . . . like me.”


  IT WAS the evenings that Grayson always disliked. Where the average Earthman finds this a time to relax and review the events of the day, Grayson always saw himself a day older, another period of frustration ticked off in a life that had been one large disappointment. He was tired then, too, even though the day’s activities had been light, but weariness was a feeling unknown to Rafael.


  Grayson began to hate the sight of the Assistant, always so fresh, so composed, always so ready to respond to his every command. The fact that Rafael needed no sleep to revitalize his energy led the Earthman to wonder what occupied the Assistant’s thoughts during the lonely hours of the night. That was absurd, of course. An Epwa couldn’t think in the abstract sense. Yet, as if to refute this, Rafael was always ready to launch into a series of personal reminiscences whenever the silence hung heavy in the dome. Grayson knew those tales and anecdotes were part of a fabricated past skillfully woven into Rafael’s brain by his manufacturers, but the effect of reality was always there.


  “Did I ever tell you of the time I was lost on Mars’ red desert?”


  “Yes, you did, Rafael. Keep your machine-made recollections to yourself.”


  As the days of his enforced stay in the dome dragged past, a kind of tension began to build up in the Earthman. Grayson sought to fight this tension by making himself physically slack. He neglected the first rule of a colonial on any of the backward planets, that of dressing for dinner and shaving every day. Yet although a disregard for these habits helped to alleviate the nervous strain, he was horribly aware that the Assistant needed no such indulgences.


  And then, as suddenly as they had begun, the rain and the mold ended. But, with a richer luxuriance than before, caused by the excessive moisture, the blue vegetation now took on a purplish hue that spread itself quickly across the great marsh. Grayson felt the tension within him increase rather than lessen.


  To make matters worse, the Indigo birds—Ornithopterazure—changed their migration habits and came down from Venus North, nesting in vast numbers about the post. A repulsive scavenger species with razorsharp beaks and long, saurian tails, they had an unpleasant trick of directing their attack against the eyes. Grayson found it necessary to carry a weapon with him whenever he left the dome. The birds stayed two weeks. They gave way to the Lyzata, equally horrible, who were fur-bearing serpents of python size and who, though harmless, crawled over everything like enormous caterpillars.


  IN THE early part of April Grayson realized quite suddenly that native conditions in his sector of Venus South had gone from bad to worse. Neither Village Xanon nor any of the other pahongs had followed up on their regular monthly tax payments. Furthermore, when he occasionally met a Venusian on the jungle trail, the native stared at him impudently and made no move to bow, a recognition which the controlleur always insisted upon. Grayson had only contempt for these swamp creatures, and his dealings with them, as overlord, were touched with cruelty and arrogance. Two years ago he had found it necessary to whip a Venusian arcolat within an inch of his life, because the scoundrel had failed to wash his filthy hands before preparing food that had been presented to the Earthman.


  When Grayson went to Village Xanon to see about the tax, he was met with open resentment. The grizzled old chief replied he could not pay for five days, and no amount of threatening could alter his stand.


  “Great sir, why do you not send the-man-who-cannot-smile to our pahong? He is kind and considerate and speaks to us softly.”


  Grayson stiffened. “The-man-who-cannot-smile! You mean Rafael?”


  “That is his name. Yes.”


  The Earthman controlled his rage with difficulty.


  “Get this through your head,” he replied. “It makes no difference who comes to collect—you’ll pay! Understand?”


  Then he did something that violated one of the most stringent rules of a Venus colonial. He struck the chief across the mouth with the flat of his hand. All too well, Grayson knew that to a Venusian the body of a chief is considered inviolable.


  Returning by the back trail to the dome, the controlleur told himself it was time indeed to get rid of his Epwa Assistant. Not only was Rafael a calculating, errorless machine who could offer no normal companionship, he was disturbing the morale of the entire native organization. Let him stay on here with his equality treatment of the Venusians and the situation would shortly become unbearable.


  Grayson mulled this over after he had reached the post.


  He knew he could get rid of Rafael by no regular channels. Parkhurst was a straight-laced fool to whom rules and regulations were gods to be obeyed at all costs. He would never consent to replace the Assistant unless he were given a logical reason. Moreover Rafael’s internal chart effectually blocked any move by which the Assistant might be made to do harm to himself.


  The controlleur set about devising plans and putting them into action.


  He carefully changed the plastic discs trail markings so that instead of leading to Xanon Village they wound deeper into a remote section of the swamp.


  But although he was gone a day longer, Rafael came back from his mission, bringing the overdue tax payment plus more gifts the Venusians had given him.


  Grayson next dispatched Rafael, via the spare gig, in-country some eighteen kilometers to investigate a report that a saurian beast had been seen in that area. Before the Assistant left Grayson drilled several holes in the gig below the water line and plugged them with quickmelting cozar, a kind of beeswax found in the swamp.


  But again the Assistant returned and placidly made his report.


  There was no beast but only an oddly shaped rock outcropping which the natives had mistaken at a distance. Grayson nodded silently and this time asked no questions.


  Instead he went out the screen door, paced into the compount and halted a short distance from the dome, staring up into the thick sky. Moments passed, and he glanced at his watch impatiently.


  Abruptly a high pitched scream of air sounded. An instant later the aluminum shell landed, half burying itself in the spongy soil.


  Some day, the men back at the base who figured the trajectory of this mail cartridge were going to miscalculate and hit the dome. Grayson picked up the shell, unscrewed its cap and dumped out its contents: mostly magazines and newspapers, a few letters.


  The Earthman always went over his mail thoroughly. There were several copies of Colonial Spaceways, one of which contained an article, “The Future of the Epwa,” which he read with a good deal of interest. There were also two decks of playing cards sent by a thoughtful friend in Venus City.


  One passage in the Epwa article he read several times:


  Under average conditions the Epwa is a highly developed mechanism which is practically indestrtuctible. Care should be taken, however, not to subject its mental powers to sustained strain over a long period of time. Failure to heed this warning may result in a complete breakdown of the device’s electronic brain.


  The controlleur rose and called Rafael. When the Assistant appeared, Grayson took one of the decks of cards and tossed it on the table.


  “I’ll show you a game,” he said, “a game that will test your powers of concentration. It’s called Solitaire.”


  He explained carefully. This wasn’t ordinary Canfield solitaire. It was a better game, less ruled by chance.


  “In the first part you need a partner,” Grayson said, “although it isn’t required. This partner goes through the deck, drawing one card at a time, concentrating on its suit and numerical value, but permitting only the back to be visible to you. Now here is where parapsychology or cryptesthesia comes into play. Some persons call it E. S. P., or Extra Sensory Perception. As the partner concentrates on each card, you attempt to receive his thought wave and “guess” what the card is. In this fashion you divide the deck into four packs of what you assume to be four complete suits. Of course, if you rely on chance alone, the odds against you would be pretty heavy. But since mental action probably sets off a radiation and since your electronic brain has been devised to receive such stimuli, you should do fairly well.


  “The rest is simple. Drawing one card at a time from any of the four packs, you form a cross of five cards face up on the table. You play upon this cross in reverse rotation, paying no attention to suit. In other words, on a nine you can play any eight, on a queen any knave. When you have played as far as you can, the next card you draw goes in the corner, thus filling out the cross into a square. Let us suppose this card is a five. Then into each corner must go one of the other three fives and on these corner cards you build up in regular rotation: six, seven, eight, etc. according to suit.


  “The object of the game is to form each corner into a complete run of one suit, but the method is far more than a simple matter of luck. It goes back to E. S. P. and your mental division of the pack by thought-concentration. Is all that clear?”


  Rafael nodded and Grayson fancied he saw interest light up that plastic face. They began to play and when the controlleur had gone through the deck for the initial selection, he left the table, crossed to a chair, lit his pipe, and sat down to watch.


  It was worth watching. With his head bent slightly forward and his body erect in the chair, the Assistant was the picture of concentration. He formed the cross of five cards. Moving slowly, sluffing off on the discard pile only after long thought, he began to build up three corners. But the fourth corner was stubborn and as the discard pile began to grow, it soon became evident that he was going to lose. At length he swept tire cards together impatiently.


  “Again!” he said to Grayson.


  So again Grayson went through the deck while the Assistant mentally sorted and evaluated them. Rafael was playing hurriedly now, almost as if a high stake had been placed on the game.


  For an hour Grayson watched as Rafael lost game after game. The controlleur yawned then and headed for his room. But, halfway, he stopped on impulse and slid into the chair before the radar panel. For several moments he sat there, turning dials and making adjustments. Then he leaned back, a scowl darkening his features.


  The screen told a disturbing story. The Venusians were on the move; large parties from three neighboring villages were apparently converging on Village Xanon. And that could mean only one thing: the grievance ceremony, a council held by the men of the tribes to discuss an alleged wrong brought against them by an officer of the government. That’s what came of having a mealy-mouthed mechanical parrot for an Assistant.


  Grayson shrugged and went to bed.


  When he emerged into central quarters the next morning Rafael was still at the table, playing cards. The Earthman smiled crookedly but said nothing.


  He went about his duties at the post and in the afternoon set out into the swamp to inspect his traps. He was bending over one of the snares when a spiked thorn dart whispered by his head and stuck in a nearby tree. In a fury, Grayson wheeled in time to see a Venusian thrust his head above a fern frond, stare at him defiantly and then disappear.


  That settled it. It was time to put these damned aliens in their place. Grayson swung into the back trail and headed rapidly for the post. Back at the dome, he went to his room, took down a heat pistol, and flipped the chamber to see that it had a full charge. He dropped it into his pocket and strode into central quarters.


  Rafael was seated at the table, playing cards.


  Grayson smiled as he observed the partial fruition of his plans. If it were possible for an Epwa to do so, the Assistant already looked wan and haggard. There was a dull reddish glow about his eyes, and his plastic hands as he manipulated the cards, moved nervously and jerkily.


  “I’m going to Village Xanon,” Grayson said, striding to the door. “You will stay here and take care of the post.”


  Rafael looked up from the cards.


  “Village Xanon is dangerous now, sir,” he said. “If I don’t hear from you within a reasonable length of time, I’ll follow.”


  “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Grayson said. “You’ll stay here and play cards. That’s an order.”


  PARKHURST’S regular inspection visit was three weeks late, and the colonial official was somewhat concerned as he nudged the electric launch to the landing stake at Blue Mold. Brooding silence hung over the post, and no light was visible through the ports of the dome. Parkhurst climbed the veranda steps.


  “Halloo!” he called. “Anyone here?”


  A darker shadow roused itself from a wing-back chair as Rafael, the Assistant, came forward, switching on a lamp.


  “I give you greetings,” he said formally. “Grayson has not yet returned.”


  Parkhurst surveyed Rafael closely. The Epwa, he was glad to see, appeared to be in good shape.


  His clothing, although showing signs of wear, was clean and neatly pressed, and his plastic face and hands seemed in perfect condition.


  “Well, how’ve you two been getting on?” Parkhurst queried, lighting a cheroot. “Where is Grayson, by the way?”


  “He’s at Village Xanon,” Rafael replied. “He told me to stay here and play the game.”


  Parkhurst’s eyes lifted. “Game?”


  “A game called Solitaire. It is played with these cards.”


  The colonial official moved across to the table and, while he watched, Rafael swept the deck together and began to explain the game as Grayson had explained it to him. Listening, Parkhurst showed impatience at first; then his brow furrowed in a deep frown.


  “Why didn’t he send you to Village Xanon?” he asked suddenly.


  “Grayson preferred to go himself. He went to see about a grievance council the Venusians are holding.”


  “Grievance co—”! Alarm sounded in Parkhurst’s voice. “Great thunder, what’s wrong?”


  “I do not know. Except that Grayson struck their chief when he became insubordinate.”


  Parkhurst slumped slowly into a chair. A muscle quivered on his cheek. “When was he due back?” he demanded hoarsely.


  “He has been gone five days. Do you wish to play the game with me?”


  Five days! And the fool had struck a chief. Parkhurst turned and stared out into the silent blackness that was the great swamp. Five days! A controlleur had strict orders never, under any circumstances, to remain away from his post more than forty-eight hours. Suddenly the colonial official’s throat went dry, and a feeling of nausea churned his stomach. The cheroot slipped from his fingers to the floor.


  With a queer inner horror he realized that Grayson was not going to return.


  Parkhurst sat there in a stupor, cold sweat breaking out upon his body while Rafael continued to babble about the card game. His words seemed to come from far off. Something about the deck Grayson had given him, containing only fifty-one cards, an error which the Epwa had discovered and taken care of soon after the Earthman’s departure.


  Hot Squat


  A. Bertram Chandler


  An empty house—for the taking. It sounded too good to be true—and it was.


  YOU can’t blame the Watsons and the Temperleys for what they did, extra-legal though it may have been. Even if you should happen to possess one of those uncomfortably legalistic minds it will be hard for you to disapprove. For there was precedent a-plenty. Throughout the length and breadth of England there was precedent. Every morning the paper carried stories of the descent of home-hungry squatters upon derelict camps, upon groups of huts that had once housed the minions of the War Office or the Royal Air Force but that now, save for the minor matter of legality, were ready and waiting for the first comers.


  At first Watson had been inclined to disapprove. He was—or had been—an officer. The wavy red and white stripes on his R.N.VJL tie were still bright and unsoiled. He had not been out of the service long enough for him to have lost the slightly idolatrous respect for duly constituted authority. With Bill Temperley it was different. He had been a bomber pilot. Authority or no authority, it is hard to retain any great regard for property, private or state owned, when you have spent the past two or three years blowing it up or knocking it down.


  But it was Watson who had the idea.


  He met Temperley at the usual time in the Saloon Bar of the Dog and Duck. He hardly waited for the drinks to be set in front of them before he broached what was on his mind.


  “Bill,” he demanded eagerly, holding his pint mug a little aslant so that a cascade of weak beer splashed to the floor, “Bill! Who does own that rather classy hut out on the waste ground by Canning Wood?”


  Temperley sipped his own beer thoughtfully. He knew what was coming. Jane had told Ruth, his wife, something of the strained relations in the Kent household. It wasn’t so much a case of two women in the same kitchen as of two men in the same living room. Jim Watson and old Kent, his father-in-law, were incompatibles. One—the younger—was well to the left of center in politics and not a little artistic. The other was a pillar of what Watson would, undoubtedly, call the petit bourgeoisie—the class that, as Watson was so fond of declaiming, has put Britain where she is today—on the skids.


  He looked at his friend and grinned.


  “Cheer up!” he said. “I’m as badly off as you are. When I get in tonight my beloved Ma-in-law will smell my vinous breath and snort her disgust. . . .”


  “You aren’t as badly off!” Watson almost shouted. “You and Ruth can at least have a little privacy in your own bedroom, if nowhere else. You haven’t a child. That’s why we must get a place of our own somehow. I don’t want young Alan to be brought up in this atmosphere of what are, to our sort of people, utterly alien ideas.


  “That’s what I told ’em tonight,” he continued. “I told ’em that I might as well be living among the natives of an alien planet. And it’s true. They just aren’t our sort of people. Their minds don’t work the same as ours. If they have minds . . . he concluded bitterly.


  “But after all, Jim,” Temperley pointed out, “you must remember that it’s their house . . .


  “Yes,” flared the other. “Their house and their daughter. That’s the worst part of it. She’d started taking their side far too much. Marriage may be a fine institution—but not when it boils down to keeping another man’s daughter. . . .”


  He finished his beer. He rapped loudly on the counter with his mug to attract the barmaid’s attention. He said, absently, “Same again, please.” Then—“Who does own that hut?”


  “Not so loud . . .” counselled the ex-pilot. “There’re plenty in here like ourselves—who’d sell their immortal souls for any shack with four walls and a roof that they could call their own. I know why you want to know—and you’ve given me the same idea. It should hold the four of us—five with young Alan—comfortably. . . .”


  “But who. . . .?”


  “Search me. You know as much as I do. There’s a barbed wire fence with a padlocked gate, and a notice board with a broad arrow and the mystic letters R P L M, and the not so mystic words—KEEP OUT. I’ve been past it sometimes, when I’ve been on leave, and there’s been a sentry there. I just can’t recall what uniform he was wearing—but it was something like army battle dress. And I was past the place this very morning on my rounds. There was no sentry there. It seems to be deserted.”


  “It must be deserted,” declared Watson eagerly. “What time were you past? Eleven o’clock? Well, I took a stroll that way at about half past four this afternoon, and there wasn’t a soul there. I had a look at the padlock on the gate. It’s a Woolworth effort—a couple of smart blows should fix it.”


  Temperley ordered more beer. When it was brought, and when they had both lifted their mugs, he clinked the rim of his against Watson’s. He said softly, “Here’s to tomorrow night!”


  “Tomorrow night, Bill? What . . .?”


  “Yes, tomorrow night. I’d say do it tonight—but these things require a spot of organising. We daren’t leave it later than tomorrow—we aren’t the only two families in this God-forsaken town on the lookout for such a desirable property. Yes—we’re shifting in too. There’ll be room for five. And, if it comes, to a showdown we can lend each other moral support.


  “But it’ll be your job to talk Jane round. You’ll have all day to do it in—you haven’t finished your leave yet. And when we call for you in the car have young Alan ready, and your bedding, and a few odds and ends for cooking and such. I’ll be round at seven-thirty sharp.”


  “Seven-thirty-sharp,” repeated the ex-sailor. “We’ll be ready and waiting,” He raised his glass. His voice was that of a schoolboy planning some deliciously irregular adventure. “To Operation Squat!” he said softly.


  It was almost dark when Temperley stopped his battered old car outside the Kent’s front gate. Ruth was with him in the front seat. As her husband sounded his horn she told him, raising her voice to be heard above the raucous noise: “Jane won’t be happy about this, Bill. She’s always regarded this place as her home. She just can’t understand why Jim can’t fit in.”


  “Well, he can’t. And I don’t blame him, either. There’s nothing worse than living among people with whom you have nothing in common. It was bad enough even in a rear echelon hut in Korea—but we were at least all doing the same job. We could always talk shop . . .


  A light came on in the hall. The front door opened. Watson came out first, lugging a heavy suitcase. He staggered with it to the Temperley car, managed to fit it among the Temperley chattels already in the luggage compartment. He said, “There’s more to come, Bill. But we shan’t be long.”


  He came out again, with what looked like three folded camp beds. They had to go in the back of the car. When he came out the third time Jane and Alan were with him. The child was saying, over and over, “But I want to stay with my grandaddy.” Jane, tight-lipped, said nothing. She dumped a collection of utensils into the back of the car with a clatter. Old Kent came and stood in the lighted doorway. He, too, was silent. And Temperley looked at the stocky, motionless figure and wondered whethered it. was disapproval that he was feeling, or just relief.


  Temperley said: “Ruth, you sit in the back with Jane and Alan. Come in here with me, Bill.”


  And Alan started to cry—“Mummy, mummy! Why can’t we stay with grandaddy?”


  And Jane, bitterly reasonable, replied—“Because, darling, your father says that he can’t bear living among aliens!”


  Watson, who had seated himself beside the ex-pilot, started up in a flaring rage. His face was white with passion. He shouted:


  “If you have anything to say, say it to me direct. Don’t go sneaking about me to the child. Have you no bloody idea of discipline?”


  His wife shook off Ruth’s restraining hands. She leaned over into the front of the car and whispered intensely: “Don’t swear at me. I tell you, don’t swear at me. Or . . .”


  “Or you’ll go back to your dear parents? Much more of this carry on and they’ll be welcome to you. And they can keep you.”


  Temperley became suddenly aware that the old man was standing on the pavement beside the car. He was saying: “Jane, Jane! You’ll be much happier at home than in that old army hut!”


  Watson heard him at about the same time. “Keep your nose out of this, you old fool!” he shouted. “If I ever set foot in your house again it’ll be in a coffin!”


  The airman pressed the button of his self starter. The batteries were fully charged. He let in his clutch and jerked the vehicle and its occupants away from what promised to be a first-class family quarrel. The impetus of his starting threw Jane back into her seat. Beside him, Watson was cursing under his breath. And in the back Jane was sobbing quietly, and young Alan was bawling his head off, and Ruth was frantically trying to comfort them both.


  Temperley started to laugh.


  “And what’s so funny?” demanded his friend.


  “You. ‘If I ever set foot in your house again it will be in a coffin’ ! And you call yourself a writer of rich, beautiful prose!”


  But nobody else w-as amused. And the rest of the drive was made in sullen silence, broken only by snifflings and low-voiced whisperings from the back seat.


  “Well, there are no lights,” said Temperley cheerfully.


  “No. Looks hopeful. Got the hammer?”


  “Yes. Hell! This lock is tough!”


  Watson left his friend to struggle with the padlock. He looked at the notice board beside the gate, at the mystic letters and the broad arrow. He looked at the words: KEEP OUT. They meant less now than they had ever done. He would never go back to his in-laws after that scene. He would sooner sleep in a haystack. It started to rain. Yes, even in this weather he would sooner sleep in a haystack.


  On the other side of the gate, past the barbed-wire fence, loomed the hut. It was large. It gleamed dully in the light of the car’s head-lamps. It conveyed a vague impression of streamlining, looked almost like a huge trailer caravan without the wheels. There were windows, but they were circular, like a ship’s ports. And the whole affair gave tire idea of permanency and strength. Beside the average Nissen hut—or even a pre-fab.—it would be a palace.


  “Ruth!” Temperley was calling. “Pass me out the screwdriver!” Then—“Hi, Jim! Lend a hand, will you?”


  The ex-pilot had abandoned his attack on the padlock. He had transferred his attention to the hinges of the gate. They did not put up much of a fight. Then the two men lifted the framework of wood and barbed wire clear of the ground, swung it out and round on its padlock. Watson cursed as a sharp barb of the wire tore his sleeve. He began to tug the gate viciously. “Careful, Jim,” warned Temperley. “We don’t want to do any unnecessary damage!”


  “The bloody thing has damaged me!” growled the other.


  “There! Will you drive through, Ruth?”


  The car started. It rolled forward over the wet, grass-grown road. It cleared the gate-posts comfortably. It came to a stop with the glare of its lights full on a square door in the side of the hut. Temperley ran forward. “Damn! It’s locked!” he cried. “And I can’t find a handle or keyhole.”


  “Let me see,” said Watson. He inspected the door carefully. It was flush with the curved walls of the hut. He ran his fingers over the smooth surface. And he was more surprised than Temperley when, without warning, the door slid to one side. “I don’t know who this outfit is,” he admitted, “but they do themselves well!”


  On the other side of the door was a little hallway with another door, opposite to the one by which the two men had entered. This had a catch, of sorts. It was a button, not concealed, inviting the inquisitive finger. Temperley pressed it. The inner door slid open. And on the wall, just inside it, was a row of studs. When one of these was pushed the interior of the hut, as far as they could see, became suffused with a dim, indirect light.


  “So,” said Temperley. “These laddies did themselves well, I wish they’d got ’em to build the huts for our camps. Look at those cushions! Why—they must have lolled around like bleeding Romans!”


  “Yes. Their lights could be a bit brighter, though. We’ll have to get some of our own in, tomorrow.” He turned to the open doors. “Jane! Alan! Ruth! Come on in! It’s splendid!”


  The women and the small boy got out of the car and splashed through the puddles that had already gathered outside the hut. They were impressed. Even Jane was impressed. Her face, that had been sullen, brightened. She set Alan down on a pile of the soft cushions, where he went to sleep almost at once. “But this is splendid!” she cried. “It’s clean!” Then, somberly—“But they’ll never let us keep it.


  “Once we’re here they’ll have no choice!” retorted her husband. “But let’s look at the other rooms. There’s bound to be a galley or kitchen or something somewhere!”


  There was. It was labor-saving beyond the dreams of the most optimistic housewife. There must have been food there too—but if there was it was in the cupboards, the doors of which—set flush with the walls—they could not open. But it did not matter. They had brought food with them. And there was water, hot and cold, and there was an oven that jumped to a scorching heat almost as soon as the button on its side was pressed. It seemed strange that the unknown designer had made his equipment to suit the convenience of cooks of far more than average height. But even that, Jane pointed out, was better than having to stoop all the time.


  Watson stayed in the kitchen with the two women. He had always been interested in household devices. And he was hoping, by sharing her obvious enthusiasm, to woo his wife away from any regrets she might still have for having left her home. Temperley wandered off somewhere by himself. “I hope he’s found it,” said Watson, noting his absence. “If. there isn’t one it’d spoil the whole show. . . .”


  “Look at this!” enthused Jane. “But I wonder what they use it for. . . .”


  Her husband wasn’t looking. He was staring at the door. He was staring at his friend who, his face unnaturally grave, was making beckoning motions. He left the two wives to their joyful discoveries and slipped quietly out of the kitchen.


  The ex-pilot said: “Bill! We can’t stay here!”


  “And why not? The place is deserted. We’ve got squatters’ rights. We’ve got public opinion behind us if not the law.”


  “Come with me.”


  Watson followed the other along a passage. There were doors on either side, some of them open. But these the airman ignored. He hurried the sailor along to the end of the passage, into the last room of all. It must have been right at the end of the hut.


  Watson gasped. This was no living room. It was not even an office. It was packed full of apparatus and instruments—all four walls and even the ceiling. Some of the gear was familiar. There were obvious oscilloscopes. And there were the staring, white clock-faces of gauges. Watson looked more closely. The symbols on them were strange.


  He said: “So this is some kind of a radar installation. So what? Apparently, nobody needs it.”


  “There’s radar here, Bill—or something like it! But there’s more here than radar. They—used it, of course. It was just one of their instruments. But what do you make of this?”


  This was a deep, heavily padded chair. Whoever sat in it would have before him switches and levers—and something like the keyboard of an oversized typewriter. But that wasn’t all. The ex-pilot picked up the end of a band of leatherlike fabric. It had a clasp of sorts. And the other end was made fast to the side of the chair.


  “Radar!” gritted Temperley. “Yes—and more. Do you know what this is? No—you wouldn’t You don’t use ’em in the Navy. But it’s a safety belt. Now do you see?”


  Watson saw. And he saw why so much of the hut had impressed him with its strangeness—and why so much had exuded a haunting air of familiarity. It was the feel of a ship that had welcomed him when he first entered—the indefinable atmosphere that is part of all vessels, whether of the sea, the air or . . .


  Or . . .


  There was a loud scream from the kitchen.


  Both men turned and ran for the door. They reached it simultaneously. For long seconds they struggled there, foolishly—and then Temperley wisely gave ground and let his friend out first.


  Alan was in the little cooking compartment when they got there. And so was Jane. And Ruth. And they were all staring at the figure of a man—tall and thin and stooped, standing in the open doorway. He held in his hand a large, wicked-looking pistol.


  “Put that down!” roared Temperley.


  He sprang at the armed man, clutched at the hand holding the weapon. But the other was too quick. His body seemed to twist from the hips bonelessly; the pistol fired when the airman was still poised for his leap. There was no report. There was only an intolerably bright, soundless flash.


  There was only a soundless flash—and a crumpled figure on the floor whose clothes were still smouldering, and the acrid bite of ozone, and the sickly stench of burned flesh.


  Ruth screamed. Her fingers curved into claws. In her face, in her eyes; was no grief. That would come later. All that was there now was the desire to rend and tear.


  But the soundless flash was faster than she could ever be.


  And Watson, who could have disarmed the murderer while his friend’s wife was killed, was being noisily sick over the hitherto spotless plastic flooring.


  “Stand over there,” said the man with the gun. “Yes, there. With your wife and child.”


  There was no especial characteristic about that voice—except, perhaps, the extraordinary ordinariness. And that seemed to be the keynote of the whole personality. The battledress uniform was ordinary. The face, the forage cap above it, were ordinary. The height was greater than the average—but the stoop with which the murderer carried himself counteracted this.


  Behind him Watson could see figures similar to that of his captor hurrying along the passageway. Some were unburdened, some carried heavy cases.


  He turned his head and looked at Jane. Her face was white and set. Alan, whimpering a little, was clutching her skirts. His mother held him pressed tight to her so that he should not see the sprawled bodies of Temperley and Ruth.


  A low humming sound started, shrilled into a whine. The lights flickered slightly. The floor seemed to lift under their feet. The man with the gun relaxed.


  “Our reconnaissance is over,” he said. “And so is the need for disguise. But how easy it all was! Just uniforms and notice-boards in your uniform and notice-board ridden world—and nobody suspected us! There was, too, the minor matter of what you call ‘papers’—but our psychologist soon turned out a set that, with the necessary language changes, would pass us in any country of your planet . . .


  The hand holding the pistol did not waver. But another right arm appeared from somewhere under the battle-dress blouse. It and the disengaged left hand went up to the head, as though to lift off the forage cap. Buf more than the cap was lifted. The two hands—left and unnatural right—made a twisting motion. And the whole head turned—front to back and back to the front again.


  But it wasn’t a real head. It was only a sort of combination mask and helmet. What was underneath it was a featureless, blobby mass. And it had eyes on stalks. And tendrils. And it was green.


  No sound came from the real head. But the mask-helmet, swinging negligently from the extra right hand, carried on the conversation in its too ordinary voice.


  “. . . and so we have all the data we want. About your social systems, your natural resources, your weapons. Especially your weapons. . . . All that we wanted at the end was specimens—alive and dead. And our psychologist told us that all we had to do was to give the ship the appearance of being deserted—and the specimens would come to us. . . .”


  The faint, drumming vibration that had accompanied the whine of the engines had now ceased.


  Watson realised vaguely that this vibration had been caused by the ship’s passage through the atmosphere. Now there was no atmosphere. They were in airless space.


  But Jane had started to laugh. She ignored Alan, who was whimpering: loudly, and turned on her husband and laughed in his face. Some of it may have been hysteria—but not all. And—


  “You fool!” she cried. “You damned, clever, conceited fool! Now how are you going to like living among aliens?”


  With Intent to Kill


  John Jakes


  Ernie liked to kill people. The trouble was, his gun didn’t—and his gun was going to do something about it.


  ERNIE COLE frowned over the newspaper.


  He didn’t like what was printed on the front page. The new district attorney had started a campaign against the gamblers in the city, and all the other kinds of assorted vice that went along with them.


  But especially Ernie didn’t like the part about the check-up on guns. Too many unregistered weapons were floating around, and too many people were getting killed with them. All citizens were urged to report any knowledge they might have concerning persons with concealed firearms.


  Ernie rubbed his unshaven face. He’d have to watch out. The police could hook him from two angles. The less troublesome of the two was the gun. The other was his connection with the gambling interests.


  He suddenly became aware that the telephone was ringing.


  Answer it, Ernie. You’d better answer it. Maybe it’s one of your friends. Maybe they’ve got some more work for you. And me. Maybe they want you to fill me up again with six new bullets and maybe they want you to empty me into some poor idiot like you’ve done so many times. Damn you. . . .


  Ernie got up from the dirty easy-chair, putting out his cigarette in the glass ashtray shaped like a naked woman. He picked up the phone.


  “Yeah?”


  “Ernie?”


  “That’s right.”


  “This is Jimmie.”


  “Jimmie! Christ . . .” Ernie said worriedly, “I read the papers about the D.A. clamping down. . . .”


  “Keep your mouth closed, will you?” Palo Alto Jimmie, the gambler, said flatly. “Listen, and don’t answer me back. There’s another . . . business deal.” He emphasized the last two words. “I’m only going to say it once.”


  “Go ahead,” Ernie replied uneasily. He didn’t like the idea of another job when the police were tightening up, but then, he could use the money. Funds right now were running a little low.


  “The name is Belnik,” Palo Alto Jimmie said softly. “He has not paid one of his debts, and he told me last night he wasn’t going to pay it. I want you to collect in the usual way. You’ll get the money in the mail tomorrow.” The voice hardened. “I want to teach these wise boys. I want to teach them they can’t play around. You collect tonight. Belnik gets home around six. Here’s the address . . .”


  After a while Ernie said anxiously, “Yeah, sure, I got it.”


  “All right,” said Palo Alto Jimmie the gambler.


  The phone clicked down at the other end.


  Nervously Ernie jabbed another cigarette in his mouth and walked across the little room to the dingy dresser. He pulled open the top drawer.


  Lying inside on a soft rag, was a shining revolver, oiled and glistening blue. Ernie carefully put on a pair of worn leather gloves, took out the gun and filled the chamber with six bullets from a frayed pasteboard box.


  He clicked the chamber shut and looked at the gun. It was a good gun. He had been smart, buying it from Nelson the Turk three years ago in Detroit. The gun had never given him trouble, like it could have. Never jammed, when jamming could have meant the difference between escaping and being caught to die or go to prison. Funny he’d never really thought of that before.


  Ernie smiled over his chipped shards of teeth.


  It was a nice little gun, all right.


  As he went out that evening, old Mrs. Watrous, the landlady, peered at him from her front door, running her thick tongue across her hairy upper lip. Ernie hurried on. She looked like she was thinking about something nasty.


  The collection, as usual, was simple.


  He waited in the shadows of the small frame house while the wind soughed along through the darkening trees and occasional cars crept along the street. At two minutes after six, a small maroon coupe pulled up to the curb, and a man climbed out.


  Ernie eased the gun from his pocket, his gloved hand steady on the butt.


  The man whose name was Ra-Tael Belnik was moving up the sidewalk, evening newspaper under his arm, a smile of anticipation at coming home on his thick, dark features. Those were the kind, Ernie thought. Play around with boys like Jimmie for kicks. Probably thinks Jimmie is a kidder. Big laugh.


  Ernie pulled the trigger, emptying the gun.


  Belnik looked puzzled, took a step and fell. A pool, black in the twilight, formed slowly under him. Somewhere inside the house a woman howled in terror.


  But Ernie was already gone.


  He caught a bus uptown to his rooming house. There, he cleaned the gun and, with an affectionate pat, stored it away in the drawer. Then he went to bed, not so uneasy any more. After all, a clear two hundred bucks was on the way.


  It was a nice little gun, all right.


  Well, it’s all over now and here I am back in the drawer. And that Belnik. Just like the others. Amazed looks on their faces. Amazed that they could die. People always look that way when they get shot. I wonder if you, Ernie . . . no, that’s a crazy idea. Killing you. Killing. I ought to know about killing. I’ve done enough of it. How I hate it, really! If only someone else had bought me. If the police ever get me, I’m finished. They’ll take me apart and examine me and I’ll never be the same again. Why do things have to work out this way, Ernie? I hate you. Do you know that? I hate you. I hate you for buying me. I wish you were dead. I wish I could kill you. I wish . . . stop! What? Yes, I remember! If only I could pay you back! Perhaps if I only had a chance.


  I’ve never even considered it before. But just a chance. . . . I’ll have to wait. How do you like that, Ernie? Did you hear me, Ernie? I’ll be waiting.


  Two mornings later, Ernie read the newspaper again.


  There was a story about a corpse named Rafael Belnik. And another story. Ernie swore, afraid. The cops had broken into the Damascus Club and chopped it to pieces with their axes. The crooked wheels were smashed, the stacked card tables turned over. And Palo Alto Jimmie was facing indictment.


  If he spills it, Ernie thought frantically, he’ll get off easy. And when he spills it, I’ll be one of them to catch it.


  He stumbled up out of his chair. He had to pack, leave town, get a bus or train and hide himself in another city, in darkness for a while. Perhaps the police were already on their way . . .


  “You’re the lady that called us?” Sergeant Truex said, pushing back a yawn.


  “That’s right-, officer,” Mrs. Watrous said loudly. “When I read in the paper . . .”


  “Where’s the guy’s apartment?”


  “Second from the head of the stairs.”


  “You sure you seen the gun?” asked Foy, the other policeman.


  “Oh, yes!” The landlady’s eyes widened and she became highly confidential. “I’ve always thought he looked suspicious, so I went into his room with a passkey yesterday. The gun was there all right, in the top drawer of the dresser.”


  “Oh well,” Truex grumbled, “let’s get it over with.”


  Foy slapped his holster as they climbed the stairs. “The cop’s life. Plenty of fast action, like the movies. Dragging in every cheap hood and checking on his hardware. Hell!”


  They approached the door. Truex knocked.


  “What is it?” a man’s voice said. The door opened just a crack.


  Ernie saw the two cops and he yelled, trying to slam the door shut and lock it. Truex shoved the door, hard. It bounded open, throwing Ernie across the room.


  “Listen, buddy. . . .” Foy began.


  “He shot his mouth off!” Ernie shouted, a picture of cornered fear. “He shot his goddam mouth off . . .”


  “Listen, buddy,” Foy said again.


  Ernie swore and jumped for the dresser. He yanked open the top drawer and pulled out the gun.


  “By God!” Truex yelled.


  “You won’t stick me with him!” Ernie shouted, levelling the gun at Truex.


  “Watch it, Gene,” Foy cried his hand dropping to his revolver. Ernie, he saw, meant to kill them.


  Down swept Foy’s hand, and up. There was very little time. In an instant Ernie’s gun would bloom at Truex, who was trying to dodge and pull his own gun free.


  “All right!” Ernie howled crazily. His finger quivered, jerking the trigger.


  There was a split instant of silence.


  Ernie looked at tire shining blue gun, amazed horror in his eyes. “It’s jammed,” he screamed, “it ja. .


  The slugs from Sergeant Foy’s gun tore through him, ripping his insides, whirling him and throwing him down and far out into darkness. . . .


  Truex shook his head as he took a drink of the whisky. “Boy, I need this.” He sighed and continued, “I still don’t understand it.”


  “He yelled something,” Foy said, “about somebody shooting his mouth off. Maybe there was a tie-up.”


  “To what?”


  Foy grinned and shrugged. “God knows.”


  “He was nuts,” Truex said flatly. “When an old lady says he’s got a gun and we come to check up on registry, he starts blasting. There must be more to it, or he’s nuts. Hell, I just don’t get it.”


  Foy grinned wryly. “We won’t ever get it. We haven’t got good enough jobs.”


  Truex laughed. “What ever happened to the gun?”


  Foy gestured carelessly. “In the lab . . .”


  It is very light in here. White light, steady and strong. But it has a clean smell about it. They’re coming to examine me, do things to me, check me. I will probably not be the same again. But there is no more Ernie Cole. That’s all that counts. I fixed him. The door’s opening. A man is coming over. It’s worth it. Ernie is dead. They’re going to rip me in pieces. I don’t mind.


  Terran Menace


  N.R.


  The Editors are proud to present this First Earth Publication of an all-time Solar System favorite by a noted Martian author.


  FROM Interplanetary Quest by Dr. B. R. Mathewson: Bailer House Press, New York, 2195: “Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of Martio-Terran relationships in the beginning was the mutual discovery of cultures which were at the same time alike and alien to each other. Both planets eagerly exchanged scientists, philosophers, historians, journalists. With undaunting perststence fired by avid curiosity, they set about the tremendous task of educating Martians and Terrans both to the concept of interplanetary tolerance.


  “Doubtless one of the most important factors in breeding a tolerant attitude toward Martians among the people of Earth was the reprinting of a Martian science-fiction story in Terran magazines. The story was discovered in the Martian publication Daos eg Loers (This title is freely translated to mean Suns and Stars. See discussion of Martian semantics in Section XXXII). It is crudely written, yet exhibits a youthful force which transcends the limiting confines of strict grammatical structure. And, above all, it presents an imaginative Martian’s concept of Earth, however erroneous that concept may be.


  “Because of the part it played in cementing Martio-Terran relations, we reprint it here as it first appeared on this planet, translated from the Lower Martian.”


  To bury D. J. was the first. And then to fix the tube that had taken from D. J. his life. Scorching, searing, burning. D. J. dead now (rest his spirit well, Phobos), and ready for the ground now (rest his lifeless soulcase in peace, Deimos).


  R.N. dug in the cold green ground, dug with spade, dug deep. Above and over, in the pale sky, the sun orange-disclike glared down. He buried D. J. deep, covered the lifeless form with green ground, touched his forehead in the sacred sign. Then examining the twisted tube.


  Metal for the mangled jet would be needed. Metal to repair. Tools were in the ship. The first ship to reach Earth. The thought galled. D. J. dead. A friend, a shipmate. Dead. Never to know the thrill of discovery.


  Earth.


  Darkness crept into the crevices on the green ground. Twenty-two hours and eighteen minutes, the scientists had said. They knew much about Earth. This was the length of the Earth day, with the year being approximately half that of a Marsyear: three hundred and thirty-seven days.


  Life? Perhaps, yes. Perhaps in the great seas that covered the planet, they had said. R.N. looked about him. Plant life, surely. In abundance. Insects, too, yes. But humans? Humanoids? Intelligent life?


  Perhaps. The temperature was warmer than that of Mars. The scientists had known this. Earth was the third planet. 89,000,000 miles close to the sun, they had estimated. Closer than Mars, therefore hotter than Mars. But not unbearable, no. And the atmosphere was breathable, heavy but breathable.


  Beginning to walk. Pushed his way through the lush violet undergrowth, pistol in hand.


  R.N. would need hard metal for tire tube. His eyes covered the ground. Outcroppings of worthless, gleaming gold. Soft Useless. Pretty strains of quartz. Useless.


  He grew tired, sat down to rest near a great pointed boulder.


  And suddenly the green things were all around him, wielding weapons with short snouts and long barrels, weapons that mutely menaced.


  Eyes enormous, egg-like. Grinning gashes mouthing monosyllables. Noseflaps flaring, hogfat fingers firm.


  (The preceding paragraph is an example of Martian descriptalliteration, originated by Z. D. II and crudely imitated here by the author of this story.)


  Eight fingers on each hand, hair-covered. Green in color, short in stature, three feet high, grinning with evil intent. Weapons lifted, ready. R.N. leaped to his feet. His pistol was kicked from his fist. He scrabbled for it in the green dust, his fingers outstretched. A heavy, toeless foot stamped on his hand. He yanked it back in pain.


  “Come with us,” one of the green creatures said.


  R.N.’s eyes widened.


  “Do not be surprised,” the creature said. “We speak your language because we scanned you, established your thoughtspeech pattern.”


  R.N. said nothing. He followed the two in front, hemmed in by three of the creatures behind. They walked, passing other creatures. The females had breasts cupped in material. The males leading him whistled when a female passed or made clucking sounds. R.N. stared at the curled hairs atop the female heads, at the brightly painted lips, raw yellow against the green of their flesh.


  Suddenly, his thoughts to L. E. went. When had he seen her last? What was she doing now? He remembered the plushy redness of her lips, remembered the long polar cap vacation.


  (A long passage is deleted from the manuscript at this point. The passage graphically describes the emotional debauchery of the polar cap “vacation,” and was apparently aimed at a somewhat salacious Martian audience. The cover of Daos eg Loers, for example, pictured a nude, full-blown Martian female being pursued by a gigantic metallic monster. While the treatment in this passage reveals a trend in Martian literary tastes of this period, its insertion here was deemed unenlightening and therefore inadvisable.)


  One of the green creatures entered a white dome while R.N. waited outside with his captors. Busily, his mind considered escape plans. Soon the creature emerged and beckoned for R.N. to follow. R.N. entered the large white dome, which resembled a half-submerged snowball in the green ground.


  Two female creatures sat at a a small table. One was obviously old, the other in the early part of her life.


  “Is this the Martian, Gar Dano?” the old one asked one of the green creatures.


  “Yes, mother,” Gar Dano answered.


  “He is too big,” she replied.


  The young female creature smiled, green dripping from her yellow-painted lips. “I do not think he is too big.”


  R.N. shuddered at the lustful look in her egg-eyes. She drew a deep breath, her breasts straining at the flimsy cloth cups. She put one hand on her fleshy hip, examined R.N. carefully.


  “He is too big,” the old one repeated firmly.


  “Perhaps for auction,” Gar Dano suggested.


  “Perhaps,” the old one agreed. She glanced sharply at the young female. “Stop thinking of the Martian, Troo Lada. He may bring something at auction. Kudos knows we can use it.”


  The young female puckered her garish lips petulantly.


  Gar Dano held up his eight-fingered hand politely. “Mother, should we tell the Rulers?”


  The old one considered this. R.N. waiting breathlessly. The breathing of the rest behind him. “Yes. Go tell them. I will explain the auction to the poor creature.”


  Gar Dano left. The young female moved closer to R.N., eyelashes fluttering up at him.


  “Sit down, Troo Lada,” the old one commanded. She turned to R.N.


  (Another Martian literary device comes into play here, and it is best to describe it in advance, as it can easily lead, to confusion. The word “imagilogues” has been coined to express this unique art form. In essence, the form makes use of only one literary technique-, dialogue. But coupled with this is a series of blank spaces. These spaces are inserted at intervals between the lines of dialogue, or occasionally within a single line of dialogue. By allowing the reader to supply appropriate actions wherever a blank space appears, the Martian writer is sharing the pleasure of the creative act. True, the author of Terran Menace uses the device with the heavy hand of a novice. But there are notable examples of its use wherein as many as thirteen separate characters speak, each keeping a separate and distinct personality. The prime example of such artistry, of course, is to be found in the works of the Martian D.H.Gd)


  “Are you familiar with our society?”


  “No.”


  “I did not think you were.


  Our society is composed of Ones and Others. Troo Lada and I are Ones.”


  “And the males are Others?”


  “The what?


  “Never mind. I understand. Go on.”


  “As long as you understand. The Others serve an apprenticeship with the One who gave them birth. This apprenticeship lasts approximately twenty-one years. Do you know what years are, Martian?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. At the end of that time, or sometimes before, an Other is passed on to a younger One who wishes him. He is then responsible to this One for the rest of his life.”


  “Responsible?”


  “Yes. You understand the meaning of this word?”


  “Of course. But its application . . .”


  He must clothe the One, feed her. Comfort her during birth. Protect her from the wiles and lusts of his fellow Others. If he shirks this responsibility, he is liable to heavy penalties.”


  “I see.”


  “Do you know what ‘work’ is, Martian?”


  “Yes.”


  “The Others work from tire time they take a younger One unto them. They work hard. Sometimes, when they are in their sixties, if they have managed to save enough for their own security, they retire.”


  “You mean? You mean they work just to keep alive? Just to keep eating?”


  “Others are born to work, Martian. Ones are meant to be beautiful. But I should explain the auction.”


  “Please.”


  “Occasionally, there is an Other whom no One wants. The One who gave him birth then offers him at the auction, sells him to a wealthy Other who wishes to use his services.


  You will be sold at auction.”


  “And the Rulers?”


  “The Rulers, of course, are Ones. An Other has never ruled.”


  “I see.”


  “Of course, they may not allow us to offer you at auction, Martian. It is our understanding that they have other plans for Mars. You may fit into these plans.”


  “What!”


  “You have noticed our ships in your skies, have you not?”


  “Ships?”


  “Yes, surely. Our pilots have reported being observed on several occasions.”


  R.N. looked at the squat green creature, her brown hair arranged in neat curls atop her ugly head. The discs, of course. The discs reported by fanatics all over Mars. If only they had heeded the warnings. He must get back! He must spread the word. By Phobos, he must get home!


  Hurriedly, he built thoughts of escape.


  To the ship. The tube, broken. Perhaps to blast off without repairs. Would the drive allow such? Would the strain be too great? He considered the possibilities.


  (At this point, the author discusses the complicated technical design of the ship’s power system. It is assumed this bit was included to appease the somewhat voracious appetites of the more “scientific” of the Martian readers. Space travel, of course, was a dimly-conceived possibility at the time, and the writer imaginatively built upon existing Martian scientific data to develop the mechanism of his drive. In the light of developments which made interplanetary flight a reality, and in view of Dr. Ballidan’s and S.K.’s current strides in the development of an interstellar drive, this section seemed particularly archaic and was omitted here. The reader will note with amusement, incidentally, the reference to “discs” or “saucers.” Apparently, they caused Martians as much puzzlement as Earthmen. Venetians, whose peculiar ship design caused all the consternation before the mystery was solved, will undoubtedly derive special pleasure from the speculation outlined in the story.)


  Gar Dano suddenly stepped info the room.


  “The Rulers come, mother,” he said.


  “They will know what to do with you, Martian,” the old one said.


  Outside, R.N. could hear the strident blasts of unfamiliar instruments. A chant rose to assail his ears, and the steady beat of a drum thundered in the Terran night.


  “Do you really intend to invade Mars?” he asked anxiously.


  “Most assuredly.”


  “But why? Why?”


  “The Rulers will be able to answer that,” the old one said. “The Rulers formulate all policy.”


  The sound of the instruments was louder now, the drum beats closer, the chanting at a feverish pitch.


  Escape, R.N.’s mind screamed.


  He glanced around the interior of the dome. The old one was still seated at the short table, her clumsy-looking hands folded in her lap, her egg-eyes staring idiotically at R.N. Troo Lada stood against the curved wall, still pouting. Gar Dano was behind R.N., his weapon in his hands, his toeless feet spread wide apart. Outside, R.N. knew there were more of the creatures. Trapped! Trigger mind trafficking thoughts tirelessly. Senses snapping. Eyes excitedly enervated. Fingers flexed. Toes tense. Heart heavy.


  Reach, run, rush!


  R.N. lashed out with a closed fist. He felt the shock of contact tingle up his arm as his fist collided with Gar Dano’s loathsome face.


  “Stop!” shrilled the old one.


  “Martian! Martian!” screamed young Troo Lada, egg-eyes popping.


  R.N. scrambled for the door. He pushed his way through the milling creatures that blocked his path. Run, his mind screamed. Run, run, RUN!


  He was outside now, the purple growth tangling beneath his boots. In the distance, he glimpsed a procession of the green creatures, instruments gleaming in the moonlight, led by three females in garish costumes.


  They saw him, and they began to shout, their voices reaching out to scratch at his senses. Run! RUN!


  He darted into the dense wood past the purple-grown clearing. He heard heavy footsteps behind him, hoarse shouts, wild screams. And then he heard a sudden stillness and a swissssssh that darted across the clearing and into the woods.


  The first blast clipped his right shoulder, spinning him around. He fell against the trunk of a tall orange tree, braced himself there for a moment, then pushed himself erect.


  The second blast lashed into his ribs, and he doubled over in pain. He heard the terrible swissssssssh again, and a searing, stabbing, aching torment lashed at his heart.


  The last blast severed his head from his body.


  His last thoughts were of L.E. And of the glory that had been Mars.


  (It is interesting to note that Martian science-fiction stories did not always end happily.)


  Outside in the Sand


  Evan Hunter


  He had to kill the monster to save Captain Peevy. Then he was going to kill Peevy.


  IT LAY crouched on the red sand dunes, squat and silvery, its blasting tubes tangled into a shapeless mass of metal. The sand rose in biting gusts, slicing at the Mars Six, whirling against its sides in ferocious onslaughts. The crippled ship resisted each new attack, trembling against the overwhelming power of sand and wind.


  Inside, Lieutenant Enoch crouched against the starboard bulkhead, his blaston clutched tightly in his right hand, his finger trembling on the trigger. Like a taut rubber band, his lips were drawn tightly across his fact. There was a trace of fear and anticipation in his brightly lit eyes as he listened to the Martian wind screeching outside, heaving the coarse, rasping sand against the ship huddled silently on the dunes.


  I hate Captain Peevy, he thought. I hate Captain Peevy and I am going to kill him soon. The sand slashed at the metal sides of the ship, and Enoch wondered how long it would be before Nature succeeded in slicing the ship to ribbons.


  “A tough break,” they’d be saying back on Earth. “Should have known it couldn’t be done. Five ships before them.”


  He could almost see Colonel Danvers puffing on his pipe, shrugging his shoulders, speaking softly. “Well, that’s that. Man will just have to wait awhile. Space is still beyond his scope of knowledge. A tough break, but what can you do?”


  Sure, sure, a tough break, Enoch thought. It had been tough breaks that had sent five previous ships off into space, never to be heard from again. It had been tough breaks that caused his bum landing, that had twisted the blasting tubes into uselessness, that had left him and the Captain at the mercy of wind and sand . . . and whatever else was on this planet.


  Captain! The thought of Peevy sent a surge of impatience through Enoch. What was keeping the man? He’d gone outside to get an accurate position, to plot landmarks that would guide rescue ships from Earth. But that was ten minutes ago. Could he have suspected what Enoch had planned for him? No. No. Enoch put the thought from his mind.


  Still, Peevy’s luck had been phenomenal. They had been through Space School together. Peevy was bright, but Enoch had been close to him all through school. Together, they led the class in grades. They had both graduated with high honors, had both received their commissions together. And then they had served their apprenticeships on two separate mail carriers on the Moon run.


  And then, the chance to be the first men to reach Mars! This was no petty Moon hop. No, they’d served their apprenticeships well, and Earth was now granting its two most promising Spacemen the chance at something bigger. Mars. Mars, the formidable, the unattainable. Five other ships had been defeated by the fiery red ball in the sky. And they had been, chosen to man the sixth.


  The two young lieutenants, pale from space and from the importance of the occasion, had stood before Colonel Danvers’ desk had watched him meditatively puff on his pipe as he examined their records.


  “One of you will be in command, you know,” he had said.


  The Lieutenants had glanced at each other, and Enoch had experienced another wave of hatred and jealousy for the man who had graduated in first place, leaving him mere second honors. The colonel had sized them up with his eyes, and was now looking over their papers again.


  “What do you know about space communication?” he had asked Enoch.


  “Enough to get by, sir,” Enoch had answered.


  “What does that mean exactly?” Danvers asked.


  “Space School, sir. All types of gear studied. Sugar Mike, George, Peter. I operated the Sugar Yoke on the Moon run.”


  “And the new gear?” Danvers asked. “The Imperial series? What do you know about it?”


  “I’ve heard of it, sir.” He had begun to tremble a little.


  “Can you operate it?”


  He hesitated. “No, sir. But I can learn,” he hastily added.


  “Mmmm,” Danvers murmured. He turned to Lieutenant Peevy. “I see, Peevy, that you’ve taken several supplementary courses while operating on the Moon run. Are you familiar with Imperial VIII?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And the later series? Imperial XII and up?”


  “Yes, sir. The courses covered maintenance and operation of all those types.”


  Danvers had smiled and glanced at Enoch. “The new ship will have only Imperial gear on it, Enoch. Naturally, the man in command will be expected to know this gear thoroughly.” He had dismissed Enoch with disinterested eyes and said to Peevy, “You’ll be in command, Captain Peevy.”


  Captain Peevy!


  Peevy had grinned and the colonel added, “You may consider this an official promotion.”


  LUCK, Enoch thought, sheer luck. A few non-required courses, and Peevy had accidentally hit upon the gear the Mars Six would be carrying. His knowledge wasn’t going to do him much good when he got back, though. Not much good at all. A slight smile curled Enoch’s lips. He was through taking second honors. Peevy would naturally receive all the acclaim for this trip. After all, he commanded the ship. It was too bad the landing had been a bad one, temporarily spoiling Enoch’s plan. If the landing had been smooth, he’d have killed Peevy immediately and taken the ship back to Earth to claim the plaudits of the universe. Now, Enoch could do nothing but wait until Peevy had contacted Earth and given them information about their present situation.


  Then he would kill the other man and wait for the rescue ship from Earth. It wouldn’t be the same as returning to Earth in triumph, of course. But it still had its benefits. He would be acclaimed as the survivor of the first successful expedition to Mars. Peevy would be chalked off as the weakling, the man who had succumbed.


  Damn that Imperial gear! he suddenly thought. He’d have been able to contact Earth alone were it not for the new gear. This way, he needed Peevy. If Earth received no word from them, they’d assume this expedition had gone the way of the previous five, and the project would be shelved until Man had learned more about space. Once they knew it was feasible, once Peevy contacted them and told them about the crippling landing, another ship would be dispatched immediately. Once Peevy had made that contact, Enoch would kill him.


  The monster appeared suddenly at the port blister!


  Its face was a blob of crimson, shapeless, dripping. Its flowing mane leaped about its head in wild fury. Enoch backed against the bulkhead, fear gripping his mind.


  The creature’s eyes were wild, enormous saucers set against the blood-red of its head.


  “Go away!” Enoch screeched in terror. “Go away!” The cry was torn from his lips involuntarily. The creature vanished from sight and Enoch tremblingly adjusted the intensity lever of his blaston to full potency, enough of a blast to kill a man . . . or whatever hovered outside in the sand. And Peevy was out there, too! Enoch’s only means of contacting Earth was outside with that monster. The only open course was evident. Enoch would have to kill this monster, then go out after Peevy, assuming that Peevy was still alive. And he had to be alive, he had to be! The thought of saving a man he hated annoyed Enoch. But he comforted himself with the knowledge that he was saving him temporarily, only until he had made the necessary contact with Earth. After that, he would kill him and seal the ship against any more of these monsters that might be roaming around outside.


  Again, the crimson ugly face appeared at the post blister. The sand whirled around the looming, grotesque figure. The wind blasted sand against the plastiglass, tore at the sides of the ship. Again, Enoch wondered how long the ship would last against this erosive onslaught. And he thought of Peevy outside there for nearly fifteen minutes now. And then the monster disappeared again.


  Enoch stared into the darkness around the port blister for a long time. His plans were clear. Kill the monster, dash outside to get Peevy, seal the ship, wait until Peevy had contacted the Earth, and then kill him.


  A thunderous hammering, louder than the sound of wind and sand combined, began at the starboard blister. Enoch whirled to see the monster in rage, shouting wildly, incoherently, clawing at the blister with desperate red claws.


  Should he shoot? Suppose there were more? Should he blast the plastiglass, opening the side of the ship to the attack of wind, and sand, and monsters? He didn’t have to wonder long. The thing outside was waving a blasting gun, shouting insanely. A blinding flash filled the night and the plastiglass shattered into nothingness, followed immediately by a rush of sand and wind into the cabin.


  The creature, its head a dangling crimson mass of ribbons, climbed ponderously into the cabin of the ship.


  “Back!” Enoch screamed. The creature shouted incoherently, its insane eyes gleaming brightly in the darkness of the ship. The terrible, biting sand lashed in behind it.


  Enoch’s blaston shuddered once, twice, and the creature dropped to the deck, its body blown from under it. The sand sliced into the cabin, already smoothing the plastiglass shards that jutted up from the broken blister.


  Enoch approached the thing, gun in trembling hand. He turned the remains of the body over, and looked full at the face. It was crimson and shapeless, rutted with cuts. The hair was matted thick with coarse sand. The clawlike hands were ripped clean of skin, almost to the bone.


  It wasn’t until Enoch saw the two silver bars clinging to the creature’s tattered tunic that he realized he’d killed Captain Peevy.


  The sand that had slashed Peevy’s face to ribbons maliciously swirled in through the broken plastiglass blister, whipping at Enoch’s head, slicing at the Imperial gear.


  Enoch squinted his eyes against the sand, and looked once more at the battered figure on the deck. Then he turned the blaston on himself.


  Expatriate


  Larry M. Harris


  Riw loved Alma. But Riw was only a gnome, and Alma’s boy-friend Charlie was a strong, handsome ghost.


  ALMA was sunning herself on the green lawn of her grave. She was thinking of nothing, so as not to overtax her brain. Alma had very little brain, but this lack was compensated for by a great deal of assorted ethereal body, over which she had draped bits of winding-sheet in an effort to gild the lily by making herself, impossibly, more attractive. If she could have been unhappy about anything, she would have been unhappy that she had no spectators. However, she was of cowlike and contented mind as she lay on her grave, exposing her charms to the sun and sky.


  A knock sounded. “Alma?” said a voice. “Am I disturbing you?”


  “Charlie! Come here!” Alma sounded suddenly joyous; her breath came quickly, presenting a fantastic series of bodily motions to the spectator.


  Charlie left off knocking on a tree-trunk and bounded into the clearing like a handsome Saint Bernard in search of a bone. Alma sat up and threw wide her arms. They snuggled.


  Some moments passed.


  “I love you madly,” Charlie announced.


  “Me too. You’re so big and handsome. Kiss me.”


  There was silence. Then Alma said, with muffled ecstasy, “Crush me.”


  Charlie said, “Gee.” He was effectively muffled, but managed to break free for a second; He continued, “Gee. I bet this is just how Launcelot . . .”


  Then everything happened at once. Something buckled the ground off to one side, and stones and chunks of dirt went rolling and bouncing in all directions.


  “Earthquake!” Charlie yelled, scooping Alma up in his arms. Phrases were coming back to his fevered brain, slowly and confusedly. “Run for cover!” he shouted. Alma slid passionate arms around his neck. “Women and childr . . .” he said, as she kissed him long and savagely.


  The trapdoor opened. A face came slowly out, brushing the tips of its gargantuan ears against the sides of the door. “Just thought I’d come out and get some fresh air,” said the face, displaying a set of yellow and pointed teeth below its splayed nose. “Hi, Charlie.”


  Charlie let go his hold on Alma, forgetting that she still had him clasped about the neck. She started to fall and he received a stunning blow on the medulla. Alma dropped to the ground and sat up brightly. Charlie, unconscious, bent over and fell on his face in a pile of dirt.


  The face looked around. A hand came up and scratched its bald dome with blackened fingernails.


  “What have you two been doing?” it said. “Alma, you . . .”


  “I love you,” Alma said, blinking rapidly. The face looked astonished and pleased for a minute.


  Then Alma began manfully to pull Charlie out of the dirt. She wiped off his face and embraced him.


  “Oh,” said the face sadly. Climbing out of the trapdoor, Riw surveyed his three-foot, gnomic frame. If I were bigger and more handsome and stronger, he thought, maybe she’d . . . but that’s impossible. Damn their damned incompetence. If they’d altered the probability, or whatever it is Gravel does, maybe I wouldn’t ever have met Alma. I wouldn’t have been buried here, or the humans would have built their graveyard someplace else, and I’d have been happy. I’d have married some dumpy gnome and lived happily ever after.


  But if I’d never seen her . . .


  I can’t even wish that. Even just seeing her is something. I suppose I should be grateful.


  Charlie, opened his eyes. “I love you madly,” lie said indistinctly.


  Riw tightened his lips. He walked over and tapped Charlie on the shoulder. Nothing happened. Alma and Charlie, snuggling, were apparently immune to anything.


  Riw tapped a little harder and then, in a burst of ferocity, shook Charlie’s shoulder. Something dropped with a limp thud to the ground and lay there, faintly transparent as Alma and Charlie were. Riw looked at the gilt cover of the book and read: Stories Of King Arthur.


  It was, Riw knew, Charlie’s Bible. The human ghost turned around to face him, the stupor clearing from his eyes; he looked like Sir Galahad, ready to be helpful and rescue things in distress. “What is it, Riw? Gee. If there’s anything I could do . . .”


  “Yes. You could,” Riw said, murder in his hoarse little voice. “You and Alma could—move somewhere else—or something. Because I—”


  Alma took her head from Charlie’s broad chest. “No!” she said. Charlie, looking torn, opened his mouth and shut it several times.


  “Okay,” Riw said, finally. “I’ll go walk somewhere else, I guess. It’s okay. I don’t mind.”


  “Gee,” Charlie said.


  “Never mind. It’s okay.” Absently, Riw kicked up a cloud of dust. He started to sneeze. His ears flapped, brushing each other in back of his bulbous head, and then subsided to a diminishing waggle. Riw took a grayed handkerchief from his back pocket and blew vigorously.


  You could do something for me, he thought bitterly. You could go shoot yourself. And if I asked you, you probably would at that. You only read one book in your life, and that had to be King Arthur. If anybody asks you to do anything, you do it. But you’re an idiot . . .


  This isn’t getting me anywhere. If I could only . . .


  Riw walked off slowly. Halfway down the road, he stopped to sneeze again. His ears tangled behind, his head, and he straightened them quickly.


  Behind him, Alma said, “Gesundheit.”


  “Look,” said Gravel patiently, “was it my fault? Did I do anything? Did they even ask me?”


  “Don’t argue with me,” said the Intelligence Corporal, a small fat gnome. “Orders from the top. They say come see ’em, you come see ’em. How d’you know it’s about that Riw business, anyhow?”


  “What else, you fathead?” Gravel’s scraggly beard oscillated slightly. “Have I made a mistake? Do you think . . .”


  “No, no, of course not. But maybe there’s something else. And if the Colonel says come, you better come. You know how it is with the Colonel.” He tapped his forehead significantly.


  “ ‘Something else,’ huh? I’m not paying strict attention to my business, is that it? Somebody thinks I’m running around with—with women, is that it?”


  The fat gnome ran a finger around the inside of his uniform collar. “I’m only a Corporal, Gravel—I mean Mr. Gravel,” he added seeing the dangerous look in the scientist’s eyes. “I can’t do a thing. But why not go see the Colonel? He’s nuts already. Maybe you two would have a lot to talk over.”


  “All right. All right. First you come in here, uninvited, while I’m working. Me. The foremost probability scientist, human, gnome or Other, in the world.” He gestured toward a small crystal shining, translucently, in a corner. “Just because some hundred years ago a gnome named Riw got himself buried without having me called in to inspect the site. I could have fixed him up then—a hundred years ago!—but now you call me in!”


  “Well, if anyone can do anything, you can, Mr. Gravel,” the Corporal said nervously.


  “Grr,” said Gravel. The Corporal stopped. “You—you insult your Commanding Officer. You insult me. You drag me down to see him—to do him a favor, mind you, by inspecting the probabilities and picking the one that’ll get him out of this mess—you drag me down by implying that we’re both insane. It’s too much, but I’m a patient man. I’ll put up with this—”


  He marched out the door. The little Corporal stumbled after him. “—but there are limits to what I can put up with. And if one more thing happens, I’ll—I’ll—never mind. You’ll transmigrate in pieces. Little piec . . .”


  Gravel tripped over an outlying root. He sat up slowly, baring his teeth. His beard shivered ominously back and forth. He stood up and tottered a few steps, tremblingly, like a clockwork doll. His face was a pastel lavender.


  The Corporal stood stockstill.


  “You did it,” Gravel said.


  “Me? I didn’t do anyth . . . ow!”


  Gravel took a firmer grip on the Corporal’s large ear and proceeded to twist it. Suddenly he let go and started to laugh. Dismay, apprehension and terror chased each other across the Corporal’s face. He started to run.


  “Hey!” Gravel shouted. “Come back! I won’t hurt you! What do you think I am anyhow?”


  The little Corporal stopped and looked around. Gravel, with a smile bisecting his bearded face, was standing under a small tree. The Corporal began to approach him, slowly.


  “Come on,” Gravel said. “I want to talk to you.”


  Rubbing his ear, the Corporal moved toward him.


  “Now, look,” Gravel said. “Just what does your damned Colonel want me for, anyhow?”


  The Corporal shrugged helplessly. “I told you, I don’t know.”


  “Riw?” Gravel said, not unkindly.


  The Corporal shrugged again. “Look, Gravel—Mr. Gravel—”


  “Oh, call me Gravel,” the scientist said. Then he started to laugh again. “You looked so damned funny with me hanging on to your ear . . .”


  The Corporal knocked on the door. Gravel waited a few feet behind, observing the hut with something like envy. His own hut was more of a ramshackle affair, hastily built—though, of course, it was more functional. You couldn’t rebuild strongly every time some damned experiment exploded; it would take too much valuable time.


  From inside the house a voice floated. It was clear, high, and distorted by a palpably false French accent.


  “Come een.”


  The Corporal opened the door timidly. “Ah,” said the voice, “my little Corporal, he returns. But where is the M. Gravel?”


  Gravel strode in. “Right behind him,” he said. “Bruce and I—” He stopped dead.


  Colonel Kroll, head of the Gnome Intelligence Service, was a gnome about four feet three inches tall, towering over Gravel’s undersized three feet nine. He was clothed in a pair of violent red puttees and a blue military jacket His left hand was stuck inside the jacket, in a Napoleonic manner. On his head was a cocked hat, precisely settled at a fifteen-degree tilt.


  “Ah,” said this apparition, “you and my little Corporal Bruce ate friends. How good. But let us not waste my time or yours, Monsieur—mon vieux, if you permit?” He resettled his cocked hat without removing his left hand from its place. “Let us be calm, cool—how you say?—collective. I have a problem, about this M. Riw. I have for myself great hopes that you may solve it for me. For this I can return many favors. I have money, my friend, at my disposal. With this money you can buy—many things. A new crystal, perhaps? Or—the good things of life? We are men of the world, mon vieux. We understand each other, no?”


  The Colonel permitted himself a small wink. Gravel, a little stunned by the flow of pidgin French, nodded weakly.


  “I am so glad,” said the Colonel, “that my two little friends have made themselves friends of each other.”


  Gravel passed a shaking hand over his suddenly dewy forehead. “Yes, sir. But let’s get down to business. I have work to do at home, if you don’t mind. What did you want to see me about?”


  “So abrupt, these little ones. Tsk. Mais—it is the case of this M. Riw. You have heard of it?”


  “Only indirectly. Nobody ever asked me anything, so I can’t take the responsibility for anything that happened. I could have told them a human graveyard was to be built there. . . .”


  “Yes, yes, mon petit, I can understand all that. Then perhaps I had better go into details for you, no?”


  Gravel set his teeth. It would not be wise to disagree—the guy was clearly nutty, and no telling what a nut would do. Besides, he thought, I’ll have to get the setup from somebody. “Sure, sir, if you would be so kind. . . .”


  “It is nothing, I assure you. The details are these: it happened almost two hundred years ago, while I was in—while I was in another form. A human, to be exact—that of le grand—le plus grand—Napoleon. Ah, but this transmigration that must take care of us all—”


  “Ulp,” said Gravel.


  “Oui, mon vieux,” said Colonel Kroll, settling his hand inside his vest. “As you must know, when one of us—one of we gnomes—reaches the age of two hundred and ten, we dig for him a grave in which he can in peace lie down.”


  Gravel debated trying to make sense out of the sentence and gave it up. Later, he would find out from somebody else.


  “We must see, of course, that we do not bother the humans of the earth. Even in my time, when the gnomes were disappear from the world, people began to wonder—where are they going? The answer—so simple, mon petit—was: Underground.


  “At any speed, however—” Nobody can be as untranslatable as that, Gravel thought darkly—“we must put on the unfortunate a spell so that he will stay quiet, so peaceful, in his grave for most of the time, and when he must come out—for companionship, of course; you are a man of the world, mon vieux, and you understand these things, no?—he will stay within the limits of our graveyard. It has been so planned, and who are we to with it quarrel?


  “In the case of the pauvre M. Riw, however, something went very wrong with our organs—that is how you say it, no?—with our machinery. The—”


  Bruce cut in “Colonel, if you don’t mind, I’ll finish up, and you can devote yourself to other things for a second.”


  Thank God, Gravel thought.


  Bruce said, “Well, it ended up like this. Nobody called you in to find the probability futures. They were all too sure of themselves. So Riw was bound to the graveyard. Then, before anybody else could get in, the humans built their own graveyard in the same spot. With an iron fence around it. We can’t get in, Riw can’t get out. And some higher-up has started an investigation. So we’ve got to do something or land on our heads. See?”


  Gravel sighed. “Yeah. But what can we do—outside, maybe, of changing the future so as to make Riw’s life easier for him?”


  “C’est co!” screamed the Colonel. “But of course! What—equipments will you need, mon petit?”


  Gravel wondered if the Colonel knew that the French had more than two terms of endearment. Aloud, he said, “Well, I don’t know whether there’s anything we can do, so I’ll set up a crystal set to run through all the futures. If anything comes up, it’ll show on the ball, and I’ll let you know.”


  “Out,” said the Colonel. “Come, Corporal Bruce.”


  “Sir, I may need some help. And it’s not that you’re unskilled or anything, but it may be a little dangerous. . . .”


  “Ah, of course. Corporal, you will assist M. Gravel in his work.”


  The door slammed. The little Corporal turned with fear in his eyes. “It isn’t really—”


  “Nope. But I had to get him out of the way somehow. Is he always like that?”


  “Pretty near. Can I give you a hand?”


  “Thanks, Bruce. Just hand me that crystal ball. Yeah, over there—and those wires. That’ll do it, I hope.”


  Colonel Kroll stood over them, Napoleonically. “All is in readiness, yes?” he asked.


  Gravel nodded. “As soon as we know anything, now, we’ll call you. No need to worry. But if you’d leave now—sparks, electricity—you understand?”


  “But of course,” Kroll said. “Corporal, remain, if you please.”


  Again the door slammed. Bruce said, softly.


  “Are you sure everything’s all right?”


  Gravel faced him. “Nothing’s all right. The quality of the balls they send me nowadays. The idiots send me a receiving set. I can’t do anything but watch. I can’t transmit. Which means—”


  “We might as well die,” Bruce finished heavily. “If we don’t find the solution, and act on it, then we’ll lose our jobs. All of us. Even you.”


  “Me?”


  Bruce nodded. “You got into this. Now you can’t get out of it We’ll all die. Starvation.”


  Gravel muttered, “Transmigration you mean,” touching a wire.


  Bruce said, “What?”


  “Transmigration. Means changing bodies. See, a gnome can’t die, since he doesn’t breathe and so doesn’t oxidate. But if something happens that’d normally kill him—if he could die, understand—then he transmigrates. He goes into a different body—the nearest one around, with a twenty-mile radius—and leaves his for somebody else who has to transmigrate. See?”


  “No,” said the Corporal.


  “Well, maybe if I—oh, hell what’s the difference? There isn’t anything we can do. I wonder if Riw knows how much depends, now, on his doing the right thing? After a hundred years?”


  “I don’t know,” Bruce said. “Let’s watch, though, so we’ll know.”


  “You’re funny,” Alma said happily.


  “I like you.”


  “But you don’t understand. I didn’t want to tell you, but I can’t keep it inside me any longer. I love you, Alma. I love you—er—madly.” Riw sank to his knees. “Will you marry me?” He choked back a sneeze.


  “Gee, you’re funny,” Alma mused. “And funny-looking, too.”


  Riw cursed inwardly. “I can’t offer you much,” he said doggedly. “A little underground hut, maybe, and whatever I’ve been able to scrape up—but you’ll have my heart till the end of eternity. I don’t know if I can make you happy—”


  Alma giggled. Riw sneezed, shook his head, and went on.


  “—but I’ll try. I’ll do whatever you want, Alma if only you’ll consent to marry me.”


  “Goodness. But what would Charlie say?”


  “Charlie . . .! Can’t you understand the simplest thing? I want to marry you. As soon as possible. Yes or no?”


  “Well,” said Alma, considering. She sat, thinking deeply, for a moment or two. Then she appeared to have made up her mind. “Thank you, no,” she said, smiling prettily.


  “But—but—God! How can I make you understand? I love you, Alma. I want to marry you.”


  “But I don’t want to marry you. Really, it’s all so simple, I don’t see what you’re making such a fuss about. You’re not as big and strong as Charlie is. So I guess I’ll marry him. If he asks me.”


  Riw’s mouth opened and shut with a disconsolate snap. There isn’t even one single thing I can do about it, he told himself sadly. No? one single thing.


  “Besides,” Alma mused, “Charlie’s handsomer, anyway. So even if you were bigger and stronger, it wouldn’t matter. So, no thank you. But thank you just the same.”


  “That’s all right,” Riw said, reaching up and patting Alma’s shoulder awkwardly. “Perfectly all right.” He got up from his knees slowly, then picked up a stone and with one swift, savage motion flung it at a nearby rabbit. He missed it.


  He sneezed, walking away.


  “Gesundheit,” Alma said.


  Gravel said, “If I could only do something. If I could only push this guy the way I want him to go.”


  Bruce stared at the coils and crystal. “But you can’t, huh?” he asked hopefully.


  “Damn it, no!” Gravel fumed. “And he has to pay attention to that little ghost of a human horror! Doesn’t he know it’s important?”


  Bruce said, “I guess not. But what can you do?”


  “If I could only tell him. If I could only convince him—the two of us would work out a solution. But I can’t. The iron fence. We can’t pass iron.”


  Bruce thought for a minute. “But you can shout past it, can’t you?” he said quietly.


  Gravel leaped as if he’d been struck. “Hey! That’s it! That’s it!”


  The bland face of Colonel Kroll poked in tire door. “Is it that you have solved of the problem? No?” he said.


  Gravel spat, “Maybe, yes.” He rushed out the half-open door. The two GIS men watched him go, wonderingly.


  Riw lay in his coffin, facing the dirt ceiling of his underground cave. His hand propped the lid open. He didn’t want to sleep, yet. Not until he’d come to some conclusions about the problem that faced him.


  He loved Alma. He wanted her to marry him—but she would not because he was too small and weak and ugly. Well, what did she expect from a gnome, after all? Gnomes didn’t grow big like humans. They didn’t breathe, so they stayed small. They had to live in the forest and hear things, so they had big ears. Smell things, so they had big noses. It was all functional, all for the best.


  But try explaining that to Alma, his mind spat. Just try. She’ll never understand. Love isn’t logical, and neither is Alma. As a matter of fact, she’s stupid.


  Besides, that wouldn’t do any good. Nothing would do any good, and he might as well knock his head against a stone and die. Without Alma, life, of course, wasn’t worth living.


  For the thousandth time, he cursed the idiots who had planted him without bothering to consult Gravel. Gravel could have got him out of the mess. Gravel could have. . . .


  And at that point a head poked through the side-wall of his grave. The head was even uglier than Riw himself was, by virtue of a peculiar gray weed which Riw realized slowly was a beard. It looked like a malignant growth.


  The head opened its mouth and said, “Hello, Roo.”


  “Riw,” the gnome said automatically. Everybody in the graveyard had been pronouncing his name wrong for a hundred years. He’d finally stopped getting mad at it.


  “My name is Gravel,” the face said.


  It took a second for that to sink in. Then Riw said, “Well, come in. Come in. Please come in.” The head waggled.


  “As soon as I can dig myself in,” it said. “It’s a good thing the locator worked. I hit you right first time. Would have been horrible to bump my head on some human coffin.”


  So this was the great Gravel. Riw thought he acted just like any other gnome. But, of course, he wasn’t. He was the only gnome who could get him out of his current mess.


  “Come on,” Gravel said, “we’re going out of here. I can cancel your conditioning and free you. You’ll be set up in an entirely Gnome graveyard. No humans. Won’t that be nice?”


  Riw took only a second to think this over. “No,” he said.


  “No?”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “That’s right. I like it here. You can do things for me, but not that, if you don’t mind.”


  Patiently, Gravel explained the situation. The higher-up who had started the investigation. The questions asked. The solution promised. The fact that he’d lose his job and probably starve (here he injected a sob or two for effect) if nothing were done.


  Riw shook his head.


  “No. I’m sorry, but no.”


  Gravel wriggled into the grave, making it uncomfortably crowded. For a while they lay in silence. Gravel was muttering in his beard. Riw caught some of the words and was shocked.


  “I’ll force you to come out,” Gravel said. “I can do that too.”


  Riw said, “But I’ll tell your investigators you forced me. I’ll tell them I’m not happy.”


  Again, there was silence. Finally Gravel said, “Your elbow is in my stomach.”


  Riw muttered, “Sorry.” He started to get up, push himself out of the grave and into the air again. Gravel followed. After some confusion, they were standing outside.


  Gravel shrugged despairingly. “Well, what do you want?”


  “I want to be big and strong and handsome,” Riw said. “Like Charlie. But you wouldn’t know about Charlie, would you?”


  “I would,” Gravel said. “I watched you. Figured I couldn’t get in because of the iron, but I forgot about tunnelling under. Painful, but here I am. I know all about you. I’ve struggled to get here.” He sobbed. “Now you won’t let me take you back.”


  “But if you know all about me, then you know what I want,” Riw said.


  “Alma? That’s simple.” Gravel’s face frowned. Then, suddenly, it broke into a smile. “And that’ll make you happy, won’t it?”


  Riw nodded.


  “We’re saved!” Busily, the scientist began drawing up a plan of action. When he had repeated it a few times, and was sure that Riw understood it, he ducked back into the grave. “Be seeing you,” he said.


  Riw said, “Thanks. Goodbye.” Then he went off in search of Charlie.


  “Hi, Charlie.”


  “Oh. Hi, Roo.”


  “Riw. Look, Charlie, would you like to do a favor for a friend?”


  “Sure, Roo. What would you like me to do?”


  Riw tried to remember. What had the great Gravel told him? About health. But that couldn’t be the way. . . .


  Oh, yes.


  “Well, I’ve been reading about some of these health courses, and I was wondering if maybe—you being so healthy and all—if maybe you’d teach me some of the stuff. I’d pay you, of course.”


  (Gravel had told him: “It’s triple-barrelled. First, he’s chivalrous—King Arthur, remember? So he won’t be able to resist the chance to do you a favor. Second, a little flattery never hurt anybody. And third, he won’t be able to resist the chance to make the grand gesture and refuse the money. It can’t fail.”


  “Gee,” said Charlie, “I’d like to.” He viewed his own physique with a kind of myopic pride. “But, gee, I couldn’t take any money for it. I’d like to do it for free, but I couldn’t take any money for it.”


  “Well, all right. I’ll make it up to you somehow.” Riw blazed with victory. His ears were stiff. He hoped to God Charlie would not notice. “When do we start?” he couldn’t resist asking.


  Charlie said, “Well. How about now?”


  Riw said, remembering the words Gravel had drilled into him, “How about starting with artificial respiration?”


  (Back at the GIS hut, Gravel crossed his fingers. Bruce and Colonel Kroll stood around, not daring to speak.)


  Charlie was saying, “See, you lie down, and I get on top of you. See? Now I press down, and I come up, and I count. Like they taught me in gym. I liked gym. I could count good, see? One-two-three-four-One-two-three-four-Ow-two-three—”


  Gravel said, “This is it. Want it to go on?”


  Kroll said, “Mais of course, mon vieux. Why should it be to stopping?”


  Gravel lied, “I can stop it. But if you do one thing, I won’t.”


  Kroll’s forehead bore sweat rapidly. “Name it, name it.”


  “That Bruce here be made a full Lieutenant under me.”


  Under cover of Kroll’s fervent “Granted!” Gravel whispered, “It’s the least I can do. After all, you started me off on the right track.”


  Bruce fainted slowly. Colonel Kroll clucked.


  Gravel stared into the crystal ball.


  “—four-one-two-three-four—hey, Roo? Roo?”


  Riw lay on the ground, breathing for the first time in his three hundred and ten years. He didn’t speak or otherwise move. Only his chest went up and down with horrible regularity.


  “Roo!” Charlie screamed. “Roo! Answer me!”


  Then he remembered. The book. King Arthur. Launcelot.


  Chivalry. Avenging your honor and . . .


  “Gee,” he said “Maybe I killed him. He shouldn’t breathe like that. I . . .”


  That was it. Death rather than dishonor. Death rather than . . .


  I killed him. . . .


  “Gee,” Charlie said. He bent down and bashed himself on the head with his own gravestone.


  Mist and gray fog. The air floated in little eddies around him, from nothing into nothingness. Sound and light expanded into a deaf black infinity. Nothing and nothing except . . .


  Transmigration, Riw thought. I wonder. . . .


  He was intangible and without volume and he floated, cradlerocking, for an age until . . .


  “Gee,” Charlie said.


  Riw looked up. Then he got up. Of course.


  The wound in his head, naturally, was cured by the same active agent that had caused the transmigration.


  A natural agent, providing for everything. But you couldn’t, naturally transmigrate into your own body.


  Riw looked at Charlie. He kicked up a little dust with the toe of his magnificent, handsome right foot.


  Charlie sneezed, his ears waggling behind him.


  “Back pocket,” Riw said. Charlie took the handkerchief and blew into it. He wiped his bulbous red nose and put the handkerchief back.


  Riw strode off, his handsomeness a flame, to find Alma.


  Charlie shrugged and sneezed again, patiently.


  Over his shoulder, Riw called, “Gesundheit.”


  Shape-Up


  Jack Vance


  Who was the unseen Belisarius? Why was he hiring these men? Jarvis didn’t know, but he realized he had to find out—or be killed.


  JARVIS came down Riverview Way from the direction of the terminal warehouse, where he had passed an uncomfortable night. At the corner of Sion Novack Way he plugged his next-to-last copper into the Pegasus Square Farm and Mining Bulletin dispenser; taking the pink tissue envelope, he picked his way through the muck of the street to the Original Blue Man Cafe. He chose a table with precision and nicety, his back to a corner, the length of the street in his line of sight.


  The waiter appeared, looked Jarvis up and down. Jarvis countered with a hard stare. “Hot anise, a viewer.”


  The waiter turned away. Jarvis relaxed, sat rubbing his sore hip and watching the occasional dark shape hurrying against the mist. The streets were still dim; only one of the Procrustean suns had risen: no match for the fogs of Idle River.


  The waiter returned with a dull metal pot and the viewer. Jarvis parted with his last coin, warmed his hands on the pot, notched in the film, and sipped the brew, giving his attention to the journal. Page after page flicked past: trifles of Earth news, cluster news, local news, topical discussions, practical mechanics. He found the classified advertisements, employment opportunities, skimmed down the listings. These were sparse enough: a well-digger wanted, glass puddlers, berry-pickers, creep-weed chasers. He bent forward; this was more to his interest:


  
    Shape-up: Four travellers of top efficiency. Large profits for able workers; definite goals in sight. Only men of resource and willingness need apply. At 10 meridian see Belisarius at the Old Solar Inn.

  


  Jarvis read the paragraph once more, translating the oblique phrases to more definite meanings. He looked at his watch: still three hours. He glanced at the street, at the waiter, sipped from the pot, and settled to a study of the Farm and Mining Journal.


  Two hours later the second sun, a blue-white ball, rose at the head of Riverview Way, flaring through the mist; now the population of the town began to appear. Jarvis took quiet leave of the cafe and set off down Riverview Way in the sun.


  Heat and the exercise loosened the throb in his hip; when he reached the river esplanade his walk was smooth. He turned to the right, past the Memorial Fountain, and there was the Old Solar Inn, looking across the water to the gray marble bluffs.


  Jarvis inspected it with care. It looked expensive but not elaborate, exuding dignity rather than elegance. He felt less skeptical; Bulletin notices occasionally promised more than they fulfilled; a man could not be too careful.


  He approached the inn. The entrance was a massive wooden door with a stained glass window, where laughing Old Sol shot a golden ray upon green and blue Earth. The door swung open; Jarvis entered, bent to the wicket.


  “Yes, sir?” asked the clerk.


  “Mr. Belisarius,” said Jarvis.


  The clerk inspected Jarvis with much the expression of the waiter at the cafe. With the faintest of shrugs, he said, “Suite B—down the lower hall.”


  Jarvis crossed the lobby. As he entered the hall he heard the outer door open; a huge blond man in green suede came into the inn, paused like Jarvis by the wicket. Jarvis continued along the hall. The door to Suite B was ajar; Jarvis pushed it open, entered.


  He stood in a large room panelled with dark green sea-tree, furnished simply—a tawny rug, chairs and couches around the walls, an elaborate chandelier decorated with glowing spangles—so elaborate, indeed, that Jarvis suspected a system of spycells. In itself this meant nothing; in fact, it might be construed as commendable caution.


  Five others were waiting: men of various ages, size, skin-color. Only one aspect did they have in common; a way of seeming to look to all sides at once. Jarvis took a seat, sat back; a moment later the big blond man in green suede entered. He looked around the room, glanced at the chandelier, took a seat. A stringy gray-haired man with corrugated brown skin and a sly reckless smile said, “Omar Gildig! What are you here for, Gildig?”


  The big blond man’s eyes became blank for an instant; then he said, “For motives much like your own, Tixon.”


  The old man jerked his head back, blinked. “You mistake me; my name is Pardee, Captain Pardee.”


  “As you say, Captain.”


  There was silence in the room; then Tixon, or Pardee, nervously crossed to where Gildig sat and spoke in low tones. Gildig nodded like a placid lion.


  Other men entered; each glanced around the room, at the chandelier, then took seats. Presently the room held twenty or more.


  Other conversations arose. Jarvis found himself next to a small, sturdy man with a round moon-face, a bulbous little paunch, a hooked little nose and dark, owlish eyes. He seemed disposed to speak, and Jarvis made such comments as seemed judicious. “A cold night, last, for those of us to see the red sun set.”


  Jarvis assented.


  “A lucky planet to win free from, this,” continued the round man. “I’ve been watching the Bulletin for three weeks now; if I don’t join Belisarius—why, by the juice of Jonah, I’ll take a workaway job on a packet.”


  Jarvis asked “Who is this Belisarius?”


  The round man opened his eyes wide. “Belisarius? It’s well-known—he’s Belson!”


  “Belson?” Jarvis could not hold the surprised note out of his voice; the bruise on his hip began to jar and thud. “Belson?”


  The round man had turned away his head, but was staring over the bridge of his little beaknose. “Belson is an effective traveller, much respected.”


  “So I understand,” said Jarvis.


  “Rumor comes that he has suffered reverses—notably one such, two months gone, on the swamps of Fenn.”


  “How goes the rumor?” asked Jarvis.


  “There is large talk, small fact,” the round man replied gracefully. “And have you ever speculated on the Concentration of talent in so small a one room? There is yourself. And my own humble talents—there is Omar Gildig—brawn like a Beshauer bull, a brain of guile. Over there is young Hancock McManus, an effective worker, and there—he who styles himself Lachesis, a metaphor. And I’ll wager in all our aggregate pockets there’s not twenty Juillard crowns!”


  “Certainly not in mine,” admitted Jarvis.


  “This is our life,” said the round man. “We live at the full—each minute an entity to be squeezed of its maximum; our moneys, our crowns, our credits—they buy us great sweetness, but they are soon gone. Then Belisarius hints of brave goals, and we come, like moths to a flame!”


  “I wonder,” mused Jarvis.


  “What’s your wonder?”


  “Belisarius surely has trusted lieutenants. . . . When he calls for travellers through the Farm Bulletin—there always is the chance of Authority participation.”


  “Perhaps they are unaware of the convention, the code.”


  “More likely not.”


  The round man shook his head, sighed. “A brave agent would come to the Old Solar Inn on this day!”


  “There are such men.”


  “But they will not come to the shape-ups—and do you know why not?”


  “Why not then?”


  “Suppose they do—suppose they trap six men—a dozen.’,’


  “A dozen less to cope with.”


  “But the next time a shape-up is called, the travellers will prove themselves by the Test Supreme.”


  “And this is?” inquired Jarvis easily, though he knew quite well.


  The round man explained with zest. “Each party kills in the presence of an umpire. The Authority will not risk the resumption of such tests; and so they allow the travellers to meet and foregather in peace.” The round man peered at Jarvis. “This can hardly he new information?”


  “I have heard talk,” said Jarvis.


  The round man said, “Caution is admirable when not carried to an excess.”


  Jarvis laughed, showing his long, sharp teeth. “Why not use an excess of caution, when it costs nothing?”


  “Why not?” assented the round man, and said no more to Jarvis.


  A few moments later the inner door opened; an old man, slight, crochety, in tight black trousers and vest, peered out. His eyes were mild, his face was long, waxy, melancholy; his voice was suitably grave. “Your attention, if you please.”


  “By Crokus,” muttered the round man, “Belson has hired undertakers to staff his conferences!”


  The old man in black spoke on. “I will summon you one at a time, in the order of your arrival. You will be given certain tests, you will submit to certain interrogations. . . . Anyone who finds the prospect over-intimate may leave at this moment.”


  He waited. No one rose to depart, although scowls appeared, and Omar Gildig said, “Reasonable queries are resented by no one. If I find the interrogation too searching—then I shall protest.”


  The old man nodded, “Very well, as you wish. First then—you, Paul Pulliam.”


  A slim, elegant man in wine-colored jacket and tight trousers rose to his feet, entered the inner room.


  “So that is Paul Pulliam,” breathed the round man. “I have wondered six years, ever since the Myknosis affair.”


  “Who is that old man—the undertaker?” asked Jarvis.


  “I have no idea.”


  “In fact,” asked Jarvis, “Who is Belson? What is Belson’s look?”


  “In truth,” said the round man, “I know no more to that.”


  The second man was called, then the third, the fourth, then: “Gilbert Jarvis!”


  Jarvis rose to his feet, thinking: how in thunder do they know my first name? He passed through into an anteroom, whose only furnishing was a scale. The old man in blade said, “If you please, I wish to learn your weight.”


  Jarvis stepped on the scale; the dial glowed with the figure 163, which the old man recorded in a book. “Very well, now—I will prick your ear—”


  Jarvis grabbed the instrument; the old man squawked, “Here, here, here!”


  Jarvis inspected the bit of glass and metal, gave it back with a wolfish grin. “I am a man of caution; I’ll have no drugs pumped into my ear.”


  “No, no,” protested the old man, “I need but a drop to learn your blood characteristics.”


  “Why is this important?” asked Jarvis cynically. “It’s been my experience that if a man bleeds, why so much the worse, but let him bleed till either he stops or he runs dry.”


  “Belisarius is a considerate master.”


  “I want no master,” said Jarvis.


  “Mentor, then—a considerate mentor.”


  “I think for myself.”


  “Devil drag me deathways!” exclaimed the old man, “you are a ticklish man to please.” He put the drop from Jarvis’ ear into an analyzer, peered at the dials. “Type O . . . Index 96 . . . Granuli B. . . . Very good, Gilbert Jarvis, very good indeed!”


  “Humph,” said Jarvis, “is that all the test Belisarius gives a man—his weight, his blood?”


  “No, no,” said the old man earnestly, “these are but the preliminaries; but allow me to congratulate you, you are so far entirely suitable. Now—come with me and wait; in an hour we will have our lunch, and then discuss the remainder of the problem.”


  Of the original applicants only eight remained after the preliminary elimination. Jarvis noticed that all of the eight approximated his own weight, with the exception of Omar Gildig, who weighed two hundred fifty or more.


  The old man in black summoned them to lunch; the eight filed into a round green diningsaloon; they took places at a round green table. The old man gave a signal and wine and appetizers appeared in the service slots. He put on an air of heartiness. “Let us forget the background of our presence here,” he said. “Let us enjoy the good food and such fellowship as we may bring to the occasion.”


  Omar Gildig snorted, a vast grimace that pulled his nose down over his mouth. “Who cares about fellowship? We want to know that which concerns us. What is this affair that Belson plans for?”


  The old man shook his head smilingly. “There are still eight of you—and Belisarius needs but four.”


  “Then get on with your tests; there are better things to be doing than jumping through these jackanape hoops.”


  “There have been no hoops so far,” said the old man gently. “Bear with me only an hour longer; none of you eight will go without your recompense, of one kind or another.”


  Jarvis looked from face to face. Gildig; sly, reckless old Tixon—or Captain Pardee, as he called himself; the round, owlish man; a blond, smiling youth like a girl in men’s gear; two quiet nondescripts; a tall pencil-thin black, who might have been dumb for any word he spoke.


  Food was served: small steaks of a local venison, a small platter of toasted pods with sauce of herbs and minced mussels. In fact, so small were the portions that Jarvis found his appetite merely whetted.


  Next came glasses of frozen red punch, then came braised crescents of white flesh, each with a bright red nubbin at both ends, swimming in a pungent sauce.


  Jarvis smiled to himself and glanced around the table. Gildig had fallen to with gusto, as had the thin dark-skinned man; one or two of the others were eating with more caution. Jarvis thought, I won’t be caught quite so easily, and toyed with the food; and he saw from the corner of his eye that Tixon, the blond youth and the round man were likewise abstaining.


  Their host looked around the table with a pained expression. “The dish, I see, is not popular.”


  The round man said plaintively, “Surely it’s uncommon poor manners to poison us with the Fenn swamp-shrimp.”


  Gildig spat out a mouthful. “Poison!”


  “Peace, Conrad, peace,” said the old man, grinning. “These are not what you think them.” He reached out a fork, speared one of the objects from the plate of Conrad, the round man, and ate it. “You see, you are mistaken. Perhaps these resemble the Fenn swamp-shrimp—but they are not.”


  Gildig looked suspiciously at his plate. “And what did you think they were?” he asked Conrad.


  Conrad picked up one of the morsels, looked at it narrowly. “On Fenn when a man wants to put another man in his power for a day or a week, he seeks these—or shrimp like these—from the swamps. The toxic principle is in these red sacs.” He pushed his plate away. “Swampshrimp or not, they still dull my appetite.”


  “We’ll remove them,” said the old man. “To the next dish, by all means—a bake of capons, as I recall.”


  The meal progressed; the old man produced no more wine—“because,” he explained, “we have a test of skill approaching us; it’s necessary that you have all faculties with you.”


  “A complicated system of filling out a roster,” muttered Gildig.


  The old man shrugged. “I act for Belisarius.”


  “Belson, you mean.”


  “Call him any name you wish.” Conrad, the round man, said thoughtfully, “Belson is not an easy master.”


  The old man looked surprised. “Does not Belson—as you call him—bring you large profits?”


  “Belson allows no man’s interference—and Belson never forgets a wrong.”


  The old man laughed a mournful chuckle. “That makes him an easy man to serve. Obey him, do him no wrongs—and you will never fear his anger.”


  Conrad shrugged, Gildig smiled. Jarvis sat watchfully. There was more to the business than filling out a roster, more than a profit to be achieved.


  “Now,” said the old man, “if you please, one at a time, through this door. Omar Gildig, I’ll have you first.”


  The seven remained at the table, watching uneasily from the corners of their eyes. Conrad and Tixon—or Captain Pardee—spoke lightly; the blond youth joined their talk; then a thud caused them all to look up, the talk to stop short. After a pause, the conversation continued rather lamely.


  The old man appeared. “Now you, Captain Pardee.”


  Captain Pardee—or Tixon—left the room. The six remaining listened; there were no further sounds.


  The old man next summoned the blond youth, then Conrad, then one of the nondescripts, then the tall black man, the other nondescript, and. finally returned to where Jarvis sat alone.


  “My apologies, Gilbert Jarvis—but I think we are effecting a satisfactory elimination. If you will come this way. . . .”


  Jarvis entered a long dim room.


  The old man said, “This as I have intimated, is a test of skill, agility, resource. I presume you carry your favorite weapons with you?”


  Jarvis grinned. “Naturally.”


  “Notice,” said the old man, “the screen at the far end of this room. Imagine behind two armed and alert men who are your enemies, who are not yet aware of your presence.” He paused; watched Jarvis, who grinned his humorless smile.


  “Well, then, are you imagining the situation?”


  Jarvis listened; did he hear breathing? There was the feel of stealth in the room, of mounting strain, expectancy.


  “Are you imagining?” asked the old man. “They will kill you if they find you. . . . They will kill you. . . .”


  A sound, a rush—not from the end of the room—but at the side—a hurtling dark shape. The old man ducked; Jarvis jumped back, whipped out his weapon, a Parnassian sliver-spit. . . . The dark shape thumped with three internal explosions.


  “Excellent,” said the old man. “You have good reactions, Gilbert Jarvis—and with a sliverspit too. Are they not difficult weapons?”


  “Not to a man who knows their use; then they are most effective.”


  “An interesting diversity of opinion,” said the old man. “Gildig, for instance, used a collapsible club. Where he had it hidden, I have no idea—a miracle of swiftness. Conrad was almost as adept with the shoot-blade as you are with the sliver-spit, and Noel, the blond youngster—he preferred a dammel-ray.”


  “Bulky,” said Jarvis. “Bulky and delicate, with limited capacity.”


  “I agree,” said the old man. “But each man to his own methods.”


  “It puzzles me,” said Jarvis. “Where does he carry the weapon? I noticed none of the bulk of a dammel-ray on his person.”


  “He had it adjusted well,” said the old man cryptically. “This way, if you please.”


  They returned to the original waiting room. Instead of the original twenty men, there were now but four: Gildig, old Tixon, the blond young Noel, and Conrad, the round man with the owlish face. Jarvis looked Noel over critically to see where he carried his weapon, but it was nowhere in evidence, though his clothes were pink’, yellow and black weave, skin-tight.


  The old man seemed in the best of spirits; his mournful jowls quivered and twitched. “Now, gentlemen, now—we come to the end of the elimination. Five men, when we need but four. One man must be dispensed with; can anyone propose a means to this end?”


  The five men stiffened, looked sideways around with a guarded wariness, as the same idea suggested itself to each mind.


  “Well,” said the old man, “it would be one way out of the impasse, but there might be several simultaneous eliminations, and it would put Belisarius to considerable trouble.”


  No one spoke.


  The old man mused, “I think I can resolve the quandary. Let us assume that all of us are hired by Belisarius.”


  “I assume nothing,” growled Gildig. “Either I’m hired, or I’m not! If I’m hired I want a retainer.”


  “Very well,” said the old man. “You all are, then, hired by Belisarius.”


  “By Belson.”


  “Yes—by Belson. Here—” he distributed five envelopes “—here is earnest-money. A thousand crowns. Now, each and all of you are Belson’s men. You understand what this entails?”


  “It entails loyalty,” intoned Tixon, looking with satisfaction into the envelope.


  “Complete, mindless, unswerving loyalty,” echoed the old man. “What’s that?” he asked to Gildig’s grumble.


  Gildig said, “He doesn’t leave a man a mind of his own.”


  “When he serves Belson, a man needs his mind only to serve. Before, and after, he is as free as air. During his employment, he must be Belson’s man, an extension of Belson’s mind. The rewards are great—but the punishments are certain.”


  Gildig grunted with resignation. “What next, then?”


  “Now—we seek to eliminate the one superfluous man. I think now we can do it.” He looked around the faces. “Gildig—Tixon—”


  “Captain Pardee, call me—that’s my name!”


  “—Conrad—Noel—and Gilbert Jarvis.”


  “Well,” said Conrad shortly, “get on with it.”


  “The theory of the situation,” said the old man didactically, “is that now we are all Belson’s loyal followers. Suppose we find a traitor to Belson, an enemy—what do we do then?”


  “Kill him!” said Tixon.


  “Exactly.”


  Gildig leaned forward, and the bulging muscles sent planes of soft light moving down his green suede jacket. “How can there be traitors when we are just hired?”


  The old man looked mournfully at his pale fingers. “Actually, gentlemen, the situation goes rather deeper than one might suppose. This unwanted fifth man—the man to be eliminated—he happens to be one who has violated Belson’s trust. The disposal of this man,” he said sternly, “will provide an object lesson for the remaining four.”


  “Well,” said Noel easily, “shall we proceed? Who is the betrayer?”


  “Ah,” said the old man, “we have gathered today to learn this very fact.”


  “Do you mean to say,” snapped Conrad, “that this entire rigmarole is not to our benefit, but only yours?”


  “No, no!” protested the old man. “The four who are selected will have employment—if I may say, employment on the instant. But let me explain; the background is this: at a lonesome camp, on the marshes of Fenn, Belson had stored a treasure—a rare treasure! Here he left three men to guard. Two were known to Belson, the third was a new recruit, an unknown from somewhere across the universe.


  “When the dawn was breaking this new man rose, killed the two men, took the treasure across the marsh to the port city Momart, and there sold it. Belson’s loyal lieutenant—myself—was on the planet. I made haste to investigate. I found tracks in the marsh. I established that the treasure had been sold. I learned that passage had been bought—and followed. Now, gentlemen,” and the old man sat back, “we are all persons of discernment. We live for the pleasurable moment. We gain money, we spend money, at a rather predictable rate. Knowing the value of Belson’s treasure. I was able to calculate just when the traitor would feel the pinch of poverty. At this time I baited the trap; I published the advertisement; the trap is sprung. Is that not clever? Admit it now!”


  And he glanced from face to face.


  Jarvis eased his body around in the chair to provide swifter scope for movement, and also to ease his hip, which now throbbed painfully.


  “Go on,” said Gildig, likewise glaring from face to face.


  “I now exercised my science. I cut turves from the swamp, those which held the tracks, the crushed reeds, the compressed moss. At the laboratory, I found that a hundred and sixty pounds pressure, more or less, might make such tracks. Weight—” he leaned forward to confide—” formed the basis of the first elimination. Each of you was weighed, you will recall, and you that are here—with the exception of Omar Gildig—fulfill the requirement.”


  Noel asked lightly, “Why was Gildig included?”


  “Is it not clear?” asked the old man. “He can not be the traitor, but he makes an effective sergeant-at-arms.”


  “In other words,” said Conrad dryly, “the traitor is either Tixon—I mean Captain Pardee, Noel, Jarvis or myself.”


  “Exactly,” said the old man mournfully. “Our problem is reducing the four to one—and then, reducing the one to nothing. For this purpose we have our zealous sergeant-at-arms here—Omar Gildig.”


  “Pleased to oblige,” said Gildig, now relaxed, almost sleepy.


  The old man slid back a panel, drew with chalk on a board. “We make a chart—so:”
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  and as he spoke he wrote the figures beside each name: “Captain Pardee: 162; Noel: 155;


  Conrad: 166, and Jarvis: 163. Next—each of you four were familiar with the Fenn swampshrimp, indicating familiarity with the Fenn swamps. So—a check beside each of your names.” He paused to look around. “Are you attending, Gildig?”


  “At your service.”


  “Next,” said the old man, “there was blood on the ground, indicating a wound. It was not the blood of the two slain men—nor blood from the treasure. Therefore it must be blood from the traitor; and today I have taken blood from each of the four. I leave this column blank. Next—to the weapons. The men were killed, very neatly, very abruptly—with a Parnassian sliver, Tixon uses a JAR-gun; Noel, dammel-ray; Conrad, a shoot-blade—and Jarvis, a sliver-spit. So—an X beside the name of Jarvis!”


  Jarvis began drawing himself up. “Easy,” said Gildig. “I’m watching you, Jarvis.”


  Jarvis relaxed, smiling a wolfish grin.


  The old man, watching him from the corner of his eye, said, “This, of course, is hardly conclusive. So to the blood. In the blood are body-cells. The cells contain nuclei, with genes—and each man’s genes are distinctive. So now with the blood—”


  Jarvis, still smiling, spoke. “You find it to be mine?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Old man—you lie. I have no wound on my body.”


  “Wounds heal fast, Jarvis.”


  “Old man—you fad as Belson’s trusted servant.”


  “Eh? And how?”


  “Through stupidity. Perhaps worse.”


  “Yes? And precisely?”


  “The tracks . . . In the laboratory you compressed turves of the swamp. You found you needed weight of one hundred and sixty pounds to achieve the effect of the Fenn prints.”


  “Yes. Exactly.”


  “Fenn’s gravity is six-tenths Earth standard. The compression of one sixty pounds on Fenn is better achieved by a man of two hundred and forty or two-fifty, pounds—such as Gildig.”


  Gildig half-raised. “Do you dare to accuse me?”


  “Are you guilty?”


  “No.”


  “You can’t prove it.”


  “I don’t need to prove it! Those tracks might be made by a lighter man carrying the treasure. How much was the weight?”


  “A light silken treasure,” said the old man. “No more than a hundred pounds.”


  Tixon drew back to a corner. “Jarvis is guilty!”


  Noel threw open his gay coat, to disclose an astonishing contrivance: a gun muzzle protruding from his chest, a weapon surprisingly fitted into his body. Now Jarvis knew where Noel carried his dammel-ray.


  Noel laughed. “Jarvis—the traitor!”


  “No,” said Jarvis, “you’re wrong. I am the only loyal servant of Belson’s in the room. If Belson were near, I would tell him about it.”


  The old man said quickly, “We’ve heard” enough of his wriggling. Kill him, Gildig.”


  Gildig stretched his arm; from under his wrist, out his sleeve shot a tube of metal three feet long, already swinging to the pull of Gildig’s wrist. Jarvis sprang back, the tube struck him on the bruised hip; he shot the sliver-spit. Gildig’s hand was gone—exploded.


  “Kill, kill,” sang the old man, dodging back.


  The door opened; a sedate handsome man came in. “I am Belson.”


  “The traitor, Belson,” cried the old man. “Jarvis, the traitor!”


  “No, no,” said Jarvis. “I can tell you better.”


  “Speak, Jarvis—your last moment!”


  “I was on Fenn, yes! I was the new recruit, yes! It was my blood, yes! . . . But traitor, no! I was the man left for dead when the traitor went.”


  “And who is this traitor?”


  “Who was on Fenn? Who was quick to raise the cry for Jarvis? Who knew of the treasure?”


  “Pah!” said the old man, as Belson’s mild glace swung toward him.


  “Who just now spoke of the sun rising at the hour of the deed?”


  “A mistake!”


  “A mistake, indeed!”


  “Yes, Finch,” said Belson to the old man, “how did you know so closely the hour of the theft?”


  “An estimate, a guess, an intelligent deduction.”


  Belson turned to Gildig, who had been standing stupidly clutching the stump of his arm. “Go, Gildig; get yourself a new hand at the clinic. Give them the name Belisarius.”


  “Yes, sir.” Gildig tottered out.


  “You, Noel,” said Belson, “Book you a passage to Achernar; go to Pasatiempo, await word at the Auberge Bacchanal.”


  “Yes, Belson.” Noel departed. “Tixon—”


  “Captain Pardee is my name, Belson.”


  “—I have no need for you now, but I will keep your well-known abilities in mind.”


  “Thank you sir, good-day.” Tixon departed.


  “Conrad, I have a parcel to be travelled to the city Sudanapolis on Earth; await me at Suite RS above.”


  “Very good, Belson.” Conrad wheeled, marched out the door.


  “Jarvis.”


  “Yes, Belson.”


  “I will speak to you further today. Await me in the lobby.”


  “Very well.” Jarvis turned, started from the room. He heard Belson say quietly to the old man, “And now, Finch, as for you—” and then further words and sounds were cut off by the closing of the door.


  The Guilty


  Alfred Coppel


  The third war was over, and America had won. That was why America had to die. . . .


  STANDING at the wide curving window, John Kane stared down at the tag end of the parade in the street below. Faintly, the sound of the marching band came through the transparent plastic. Kane’s brows knit in perplexity. The sound should have been jubilant, martial. It wasn’t. It sounded plaintive.


  “Victory Day,” said the flat, bitter voice behind him. “Wave the flag. Beat the drum. Be proud. You particularly, Johnny. Johnny-on-the-spot.”


  Kane turned away from the window. The apartment was bleak in the early twilight. Professor Conlan was an indistinct shape near the cold fireplace, the ice in his drink tinkling softly in the gloom.


  “Der Tag,” Conlan said. “The anniversary of the Great Victory. Did you read the papers today, Johnny? A hundred and fifty more victors blew their brains out. Proud?”


  “Lay off, Conlan!” Kane’s voice was tight and angry.


  “I’m sorry, Johnny. Maybe it soothes my soul to maintain the fiction that you are more to blame than I,” Conlan said. He smiled faintly into the dimness. “After all, you were in on it. I was safely at home in a classroom mouthing nonsense.” He lifted his glass to the fading light from the window and stared at the amber liquid. “What do the vintners buy, Johnny? Medals and brass bands? Atoms?”


  “You’re drinking like a fish these days,” Kane said shortly. “When the hell are you going back to work?”


  “Work? What for, Johnny? Professors of Philosophy are a dime a dozen on any street corner. Psychiatrists are what’s needed. Or witch doctors.”


  Kane found a chair in the dimness and sank down. There was a faintly sickish feeling in the pit of his stomach. “What’s happening to us, Connie? What’s wrong?” He took a cigarette from the box on the table and struck a light. The room flared into high relief. Kane stared in horror at the Professor’s face. It had happened again. He had looked into the face of a—murderer. The match fell from his nerveless fingers and went out. His hands were trembling and the breath rasped in his throat.


  “You see?” Conlan’s voice came flat and toneless. “We’ve reached the end of the line. Can’t you feel it? I can. My hands are bloody. Yours are too.”


  “Don’t talk like a fool!” Kane’s insides were taut with doubt and fear. “End of the line, hell! Why—”


  Conlan laughed. It was an explosive, bitter sound in the still room. “Go on. What were you going to say?”


  Kane shook his head slowly. He knew Conlan was right. The proof was in the tight faces of the people one saw on the streets, in the haunted furtiveness of their eyes. Every man and woman in America lived with horror now; even the children felt it, and in some strange way they understood. Conscience—it spread over the nation like a pall. Suicides were increasing. Progress was no more. It was a blind alley.


  Kane felt the need to protest. “This is crazy, Connie,” he said thickly, “A nation doesn’t just quit wanting to go on. Not now. Not when it’s supreme. Two hundred million human beings don’t just curl up in a corner and stop existing. It’s against nature. It’s never—”


  “—never happened before? You’re wrong, John. This began happening when the first hairy primate ripped the throat out of his brother with his teeth. Every battle of every war brought it nearer. Each time a man lost his life to another it grew stronger. John Donne foresaw it centuries ago when he wrote that ‘any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind.’


  “You could see it after the Second War. Remember the aid we sent to the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki? The medical missions, the financial aid? We were feeling the mental pressure of the destruction we had wrought and trying to ease it. For a time it looked as though we might succeed. But in spite of being ‘involved in mankind’ the mindlessness and stupidity of us all drove us into the Third War. And this creeping horror in our minds leaped into the open full grown after Victory Day. That was the finisher. You don’t dance a Danse Macabre without paying the fiddler, John.”


  Kane’s lips trembled slightly as he said: “Who can make us pay anything? We—”


  “No one except ourselves,” Conlan said. “In our own fumbling way we discovered a defense for weapons of mass destruction. Remember that a proper ‘defense’ includes a form of retaliation. That’s what has happened to us. Morality was the only defense against the Third War. The threat was insufficient to keep the peace. Now we pay.”


  “That’s theological mumbo-jumbo,” Kane said shortly.


  Conlan filled his glass again. Kane could hear the liquor gurgling in the bottleneck.


  “Is it mumbo-jumbo? I don’t think so. You don’t either. What did you feel, Johnny, while you sat up there in the nose of your bomber, your hands on the bomb-sight, waiting to drop your missile on—”


  “Novgorod!”


  “Tail gunner to pilot. Say again. I didn’a get that.”


  “I said Novgorod. That’s our target. Sealed orders have just been opened.”


  “Hell, I thought we’d get Moscow.”


  “Navigator to Tail gunner. Don’t cry, baby. They’ll have fighters up for you anyway.”


  Kane crouched over his radar scope in the huge bomber’s nose and listened to the crackling conversation in the intercom.


  This wasn’t real, Kane told himself. The faraway keening of the jets and the throbbing life of the bomber were all an illusion.


  They hadn’t really attacked New York and Seattle and Washington. The towering mushrooms were fantasies out of a sick nightmare. Any moment now, he’d awake and find it all a dream.


  Woodenly, Kane crawled back through the tunnel into the bomb-bay. Steadying himself against the motion of the airplane he inspected the sleek missile. It lay inert, helpless. The fuze reclined in its special cradle.


  “Going to arm it?” It was the parasite-fighter pilot who spoke.


  “Yes,” Kane said. “I’ll arm it now. I. P. is only ten minutes away.”


  The parasite pilot’s face twitched with excitement. “Those lousy rats. We’ll give them something back, damn them! I wish I had your job, Kane. I’d like to drop this baby on them with my bare hands.” His teeth showed white in the darkness. “I hate them. Hate them like I hate snakes—”


  Kane was surprised to hear himself say: “They’re human beings . . . like us.”


  The fresh face distorted momentarily into a mask of surprised outrage. Nothing more was said. The parasite pilot snorted derisively and turned away. Kane set to work arming the Bomb.


  After all, he told himself, they attacked us. Lousy Commies.


  They attacked us without warning and killed thousands of Americans. This is what they have coming.


  The threads of the fuze casing jammed and Kane tried to force them. The fuze would not seat. He removed it and began again. Two wrongs don’t make one right, he thought bleakly.


  They shouldn’t have attacked us. The Germans shouldn’t have attacked Poland. Or France or Belgium. Agincourt was wrong—a crime against mankind. The Crusaders had no rights in the Holy Land. Links in a chain stretching all the way from Cain and Abel to this bomber in the sky over Russia. The night is dark, he thought shakily, and getting darker—


  The fuze seated. The Bomb was ready. Kane turned away and crawled back through the tunnel to his station in the long nose of the bomber.


  “Navigator to Bombardier. Initial Point in ten minutes.”


  Kane acknowledged. The Bomb was ready. The time for waking from this nightmare must come soon. He stared out into the blackness ahead.


  Miles below, the earth lay still and quiet under a mantle of snow. They attacked us, he told himself again, they attacked us with treachery and fire. It was true and there was no answer but retaliation. They asked for it, he thought. Now they’ll get it. But who will get it? Simple people. People like himself. Children playing or sleeping. Men and women in their beds loving or sleeping or quarreling. People like the people who died in Washington, Seattle, New York. The Bomb would make no distinction—


  This thing is wrong—it could have been stopped somewhere. Before Cain, or after Agincourt. Somewhere, somehow it should have been stopped. But it was too late, too late—


  “Target ahead! Pilot to Bombardier. Take it.”


  Kane’s hands performed their routine tasks. The bombsight between his knees muttered softly. The scanning eye of the radar-scope picked up the outlines of the blacked-out city.


  “Fighters! Twelve o’clock low!” The jarring bark of the forward guns filled the ship. Kane smelled the acrid stench of cordite.


  “Launch parasite-fighter!”


  “Fighter away!”


  Kane sat in the exposed darkness of the nose and watched the radarscope. With inhuman calmness and dexterity the bomb-sight guided the bomber over the heart of the cowering city.


  Outside, the night became a streaked confusion. The searing blast of rocket trails traced insane patterns against the faint stars. Dark shapes closed in and vanished in gouts of white fire.


  “Parasite to bomber. Scratch one—”


  The transmission cut off sharply as a yellow flower of fire flared in the darkness.


  “They got the parasite!”


  Something struck in the bomber’s broad wing and the world rocked crazily. The bombsight corrected for the damage and continued inexorably toward the city’s heart.


  It was coming now. Kane watched the warning lights change color on his control box. Wind shrieked through the airplane as the huge bomb-doors opened. A green light went amber. Kane could feel his heart pounding. He could still stop it. He could still save a hundred thousand lives with a touch of his hand. The light flickered once. He stared in horrified fascination. The light went red and the airplane surged upward, freed of its cargo.


  Kane felt tears streaking his face. They were like icy fire in the cold. His goggles misted. Oh, God, he thought, Oh, God. The Bomb was falling now, through the darkness and the frantic defenders. All over this beleagured country the Bombs were falling like rain—


  The shouldn’t have attacked us like they did, Kane said aloud. Those children sleeping down there shouldn’t have bombed us. Commies, lousy Commies, Oh, God look out look out—


  The night became a hideous, brilliant day. Sun-white flame rolled across the face of the land below. A roiling, writhing column arose into the still dazzling air. Kane stared in horror at the mushroom that he had planted on the breast of the earth with his own hands. I’ll never sleep again, he told himself, I’ll never sleep again—


  “But, of course, you did sleep again,” Conlan said, “We all slept again. It was a great Victory. They attacked us and we retaliated. In one night we wiped two hundred million human beings off the face of the earth. First the Bombs, then the biotoxins. We transformed one eighth of the earth’s surface into a radiating desert.”


  “What else could we do?” Kane demanded.


  “Nothing. The pattern was set too long ago. We had all kinds of chances to break out of it but we failed. We did the only thing that could be expected of animals.”


  “But we’re not animals!”


  “You don’t really believe that, Johnny. You see, there was only one thing that allowed us to maintain the fiction that we were more than beasts. Morality. Morality was the wall we built to confine the devils of bestiality in our brains. And Victory Day shattered the wall. It proved us for the last and most conclusive time—beasts. Only conscience remains to us, of all those traits we had bestowed upon ourselves. But conscience without a solid morality behind it is simply a torture wheel.” Conlan stood up and moved toward the door of the apartment. “There’s only one escape from this mass guilt-consciousness. I think you know what that is. You see, Johnny, I saw the gun in your study desk—”


  “Connie, I wouldn’t—”


  Conlan shrugged in the darkness. “It wouldn’t matter if you did, John. No one would blame you, of all people. You were there. Johnny-on-the-spot.”


  Kane stared through the wide curving window into the lowering night. The rain had begun again and was pattering against the pane. “Is that the answer, Connie?”


  “There is no answer, Johnny. We’re through as a nation and as a race. As a species, too, I think. From here there’s only one way left to go—down. We had chances. Millions of them. And we blew them all. The book is closed. What comes now is anticlimax.” He waved vaguely and opened the door into the hallway. “What you want is peace now, John. The nothingness of before the womb. No one would blame you. The end is the same for all of us now. Goodbye, Johnny.”


  “Connie!” Kane was at the door suddenly, searching his friend’s face. “You aren’t—”


  “Going to kill myself?” Conlan’s face looked aged and gray. “Not yet. But someday, maybe. I don’t think I’ll like living in a blind alley.”


  Kane watched him go slowly down the long hallway, and when he was gone, Kane returned to his dark room. He stood by the window, looking out into the deserted rainy night. Somewhere across the curve of the earth a land lay sterile under its white shroud of snow. He had killed it. A hunted guilt seemed to be plucking at him from out of the darkness of the night.


  In the other room lay the key to peace. A gun. One last murder, Cain, he told himself. One last murder, one more, one more . . .
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  RAWLINS found Linda in the transmitting room giving some last-minute instructions to the chief engineer. Considering that they were discussing the details of an invasion that might change the course of events within the solar system, they appeared remarkably calm.


  “I think we’ll drop the artificial flowers first,” Linda said studying the schedule in her hand. “They should have a reassuring effect, don’t you think? Let the Venusians know we’re nice people.”


  “Drop artificial flowers first,” the engineer repeated, writing it down.


  “Next will come the vitamin candy bars. Now, we don’t have so very many of them, so be sure and wait till we’re over the city before you start strewing them around.”


  “You know, those candy bars worry me,” the engineer said. “If one of them ever hits a Venusian it will knock him cold sure.”


  Linda’s smile might have been meant for a five-year-old child. “Mr. Simpson has taken care to have each candy bar equipped with its own individual parachute. That’s the reason we nave so few of them.”


  “I just wondered,” the engineer returned.


  “Then after the candy bars well start dropping the photographs of Simpson himself. The one with the big smile and both hands outstretched.”


  “Okay,” the engineer told her. He closed his notebook with a snap. “How soon do we roll?”


  “That will depend upon Mr. Simpson. Right after the broadcast probably.”


  “Incidentally, where is the chief?” Rawlins inquired. “I haven’t seen him for the last hour.”


  Linda consulted her wristwatch. “Right now Mr. Simpson is taking his Swedish exercises. In another five minutes he will be getting his rubdown. In another ten minutes—”


  “Good lord! Doesn’t he ever pass up that routine of his? Even when there’s an invasion on?”


  “Success is attained through the persistent application of right habits of thought and living. A sound mind in a sound body, for instance.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  Rawlins knew it wasn’t good, but it was the best he could do at the moment. He sauntered over to the window, where he stood staring down at the pale lemon tinted disk of Venus.


  “Well, buzz me when you’re ready,” the engineer said. “I’ll be down in the astrolab counting the minutes.”


  Silence descended upon the transmitting room. Linda continued checking her schedule. Rawlins maintained his moody contemplation of Venus. The planet was growing larger with uncomfortable rapidity. They were so close now that the billowy character of the cloud layer was clearly evident above the saffron level beneath. The white tufts reminded him of the whipped cream on his mother’s pineapple layer cake. His stomach ulcers twinged feebly.


  “Of all the crazy ideas I ever fell for, this is the worst,” he muttered. “Shipping on an invasion of Venus as a public opinion expert.”


  “What’s so crazy about that?” Linda remarked, deftly clipping two pages together. “How can we expect to govern this planet efficiently unless we know what its inhabitants are thinking about?”


  Rawlins regarded her with distinct distaste. It irked him that any girl as pretty and feminine as Linda King should be so utterly absorbed in the affairs of J. Danforth Simpson. What she needed was waking up. A female robot with green eyes and chestnut hair.


  “But a people like the Venusians,” he said. “From what I hear they’re still practically in the figleaf stage. To say nothing of being mostly women.”


  “Is that bad? The part about being women, I mean?”


  “Well, it’s not exactly good when it comes to sampling. The trouble with women is they aren’t satisfied with just answering your questions. They want to pour out their whole life story besides.”


  Linda sniffed. “If you’re going to work for Mr. Simpson then I suggest you get busy devising a suitable polling technique for feminine interviews. For that will undoubtedly be your first assignment—getting a line on the women.”


  Further discussion was interrupted by the appearance of J. Danforth Simpson himself. The instant you set eyes on him you knew that here was the Man You Had Been Waiting to See. The One in Control. The Person with Authority to Act. You could. tell by the purposeful way he walked. In the firmly compressed set of his mouth. By the searching look in his pale blue eyes. Above all it was evidenced by the handkerchief in his breast coat pocket. Obviously it was the major executive type of handkerchief. Those three linen points standing crisply at attention could never have belonged to anyone less than the second vice-president at the very least. They were Simpson’s badge and seal, his official sign of rank. They carried all the authority of the gold stars on a general’s shoulder.


  “And how is the invasion coming?” Simpson asked, giving Rawlins a cordial nod and beaming upon his secretary. “Everything on schedule, I trust?”


  “We’re ready for the broadcast anytime,” Linda said.


  “Good. Then shall we proceed at once?”


  “Maybe you’d better look over this script first. I had to make a few changes since we discussed it last time.”


  Simpson ran his eye down the typewritten pages, taking in sentences in great gulps, like an editor.


  “Hmm. Why don’t we omit most of this introduction? The basic situation should be sufficiently clear without any preliminary buildup.” He handed the pages back with a quick smile. “Condense. Digest. Simplify. Let those be our watchwords. And now if you will summon the radio crew please.”


  Rawlins could not but admire the smooth efficiency with which Simpson’s staff began preparations for. the broadcast. Despite their attitude, of outward calm he knew the situation was a tense one for all concerned. There was Stracker, the space surgeon, cool and detached, with that perpetual expression of polite inquiry in his eyes that marks the professional medical man; Doyle Wentworth, the organic chemist, obviously controlling his nervousness by an effort; Hansen, the geophysicist, and a dozen others. Men who could easily have made a name for themselves in their particular fields if they had not preferred anonymity with Simpson.


  The chief stood alone by the window gazing out upon the turbulent cloud expanse that was Venus. What thoughts were coursing through the brain cavity under that pink expanse of skull? Rawlins wondered. Never before had any one man achieved such complete mastery over so many individuals as J. Danforth Simpson. In all Earth there was no apparent threat to his domination. One of the principal reasons Rawlins had accepted the unexpected invitation to join the expedition was that it gave him an opportunity to study the man at close range. Previously he had been nothing more than a vast shadowy personality behind a powerful chain of newspapers and magazines; a name in small letters flashed on the screen at the end of a television or motion picture show; a mind functioning at the center of an intricate network of controls extending to the farthest reaches of the globe.


  It had come as a considerable shock, therefore, to discover that while Simpson certainly possessed some unusual qualities he was by no means the master mind that he appeared from a distance. In fact, Rawlins had not been associated with his new chief many days before he began to suspicion that in certain respects the man was plain dumb, or at least greatly over-estimated. But whereas most men spend their lives struggling ineffectively without getting anywhere Simpson by some strange alchemy kept on succeeding and succeeding. Only you felt that it was always just an accident. With the same opportunities you could have done the same yourself.


  Linda was speaking into the transmitter in low, honeyed tones, quite different from her usual crisp style.


  “This is Linda King speaking to you from the transmitting room of the Albireo. At this moment we are revolving over Venus about a thousand miles above that planet’s cloud-covered surface. As you all know, this is the crucial point in our long journey across space. Promptly at the close of this broadcast the invasion of Venus will begin. What the outcome of that venture will be no one knows, least of all ourselves. When you hear from us again—if you do hear from us again—we will be broadcasting from the surface of the planet itself.


  “We know how impatiently you must be waiting news of an invasion that we hope will open up a new world of untold wealth for colonization and development. Probably you are wondering how it feels to be standing poised upon the brink of onslaught at such a moment in history. And so I am going to ask the man to tell you who conceived and put into execution this great project—J. Danforth Simpson.”


  Simpson stepped solemnly to the transmitter.


  “Dear friends,” he began, speaking in a voice tense with emotion, “all I can say at this time is that I feel very humble.


  Upon our shoulders rests the responsibility of bringing the fruits of our civilization and culture to a primitive people. But let me emphasize that we come to these people—not as arrogant conquerors—but as friends with hearts overflowing with goodwill and tenderness. We come not as self-seeking spoilers but as kindly neighbors eager to share the flower of our fruits and arts, so that what has taken us centuries of toil to achieve may be made available to others in an instant of time.”


  “Mr. Simpson, will you tell us how you plan to proceed about this invasion?”


  “I shall proceed as if it were impossible to fail,” Simpson replied promptly. “Indeed from the very start there has never been a moment when I had the slightest misgiving. In my own mind it is already done.”


  “What will be your first act upon landing?”


  “Well, I think my first act will be to establish cordial relations with the Venusian people. As you know, Venus is a world closely similar to our own. From what information we have been able to secure from preliminary scouting expeditions there is every reason for believing that Venus and its inhabitants are essentially identical with our own world, except that there appears to be a gap of a few thousand years in time. But this is a gulf easily spanned. In a year I predict that they will be as one with us.”


  “Does Venus at present possess any form of government that might oppose our mission?”


  “Well, none worth mentioning. Oh, there is a ruler of sorts who appears to exercise mild authority over the planet’s few million inhabitants. Curiously enough this ruler is a woman. An interesting coincidence when we recall that Venus is named after the goddess of love.”


  “I’m sure the feminine members of our audience will be anxious to hear more of this woman ruler,” Linda murmured, a hint of laughter behind her voice. “How she looks and what she wears. And how she takes the invasion of her domain.”


  “We don’t anticipate any difficulty on that score,” Simpson said. “Considering the fact that she has nothing whatever with which to oppose us.”


  “Then this woman is quite powerless, you think?”


  “Oh, quite. But naturally, the thought of force is highly reprehensible to us. As I stand here, with the invasion now only minutes away, I feel that our strongest weapon is the nobility of our purpose. The fact that we come actuated only by the highest ideals. The loftiest motives. Truly we can say with the poet, ‘Our strength is as the strength of ten because our heart is pure.’


  “I’m sure that expresses the feelings of us all, Mr. Simpson,” Linda assured him warmly. “It will be a thought for us to cherish during the dark hours ahead.”


  She nodded to the engineer.


  “And now, friends, the time has come when we must abandon the comparative comfort of our deep-space machine for the cramped confines of the high-thrust ferry rockets that will convey us to the surface of Venus.


  “And so, good-bye, till you hear from us again. The invasion is on!”


  II


  RAWLINS struggled up through the blanket of unconsciousness that covered him fathoms deep. A moment more and he would reach the surface. There! He sat up and opened his eyes. He felt rotten. He decided that landing on a planet in one of these invasion tubs was like falling off a stepladder when you had a bad hangover.


  Several times he tried to rise but each time he found his leg apparently caught under some heavy cylindrical object. A piece of gaspipe sticking through the floor, probably. He gave his leg a vigorous jerk. The object was evidently more complicated than he had at first supposed, with several knobs and branches projecting from it.


  you’ll stop kicking me for a minute I’ll try to move over so you can get your foot loose.”


  It was Linda’s voice coming, as it seemed, from a great distance. He remained obediently quiet while she went through some sort of contortional act. The next thing he knew she was sitting up beside him rubbing her nose.


  “You had your foot right in my face,” she said reproachfully.


  “Sorry,” Rawlins apologized. “You’ll have to chalk it up to inexperience. My first invasion, you know.”


  Linda continued to investigate her various features. Presently she shook her head as if to clear away the cobwebs, and glanced around the narrow interior of the cabin.


  “I wonder where Dr. Stracker is?”


  “I think I can hear him stirring up front now.”


  “Let’s go see,” she said, getting to her knees.


  They worked their way along the side of the ship to the section where the controls were housed. Dr. Stracker was lying on his stomach peering through the forward window. Rawlins crawled up beside him.


  “How’s the scenery outside?” he asked.


  “Take a look,” Stracker said, rolling away from the window.


  Rawlins flattened his nose against the glass. By looking up at a sharp angle through the narrow aperture he was able to discern a dozen men and women gazing down at them from the rim of the crater formed by the impact of the rocket.


  “Curious looking creatures, aren’t they?” Stracker said. “Judging from their garb, they’re still in the early pastoral stage.”


  “Judging from their whiskers they certainly haven’t reached the safety razor stage,” Rawlins said.


  “The women look as if they had just stepped out of an operetta,” Linda exclaimed, “with those flowing white costumes and the flowers in their hair. You know—the merry villagers who come dancing in at the end of the act.”


  For several minutes they lay staring up at the Venusians who stared back with equal solemnity.


  “Now I think I know how those Martians felt in the War of the Worlds,” Rawlins grunted. “I’ll bet they were just as upset as the people outside gawking at them.”


  “I wonder if we shouldn’t be thinking about getting out of here,” Stracker remarked, working one leg cautiously back and forth.


  “The plan was to leave the rockets and contact Simpson as soon as possible,” Linda said. “Then when we were all assembled and if there were no mishaps we were to march on the palace immediately.”


  “The palace?” Rawlins echoed. “You mean they’ve got a palace around here someplace?”


  “Well, the place where the queen lives anyhow.”


  “Then suppose we start making preparations for leaving,” Stracker said. “I’ll see if I can find the rifles and ammunition.”


  “Wonder if we’ll need ’em?” Rawlins said, peering out at the Venusians again. “They don’t look very belligerent to me.”


  “Simpson said expressly to come out fully armed,” Linda stated firmly. “I don’t think we have any business deviating from his instructions.”


  They emerged from the ship a few minutes later and clambered up the side of the crater taking care to keep their rifles trained on the crowd at all times. The Venusians backed away from them without displaying any particular signs either of animosity or alarm. Rawlins found their silent appraising scrutiny harder to bear than if they had been openly hostile. They made him feel as nervous as a new boy at school who knows that some of the kids are laying for him afterward.


  The three gained the top of the bank where they stood huddled together taking stock of their surroundings. The air was hot and dry with the burning, penetrating heat of the desert. A ow stunted type of vegetation resembling ice. plant reddish green in color with coarse fleshy creepers sprawled over the desert like a ragged carpet. Behind the thick cirrus haze that mantled the sky, the sun was a blurred yellow smear. The wind drifting over the sand dunes carried a faint acrid odor like that of scorching metal. Far away against the horizon three enormous crater cones smoldered black and forbidding.


  Rawlins gave the doctor a nudge. “Why don’t you ask them something? My Venusian s not so good.’ ”


  “Mine neither,” Stracker replied. He turned to Linda. “I relieve you’re the best qualified to hold speech with these people. Maybe we ought to introduce ourselves.”


  Linda hesitated. Apparently even she was flustered a bit by the Venusians’ silent stare. Presently she addressed the man nearest her, a tall gaunt individual with long white waterfall whiskers.


  “We have come a great distance from another world,” she said, waving her hand overhead. “We come to you as friends. We do not wish to harm you. We hope our rockets did not injure you when they fell from the sky.”[1]


  The man did not reply but examined Linda with his solemn owlish eyes, his gaze shifting back and forth between her face and wrinkled coverall suit. Then, before anyone could intervene, he stepped forward and ran his fingers over her face and through her hair as if he were sampling some piece of merchandise.


  “Well, of all the nerve!” Linda gasped.


  “Say, what’s the idea?” Rawlins demanded, advancing a step.


  “Watch it,” Stracker cautioned, holding him back.


  The Venusian pointed an accusing finger at Linda.


  “We guessed you came from another world,” he said. “We thought you would only be men. We did not expect to find a woman among you.”


  “Why did you not expect to find a woman among us?” Linda asked.


  “Our women do not accompany men on long journeys. Women should remain at home to gather fruit and berries and to care for the children.”


  “You mean the women have to do all the work around here?”


  The Venusian shrugged indifferently. “There are always plenty of women to do the work.”


  Rawlins noticed that several of the Venusian men grinned and nudged one another as if they found the old man’s remarks amusing. Although powerfully built, rough-looking fellows, they seemed good-natured enough.


  “Remember these people are several thousand years behind us,” Rawlins told Linda. “They never heard of woman’s rights.”


  “Then why have they got a queen for a ruler?”


  “It’s not so unusual. Several women in times past have ruled great countries and done a fairly good job of it, too. There was Queen Elizabeth, for instance, and Catherine the Great and Maria Theresa of Austria. Although they ruled as absolute monarchs, the position of women did not improve during their reigns. The men still managed to keep their wives pretty well under their thumbs.”


  “Yes, I’d go slow here,” Stracker suggested. “Some tradition is doubtless involved that we don’t understand as yet.”


  “Well, if you ask me, I think they’re in a rut,” said Linda.


  It gave Rawlins a certain perverse pleasure to see her discomfiture.


  “Take it easy, honey,” he grinned. “I think the old boy’s got something maybe.”


  Before Linda could retort they were interrupted by the sound of voices growing louder behind some sand dunes. In a few minutes Simpson came into view over the hillcock followed by his staff and a crowd of perhaps a hundred Venusians. A score of children in various degrees of nudity ran laughing and shouting before them.


  Simpson hailed them with a wave of his arm.


  “Things couldn’t be better,” he puffed. “Think of it—not a single person killed or even seriously injured. Shows you what careful planning will do.”


  He stood with his hands on his hips gazing around him triumphantly. His face was flushed from the exertion and the vein in his right temple throbbed visibly.


  “What a country,” he cried. “Never dreamed it would be this good. There’s a beautiful green valley right below us. A regular treasure house of nature. And to think we’ve got the first crack at it.”


  “How about the natives?” Rawlins remarked. “Maybe they won’t see it that way.”


  “Don’t think so,” Simpson replied, gaining confidence as he got his wind back. “They strike me as extraordinarily cooperative, from what I’ve seen of them. We can get an index on their opinions and attitudes later. Leave all that paper work up to you. Right now I want to set up headquarters and consolidate our position. Do first things first. That’s my motto.”


  He motioned to an officer in the intelligence corps.


  “What’s our position, Baker?”


  “Not more than two hours hike to the capital city, I should say. The navigator did a swell job of bringing us in.”


  “This the city where the queen lives?”


  “That’s right?”


  “What have we got on her, anyway?”


  The officer consulted his notes. “Well, not much, to tell the truth. Name’s Hortense near as we can pronounce it. Seems to have been running things here as far back as anybody can remember. Pretty well liked apparently. That about sums it up.”


  “Hmm,” Simpson grunted. “Old dame, probably. Senile monarch surrounded by few faithful servitors. Putters around the palace while the royal chamberlain pulls the strings. Might get opposition there. Got to be on guard. Watch everything. That’s our motto.”


  He seized a whistle dangling from a cord around his neck and blew a blast that made the Venusians jump.


  “We’re marching on the palace,” he announced. “Going to see Queen Hortense, the ruler of this planet, and inform her of the plans we intend to put into effect for the benefit of her loyal subjects.”


  He smiled benevolently on the Venusians clustered around him.


  “Perhaps some of our friends here might be able to show us the way. Hey, Mac, how about you?” he called, pointing to a Venusian lad whose face showed a glimmering of intelligence above the rest. “Want to make a fast buck?”


  The boy grinned and bobbed his head.


  “Good. Then lead on, MacDuff. You take care of us and we’ll take care of you.”


  They made a strange procession trouping over the desert, the Earthmen in their somber garments with their snub-nosed rifles crooked under their arms, followed by the flower-decked Venusians, like actors in a modern drama who had strayed onto a set depicting a grove in Arcady.


  After tramping over the desert for half an hour their guide led them to a highway bordered by flowering plants intermingled with a thick growth of dark decumbent vine. Occasionally the jungle was broken by a mud hut with a garden in front and some smaller buildings in the rear. These houses rose from the ground in smooth flowing lines as naturally as the shrubs around them.[2] Although crude structures, they were not without a certain charm. Each dwelling was in some way distinguished from its neighbors, by the curving line of the doorway, the configuration of the windows, or the manner in which a vine had been trained to conceal some detail of construction.


  News of the invasion had evidently gone before them, for the travellers often found whole families lined up along the road awaiting their arrival. As already mentioned, the men, with their fierce whiskers and brawny arms and shoulders, had a fearsome appearance although their eyes seemed kind and friendly. The women, on the whole, were rather disappointing. Some of the younger ones were quite attractive but few would have qualified as first-rate glamor girls. The main trouble seemed to be that they made so little use of what natural charms they had. Aside from the flowers they made no attempt at adornment whatever. Their white gowns hung around their bodies as awkwardly as maternity dresses. Their hair hung in lank strands about their face or was done up in a coarse knot behind. No powder dimmed the sheen of their noses or cheeks. Like the women in tropical countries of the Earth they gave signs of aging early. At thirty they might have been fifty; at fifty they were wrinkled crones, their faces stiffened into a gray mask by the pitiless Venusian sun.


  “Well, at least nobody’s thrown any tomatoes or dead cats at us yet,” Rawlins observed, as they entered the outskirts of the city.


  “Haven’t noticed them strewing any roses in our path either,” Stracker replied. “These people give me a peculiar feeling. As if I were a patient in a clinic stripped down for examination.”


  Rawlins chuckled. “I know what you mean. But I guess we’d take a good hard look at any invaders who landed on the Earth, too.”


  Just when the crowd was getting so thick they had trouble forcing their way down the street, their guide, led them into a broad square facing a stone building that was evidently the palace. There was an altar on each side of the entrance, one burning with a low flame, the other piled high with combustibles as if for kindling. The crowd had overflowed into the square and spread out along the far end opposite the palace.


  The palace was by far the largest building the travellers had seen on Venus although judged by terrestrial standards it would hardly have made a fairsized county court house. Like all Venusian buildings it was constructed along streamlines that gave it a strangely modern appearance. The stones were old and worn and in protected places splotched by some greenish fungus growth. Long narrow windows stared out from the walls like cat’s eyes. A narrow balcony ran along the upper story overlooking the square.


  Their Venusian guide waved his hand toward the palace and did a quick fadeout into the crowd, leaving the Earthmen stranded in the middle of the square.


  “Can’t say I like the looks of this,” the intelligence officer muttered. “These people are too expectant. As if this was a Roman holiday and we were the chief attraction on the program.”


  “Now I think you’re misjudging these folks,” Simpson said. “They seem pretty nice to me. Anyhow, we can’t stand out here forever chewing it over. We’ve got to keep moving. Keep advancing. All the time.”


  Simpson suited the action to the word by advancing confidently toward the open door of the palace. He had taken barely a dozen steps when a group of men erupted through the door and hurled themselves upon the invaders. Simpson went down like a shot. A wild melee ensued as his men sprang to his side. The square rang with the crackle and whine of bullets and the grunt and surge of bodies.


  A man bore down on Rawlins, big, bony, and powerful. He swung his fist at Rawlins head in a wide sweeping arc. Rawlins watched the blow coming. He knew it would hurt him unless he got out of the way but for some reason he seemed powerless to move. The blow landed with a force that jarred him to his heels. Rawlins raised his rifle to fire then hesitated. The man was unarmed. His only weapons were his bare hands.


  The man came lunging at him again. Rawlins swung his rifle blindly, felt it land with a satisfying crunch. The man grabbed at Rawlins’ legs as he went down. He clawed at him desperately trying to rise. Rawlins struck him again with his rifle. The man slumped to the ground and lay still.


  The struggle ended as quickly as it had begun. Suddenly the Earthmen found themselves standing in the center of the square, bloody and dishevelled, victorious if not exactly triumphant. Their attackers lay dead around them or sat on their haunches with their heads buried in their arms. One man with blood trickling from his mouthy was being very sick at his stomach.


  Rawlins picked his way over to the palace door where Linda was standing, looking pale and shaken but otherwise uninjured.


  “Sure a nice welcome they gave us,” he said, managing a feeble grin. “I was afraid we were done for there for a minute.”


  “So did I,” she whispered, trying to smile back. Suddenly she was all solicitude. “Oh, you’ve got a bad cut. Hold still while I see if I can stop it bleeding.”


  He held still while Linda applied her handkerchief to the wound.


  “There. That will have to do till Dr. Stracker can see you.” She examined him anxiously. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah, sure. I really didn’t do much of anything.”


  “Neither did I. I’m afraid I wasn’t any help at all. I just kept Over here on the sidelines.”


  “Well, you’d certainly have been foolish to get mixed up in a scrap like that.”


  “But it was all so insane,” Linda cried. “Those men rushing out and attacking us that way with their bare hands. Whatever do you suppose possessed them?”


  “Must have been some kind of suicide squad, I guess.”


  “They don’t look like these other Venusian men, do they?” she said, studying the battered forms of their assailants. They’re clean-shaven and so much finer-featured.”


  “Maybe they’re specially selected that way for the palace guard,” Rawlins suggested. “Like the Potsdam giants that Frederick the First used to have.”


  “I wonder.”


  Something in Linda’s tone struck him as peculiar.


  “What do you mean?” he asked.


  “Look up there.”


  He followed her gaze. A woman was bending over the balcony contemplating them with her chin cupped in the palms of her hands. The sight of her took Rawlins’ breath away. She was unquestionably the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He had to blink twice to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Good lord, what loveliness! Raven black hair failing in clusters about her bare white shoulders. Pale delicate features. Eyes as dark and serene as a mountain pool at evening. The Blessed Damozel. A goddess come to life.


  The woman’s gaze roved casually over the figures in the square lingering for a brief moment on this one or that before passing on to another. Under her calm scrutiny Rawlins felt awkward and ashamed. He wanted to tell her that he really wasn’t as bad as he looked. That he wasn’t the kind of a person who went around getting mixed up in brawls in front of other people’s palaces.


  For one pulsating moment he felt those dark eyes appraising him. Then, with the barest hint of a smile on her lips, the woman disappeared behind the balustrade.


  III


  GRADUALLY Rawlins returned to the land of the living. He grinned at Linda. “Guess that must have been the queen.”


  “Yes, Pretty, isn’t she?”


  “Not bad.”


  There was a brief silence.


  “Maybe we should go over and see how Simpson is getting along,” Linda said.


  They found the chief propped up against one of the altars looking slightly dazed.


  “Thank goodness you’re safe, Linda,” he sighed. “I’d be lost without you.”


  He got unsteadily to his feet and walked over to where the prisoners sat huddled together.


  “What was the big idea? Assaulting us that way?”


  Nobody answered. The men sat staring sullenly ahead of them with their eyes fixed on the ground.


  “You in the blue shirt,” Simpson growled, nodding to one of the men who from the distinctive character of his dress appeared to be the leader. “You the head of this outfit?”


  “What’s left of it,” the man replied. He might have been rather handsome if his face had not been so lined and tired.


  “That woman up there on the balcony a minute ago now. Was that Queen Hortense?”


  The man nodded without raising his eyes.


  “She the one sicked you on to US?


  “No, she didn’t have anything to do with it,” the man said, showing some animation for the first time. “When we heard you were out here we lost our heads completely. Our only idea was to stop you. I guess it wasn’t such a good idea.”


  Simpson stood for a moment scowling down at him.


  “These guys look all bushed to me,” he said to his intelligence officer. “I’m for going inside and seeing this Hortense.”


  “I think some of us should search the place first,” the officer objected. “There might be some more of them hiding in there.”


  “We’re all here,” the leader muttered.


  “You know where to find Queen Hortense?” Simpson asked him.


  “Sure. You go through that door there, walk up the incline, and you’ll find her out on the balcony. She isn’t hard to find.”


  “Then suppose you get your bunch together and find her then.”


  The prisoners got reluctantly to their feet and shuffled toward the open palace door followed at a discreet distance by the Earthmen. The shadowy recesses of the palace were a welcome relief from the burning heat of the square. Instinctively the men dropped their voices and tread more gently as if they had entered a cathedral. But it was a cathedral in which pagan designs and erotic figures were displayed in place of the usual religious symbols. The feminine influence was everywhere. One saw it in the dull gleam of the mirrors along the wall; in the soft shoulders of the tall vases overflowing with pink and purple blossoms; in the graceful folds of the draperies; and in the elaborate use of crystal for ornamentation. Over all there hung a sense of hushed repose that comes only from years of ordered living.


  On the second level the man led them through an archway into a room with smooth sloping walls. The woman they had seen from the square lay half reclining on a low couch near the open balcony. She wore a simple costume similar to that of the other Venusian women, except that it was somewhat paler and whiter in texture. Several girls were gathered about the queen studying their visitors lazily like dozing cats. One stood behind the queen brushing her hair with long regular strokes, pausing occasionally to smooth out a lock with her fingers or to run her hand caressingly around the back of her neck.


  The queen lay back regarding them languidly with the same air of detachment that she had viewed them from the balcony. Yet it was not upon the invaders but upon their prisoners that her glance rested.


  “So this is the end,” she murmured to the leader, a hint of reproach in her voice.


  The man gestured helplessly, keeping his eyes averted.


  “As I predicted,” she said.


  “As you predicted.”


  “You worked so long and struggled so hard. I really am almost sorry that it should have ended this way.”


  The queen gazed upon him with eyes that were very tender.


  “And now you must go . . . as you promised me.”


  The man motioned to his companions who formed a half-circle behind him facing the queen. They stood for a moment in silence as if too overcome to speak. Then they turned and started to file slowly from the room. Some of Simpson’s men attempted to bar the way but the queen waved them aside.


  “Now what do you think of that?” Linda said, as the men’s footsteps died away down the hall.


  “Sounds like something out of the last act of the Prisoner of Zenda.” Rawlins told her.


  Simpson broke the spell with a theatrical cough.


  “Can’t tell you how much we regret this incident in the square,” he rumbled. “We come here on a peaceful mission. Ambassadors of good will, so to speak.”


  “So I see,” the queen said, glancing at the rifle resting in the crook of his arm.


  “Well, naturally we didn’t know what we might be up against here. We had to be ready for anything. Hope for the best and prepare for the worst. That’s my motto.”


  The queen’s eyes were almost severe. Then suddenly she relaxed and waved her hand at the cushions scattered over the floor.


  “I think I understand perfectly. And now sit down. We can talk so much better when we’re all comfortable.”


  She lay back contentedly as the men disposed themselves around the room arching her neck and quivering slightly under the regular stroke of the brush. Rawlins was sure that if he had been a trifle closer he could have heard her purr.


  Simpson dragged a pillow alongside the couch and sat down uncertainly.


  “Now I wouldn’t blame you a bit for being good and sore at having a bunch of strangers come barging in on you like this,” he began. “But when you hear the proposition I’ve got to offer I think you’ll change your mind. You got a mighty fine place here, your majesty.”


  He broke off suddenly. “Say, what should I call you anyhow?”


  The queen favored him with what must have been one of her sweetest smiles. “Suppose you just call me Hortense.”


  “Thanks . . . er, Hortense. Since we’ve got business to talk over we might as well get acquainted right away. My name’s Simpson—J. Danforth Simpson. ‘J.D.’ They sometimes call me, for short. This is my secretary, Linda King. And this young fellow here who keeps so close to her all the time is my personal advisor and public opinion expert, Steve Rawlins.”


  Linda and Rawlins said something about how happy they were to be there which the queen acknowledged with a graceful inclination of her head. Simpson hitched his pillow closer to the couch.


  “As I was saying, you got a mighty fine place here, Hortense. Unlimited resources from all reports. Plenty of room for expansion. And a mighty fine bunch of people from what I’ve seen of ’em. But frankly, the place looks kind of run-down to me. Kind of sloppy and gone to seed. What I’d like to do is work your mineral deposits and cultivate the land to take care of the increase in population that’s bound to come. With the right organization there isn’t any limit to how far you could go here.”


  Queen Hortense selected a fruit resembling a pomegranate from a basket by her side and began nibbling at it daintly, exploring the soft pulpy interior with the tip of her tongue.


  “Now if you don’t mind my saying so I doubt if you’ve got the know-how here on Venus to swing a deal of this size,” Simpson continued, warming to his subject. “.Understand, I don’t doubt for a minute you’re every bit as smart as us. Maybe even smarter. But you see we got quite a head start on you. It takes time to build up to the level we’ve reached. It takes lots and lots of time. So what I say is—why wait? When we’re right here to hand you these things on a silver platter.”


  “Just what is it you wish to bring us?”


  “Well, there’s lots of things. Things I can’t describe because you’ve never seen or heard of anything like ’em before. Things like motors and rockets and atomic energy. And houses with all the modern conveniences instead of these little shacks your people live in now. And rafts of other things that make life easier like the movies and television and flush toilets. You just give me a year or two and Venus will be so spick-and-span and so up-and-coming you won’t know the place.”


  Hortense ran her tongue over her lips licking up the red juice that had oozed from the pomegranate.


  “Suppose I do not wish my world made over? Suppose I prefer to keep it just as it is at present?”


  Simpson shifted his weight from one knee to the other.


  “Well, Hortense, I’m laying all my cards on the table. It took a lot of work to organize this trip. Furthermore, I didn’t come here entirely for the pleasure of making your acquaintance. Now that I’m here it looks even better than I expected. In other words, I’m here to stay.”


  “In other words you will put your ideas into execution whether it pleases me or not.”


  “Let’s put it this way. I’m what they call a self-made man. If I do say it myself I think I’ve made a success out of my life. I’ve never failed in anything I set out to do and I don’t intend to begin now.”


  Queen Hortense waved the pomegranate at the little group of men around her. “But how can you dictate to me? When there are so few of you and so many of us?”


  Simpson’s face was grim. “I warn you, don’t try to resist us. I have resources and equipment at my disposal you know nothing about. Believe me, I am thinking of your best interest when I warn you—don’t try to resist us.”


  Hortense sank back limply on her couch.


  “It’s true,” she sighed. “My people are kind and peaceful and mow nothing of the arts of war. We could not resist you even if we tried.”


  She twisted her body into a more comfortable position so that she lay facing Simpson directly. “We are quite helpless. You have us completely in your power. We are yours. Take us. Do with us what you will.”


  Simpson made a deprecating gesture.


  “Well, now I wouldn’t put it quite that way, Hortense. People don’t make wars anymore. They went out years ago. Oh, of course, there’s a little skirmish now and then but no real bloodshed, you understand. Cooperation’s the watchword these days. Now confound it! When I said we came here to help you I meant every word of it. When you see the things I’ve got planned you’ll be with me a hundred per cent.”


  “You are free to start any time, Mr. Simpson.”


  “Then I’ll start right now!”


  Before he could get to his feet Hortense caught him by the arm. “I have only one thing more to say.”


  “All right, go ahead and say it.”


  Hortense split one of the pomegranate seeds with her teeth. “Your project will end in ruin. As surely as it ended in ruin for those men who just left the room.”


  “Why will it end in ruin?”


  “Because it is destined from the beginning to fail.”


  “Suppose that’s a risk I’m willing to take?”


  Hortense shrugged and lay back with her eyes closed and her hands folded in her lap as if she had lost all further interest in the conversation. Simpson struggled to his feet and stood gazing down at his hostess with a wooden expression. At length he wrenched his eyes away and gestured to Linda and Rawlins.


  “Come on, let’s get out of here. We’ve got work ahead of us.”


  IV


  IN THE early days of his career Rawlins had helped pay expenses by assisting a photographer who specialized in art for the fashion magazines. He soon learned that one of the first rules of the business was that everything must be done in a hurry. Thus if the editors of Fascination decided that their June issue needed some photographs of a model in a seersucker bathing suit reclining on the beach in front of the Rock of Gibraltar, they would generally be notified along about the middle of March. By flying to the Mediterranean, working feverishly for a week, and airmailing the negatives back to the photographic laboratory, the color prints would be on the editors’ desk the day before the deadline. After this they would be notified that owing to a switch in plans the prints would. not go into the magazine until the August issue. Hence, working under pressure was no new experience in Rawlins’ life; in fact, long ago he had come to regard it as a natural part of his existence.


  What Rawlins now discovered was that he knew nothing whatever about working under pressure. Trying to keep pace with Simpson made his best previous efforts seem as leisurely as reporting for a college annual. Fundamentally, however, it was really quite simple. You worked as hard as you could every second and then you quit for awhile. When you woke up you started in all over again. The chief difficulty was trying to relax and go to sleep. There was no escaping the burning heat. The brassy glare of the sun behind the cirrus haze was always beating down. The pressure never abated.


  “How do you manage to stand up under the strain?” Rawlins asked one day, watching Linda’s fingers flying over the keys of her typewriter.


  They had set up temporary offices on the second level of the palace, considerably removed from those occupied by Queen Hortense and her retinue of maidens. Their typewriters and mechanical computers contrasted strangely with the rococo ornamentation of the suite, as out of place as a tractor in a Watteau painting.


  “You learn to manage afterwhile,” Linda replied, giving him an arch smile. “You decide what you’ve got to do and then you try to do it. See?”


  “You mean you really do?”


  “Of course. Why not?”


  “I’ve read articles about people who claimed they regulated their lives that way but I never supposed they actually existed. I always thought they were characters those fellows dreamed up who write these HOW TO books.”


  He regarded her with frank curiosity. “Tell me, how did a girl like you ever get tied up with a bunch like this in the first place?”


  Linda’s eyes were amused and irritated by turns. “Does that interest you?”


  “Yes, it does. Oh, of course, if you’d rather not . . .”


  “No, I don’t mind.” Her fingers strayed idly over the keys.


  “It all happened by accident nearly seven years ago. That was just before Simpson began his rise to power. I was sitting at a lunch counter drinking a cup of coffee and feeling thoroughly miserable. Besides having a cold, I had just lost my job through no fault of mine, and jobs were hard to get then.


  “While I was sitting there I noticed this man watching me. I tried not to pay attention, thinking he would go away in a minute. Instead he came directly to where I was sitting and took the seat beside me.


  “ ‘Young woman,’ he said, ‘do you know that the bloodvessels that supply your lower extremities all run down the back of your legs? That when you cross your legs as you are now you automatically shut off the flow to your arteries thus imposing an unnecessary strain on your heart?’


  “ ‘You’re the first man who ever told me he didn’t like to see me with my legs crossed,’ I said.


  “He didn’t crack a smile.


  “ ‘Besides putting an extra strain on your heart your present posture also increases the amount of nervous energy required to send the blood through your body.’


  “He gave me a look that went clear through me. ‘You look as if you were rather low on nervous energy right now.’


  “ ‘I am. I just lost my job.’


  “ ‘How would you like to work for me?’


  “ ‘I don’t care. I’d as leave work for you as anyone else.’


  “He scribbled his name on the back of a card. ‘Go to this address and tell them to put you to work immediately.’


  “I examined the card, feeling more amused than anything else. ‘Wait a minute. How much are you paying me first?’


  “ ‘Twice what you got before,’ he snapped. ‘Now get along—and don’t cross your legs any more.’ ”


  She laughed. “Well, that’s the way it began. Working for Simpson was like nothing I had ever done before. He seemed to take possession of you and carry you along with him. Half a dozen times I tried to break away, but it was so much easier to keep on going. There’s a fascination about Simpson that gets hold of you and won’t let you stop, even though you hate him sometimes.”


  “You mean you hate him? You hate Simpson?”


  “Oh, goodness, yes. Lots of times. It’s the way you have to work sometimes on a project you know is silly and ridiculous underneath. But once Simpson launches a campaign there’s no turning back. When you get an organization started invoking thousands of people and millions of dollars everything connected with it becomes important merely because it’s so big. Because it’s—”


  “I remember, one time, we were trying to launch a new comic character on television called Old Dad Dill Pickle. We spent months working on that character. Strong men sweat and suffered, laughed and cried, and gave the best they had of their head and hand. It was play, but desperately grim sort of play. And all so that Old Dad Dill Pickle could amuse the children every afternoon in the hope of getting the little monsters to buy more prefabricated popcorn or whatever it was.”


  Rawlins came over and clasped her hand fondly in his. “You know something?”


  “No. What?”


  “I think maybe I can love you now. I couldn’t before, but now it’s all right. You’ve relieved my mind tremendously.”


  “Is that the only effect my life story has had upon you?”


  “No, there are some other things, but that’s the most important. Someday I’ll tell you all about it.” He strolled over to one of the long oval windows facing the sun.


  Linda glanced at the stack of papers on his desk. “How’s the report coming?”


  “Not so good. Interviewing these people is nothing but grief. Not that I ever supposed it would be easy.”


  “What’s the matter? The women again?”


  “Not entirely. For some reason it seems hard to reach the Venusian mind. I have the feeling all the time there’s some barrier between us. Another trouble is they’re all a-twitter over something. Can’t get them to settle down and answer questions.”


  “Now that is something I can explain,” Linda said. “They’re getting ready for the Festival of Fire. We’re all invited by special invitation of Queen Hortense. Simpson wants us to be on hand wearing our very best behavior.”


  Rawlins regarded her incredulously. “But I thought he was sore at her. After the way she predicted he’d fail and everything.”


  Linda laughed with genuine amusement.


  “Of course not. Oh, I think he was really peeved there for a minute. But now he’ll make every effort to win her over. You don’t get ahead by increasing the number of your enemies.”


  “No, I suppose not,” Rawlins agreed absently. “What’s this Festival of Fire thing anyhow?”


  “Some sort of ritual they celebrate every so often at sunset. Haven’t you noticed how they always keep a fire burning in one of the altars beside the palace? It’s a symbol of their way of life. I don’t understand it myself entirely.”


  Rawlins turned back to the window. He thought the sun had been stuck in the sky over by those three volcanoes with the smoke perpetually hanging above them. Now, for the first time, it occurred to him that the sun might actually set some time.


  “So that’s what everybody is so wrought up about. All right. Tell Simpson he can count on me for the fireworks.”


  The members of Simpson’s staff were assembled on the balcony of the palace chatting in low tones or peering over the edge at the throng below. Although outwardly calm there was a certain restlessness in the queen’s guests. An attitude of covert watchfulness mingled with strained expectancy. A trained observer would have said that their behavior corresponded to that of well-bred people who are dying for a drink but are too polite to mention the fact to their host.


  “What I wouldn’t give for a good stiff shot of bourbon,” Rawlins groaned, trying to unglue his shirt from his arms. “Just straight bourbon and ice. Nothing else.”


  “Perhaps the heat will let down after sunset,” Stracker said, gazing at the red disk of the sun that hung like a lumpy balloon over the three crater cones.


  “Well, if I don’t get some kind of liquid refreshment pretty quick I’ll pass out sure,” Rawlins said. “Where are Simpson and Queen Hortense? What are we waiting for?”


  “I think they’re coming now,” Linda said.


  Queen Hortense swept into the room followed by Simpson and a troupe of girls evidently in ceremonial costume. The queen was even lovelier if possible than before. Her eyes were bright as stars and there was new color in her pale cheeks.


  Despite the oppressive heat Simpson managed to present his customary scrubbed appearance. Although the moisture was trickling down the side of his thick neck and his collar was wilted, the three prongs of his pocket handkerchief were as crisp and alert as ever.


  He advanced to the center of the room and held up his hand for silence.


  “This evening we are privileged to witness one of the most ancient and honored of Venusian customs—the Festival of Fire,” he said, beaming upon them like a fat moon. “The Festival of Fire is celebrated only at sunset. Although sunset here occurs about every twenty of our days the Festival of Fire occurs only when the Venusian moon is in conjunction with the sun at nightfall, an event that takes place at intervals of roughly once a year. Then the fire which has burned low since the last Festival is lighted anew to dispel the darkness gathering over the planet.


  “As I understand, this ceremony is associated with Venusian social customs of long standing. If these customs perchance appear strange and bizarre to us let us remember that many of our customs on Earth would certainly prove equally puzzling to a Venusian. In fact, there are some of ours I was never able to understand myself.”


  With a bow and a smile he backed away leaving Hortense in the center of the room.


  “Rather a nice little speech,” Rawlins said. “Didn’t think the old boy had it in him.”


  “It ought to be good,” Linda told him. “I wrote it.”


  Again the sight of Hortense made Rawlins catch his breath. Her beauty was almost too perfect. The folds of her gown had a way of parting, unexpectedly revealing glimpses of a figure that could only be described as dazzling. Yet there was a sweet unconsciousness in her manner that was altogether disarming in its innocence.


  “The Festival of Fire is our oldest custom,” she said gravely. “Although each word and gesture are rigorously prescribed by tradition yet the ceremony actually represents the casting aside of tradition, the banishing of habits that if continued would lead us into fixed patterns of thought and action. For we never wish to be bound. We wish to go on our way serene and untrammeled as the sun and moon in their courses. And so at every Festival we renew ourselves by drawing fresh youth and vitality from the fire.”


  As she spoke they became aware of faint voices raised from the square in a kind of chant repeated over and over again, each time rising higher and more compelling than before. There was. an eerie quality to the refrain arousing an emotion akin to that of the magic fire music from Die Walkure.


  “We must go now,” Hortense cried. “In a moment the sun will sink behind the crater cones. You will find food and drink for your refreshment.”


  She hurried from the room followed by her maidens.


  “Queen Hortense has kindly prepared a buffet supper for us,” Simpson said, when they were alone. “She suggested that we partake while we are waiting for the commencement of the ceremony.”


  It was the first opportunity the men had had to sample Venusian fare, so that they inspected the food laid out for them with curiosity not unmixed with a certain degree of trepidation. There were fruits similar to the apricot, peach, and pear; a form of melon about the size of a cucumber which, upon being sliced, revealed the glistening pink flesh within; and platters stacked high with slices of gray and white meat exhaling a spicy odor. Simpson set an example by boldly helping himself to generous portions of each.


  “Where’s that drink the queen mentioned?” Rawlins said, scanning the table eagerly.


  “Here you are,” Stracker told him, filling a glass from one of the pitchers. “Happy days.”


  Rawlins sniffed the colorless liquid suspiciously. “Must be straight gin, I guess.”


  “You don’t suppose . . .” He lifted the glass and took a cautious sip. “Good lord, it is! It’s water. Plain water!”


  Stracker chuckled softly. “Apparently they haven’t learned to distill spirits yet. How wonderful! Think of the whole world of discovery that lies, all unexplored, before them.”


  “Well anyhow, it’s wet,” Rawlins said philosophically. “Fairly cold, too.” He emptied the glass without taking it from his lips and poured himself another. “Let’s take our supper out on the balcony, shall we? I want to see this renewal business.”


  The chant was becoming more insistent every moment. Now the people in the square were standing like statues with one arm raised toward the setting sun. Hortense and her maidens were advancing slowly toward the altar piled with combustibles.


  “I see the moon!” Linda cried, clapping her hands.


  “Where?” Rawlins demanded. “Don’t believe they’ve got a moon here.”


  “Just above the sun. Like a bright star.”


  “Hmm. So it is. Too small to show a disk, apparently.”


  The music was becoming almost too poignant in its intensity to bear. The dying sun had suddenly become a symbol of everything Rawlins had longed and cherished in his life. And now it was going away. Sinking into the underworld. A fragment of verse from childhood came back to him.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Alas, alas, fair Ines,


            She went away with song,


            With music waiting on her steps,


            And shouting of the throng . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  The figures in the square stood as if transfixed under the amber rays of the sun as Hortense mounted the steps to the altar. A man was holding a torch over a nest of glowing coals, turning it and nursing it into life. Only a dull red sliver of the sun remained. Would it never go? At last—it was gone. The star shone out above it clear and bright.


  The man knelt and offered the torch to Queen Hortense. She seized it in both her hands and held it aloft for some time as if repeating an incantation. Suddenly she turned and flung it upon the altar. The fire was a feeble thing at first, crawling over the pyre in a flickering blue line, slowly spreading and strengthening, then flaring up in a rush of yellow flame illuminating the whole square.


  A roar burst from the throng. The music dissolved into hoarse cries and shrill peals of laughter. The people threw up their arms and ran about, embracing one another rapturously.


  Rawlins felt immoderately excited. His heart was pounding furiously and his scalp was prickling as if his hair was standing on end. He ran his tongue over his lips. Strange how dry they were. The inside of his mouth was dry, too. He turned to Stracker trying to say something but the words stuck in his throat.


  “Rawlins, what’s the matter. Are you all right?”


  He saw the doctor and Linda regarding him anxiously. He grinned and pointed to his mouth trying to make them understand.


  “Confounded heat,” he croaked. “Think I’ll get myself ’nother drink.”


  He started toward the tables at the back of the room but his legs felt numb as if they were asleep. The noise from the crowd was almost drowned by the ringing in his ears. He swayed . . . felt himself falling . . .


  “So that’s renewing your youth,” he whispered.


  Stracker was bending over him a puzzled expression in his eyes. It was the last thing he remembered.


  V


  HESTOR HILDEGARDE was being very stern with her television audience.


  “Now I’m going to say that again so that everyone of you will be sure to hear, (Pause). There is no such thing as a homely woman. Get it? There . . . is . . . no . . . such . . . thing. . . . . . as . . . a . . . homely . . . woman. There are only women who let themselves be homely. (Triumphantly) Makes a difference, doesn’t it? One year ago—yes. Then there might have been an excuse. But today there is not the single, teeny-weeniest excuse why you can’t be the wonderful YOU that nature intended.


  “For no matter what your special problem may be—bulging waistline—flabby skin—brittle hair—remember that to the government charm counselor there are no beauty problems. She will call to advise you in the privacy of your own home. She will select the makeup that is most flattering to you. A makeup that will give your skin that dewy fresh eye-catching loveliness you have always dreamed about. A shade of lipstick that vibrates to your personality. Exotic perfumes that are like the breath of romance. So call your government charm counselor now. Remember—beauty is only as far away as the dial on your telephone.


  “And now we come to our fashion forecast. Well, girls, there are curves ahead . . .”


  Rawlins emitted a low moaning sound from the depths of the armchair where he was ensconced, gloomily contemplating Hestor Hildegarde’s carefully preserved features on the television screen. With a great effort he propelled himself across the room and turned off the set.


  “Nobody can ever realize how I hate myself sometimes,” he confided to Linda, busily captioning photographs at her desk in the corner. “And to think I have to help promote that stuff!”


  “How’s the beauty campaign coming?” she inquired.


  “The Venusians are barely nibbling so far, But Simpson has some powerful bait in that high-pressure glamor stuff he’s handing out. A woman’s lot on this planet hasn’t been a particularly happy one in years past. Only the very prettiest married, and the others had to take whatever they could get. Until Simpson showed up they never knew there were more than about two ways to catch a husband. Now they think they’ve all got a chance.”


  “How’re the men taking it?”


  “Remarkably well, considering. Frankly, I doubt if they realize what’s happening to them yet. They’re such good-natured, easy-going cusses I don’t believe they’d recognize a social revolution if it hit them in the face.”


  He bent nearer, lowering his voice. “Baker over in the cosmetics lab was telling me a good one that illustrates what I mean. It seems that a couple of travelling men from Mars met a girl from Venus—”


  “Shush,” said Linda. “Here comes J.D. now.”


  Simpson entered with a handful of manuscripts which he placed on Linda’s desk. He nodded vacantly to Rawlins, pulled up a chair, and adjusted his glasses.


  “I’d like to get your opinion on some of these manuscripts, Linda,” he said, tapping the one on top with a red pencil. “Here’s one I was planning to run in an early issue of Your Wife and Mine. About how the neat, well-groomed man always gets the highest paying job. You see, we’re trying to get at the men through the women. I wish you’d see if you can’t liven it up a bit. I think it needs more of the feminine slant.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Linda promised.


  Simpson fished another manuscript from the pile.


  “Now here’s an article for Scepter called Nine Paths to the Altar. Try and think up another one if you can. I think it would sound much stronger if we could make it an even ten.”


  “Much,” said Linda, writing a Ten over the Nine.


  Simpson shuffled the papers awkwardly laying down one and picking up another as if debating how to proceed.


  “Er . . . I’d like to get your reaction to an idea Carson submitted for an advertisement recently. Carson’s in charge of our sanitary products plant now, you know. He thinks it might go over big with the women if we ran a full page photograph in color of Queen Hortense standing by the balcony looking kind of pensive, with the one word WHY underneath.”


  Linda shook her head very slowly. “I’d turn thumbs down if I were you.”


  Simpson heaved a sigh.


  “Same way I felt,” he told her, apparently much relieved. “There’s some of these things you can’t push too fast.”


  He leaned back and tapped the pencil thoughtfully between his teeth.


  “Curious how hard it is to make people do things for their own good. Been fighting it all my life. Remember what a time I had on Earth, changing the eating habits of the nation. You couldn’t get ’em to take a bite of kidney or brain or spleen for love nor money. Best part of a cow according to the docs, but there was a strong tradition against it. Practically had to ram it down their throats at first. Now I suppose I’m up against the same proposition here.”


  Simpson’s hair is certainly getting thinner, Rawlins thought. And those lines around his eyes certainly weren’t there a year ago. And was it his imagination, or did the tips of Simpson’s handkerchief droop ever so slightly?


  “Speaking of meat, did I tell you I’d started importing livestock?” Simpson asked, brightening up a little. “Just got in a prize Holstein bull-calf named Beau James the Fourth and a young heifer named Royal Betsy of Green Acres. Jim and Betsy we call ’em for short. I’m planning to build up a whole herd. One thing I’ve missed on Venus is my glass of fresh milk at bedtime.”


  “That must have been quite a job, ferrying in a bull-calf,” Rawlins observed.


  “It took some careful planning,” Simpson admitted. “I was lucky in getting the services of an expert vet. Maybe you’ve heard of him Dr. Hoskins. Got a regular bedside manner when it comes to animals. He brought ’em through in fine shape. Made the trip like old time space men.” There was a faraway look in Simpson’s eyes. “You won’t believe it, but I used to be able to milk cows when I was a boy. Probably lost the knack of it now.”


  He sighed and returned to the papers.


  “I’ve picked out half a dozen articles from the stuff we’ve run in our other magazines during the past year. See if you can’t cut it down about half for our digest magazine. Easiest way is to leave out the explanations. People don’t like explanations. Best way is just to tell ’em things.”


  Linda turned over some of the sheets. “I never did understand this one by our psychologist on Be Glad You’re Broke. First we tell the Venusians to work harder to make more money and then we turn right around and tell them how nice it is to be without it.”


  “Not the point,” Simpson grunted. “Point is nobody ever makes all the money he wants. Stop the first man you meet on the street and ask him how he’s doing. Chances are he’ll weep on your shoulder. So tell ’em something encouraging. Sympathize with ’em. Tell ’em all about the little homely things of life that are free, like love—friendship—faith. You know what I mean. How everything generally works out for the best in the end.”


  He heaved a bitter sigh. “Why, take my own case, for instance. Happiest days of my life were when I was a kid back on the farm in South Dakota milking cows.”


  “Why don’t you go back there now?” Rawlins suggested.


  “Gee, if I only could. People won’t let me, that’s why. Never get a minute’s peace any more.”


  He sat up suddenly as if struck by an idea.


  “Say, maybe you got something there, Rawlins. How about a photograph of me with my sleeves rolled up, milking Betsy? Ought to make a hit with the populace, eh? I could practice when nobody was looking.”


  “We’ll make a note of it,” Rawlins said.


  Simpson went over the remaining articles in a hurry, using the red pencil ruthlessly on some, dismissing others with scarcely a glance.


  “Main idea to aim for is a cheerful, wholesome feeling,” he told Linda. “How things may seem hard now but they’ll get better if we just keep on plugging the way some other guys have done. Once in awhile we can run an article criticizing something to keep the people stirred up a little. But nothing really big, you understand.”


  He tossed the last paper aside and looked inquiringly at Rawlins. “Well, boy, how are you doing? Got the dope on that housing survey yet?”


  “Well, not exactly in the form I’d like it,” Rawlins said, reaching for a manila folder. “As you know, I’ve had to train all my field workers and that takes time. Even after they’re trained it’s hard to get reliable data, lire Venusians have such a curious attitude. It’s even hard to convince them of the importance of polling them in the first place.”


  Simpson nodded impatiently. “Okay, so it’s tough. Now what you got on this housing thing?”


  “Well it’s not too favorable, I’m afraid,” said Rawlins, indicating a row of figures. “Some of the old folks can’t get used to all that glass and chromium plate. Too far from nature, I guess. And the men complain that they never get to see their wives anymore. They claim the women spend ail their time in the bathroom now.”


  “It’s fantastic,” Simpson said. “Simply fantastic. After all the work we did installing those multi-purpose non-bottleneck bathroom fixtures. Why a year ago they didn’t know what a bathroom was. Now they got the nerve to gripe about how much worse off they are.”


  He began pacing back and forth across the floor nervously clasping and unclasping his hands behind him. Suddenly he stopped, gravely loosened his belt, and stood rigidly at attention with his chest thrown out and his stomach pulled in. Slowly he began to exhale, letting the air escape from his lungs until a gap of a couple of inches appeared between his waistline and the top of his pants. Then he inhaled, at the same time rising to the tips of his toes. He repeated this operation a dozen times. After which he stuffed his shirt back into place and gave his pants a hitch.


  “Breath control,” he explained. “Wonderful way to relax when you begin to tighten up. Ought to try it sometime.”


  He tightened his belt another notch. “Now about this housing report. . . . There’s probably nothing the matter except with us. Not giving our ideas a chance to sink in, maybe. Trying to move too fast again. We’ve got the folks all mixed up and confused. Instead of selling ’em on our program.”


  He lay back with his eyes closed and his hands dangling limply from his shoulders. “Someday you’ll notice a change,” he intoned. “An upsurge. A quickening of interest. Then the awakening and the rush to get in. We’re building on a firm technique. It never failed on Earth. It won’t fail us now.”


  “But how can you be so sure?” Rawlins said, stuffing the papers back in the folder.


  Simpson sat up and opened his eyes.


  “Because something in here tells me it won’t,” he declared, tapping himself on the chest. “You want to get those failure thoughts out of your mind, my boy. Think success thoughts instead. Always remember this—it takes energy to fail. But success attracts success. Success—”


  A woman burst into the room followed by half a dozen others. It took Rawlins a full second to recognize the agitated features of Hestor Hildegarde. She never hesitated, but made straight for Simpson.


  “It’s happened,” she cried? “It’s happened!”


  Simpson hastily backed away. “What’s happened?”


  “The beauty program. Just when I thought it was going to be such a flop.”


  She clasped her hands together in a kind of ecstasy.


  “Here were these poor women practically perishing for beauty treatments. Here we were practically dying to give it to them. And then what happens? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. We couldn’t make the slightest impression. Not a dent.


  “And then it started. They began coming in . . . some of the younger ones at first, holding hands as if they were scared to death. All so trembly and wide-eyed. They were simply precious. Then they began coming in threes and fours. Then in droves. Now we’re positively swamped—covered up.”


  She flung her arms around Simpson and planted a resounding smack on his check. “Darling, they’ve gone simply wild over glamor. You must send back to Earth immediately for more of everything.”


  “Well, that’s certainly mighty fine,” Simpson said, disentangling himself. “That’s great. I’ll tell Ballard Kingsley to get busy right away. He’s in complete charge back there, you know. In the meantime, carry on the best way you can. But don’t let them cool off. Keep them coming. Promise them anything.”


  Simpson drove one fist into the palm of his hand.


  “What did I tell you?” he said to Rawlins. “It’s the awakening . . . the rush to get in. Now We don’t need to wait. We can go ahead fast. Ah, I wonder what Queen Hortense will say now?


  “Mr. Simpson.”


  A tall gaunt man in a white gown was standing in the doorway regarding them solemnly. Simpson’s face broke into a grin.


  “Why, doctor, come in. Come in.”


  He waved his hand at the assembly.


  “Folks, want you to meet Doctor Hoskins. Best vet in the state of Wisconsin. Trust him with my life.”


  Doctor Hoskins bowed slightly. “It’s about Jim and Betsy that I wanted to see you about, Mr. Simpson.”


  “Well, what about them?”


  “They’re dead. Passed out not ten minutes ago. I thought you’d want to know right away.”


  “Dead.” Simpson looked bewildered. “But I don’t want them dead. See here—I won’t have them dead.”


  “Well, I’m sorry, but they’re dead just the same. Nobody feels it any more than I do.”


  He walked into the room, his chin sunk upon his chest. “I thought I noticed signs of restlessness about an hour ago. They kept threshing around in their stalls and bawling but I attributed it to the reaction from the trip. But when they started gasping for breath and getting wobbly in the knees I knew something was wrong. Their symptoms certainly had me puzzled. I’d have said it was impaction of the omasum except that there didn’t seem to be any bloating worth mentioning. Well, I injected pilocarpine and when that didn’t help I shoved in a twentieth of a grain of strychnine, but that didn’t help either. They both died a few minutes later.”


  News of the double tragedy cast a pall over the room. Even Hestor Hildegarde was momentarily subdued.


  “Say, those sound like the same symptoms I had the first time I ate any Venusian food,” Rawlins exclaimed. “Tied me up in a hard knot. I’ve had to be mighty careful ever since.”


  “Yeah,” Simpson muttered disconsolately, “only thing is you pulled through and the cows didn’t.”


  “Under the circumstances I’d like to do an autopsy,” Doctor Hoskins said. “If I can have your permission, Mr. Simpson.”


  “Sure. Sure,” Simpson told him. “Go right ahead. And . . . thanks for letting me know.”


  VI


  “IT’S the beginning of the end,” Rawlins declared, when everyone had left. He sat down in the nearest chair and swung his legs over the side. “With the women on Simpson’s side, Queen Hortense is lost.”


  “Venus was so different when we came here,” Linda sighed. “It was all so charming and idyllic. Now look at it.”


  Rawlins regarded her quizzically.


  “So you don’t like it now, eh? You don’t like paneled bathrooms, thermo-controlled forced air heaters, automatic garbage pulverators—”


  “Yes, I like them very much.


  What I don’t like is the way Simpson keeps us building so furiously toward some vague goal in the future that we never really have the time to savor them properly.”


  Rawlins sank back lazily in his chair.


  “Don’t know that I altogether agree with you,” he told her. “In my opinion most of us live in a rush because we like it. Give the average man everything he wants and what happens? Why, he’s miserable. He doesn’t want to sit around savoring life. He wants to devour it as fast as he can.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that.”


  , “Well, it’s true whether you want to admit it or not. Now when it comes to the Venusians I’m not so sure. They seem simple enough on the surface, but in some ways they’re pretty deep.”


  “It’s all Simpson’s fault.”


  “No. We were right in there pitching, too.”


  “Well, we couldn’t help ourselves. That was our job.” Suddenly she buried her face in her hands. “Oh, I hate Simpson!”


  Rawlins patted her gently on the shoulder. “Stop it, Linda. You’re talking nonsense, you know.”


  Linda shook her head vigorously. Her sobs came in long, intermittent gasps.


  “Perhaps Simpson’s gods aren’t our gods, but does that mean that ours are any better than his?” Rawlins murmured. “Now be a good girl and dry your eyes.”


  Linda sat up and began to repair her makeup, an operation that consisted chiefly in making seemingly ineffectual little dabs at her face. The seriousness with which Linda approached this task held Rawlins fascinated. Although the net change in her appearance was insignificant, the improvement in her morale was apparently immense. Empires might totter in the balance, he reflected, nations tremble on the brink of ruin, and worlds collide, but time must stop while a woman repairs her makeup.


  Rawlins waited till the last infinitesimal bit of lipstick and eye-shadow had been applied. Then very deliberately he got up and sauntered toward the door.


  “Where are you going?” Linda asked.


  “Just thought I’d try to see Queen Hortense, if I could.”


  “What for?”


  “Oh, nothing much. Just an idea that occurred to me.”


  Linda hurried over beside him. “Now, you wait Before we see her there’s one thing I want understood. We’re not doing anything behind Simpson’s back. Is that clear?”


  “Say, listen, who invited you to come along in the first place?”


  “Well, I’m coming anyhow.”


  They faced each other defiantly. Before Linda could move Rawlins had grabbed her around the waist and aimed a kiss at her lips. Linda tried to duck but Rawlins had the advantage. There was a brief struggle from which Rawlins emerged victorious.


  “As a matter of fact, I thought I’d see if Simpson wanted to come along,” Rawlins said smiling down at her. “Then there can’t be any doubt about everything being on the up-and-up.”


  “Well, I think it would be nicer that way,” Linda said, reaching for her handbag. “But now you’ll have to wait till I put my face on again.”


  The square in front of the palace was dark and deserted.


  The only light came from the fire burning in the altar and the glow of the aurora shining through the thin cirrus clouds. Now the aurora resembled long tiers of green and violet curtains hanging in the sky, shifting, intangible, unreal. Linda shivered.


  “I’d never get used to those auroras if I lived on Venus a hundred years.”


  Rawlins studied the display with the detached eye of the scientific observer.


  “Venus must have a considerably stronger magnetic field than the Earth’s,” he remarked. “Magnetic axis probably inclined quite a bit farther from the axis of rotation, too.”


  Even as they watched the curtains dissolved into nothingness. For a moment there was only darkness. Then gradually the whole sky behind the palace became suffused by a crimson glow like the light from a distant forest fire.


  “It’s a sign,” Linda whispered. “A warning of danger.”


  Rawlins snorted. “Now how could an electrical discharge through the upper atmosphere of Venus conceivably be interpreted as a warning placed in the sky for our special benefit? A remnant of superstitious fear from your primitive ancestors, my dear.”


  “Next time we come here I hope it won’t be so confounded dark,” Simpson growled, stumbling over a loose flagstone. “I’m going to have a fountain installed in the middle of the square with colored lights that go on and off. Runs through the whole rainbow every two minutes. Ought to look pretty nice, don’t you think?”


  Rawlins nodded. “Who says we haven’t got art on Venus?”


  The palace loomed black against the red auroral glow. The door at the entrance stood wide open as usual revealing the hallway within dimly lighted by flickering torches.


  “Doesn’t Queen Hortense ever lock up the place?” Rawlins said. “How does she know somebody won’t try to run off with the crown jewels?”


  “I wanted to put in electric burglar alarms and floodlights,” Simpson said, “but she wouldn’t hear of it. Claimed the people would think she was crazy.”


  They found a young girl seated near the door playing some stringed instrument. She smiled as they approached, while her fingers continued to ripple over the strings. If she felt any resentment toward the people who had usurped the position of her queen it was not apparent from her manner.


  “We wonder if Queen Hortense could see us for a few minutes?” Rawlins inquired. “Tell her we apologize for intruding in this way but there was a matter came up we’d like to get settled at once if we could.”


  “I’ll go see,” the girl said, laying aside her instrument. “You can wait over there on that bench.”


  It was the first time Rawlins had been in the palace since they had set up temporary offices in one of the back rooms more than a year ago. There was a delightful air of ease and informality about the queen’s domestic establishment that he found distinctly restful. Strolling down the long halls with their al fresco type of architecture, the profusion of blossoms overflowing from the vases on every side, and the girls in their casual white tunics, always gave him the sensation of having inserted himself into one of those Maxfield Parrish scenes that used to hang over every mantelpiece in the land. Except that the blue vitriol sky was missing.


  “The queen don’t go in much for improvements,” Simpson grunted. “You show her a new gadget and she just raises one eyebrow. Makes you feel like a guy pulling rabbits out of a hat. It’s a cute way to produce rabbits but nature can do it so much better.”


  “Well, I see you’ve made a little progress,” Linda remarked, nodding toward a door down the hall marked Powder Room.


  “Queen Hortense will see you now,” the girl called down to them. “She’s waiting for you on the balcony.”


  The incline to the second level grew darker with every step. They were in the middle of the Venusian night; more than a week must pass as time is reckoned on the Earth before the blackness would begin to resolve into the gray that foretold the dawn. Nearing the balcony they became aware of a vibrant twanging sound such as might have been made by a man playing a banjo at the bottom of a well. The two men paused listening intently.


  “Oh, come on,” Linda said impatiently. “What are you waiting for?”


  They found Hortense reclining on her couch a la Madame Recamier as usual, watching the dancing figures on the screen of her television set. She smiled and extended one slim arm in welcome. In her serene presence Rawlins immediately felt himself endowed with all the social graces of an untrained, overgrown puppy.


  There was a constrained silence while they sat watching the television screen. The illuminated square held their attention enchained. There was no escape from it. You could look away, but inevitably your eyes came back again. Rawlins finally gave up and sat staring grimly at the characters who never seemed to wear anything but evening clothes.


  “They’re so restless,” Hortense murmured, turning to Simpson. “Are the people in your world always so disturbed?”


  “Now you mustn’t take these pictures of ours too seriously,” he chuckled. “After all they’re just plays. What we call escape drama.”


  “Escape drama?”


  “Uh huh. Something to make the people laugh. Get their mind off their troubles for awhile.”


  The picture finally ended with a prolonged blast from the orchestra. Queen Hortense snapped off the set leaving the room in darkness except for the light of a tall candle burning by the door. Rawlins subsided gratefully into the shadows. Beyond the balcony there was still a dull red tinge from the aurora.


  “You’ve got to pardon us for butting in on you this way,” Simpson began, “but Rawlins thought we could speak our mind better, alone this way, than if we had to keep moving and seconding the motion and all that junk.”


  “It wasn’t planned at all,” Rawlins assured. “We never thought about it ourselves till a moment ago.”


  “You see, here’s the situation,” Simpson hurried on. “It’s been more’n a year since we made that little agreement of ours.” He chuckled reminiscently. “Now, the way things are picking up it strikes me there can’t be much doubt about the way the wind blows. You can see for yourself what I’ve accomplished. When I took over, this planet looked like a Dakota farm two installments behind on the mortgage. Now look at it. Things are really humming. A man can hope to get somewhere, today.” Queen Hortense smiled vaguely but did not reply. Rawlins could not decide whether she failed to comprehend what Simpson was driving at or whether she was just bored. She lay on the couch with her knees pulled up under her, like a child, exposing the soft rounded contour of her legs.


  “Now, I know what you re probably thinking,” Simpson said. “You’re thinking are the people any happier than they were before? Well, I don’t know. Happiness is a funny thing. You show me a man who says he’s happy and I’ll show you a man who’s dead from the neck up. Gone to seed. Stagnating. Happy people never get very far. It’s the restless, dissatisfied people you’ve got to thank for all our progress. Why, if I felt happy for more’n a minute. I’d know we were through right then.”


  “Maybe we are through. All through and don’t know it.”


  The words had escaped Rawlins involuntarily. He heard them as if they were spoken by someone else, like a disembodied voice on the television screen.


  “I’m surprised to hear a statement like that from a man in my organization.” There was a hurt note in Simpson’s voice.


  “What I meant was . . .”


  Rawlins found himself struggling to figure out just what he did mean. He knew what he felt, but it was hard to get it into words.


  “What I mean was . . . Well, I can’t help wondering if the headed, aggressive people are the ones we do have to thank for most of our progress. In the encyclopaedia you’ll find most of the names belong to prophets and dreamers . . . people who didn’t seem to amount to much in their time. But they had something people liked and so they kept on going—”


  “Like what, for instance?”


  “Well . . . well like that candle back there by the door. The candle should have disappeared years ago along with the horse and buggy. The candle has had all kinds of competition from the coal-oil lamp, natural gas, and electricity. And yet the candle is still going strong. They make more candles today than ever before in the history of the world.


  “It’s hard to explain but there’s something so restful and soothing about candle light. And beautiful. A woman never looks so beautiful as she does by candlelight.” He glanced at Linda.


  “Okay,” Simpson said, “so it’s beautiful. Well, that’s fine. I’m all for it. If there’s people on Venus who want these old fashioned gimmicks why they can have ’em. We could fix up an old time Venusian village. Have everything kind of quaint the way it used to be. The waitresses running around in those little nightshirts like they used to wear and all that. Make a swell tourist attraction. Bound to make money if it’s promoted right.”


  He sighed deeply.


  “But that isn’t what I come to see you about. Here’s the point. I don’t like the setup here at all. I’m the real leader here, and yet I’ve got to keep doing business through you all the time. Now we ought to get it straightened out one way or the other. Let the people know which one of us is tops.”


  “Why don’t you let the people decide it, then?” Rawlins said very casually.


  It took awhile for the idea to sink in, but when it finally hit bottom the result was explosive.


  “By God, why don’t we?” Simpson cried. “Put it up to ’em straight. Have an election.”


  “An election?” Queen Hortense looked from one to the other bewildered. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “The people vote on it—see? You ask ’em: ‘Do you want to string along with Queen Hortense or do you want to go ahead with Simpson?’ Now what could be fairer than that?”


  “But my people love me,” Hortense protested. “They would never choose against me.


  “Listen,” said Simpson impatiently, “why don’t we make a deal? You turn the reins over to me. You can go on living here as queen but I want full authority and I want the people to know it. Of course, if you still think you have a chance.”


  “Oh, but I have. I know I have.”


  Linda laid her hand on the queen’s arm. “Don’t you understand? You had better take Mr. Simpson’s offer. The people are fascinated by this new way of life. They are flocking to him. You must believe it.”


  Looking at the queen Rawlins thought what a forelorn figure she made lying there brooding over what Linda had told her. He had never felt so sorry for anyone in his life.


  “There is a temple outside the city not so far from where you landed,” Hortense said. “A little temple just off the highway hidden by trees and flowers. Where lovers often go strolling hand in hand.”


  “I think I remember it,” Rawlins told her. “A little stone building almost hidden by the jungle.”


  “You will find my answer there in the temple,” Hortense said. “If you ever go there. It has been so many years now—”


  “Someday we’ll have a long talk about that temple of yours,” Simpson interrupted. “But the question before the house now is whether we hold this election or not. Whichever one of us wins, the other steps down and out. That’s got to be definitely understood.”


  “Wait a minute,” Rawlins told him. “Naturally you’d win. When you’ve got complete control of every means of reaching the people. What kind of an agreement is that?”


  “Ah, what’s the difference? You know she hasn’t got a prayer.”


  “Who says she hasn’t?” Rawlins blazed. “You let me handle her on a fair and equal basis and we’ll see whether she’s got a chance or not.”


  Simpson regarded him calmly. “You think so?”


  “Yes!”


  “All right then go ahead. Consider yourself official palace campaign manager. I’ll guarantee you get equal rights on all channels of public communication. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Simpson rubbed his hands briskly.


  “Long time since I’ve been in a good, red-hot political campaign,” he said, grinning at Linda. “I’m going to get a lot of fun out of this. Wonder what Ballard Kingsley will think when he hears about this? Good old Kingsley! Boy, the times we used to have together.”


  He hooked his arm into Linda’s.


  “Well, good-bye, folks. Suppose we hold the election one terrestrial month from now. We’ll be seeing you then. And don’t forget, my boy, I’m counting on you to make it a good one.”


  With a wave of his hand he was gone with Linda along with him.


  Rawlins sank down on the couch beside Hortense. Being alone with her frightened him in a way. It was first time he had ever had her beauty all to himself to examine at leisure. He fell to studying her face and figure minutely. God, what loveliness was hers. It was like the radiance of an opium dream . . . a wild, eerie, unearthly beauty. That was the word he wanted—unearthly. A beauty that was not of the Earth.


  The music of the stringed instrument floated up from the hall, singing of a sadness that was all the sweeter because of its utter hopelessness. The candle flame burned in the still air without a tremor. Queen Hortense lay back at full length, a dreamy expression in her eyes, with one arm dangling languidly over her side of the couch. Rawlins felt her hand against his, yet he made no move to touch her.


  His feelings toward Queen Hortense were very complex.


  VII


  “NOW give me that again,” Rawlins said into the telephone. “Simpson 58 per cent, Hortense 35 per cent, 7 per cent undecided.” He scribbled the figures down on a pad of paper. “Have much trouble polling the people in that octant? Hmm. Well, don’t worry about it now. The returns will begin coming in soon. Then we won’t have to worry. We’ll know.”


  An unnatural quiet hung over the Queen Hortense campaign headquarters. Despite the tireless efforts of the ventilating system the air was thick with tobacco smoke. A dozen men and women were disposed around the room in attitudes betokening deep dejection. The floor and furniture were littered with newspapers, colored stickers, and printed handouts. Several of the persons present wore large buttons which posed the question WHO BUT HORTENSE?


  One side of the room was dominated by a more-than-life-size photograph of Queen Hortense seated at a desk, her face turned around almost full view toward the camera. The picture gave the impression that it had been taken by some stealthy lensman who had stolen into the palace and snapped her majesty unawares while she was immersed deep in the affairs of state. There was an expression of gentle reproach in the queen’s expression that said, more plainly than words, “How could you do this to me?” The photograph had taken sixty man hours on the part of an expert camera crew to reproduce, and Rawlins regarded it as little short of a masterpiece.


  Trouble had dogged his steps from the start. First, the queen had balked at being photographed at all, and then, after her consent, she had been so delighted by the process that they were forced to include her entire retinue, including the maidens who had participated in the Festival of Fire. This would not have been such a job if the picture had turned out decently. But the faces that had come up from the bottom of the developing bath had been startling to say the least. Thus, Queen Hortense, when printed, had persisted in turning out a smooth, glistening white, as if she had first been sandpapered and then sprayed with aluminum paint. The effect was finally traced to an infra-red dye in the film which gave no trouble in portrait photography on the Earth, but was disastrous when applied to the Venusian physiognomy.


  Rawlins was mulling over some figures when Stracker sauntered into the room. The physician tapped him lightly on the shoulder.


  “Take it easy,” he admonished. “Maybe it won’t be as bad as you think.”


  Rawlins shoved the papers aside. “I’m crazy to get into this business in the first place. To think I could beat a man like Simpson.”


  He kicked a chair in Stracker’s direction.


  “Sit down and take it easy. Results will be coming in any time now. How’re things with the opposition? Getting all set for the big celebration, I suppose.”


  “Not exactly,” Stracker replied easily. “I should say their attitude might be described as one of quiet confidence. Hoping for the best with their fingers crossed.”


  “Well, they might as well uncross ’em now,” Rawlins growled. “Take a look at this. The final results of our complete comprehensive survey.”


  Stracker gave the sheet a casual glance. “I understand people who take polls have been known to make mistakes. Or hadn’t you heard?”


  “Listen,” Rawlins snorted impatiently, “these results have been checked and rechecked by every sampling technique ever invented. We’ve gotten three times the amount of material we need to get a reliable result. Even admitting an error of seven or eight per cent, we’re still way in the hole. Nope. No use kidding ourselves. Hortense is out and Simpson in.”


  Stracker picked up a campaign folder and began creasing it back and forth between his long firm fingers. “So you’re thoroughly convinced of the reliability of your figures?”


  “Well, I’m as sure as anyone can be about data of that sort.”


  “Congratulations,” Stracker murmured. “In that case you’re way out ahead of us.”


  “How’s that?”


  “As chief of the medical staff you know I’ve had general supervision of a lot of measurements and tests we’ve made on the Venusians. From similar measures on the Earth we thought we knew about what to expect. We knew, for example, that while the average height of different races varies considerably yet the distribution in height is always the same. Invariably follows the normal or Gaussian law. One of the fundamental attributes of homo sapiens.”


  “Yes?” said Rawlins.


  “Well, the Venusians don’t fit into a normal law. Instead the distribution in their heights is decidedly skew. You can’t tell a bunch of Venusians from a bunch of us just by looking at us. But you let me measure their heights and I can tell you which is which as soon as I can plot their histograms.”


  “The hell you can.”


  “Fact,” Stracker declared, “They’re peculiar in other ways, too. Their basal metabolism is considerably lower than ours. And their pituitary gland isn’t so well developed. Same goes for the thymus in the males, although it appears to be about the same in the women. Then, take the period of gestation—”


  “All very interesting,” Rawlins observed dryly, “but what’s that got to do with the election?”


  “Nothing, probably,” Stracker admitted. “I was just trying to lighten the gloom around here a little.”


  Rawlins scowled at the clock over the door. “Polls must have closed half an hour ago. What’s the matter with our election machinery?”


  He waited impatiently.


  “I think it’s coming in now,” someone called from the vicinity of the television set.


  “First report from Octant Seven[3],” a voice rasped. “Results have been slow, owing to our unfamiliarity with election procedure, but we shall make every effort to keep you informed as rapidly as possible. As you know, Octant Seven is the wildest and most desolate. . . .”


  “Just give us the results,” said Rawlins.


  “. . . scattered returns out of an estimated two hundred thousand votes. Let’s see . . . we have 1580 for Simpson . . . 720 for Queen Hortense. As I said before, these are only the first scattered returns from Octant Seven. . . .”


  “Oh, lord, it’s going to be worse than I thought,” Rawlins groaned, watching the figures go up on the blackboard. “It wouldn’t make any difference if the Venusians were full of buckshot and their veins flowed pure Gordon gin. We still couldn’t win this election.”


  “. . . coming in faster now. To save time I’ll only give you the approximate figures. Twenty thousand votes out of an estimated three million in Octant One—”


  “Octant One! That’s us!” Rawlins cried.


  “. . . first returns give twelve thousand for Simpson against eight thousand for Queen Hortense. These results are from densely populated areas where the queen’s strength was reputedly stronger. . . .”


  “Now that wasn’t so bad,” Stracker observed encouragingly.


  “Just about the way the poll indicated,” Rawlins said. “No use. It’s all over but the shouting.”


  The voice droned on. The votes piled up steadily for Simpson. Rawlins stood it for another twenty minutes. Then he jerked a finger at one of his men.


  “I’m going out. When I get back, I’ll write a message of congratulation to Simpson, you get Hortense to sign it, and make sure it reaches all the papers along with the usual felicitations and what not. Understand?”


  The man nodded. “When will you be back?”


  “Oh, hell, I don’t know. Pretty soon. In a couple of hours maybe.” He hurried out of the room.


  Outside, the dawn was beginning to struggle through the clouds banked in the east. Rawlins’ footsteps echoed across the vacant square with a hollow sound. The palace was dark except for the light at the entrance. He was suddenly filled with a vast rage toward Queen Hortense. Here he had been killing himself for the last month trying to keep her in power, and she couldn’t even bother to listen to the election returns.


  After several more blocks he came to a long low building with blank walls sloping smoothly from the sidewalk. He entered a door and approached the Venusian clerk, behind a glass-enclosed counter.


  “Tell Miss Linda King I want to see her,” he barked into the transmitter.


  The clerk smiled apologetically. “I’m afraid Miss King is occupied at present. If you wish to send in a message—”


  “You tell Linda King I want to see her right now or I’ll bust this glass cage and you along with it!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  The youth hastily punched some buttons and addressed some words into the transmitter at his side.


  “Miss King says she’ll be out in a minute. If you’ll take a seat and wait—”


  “I’ll wait!”


  A few minutes later a door opened in the wall and Linda rushed out. “Rawlins, what is it? I couldn’t imagine you calling me.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t stand it any longer,” he blurted, seizing her in his arms. “This damned election’s got me all unstrung. I had to see you. Let’s go off some place where we can be by ourselves and talk.”


  Linda looked doubtful. “I don’t know. I’m supposed to be helping with the election. Simpson will be counting on me.”


  “Confound it, didn’t you hear me?” Rawlins cried. “I said I wanted to be alone with you.”


  Linda stood hesitating, her body rigid within his grasp. Then she yielded all at once. “All right. Where shall we go?”


  “Let’s visit that little temple the queen mentioned. It’s only a short walk from here.”


  The wind blowing from the east was fresh against their faces. All Rawlins’ fatigue had vanished in an instant. The sense of Linda’s nearness exhilarated him beyond measure. The feel of her bare hand in his, the delicious sense of femininity about her, the pressure of her body, soft and yielding against his arm. . . . He rushed on breathlessly, his feet scarcely seeming to touch the ground.


  After about half a mile the pavement ended, forcing them to keep to the footpath along the edge of the highway through which they had first entered the city.


  “The path should be about in here,” Rawlins said, scanning the tangled shrubs and vines that encroached upon the road. “You’d never find it unless you were on the lookout for it.”


  “What’s that over there?” Linda asked, pointing to a break in the wall of vegetation.


  “That’s it. It was farther from town than I thought.”


  They plunged into the rank growth, walking single file through the winding pathway. The vegetation was so thick that at times they were unable to see ten feet ahead. But there was no danger of losing their way, as the path although narrow was well marked. Presently they came out into an open grassy space with a low stone building in the center, surrounded by flowering shrubs and vines.


  “Lovely!” Linda cried, as if enchanted. “And not another person in sight.”


  “All home listening to the election, probably,” Rawlins said.


  They strolled around the temple arm-in-arm exclaiming over the picturesque ruin with its unexpected nooks and corners and its seats half-hidden by lacy vines dripping with white and purple blossoms. The leaves stirring in the morning breeze gave forth a fresh, lemony scent.


  “Well, we seem to have the place all to ourselves,” Rawlins said, after a brief tour of inspection. “Shall we sit down on one of these benches here?”


  “I suppose we might as well,” Linda agreed.


  They sat huddled close together, breathing in the fragrance from the flowers and watching the shimmering pattern made by the yellow sunshine filtering through the trees.


  “You know, if there was a nice secluded spot like this in southern California they’d never be able to let it alone,” Rawlins said. “Somebody would be sure to install a hot-dog and softdrink stand.”


  Linda smiled and nodded comfortably. Rawlins brushed the side of her cheek with his lips.


  “And slot machines,” she said. “Slot machines full of cigarettes and popcorn and candy bars.”


  Rawlins gave her a long lingering kiss on the lips. Linda reached up and drew him down closer beside her.


  “I’d forgotten the slot machines,” he mumbled. The blood was racing in his veins. He was glowing all over.


  “Coke bottles, too,” Linda whispered. “Don’t forget the coke bottles.”


  “That’s right. There’s always coke bottles.”


  Linda pressed her lips hard against his. Rawlins drew her to him fiercely; his fingers were stealing over her, dosing around her tighter. . . .


  “Maybe we ought to be going.” Linda sighed at last, smoothing down her hair. “They’ll think it’s funny if we’re gone so long.”


  “They’ll think it’s funny anyhow,” Rawlins grunted, making no effort to move.


  Linda deftly applied lipstick to form a bow on her upper lip. “Wonder what Queen Hortense meant when she said we’d find why Simpson would fail in this temple?”


  Rawlins yawned. “Don’t know. To tell the truth I’d forgotten all about it.”


  “Let’s see if we can find out,” said Linda with sudden energy, pulling Rawlins to his feet beside her. “I don’t think she’d have been talking for the fun of it.”


  They wandered in and out among the passageways of the temple pausing occasionally to examine some inscription or symbol carved on the walls and pillars. Many of the markings had been nearly defaced by weathering or the chemical action of the plant that overspread the gray walls. On Venus, as on the Earth, lichen was the hardiest of growing things, preparing the way for higher forms of vegetation and clinging tenaciously to life after they were gone.


  “And the meek shall inherit the Earth,” Rawlins said, inspecting the greenish scale that covered the rock. “We think we’re pretty good, but this lichen will outlast us all.”


  “Look at this,” Linda said, bending over some inscriptions carved on the polished surface of a block of granite. “This looks fairly new.”


  “So it is,” said Rawlins, running his fingers over the letters. “I’d say this was put here less than five years ago.”


  “Do you know what it means?”


  “I’d guess these figures here are dates with some descriptive text alongside. I think they’re an archaic form of Venusian type, similar to our Roman numerals.”


  They started reluctantly toward the narrow path that led back to the highway. The sun shining through the mist enveloped the temple in a haze of golden Tight.


  “I’ll always think of it as ours,” said Linda. “Those stone pillars and the little love seats with the flowers growing over them.”


  Rawlins stood looking back frowning slightly, “Say, that’s funny. I hadn’t noticed that before.”


  “What’s funny?”


  “See how all those old tree trunks in back of the temple are lying parallel to one another. There isn’t a single grown tree among them. As if something had plowed through there and knocked them all down.”


  The evidence was plain enough when they could view the region as a whole from a distance.


  “There’s something back there partially hidden by those bushes but I can’t make out what it is from here,” Rawlins said, shading his eyes. “Do you see what I mean?”


  “I think so. Something big and black like an animal coiled up.”


  “Yeah. Only it must be an awful big animal to make a coil that size. He gave her arm a squeeze. “You stay here. I’m going in there to take a look.”


  Before Linda could protest he was across the cleared space and into the jungle, threading his way among the shrubs and vines that covered the ground to his knees. He was forced to penetrate the tangled undergrowth to a distance of some fifty yards before he reached the dark circular object protruding from the ground. He circled around it warily, studying it from a variety of angles, finally ending by scraping at the side of it with his pocket knife. When he rejoined Linda his face was grave.


  “I think we’ve found something,” he told her, knocking some fragments of mold from his shoes. “It looks to me like the section of a spaceship. A ship that probably landed about five years ago, judging from the height of the trees growing around it. When you scrape away the dirt from the side you can see it’s metal instead of rock.”


  The clouds in the east were drifting over the sun turning the scene from bright morning into gray twilight. The golden mist that had enveloped the temple had faded, leaving it a dull, commonplace mass of stones eaten by the green lichen.


  “Furthermore,” Rawlins declared, “I’ve got a powerful hunch what this place was meant to be now. It’s all very picturesque and charming, isn’t it? A nice little hideaway for lovers. But I don’t believe it was ever built for that purpose originally. I think it’s a tomb. A tomb where the bodies of the men are buried who have tried to conquer this planet in the past and failed. And those figures on the stone are all that remains of them.”


  He gave a low chuckle. “For the last hour we’ve been necking over the graves of our companions of the past.”


  They found the highway singularly deserted for such a late hour. The few travellers abroad eyed them suspiciously and hurried on. Rawlins was oppressed by an overpowering sense of longing and homesickness for Earth. Lately he had come to regard Venus almost as home, a place in many respects not so different from the land where he had grown up as a boy. Now he felt himself a stranger in a strange land. Everything inspired him with dread—the everpresent clouds, the lingering night and day, the three volcanoes smoldering on the horizon. As Stracker said, how much did they really know about the Venusians? They resembled human beings and in many ways they behaved like human beings. But were they? Was there any real kinship between them?


  At the entrance to Simpson’s headquarters they kissed and parted with scarcely a word spoken. How different their meeting had been a scant hour before, Rawlins thought. Then, they had been riding on the crest of the wave. Now they were down in the depths. All dead inside.


  He strode down the hall to his office, uncomfortably aware that he had been gone an inordinate length of time. Oh, well, what the hell? He set his lips in a firm line and pushed open the door.


  The room was a shambles. There was paper all over the floor. The tables and desks were littered with cigarette stubs and coffee cups. Through the blue haze men and women could be discerned shouting at each other above the blast of words issuing from the television set. There was a hush as Rawlins entered. He felt himself shrinking under Stracker’s inquiring gaze.


  “‘Well, where have you been keeping yourself?”


  “I just stepped out for a few minutes,” Rawlins retorted. “Got any objections?”


  “Not in the least. Only it’s too bad you missed the fireworks is all.”


  Rawlins heart gave a leap.


  “Fireworks. What fireworks?” He knew he mustn’t hope but he couldn’t stop himself. Couldn’t suppress the fierce yearning that surged up within him.


  “You remember how Simpson looked like a dead cinch for first there at the start?” Stracker chuckled. “Well, it went on that way for about half an hour after you left. Then Hortense began to gain. Before she’d finished she’d taken the whole southern hemisphere and was running even in Octants One and Three.


  Never known anything so thrilling in my life.”


  A violent trembling seized Rawlins that he was unable to control. “Don’t tell me . . . she won?”


  The doctor shook his head regretfully. “No, she didn’t win. But she certainly upset the dope bucket. Simpson came in ahead by less than two per cent.”


  VIII


  RAWLINS sat down a bit unsteadily. “I guess I’m a hell of a prognosticator,” he said.


  “It’s ridiculous to think you can understand these people overnight,” Stracker said. “When we can’t understand ourselves yet.”


  “Yeah.” Rawlins stretched out in the chair. He felt exhausted.


  Stracker brought him a cup of water from the cooler. Rawlins took it gratefully.


  “Another thing I don’t like about this planet is the water,” said Rawlins, sipping the liquid thoughtfully. “If I drink more than about a teaspoonful at a time it makes me sick.”


  “That’s right. You were one of those that folded up at the Festival of Fire, weren’t you?”


  “I sure-was. Never been so sick in my life.”


  “Maybe you were never meant to be an arsenicophagist then.”


  “No I guess not—whatever it IS.


  “An arsenic eater. A person who takes arsenic habitually.”


  Rawlins set down the cup with a jerk. “You mean this water’s got arsenic in it?”


  The doctor grinned reassuringly.


  “You develop a tolerance to it after awhile. Besides, arsenic’s supposed to improve your looks. Makes your hair nice and lustrous. Gives you a pretty pink complexion.”


  “Why in hell doesn’t Simpson have the water distilled?”


  The doctor shrugged. “Apparently our chemistry department is too busy turning out cosmetics to bother with such non-essential activities. To be perfectly frank, I don’t know for a fact that the water does contain arsenic, but the symptoms strongly suggest such a poison. In any case, it’s probably only a trace.”


  Now that the election was finally over Rawlins could see that his staff was as dead beat as himself. What a thoroughly good bunch they were, he thought. How faithfully they had labored for what they must have known in their hearts was a hopeless cause. And how few of them there were, when you came to think of it. After more than a year on Venus they were still virtually isolated. For the first time it struck him as very strange. One of the few facts that had stuck in his head from a coarse in anthropology was the statement that no two races, no matter how dissimilar, had ever lived in proximity without there being some intermingling between them. Yet he was certain that no one there in the room had mated with a Venusian.


  He was pondering over the implications of this discovery when Simpson came in followed by the major members of his committee. If they felt victorious they failed to show it. Only Simpson had made an effort to maintain appearances. He looked tired but spruce, like a man who had tried to freshen up after an all-night poker party.


  The two groups eyed each other wanly. Rawlins cleared the debris from a couple of chairs.


  “Greetings. Sit down. Congratulations. Didn’t expect you over quite so soon. We were just sitting here feeling sorry for ourselves.”


  “I saw no point in prolonging the agony,” Simpson said, with a bleak smile. “The split over the election was purely artificial. We still constitute one force bound together by the same mutual aims and interests. Cooperation. Spiritual welfare. Moral integrity. Henceforth let those be our watchwords.”


  He took a slip of paper from his inside coat pocket and adjusted his bifocals.


  “A message came a few minutes ago which I thought you might like to hear. It is from Ballard Kingsley, our representative on Earth. He says:


  Dear Friends—


  We at home rejoice in your victory and pledge again our faith in the success of the great enterprise upon which you are engaged. Be assured that we are as one with you in our hearts and thoughts.’ ”


  Simpson replaced the message in his coat pocket along with his bifocals. For a moment he stood quietly contemplating the top of the desk as if in deep meditation. At length he reached down and moved a glass of water two inches to the right.


  “While the results of the election were coming in I was thinking,” he said. He paused briefly waiting for the effect of this announcement to sink in.


  “What was I thinking? I was thinking that the time had come for a great summing up. A visible demonstration of all we have tried to do for the people here. An exhibition that would show them in a vivid dramatic form how their lives have been enriched by the fruits of our bounty. In other words, how far they’ve come since we landed.”


  He moved the glass of water two inches back to its original position.


  “And so I’ve decided that we’re going to have an interplanetary exposition. An exposition the likes of which nobody on Earth or Venus has ever dreamed before. And we’re going after the women—hard. One of the big things I’ve planned is the Mile of Beauty. A place where a woman can go in a hausfrau at one end and come out a glamor girl at the other. Can’t you just see the excitement a thing like that’ll stir up? Can’t you see a woman’s husband, and the neighbors, standing around the exit waiting for her to come out?


  Why, it’ll be the greatest thing since they invented twin beds.”


  He stopped and looked around the room expectantly. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke.


  “Well . . . anybody got any ideas?”


  There was an uneasy silence. Somebody coughed in the back of the room.


  “It’ll have to be plenty good, J.D. That’s all I’ve got to say. The women are beginning to drift back to their old ways already. They’re only interested till the novelty wears off. You don’t get any customer loyalty in this place.”


  “All right, it will be good then,” Simpson retorted. It’s our job to make it good. And right now’s the time to start. The election’s over. Forget it. This exposition’s the thing now. I want the publicity started on it immediately.”


  The men and women remained slumped in their chairs. An apathy seemed to weigh them down, which even Simpson was unable to dispel.


  “I’d suggest we take a little time out,” Stracker interposed. “We’re exhausted from this campaign. A short rest would be good for us all.”


  “Rest!” There was acid in Simpson’s voice. “Fine. Anybody wants a rest go ahead and take it. I’ve got work to do.”


  He turned on his heel and strode over to where Rawlins was leaning against the filing cabinet.


  “That was a great fight you put up, boy,” he cried, seizing Rawlins’ hand and pumping it vigorously. “Brilliant campaign. Enjoyed every minute of it.”


  Rawlins shook hands limply. “Nobody was more surprised than I at the way it turned out. I never thought we had a chance.”


  “Any idea what went wrong?”


  “No, I honestly haven’t, I want you to understand I’m not offering any alibis. If I had to do it all over again I’d do it exactly the same way. If you’re dissatisfied with the results I’ll be glad to step out anytime.”


  “Now who said anything about stepping out? Besides you can’t. Got too much work lined up for you. Maybe this business of polling people is a lot of hooey. I’ve always said I’d trust my hunches against a bunch of figures any day.”


  He beckoned to Linda. “I want to get your reaction to this Mile of Beauty idea. Give Hestor Hildegarde a buzz. We’ll meet over in my office and start laying it out. Rawlins, you better come along. I’ll be right with you soon as I have a word with one of the boys.”


  Linda joined Rawlins by the filing cabinet.


  “He’s wonderful, isn’t he?” she whispered, unable to keep the admiration from her voice. “You’d never guess he’s been without sleep for thirty-six hours, would you?”


  Rawlins cast a sidelong glance in Simpson’s direction. “Oh, I don’t know. He looks kind of peaked to me.”


  Simpson came back, rubbing his hands briskly. “Now. Shall we be on our way?”


  He stopped, arrested by a sharp rattling series of reports from outside. There was a momentary silence. Then more reports, followed by screams and a confusion of cries.


  “Goodness. What was that?” Linda gasped.


  Rawlins shook his head listening intently. There came another series of reports followed by more cries. The character of the sound was unmistakable now.


  The room came to life in an instant. The Earthmen were on their feet, clustering around Simpson.


  “That sounded like rifle fire.”


  “It sure did.”


  “But who on earth—”


  “Hey! Somebody’s coming down the hall!”


  A man flung open the door. He stood on the threshhold, gasping for breath, staring at them wildly. His coat and shirt were torn and bloodstained, and one arm hung limply. He staggered over toward Simpson.


  “We’re attacked,” he gasped. “They broke into the cosmetics plant. We never had a chance.”


  Simpson eyed him sharply. “Who do you mean by ‘they’ ?”


  “I don’t know. All I know is that a little while ago we heard some high-thrust rockets coming in. There weren’t any flights scheduled, but we were so busy talking about the election we didn’t pay much attention.”


  He stopped gulping for breath. “Next thing we knew here a bunch of these fellows came barging in and told us they were taking over. When we told them to get the hell out they conked a couple of us and tied up the rest. There’s wasn’t anything we could do. They were armed and we weren’t. I managed to sneak out through the packaging room and tore over here fast as I could. I’d have made it quicker but one of ’em took a shot at me as I was crossing the square.”


  He felt of his arm gingerly.


  “You mean they were men like us?” said Simpson. “Men from the Earth?”


  “I don’t know. I guess so. That’s the way they looked to me.”


  All eyes were on Simpson. He stood nervously clasping and unclasping his hands. Then he jammed his hat on his head. “Come on. We’ll settle this thing right now.”


  They headed automatically for the square with Simpson in the lead. The excitement acted on him like a tonic. His eyes were alive, and there was new elasticity in his step.


  “Rawlins, you know the queen better than any of us. D’you think she could be behind a thing like this?”


  “Not a chance. It’s not in the least like her.”


  “I wonder. She’s a smart woman. I’m afraid I’ve always underestimated her. It never pays to underestimate a woman.”


  Rawlins was about to reply that that was the same conclusion he had reached when a boy dashed past almost knocking them down.


  “Hey, what’s the rush?” Rawlins shouted. “What goes on here?”


  The boy turned impatiently. “There’s another invasion on. We want to see what this bunch has got.” He ran on down the street.


  For the first time Simpson hesitated as if uncertain how to proceed.


  “We’ll go see Queen Hortense first. Find out what the situation is there.” He strode rapidly on ahead.


  A score of men in gray uniforms with rifles under their arms were lounging in the center of the square. They stiffened to attention as Simpson and the others entered. One of them detached himself from the group.


  “Just a minute there,” he called. “Not so fast if you don’t mind.”


  Simpson paused at the entrance of the palace. There was anger as well as bewilderment in his eyes. “They’re from Earth all right. Now what are they doing here? And who do they think they are?”


  Rawlins caught his arm. “That guy in front looks kind of familiar to me. By god, if I don’t think it is. It’s Ballard Kingsley—or else his twin brother.”


  “You’re right.” Rawlins could feel Simpson trembling under his hand. “The devil! The dirty double-crossing devil! That message—”


  “Take it easy,” Rawlins cautioned. “They’re armed and we haven’t so much as a jack-knife between us. Better try to stall them for awhile.”


  But Simpson thrust him impatiently aside. With clenched fists he hurled himself on the man in gray.


  “Back!” Rawlins shouted. “Simpson, back.”


  Simpson had reached the leader and was clawing at his throat.


  “Oh, lord,” Rawlins breathed, “here we go again.”


  Along with the others he rushed to the aid of his chief.


  IX


  THE setting sun bathed the square in a flood of amber light. The people stood like statues, with one arm raised in salute to the splendor that was sinking into the underworld. From their throats rose the song of the Festival of Fire, telling of dimly remembered sorrows in ages past, sad with that sweet sadness that lies halfway between pleasure and pain. Now it struck a deeper note as Queen Hortense, followed by her maidens, ascended the steps to the altar.


  “The moon!” Linda cried. “I just saw it between the clouds. The little new moon.”


  Rawlins glimpsed a star riding clear and serene above a bank of cloud. He watched it for a moment then turned back to the throng below. Queen Hortense tall and stately in her ceremonial robes stood before the altar waiting to receive the torch whose breath was like the touch of life.


  “There it goes,” he said, as the torch flashed through the air.


  A great roar rose from the throng as the flames leaped up. The people laughed and shouted as joyously as children on a holiday.


  “Well, it’s the same old routine,” Rawlins observed. “Everything just like the last time, far as I can see.”


  “Only we’re different,” Linda said, brushing the hair-from her face. Her eyes were dull except when they caught the gleam from the fire.


  Rawlins drew her over beside him. Watching the Venusians a great sense of peace descended upon him. A sense of peace mingled with a faint nostalgia for all that had gone before.


  “Why, honey, what’s the matter? Now don’t feel bad again.”


  He tried to turn her face around but she kept it stubbornly averted.


  “I feel so lost,” she sobbed. “I’d been with Simpson so long I can’t get used to being without him any more.”


  Rawlins patted her shoulder reassuringly.


  “What do you suppose will become of us now?” she asked.


  “Well, we can take our choice. We can stay here and keep on working or take the next ship back to Earth. Kingsley has given us three days to make up our mind.”


  “I’d never work for Kingsley. That cold-blooded murderer.”


  “Now, we’ve gone over all that before. I’ve explained to you it was bound to come sooner or later. Simpson had been the top man on Earth so long we’d got to take him as a matter of course. As soon as he pulled out the inevitable occurred. Kingsley went to work, wangled his men into key positions, and then struck. Curious thing was that Simpson never suspected anything. Old boy had gotten careless, I guess.”


  Now the color had faded from the sunset sky leaving it a flat uniform gray. Only a faint patch of red glowed over the three volcanoes on the horizon.


  “Certainly Simpson secured a greater domination over more people’s minds than any man before him,” Rawlins mused, thinking out loud to himself. “But then, he had more advantages than those before him. Through newspapers and magazines and motion pictures and television he could multiply his thought a millionfold. And the people liked to have him do their thinking for them. He made life seem so simple and reasonable that they believed all the time they were figuring things out for themselves. And a man is never so happy as when he knows exactly what he should think and has a lot of people who agree with him.”


  “You never did like him,” Linda protested bitterly. “Why was Simpson so bad? What did he ever do to you?”


  “From certain remarks of yours I gathered you didn’t altogether approve of Simpson yourself.”


  “I know,” Linda said, looking away. “But honestly, I did like him in lots of ways. It was just once in awhile when I got tired and discouraged.”


  Rawlins drew Linda’s head down against his shoulder.


  “Mention the word superman and immediately we picture a brilliant genius with a bulging chest and the glance of Jove. But people don’t appreciate a guy like that. They can’t understand him and so they distrust him instinctively. It never occurred to any of us that the superman who could most easily dominate us would be an ordinary little fellow whose only claim to distinction would be in his uncanny ability to glorify our own commonplace ideas. In that sense I think Simpson was a genius—a superman. He was a master of mediocrity.”


  “Just the same I think he did a lot of good.”


  “Well, I’m not saying he didn’t. A man could get along first-rate in Simpson’s world as long as he conformed to the crowd. But there was no room for the fellow who was born with six fingers. For the man who couldn’t conform. It was a system that worked beautifully for people like us on the Earth. But it was doomed to failure on Venus, where the people aren’t like us at all.”


  “But they seem like us.”


  “I know. That was where we got fooled. Simpson was so busy trying to control the people by turning out lipstick and coldcream and other gadgets to please them that he never got around to probing very deep beneath the surface. But from samples that went back to Earth Ballard Kingsley got suspicious immediately. He found that everything wasn’t what it appeared on the surface. Now you can bet he’ll never try to woo the Venusians as Simpson did. It was as hopeless as trying to domesticate the Argentina ant.”


  “But I still don’t understand why the Venusians are so different from ourselves,” Linda declared.


  “Remember there are a lot of things we have never understood about Venus,” Rawlins told her. “We’ve never been able to understand why a planet so similar to the Earth in so many ways should apparently have developed along such different lines. Astronomers have always had a hard time trying to make Venus fit into a theory of evolution along with the other terrestrial planets. Now Kingsley’s work makes it clear for the first time. Although it should have been plain enough if we’d had our eyes half way open.”


  Linda laughed. “Mine must have been closed up tight I guess.”


  “Did it ever occur to you as odd that nobody in our outfit ever fell for any of the Venusian women?” Rawlins asked.


  “It did strike me as rather odd,” Linda confessed. “I couldn’t help wondering sometimes what was the matter with the men. Some of the Venusian women were quite good looking, too.


  “Well, suppose we put the question the other way around. Did you ever feel attracted toward any of the Venusian men?”


  “Good heavens, no!”


  “You see—something was wrong,” Rawlins told her. “The good old urge was lacking. Now you take Queen Hortense . . . she’s far and away the best looking woman I ever saw—”


  He checked himself abruptly. “Oh, well, why deny it? You know the queen’s a gorgeous looker if there ever was one. Yet for some reason I never could go for her. She never had the slightest sex appeal for me.”


  Linda was looking very hard at the crowd below. “There were times when I wasn’t so sure.”


  “Well, naturally I couldn’t help staring at her. But honestly, honey, that was as far as it ever went. So far as I was concerned she might as well have been a statue or a beautifully cut jewel.


  “Now Stracker says it isn’t so peculiar after all. It’s all just a matter of a few neutrons apparently. Chemically we’re the same as the Venusians but physically we’re different. For instance, if you were to analyze the carbon in us and the carbon in a Venusian you’d find they’re not the same. The carbon in our bodies is 99 per cent C12 and only 1 per cent C13. But in a Venusian about a third of the carbon is the rare C13 variety.


  “You mean the Venusians are sort of stand-ins for us?” Linda said. “Isotope people?”


  “Something like that. At any rate, the abundance of the isotopes on Venus and the Earth is entirely different. Carbon isn’t the only element that’s abnormal. There’s nitrogen and oxygen and titanium, too. And hydrogen! You’ve no idea how much deuterium there is around this planet.


  “That was what knocked me out at the first Festival of Fire. I got too big a dose of heavy water. It killed Jim and Betsy, too. Stracker thought it was arsenic at first. Naturally he never thought of heavy water.”


  “If we’d only known,” Linda said. “Everything might have been so different. Simpson might still be alive. Still in power.”


  Rawlins shook his head.


  “I doubt it. Not for long at least. Remember the remains of that spaceship we found by the temple? Undoubtedly the Venusians have been invaded many times before. Their planet is a rich prize that others could hardly have overlooked in the past. But the Venusians know, in some subtle way that they probably don’t understand themselves, that they are different from the other creatures of the solar system and that, given sufficient time, they will always emerge victorious.”


  “But why?” Linda cried. “Why do they have these strange atoms in their bodies?”


  “It is a peculiar thing that regardless of where we turn our telescopes on the universe we find the same dements in almost exactly the same proportions. But notice that I said ‘almost’. For here and there we find stars of the kind astronomers call Type R in which the abundance of the carbon isotopes is entirely different from that of the stars around them. Stars in which the abundance of C13 is as high as it is on Venus.


  “Perhaps a billion or two years ago such a star came whirling past us and left a part of itself to become a stepchild of the sun’s. Later this planet came to be known as Venus. And so the people who developed on Venus were always destined to remain strangers to the others. People alien and isolated. And nobody will ever be able to understand them, no matter how hard they try.”


  Linda crept closer within the sheltering protection of Rawlins’ arms.


  They were together, yet so very much alone, too.


  [1] All members of the expedition had received instruction in Venusian speech and manners from two natives captured on an early reconnoitering trip.


  [2] Later they discovered that the dwellings were streamlined as a protection against the wind, which often attained velocities exceeding a hundred miles an hour.


  [3] As there are so few natural boundaries on Venus, one of Simpson’s first acts was to divide the planet arbitrarily into eight octants.


  Survey


  John Jakes


  TELL left the phone booth, having carefully folded the list of names and inserted it into the inner pocket of his overcoat. He adjusted the tall-crowned black fedora on his head as his eyes flicked over the noisy interior of the brilliantly lit drug store. He had been in the city eight days, among the peculiar people, and he had heretofore prided himself on his powers of adjustment. Most of the people he passed on the sidewalks or in bus aisles gave him blank, dull-witted stares, their minds turned inward. A few, however, would glance perceptively as they passed, noticing Tell’s all too prominent cheekbones. He made it a habit to keep his lids lowered so that they could not see his eyes. The ones who noticed, they had to be watched for, Tell knew, since their brains were constantly alive and alert.


  However, after the completion of the migration, he would have nothing to fear from them.


  The drugstore, he saw, contained no Thinkers. A row of girls hunched over their coffee cups. Tell glanced at the clock over the door, his mind requiring a second to make the adjustment to a foreign numeral scheme. The noon hour. Resolutely then Tell left the drug store and proceeded along the abysmally dirty sidewalk toward the green sign marking a bus stop. The skyscrapers, as they were called, blotted out the sky and seemed to act as generators of filth. Tell longed for his home, sunny, wind-swept, on a sparkling red plateau. Then he recalled sadly that neither he nor any one else of his race would enjoy the comforts of that home after the migration. The Law had ordained a migration after each period of three—no—four thousand years as these creatures reckoned time. Well, they would mold this planet to fit their tastes, too.


  Tell stood by the bus stop, noting a comrade passing on the opposite side of the street, chin sunk deeply into the collar of an overcoat similar to Tell’s. Snow began to drift down again, wet, gray and unfriendly. Tell pulled his hat low as the bus snuffled toward him through traffic. It was comforting for Tell to think of the hundreds and hundreds of his companions laboring in this particular city exactly as he labored. Tell laughed silently as he recalled numerous incidents bearing out the theories of his Instructor, years ago before Tell had been ready to undertake his mission. The Instructor had pointed out that Tell and his companions would be forced to be better citizens of this world than those native-born, since the most important task of this special corps of millions, aside from their primary function, would be to avoid breaking any of the laws of these people. Mild-mannered and unassuming, Tell and his companions would hardly ever be bothered unless one of them committed some sort of offense. As far as Tell knew, no offense had yet been committed anywhere in the world by his companions. The inhabitants themselves violated all laws, including the smallest like the instructions of the colored lights at street crossings, so long as they were not apprehended. If that happened, Tell expected that it would only be a short time before they resumed similar activities once more.


  Tell boarded the bus, calmly bearing the vituperations of a fat woman who insisted he had shoved in ahead of her. Snow fell harder now, renewing the supply that had only begun to vanish from the sidewalks and gutters. The bus careened forward through traffic. Tell stood, hand in strap, listening carefully to the driver as he called out the stops. At last Tell moved to the exit when the announcement came, “Soames Avenue.” Soames Avenue. The name at the top of Tell’s list.


  Tell felt relieved that no one else alighted from the bus at Soames Avenue. He stared up the street, wet snowflakes brushing against his cheeks with a foreign feel. Far in the distance he could see the end of the street, blocked by railroad tracks. He sighed softly and drew the list from his coat. The first home on his left, numbered on his list to correspond with the street numerals, was large and old-fashioned, pointed roof thrusting at the dull winter sky. Tell marched up the long flight of cement steps and rang the bell. He studied the list a moment longer, then thrust it deep into his coat again as he drew out a small notebook.


  A figure appeared behind the frosted glass door. Tell drew his hat on more tightly, reminding himself an instant later that the gesture was dangerous and uncalled for. The door opened to reveal a thin, seedy man of forty, with limp brown hair pasted over his forehead. He peered at Tell through steel-rimmed spectacles. Smoke curled up through a stub of a cigarette held in yellowed fingers. The man wore a faded red bathrobe.


  “Yes?” the man said suspiciously.


  Tell said in perfectly articulated tones, “You are Mr. Amos Humphrey?”


  “That’s right.”


  “My name is Rogers, sir. I am conducting a survey for United Advertising Enterprises.” Tell mentioned a city several hundreds of miles away as the place where the office was located. “I have credentials from the Chamber of Commerce and the Better Business Bureau giving me permission to canvass homes, sir, and I wondered if you’d mind letting me ask you a few questions. Each individual opinion is highly valued.”


  Tell presented the carefully forged credentials, aware of the man’s pleased smile after the last flattering sentence. “Why sure, come on in.” The man held the door wide. Tell thanked him politely and stepped into the house. First of all he noted the large television set. the layers of sheet music on the piano and a number of glaze-covered movie magazines on a blond coffee table. The table looked expensive, but out of place among the other, ancient dark-wooded fleces ranged about the room, ell leaned over and leafed through the magazines. “Do you read these regularly, sir?”


  “I don’t,” Humphrey said. “My wife and daughter do. I look ’em over once in awhile.” The man chuckled self-consciously, “I kind of like to see what the stars are doing, you know.” The chuckle continued for a moment.


  “I understand perfectly, sir,” Tell replied. “May I ask your occupation?”


  “Plumber,” Humphrey replied. “Though I ain’t been working much lately. The flu’s got me down a little.”


  Tell scribbled meaningless phrases in his notebook, careful that Humphrey could not see him. “Now I’d like to ask you some questions, sir. Please give me a frank answer. This data will be kept confidential, but it’s vitally necessary that we have it. Ready?”


  “Sure,” Humphrey said with a slack grin. He eased himself into a chair as Tell did the same.


  “If an advertised product was offered to you,” Tell asked, “and you knew nothing of the product’s value, only that the word ‘science’ was used in the advertising as a claim to its worth, would you tend to regard the product as worth buying? Yes or no?”


  Humphrey licked his lips. “Could you let me have that again?”


  Tell repeated the question. “‘You understand what I mean,” Tell added. “If the advertising said, Science has proved it . . .” He lifted one hand in a gesture. “And so on.”


  “Why,” Humphrey said slowly, “I guess I’d buy it if scientists said it was okay.”


  “Fine. Now let me ask you this. Which product would you buy, provided both were identical, only advertised under different names? One which displayed a picture of a girl in a sweater next to the product or one which did not?”


  “That’s easy,” Humphrey smirked obscenely. “The one in the sweater. Provided she was stacked.”


  Tell asked a number of other questions pertaining to sex, religion and politics, at the end of which time he thanked Amos Humphrey and left the house. Humphrey had told him that his wife and daughter were out. Tell regretted that, since he liked to question each person individually, but when time or circumstances did not permit, one family member had to be taken as an index to the rest. The snow had abated somewhat, and Tell drew out his list. Carefully beside the name and address of Amos Humphrey he inscribed the word, Non-thinker.


  He proceeded to the next house, then crossed the street, asking his questions, working his way toward the railroad tracks as the afternoon progressed. He was appalled to find that every person on his list thus far had been a Non-thinker. Certainly the Instructors had prepared him for much greater opposition. Tell stood on the street corner two blocks from the railroad tracks studying the next group of names on his list. Jack Bennet, Rhea Bennet, Timmy Bennet. Tell studied their house, another old and large structure veiled in gathering darkness.


  Tell first felt the sharp sting of something biting his cheek. Then he whirled to stare down the cross street at the little boy in red stocking cap, blue jeans and jacket who had heaved the snowball. The boy thumbed his nose derisively and screeched, “Yaaaah!” He ran in the opposite direction. Tell bent down to examine the snowball which had fallen apart at his feet. In the center was a sharply pointed stone. Tell felt wild panic as a drop of his yellow blood fell to the snow and shone colorfully for a moment. He pressed a hand to his cheek. How large was the wound? He needed something to cover it, or else he would be in grave danger. He wanted to return to the cubby hole in the rooming house where he made his temporary-home, but he knew he had to keep on with the survey. Today was his last day, and all data had to be in by midnight. Every inch of this city, as well as all other cities, had to be covered. What to do?


  Tell tore his handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it to the wound. He crossed the street quickly and walked up the front steps of the Bennet home, keeping the handkerchief tight to his cheek. He would have to be careful, very careful. But he calmed himself, realizing that in that way he could best carry out his double objective. He twisted the old-fashioned bell, heard it ring in the far distances of the house. A woman opened the door a few moments later, a slim attractive young red-head, wearing a house dress that could not conceal her figure, and a flour-smudged plastic apron. Her greenish eyes studied him with concern.


  “Pardon me, madam,” Tell burst out, “but I’m here making a survey. A young boy hit me with a snowball, there was a rock in it, and I’m afraid my face is cut badly. Could you—?”


  “Come in, come in,” the young woman said warmly. Tell stepped into the tastefully decorated front hall. “My name’s Rhea Bennet. Come out to the kitchen and I’ll fix that cut for you.”


  “No, please,” Tell said hastily. “I mean, I can fix it for myself. No need for you to bother. If you’d only show me the bathroom . . .”


  “All right,” Rhea Bennet replied pleasantly. “You say you’re making a survey?”


  “That’s right,” Tell replied, pressing the handkerchief fiercely against his face. He was hardly aware of what he was saying as he thought of yellow blood seeping inexorably, dangerously through the cloth. But at last Rhea Bennet gestured him into a blue-tiled room and he closed the door behind him. With a gasp of relief he took the handkerchief away. The blood had not soaked through. In the medicine cabinet he found gauze and adhesive tape. He affixed a large patch to his cheek, taping it in place and studied his image carefully. No, it looked all right now. His anger at the small boy burned high for a moment, and he found himself wishing extermination upon the imp. Then he calmed himself as he realized that if all citizens of this planet had such childish instincts his job would not be necessary.


  He found Rhea Bennet in the kitchen. “Sit down,” she said warmly, indicating the cheery kitchen table. “I’ve fixed you some coffee. This is terrible weather to be tramping around. Am I going to be surveyed?” She set down a cup of steaming coffee. The odor revolted Tell but he felt gratitude nevertheless. He took a sip of the coffee and sighed, smacking his lips in a perfect imitation of enjoyment.


  “Yes, you’re going to be surveyed,” he said. “You’ve no idea how much I appreciate your helping me like this.”


  “It was nothing,” she replied, returning to a pot bubbling on the stove.


  “Believe me, it was!” Tell declared fervently, thinking of the dangers involved, had he not checked the wound’s flow.


  “I’m sorry my husband isn’t home,” Rhea Bennet said over her shoulder. “He’d love to be surveyed. They make him mad, advertising polls and the like.”


  “Oh?” Tell replied with soft surprise. “What does your husband do?”


  “He’s a plumber,” Rhea Bennet replied. “My boy Timmy’s visiting his grandmother this afternoon.”


  “A . . . plumber,” Tell said with a vague feeling of emptiness. He wished suddenly he could leave this house and this woman. He decided he had better get to the business of his survey immediately. He asked his first question.


  Rhea Bennet whirled, laughing. “Jack would love this. He’d stamp up and down and puff out his cheeks and swear like anything.” She gave an imitation of Jack Bennet in anger that made Tell laugh with genuine humor. “One of Jack’s pet complaints is advertising, and the way science is almost synonymous with God. No, I’m afraid Jack wouldn’t buy anything just because some young brat with a toothpaste smile and a Windsor knot showed a couple of graphs or charts and mumbled something about scientific laboratories. Jack’d throw a brick at the television or the radio, more than likely.”


  “Well,” Tell said, licking his lips. “That’s very interesting.” He licked his lips, staring helplessly at the scribbled note-book page. He put his second question to her.


  “Jack hates the female breast on a billboard almost as much as he does the way they use science.” Rhea Bennet smiled at him. “No, I’m afraid we’re not exactly the ad man’s best prospect.”


  “I can see that,” Tell said softly, almost to himself. He felt discouraged, but he ran through the rest of the questions. To each one Rhea Bennet answered forcefully, in terms of what her husband thought, but it was only too clear to Tell that she agreed with him. When he had finished his questioning he retreated hastily to the front door. He fumbled awkwardly with his notebook, aware of the glance of the big-chested Jack Bennet from the picture frame on the mantel. Jack Bennet had a hard jaw and an uncompromising eye.


  Tell thanked Mrs. Bennet again as she opened the door for him. “I talked to another plumber this afternoon,” Tell blurted out suddenly. “He . . . had some quite different ideas.”


  Rhea Bennet frowned. “Amos Humphrey? Down by the boulevard?” Tell nodded. “He’s a bad plumber,” Rhea Bennet said with determination, “and what’s more, he’s a narrow-minded, hypocritical man.”


  “Is that your . . . private opinion?” Tell said hopefully.


  “Private and public. Jack’s told him to his face.”


  “Oh. Well. Thank you.” Tell stared disconsolately at his notebook as he walked off the porch into the snow that swirled with fresh vigor. The door closed behind him. He called himself seven kinds of fool for allowing personal sympathy to enter in, and yet the woman had been kind to him, gracious and generous. With regret he drew out his list. He hesitated a moment, and then with some bitterness he wrote Thinker beside the, name of Jack Bennet. Turning his face toward the railroad tracks, he trudged on through the snow gloom, having no taste for his task now but aware that it had to be finished.


  Two more hours brought the completion of his survey. He replaced the list in his overcoat and walked slowly up to the boulevard. There he boarded a bus that carried him into the downtown district of the city. He was tired and lonely, and his feet felt leaden on the wet pavement. He walked along until he found a deserted drug store with a row of phone booths far in the back. Pulling his hat low he entered the store and made straight for the furthest booth. There he closed the door, peering out beyond a magazine rack to see the nearest person, a clerk, leaning idly on a counter some fifteen yards away. Tell was glad to be finished with the job. What he had had to do at the Bennets’ was enough to sour a person completely. That was the pitiable part, that thoughtfulness and consideration often came together . . . Still, he realized that he, one unit in the great migration, was helpless.


  Wearily he reached into his trousers for a dime. He lifted the receiver, casting a wary eye to see that the clerk had not moved. He dropped the dime in the coin slot and when he heard the tone, he dialed eighteen times. In a moment he was in whispered communication with the central control ship, three hundred miles in the sky.


  The conquest of the planet called Earth was accomplished in three days. On the first day, the invaders announced themselves. On the second day they destroyed the six highest mountain peaks in the world as a demonstration of their power. On the third day the great gray ships began to land, bringing the exterminator corps. It had been made quite clear in the first announcement that The Law of the invaders made migration mandatory, and laid down also the terms of occupation. An Earthman prone to resist had no chance. The invaders, pleasanteyed, benevolent in attitude and quite calm, were everywhere, millions of them, billions and hundreds of billions. But they had complete plans for space utilization of the planet to facilitate handling their large population, as well as plans for utilizing the satellite of the Earth. Their technology, it became pitifully apparent to Earthmen, was advanced some thousand or two thousand years beyond that of the invaded planet.


  Tell and his companion agents had greeted the first ships when they landed all over the globe. Tell had been systematically weeding out the Thinkers from the area he had canvassed. Exterminator trucks crawled like gray beetles over every strip of negotiable highway in the world. Tell had been working for two days and nights, fretfully, because the worst task lay at the end. Tell, riding beside his assistant who drove, saw Soames Avenue swing around before him as the truck pulled up before the armed guard posted at the street’s entrance. The guard made the sign of respect as Tell leaned out the window.


  “Jack Bennet, Rhea Bennet, Timmy Bennet, Thinkers,” the guard recited from a clip board. “They are under guard.” Tell returned the sign of respect and gestured his assistant on.


  “I’m not satisfied,” Tell complained.


  “Tell,” the assistant who was young, recently indoctrinated and enthusiastic, complained, “you know perfectly well that The Law forces us to migrate, and forces us to subjugate the colonized peoples by exterminating those clever enough to give us opposition. We want things to be peaceful. Only if we have slaves can we have peace. You know it’s best in the long run. Surely you can’t have the interest of these Earthmen above that of your own people.”


  “No,” Tell sighed, “that’s the sad part of it. I know something is amiss, but I am a man of my people, and I would not presume to contradict The Law. Perhaps I would be happier if I were a slave too.”


  “Nonsense,” the assistant replied. He braked the truck before the Bennet household. An armed guard reported that the three members of the family were inside. Tell felt relieved. He could not face them. The assistant took charge when Tell waved to him. Tell sat slumped in the seat as the side of the truck opened and the colorless rays radiated outward. The house disappeared abruptly, leaving the ground covered with a thin fragile coating of ash. Well, thought Tell, well have no opposition from the Bennets. When we move on again, perhaps this world will develop Thinkers once more . . .


  The assistant turned the truck around. As they neared the boulevard, Tell saw a man he recognized sitting dully on the curb, watching them drive past. Tell ordered the truck to a halt. Humphrey. Yes, Amos Humphrey. Savagely Tell thumbed the control that opened the truck side. Humphrey disappeared, a dull uncomprehending glow in his eyes. The assistant seemed stupefied. “But . . . but he was no . . .”


  “Never mind,” Tell snapped. “I am your superior. Forget this.”


  “Yes, sir,” the assistant replied submissively.


  “Drive on.” Tell waved. He settled lower into the seat. Well, it was poor payment for the kind lady who had helped him. Poor and completely inadequate. But he knew with his mind that he could do little else. The truck swung into the boulevard, and when they reached the downtown the street was jammed from curb to curb by a fleet of similar trucks. Over the incredibly dirty skyscrapers huge gray ships lowered. Tell would have to greet his wife and children soon. They w would be coming to the city. He caught the assistant giving him a peculiar stare. “Pay attention to your driving,” Tell snapped.


  I’ve lived too long on this planet without my fellows around me, Tell thought wildly. I’ve got to return to my own thought system. Even as he thought, he knew it was no use. The experience on Soames Avenue had definitely altered his personality. He could never forget it. His people would not want him in his mental condition. It would be unfair to them. What can I do anyway? he thought wildly. They’ll find out, the assistant will report me and they’ll psycho-examine me and then I’ll be finished. Tell stared helplessly out the truck window, at the ranks of other trucks driving along beside in orderly rows. He felt cheated, unlucky, hopelessly trapped.


  “Don’t get any ideas about reporting me for what I did,” Tell burst out to the assistant.


  The assistant said nothing.


  At the first opportunity. Tell thought frantically, I will have to kill myself. . . .


  Who You Callin’ a Monster?


  Tom Beach


  IT WAS, of course, love at first sight.


  There were, of course, problems.


  That in the case of Mike de Forrest the problems were caused by an assortment of monsters can also, be regarded as a matter of course. Mike, after all, was the creator of Enormo, And Enormous job was vanquishing monsters.


  In this he was aided by a Police Captain named McMuck, who was always wrong, and by a fantastically beautiful fiancée named Dinah, who was always willing. Enormo, of course, was always several things at the same time: superbly muscled, of stunning intelligence, handsome beyond the wildest Dream of the most imaginative Maiden, and invulnerable—even to the charms of Dinah.


  However, in the process of proving these attributes to a wondering throng of comic-strip-readers, Enormo used up a remarkably large quantity of villains. Regular as clockwork, he vanquished one villain in every six-week period. And the sixth week was just about up.


  It became incumbent upon Mike to invent a new villain, a villain more horrible than The Nose, The Eyes, The Mouth or The Faceless, which Enormo had already disposed of. And his imagination had gone dead.


  With a sigh he discarded his latest idea, The Bullet, a man with a bullet-shaped head, as being too similar to The Point, a character whose skull had been flat, and whose chin came to a point. He stared at a blank scratch-pad and sighed again.


  It was no soap. There had been times, before The Nose, when he had decided that he had used every possible variation—but then The Nose had come into his head and given him an entirely new slant that had resulted in a steady stream of monsters. But this time it looked as if he were below the bottom of the barrel. He had lain awake all night trying to work himself into a good nightmare—The Point had come from a nightmare—and now he’d been at it in his workroom nearly all day. . . .


  A sudden weariness swept over him. He placed his dark head on the drawing-board, hall-closed his dark-blue eyes.


  Sleepily, he took his pencil and drew a rough figure of Enormo on the section of scratchsheet near his head. Good old Enormo. Those piercing eyes, that jutting chin, that shirt with the big E on it, those bulging red trousers . . . he certainly knocked off his villains quickly, didn’t he? But what sort of villain would he knock off next?


  Mike’s long body relaxed, his breathing became more regular—and then, all at once, he had it. He snapped upright in his chair and began to beam broadly at himself, rolling the pencil in his fingers.


  He had always used characters with one eccentricity of contour or appearance. Why not make it a full house this time—jumble all the horrors together and ring in a character who really looked like something?


  He turned his gaze more fully on the scratch-sheet and went to work. Head and ears first—the head completely hairless, like The Egg, one of the first villains in the series—the ears wide and cauliflowered like a more recent monster, The Loving Cup. Then the eyes, nose and mouth, carefully picked from various horrors—and the body of The Big, the one I character in the strip who had been even more enormous than Enormo.


  He sketched a few more lines here and there, giving the thing not only life but personality, he hoped. Then he braced his hands on the edge of the drawing-board and lifted his head to take a good look.


  “Eep,” said Mike de Forrest.


  He leaped from his chair and slammed against the wall.


  The last vestige of sleep was gone from his eyes. There was a mirror on the wall behind him, and he turned quickly and looked into it. He was a little surprised to find his dark hair still dark.


  “Eep,” he said again. Then, more calmly, “Now, there is a monster.”


  He had to fight the impulse, though, to turn and rush out the front door and down the stairs. Furtively, he approached the drawing-board.


  This, he told himself, was screwy. He was Mike de Forrest—one inch over six feet, one hundred and ninety pounds of lean muscle, as tough a bird as ever frightened a syndicate editor into giving a strip a bigger advertising campaign. This couldn’t be happening: a tough bird like him afraid of one of his own characters.


  He set his jaw and looked down. The second view improved in no particular upon the first. He reached the mirror, however, with even greater speed.


  There was no doubt about it, he told his shaken reflection. He had created the prize monster of the century, and it scared the living daylights out of him.


  After staring into his own seared eyeballs, he decided that another attempt would be foolhardy. Shaking his head and muttering to himself, he left the room. “What a puss” he told himself on the way to the shower.


  His watch told him it was twenty minutes after six, which gave him less than an hour to shower, shave and dress for dinner. This was Tuesday, the evening he spent each week at the Graysons.


  That was a break. Bill Grayson, who had gone to college with him, had something to do with banks—which Mike always thought of as Vice-President In Charge Of Sad Depositors—and was the solid, sturdy, level-headed type, and his wife, Helen, was the same. Just the sort of people he needed tonight, he thought, feeling as shaky as he did.


  Pausing only to turn on all the lights in the house, he went quickly about his business, and presented himself at the Grayson household ten minutes early.


  As the door opened and Bill’s round, grinning face peered out at him, he was pretty much the old Mike de Forrest again—the Mike de Forrest with the tough gleam in his eyes and the fit, jaunty swing to his wide shoulders. Bill’s apartment was only half a mile from his own, and a brisk walk in the crisp, cool evening air had filled him full of the joy of life and quelled his startled memory of the monster on the scratch-sheet.


  And then, two minutes later, all thoughts of Enormo and his playmates were swept out of his lead with a suddenness that took his breath away and sent an entirely different sort of shiver up his spine.


  If you were wondering what had happened to the love at first sight, wonder no longer. Her name was Dinah Stewart, and she was a guest of the Graysons’.


  Dinah, Mike learned in across-the-table conversation, was an old school friend of Helen’s, and was staying with the Graysons while her father finished up some out-of-town business. Then he was going to join her here in New York, where they were to settle permanently.


  Her father, Dinah told Mike, was old-fashioned and a bit on the stiff-collar side, and had consented to allow her to precede him only because she had been invited to stay at the home of a friend, and because the friend’s husband was a respectable professional man.


  “He felt I’d be safe here,” she explained, her eyes shining at him.


  Mike gazed at her, awed, and nodded mutely. His one desire at the moment was to keep her safe. In hundreds of daydreams he had imagined a girl like Dinah—he’d even drawn her, ineptly, into his Enormo strip. Any drawing he did of her would have had to be inept; she was, he told himself stickily, beyond art. She couldn’t exist.


  And yet, here she was—about five feet four (absolutely right), young body all slim loveliness (check), honey-colored hair, long, faintly upcurved brown eyes, tip-tilted nose and sweet, scarlet mouth (his personal specifications, exactly). Love at first sight was quite a mild word for it, Mike mused.


  They went to a movie after dinner, the four of them, and he couldn’t look away from her long enough to watch the picture. They took a taxi to the theater and walked back, and the demure grace with which she moved (as required, precisely) made it a struggle for him to keep from taking her into his arms there and then.


  Before the evening ended, he had decided to take a vacation from work and spend every possible moment trying to make Dinah feel toward him as he had always, he realized, felt toward her. He was slightly ahead of schedule on the strip anyhow, and though the fear he had for his monster was certainly ridiculous, the prospect of a vacation from him, too, made the scheme doubly pleasant.


  He took Dinah for a tour of the city the next day, courageously releasing her after only an instant when a subway train threw her into his arms; then for a long walk along a rambling path in Central Park, holding her hand while they inhaled the delicately sharp scent of grass and trees; and finally, that evening, to a play—a tender and beautiful story of young love.


  And she was so desirable through it all that, as they paused outside the Graysons’ apartment to say goodnight, Mike took a deep breath, tried to think of something else, took another deep breath, and lost all control.


  Gradually, he realized that two miracles were happening. He was kissing her; and she, magnificent and wonderful she, was kissing him.


  For long minutes they clung together, precariously balanced on a staircase. Mike blinked his eyes and opened them and she was still there before him. Miracle, he thought, number three.


  Then he took gentle hold of her shoulders and stared into her eyes.


  Rose-color had crept into her face, near her high cheekbones, and she looked even lovelier than before.


  “Will you marry me, Dinah?” he asked.


  “Yes, Mike,” she said softly. “Whenever you say. . . .”


  And then, all at once, she gasped, the rose-color fled, and she looked away.


  “What’s the matter?” Mike asked anxiously.


  She shook her head. “My father,” she sighed.


  “Well, what about your father?”


  Her eyes stared off into space. “He’s been so good to me I—I just couldn’t marry without his permission. No matter how silly it sounds. And he’ll never permit the marriage, Mike. He’ll never let me marry you.”


  Mike stared. “What’s the matter with me?” he asked. “Your father doesn’t even know me!”


  “I told him—you draw—“Enormo, He thinks it’s a horrible thing. He thinks it undermines children. Mike, he hates you already.”


  “Hates . . .”


  “Mike, he called you a monster. A perverter of little tots. He said tots. A beast in human form. Then he got up from the dinner-table and went away. He locked his study door and wouldn’t let me in.”


  Slowly, Mike’s wonderment faded, to be replaced by the tough look, the look which made syndicate editors hide under their desks and syndicate presidents use rear exits. “He’ll unlock his door for me,” he said.


  “Mike, you simply don’t know my father. People like you are his specialty. I remember, we had a male secretary once, and Father . . .”


  “I don’t even care to hear about it,” Mike said. “I don’t care how tough an old egg he is—if he stands in the way of this marriage I’ll bring him down to soft-boiled status quicker than you can say Enormo. Dinah, my dear, you underestimate me. I’ll just give him some brisk talk and the de Forrest eye, and before you know it he’ll be whimpering and rubbing his cheek against my trouser-leg.”


  Dinah sighed. “All right, Mike. But don’t forget I warned you.”


  Then she moved toward him. There passed an hour without conversation.


  The remainder of the week was, as Mike kept telling himself in a wondering fashion, heaven. He saw Dinah for eighteen hours each day, spent half of the remaining six talking to her on the phone, and devoted the other three to dreaming about her. And in every hour that passed a new beauty appeared to his awed eyes.


  He was, briefly, on top of the world, and spinning as dizzily as the North Pole. Life, he confided to the Graysons’ Scotch terrier, was indubitably braw and bricht, not to mention licht.


  He was young, in perfect health, and possessed of enough money to support a huge family through several lifetimes. He was in a business he enjoyed and as soon as he overcame an idiotic psychological quirk—he had a new villain for Enormo, And, of course, there was Dinah, not lightly to be shrugged off.


  The elder Stewart he discounted completely. Obviously, a man who viewed Enormo as a perversion had a stone for a heart, and could hardly feel any affection for Dinah. And a man without affection for Dinah, he felt, was a man disarmed.


  Small wonder, then, that he sang as he walked through the streets, attracting rude stares and, once, a surprising twelve cents that had plunked into his hat as he waved it wildly in his hand.


  The following Monday, on a gray, cold and rainy morning, Sidney B. Stewart arrived in New York.


  The face that peered out from the half-opened Grayson door i was wearing a wild, haunted look which Mike dismissed as merely silly. The hand that shook his was grave and unnaturally hot. Bill’s usual stolid happiness had deteriorated completely. Mike thought it curious, but dismissed it from his mind airily. I Dinah was waiting for him in the long foyer. She kissed him feverishly, and he got the odd impression that it was the kind of kiss a girl gave a dearly beloved about to depart on a long journey.


  “He’s in the living-room,” she said. “He’s—expecting you. Good luck.” She kissed him again.


  “Never fear,” Mike tossed over his shoulder.


  He stepped into the livingroom and felt behind him for support almost at once. Leaning weakly against a satisfying tough wall, he watched Sidney B. Stewart rise from an easy chair to glare at him. Sidney B. Stewart rose . . . and rose . . . and rose.


  He was bigger than Enormo, bigger than The Big. But mere bulk alone had never stopped Mike. It was the hairless head, the large, cauliflowered ears, the unutterably horrible eyes, nose and mouth that curdled Mike’s blood and sent it swishing around in his shoes.


  Sidney B. Stewart might just have stepped off the sketch-pad in Mike’s workroom. He was the most horrible monster in the world, and he scared the living daylights out of Mike de Forrest.


  Dimly, Mike heard a voice. “Father,” Dinah said, “I want you to meet Michael de Forrest. Mike, this is my father.”


  “Delighted,” Mike bleated, advancing a shrinking hand toward the mass of hairy flesh attached to Sidney B. Stewart’s right sleeve.


  “Urm,” said Sidney B. Stewart, enclosing the hand with his own and squashing it politely.’


  He looked at Mike and Mike crept further into the wall.


  “You draw Enormo” he said. “I do.”


  “It is a perversion. I dislike Enormo. You are teaching children to expect a world in which the hero always vanquishes the villain. It is not a true picture of the world in which we live.”


  “I—”


  “Yes, yes. Doubtless all that is so. The fact remains that you are distorting the minds of small, defenseless children. It should be legally punishable. I shall be extremely happy if you do not visit my daughter again. I shall be—” a hand reached out and clamped Mike’s shoulder suddenly—”extremely unhappy if you should continue in your attentions.”


  Mike squirmed loose from the gripping hand and moved farther along the wall. “I love Dinah and you’re not going to stop me,” he said, but it sounded a trifle weak.


  “Indeed,” the monstrous creature said. Abruptly, he turned his huge back on Mike and his terrifying gaze on Dinah. “I shall want a word with you later,” he said. “Meanwhile, please excuse me. I should like to wash my hands.”


  He began to walk toward the door.


  For a moment Mike watched him, stunned and shaken. Then, overcome by the spectacle of his collapsing dreams, he gave a low cry and leaped forward, plucking at the man’s arm.


  Sidney B. Stewart turned.


  “Well?” he said.


  Mike coughed.


  “. . . marry your daughter,” he said faintly.


  A slow smile spread over Sidney B. Stewart’s considerable face. His eyes, which did not join in the smile, grew smaller, and the eyebrows over them formed a straight line.


  “Surely,” he began, and stopped. “Surely you did not say you wanted to marry my daughter?” He coughed.


  Mike nodded. “Your daughter. Dinah. You know Dinah. Lovely girl.”


  “Young man,” Stewart said. There was an eager, almost a pleading note in his voice. “Turn and look at the door for a moment.”


  Mike turned. He looked at the door. It was, all things considered, a fairly nice door. But before he could admire it properly—before he could note its fine carving and expert paint-job—something huge and firm caught him in the seat of the pants and shot him down the hall. He hit the floor and rolled over twice before he stopped against the far wall.


  The door shut. He was compelled to view it from the other side. But he did not look at it now. Slowly, he rose. He put his ear to the door, straining to hear every word of Dinah’s fine rage, her terrible anger. For a second he wondered how she could stand up to that monster. But then, she’d grown up with it; she was probably hereditarily immune.


  There was only silence. He could not deceive himself; Sidney B. Stewart had cowed them both. Dinah was afraid to speak.


  He began to open the door. The intelligent thing to do was to take another crack at it, after all; but his hand did not touch the doorknob. Though it sickened and revolted him to admit it, he did not have the courage to face Sidney B. Stewart again that night.


  He tilted back and forth for a moment while Thoughts of Nuptial Bliss struggled to overcome Stark Fear. It was no use.


  Shoulders sagging, he turned and crawled out of the apartment.


  The passage of time had healed his wounds a little when, some minutes later, he entered his own apartment, but even that minutely happier feeling did not last. He had dragged Dinah into while-you-wait photo studios at every opportunity during the past week, and had accumulated a veritable wallpapering of pictures of her. It seemed now, to his feverish eyes, that each one looked accusing and bitterly disappointed.


  Blindly, he fled into his workroom, viewing the bare walls with relief. He slumped into a chair in front of his drawingboard. Then, quickly, he leaped up again. The face of Sidney B. Stewart leered up at him frighteningly.


  Standing a few feet away, he told himself the whole thing was silly.


  The resemblance was all in his mind. There was no real similarity.


  He forced himself back for a closer look. The monster, on close examination, looked even more like The Monster.


  On a sudden impulse he ran into his hall, plucked a picture of Dinah from the wall, and searched for a back strip of Enormo. He put both exhibits close together.


  Dinah—and Dinah. They were identical.


  He thought about it. Dinah: Dinah. Stewart: the monster.


  Where, he asked himself, is Enormo?


  But the answer to that one was easy. After all, he’d never been drawn into a sequence with the monster.


  Neither had Dinah—but then, Dinah had always been in his thoughts and that might account for something.


  Not that it made any difference. Feverishly, he grabbed a pencil and began to draw.


  Enormo—wearing the clothing, appearance, and mental makeup of Michael de Forrest—entered the Grayson residence boldly. Bill tried to grin; the effort was pathetic. Enormo said, invincibly, “I am looking for Mr. Sidney B. Stewart.”


  “Sure,” Bill said. “He’s in the study, resting. The effort of kicking you out seems to have taken something out of the poor man.”


  “I see,” Enormo said. “And Dinah?”


  “She’s in there with him. He wanted to talk to her.”


  “Good.” Without further comment, Enormo strode to the study door and pulled it open. Sidney B. Stewart looked up in surprise.


  “I thought I told—” he started, and then smiled horribly. “Ah. Mr. de Forrest has returned.”


  “He has,” Enormo stated. “He wishes a word with you. Dinah, stay here.”


  “Mike!” she said.


  “This will all be cleared up in a moment. Mr. Stewart—”


  “Yes?”


  “You have refused to allow me to marry your daughter. Allow me to contradict your wishes. I intend to marry your daughter at once. You will give us permission, this very instant.” He stared into the eyes of the monster.


  “I re—” Sidney B. Stewart began, but the effort was too much for him. Under the glare of those invincible steely eyes, he broke.


  “I agree.” The words were a whisper.


  “Mike!” Dinah said, and was in Enormo’s arms.


  Gently he disengaged her. “I can never love you,” he said. “I am committed to a greater cause—the cause of Right. Right shall triumph.” He strode out of the room. Dinah’s sobbing fob lowed him.


  “Damn it,” Mike said to his reflection, “I forgot Enormo was impervious to women.”


  A lot of good it does you to curse now, he told himself. The time to think is before the act is done. Now you’ve ruined yourself for good with the girl. You’ve gone and walked right out of her young life.


  “I didn’t,” Mike said. “Enormo did.”


  And, he thought, a fat lot of difference that makes. You’re stopped cold, and you might as well admit it.


  “I’m not.”


  Oh, yes you are.


  “But . . .”


  Mike began to pace the floor, steadily. His mind was whirling dizzily. Obviously, drawing Enormo into his problems didn’t work. Enormo was all right for villains and bullets and things, but when it came to women he was an extremely total loss.


  But if the situation had come out of the strip, if he’d actually created Dinah and her father-in some blinding flash of artwork—or something; he hadn’t yet figured out just how it had been done—then the solution had to come from the strip too. And there had to be a solution. His young life was not, he insisted, going to be blighted by a mere slip of the pen.


  He sat and stared at the drawing of the monster. “It started with you,” he told it, “and it has to end with you.” The monster did not reply.


  Then, suddenly, as once before, he had it. The solution stared him in the face. Quickly he erased a few lines of his drawing, added others. He built up the hair on the monster’s head, gave him a kindly expression, lopped off the ears and replaced them with small, shell-like creations. It took a little over an hour.


  “Your own mother,” he told the kindly, understanding man who looked up at him, “wouldn’t recognize you.”


  Then he went off to discuss, in a gentlemanly fashion, the problem of his marriage. He was quite sure her father would be reasonable.


  “But what,” Dinah asked later, “are you going to do for a villain for the next six weeks?”


  He shrugged. “Let’s not bother about it,” he said, reaching for her. “I’m glad your father happened to be home.”


  “I’ve never seen him so pleased with anybody. He really likes you,” Dinah said. “He’s sweet.”


  Mike said, “I’m giving up Enormo. Advertising work—there’s the field. Drawing those cigarettes, food, drinks—why, a man can support himself with ease.”


  “Models,” Dinah reproved him.


  “What?”


  “Those models you’ll have to draw.”


  “A mere nothing,” he said. “You’ll be all the model I’ll ever need, believe me.”


  “I’m glad,” she said. There was silence for a long time.


  The minister looked exactly like Police Captain McMuck.


  Night on Horseback


  Winston K. Marks


  WHAT a dream!


  I was on a place called Earth, a fantastically beautiful sphere of moderate temperatures, liquid waters, spacious continents and a glorious, exhilarating atmosphere abounding in intoxicating oxygen.


  It was good to be alive! I sucked the sweet stuff into my broad chest and urged my white charger down the shady country lane. Before I had gone far I came to a swift stream with a narrow, gravelly shallows for a horse to ford without swimming.


  As my stallion stepped into the swirling current a snorting, black horse galloped up from the far side. His rider, a great bloated pig of a man, larger even than I, reined up and roared, “Out of my way, varlet!”


  He rushed me. Coolly I dropped the point of my lance and moved in. We collided in midstream, lance to shield, fair blows both, and the lances splintered.


  My broadsword leaped to my mailed fist, and with a single smite I sent his quaking lard squalling into the deep, muddy pool.


  Only then did I see the trembling, white-veiled female who had ridden in attendance to my boorish opponent. The nostrils of her longish nose flared like those of the nervous mount she rode side-saddle. Her lovely, flat bosom heaved with a quick, mysterious emotion, and before I could address her she wheeled her mount and disappeared down the path. I drew slowly across the ford, and a still pool near the shore threw back my reflection as I stared pensively into it. My handsomely rugged face was flushed, for the timid damsel’s abrupt motion on her horse had swung her riding skirt in an immodest arc. I. could not avoid seeing her dainty feet, her thick ankle and fat calf up to where it vanished into a delightfully knobby knee.


  With the scent of a gentler adventure and a heavy perfume in my aquiline nostrils I stirred my charger and rode forth in pursuit.


  At length I came upon a great city and found myself embroiled in considerable and noisy vehicular traffic in the narrow canyons between cliff-like structures of stone and glass. The assorted conveyances seemed to be given their lethargic motion by a combination of expelled exhaust gases and audible sound vibrations which burst forth intermittently in strident braying cacophony.


  I spied my lady fair trying to cross the intersection of two canyons. Her costume was changed to a trim, white linen suit with a perky basket of fruit perched on her lovely salt-and-pepper hair. As I reined to make a left turn in her quest, a blue-cloth-coated minion grabbed milady and gesticulated obscenely. It appeared she had violated the sacerdotal bidding of the corner totem post which winked balefully with green and red eyes, or so the minion screamed in a bull’s voice. He was a great bloated pig of a man. Larger even than I, and certainly the twin of my adversary at the ford.


  Unarmed except for some ridiculous little sideweapon which he withdrew from a leathern pouch at his belt, upon my approach, he presented no worthy resistance. So I merely slapped the object from his hand, spun him and whacked him sturdily on the backside with my sword. Having seemed to recognize me, he gave terrified tongue and ran madly into the path of an oncoming huge vehicle whose iron wheels dealt with him more severely, perhaps, than he truly deserved.


  In the confusion my gentle, feminine quarry slipped into the maw of a mammoth structure, an edifice whose height was so great I could not tilt my head enough to view its crown. With a flap of my snaffle-rein I clattered through the clutter of squatty, covered carts, heedlessly raking fenders and torret-tops with my charger’s poitrel.


  With a jolly jangle I dismounted, and as I dropped the snaffle insecurely around the peculiar tieing post at the roadside, a bevy of insignificant females of various luscious proportions gathered about and accosted me by such titles as Tyrone, Gary, Montgomery, Clark and the outlandish like. Vermilion lips pursed and uttered soft, low whistles of insinuating impurity. No vestal virgins these.


  Into the arched entrance I strode, too late discovering that a portal of sorts, transparent but palpable, barred my way. The shards of it cascaded from my breast-plate and pauldrons, but since I was helmet-less, a crystal fragment sliced an interesting wound beneath my blue left eye.


  I came upon my beloved waiting before yet another portal and staring anxiously at a bronzed pointer above, the gate. The pointer moved mysteriously on a pivot and held the attention of several persons. As I approached her, a gray-suited hulk brushed past me and confronted her first.


  He was a great bloated pig of a man, larger even than I.


  He grasped her wrist cruelly and made her kneel to the marble floor. His lips twisted into a bestial snarl. “Late again, returning from lunch, eh? Do you think I pay you to dwaddle over your sauerkraut and potato salad?” he demanded. “I run an office, not an old maid’s club. Miss Crebbes. Take a letter, damn you, Miss Crebbes. Take a letter. Take a letter.”


  For a moment I stood shocked. Then, withdrawing my gauntlet, I clapped the boor on the side of his bristly haircut. “Sirrah,” I addressed him, “you abuse this dream-maiden! You vilify her by your tongue insults. You contaminate her with your loathsome touch. Have at you, sir!”


  As the swine faced me his face blanched, and my own skin tightened with chagrin. Was the man indestructible, or was this the triplet of my two recently vanquished foes?


  A wicked rapier of impossible design flashed into his ham of a fist from some devilish source, and he belaboured me soundly up and down the vaulted chamber before I deftly severed his sword hand an inch above the wrist. Then I stripped the floppy garments from his gross body and bludgeoned every area of him with the broadside of my weapon until he collapsed vilely into a pool of his own filthy blood.


  My squatty maiden fair croaked, “Arthur!” and swooned heavily into my arms, which were, forsooth, already tired. Amid the cheers of a hundred straining voices I swept her out to my charger, and we galloped to the suburbs apace.


  Instinctively I turned in through the white picket gate of a neat fence surrounding a, quaint little stone cottage. Fragrant roses bordered the flag-stones and arbored the entrance. Inside she slipped into something more comfortable, while I shed my armour and mixed a drink.


  She came to me, my virgin love, resplendent in a filmy garment so transparent that it barely concealed her girdle. By mutual, silent consent we drifted to the sofa, an overstuffed piece with nary a protruding horsehair, and as I crushed her to my leathern jerkin her freckled eyelids lifted. She stared deeply into my eyes. A rare ecstasy and veritable miasma of perfume enveloped us, driven only by her gasping sighs.


  “I dream, Arthur, my love,” she whispered, “so pinch me, but gently lest I should awaken. I would not awaken.”


  But I pinched her hard, nonetheless.


  And she did, of course, awaken.


  Shadow Before


  A. Bertram Chandler


  “YES, that’s the Bishop,” said the Second Mate impatiently. Half consciously he counted the seconds between flashes, satisfied himself that they tallied with the period given in the Light List. “Were up to the Scillies on time. All going well; weather permitting, we should be fast alongside in Glasgow tomorrow night.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Canning. “Weather permitting? Surely it will stay fine.”


  The attitude of earnest enquirer sat well upon both him and his wife, as it so often does upon dowdy, middle aged couples. All the way from Sydney they had shown an intense interest in maritime affairs, an avid curiosity that soon caused most of the ship’s officers to avoid them. It was the Second Mate who had discovered their Achilles’ Heel, the weak joint in their armour. They were spiritualists. Mrs. Canning was a medium of some repute. And they lent a receptive ear to all the stories that he had to tell them. Tall tales all, retailed at third or fourth hand, losing nothing in the retelling.


  “Fog,” explained Weldon briefly. “The glass is too high, and there’s no wind. Even with radar you don’t want to go charging up the Irish Sea and seeing nothing. If there were no traffic it’d be different. . . . But this house in Dublin, now . . .


  “They were very grateful for the lift, these two girls, and they asked him in for a drink. But he. was late already, and knew that his wife would be worrying. But they had their way, and he got out of the car and went in with them. The house was nicely furnished and well kept, and in a small sitting room the three of them sat down and dipped their beaks into a glass of port—or sherry, I forget which. And they had one cigarette each, which he supplied from his case. . . .”


  The Fifth Officer, enjoying his evening constitutional and after dinner cigarette with his current girl friend, passed, muttered audibly: “It all ghost to show . . .” Weldon shot him a dirty look and continued.


  “Just one cigarette, and one glass of wine. And then he said that he really must go, and so he said goodnight, and let himself out, got in his car and drove home. Next morning, dressing, he missed his case. He was somewhat miffed about it, as it was a present from his wife. He thought back, remembered where he had left it. The house wasn’t in a part of Dublin where any of his own patients lived, but he thought that he could find it.


  “He did find it. It was deserted—shutters up, garden a mess of weeds. Nevertheless, he was determined to get his case back, and hammered on the door. Nobody answered, of course, but eventually the woman next door—the place was semi-detached—poked her head over the fence and said that there wasn’t anyone in, that there hadn’t been anyone in for three years, and that the two ladies who did live . there had up and vanished. . . .


  “But he was quite convinced that it was the right house, and at last forced an entry through the kitchen window. The inside was as bad a mess as the outside—dust everywhere. He found the little room where they had had their wine. He found the table with the decanter and the three empty glasses—all with a good half inch of dust on ’em. And he found his fag case.


  “I don’t think it was ghosts. It was, it must have been, some kind of Kink in Time. . . . That would account for the two women waiting at the bus stop at an hour when all buses had long ceased running.”


  “You materialists,” replied Mrs. Canning in a pitying voice. “You won’t face up to the facts about the Other World. You invent marvellous explanations that are far more fantastic than anything that we say or claim. It was apparitions of the dead he saw. . . .”


  “Maybe so. But what about the house? Everything in order and well kept. . . .”


  “In a case like that, Mr. Weldon, he would see the house through the eyes of the apparitions. They wanted him to find something there . . .


  “He found his case.”


  “. . . something that would throw light upon their mysterious disappearance. Ah, if only I had something, anything, from that room!”


  “Psychometry, Flora?” asked Canning. Then, to Weldon, “She says she isn’t very good at it, but I’ve seen some amazing results . . .”


  “Really, George,” protested Mrs. Canning insincerely, “I’m not very good.”


  “Psychometry?” asked Weldon. “Is that what they call spirit writing?”


  “No—although Flora is very good at that too. Psychometry is done with objects, or letters, or photographs. She takes them in her hand, tells me about them and their associations.”


  “But this spirit writing. . . . Do you think that you could do some here?”


  “Surely this ship isn’t haunted, Mr. Weldon?”


  The Second Officer did not smile—one knowing him would have said that he looked more than a little serious. He hesitated before making his reply. Then—


  “I don’t know. I wish I did know. There’s been something funny about her this trip. Just little things—but too many of ’em. As though somebody with unlimited ingenuity, but very little strength, was trying to throw our time table out of gear. It has been like a ship I was in during the war—she was determined not to catch a certain westbound convoy from Milford Haven. Everything went wrong—but they delayed the sailing of the convoy so we could make it. Then we developed boiler trouble and had to put into Liverpool. The convoy we finally caught enjoyed a quiet crossing to the States. And so did the one we should have caught—but with our original schedule unchanged we might well have been somewhere in time to catch some real trouble. . . .”


  “Well, this trip in this ship, the steering gear went haywire—and they don’t know to this day just how or why it did—just as we were passing under Sydney Bridge. But the pilot used our twin screws intelligently and we didn’t hit anything. Then there was a fire started in Number 2—but it was discovered before it got going properly. There has been an epidemic of small things—Liverpool Man goings on. You don’t know that phrase, do you? If you come up to the chartroom and find that somebody has spilled the ink over the chart, and nobody will own up to it—that’s the Liverpool Man’s doing. . . .


  “Perhaps I’ve been more than usually sensitive this trip. We have a child coming, our first, and with luck I should be home just in time to welcome him into this little world. But all the luck seems to be the wrong kind. . . .”


  Canning was unimpressed. Weldon’s story was so tame, so unspectacular, compared with the tall tales he had been telling them. But Mrs. Canning was eager. Her almost colorless eyes shone behind the spectacles, the plain, dull face had taken an unwonted vivacity. She put out her right arm, flexed her fingers.


  “I can feel . . .” she declared. “Mr. Weldon can come along to our cabin, George.”


  “ ’Fraid I can’t,” replied the Second. “Company’s Rules and all that. But we’re allowed to entertain passengers in our accommodation—provided that everything is strictly decorous. Will you come up? We can have a drink to lay the dust of dinner.” The Cannings accepted. They followed the officer up the ladder, along the boat deck to the officers’ flat under the bridge. They seated themselves on Weldon’s settee while he investigated the contents of the locker under his desk.


  “There’s some brandy here,” he told them, “not too bad. And there’s some barely drinkable port. . . .”


  “Could I have a port and lemon?” asked the medium.


  “Sorry, haven’t any lemonade in stock. Would orange cordial and a splash of soda do?”


  “It would be lovely.” Weldon mixed the drink, wondered how anybody could take such a. revolting mixture, poured a brandy each for himself and Canning. Flora Canning delicately sipped her sickly concoction and then, suddenly, stiffened.


  “There’s a man here,” she said. “Standing by the door. I think he’s something to do with wireless. I get an impression of valves and wires and . . . things. He’s very unhappy. He seems to belong to this room—or to somebody in it. Did you have a friend, a wireless operator, who was killed in the war?”


  Weldon politely wrinkled his brow, succeeded only in corrugating his expression of impolite incredulity.


  “No,” he said shortly.


  “I can see that you don’t believe, Mr. Weldon. But it’s a relation of yours, I’m sure. There’s such a strong resemblance.”


  Then she gave a little scream as a deep, mournful bellow shook the room. Canning dropped his glass. Even the officer, who had been half expecting it, started. He got to his feet, looked through the port “Fog,” he said. “Thick as pea soup. Thank God for radar!”


  “He’s gone,” lamented the medium. “It must have been that awful whistle. I don’t think that I can do anything now.”


  “Try,” begged her husband. “Try, Flora. After all, this may be the last night of the voyage. And who knows what we may find out!”


  Weldon asked, “What do you need?”


  “A writing pad—a large one if you have it. A pencil—soft.”


  “Can do. Here—you’d better sit at my desk, Mrs. Canning. I’ll sit on the settee with Mr. Canning.”


  There was a knock at the door.


  “Yes?” called Weldon.


  It was the stand-by quartermaster.


  “Can you come up to the bridge, sir?” he asked. “The echo sounder’s not working.”


  “Somebody’s been tinkering with it. Oh, well—make yourselves at home. I shan’t be long. There’s fags in the box, and another drink or two in the bottles. . . .”


  When he had gone Mrs. Canning said, “Perhaps it will be better now. He doesn’t believe. His vibrations are all wrong. But there’s something here—and I mean to find out who or what it is.”


  “What do you think, Flora?”


  “That’s what we have to find out, dear. Pour me another drink, will you? And is this his pad? It’s too small.”


  “Try this.”


  This was a cargo plan in Weldon’s desk. Canning took it, turned it over so that the plain side was presented as a writing surface. His wife sat in Weldon’s chair, held the pencil loosely in her right hand. Her eyes dosed. Then—


  Hard . . . she wrote. Hard. Struggle all time to get through. Adverse forces. Inertia. Give lever big enough and I move Earth—but only little levers and time short. . . .


  “Who are you?” asked Canning. “What do you want?” But the scribbling pencil ignored his questions.


  Must stop it now before too late. My father killed this ship, collision in fog. Little damage, only one dead—my father. Went inspect place where hit, slipped wet planking, drowned. Tell him careful, careful. Make him believe.


  “What . . .?” began Canning. Then—“When? When did all this happen? What can we do about it now?”


  The whistle sounded again, the prolonged blast making the very air of the room quiver. Mrs. Canning shivered, her jerkily scribbling hand slowed to a stop. Her eyelids flickered. She stirred uneasily in her chair, made a sound that was half sigh, half moan.


  Then she slumped. The pencil moved uncertainly, doodled. Canning, peering over his wife’s shoulder, tried hard to read some significance into the formless scrawls. Then the pencil was off again in a barely legible race against time.


  Father dead, mother married again. Unhappy home. Turned out wrong, bad. Caused suffering, misery. And, at end, I was murderer. Perhaps this Hell, Purgatory. Don’t know. But must try change course of events. Hard, too hard. Too match inertia. Strong forces fighting all time. Tell him—and the pronoun was heavily underscored—careful. Send someone else. . . .


  “Who?” demanded Canning. “Who has to be careful?”


  My father . . .


  “But he’s dead. You said so.”


  Not yet. When die Time all mixed up. Direction, net duration. Will be dead—but not yet, Must try save. Must. . . .


  And again the whistle bellowed. And again the medium stirred and shifted while the writing hand hesitated, slowed—stopped. And this time she did awake. It was a sharp, staccato sound that did it—the quartermaster rapping on the door.


  “Mr. Weldon’s compliments, sir, but he won’t be down for a while. He’s helping the Chief Radio Officer fix the radar. . .”


  “It’s gone!” cried the medium. “The power is gone!”


  “No, ma’am. I don’t think it’s that. I heard ’em say it was a valve burned out.”


  “I didn’t . . .” began Mrs. Canning. Her husband laid a quieting hand on her shoulder, squeezed hard.


  “Thank you, my man,” he said stuffily.


  The quartermaster looked curiously at the odd couple in the Second Officer’s room. He said nothing more—just raised his eyebrows and turned to go As soon as he was out of sight Canning said, “Now, read it. What do you make of it. Flora?”


  “Give me time.”


  The woman picked up the reversed cargo plan, puckered her brows over what was scrawled on the paper. She demanded angrily, “What is this? George, did you . . .?”


  “Of course not, darling. How could I?”


  “But this is utterly absurd. It must be somebody’s idea of a joke—somebody who overheard Mr. Weldon’s silly theories about Kinks in Time. Kinks in Time, indeed! A departed spirit comes from the past.”


  “Of course, dear,” put in the husband timidly, “there’s Dunne. I know you never would read his ‘Experiment With Time’, but. . . .”


  “What sensible person would? Surely we can have clairvoyance and prophecy without dragging in all this rubbish about Fourth Dimensions! But I think I know. . . .You remember that guide I had a year or so ago—the one who said that he was an ancient Egyptian, the one I had to get rid of Ancient Egyptian! He was such a liar he might have been anything! This is the kina of thing that he’d do. It must be spite.”


  She took the paper in her hand, made as if to screw it up.


  “Don’t!” said Canning sharply.


  “And why not? Oh, there’s all this stuff on the back of it. Though Mr. Weldon doesn’t deserve to have it back—I hold him partly responsible for this exhibition of childish humor. There!” She ripped the plan viciously across. “And there! Kinks in Time, indeed!”


  The wastepaper basket received the dubious evidence of temporal twists and tangles.


  Canning looked worried. He picked up the brandy bottle, refilled his glass. He took its contents neat.


  All the same,” he said slowly, I think we should warn the Captain. According to this there’s going to be a collision—and that’s a serious matter even if nobody’s killed . . .


  “Collision—fiddlesticks! Besides . . .”


  She left the sentence unfinished, but her husband was sufficiently telepathic to get her meaning. A worried shipmaster, on the bridge of his ship in dense fog, would not welcome the sudden incursion of two spiritualists bearing warnings of imminent disaster. This was rendered even more certain by the fact that the Captain and the Cannings were not on speaking terms, had not been since the day that they, in all innocence, had asked if they could hold a spiritualist service each Sunday.


  Canning had his faith—but he was not yet prepared to become a martyr to it.


  “Then let us go, my dear,” he suggested. “We will see Mr. Weldon in the morning.”


  Not far from the Second Officer’s cabin was a room of which only he possessed the key. From it came the low, steady music of electric motors, a continuous, quietly regular clicking. It was the Master Compass Room. In the middle of the deck stood the binnacle, and this, too, was always kept locked. Inside the binnacle was the heavy gyroscope, suspended in the midst of the intricacies—vertical ring, phantom ring, mercury ballistic, azimuth motor, follow up system—that made it a compass. The clicking noise came from the trolleys running back and forth over their contactor blocks as the compass “hunted.”


  But a compass, however efficient, is not much good if it is not placed where the helmsman can steer by it. So, in addition to the Master, there are Repeaters—these being sited as and where required.


  To transmit the motions of the Master, relative to the ship, to the Repeaters there is the transmitter. This is a little carriage, with a roller brush at the end of each of its arms, rotating inside a ring whose inner periphery is made up of copper segments—the contacts. As the roller brushes pass over these contacts so the repeaters click over—one third of a degree for each segment.


  In the bottom of the binnacle were two pieces of paper. These were there for a purpose. They were what Weldon used daily to clean his trolleys and contactors—not to be confused with the transmitter carriage and contacts—by sliding the thin material between polished wheel and polished surface.


  The light was out in the Master Compass Room—but, in any case, there was nobody, nobody corporeal, to see the two scraps of paper float and flutter up from the bottom of the binnacle, from under the gyroscope casing, drift unsteadily to the transmitter. There was nobody to see them sliding—slowly, hesitantly—between the carbon roller brushes and the copper contacts.


  The ship, not steering too well, yawed; her head fell off from 000 to 004. The carriage of the transmitter turned on its axis, following the relative movements of the master compass. But the repeaters on the bridge did not follow—paper can be a good insulator. And paper is light—very little energy is required to lift two pieces—each, say, two inches square. Less energy than is required to pull down a heavy switch—especially when that switch has to be pulled against all the inertia of the past.


  Then the makeshift insulators, their work done, fell from their insecure position between brushes and contacts. There was no one to see them fall. Save for the pseudolife of the machines the Master Compass Room was empty.


  “That will do the whistle,” said the Captain thankfully. Then—“Full Ahead both. Full Away!”


  In the radar shack Weldon, still helping the Chief Radio Officer, heard the welcome noise of the telegraphs, the double ring signifying that Stand By was ended. He opened the door and looked outside. “It’s lifted, Paddy,” he said. “It’s a beautiful night . . . His eye was caught and held by a bright, but fast diminishing, stern light abaft the beam. “Hell! She, whoever she was, didn’t miss us by much!


  “A miss is as good as a mile, replied Paddy philosophically. “Full speed again? Looks as though you might make it after all.”


  “Hope so. Rather think I shall now. Somehow, I’m sure that I shall. You know—I’ve been quite worried about it this trip—the first one and all that. And I’ve been wanting rather badly to be on hand to welcome young Michael into this vale of tears, to say nothing of being able to lend moral support to Jane. And I had an absurd Sort of—what was it we used to call it during the war?—premonition of impending doom. But it’s gone now. It’s like . . . like some sort of shadow that’s lifted with the fog.


  “Oh, well—you can manage without me now. Doesn’t look as though we’ll be needing the magic eye again. I’ll tell the Third to get an azimuth to make sure that the gryro isn’t playing silly beggars—then I’ll turf those weird Cannings out of my room and get some sleep before midnight. . . .”


  Fading fast astern the event, past in Space and Time, never now to come, no longer cast its shadow before.


  When the Five Moons Rise


  Jack Vance


  SEGUILO could not have gone far; there was no place for him to go. Once Perrin had searched the lighthouse and the lonesome acre of rock, there were no other possibilities—only the sky and the ocean.


  Seguilo was neither inside the lighthouse nor was he outside. Perrin went out into the night, squinted up against the five moons. Seguilo was not to be seen on top the lighthouse.


  Seguilo had disappeared.


  Perrin looked indecisively over the flowing brine of Maurnilum Var. Had Seguilo slipped on the damp rock and fallen into the sea, he certainly would have called out . . . The five moons blinked, dazzled, glinted along the surface; Seguilo might even now be floating unseen a hundred yards distant.


  Perrin shouted across the dark water: “Seguilo!”


  He turned, once more looked up the face of the lighthouse—seventy feet of welded steel. Around the horizon whirled the twin shafts of red and white light, guiding the barges crossing from South Continent to Spacetown, warning them off Isel Rock.


  Perrin walked quickly toward the lighthouse. Seguilo was no doubt asleep in his bunk or in the bathroom.


  Perrin went to the top chamber, circled the lumenifer, climbed down the stairs. “Seguilo!”


  No answer. The lighthouse returned a metallic vibrating echo.


  Seguilo was not in his room, in the bathroom, in the commissary, or in the storeroom. Where else could a man go?


  Perrin looked out the door. The five moons cast confusing shadows. He saw a gray blot: “Seguilo!” He ran outside. “Where have you been?”


  Seguilo straightened to his full height, a thin man with a wise doleful face. He turned his head; the wind blew his words past Perrin’s ears.


  Sudden enlightenment came to Perrin. “You must have been under the generator!” The only place he could have been.


  Seguilo had come closer. “Yes . . . I was under the generator.” He paused uncertainly by the door, stood looking up at the moons, which this evening had risen all bunched together. Puzzlement creased Perrin’s forehead. Why should Seguilo crawl under the generator? “Are you—well?”


  “Yes. Perfectly well.”


  Perrin stepped closer and in the light of the five moons, Ista, Bista, Liad, Miad and Poidel, scrutinized Seguilo sharply. His eyes were dull and noncommittal; he seemed to carry himself stiffly. “Have you hurt, yourself? Come over to the steps and sit down.”


  “Very well.” Seguilo ambled across the rock, sat down on the steps.


  “You’re certain you’re all right?”


  “Certain.”


  After a moment Perrin said, “Just before you—went under the generator, you were about to tell me something you said was important.”


  Seguilo nodded slowly. “That’s true.”


  “What was it?”


  Seguilo stared dumbly up into the sky. There was nothing to be heard but the wash of the sea, hissing and rushing where the rock shelved under.


  “Well?” asked Perrin finally. Seguilo hesitated.


  “You said that when five moons rose together in the sky, it was not wise to believe anything.”


  “Ah,” nodded Seguilo, “so I did.”


  “What did you mean?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “Why is not believing anything important?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Perrin rose abruptly to his feet. Seguilo normally was crisp, dryly emphatic. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “Right as rain.”


  That was more like Seguilo. “Maybe a drink of whiskey would fix you up.”


  “Sounds like a good idea.”


  Perrin knew where Seguilo kept his private store. “You sit here, I’ll get you a shot.”


  “Yes, I’ll sit here.”


  Perrin hurried inside the lighthouse, clambered the two flights of stairs to the commissary. Seguilo might remain seated or he might not; something in his posture, in the rapt gaze out to sea, suggested that he might not. Perrin found the bottle and the glass, ran back down the steps.


  Somehow he knew that Seguilo would be gone.


  Seguilo was gone. He was not on the steps, nowhere on the windy acre of Isel Rock. It was impossible that he had passed Perrin on the stairs. He might have slipped into the engine room and crawled under the generator once more.


  Perrin flung open the door, switched on the lights, stooped, peered under the housing. Nothing.


  A greasy film of dust, uniform, unmarred, indicated that no one had ever been there.


  Where was Seguilo?


  Fighting the sudden rush of panic, Perrin went up to the topmost part of the lighthouse, carefully searched every nook and cranny down to the outside entrance. No Seguilo.


  Perrin walked out on the rock. Bare and empty; no Seguilo.


  Seguilo was gone. The dark water of Maurnilam Var sighed and flowed across the shelf.


  Perrin opened his mouth to shout across the moon-dazzled swells, but somehow it did not seem right to shout. He went back to the lighthouse, seated himself before the radio transceiver.


  Uncertainly he touched the dials; the instrument had been Seguilo’s responsibility. Seguilo had built it himself, from parts salvaged from a pair of old instruments.


  Perrin tentatively flipped a switch. The screen sputtered into light, the speaker hummed and buzzed. Perrin made hasty adjustments. The screen streaked with darts of blue light, a spatter of quick red blots. Fuzzy, dim, a face looked forth from the screen. Perrin recognized a junior clerk in the Commission office at Spacetown. He spoke urgently. “This is Harold Perrin, at Isel Rock Lighthouse; send out a relief ship. . . . Do you hear? There’s been an accident; send out a relief ship.”


  The face in the screen looked at him as through thick pebble glass. A faint voice, overlaid by sputtering and crackling, said, “Adjust your tuning . . . I can’t hear you. . . .”


  Perrin raised his voice. “Can you hear me now?”


  The face in the screen wavered and faded.


  Perrin yelled, “This is Isel Rock Lighthouse! Send out a relief ship! Do you hear? There’s been an accident!”


  “—signals not coming in. Make out a report, send—” the voice sputtered away.


  Cursing furiously under his breath, Perrin twisted knobs, flipped switches. He pounded the set with his fist. The screen flashed bright orange, went dead.


  Perron ran behind, worked an anguished five minutes, to no avail. No light, no sound.


  Perrin slowly rose to his feet. Through the window he glimpsed the five moons racing for the west. “When the five moons rise together,” Seguilo had said, “it’s not wise to believe anything.” Seguilo was gone. He had been gone once before and come back; maybe he would come back again. Perrin grimaced, shuddered. It would be best now if Seguilo stayed away. He ran down to the outer door, barred and bolted it. Hard on Seguilo, if he came wandering back. . . . Perrin leaned a moment with his back to the door, listening. Then he went to the generator room, looked under the generator. Nothing. He shut the door, climbed the steps.


  Nothing in the commissary, the storeroom, the bathroom, the bedrooms. No one in the lightroom. No one on the roof.


  No one in the lighthouse but Perrin.


  He returned to the commissary, brewed a pot of coffee, sat half an hour listening to the sigh of water across the shelf, then went to his bunk.


  Passing Seguilo’s room he looked in. The bunk was empty.


  When at last he rose in the morning, his mouth was dry, his muscles like bundles of withes, his eyes hot from long staring up at the ceiling. He rinsed his face with cold water and, going to the window, searched the horizon. A curtain of dingy overcast hung halfway up the east; blue-green Magda shone through like an ancient coin covered with verdigris. Over the water oily skeins of blue-green light formed and joined and broke and melted. . . . Out along the south horizon Perrin spied a pair of black hyphens—barges riding the Trade Current to Spacetown. After a few moments they disappeared into the overcast.


  Perrin threw the, master switch; above him came the fluttering hum of the lumenifer slowing and dimming.


  He descended the stairs, with stiff fingers unbolted the door, flung it wide. The wind blew past his ears, smelling of Maurnilam Var. The tide was low; Isel Rock rose out of the water like a saddler He walked gingerly to the water’s edge. Blue-green Magda broke clear of the overcast; the light struck under the water. Leaning precariously over the shelf, Perrin looked down, past shadows and ledges and grottos, down into the gloom. . . . Movement of some kind: Perrin strained to see. His foot slipped, he almost fell.


  Perrin returned to the lighthouse, worked a disconsolate three hours at the transceiver, finally deciding that some vital component had been destroyed.


  He opened a lunch unit, pulled a chair to the window, sat gazing across the ocean. Eleven weeks to the relief ship. Isel Rock had been lonely enough with Seguilo.


  Blue-green Magda sank in the west. A sulfur overcast drifted up to meet it. Sunset brought a few minutes of sad glory to the sky: jade-colored stain with violet streakings. Perrin started the twin shafts of red and white on their nocturnal sweep, went to stand by the window.


  The tide was rising, the water surged over the shelf with a heavy sound. Up from the west floated a moon: Ista, Bista, Liad, Miad, or Poidel? A native would know at a glance. Up they came, one after the other, five balls blue as old ice.


  “It’s not wise to believe . . .


  What had Seguilo meant? Perrin tried to think back. Seguilo had said, “It’s not often, very rare, in fact, that the five moons bunch up—but when they do, then there’s high tides.” He had hesitated, glancing out at the shelf. “When the five moons rise, together,” said Seguilo, “it’s not wise to believe anything.”


  Perrin had gazed at him with forehead creased in puzzlement. Seguilo was an old hand, who knew the fables and lore, which he brought forth from time to time. Perrin had never known quite what to expect from Seguilo; he had the trait indispensable to a lighthouse tender—taciturnity. The transceiver had been his hobby; in Perrin’s ignorant hands, the instrument had destroyed itself. What the lighthouse needed, thought Perrin, was one of the new transceivers with self-contained power unit, master control, the new organic screen, soft and elastic, like a great eye. . . . A sudden rain squall blanketed half the sky; the five moons hurtled toward the cloud-bank. The tide surged high over the shelf, almost over a blocky gray mass. Perrin eyed it with interest; what could it be? . . . About the size of a transceiver, about the same shape. Of course, it could not possibly be a transceiver; yet, what a wonderful thing if it were . . . . He squinted, strained his eyes. There, surely, that was the milkcolored screen; those black spots were dials. Fie sprang to his feet, ran down the stairs, out the door, across the rock. . . . It was irrational; why should a transceiver appear just when he wanted it, as if in answer to his prayer? Of course it might be part of a cargo lost overboard. . . .


  Sure enough, the mechanism was bolted to a raft of manasco logs, and evidently had floated up the shelf on the high tide.


  Perrin, unable to credit his good fortune, crouched beside the gray case. Brand new, with red seals across the master switch.


  It was too heavy to carry. Perrin tore off the seals, threw on the power: here was a set he understood. The screen glowed bright.


  Perrin dialled to the Commission band. The interior of an office appeared and facing out was, not the officious subordinate, but Superintendent Raymond Flint himself. Nothing could be better.


  “Superintendent,” cried out Perrin, “this is Isel Rock Lighthouse, Harold Perrin speaking.”


  “Oh, yes,” said Superintendent Flint. “How are you, Perrin? What’s the trouble?”


  “My partner Andy Seguilo disappeared—vanished into nowhere; I’m alone out here.”


  Superintendent Flint looked shocked. “Disappeared? What happened? Did he fall into the ocean?”


  “I don’t know. He just disappeared. It happened last night—”


  “You should have called in before,” said Flint reprovingly. “I would have sent out a rescue copter to search for him.”


  “I tried to call,” Perrin explained, “but I couldn’t get the regular transceiver to work. It burnt up on me. . . . I thought I was marooned here.”


  Superintendent Flint raised his eyebrows in mild curiosity. “Just what are you using now?


  Perrin stammered, “It’s a brand new instrument—floated up out of the sea. Probably was lost from a barge.”


  Flint nodded. “Those bargemen are a careless lot—don’t seem to understand what good equipment costs. . . . Well, you sit tight. I’ll order a plane out in the morning with a relief crew. You’ll be assigned to duty along the Floral Coast. How does that suit you?”


  “Very well, sir,” said Perrin. “Very well indeed. I can’t think of anything I’d like better. . . . Isel Rock is beginning to get on my nerves.”


  “When the five moons rise, it’s not wise to believe anything,” said Superintendent Flint in a sepulchral voice.


  The screen went dead.


  Perrin lifted his hand, slowly turned off the power. A drop of rain fell in his face. He glanced skyward. The squall was almost on him. He tugged at the transceiver, although well aware that it was too heavy to move. In the store-room was a tarpaulin which would protect the transceiver until morning. The relief crew could help him move it inside.


  He ran back to the lighthouse, found the tarpaulin, hurried back outside. Where was the transceiver? . . . Ah—there. He ran through the pelting drops, wrapped the tarpaulin around the box, lashed it into place, ran back to the lighthouse. He barred the door, and whistling,-opened a canned dinner unit.


  The rain spun and slashed at the lighthouse. The twin shafts of white and red swept wildly around the sky. Perrin climbed into his bunk, lay warm and drowsy. . . . Seguilo’s disappearance was a terrible thing, it would leave a scar on his mind. But it was over and done with. Put it behind him; look to the future. The Floral Coast . . .


  In the morning the sky was bare and clean. Maurnilam Var spread mirror-quiet as far as the eye could reach. Isel Rock, lay naked to the sunlight. Looking out the window, Perrin saw a rumpled heap—the tarpaulin, the lashings. The transceiver, the manasco raft had disappeared utterly.


  Perrin sat in the doorway. The sun climbed the sky. A dozen times he jumped to his feet, listening for the sound of engines. But no relief plane appeared.


  The sun reached the zenith, verged westward. A barge drifted by, a mile from the rock. Perrin ran out on the shelf, shouting, waving his arms.


  The lank red bargemen sprawled on the cargo stared curiously, made no move. The barge dwindled into the east.


  Perrin returned to the doorstep, sat with his head in his hands. Chills and fever ran along his skin. There would be no relief plane. On Isel Rock he would remain, day in, day out, for eleven weeks.


  Listlessly he climbed the steps to the commissary. There was no lack of food, he would never starve. But could he bear the solitude, the uncertainty? Seguilo going, coming, going. . . . The unsubstantial transceiver. . . . Who was responsible for these cruel jokes? The five moons rising together—was there some connection?


  He found an almanac, carried it to the table. At the top of each page five white circles on a black strip represented the moons. A week ago they strung out at random. Four days ago Liad, the slowest, and Poidel, the fastest, were thirty degrees apart, with Ista, Bista and Miad between. Two nights ago the peripheries almost touched; last night they were even closer. Tonight Poidel bulged slightly out in front of Ista, tomorrow night Liad lagged behind Bista . . . But between the five moons and Seguilo’s disappearance—where was the connection?


  Gloomily Perrin ate his dinner. Magda settled into Maurnilam Var without display, a dull dusk settled over Isel Rode, water rose and sighed across the shelf.


  Perrin turned on the light, barred the door. There would be no more hoping, no more wishing—no more believing. In eleven weeks the relief ship would convey him back to Spacetown; in the meantime he must make the best of the situation.


  Through the window he saw the blue glow in the east; watched Poidel, Ista, Bista, Liad and Miad climb the sky. The tide came with the moons. Maurnilam Var was still calm and each moon laid a separate path of reflection along the water.


  Perrin looked up into the sky, around the horizon. A beautiful lonesome sight. With Seguilo he sometimes had felt lonely, but never isolation such as this. Eleven weeks of solitude. . . . If he could select a companion—Perrin let his mind wander.


  Into the moonlight a slim figure came walking, wearing tan breeches and a short-sleeved white sport shirt.


  Perrin stared unable to move. The figure walked up to the door, rapped. The muffled sound came up the staircase. “Hello, anybody home?” It was a clear girl’s voice.


  Perrin swung open the window, called hoarsely, “Go away!”


  She moved back, turned up her face and the moonlight fell upon her features. Perrin’s voice died in his throat; he felt his heart beating wildly.


  “Go away?” she said in a soft puzzled voice. “I’ve no place to go. . . .”


  “Who are you?” he asked. His voice sounded strange to his own ears—desperate, hopeful. After all, she was possible—even though almost impossibly beautiful. . . . She might have flown out from Spacetown. “How did you get here?”


  She gestured at Maurnilam Var. “My plane went down about three miles out. I came over on the life-raft.”


  Perrin looked along the water’s edge. The outline of a life-raft was barely visible.


  The girl called up, “Are you going to let me in?”


  Perrin stumbled down stairs. He halted at the door, one hand on the bolts, and the blood rushed in his ears.


  An impatient tapping jarred his hand. “I’m freezing to death out here.”


  Perrin let the door swing back. She stood facing him, half-smiling. “You’re a very cautious lighthouse tender—or perhaps a woman-hater?”


  Perrin searched her face, her eyes, the expression of her mouth. “Are you—real?”


  She laughed, not at all offended. “Of course I’m real.” She held out her hand. “Touch me.” Perrin stared at her—the essence of night-flowers, soft silk, hot blood, sweetness, delightful fire. “Touch me,” she repeated softly.


  Perrin moved back uncertainly, and she came forward, into the lighthouse. “Can you call the shore?”


  “No. . . . My transceiver is out of order.”


  She turned him a quick firefly look. “When is your next relief boat?”


  “Eleven weeks.”


  “Eleven weeks!” She sighed a soft shallow sigh.


  Perrin moved back another half-step. “How did you know I was alone?”


  She seemed confused. “I didn’t know. . . . Aren’t lighthouse keepers always alone?”


  “No.”


  She came a step closer. “You don’t seem pleased to see me. Are you—a hermit?”


  “No,” said Perrin in a husky voice. “Quite the reverse. . . . But I can’t quite get used to you. You’re a—miracle. Too good to be true. Just now I was wishing for someone—exactly like you. Exactly.”


  “And here I am.”


  Perrin moved uneasily. “What’s your name?”


  He knew what she would say before she spoke. “Sue.”


  “Sue what?” He tried to hold his mind vacant.


  “Oh—just Sue. Isn’t that enough?”


  Perrin felt the skin of his face tighten. “Where is your home?”


  She looked vaguely over her shoulder. Perrin held his mind blank, but the word came through.


  “Hell.”


  Perrin’s breath came hard and sharp.


  “And what is Hell like?”


  “It is—cold and dark.”


  Perrin stepped back. “Go away. Go away.” His vision blurred; her face melted as if tears had come across his eyes.


  “Where will I go?”


  “Back where you came from.”


  “But—” forlornly “—there is nowhere but Maurnilam Var. And up here. . . .” She stopped short, took a swift step forward, stood looking up into his face. He could feel the warmth of her body. “Are you afraid of me?”


  Perrin wrenched his eyes from her face. “You’re not real. You’re something which takes the shape of my thoughts. Perhaps you killed Seguilo . . . . I don’t know what you are. But you’re not real.”


  “Not real? Of course I’m real. Touch me. Feel my arm.” Perrin backed away. She said passionately, “Here, a knife, if you are of a mind, cut me; you will see blood. Cut deeper—you will find bone.”


  “What would happen,” said Perrin, “if I drove the knife into your heart?”


  She said nothing, staring at him with big eyes.


  “Why do you come here?” cried Perrin. She looked away, back toward the water.


  “It’s magic . . . Darkness. . . .” The words were a mumbled confusion; Perrin suddenly realized that the same words were in his own mind. Had she merely parrotted his thoughts during the entire . conversation? “Then comes a slow pull,” she said. “I drift, I crave the air, the moons bring me up. . . . I do anything to hold my place in the air. . . .”


  “Speak your own words,” said Perrin harshly. “I know you’re not real—but where is Seguilo?”


  “Seguilo?” She reached a hand behind her head, touched her hair, smiled sleepily at Perrin. Real or not, Perrin’s pulse thudded in his ears. Real or not. . . .


  “I am no dream,” she said. I’m real. . . .” She came slowly toward Perrin, feeling his thoughts, face arch, ready.


  Perrin said in a strangled gasp, “No, no. Go away. Go away!”


  She stopped short, looked at him through eyes suddenly opaque. “Very well. I will go now—”


  “Now! Forever!”


  “—but perhaps you will call me back. . . .”


  She walked slowly through the door. Perrin ran to the window, watched the slim shape blur into the moonlight. She went to the edge of the shelf; here she paused. Perrin felt a sudden intolerable pang; what was he casting away? Real or not, she was what he wanted her to be; she was identical to reality. . . . He leaned forward to call, “Come back—whatever you are—” He restrained himself. When he looked again she was gone. . . . Why was she gone? Perrin pondered, looking across the moonlit sea. He had wanted her. . . . He had wanted her, but he no longer believed in her. . . . He had believed in the shape .called Seguilo; he had believed in the transceiver—and both had slavishly obeyed his expectations. So had the girl, and re had sent her away. . . . Rightly too, he told himself regretfully. Who knows what she might become when his back was turned. . . .


  When dawn finally came, it brought a new curtain of overcast. Blue-green Magda glimmered dull and sultry as a moldy orange. The water shone like oil. . . . Movement in the west—a Panapa chieftain’s private barge, walking across the horizon like a water-spider. Perrin vaulted the stairs to the light-room, swung the lumenifer full at the barge, despatched an erratic series of flashes.


  The barge moved on, jointed oars swinging rhythmically in and out of the water. A tom banner of fog drifted across the water. The barge became a dark jerking shape, disappeared.


  Perrin went to Seguilo’s old transceiver, sat looking at it. He jumped to his feet, pulled the chassis out of the case, disassembled the entire circuit.


  He saw scorched metal, wires fused into droplets, cracked ceramics. He pushed the tangle into a corner, went to stand by the window.


  The sun was at the zenith, the sky was the color of green grapes. The sea heaved sluggishly, great amorphous swells rising and falling without apparent direction. Now was low tide; the shelf shouldered high up, the black rock, showing naked and strange. The sea palpitated, up, down, up, down, sucking noisily at bits of sea-wrack.


  Perrin descended the stairs. On his way down he looked in at the bathroom mirror, and his face stared back at him, pale, wide-eyed, cheeks hollow and lusterless.


  The face disappeared with the door’s edge. Perrin continued down the stairs, stepped out into the sunlight.


  Carefully he walked out on the shelf, looked in a kind of fascination down over the edge. The heave of the swells distorted his vision; he could see little more than shadows and shifting fingers of light.


  Step by step he wandered along the shelf. The sun leaned to the west. Perrin retreated up the rock.


  At the lighthouse he seated himself in the doorway. Tonight the door remained barred. No inducement could persuade him to open up; the most entrancing visions would beseech him in vain. His thoughts went to Seguilo. What had Seguilo believed, what being had he fabricated out of his morbid fancy with the power and malice to drag him away? . . . It seemed that every man was victim to his own imaginings. Isel Rock was not the place for a fanciful man when the five moons rose together.


  Tonight he would bar the door, he would bed himself down and sleep, secure both in the barrier of welded metal and his own unconsciousness.


  The sun sank in a bank of heavy vapor. North, east, south flushed with violet; the west glowed lime and dark green, dulling quickly through tones of brown. Perrin entered the lighthouse, boltedz the door, set the twin shafts of red and white circling the horizon.


  He opened a dinner unit, ate listlessly. Outside was dark night, emptiness to all the horizons. As the tide rose, the water hissed and moaned across the shelf.


  Perrin lay in his bed, but sleep was far away. Through the window came an electric glow, then up rose the five moons, shining through a high overcast as if wrapped in blue gauze.


  Perrin heaved fitfully. There was nothing to fear, he was safe in the lighthouse. No human hands could force the door; it would take the strength of a mastodon, the talons of a rock choundril, the ferocity of a Maldene land-shark. . . .


  He elbowed himself up on his bunk. . . . A sound from outside? He peered through the window, heart in his mouth. A tall shape, indistinct. As he watched, it slouched toward the lighthouse—as he knew it would.


  No, no,. cried Perrin softly. He flung himself into his bunk, covered his head in the blankets. “It’s only what I think up myself, it’s not real. . . . Go away,” he whispered fiercely. “Go away.” He listened. It must be near the door now. It would be lifting a heavy arm, the talons would glint in the moonlight.


  “No, no,” cried Perrin. “There’s nothing there. . . .” He held up his head and listened.


  A rattle, a rasp at the door. A thud as a great mass tested the lock.


  “Go away!” screamed Perrin. “You’re not real!”


  The door groaned, the bolts sagged.


  Perrin stood at the head of the stairs, breathing heavily through his mouth. The door would slam back in another instant. He knew what he would see: a black shape tall and round as a pole with eyes like coach-lamps. Perrin even knew the last sound his ears would hear—a terrible grinding discord. . . .


  The top bolt snapped, the door reeled. A huge black arm shoved inside. Perrin saw the talons gleam as the fingers reached for the bolt.


  His eyes flickered around the lighthouse for a weapon . . . only a wrench, a table-knife.


  The bottom bolt shattered, the door twisted. Perrin stood staring, his mind congealed. A thought rose up from some hidden survival-node. Here, Perrin thought, was the single chance.


  He ran back into his room. Behind him the door clattered, he heard heavy steps. He looked around the room. His shoe.


  Thud! Up the stairs, and the lighthouse vibrated. Perrin’s fancy explored the horrible, he knew what he would hear. And so came a voice—harsh, empty, but like another voice which had been sweet. “I told you I’d be back.”


  Thud—thud—up the stairs. Perrin took the shoe by the toe, . swung, struck the side of his head.


  Perrin stumbled to the wall, supported himself. Presently he groped a way to his bunk, sat down.


  Outside there was still dark night. Grunting, he looked out the window into the sky. The five moons hung far away in the west. Already Poidel ranged ahead, while Liad trailed behind.


  Tomorrow night the five moons would rise apart.


  Tomorrow night there would be no high tides, sucking and tremulous along the shelf.


  Tomorrow night the moons would call up no yearning shapes from the streaming dark.


  Eleven weeks to relief. Perrin gingerly felt the side of his head. . . . . Quite a respectable lump.


  Homecoming


  Irving Cox, Jr.


  QUINT was able to see her for a moment before he left Her eyes were radiant with pride, because she had already heard the rumors of his appointment. They met in the sheltered formal gardens of the Council Center, where metal trellises and tropical vines towered hundreds of feet above them, arching in a complex pattern across the face of the blazing sun.


  “Park, the Council voted me full rank as acting-Delegate!” He showed her the new, yellow rectangle fused into the plastic material of his sleeve. “I’m authorized to negotiate the agreement.”


  “Your first mission, Quint! And they’re allowing you to use the new radal-cruiser.”


  She reached for his hand and held it shyly. It was a shocking breach of traditional form, for Parla was the daughter of the Korbinian Council Delegate and Quint was only an Expediter, First Class, in the Interplanetary Assistance Corps. In spite of his brilliant reputation and achievements, Quint had risen as far as possible in Council service, unless he could earn a merit promotion by making an outstanding contribution to the progress of the Alliance. A yawning social gulf stood between him and Parla; in the ancient slang, Parla was a nyawker, Quint an ick. But they were in love; and it is always the persistent hope of young love that no miracle is impossible.


  “If you succeed, Quint, we—we—” Her voice choked with the heady pleasure of anticipation.


  “I’ll bring back an agreement, Parla,” he promised confidentially. “We’re reasonably certain that intelligent beings inhabit Dodai. It may be a race like ours, or it may be very different; but that doesn’t matter. They’re rational, thinking people, technologically only a little inferior to us, since they haven’t discovered space travel. Naturally they’ll be overjoyed to share our ways and our ideas, just as we’re anxious to learn theirs.”


  “Of course, Quint—when they understand.” She pursed her lips.


  “But isn’t that the difficulty? They may be very backward. You might frighten them terribly, before you have a chance to negotiate.”


  “That’s why the Council is permitting me to make contact in my own way, after we reach Dodai.”


  She held his hand tight, and looked into his eyes. “Don’t make any mistakes, Quint! When Dodai joins the Alliance, the Council will vote you permanent rank as Delegate. I know I’m selfish to think of this only in terms of you and me, but it’s the only way, Quint, and—and I love you very much.”


  The voice of the space field dispatcher broke in on her, from the amplifier artfully concealed in the trellis above them.


  “Expediter Quint! Expediter Quint! Your flight is cleared.”


  He turned to go, and Parla broke another social tradition. She reached up and kissed him, her lips lingering softly on his while sudden tears gleamed in her eyes.


  Quint’s radal-cruiser was the first ship of its kind built by Alliance scientists. It was still an experimental craft, and one reason for the expedition to Dodai was to test the new radal power units under actual flight conditions. It was a massive, ovular shape, dwarfing the smaller spaceships ordinarily used for interplanetary travel. Christened the Rad-I, it was surfaced with an opaque, milky-gray metal, which was an essential part in the radal power cycle.


  The Rad-I had no crew; Quint himself had full command of the complex mechanisms of the ship from the navigational panel in the central control room. But there were three other members of the expedition, one from the Alliance Astrographical Society, another from the United Biological Organization, and the third representing the Council Physicists Association which had developed the radal motor.


  Since Quint commanded the Expo-mission, he had selected the other members of the party himself, but as a matter of course he had relied entirely upon the Council Classifier. It was customary to feed the complex of probable qualifications into the tabulator and to allow the machine to turn up the exact name of the most suitable individual, selected from the billions of records on file in the central archives. Quint himself had been chosen in the same way by the Council.


  Quint had not met any of his companions before he went aboard the radal-cruiser. Like Parla, they were nyawkers. term had never been legitimatized by inclusion in the Alliance lexicon; handed down for generations, its origin was lost in the obscurity of the prehistoric Other Time of Quint’s people. Anyone reared on the older planets, close to the throbbing centers of culture, was called a nyawker; it was a synonym for culture, refinement, comfort, education, sophistication. Quint was referred to as an ick, because he came from a new, rough, frontier colony. He had pulled himself up by his bootstraps to the rank of Expediter. His manner was still sometimes blunt and a little crude. It was, perhaps, that very quality which made him attractive to Parla.


  In spite of his background, Quint had been chosen to command the Expo-mission to Dodai. Conceivably, there could have been a great deal of friction between him and the three nyawkers who went with him, but it was inevitable that they would get along well and work smoothly together, since compatibility of personality traits was a big factor in the Classifier selections. Actually, for much of the trip, they saw little of each other. The numerous compartments of the huge radal-cruiser were cluttered with hundreds of analytical machines, specialized calculators, and Researchers. Each of the men was absorbed with the accumulation of space data that applied to his own area of specialization.


  Although the Alliance had enjoyed space travel for centuries, they had been restricted to the planets of their own sun system by the ultimate limitations of their motive power. Now, with the radal-cruiser, they were reaching out into the unexplored vastness of the Galaxy.


  To understand the universe was an obsession and a passion with Quint’s people. Quint felt the mystic, inner drive himself, as he sat in the control compartment of the Rad-I. The Alliance had been formed by a vigorous, intensely curious and creative people, in many ways strangely adolescent in their enduring, enthusiastic joy in discovery and exploration. To them the generalizations of formulae derived from the mathematical assumptions of exact science were commonplace. But they had no interest in the less precise sociological philosophies. Thus, while the Alliance scientists developed radal power, harnessed to the radiating light waves moving through space, traditional customs so ruled their society that Quint could not marry Parla until he earned a rank equal to hers. He chafed under the restriction, yet never questioned its justice.


  The billions of people inhabiting the separate planets of the Alliance were united by their fever for exploration. Gradually their dreams had crystallized into two fundamental drives: first, they must find a way of breaking out of their own sun system to examine the rest of the universe; and, secondly, they wanted to contact another rational people, different from themselves, and share their exciting accumulation of knowledge and experience.


  Long before the radal power was discovered, the planet of Dodai had been discovered by Professor Dodai, of the Alliance Astrographical Society, and named after him. Using the new Astrotelescope, he had postulated that some form of highly developed rational life existed on Dodai. The Astrographical Society had tried to communicate with the distant world, but apparently none of their messages had reached across the void of space, for Dodai had never responded.


  Now it was up to Quint to make a physical contact with Dodai. He knew that he carried the hopes and the dreams of his people with him. He dared not fail.


  The Rad-I swung in an elliptic course around the globe of Dodai, just above the troposphere. Quint called his companions together in the control compartment, to plan the details of their landing.


  “The atmosphere isn’t very different from our own,” the physicist contributed. “I’ve made the Calex test twice, to be sure. Slightly less oxygen than we’re accustomed to, but enough.”


  The astrographer said: “Only this morning I observed a number of cities, which indicate a mature civilization. They are built like ours; I doubt if the people will be very different.”


  “It’s reasonable to assume they have developed a way of communication by one or more of the radiant waves,” the physicist guessed. “If we could record and classify the impulses, we might be able to discover the pattern of their language.”


  “We should land secretly,” Quint decided, “as close to one of their cities as possible. That will give us time to study their world, and to adjust ourselves to the variations in atmospheric structure.”


  Under cover of darkness, Quint brought the Rad-I closer to the surface of Dodai. On the land mass below them, the astroscreen picked out the clear reflection of crowded cities, networks of gleaming highways, and cultivated farmland. The radal-cruiser passed over a body of water and hovered above another mass of land. Quint saw no cities and roads there, but instead an inexplicable phenomenon of splattering, disorganized energy masses.


  Thirteen miles above the confusion Quint brought the cruiser to a stop, centering the astroscreen upon the continent below and bringing in an enlargement at the maximum ratio. The members of the Expo-mission crowded around the screen, studying the weird activity.


  They saw hundreds of strange, machines, which seemed to be variants of one basic design—a pipe-like cylinder erected upon a sturdy base and directed at an angle toward the sky. Periodically from the mouth of this instrument a projectile was hurled, in a cloud of smoke and dust. When this projectile struck the ground, the sudden dispersal of energy was violent and destructive. Shadowy beings, indistinct in the darkness, manned the machines; in scattered groups, they were deliberately arming the explosive destruction at each other.


  The representative of the United Biological Organization said, “They’re men, I think—like ourselves.”


  “But they’re using machines to slay each other!” the physicist cried. “It’s incomprehensible. Their cities and highways indicate an intelligent and rational people, far beyond such primitive savagery.”


  “There’s no logic to it—nothing we can understand,” Quint agreed slowly, but he spoke without conviction. Sensitive to the mystic dreams of his people, he was quick to respond to the quality of strong emotion involved here. He felt an icy fear, but he could not define it specifically, nor explain its cause.


  “Perhaps a Researcher can turn up an explanation,” the astrographer suggested.


  Quint wheeled a Researching machine before the astroscreen and tabbed the image directly into the calculator. For a moment the tubes glowed and the rays hummed gently through the liquid memory tank; and then, in a blinding flash of light, the control table of the Researcher burst, the tubes exploded, and the machine lay smashed and silent.


  The physicist was the first to break the deathly quiet.


  “It broke an inhibitor,” he „ whispered.


  “Not one,” Quint said mechanically. “The entire relay, I think.” With the toe of his boot he began to push the pieces of the Researcher into a pile. “This—this thing down there—it must be the Prohibition. I’ve never known before what it was.”


  “Do you now?” the physicist asked. “Something in our own past has been driven out of the memory of our people artificially, with the hypnotics we administer at birth. We shut off ail possibility of rediscovering it, by the relay inhibitions built into our Researching machines. But how could our Prohibition be related to this madness on Dodai?”


  “We have no right to ask,” the biologist declared weakly. “Our Prohibition was an evil thing, a chain on the progress of civilization. We have freed ourselves by eliminating it. In that case—”


  “In that case,” the astrographer took up the thought in the brief silence, “we cannot land on Dodai. We must return and tell the Council that our mission has failed.”


  “When we have come so close?” the physicist asked, his voice bitter with disappointment. He began to pace the floor, his heavy boots crunching on the broken tubes of the Researcher. “No! We must try to make an agreement with Dodai, bring the new planet into the Alliance. The promotion to Delegate rank means too much to all of us.” He paused again, clenching his fists. “Look at it this way: the Researcher is a mechanical thing; the relays are mechanical. There is no real relationship between Dodai and our Prohibition, but possibly a resemblance of some sort, just enough to trip the wrong response in the memory tank.”


  “You’re obviously right,” the biologist said eagerly. “And I am anxious to catalogue the new life forms here; perhaps—” He paused and looked at Quint, “But it’s up to Quint to make the decision; he’s in command.”


  While the three watched him hopefully, Quint turned back and looked at the astroscreen. Again he felt the nameless terror; but the memory of Parla filled his mind, warping the function of logic. There was nothing else to do; he would never have another chance to win a merit promotion.


  Silently he went to the controls and twisted the dials the gigantic cruiser began to vibrate gently with the whirling of its motors. “Back on that other continent,” he said, “near one of the coastal cities, I noticed an area that seemed deserted. I think we can make our landing there.”


  The others crowded around him, shaking his hand and clapping him on the back with unaffected joy.


  Quint brought the radal-cruiser down in a wide, flat, desert valley rimmed with distant hills. He surveyed the area care fully first and found it empty, yet within an easy distance of a sprawling, port city.


  As the exit-way slid down toward the rocky Earth, the air of Dodai hissed into the compartments of the cruiser. It was cold and heavy and imperceptibly acrid. They were shortly able to tolerate it, but at first it burned their eyes and lungs, provoking dry, wracking coughs. The physicist used one of his sensitive Expo-recorders to analyze the air, with curious results.


  “There is a definite percentage of partly consumed fuel particles,” he told Quint. “The impregnation is probably much heavier in the populated centers.”


  “Then the Dodaians use oil and coal, as we do,” Quint decided.


  “But such waste! They must have no reason to practice conservation, or their atmosphere would be as clean as ours.


  “There is no such thing as an unlimited natural fuel; more probably, they simply haven’t earned how to make a Conservator. That’s one of the things we can show them, after they join the Alliance.”


  Shaking his head, the physicist examined the Expo-recorder tape again. Some of the atmospheric particles are unstable radiants, artificially created. That means Dodai understands and uses the basic energy components of elemental matter. But if their culture has advanced so far, why haven’t they attempted space travel?”


  The fear suddenly gripped Quint again when he asked, “Do you suppose the explosions we saw—”


  “Nonsense!” the physicist cut in, as if he were afraid to hear the thought spoken. “Why should they direct any force so deadly as radiant energy at each other? What purpose would they have?”


  Before dawn they unloaded a number of specialized Expo-recorders from the cruiser. A small area of the valley floor became a bedlam of clicking and gyrating machines, analyzing, cataloguing, and tentatively generalizing upon available data. One instrument probed into the nearby city, on captive light rays. Another picked up the language of the Dodaians and began the laborious sorting of sound into probability patterns. More exhaustive analysis of the air itself filled in an outline of the technological mechanics developed on the planet.


  As the sun arose, the desert air warmed quickly. Quint found it easier to work in the mounting heat. Slowly he became used to the difference in gravitational pull. By conscientiously restraining his muscles, he no longer leaped ridiculously into the air when he attempted to take a normal step.


  Such adjustments were customary. In ordinary interplanetary travel among the planets of the Alliance, Quint had learned to acclimate himself quickly to environmental changes. As an ick, he had grown up on the largest and coldest planet in his system, helping his father and his uncles to farm their vast grain plantation, laid out in the shadow of a towering mountain range, which was always covered with gleaming banks of snow. After he had become a member of the Interplanetary Assistance Corps, every assignment he took meant that he had to make bodily adjustment to strikingly different conditions on other inhabited planets.


  On Dodai, however, the anticipated ease of mind did not follow the physical acclimation. Quint felt restless and nervous. He kept pacing the rocky desert and scanning the sky—for what, he did not know. When he tried to analyze his motivation, the action seemed to be instinctive, a fear-response that had always been present in his mind but never previously recognized. When nightfall came, Quint felt an intense relief; the darkness somehow seemed to lessen the fear.


  The members of the expedition brought lights out from the cruiser, and sat in a circle around a comfortable meal, pleasantly comparing notes on the day’s accumulation of data. Only the biologist seemed puzzled and uneasy. Exploring in a widening circle, with the cruiser as its center, he had found many specimens of desert plant life which he had carefully preserved. But his prize find was a small animal, still alive. As an experiment, he said, he had subjected it to the Communicator.


  “Let me explain the function of the machine,” he went on. “After sealing two receptors against the frontal lobe of your own skull, you clamp a transmission band around the brain case of your subject, and the direct communication of concepts is theoretically possible without the use of language symbols.”


  The physicist examined the device with interest. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said.


  “I shouldn’t wonder. I don’t suppose one has been built in the Alliance for centuries; we have no need for it. I found the design in a very old manuscript, dating back to that prehistoric Other Time of our past. I asked the laboratory to make this model, because I thought it might prove useful for communicating with the people of Dodai, if we failed to break down the symbology of their language.”


  “And you used this on the Dodaian animal?”


  “Just from curiosity, but the results—well, decide for yourselves.”


  The biologist tenderly brought a small animal from its cage, fastening the metal band to its head. The members of the expedition took up pairs of receptors and fixed the seals to. their foreheads, while the biologist adjusted the dials of the transmission machine.


  As soon as the yellow tubes glowed, Quint felt a pulsing shock of terror, so intense that it nearly disorganized his ability to conceive integrated thought. Like a recurring lightning flash in the black storm of fear, was a single, unwavering drive—to run and hide from all men. He smashed the seals and tore himself free of the Communicator.


  “All animals, I dare say, live constant fear,” the biologist said apologetically, by way of tentative explanation, “but somehow I wouldn’t have visualized it as having quite this particular quality. And it’s strange, don’t you think, that the object of the fear seems to be only man himself?


  All the variety of complex analyzers which the expedition had brought to Dodai had functioned admirably throughout the day, except for the machine which had been charting the probable language pattern. It had ground through reels of tape and produced not even an hypothetical generalization.


  After they had finished eating that evening they gathered around the machine, watching it. The physicist guessed that the data was as yet too incomplete for any theory to emerge, but the astrographer was convinced that the quantity of data ruled out that possibility. He proposed running some of the completed tapes through a Researcher, on the chance that sound similarities with Quint’s language might evoke a key generalization from the memory tank.


  But a disturbing thing happened. As Quint tabbed the tape into a Researcher, the tubes glowed and shattered again, in a blaze of splashing light.


  Early the next morning the biologist took his Communicator and wandered off into the blue mists shrouding the desert floor, in quest of other animal specimens. With daylight Quint’s indefinable tension began again. He asked the biologist not to go out of sight of the ship, but the biologist discounted the warning and Quint saw no way to make it a direct order.


  While the others worked with their machines, Quint climbed to the top of the radal-cruiser and began to scan the sky again. He felt oddly naked, as if he should have had some sort of a thing with him to protect himself. On the face of it, such an idea was absurd. Quint had never felt the need for an instrument of personal defense before. Except for the paralyzer fences used to control certain jungle animals, no such devices existed anywhere in the Alliance.


  Suddenly, in mid-morning, Quint heard the noise of a primitive motor in the sky. Shielding his eyes, he looked up and located a winged craft, a variant of a basic glider design. The machine soared in a circle over the Rad-I. Quint knew that a Dodaian native had at last discovered them, and he attempted to signal with his arms.


  The machine darted toward the cruiser, dropping a long, sleek projectile which struck the ship and exploded. No more harm was done than that caused by collision with a tiny meteorite in space.


  As the ship wheeled around and fled, Quint understood quite clearly the pilot’s reaction. Frightened when he saw the massive air cruiser lying on the desert, he had tried to destroy it or drive it away, with one of the protective instruments developed by the Dodaians. Having failed, he would return to his base and spread his irrational fear to his people.


  No initial contact with Dodai could have been more unfortunate. Quint had had no opportunity to explain his mission; and he was dangerously close to failure. To head off a further misunderstanding, he must immediately move the cruiser to another place, where the Expo-mission could complete its study of the Dodaians and later renew contact more propitiously.


  Quint bawled orders to the physicist and the astrographer, who began to move their analyzing machines back into the cruiser. Quint himself ran across the desert to find the biologist. Beyond a low, sloping hill of sun-heated rock he came upon a hidden gorge. The biologist was in its depths, on the bank of a small, stagnant pool of greenish water. Crooked, heavily needled plant life towered over the water, so that Quint did not see the strange Dodaian machine until he stood directly in front of it.


  It was a four-wheeled surface car, roofless, very old and scarred. Beside it was a temporary cloth shelter, held up by poles and cords. Around a dying fire were empty, scattered containers, which may originally have held food. But Quint observed all that only subconsciously, as an unpleasantly vivid background for the person lying, grotesquely twisted, on the bank of the stagnant pool.


  Unmistakably he was a Dodaian. And he was just as unmistakably dead.


  When the biologist saw Quint, he sprang to his feet, guiltily jerking free the Communicator band which had been bound to the Dodaian.


  “What happened?” Quint asked.


  “Nothing!” The biologist’s voice was shrill with emotion.


  “Was he dead when you found him?”


  The biologist drew himself up with a kind of weird dignity and answered through clenched teeth, “I don’t have to answer questions from you—not from you!”


  The response was so bitterly venomous, so ridiculously illogical, Quint was speechless. The only explanation that occurred to him was that the biologist had suffered a violent shock. Only time and understanding would restore his normal stability.


  “We’ve been sighted by a Dodaian aircraft,” Quint said evenly. “We’ll have to move the cruiser immediately.” He began to pick up the biologist’s racks of specimen cases, “Let me help you carry your things back to the ship.”


  The biologist snatched the racks from him. “Don’t touch my things!” he hissed with loathing. “Don’t come near me!” Shrugging his shoulders, Quint turned away and walked out of the gorge. The biologist followed him, after he had gathered his paraphernalia into a pack and strapped it to his shoulders. They walked across the desert together, in silence. As they came within sight of the cruiser, the biologist asked coldly.


  “You intend to report this, of course?”


  “Our instructions are to—”


  “Oh, yes, follow your orders to the letter—that’s the way people like you always climb to the top. For the sake of the record, don’t imply that I killed him.” Quint was genuinely surprised. “I know you didn’t; none of us would; it’s not our way!” For some reason, this amused the biologist tremendously. His brief spasm of laughter was almost hysterical. Then he said,


  “I found him camping in the gorge. I attempted to talk, but none of the regular signs worked, and he seemed afraid of me. Then I thought of using the Communicator. I showed it to him, but he tried to run away. I didn’t want to bungle this opportunity to make a contact with them, so I caught him and held him just long enough to fix the band on his head.”


  “You were careful?”


  “He simply went unconscious when I touched him. I laid him on the ground, and he opened his eyes. I thought the Communicator would calm his fear, and it did, I’m sure. But suddenly he began to writhe, and he died before I could do anything for him.”


  “Were you able to learn any of the fundamental concepts of Dodaian society?” Quint inquired eagerly.


  The biologist spat out his answer furiously. “No! Absolutely none!” After a pause, he added more quietly, “Some little of their language; but nothing else.”


  “It’s a pity he died, but his death will help us, I think. You’ve learned that the Dodaians are a delicate, sensitive people. We’ll have to plan our approach to them carefully, to avoid all connotation of fear in the future.” Impulsively Quint reached out for the biologist’s hand. “You mustn’t blame yourself,” he said.


  The biologist shrank from him, his lips drawing back from his teeth in a snarl. “Don’t touch me!”


  The astrographer and the physicist had carried their own Expo-recorders and analyzing machines back into the cruiser. As the biologist and Quint rejoined them, they volunteered, as a matter of course, to help the biologist move his equipment. But he rejected them scornfully, with the same kind of loathing that he directed at Quint. And almost at once he became involved in a bitter argument with the physicist, by peremptorily demanding the full use of a compartment which they had previously shared.


  For the first time since the Expo-mission had left the Alliance, Quint had to use his authority as commander of the expedition. The decision wasn’t easy, for the biologist was clearly in the wrong; yet he was just as clearly suffering from a severe emotional disturbance. Quint asked the physicist to move out, and he did so without-protest.


  But the biologist wasn’t satisfied. He asked for the use of additional power units, which were needed by the astrographer. Quint drew the line at that, and the biologist sneered haughtily.


  “Your kind always stick together, don’t they, Quint?”


  Because of the discord, the smooth-running co-operation of the expedition vanished. The four men were still outside the cruiser, preparing for their departure, when the Dodaians arrived.


  The vanguard was led by a column of heavily armored vehicles that snaked across the desert in a cloud of swirling dust. Behind them came huge, open-topped surface cars that disgorged scores of Dodaians,. all identically dressed in unattractively plain, brown costumes, and wearing semi-spherical metal hats.


  The armored cars formed a circle around the cruiser, the men grouping themselves in the intervening gaps. They carried long, metallic tubes, which they held smartly on their shoulders. Quint guessed that the tube was an insignia of rank, like the yellow rectangle he wore on his own sleeve.


  Some of the Dodaians made haste to set up queer, three-legged, metal cylinders, ail pointed at the Rad-I. Similar cylinders projected from blisters atop the armored vehicles. When the arrangement seemed complete to the satisfaction of the Dodaians, silence fell on the desert, and the clouds of dust began to settle.


  Quint and the biologist were standing on the incline of the exit-way of the cruiser, the physicist and astrographer on the ground in front of them, some distance from the ship. Quint tried to analyze the purpose of the Dodaians facing him. As a welcome, the display was bewildering. A tenuous fear flitted in and out of his mind, but he was too consciously preoccupied with the objective of his mission to heed it.


  A rasping, meaningless voice screamed at them from one of the armored cars. Quint knew the appropriate gestures, and began to make them, speaking softly in his own tongue. But the voice broke in on him, shrilly imperious.


  Suddenly the biologist standing beside him threw Quint a look of triumph and spoke to the Dodaians in their own language. Apparently he had learned considerably more from the man in the gorge than he had admitted. Quint couldn’t understand any reason for the biologist’s secretiveness, but it didn’t matter; the knowledge of Dodaian semantics should be of inestimable value now.


  But as the dialogue went on, the biologist’s triumph faded and his face twisted with fear. He shot a curt, quick sentence at the men assembled below, and turned to flee into the cruiser. At the same time an explosion rocked one of the armored cars, and a projectile struck the side of the cruiser. Immediately the Dodaians lowered their meta tubes, pointing them at the members of Quint’s expedition. There was a storm of tiny explosions, and a rain of metal rattled against the Rad-I.


  In that flash of fire, Quint lost every rational idea save one. He was possessed and driven by terror, identical with the terror he had felt the night before when he applied the Communicator to the captured desert animal. A hot flame stabbed the flesh of his arm. He ran up the incline into the cruiser, the biologist tumbling ahead of him.


  Clutching his arm in a vain effort to stem the spurting blood, Quint jammed his body against the control lever and the exitway slid dosed. Hundreds of exploding projectiles burst against the sides of the cruiser. Even though Quint knew no damage could be done, he was unable to shake off his clutching terror. It was as if the Communicator had transferred, intact, into his mind the emotive pattern of the captured desert animal. The stimulus that set it off was the sight and sound of the metal tubes in the hands of the Dodaians.


  The biologist was trapped by the same fright, but it seemed to paralyze him, pound him into weeping hysteria. He had collapsed in a corner of the entry lock, and he was futilely trying to claw his way through the metal wall. Quint knew he could expect no help from him; the biologist’s degeneration was complete.


  Slowly Quint pushed back his terror. He knew he must go into the control room and start the motors. Still holding his bleeding arm, he staggered weakly up the arterial corridor and dropped into the cushioned pilot’s seat. Just before he worked the dials, he glanced at the ground-screen.


  The astrographer and the physicist were surrounded by Dodaians, and the astrographer seemed to be mortally hurt; perhaps he was already dead. A woven net was being drawn around the struggling physicist, and his captors were beginning to drag him toward an armored car.


  Trembling, Quint turned the dials; in his terror, he could think only of flight, and he directed full power into all motive units. The wrenching acceleration was unnecessarily violent For a moment Quint lost consciousness.


  When his mind cleared, the fear was gone. The Rad-I was streaking through space, miles above the stratosphere of Dodai. Quint adjusted the cruiser to a stable orbit. He cleansed the wound torn in his arm and sealed it with the cell-creating plasmatic gelatin.


  He found the biologist still unconscious in the entry lock, and carried him tenderly to his sleeping compartment, where Quint treated the bleeding lacerations in both his legs. A flattened slug of metal was lodged in the muscle, close to the bone, but when Quint tried to remove it, the biologist opened his eyes and resisted.


  “Leave me alone!” he whispered tensely. “Don’t touch me!”


  Sadly and quietly Quint held the biologist pressed against the cushion while he administered a hypnotic. As soon as he slept, Quint cut out the ugly fragment and sealed the wounds with the plasic gelatin.


  Quint went back to the control compartment to take stock of the situation. He was ashamed of the fear and cowardice he had shown in running from the Dodaians. He had never, before known such terror, but he understood why it had happened. The Communicator transferred concepts from mind to mind, without intervening verbalization. Thus, Quint had understood the fear of the Dodaian desert animal from that animal’s point of view. The animal reacted instinctively, rather than rationally, to the thing it feared, and Quint had done the same when he faced the same stimulus.


  Carrying the idea farther, it meant that the biologist was responding with a point of view which he had absorbed when he used the Communicator on a native Dodaian. His present aversion, loathing, and bitterness were basic to the Dodaian mental pattern. Vaguely Quint speculated that the stimulus for that was the century-old Alliance Prohibition, something long buried in the prehistoric Other Time, and artificially wiped from their racial memory by the hypnotics administered at birth. Whatever it was, the stimulus for Quint’s people was identical with that on Dodai.


  His ultimate conclusion was inescapable: Quint dared not carry through an agreement with Dodai. It meant losing his promotion, losing Parla; but it was the price he would have to pay.


  He must rescue the physicist and the astrographer and take them home to report the failure of their mission. Further, the report must be so finally discouraging that no other Expo-mission would ever be sent to contact the people of Dodai.


  It was easy enough to locate the physicist. The yellow insignia which the members of the expedition wore on their sleeves was activated by body heat to receive and transmit tracer impulses sent from the cruiser. It was an ordinary precaution taken by all Expo-missions, since scientists had a habit of losing themselves in the unexplored wonders of new worlds.


  But only the physicist’s insignia responded. As Quint had previously surmised, the astrographer had died when they were captured. The physicist had been taken not to the port city near the desert, but across the land mass to a larger city on the opposite coast. Hovering as low as he dared over the city, Quint dialed the astroscreen up to its highest ratio of enlargement. At such a distance the electronic picture was at best fuzzy and inaccurate, but it seemed to indicate that the physicist had been taken into a parklike area and imprisoned in some sort of a metal-walled house.


  Quint knew the Dodaians would resist any attempt at rescue with the noisy, deadly explosives they used so freely. How was he to go among them, to release the physicist, without being killed himself? He tabbed the problem into a Researcher, and the machine gave him the answer in the form of a schematic plan for a specially charged webbing which he was to wear beneath his plastic uniform. Quint’s knowledge of science was general, rather than specific, and he was not certain how the webbing would function, except that it would encase him in an artificial magnetic field which would deflect any metal object approaching it.


  Quint was entirely capable of building according to the diagram, and there was ample material aboard the Rad-I which could be converted to the purpose. But it was slow work. Dodai turned thrice on its axis before the rigid webbing and its power unit were completed.


  The biologist recovered quickly, at least in a physical sense. He was clearly trying to conquer the crawling revulsion he felt whenever he was near Quint. He tried to be friendly, to chat pleasantly, but the effort was a miserable failure. Quint saw that it drove the biologist almost to the point of nausea to have to eat at the same table with him, and, to ease the situation, Quint took the biologist’s meals to his compartment so that he could eat alone.


  When the biologist saw that Quint meant to return to Dodai to rescue the physicist, he was viciously overjoyed.


  “We can wipe out the planet, Quint!” His eyes blazed with delight.


  “ ‘Wipe out’ ? I don’t think I understand the phrase.”


  “Destroy them; slaughter them; lay waste their land!”


  “But why? What evil fills you with so much hatred that you reject all the ethics of our people? We don’t destroy; we build!”


  “It’s the only kind of contact the Dodaians would understand or respect.” The biologist paced the floor, rubbing his hands. “And we could do it so easily; so very easily! Use one of our spare radal tubes; make a small change in the light converter; and aim the output vent at their cities. It would sweep them into dust, with the fire of a new sun.” Respecting the biologist’s evident madness, Quint allowed him to rave as he pleased, making no comment. But when Quint was ready to return to Dodai, he took the precaution of lacing the biologist’s food with a soothing sleep-hypnotic when he left his meal in his compartment.


  Under cover of darkness, Quint dropped toward the planet in an emergency rocket escape raft. Tracer beams guided him into the park where the physicist was held.


  He had miscalculated the protectiveness of the night hour, for scattered groups of Dodaians were strolling in the park. They fled in terror when they saw him, and the lights went out in the towering city buildings while sirens screamed in the streets. Quint was amazed that they recognized him so quickly, and that their fear was so great. His costume was different from theirs, of course, but otherwise they were rational people, just as he was. How could they be so certain, after only a cursory glance, that he was not one of themselves, simply masquerading in a peculiarly bizarre kind of dress?


  In the pale moonlight he began to follow the throbbing of his tracer unit toward the physicist’s prison. A black van careened past him, and seconds later a blaze of white floodlights centered upon a large, barred cage. Quint saw the physicist inside, clinging to the metal bars. Dodaians carrying their gleaming metal tubes were grouped in front of the prison; others, in similar uniforms, were gathering at the spot from all directions.


  As Quint walked slowly toward them, they pointed their tubes at him. The terrifying explosions shook the quiet, night air. When Quint continued to stand unharmed, a cry of dismay passed over the Dodaians. One who seemed to be a leader shouted something at Quint, and sprang up by the cage, pointing his deadly tube at the physicist.


  Quint understood the pantomime well enough. Since they could not stop him, they were threatening to slay the man he had come to save. Quint stood still, trying to convey his purpose through gesture and the quiet gentleness of his voice.


  Four Dodaians moved toward him, carrying a large, metal-linked net. They clearly meant to take him prisoner, too. He shook his head and tried to communicate with them again. The Dodaian leader merely screamed at him and prodded the physicist with the point of his metal tube.


  The physicist called out a warning to Quint, but he did not understand it above the seething din of Dodaian voices. He began to back away. The four men carrying the net sprang at him. Quint’s artificial negative field repulsed the metal, hurling the net back and bowling over the men.


  This terrified them. Some of the uniformed Dodaians threw down their metal tubes and fled. The leader by the cage exhorted them, with no result. When he saw that Quint was moving toward him, he turned in desperation and fired his tube again and again into the body of the physicist.


  Quint cried out as if the death agony had been his own.


  At that moment white light blazed in the sky. The city rocked in flaming destruction. The earth shook so that Quint could not stand. A hurricane of searing wind roared over the park, stripping the trees of leaves, ripping the loose gravel from the path. Quint reeled drunkenly in the falling, blazing debris, holding his hands over his bleeding face while the skin blistered and peeled away. In the nightmare darkness beyond the park the proud city towers were collapsing; above the concussion of shattering wails, Quint heard the occasional shrieks of trapped Dodaians.


  Something fell heavily at his feet. It was a charred strip of wood, with familiar letters painted upon it. He picked it up and he was still holding it in his hand when the Rad-I settled clumsily into the park. The exit-way opened, and the biologist ran out to drag Quint toward the ship.


  “I followed you with the ground-screen,” the biologist shouted. “When I saw them kill the physicist, I had to use the radal weapon. It’s the only language these people understand.”


  “But I—I gave you—Quint couldn’t speak above a whisper; after fire words his voice failed altogether.


  “The hypnotic? I thought you might, so I ate none of my food.”


  Quint’s legs moved sluggishly. It was impossible; for him to climb the incline into the ship. Controlling his loathing, the biologist began to drag him up the exit-way. They were at the door when Dodaian airships attacked them. Quint’s webbing protected him from the spattering metal, but the biologist screamed and collapsed.


  Quint was able to help his companion into the lock and to push the lever that closed the exit-way.


  “Get us off the ground,” the biologist cried. “Then sterilize yourself—particularly your exposed skin—and cover your entire body with the plasmatic gelatin. I think you weren’t out there long enough for the damage to be fatal.”


  Fighting burning pain and the grasping mists of unconsciousness, Quint climbed slowly into the control compartment. He turned the dials and the radal-cruiser shot up out of the ruined city. Breathing heavily, he stripped off his tattered uniform and washed his skin with the sterilizing fluid. It was like the distorted action of a dream. His head swam, and a slow weakness dragged heavily on his muscles.


  But as soon as he applied the gelatin, the pain ebbed and his mind began to clear. He checked the position of the cruiser on the astroscreen and saw that the planet of Dodai was a small sphere, receding behind them.


  He set a course for the Alliance, and went to help the biologist.


  The biologist was lying motionless in a spreading pool of blood. Beneath him was the charred, lettered board that Quint had carried away from Dodai. Quint realized that the biologist’s wounds were fatal, and he felt a bitter pang of remorse that he had not taken care of the biologist first, before looking after his own burns. Yet, if he had, he wouldn’t have had the strength to pilot the Rad-I away from Dodai. In spite of the biologist’s insane aversion to Quint, he had saved the cruiser and its records of the expedition by sacrificing himself.


  Quint carried the biologist to his compartment and gave him drugs to ease the pain. After a time, the biologist opened his eyes; when the first wave of revulsion had passed over his face, he tried to smile. He spoke so softly his voice was almost inaudible.


  “You must go home and tell them, Quint; tell them never to send another Expo-mission to Dodai.”


  “I understand; the people here are still too primitive for Alliance membership. In centuries to come—”


  “No, Quint! It’s the Prohibition! They will never be able—” The biologist began to cough, and blood welled from his mouth. He seemed to gesture toward the Communicator lying beside his couch. Quint thought he understood, although the biologist shook his head weakly as Quint fixed the band to his forehead.


  Quint adjusted the receptors and turned up the power. In the instant of the biologist’s death, Quint dragged from his tortured mind the concepts he had tried to conceal. It was the thing the biologist had learned from the Dodaian.


  Quint’s first recognizable generalization was a satisfying sense of group superiority. He was himself a master of all men, and deservedly so. In that moment Quint recovered from the hypnotic that had been given him at birth. It was as if a curtain rolled back, and he saw himself for the first time—tall, handsome, beautifully proportioned, alert, intelligent, capable of greatness in ail things. And he saw the people of the Alliance, too—the sniveling, weak, white-haired monster which had been the biologist; the blue-scaled horror which was the physicist; and all the countless nightmare variations on all the planets of the Alliance.


  These were the people he had always known, as he had always seen them; but for the first time he saw them in physical appearance, rather than in the personality patterns which he had learned to define as persons. They were all beasts—weird, inhuman, incapable sub-races. Only the scattered few who were like himself in biological structure continued to exist as persons. For Quint the inner spirit which held the Alliance together vanished, and he saw only the horror of the outer shell.


  He tore the receptors from his head, but he could not tear the awareness out of his soul. He looked on the bleeding hulk of the biologist and was supremely glad that he had died in pain and alone.


  By the whim of chance, Quint was twice insulated from the full impact of the Dodaian psychology—first, because the knowledge had been filtered through the mind of the biologist, as he struggled to conquer his acquired aversion; and, secondly, because the biologist had fought so hard to hold back the truth before he died.


  Quint plunged to the edge of madness, but the rationality he had known all his life held him back. Slowly he began to understand the Other Time of his people. It was not a period of pre-history, but of erased-history. In that day Quint’s people had been like the Dodaians, but the diverse and warring groups had been welded together by artificially wiping out their hereditary group hatreds and distrusts. The hypnotics taught them to define men in terms of personality, rather than of physical appearance. Their reward had been interplanetary unity, at the small price of solidifying a part of their individual minds permanently on the level of childhood. For it was only the child who never saw significance in the differences of racial appearance.


  The old pattern had been oddly sublimated into a subconscious drive by the people of the Alliance to discover a rational race different from themselves.


  Slowly Quint recovered from the madness of Dodai—as much as he ever would. The important thing, he realized, was to save the Alliance from ever discovering the truth. To do that, the Expo-mission must fail completely; none of its records could be examined or recovered.


  Quint brought the Rad-I in close to the central Alliance planet, and killed the power units. He mounted a rocket emergency raft and moved out in space, taking with him the converted radal tube which the biologist had used to destroy the Dodaian city. At a safe distance he turned the blaze of light upon the cruiser, and watched it flame into nothingness. Then he took the tube apart and abandoned the pieces in space.


  The only memento he saved, as a kind of ironic personal reminder of the truth he never dared share, was the charred board he had brought with him from the burning city.


  He landed and made his report to the Council. The Expo-mission had reached Dodai, he said, and found an uninhabitable planet; on the return trip, the radal motor had failed; only Quint had escaped the catastrophe.


  He went into the formal garden to await the decision of the Council. Quint had no doubt that they would remove his temporary rank of Delegate, as the price of failure; but he had no regret of that. As soon as he could, he would resign from the Interplanetary Assistance Corps and go back to his native planet, to live out his years farming his father’s plantation. In such loneliness and desolation he would have no chance to reveal the truth, even in an unguarded moment.


  “Quint! Quint, dear!” Parla came to sit beside him. She tried to kiss him, and he moved away, sweat breaking out on his face and hands. “Don’t be dejected, Quint; I think they may give you the merit promotion for bravery, even though you brought back no agreement. My father, promised to speak in your favor.” His mind cried out in horror, and his voice caught in his throat; he looked away from her quickly, so that she would not see his face.


  “What was it like, Quint—this dead planet of Dodai?” Frantically he pulled from his coat the fragment of wood he had saved and showed it to her; he must concentrate on that—on anything—even the fabric of a new lie, to hold back the evil that was crawling inside his soul. “In one of their mined cities, I picked this up,” he said dully.


  “Their letters are like ours, and the words—isn’t it odd? If you say them quickly, it’s what we call ourselves!”


  A voice came over the amplifier summoning Quint to the Council chamber—for formal ceremony of commendation. He stood up and Parla faced him, her face radiant, her eyes brimming with tears of joy.


  “They’ve voted you the promotion, Quint!” She threw her arms around him, and her lips were warm and liquid on his. “You’re a Delegate, Quint. That means that we—you and I—oh, Quint, it’s everything we dreamed of!”


  She dropped the charred board, and, while they kissed, her feet rested upon it. Quint fought the horror in his mind, and tried to shut his eyes against it.


  For Parla was a hideously purple-scaled monstrosity. Her arms, roughly gnarled, gleaming with the nauseous fluid exuded by her race, lay like something filthy on the clean, clear brown of his own skin. He had lost the vision of the person he loved, in looking upon the biological shell that housed it.


  Parla touched the fragment of wood with her toe and read the letters aloud.


  “NEW YORK P—. That must have been the name of their city, Quint. The letters are exactly like ours, and if you slur the words they sound a little like our slang expression—you know, what we call our sophisticates, the nyawker. I wonder if there’s any relationship between our people and the Dodaians?”


  That was it, Quint thought desperately. Concentrate on the meaningless fluff of that enigma, bury all conscious thought in a problem that could never be solved; in time, perhaps, the horror would pass.


  The voice on the amplifier summoned him again, and he walked reluctantly toward the Council hall, to receive the highest award his people could give him.
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  SOMETIMES a nuclear-conversion engine develops an ulcer. The containing fields weaken long enough—a few microseconds, perhaps—for the machine to start devouring itself.


  It doesn’t happen often, but neither is it unheard of, and it will continue to happen until somebody abolishes the Uncertainty Principle. In the event of an ulcer, the only thing to do is to get out of the neighborhood—fast.


  Weber considered himself lucky to be near a planet when his engine broke loose. He had, in fact, been coming in for a landing, and it was a moment’s scrambling to get into a spacesuit. He grabbed for the chest where he kept his weapons, and a blue electric bolt sizzled to his hand and limned his insulated suit in ghostly fire. Cursing, he reached again, but the chest was already glowing red-hot and the white-blazing bulkhead aft was slumping into molten ruin. No time—when it went down, he’d get a radiation blast which would finish him. He dove for the airlock, awkward in free fall now that the gravity unit was gone.


  Just in time! His impellers whirled him away. The boat was a nova against the bitter stars of space. Alone—weaponless—supplyless save for the suit’s little emergency pack—well, that planet had better be habitable!


  It was a great cottony ball of cloud below him, blinding in the harsh spatial sunlight. Below him—yes, he was close enough, well within the region of perceptible gravitation. He turned off his impeller and let himself fall. A few hours—


  The silence and loneliness oppressed him. As the thunder of his heart and blood eased, he considered the years ahead, a liftime of separation from humankind and all he had known. The lifetime would be short unless he was lucky. His name would be bandied among the Traders for perhaps a decade, and then his very memory would be dust.


  Well—not much he could do about it. At least his instruments had told him the planet was Terra-type: about the same size and mass, pretty similar atmosphere. That meant green plants, which in turn meant animals with high probability, which might mean intelligent natives; but of course everything might be poisonous to his metabolism. He didn’t think the natives would be very far advanced, technologically; the planet was rather close to its sun, an obscure G6 dwarf, steamy and tropical and perpetually cloudy—so it was unlikely that its dwellers would have much concept of astronomy, the father of the sciences. Still, you never knew.


  First there was the problem of getting down. He gave himself a northward velocity—the subarctic regions would be most comfortable for a human. It was necessary to be careful with energy; his powerpack had barely enough to land him and maybe fly around a bit, without wasting any.


  The slow hours passed.


  WHEN he came below the high permanent clouds it was raining. He swung into the wind, the strong heavy flow of water sluicing over his helmet and blurring vision, lightning savage above him. By the time he was out of the storm, his energy meter was flickering near zero. He slanted groundward, studying the terrain with wary eyes.


  It was a rolling land of hills and broad valleys, green with a sweeping stretch of jungle, snaked through by long rivers. But he was on the fringe of the wilds. Beyond were cultivated fields, stone huts scattered like grain seeds over the mighty planetscape, wide highways of beaten earth converging on the distant walls of a city’. Quite a sizeable city, too, there in the middle of its huge domain; it might well have twenty or thirty thousand inhabitants if they were humanoid. Weber’s brain began to calculate.


  You could never tell in advance how primitives were going to react. There were the unpredictable inherent differences, due to climate and ecology and physiology and the very external appearance; and then within the same species you could get fantastic variations of thought and behavior patterns from culture to culture. But his best chances lay in a sort of polite boldness, at least till he knew his way around a little better.


  He landed with a jarring thump as his powerpack finally sputtered to extinction. Not far off, behind a grove of trees, stood a hamlet of some ten buildings. Dismissing thoughts of bacteria, molds, and other forms of slow or sudden death, Weber got to his feet, threw back his helmet and breathed deeply.


  It was a warm, moist, pleasant air, pungent with the aroma of earth and forest and life, heady after the staleness of his suit. The clouds made a featureless gray sky overhead, and there were no visible shadows in that diffused light, but vision was clear enough. A brilliantly feathered bird flew squawking above him. He crossed the field in which he’d landed, set his boots on the road, and started walking toward the village.


  The natives came out of it, and others ran from the distant farm huts, converging on him with shrill whoops. He stopped, folded his arms, and waited.


  Humanoid—yes, very. If he survived, his shipwreck might prove quite tolerable. They were a slightly built folk, several centimeters shorter than the average Terran, six fingers to a hand and six toes to a sandaled foot, pointed ears, pale bluish skins, hair and eyes of deep purple, the males beardless as the females—but with handsome features not unlike the Caucasian, wiry and graceful of body. Both sexes wore little more than a loincloth, but the males had all the color and most of the shell, tooth, and hammered copper ornaments, feathers in their long hair, tattooing on their breasts. They brandished obsidian spears and axes, and some had wicked-looking wooden swords saw-toothed with chips of flint. They stood and stared at him.


  Weber, who was a big blond man, lifted one arm with all the solemnity he could muster. The natives slowed their prancing approach, women huddling behind the ranked men, children screaming, a pack of lithe, longbodied, blue-furred animals yowling. The peasants coming near, hoes and spades still clutched in their grimy hands, were almost as gaudily equipped as the villagers. Since it was unlikely that he had arrived precisely at a festival moment, Weber decided that the natives simply liked color. Well—the plain, burnished metal of his spacesuit stood out among them. He waited, taut as a drawn wire, holding his face impassive with a straining effort.


  They converged again, closing warily in on all sides, muttering to each other. Weber caught one repeated word. “Teucan.” It could mean stranger, god, demon, amazement, metal, or maybe just plain to hell with it—no way of knowing.


  An old one finally stood forth—bigger than the rest, his face hard and seamed by ancient wounds. “Teucan quituhiulat shu?” he snapped. “Baldemo azunabariun tzi?”


  “Sorry,” said Weber. “No savvy.” He read fright and a savage will in the narrowed purple eyes. The other blueskins had fallen silent; they were watching with an enormous anticipation.


  Suddenly the native lifted his ax and whirled it down. Weber threw up his metal-clad arm just in time to save his skull. The native screeched and sprang like a wildcat, hacking again, raking the Trader’s cheekbone. Weber struck at him, the armored fist glancing off the dodging native’s shoulder and sending him spinning.


  He stood panting, glaring at the Terran. Another native prodded him with a spear. Before Cosmos—they were egging him on!


  He gathered his muscles and leaped again. This time Weber was prepared. He caught the blow once more on his arm, and his other fist slammed into the attacker’s nose. He felt bone crunch and saw the blood spurt—red as his own, that blood. The native staggered, and Weber wrenched the ax from him.


  Some of the watchers shouted, lifting their weapons to the gray heaven. The assailant looked around him, eyes wild with despair through the blood that masked his broken face. There was no friendliness in the answering stares. With something like a groan, he drew an obsidian knife from his belt and charged afresh. Weber swung the ax, and the keen blade clove his skull.


  The Trader stood panting over the body, looking around and raising the bloody weapon. “All right,” he said hoarsely. “All right. Who else wants the same treatment?”


  There was a long minute’s silence, and then the cheers nearly split his eardrums. He was escorted into the village by a crowd that capered and yelled and brought forth flutes and drums to serenade him in. Only the peasants stayed behind, eagerly carving the body of the fallen into chunks, squabbling over the pieces and finally hastening back with their trophies.


  Before Cosmos, thought Weber dazedly, they expected a finish fight!


  He was shown to a good-sized hut well furnished with stools, mats, furs, and the other items of primitive wealth. Four nice-looking women came in with him, smiling somewhat timorously. Apparently he had inherited his enemy’s possessions along with his rank—whatever that had been.


  It might be duplicity, but he doubted it. The attempt to murder him had been honest enough, and the awe which he now received seemed honest, too. It was not the formal and silent respect of more civilized races—these people were whooping things up as much as they could—but it was there nonetheless. In the long blue twilight of the planet’s day—he estimated it at thirty hours—they gave him a feast. Meats, vegetables, fruits, and a potent sort of beer—it was fun, and he staggered back to his new wives in the middle-sized hours of morning.


  By Sirius, if he couldn’t make a good thing out of this he didn’t deserve the name of Trader!


  WITHOUT making claims to brilliance or to any outstanding intellectual interests beyond the making and spending of as much money as possible, Weber Franz had a sharp brain and knew how to use it. The first thing was to learn the language and find out what the devil he’d gotten himself into.


  He held the most intelligent-looking of his wives back from work in his fields and drafted her as his instructor. There was little danger of upsetting his godhead, if any, by asking to be taught something—one very general rule about primitives is that they don’t worry about consistency and a god who doesn’t know the language is not a contradiction. He wasn’t much disturbed in the next few days—his wives did the farming and household chores and except for the gaping children the villagers left him pretty much alone—so he could devote his full time to study. His tutor was only too pleased to be free of manual labor, and the primary trouble was the attempt of a couple of the others, jealous of her privilege, to kill her. Weber knocked a few teeth out and had no difficulties thereafter. He was beginning to realize that brutality was an accepted feature of this society. The men swaggered and fought, the villagers browbeat the peasants, the children abused the animals—and still there seemed to be as much laughter here as anywhere else. They must like it, he thought.


  Traders generally didn’t have too much to do with races as backward as this one. The ideal was a people far enough advanced to have something worth buying or bilking them out of. Thus Weber’s knowledge of the present level of society was scant, a fact which caused him considerable grief later on. But he had had mind training, and he understood linguistic principles, so he learned fast now. The names of simple objects and actions—more abstract words derived by indirection or from context—and the language was agglutinative, which helped a lot. It wasn’t many days before he could understand and make himself understood.


  This, it seemed, was the village of Tubarro, part of the domain of Azunica, to which it paid tribute in the form of foodstuffs and slaves. He—Beber, as they rendered it—was now the Teucan of Tubarro, having killed the old one. He didn’t dare ask directly what the Teucan was—that might be going too far—and said merely that he had come from the far land of Terra.


  Once a levy of soldiers marched down the road toward Azunica, gay with feathers and shields and flowing cloaks, drums and flutes and gongs, leading a hundred miserable-looking captives roped together. And there was a lot of traffic, runners speeding up and down the highway, porters moving under fantastic loads, nobles borne in litters and commoners trudging with goods bought or to sell. The life of this culture seemed to be in Azunica; Tubarro was only a sleepy fuel station and supply store. Weber decided that he would have to visit the city.


  But as it happened, the city came to him.


  THEY arrived toward evening, about two weeks after Weber’s arrival—though he had lost count of time in the monotonous round of days. There was quite a procession—a squad of soldiers, a company of slaves, even a group of musicians—and they pushed arrogantly down the one street of Tubarro and halted before Weber’s dwelling. The Terran, who was becoming aware of the importance of haughtiness, did not look up. He sat in front of his house, wearing the native dress, which showed his size and blondness to spectacular advantage, playing solitaire with the pack of cards he had had in his pocket at the time of the wreck.


  “Are you, sir, the Teucan of Tubarro?”


  Weber lifted heavy-lidded eyes. A tall old man had gotten from his litter—gaudily painted and ornamented, with a feather cloak swung from his shoulders and an elaborately carved staff in one hand. Weber, whose eyes missed little, noticed that his visitor and everyone in the troop had had the first joint of the little finger removed. He spread his five-fingered hands into plain sight.


  “Yes, sir, I am,” he replied, with the cold courtesy of formal occasions. Idly, he shuffled the cards and snatched one out of the air. Sleight-of-hand could be useful. “Would you like to come inside and take refreshment?”


  “Thank you, sir, I would.” The old—priest?—followed him into the house. Was it polite to go in before or after or arm-in-arm with your guest? Weber didn’t know. He signaled a wife for food and drink.


  “Word of you has come to Azunica, sir,” said the visitor after due formalities. “It is said you came from a remote land, and most strangely attired.”


  “That is true, sir.” Weber nodded his head very slightly to the polished spacesuit, standing in a corner. “Weaponless I overcame the old Teucan and gave his body to the earth. I did not choose to use my weapons against a single man.”


  “I see, sir.” The priest made a bridge of his fingers and peered shrewdly at the Terran. “It is plain that you are from far away, and that the teucans have placed the holy sign on your hands themselves.”


  There was that word again—teucan! In this context it seemed to mean god; but as used by the villagers, and in view of Weber’s daily life, it seemed to mean little more than battle-ax champion. The ins and outs of the primitive mind—they don’t think like civilized people—“What I wondered, sir,” went on the native, “is why you chose to come to this little wallow, rather than to Azunica the great and sacred. You could, being plainly marked as holy yourself, have had the teucanno for the asking now that the old one has returned to the earth.”


  “I had my reasons, sir.”


  “So you did, sir, and I do not question them. But I am the Chief Servant of Azunica, and it is my duty to select the next Teucan of the city and the whole domain. I do not know how they do it in your land, sir, but in Azunica we determine the will of the teucans by drawing lots among all qualified young men. However, you yourself are so clearly the designated one that when word of you came I hastened to find you. It is past time for the choosing—the banyaquil must be planted soon or not at all. The people grow restless.” Weber reflected that most of the fields were still being cultivated, and that the crops in the planted ones were young. He must have arrived just in the sowing time, and apparently they needed someone to preside over fertility ceremonies and whatnot. If the old Teucan had lately died—


  Hmmm—this, my boy, looks like the luck of the Webers. If you play it right—


  “I am content here, sir,” he said. “I have my house and my fields and my wives. Why should I move?”


  “But reflect, sir. You will grow old and weak—or perhaps, even before that time, there will be a lucky challenger. There are many restless young men who seek a teucanno to make their fortune. You will have to fight many times a year. And all for this little village!”


  “But there would be even more challengers in Azunica, would there not?”


  For an instant the old man looked astonished, and then the mask clamped down again and the eyes were shrewd. There was a good brain under that gray-streaked purple hair. By betraying his ignorance, Weber had started the brain thinking. The Terran looked nervously at the door, but none of the soldiers shifted from the post of attention.


  “You jest, sir,” said the priest.


  “Unless it is indeed that they do matters very differently in your homeland. No, who would dare lift a hand against the Teucan of Azunica? He is—he is the Teucan! What he would have is his for the asking. Should he tell a man to slay himself, that man would plunge the knife in his own belly on the instant.”


  Hmmm—yes, apparently the Teucan of Azunica—which, after all, was the capital of a fairsized theocratic empire—was something different from the Teucan of a village. The latter were—what? Symbols of some kind, no more. The former might well be an incarnate god.


  “The homes of Azunica are stuffed with gold and feathers, sir,” said the priest persuasively. “The meats are tender, the fruits are sweet, the beer is a singing in the blood. The maidens are young and lovely. The lords of the realm are glad to wait on the Teucan as his slaves.” He sighed. “It is clear to me that you are the intended one, and there will be an evil year if the wrong man should be raised to the golden seat. That, sir, is why I am so anxious to give you all this.”


  “Hmmm—and what must I do myself?”


  “What you will, my lord. There are the ceremonies, of course, and appearances to keep up, but it is not arduous. And every creature in the realm is your chattel.”


  “I will consider it, sir. You shall have my answer tomorrow.” He’d have to make a few discreet inquiries, confirm what had been said. He couldn’t inquire too much, of course, without giving himself away to a dangerous extent—but he could at least find out if the Teucan of Azunica had all that power. And if so—If so, Weber my boy, you’ll take another step to success. From Trader to god—not bad!


  AZUNICA was a big and well-built city, the heart of a high-level barbarism. Large houses of stone and rammed earth set well back from broad paved streets; rows of painted, fang-mouthed idols leading toward a great central pyramid; parks where flowers were a riot of color and the nobles sailed their barges on artificial lakes to the soft music of slave attendants; crowded, jostling marketplaces, men and women yelling around the booths where everything from rugs and pottery to slave girls bred through many generations for beauty and meekness were sold; workshops and factories—it was a gay and colorful scene, and, as Weber saw it from the litter that bore him to the Temple, he was glad he had come. Whatever happened, life on this planet wasn’t going to be dull.


  The city, like the villages through which he had passed, was clean, and there seemed to be no beggars, slums, or cripples. It was a culture of priests, warriors, artisans, and slaves, but a healthy vigorous one resting on the sturdy foundation of an independent peasantry and nourished from a rich, deep soil. In centuries to come, its nastier features might die out, it could perhaps accomplish great things, but Weber had to live in its present. He was not an altruist and did not intend to make any changes which wouldn’t be of direct personal benefit.


  Careful questioning of the Chief Servant, the old high priest Zacalli, had already given him some notion of the social structure. The government was in the hands of the priesthood, who in the various ranks fulfilled not only religious but all important civil and military functions; theoretically, at least, everything was the personal property of the Teucan and everyone his personal slave. A rather moderate tax, as such things go at this level of culture, supported the government and the army. The latter was enormous, every man putting in some time of service and a large cadre of professionals raised to arms from birth. Azunica was in a state of perpetual war with all surrounding nations—which all seemed to have a similar society—and the outer provinces, loosely held, were incessantly rebelling. This yielded slaves and tribute. Pretty rough on the borderland peoples, thought Weber, but it enriched the central domain, and the high soil-fertility and birth rate made it economically feasible. Cripples, the senile, and the hopelessly diseased were killed out of hand, brawls and duels were a casually accepted feature of daily life even among the lower classes; only slaves and low-born women were expected to be humble. The whole setup would have revolted an ordinary Galactic, but Weber had spent most of his life on the frontier and accepted it without too many qualms. The thing to do was to adapt; afterward he could see about steering events in what direction he might choose.


  Temple headquarters were in a series of gaudily ornamented one-story palaces sprawling around the great pyramid. Weber was escorted past hundreds of prostrated slaves, servants, priests, and soldiers to a suite which was furnished with a barbaric magnificence that took even his breath away. There were a dozen virgins waiting for him, with the promise of as many more as he desired, and he was left to rest and prepare himself for the inaugural ceremonies.


  Those took place that night, an awesome torchlit festival with all the city turned out to watch the dancers and musicians and wildly chanting priests. Weber had little to do but sit under his weight of gold and jewels and furs—until at dawn Zacalli gave him a knife and led him slowly up the stairway to the height of the great pyramid.


  There was an interminable line of bound captives coming up the other side, toward the altar and the monstrous idol which loomed in the vague gray light. As Weber stared, four burly priests grabbed the first one and stretched him over the stone. “Now, my lord,” said the old priest, “give back to the earth the life that came from it.”


  “Human sacrifice—no!”


  “My lord, the teucans stoop low, they are waiting.”


  Weber looked at the prisoner’s tightly drawn face, and back to the knife in his hand, and there was a sickness in his throat. “I can’t do it,” he whispered. “I can’t.”


  “Hurry, my lord, the light is coming and the earth is hungry.”


  Weber caught at his sanity with both hands. If I don’t, someone else will—after I’m dead.


  He walked slowly forward. “The liver lies here, my lord,” pointed Zacalli.


  The knife was sharp, but there were many prisoners. Weber had to stop now and again to vomit. The priests’ faces were like carven masks.


  It was done—the earth had been fed—and Weber went down again to the orgiastic multitude and slowly back to his dwelling. Even after the blood had been washed off and his concubines had anointed him, he felt it red and wet on his skin, soaking through.


  THERE is a certain type of man, energetic, adaptable, and possessed of a hard common sense rather than any great intellect, who goes where the most money is to be gotten and moves the world to get at it. Afterward he becomes a figure of legend and romance, but in his own time he is merely a practical, if adventurous, businessman, not a brute but not especially tender-minded, willing to take risks but not foolhardy. The glamor is added by others. In the so-called First Dark Age it was the viking. In the Second Dark Age it was the Martian war lord. Now, when man has reached the stars, it is the Trader.


  He fulfills little economic purpose—civilization just doesn’t need him—but by juggling goods from one planet to another he can often accumulate a tidy fortune for himself. He is, usually, cordially disliked by everyone else, for his practices are sharp at best and piratical at worst. He is apt to break the law and sneak beyond the frontier to find worlds never visited before, and there is little which the Coordination Service can do about it except hope that he doesn’t work too much harm. The Galaxy is just too big, and too little of it is known, for control. To the average Sol-bound Terran he is a swashbuckling hero, flitting from planet to wild new planet. To himself, he is merely a hardworking entrepreneur in a business which consists mostly of monotonous waiting, and he dreams only of the big strike and the fortune large enough to retire on—before he can spend it.


  Weber was a Trader. He had gone into the uncharted Bucyrus region to find what he could find. If the Service had known where he was bound, they would have stopped him; if any of his fellows had known, they would have tried to get in ahead of him; so he went off in silence, and now there would be none to look for him and he would remain on this planet for the rest of his life. Wherefore it behooved him, first, to adapt his mind, and second, to make something of his situation.


  At least, he thought, he’d been lucky in this planet. The food was nourishing to him, the natives were so humanoid that he wouldn’t miss his own species, and he seemed immune to the local diseases. It could be worse. Much worse.


  Only—well—he’d almost immediately reached the top. Without effort he’d become the adored god and absolute owner of his environment. It didn’t take long for his restless nature to demand action. What to do?


  The fertility rites attending the planting of the staple banyaquil had been exhausting, though—he grinned—fun. His officiation in daily ritual wasn’t needed, and there wouldn’t be another big ceremony till midsummer. Then another in the harvest, another in the mid-rainy season, and then it would be spring again. The planet’s year was shorter than Terra’s, though not very accurately known in the absence of astronomy, and that swift crop cycle accounted in part for the food surplus which enabled the culture to support its permanent warfare. The prospect of a lifetime of the same round looked boring.


  Well—he’d make changes. He could do it, being a god, the Teucan. First, though, he’d better learn a few more details.


  He summoned Zacalli, who entered and prostrated himself. The old man lay there in silence for a long time before it occurred to Weber that he wouldn’t speak or move without being told. “Rise,” said the Terran. “Sit down over there.” He lowered his own bulk to a cushioned stool. “I want to talk to you.”


  “As my lord commands.”


  “I want to ask some questions. Answer me truthfully, but otherwise as you would answer any other man. For I am a man and you know it, in spite of my being Teucan.”


  “Yes, my lord. The man is the Teucan and the Teucan is the man. The teucanno of the old one has entered you, as it will enter your successor, at the time when your own life returns to the earth.”


  “But a village Teucan is something different. He is but a man among men, and anyone who kills him may have his post. Why?”


  Zacalli’s eyes rested on Weber with an indrawn thoughtfulness. “My lord has come from far away indeed.”


  “I know. I admit to being ignorant of much about Azunica. Though—” Weber tried to look faintly ominous—“I know much of which you here have no inkling.”


  “Yes, my lord. They saw you come from the heavens. I have seen your clothing of unknown metal. I have seen your own self.”


  “Very well, then. Answer my question. Why may a village Teucan be challenged and the Teucan not?”


  “My lord, a Teucan is the life of his people. While he lives, he holds their life and the life of the land within him. Yet he must not sicken or die alone, for then the life of the land would die with him, the crops would fail and the women would grow barren. So he is slain by someone else, someone younger and stronger who can better hold the life. And the man-life of the old Teucan goes back to the earth.”


  Hmmm—a fertility cult, yes. Sympathetic magic—as the Teucan went, so went the village, and to avoid his wasting away the people had hit on the not unintelligent idea of cutting him off in his prime. And the body, the life of the body, went back to the soil—magic again—yes, that was why those peasants had divided up the corpse . . . In similar manner, the human sacrifices were made for the whole realm, to give the life of the captives to the land of the empire.


  “But what then of me? What is the function of the Teucan?


  “My lord, you hold the life not of one small village but of the world. Yours is not the chance flux of rain or wind or drouth or heat at one place, it is the great cycle of the seasons all over the lands of man. The little Teucans are chance; you are the great overall harmony of the world and the seasons. Thus no one could challenge you; the power is too great to be poured from one vessel to another without due magical ceremony.”


  “I see. Yet you speak of the teucans sometimes as if they were—well—not men. Beings higher than men.”


  “Certainly, my lord. Are they not the teucans? You yourself are now one of them, the teucan of the earth and of growth, rainy Mazotuca.”


  Weber shook his yellow head and gave up trying to follow a thought-pattern which, by civilized standards, just didn’t make sense. It would have been well for him had he known more about primitive peoples; he would have realized that while their logic has a different basis it is quite rigorous, often fantastically so. A civilized man usually compromises with his postulates; a primitive does not, but carries them through to their ultimate logical conclusions.


  And because the logic was not his own, he was also led to the assumption that the Azunicans, if not inherently stupid, were at least effectually so. That was another mistake. Zacalli and his cohorts could not have been the real rulers of a large and complex empire for the better part of a lifetime without developing a very practical intelligence.


  Their new god was strange, he undoubtedly had remarkable powers and there was no guessing the extent of these. He was ignorant, and one could not tell how he would react to sudden new knowledge—he had certainly been revolted enough by the absolute necessities of the sacrifice. So the thing to do was to keep him in ignorance, and play on him as one plays on a powerful instrument, until—


  Previous Teucans had been easy to handle. Sate them with every kind of luxury and it was enough. This one seemed to desire something more. Well, it might be possible to obtain it for him. The law was that the Teucan must have everything he wanted.


  WEBER was discovering that a god can be very lonely. His associates could not speak to him except in the most elaborately unctuous terms of flattery. A few times he summoned others to him, soldiers, artisans, commoners hailed in the streets as he went by, but they were too awed for coherence. With his harem he could relax, they laughed and frolicked with their master, but they were all feather-heads who had never seen the real life of the world, born and bred merely to please a man’s body. When he complained of this latter fact once to Zacalli, the Chief Servant hurried off and brought him the most intelligent woman in Azunica, wife of a petty noble, and she proved as evasive in her talk as the high priest himself. Coached in advance?


  Yes—a conspiracy of some kind. Weber investigated, making surprise visits to all sections of the palaces, snapping questions at underlings who were too frightened to do more than stammer the truth. Such as it was—they weren’t aware of a plot, they merely did their jobs, but the fact emerged and when he had it Weber laughed. This, at least, was something he could understand. And it was merely that the Teucan was an elaborate figurehead and the Temple bureaucracy did everything which counted.


  Well—he’d see about that!


  Easy, though, easy. He’d been thinking of a way to eliminate the human sacrifices, but it would be a long, difficult job. He couldn’t merely order them discontinued—most likely the people wouldn’t stand for that, and if somehow he did succeed it would be destroying the fertility cult which was the very basis of his power. No, changes would have to be slow, and he’d just have to rid himself of squeamishness.


  But he learned there was to be a staff meeting to plan the summer campaign, and insisted on being there. It was an odd conference, the feathered and painted priest-officers discussing strategy and tactics with a cool calculation that would not have been amiss in the Coordination Patrol. He kept himself in the background at first, giving the men a chance to forget their awkwardness in his presence.


  There was to be a battle with the neighbor state of Culacanni, and it was thought that a successful raid could be made far into their territory, stealing much treasure and taking many prisoners. Then the army would swing homeward through Azunica’s own province of Onegar. “By then, sirs,” promised Zacalli, “the revolt will be well under way, but not far enough so that their armies can stand us off.”


  “The revolt!” exploded Weber. “I never heard of a revolt there.”


  The impassive blue faces swung around to look at him. “Certainly not, my lord,” said Zacalli. “It has not begun yet.”


  “But how do you know—”


  “Why, our agents will start it themselves, of course, my lord. The Onegarans will expect help from Culacanni, but we will already have put those to flight and can crush the uprising without too much trouble.”


  “But—start a revolt—why?”


  “My lord jests. We need prisoners for the harvest sacrifice. How could we get them save through war or the suppression of rebels?”


  “Hm.” Weber relapsed, grunting. The very basis of this culture seemed to be human sacrifice, and everything else followed logically from that. No sacrifices, no crops next year.


  Well, he’d heard of stranger basics, here and there throughout the Galaxy. Even Terra’s history would supply plenty of odd ones—there had, for instance, been the fantastic statist arrangements previously to the Second Dark Age, where everything was subordinated to the aggrandizement of the nation, which was somehow thought of as having a real and independent existence—“I’ll go along,” he said.


  “My lord!” gasped an officer. “You cannot—it is unheard of—”


  Weber got up and hit the man in the face, hard. As he fell from his seat, Weber kicked him in the belly. “I go,” he said.


  He thought there was approval in the eyes of the rest. If their own society was brutal, their god, their ideal, ought to be a perfect bastard. Well, he’d give them their wish!


  THE campaign lasted through the whole short summer. Weber found himself enjoying most of it, since physical action could veil the fact that he was set apart and lonely. There was little danger to him personally; he could not risk his priceless life in battle and a large cordon of guards was assigned him. The bloodshed didn’t worry him any more. His environment was making him calloused.


  They marched down the roads of the empire and up into hill country, through rain and heat, quiet fields and tangled colorful jungles and bare windy heights, hunting or stealing for their provisions, chanting as they went. In the long lightless dark there were rings of flickering campfires, wailing songs, harsh barking laughter. When they took an enemy village, they sacked it thoroughly, and Weber could have his pick of loot and captives. There were pitched battles, but no guerrilla harassment—after all, the war was fought not for possession of the country but of its inhabitants. He’d change that, thought Weber—he’d make something out of this drive to war and turn Azunica into the seat of a real empire. Since there was nothing else for him to do, he’d turn conqueror—next year, maybe, or the year after. It no longer occurred to him to worry about the need or justice of it. Sufficient that he, the Teucan, wanted it so.


  They came back through Onegar and scattered the rebels and took prisoners by the hundreds. It was a triumphant return for them.


  The harvest ceremonies came, and the grain was stored, and the long rains began.


  WEBER sat moodily in his palace, looking out at the endless flow of water from a lowering sky, drinking deep of the bowl which a slave kept filled for him. It wasn’t right, he thought self-pityingly, that he should be so cut off from the life of the people, that they should all be obsequious masks. He suspected the hand of Zacalli in the constant frustration of his attempts to learn more. He’d have the Chief Servant killed soon. But right now he needed the old thus-and-so, and Zacalli was the only one who did talk intelligently with him. He realized that he was being drawn out—but what of that? Zacalli couldn’t use the knowledge.


  It was like trying to grasp a smooth sphere too big for the hand. He slipped away, unable to get a grip, unable to penetrate and understand. Damn! If only he’d known some primitive psychology—but he’d always despised the xenologists, it was their influence in Coordination, their eternal jabber about culture traits and the preservation of autochthonous developments, which had made so much grief for the Traders. Cosmos! Would not it ever stop raining?


  He gulped down another mouthful of beer. Wasn’t much he could do now. Azunica was huddled into itself, waiting for spring, and the world lay dark and sodden beyond. His energy, baffled by its initial attempts, gave up the fight and turned to the pleasures which were given him in such unceasing abundance and variety. Now and then he thought dimly that it was bad to stop thinking, that there were implications which he should reason out for his own safety, but the very air seemed to cloud his brain. Some other time. There was time enough; he’d be here till he died.


  A drum was beating, somewhere far off, it had been going every day for quite a while now. Zacalli said that it was the first faint rite of spring. When they had three clear days in a row, then it was time for the banyaquil.


  Weber looked out again. By Cosmos, the rain was slackening. Night swirled slowly out of the streets, up toward the hidden sky, and a thick white mist rose with it. The rain grew thinner. Maybe there wouldn’t be any tomorrow.


  There wasn’t, except for a brief shower which didn’t count. Nor the next day. The drums were loud now, thuttering an insistent summons, and the Temple buildings were suddenly alive with softfooted priests hurrying on their errands. From the top of the pyramid, Weber could see that the peasants were already out, scratching up their fields, sowing grain. He’d have to give them a proper plow this year.


  This year! Had it been a year? Well, the cycle was shorter on this planet. He wondered if it was springtime on Terra.


  There was a feast that night—orgy might better describe it—over which he was expected to preside. Which he did, hilariously. The rains were ending! He slept most of the following day, which was quiet and sultry, and did not see the preparations that were made and the slow gathering of the throngs.


  “Tonight, my lord,” said Zacalli at dusk, “is yours to do as you will.”


  “Certainly it is,” said Weber. “I’m the Teucan, am I not?” He threw another party.


  MORNING came with fresh rain clouds, sweeping low and black over the land on a hot wet wind. But that didn’t matter. The rainy season was officially over.


  Weber was shaken gently awake. It was Zacalli, robed and feathered and painted as never before, and a train of priests no less gaudy stood behind him. “Go away,” mumbled the Terran.


  “My lord, you must arise. It is the time of the festival’s beginning.”


  “I said go away!” Weber sat up on his couch, holding one hand to his throbbing head. “It is my order. I am the Teucan.”


  “Hail the Teucan,” murmured the deep voices. Thunder growled in the sky.


  “My lord, you must. It is the law of the teucans.”


  Weber was half lifted to his feet. His mouth tasted vile. Well, if he must, then he must—couldn’t be too unconventional at this stage of the game. What ceremony was it? Not the sacrifice—he knew it wasn’t scheduled for several days yet. Odd that Zacalli hadn’t coached him on the details of this performance, as he had of all others. I suppose I just have to sit and look divine. Maybe I can catch a nap there.


  “Very well, I am coming, I am coming.”


  Slaves were there, bathing him, anointing him, painting his body and adorning it with the most gorgeous finery in the empire. He was so used to thinking of the attendants as faceless nonentities that he didn’t notice anything special in their manner. He ate a large breakfast to the accompaniment of a wild religious chant whose words he only half caught. “Now the Teucan, rainy Mazotuca, sinks into the earth and gives it his life, to arise gloriously renewed. . . . Hail the Teucan, dead and yet arisen, hail Mazotuca, who makes the earth to flower. . . .”


  Some kind of symbolism, he thought fuzzily. Hadn’t that xenologist once said something about the death and resurrection of the fertility god in many primitive cultures throughout the Galaxy? Symbol of the grain, buried and rising anew, of old generations dying and the young springing from their loins, of summer which dies and is buried under winter and rises again in spring. . . . So I am to be resurrected today, eh? Cosmos, I need it—ouch, my head—


  The priests had waited unmoving for him to finish. As he rose, they bowed to the floor, and Zacalli took his arm and led him into the hall.


  There was a sudden curious, almost wistful note in the old priest’s voice as he murmured: “My lord, you came from very far away indeed. I would I might have learned more of your country.” And with a flicker of malice, “Perhaps you should have learned more of ours.”


  “Hm?” asked Weber.


  They came out on the palace stairs at that moment, and the throng in the streets, surging and roaring behind the lines of guardsmen like a rainbow maelstrom, began to cheer, thunder of noise lifting into the thick dark sky and drowning the whine of wind. Weber shuddered as his head thumped.


  Slowly down the avenue between the lines of the army, leading the chanting priests and the skirling music, past the massive stone buildings to the pyramid. It loomed mountainous overhead, gray in the sulfurous storm-light, lightnings flickering about the idol on its summit. Thunder boomed and crashed; the gods were drumming up there.


  Slowly they mounted the steps, up and up while the people of Azunica yelled at the base. The wind was strong, whipping cloaks, throwing the first heavy rajndrops stingingly into Weber’s face. Black overhead, streaked with an incessant fire of lightning, a hazy wall of rain marching down from the north, thunder and darkness and the idol grinning above him. Weber looked bade, down the long slope and the barbaric procession winding at his heels, over the human sea and the heavy old buildings and out to the whole vast sweep of land.


  His land, by Cosmos, his earth lying rich and open for the rain’s divine embrace, his valleys and rivers and sky-storming mountains, brawling, pulsing fury of life—standing here with the air blowing wild and the thunder a steady salute, crowned with lightnings, he was the Teucan and a sudden drunkenness of power sang in his blood. To be a god—


  The priests formed a halfcircle about the great idol, and their chants rose loud against the hooting wind. Zacalli prostrated himself once more in front of Weber. Then he stood up, and the knife gleamed in his hand, and four huge priests grabbed the Terran and threw him across the altar stone.


  The god of life is reborn each year—but first, he must die.


  Of Withered Apples


  Philip K. Dick


  SOMETHING was tapping on the window. Blowing up against the pane, again and again. Carried by the wind. Tapping faintly, insistently.


  Lori, sitting on the couch, pretended not to hear. She gripped her book tightly and turned a page. The tapping came again, louder and more imperative. It could not be ignored.


  “Darn!” Lori said, throwing her book down on the coffee table and hurrying to the window. She grasped the heavy brass handles and lifted.


  For a moment the window resisted. Then, with a protesting groan, it reluctantly rose. Cold autumn air rushed into the room. The bit of leaf ceased tapping and swirled against the woman’s throat, dancing to the floor.


  Lori picked the leaf up. It was old and brown. Her heart skipped a beat as she slipped the leaf into the pocket of her jeans. Against her loins the leaf cut and tingled, a little hard point piercing her smooth skin and sending exciting shivers up and down her spine. She stood at the open window a moment, sniffing the air. The air was full of the presence of trees and rocks, of great boulders and remote places. It was time—time to go again. She touched the leaf. She was wanted.


  Quickly Lori left the big living-room, hurrying through the hall into the dining-room. The dining-room was empty. A few chords of laughter drifted from the kitchen. Lori pushed the kitchen door open. “Steve?”


  Her husband and his father were sitting around the kitchen table, smoking their cigars and drinking steaming black coffee. “What is it?” Steve demanded, frowning at his young wife. “Ed and I are in the middle of business.”


  “I—I want to ask you something.”


  The two men gazed at her, brown-haired Steven, his dark eyes full of the stubborn dignity of New England men, and his father, silent and withdrawn in her presence. Ed Patterson scarcely noticed her. He rustled through a sheaf of feed bills, his broad back turned toward her.


  “What is it?” Steve demanded impatiently. “What do you want? Can’t it wait?”


  “I have to go,” Lori blurted.


  “Go where?”


  “Outside.” Anxiety flooded over her. “This is the last time. I promise. I won’t go again, after this. Okay?” She tried to smile, but her heart was pounding too hard. “Please let me, Steve.”


  “Where does she go?” Ed rumbled.


  Steve grunted in annoyance. “Up in the hills. Some old abandoned place up there.”


  Ed’s gray eyes flickered. “Abandoned farm?”


  “Yes. You know it?”


  “The old Rickley farm. Rickley moved away years ago. Couldn’t get anything to grow, not up there. Ground’s all rocks. Bad soil. A lot of clay and stones. The place is all overgrown, tumbled down.”


  “What kind of farm was it?”


  “Orchard. Fruit orchard. Never yielded a damn thing. Thin old trees. Waste of effort.”


  Steve looked at his pocket watch. “You’ll be back in time to fix dinner?”


  “Yes!” Lori moved toward the door. “Then I can go?”


  Steve’s face twisted as he made up his mind. Lori waited impatiently, scarcely breathing. She had never got used to Vermont men and their slow, deliberate way. Boston people were quite different. And her group had been more the college youths, dances and talk, and late laughter.


  “Why do you go up there?” Steve grumbled.


  “Don’t ask me, Steve. Just let me go. This is the last time.” She writhed in agony. She clenched her fists. “Please!”


  Steve looked out the window. The cold autumn wind swirled through the trees. “All right. But it’s going to snow. I don’t see why you want to—”


  Lori ran to get her coat from the closet. “I’ll be back to fix dinner!” she shouted joyfully. She hurried to the front porch, buttoning her coat, her heart racing. Her cheeks were flushed a deep, excited red as she closed the door behind her, her blood pounding in her veins.


  Cold wind whipped against her, rumpling her hair, plucking at her body. She took a deep breath of the wind and started down the steps.


  She walked rapidly onto the field, toward the bleak line of hills beyond. Except for the wind there was no sound. She patted her pocket. The dry leaf broke and dug hungrily into her.


  “I’m coming . . .” she whispered, a little awed and frightened. “I’m on my way . . .”


  HIGHER and higher the woman climbed. She passed through a deep cleft between two rocky ridges. Huge roots from old stumps spurted out on all sides. She followed a dried-up creek bed, winding and turning.


  After a time low mists began to blow about her. At the top of the ridge she halted, breathing deeply, looking back the way she had come.


  A few drops of rain stirred the leaves around her. Again the wind moved through the great dead trees along the ridge. Lori turned and started on, her head down, hands in her coat pockets.


  She was on a rocky field, overgrown with weeds and dead grass. After a time she came to a ruined fence, broken and rotting. She stepped over it. She passed a tumbled-down well, half filled with stones and earth.


  Her heart beat quickly, fluttering with nervous excitement. She was almost there. She passed the remains of a building, sagging timbers and broken glass, a few ruined pieces of furniture strewn nearby. An old automobile tire caked and cracked. Some damp rags heaped over rusty, bent bedsprings.


  And there it was—directly ahead.


  Along the edge of the field was a grove of ancient trees. Lifeless trees, withered and dead, their thin, blackened stalks rising up leaflessly. Broken sticks stuck in the hard ground. Row after row of dead trees, some bent and leaning, torn loose from the rocky soil by the unending wind.


  Lori crossed the field to the trees, her lungs laboring painfully. The wind surged against her without respite, whipping the foul-smelling mists into her nostrils and face. Her smooth skin was damp and shiny with the mist. She coughed and hurried on, stepping over the rocks and clods of earth, trembling with fear and anticipation.


  She circled around the grove of trees, almost to the edge of the ridge. Carefully, she stepped among the sliding heaps of rocks. Then—


  She stopped, rigid. Her chest rose and fell with the effort of breathing. “I came,” she gasped.


  For a long time she gazed at the withered old apple tree. She could not take her eyes from it. The sight of the ancient tree fascinated and repelled her. It was the only one alive, the only tree of all the grove still living. All the others were dead, dried-up. They had lost the struggle. But this tree still clung to life.


  The tree was hard and barren. Only a few dark leaves hung from it—and some withered apples, dried and seasoned by the wind and mists. They had stayed there, on the branches, forgotten and abandoned. The ground around the tree was cracked and bleak. Stones and decayed heaps of old leaves in ragged clumps.


  “I came,” Lori said again. She took the leaf from her pocket and held it cautiously out. “This tapped at the window. I knew when I heard it.” She smiled mischievously, her red lips curling. “It tapped and tapped, trying to get in. I ignored it. It was so—so impetuous. It annoyed me.”


  The tree swayed ominously. Its gnarled branches rubbed together. Something in the sound made Lori pull away. Terror rushed through her. She hurried back along the ridge, scrambling frantically out of reach.


  “Don’t,” she whispered. “Please.”


  The wind ceased. The tree became silent. For a long time Lori watched it apprehensively.


  Night was coming. The sky was darkening rapidly. A burst of frigid wind struck her, half turning her around. She shuddered, bracing herself against it, pulling her long coat around her. Far below, the floor of the valley was disappearing into shadow, into the vast cloud of night.


  In the darkening mists the tree was stern and menacing, more ominous than usual. A few leaves blew from it, drifting and swirling with the wind. A leaf blew past her and she tried to catch it. The leaf escaped, dancing back toward the tree. Lori followed a little way and then stopped, gasping and laughing.


  “No,” she said firmly, her hands on her hips. “I won’t.”


  There was silence. Suddenly the heaps of decayed leaves blew up in a furious circle around the tree. They quieted down, settling back.


  “No,” Lori said. “I’m not afraid of you. You can’t hurt me.” But her heart was hammering with fear. She moved back farther away.


  The tree remained silent. Its wiry branches were motionless.


  Lori regained her courage. “This is the last time I can come,” she said. “Steve says I can’t come any more. He doesn’t like it.”


  She waited, but the tree did not respond.


  “They’re sitting in the kitchen. The two of them. Smoking cigars and drinking coffee. Adding up feed bills.” She wrinkled her nose. “That’s all they ever do. Add and subtract feed bills. Figure and figure. Profit and loss. Government taxes. Depreciation on the equipment.”


  The tree did not stir.


  Lori shivered. A little more rain fell, big icy drops that slid down her cheeks, down the back of her neck and inside her heavy coat.


  She moved closer to the tree. “I won’t be back. I won’t see you again. This is the last time. I wanted to tell you . . .”


  The tree moved. Its branches whipped into sudden life. Lori felt something hard and thin cut across her shoulder. Something caught her around the waist, tugging her forward.


  She struggled desperately, trying to pull herself free. Suddenly the tree released her. She stumbled back, laughing and trembling with fear. “No!” she gasped. “You can’t have me!” She hurried to the edge of the ridge. “You’ll never get me again. Understand? And I’m not afraid of you!”


  She stood, waiting and watching, trembling with cold and fear. Suddenly she turned and fled, down the side of the ridge, sliding and falling on the loose stones. Blind terror gripped her. She ran on and on, down the steep slope, grabbing at roots and weeds—


  Something rolled beside her shoe. Something small and hard. She bent down and picked it up.


  It was a little dried apple.


  Lori gazed back up the slope at the tree. The tree was almost lost in the swirling mists. It stood, jutting up against the black sky, a hard unmoving pillar.


  Lori put the apple in her coat pocket and continued down the side of the hill. When she reached the floor of the valley she took the apple out of her pocket.


  It was late. A deep hunger began to gnaw inside her. She thought suddenly of dinner, the warm kitchen, the white tablecloth. Steaming stew and biscuits.


  As she walked she nibbled on the little apple.


  LORI sat up in bed, the covers falling away from her. The house was dark and silent. A few night noises sounded faintly, far off. It was past midnight. Beside her Steven slept quietly, turned over on his side.


  What had wakened her? Lori pushed her dark hair back out of her eyes, shaking her head. What—


  A spasm of pain burst loose inside her. She gasped and put her hand to her stomach. For a time she wrestled silently, jaws locked, swaying back and forth.


  The pain went away. Lori sank back. She cried out, a faint, thin cry. “Steve—”


  Steven stirred. He turned over a little, grunting in his sleep.


  The pain came again. Harder. She fell forward on her face, writhing in agony. The pain ripped at her, tearing at her belly. She screamed, a shrill wail of fear and pain.


  Steve sat up. “For God’s sake—” He rubbed his eyes and snapped on the lamp. “What the hell—”


  Lori lay on her side, gasping and moaning, her eyes staring, knotted fists pressed into her stomach. The pain twisted and seared, devouring her, eating into her.


  “Lori!” Steven grated. “What is it?”


  She screamed. Again and again. Until the house rocked with echoes. She slid from the bed, onto the floor, her body writhing and jerking, her face unrecognizable.


  Ed came hurrying into the room, pulling his bathrobe around him. “What’s going on?”


  The two men stared helplessly down at the woman on the floor.


  “Good God,” Ed said. He closed his eyes.


  THE day was cold and dark. Snow fell silently over the streets and houses, over the red brick county hospital building. Doctor Blair walked slowly up the gravel path to his Ford car. He slid inside and turned the ignition key. The motor leaped alive, and he let the brake out.


  “I’ll call you later,” Doctor Blair said. “There are certain particulars.”


  “I know,” Steve muttered. He was still dazed. His face was gray and puffy from lack of sleep.


  “I left some sedatives for you. Try to get a little rest.”


  “You think,” Steve asked suddenly, “if we had called you earlier—”


  “No.” Blair glanced up at him sympathetically. “I don’t. In a thing like that, there’s not much chance. Not after it’s burst.”


  “Then it was appendicitis?”


  Blair nodded. “Yes.”


  “If we hadn’t been so damn far out,” Steve said bitterly. “Stuck out in the country. No hospital. Nothing. Miles from town. And we didn’t realize at first—”


  “Well, it’s over now.” The upright Ford moved forward a little. All at once a thought came to the doctor. “One more thing.”


  “What is it?” Steve said dully.


  Blair hesitated. “Post mortems—very unfortunate. I don’t think there’s any reason for one in this case. I’m certain in my own mind . . . But I wanted to ask—”


  “What is it?”


  “Is there anything the girl might have swallowed? Did she put things in her mouth? Needles—while she was sewing? Pins, coins, anything like that? Seeds? Did she ever eat watermelon? Sometimes the appendix—”


  “No.”


  Steve shook his head wearily. “I don’t know.”


  “It was just a thought.” Doctor Blair drove slowly off down the narrow tree-lined street, leaving two dark streaks, two soiled lines that marred the packed, glistening snow.


  SPRING came, warm and sunny. The ground turned black and rich. Overhead the sun shone, a hot white orb, full of strength.


  “Stop here,” Steve murmured.


  Ed Patterson brought the car to a halt at the side of the street. He turned off the motor. The two men sat in silence, neither of them speaking.


  At the end of the street children were playing. A high school boy was mowing a lawn, pushing the machine over wet grass. The street was dark in the shade of the great trees growing along each side.


  “Nice,” Ed said.


  Steve nodded without answering. Moodily, he watched a young girl walking by, a shopping bag under her arm. The girl climbed the stairs of a porch and disappeared into an old-fashioned yellow house.


  Steve pushed the car door open. “Come on. Let’s get it over with.”


  Ed lifted the wreath of flowers from the back seat and put them in his son’s lap. “You’ll have to carry it. It’s your job.”


  “All right.” Steve grabbed the flowers and stepped out onto the pavement.


  The two men walked up the street together, silent and thoughtful.


  “It’s been seven or eight months, now,” Steve said abruptly.


  “At least.” Ed lit a cigar as they walked along, puffing clouds of gray smoke around them. “Maybe a little more.”


  “I never should have brought her up here. She lived in town all her life. She didn’t know anything about the country.”


  “It would have happened anyhow.”


  “If we had been closer to a hospital—”


  The doctor said it wouldn’t have made any difference. Even if we’d called him right away instead of waiting until morning.” They came to the corner and turned. “And as you know—”


  “Forget it,” Steve said, suddenly tense.


  The sounds of the children had fallen behind them. The houses had thinned out. Their footsteps rang out against the pavement as they walked along.


  “We’re almost there,” Steve said.


  They came to a rise. Beyond the rise was a heavy brass fence, running the length of a small field. A green field, neat and even. With carefully placed plaques of white marble crisscrossing it.


  “Here we are,” Steve said tightly.


  “They keep it nice.”


  “Can we get in from this side?”


  “We can try.” Ed started along the brass fence, looking for a gate.


  Suddenly Steve halted, grunting. He stared across the field, his face white. “Look.”


  “What is it?” Ed took off his glasses to see. “What are you looking at?”


  “I was right.” Steve’s voice was low and indistinct. “I thought there was something. Last time we were here . . . I saw . . . You see it?”


  “I’m not sure. I see the tree, if that’s what you mean.”


  In the center of the neat green field the little apple tree rose proudly. Its bright leaves sparkled in the warm sunlight. The young tree was strong and very healthy. It swayed confidently with the wind, its supple trunk moist with sweet spring sap.


  “They’re red,” Steve said softly. “They’re already red. How the hell can they be red? It’s only April. How the hell can they be red so soon?”


  “I don’t know,” Ed said. “I don’t know anything about apples.” A strange chill moved through him. But graveyards always made him uncomfortable. “Maybe we ought to go.”


  “Her cheeks were that color,” Steve said, his voice low. “When she had been running. Remember?”


  The two men gazed uneasily at the little apple tree, its shiny red fruit glistening in the spring sunlight, branches moving gently with the wind.


  “I remember, all right,” Ed said grimly. “Come on.” He took his son’s arm insistently, the wreath of flowers forgotten. “Come on, Steve. Let’s get out of here.”


  I’ll See You Tomorrow


  Ben Smith


  “WAIT,” Henry Bitts said.


  They were in front of a pawnshop and Henry stood there, the new camera slung from his shoulder, his eyes unfocused, peering into some greater distance. Duane Morton paused, outwardly patient. “You said you had it figured out,” he prompted.


  “Yes,” Henry touched his tongue to dry lips, conscious of the rather seedy reflection of a little man that faced him in the pawnshop window. It had been a wonderful thing—the new Speed-Graphic bought from a year’s savings, the job with the bunch at the Globe, the friendship of Duane Morton.


  The two wonderful things in Henry’s world, Duane and Dorothy. . . .


  Henry was unconscious of Morton’s impatience as his mind turned over the hours of the past year as if they had been the pages in a book. The first and greatest scene, of course, was the memory of the day when Dorothy had agreed to marry him. Of all the men she had known . . . Duane . . . Halley . . . Shorty, the entire staff of the Globe, she had chosen an inoffensive little man who made a sometimes living in a photography shop. Henry Bitts caught his breath because the recollection was edged with pain.


  “You have a knack for photography,” Dorothy had said and Henry felt again the urgency in her voice. It had been a warm night so long ago and Dorothy had been sweetly desirable in her short-sleeved linen frock. It had been a night for dreaming and Dorothy had been the foundation for his dream. A knack for photography Henry Bitts might have, but not a knack for making money, and Dorothy’s linen dress and all the other beautiful clothes she bought back when she had been working soon became shabby. It was then that Henry had taken what little money they had and bought the camera. After that, Halley gave him a job.


  “Halley is a good guy,” Morton’s voice brought Henry back to the present. “He’ll take you back after he gets over his mad spell.”


  “No,” Henry shook his rather narrow, balding head regretfully, “there’s no chance of that.” His eyes, squinted from too many hours under a ruby light, passed over the heterogeny of the pawn shop window. “I told you I had it figured out.”


  Morton took an impatient step, swinging his broad shoulders irritably. “I’ll talk to Halley. . . .”


  “No,” Henry’s thin fingers caught at Morton’s tweeded sleeve. “No. It’s not on account of me that I hate to get fired. It’s Dorothy. You know how women are. Even with me working nights, she had the money to have a good time once in a while. And, you’ve been a good friend to us, taking her. But, it’s me . . . I mean about the pictures. There’s something about me that makes a camera act the way it does.”


  “You’re crazy!”


  Henry Bitts nodded his head wearily. “I guess I am,” he replied and again his mind looked into the past . . .


  THAT had been a honey of an angle shot he had worked out. From the roof of the tool shed obliquely centering upon the rotund figure of the Mayor, presumably doing something important about the new high school’s cornerstone. Henry Bitts could again feel the warm touch of the afternoon breeze; he had been on the day trick then; and from below the voices of the spectators had risen in a pleasant murmur. Across the field, so soon to be covered by an educational plant of imposing brick, tall grass undulated. The Mayor had turned, arm upflung, asking for silence, and Henry Bitts had tripped his Speed-Graphic. A beautiful shot.


  “Remember that, Mort?” he asked softly and wondered that his voice could remain calm. “I told you about it. But the plate was a washout and Halley thought I had forgotten to remove the lens cover and he kicked me downstairs to the night trick with Shorty.”


  “But you got a pic,” Morton protested, much as if reasoning with a child. “You simply shot too high, Henry, and missed the ceremony. You got an angle view of the field.”


  “No.” Now that Henry Bitts could see the course of the next few moments, he was calm. As calm as Duane Morton. And the suave, dashing Globe reporter was noted for his own level head.


  “I’ve always envied you, Mort,” Henry continued quietly. “I wanted to be like you, as much as I could. You made money, you wore good clothes and if you ever married your wife would have the things she wanted. Dorothy . . . she married me, Mort, but, maybe, she should have married you.”


  Morton interrupted swiftly, his greenish eyes hooded. “Don’t talk like that . . .” his words were torn apart by the thunder of a passing bus, the quick whoop of a boy on a bicycle. “You’ll drive yourself nuts. Henry, a camera is a piece of machinery and the picture it takes is what the lens sees. What if they did find a bug in the works, something about a condemned sewer, and change their plans about the high school? They had the ceremony, didn’t they? And you took a picture, didn’t you?”


  Henry Bitts felt the last of his uncertainty vanish. Morton, this brawny, handsome, well-dressed and well-paid Globe man about town . . . Mort’s voice was shaking.


  “A piece of machinery?” Henry Bitts’ voice was thoughtful. “No. Not with me, Mort. Look at this,” he swung his Speed-Graphic before him and the sunlight winked from the polished chrome. “When I push the release, something happens! I took a picture that day at the site of the new high school, Mort. I took other pictures. But, when they were developed . . .” His voice trailed off uncertainly.


  “Mort!” Henry’s face was white and his throat was dry again. All the fear came flooding back. And the horrible knowledge. “I take pictures of things as they will be!”


  “Look, Henry. I know a doctor. He’ll help you. And Halley . . .”


  “Shut up, Mort!”


  “Well, O. K.” Duane Morton looked through the dingy window of the pawn shop and was suddenly afraid. “Let’s go, Henry . . .”


  “Not yet.” Henry Bitts’ voice rose shrilly and a man pushing a street-cleaner’s cart looked up, startled. “I take a picture in the morning and when it’s developed I wind up with a shot of the same place, later. I took a snap of some swans in Richard’s Lake, two of them, and when Shorty ran the print through, there were five. The young had hatched. Oh, God . . .” There was nothing profane in the tortured word. Henry Bitts’ eyes were wet with tears. “Mort, I take pictures of the future.”


  “Easy, Henry,” Duane Morton stepped dose, placed an arm across the little man’s trembling shoulders. “Easy. It might be a good thing.” His lips were stiff with the attempt at jocularity. “Think of the killing you could make at the races. . . .”


  “Killing?”


  Henry Bitts calmed, suddenly. “Yes.” His voice was again almost toneless. “Taking pictures of the future could be very valuable, Mort. It has been to me. I’ve been working nights for weeks, kind of missed out on what was going on. I can’t be blamed, in any way, can I Mort?”


  A burly policeman walked by, twirling his night stick. He stopped behind them, his voice thick and Irish. “Your buddy sick, or somethin’ ?”


  “No. No, officer, I’m all right.” Henry Bitts waited until the blue uniform was out of sight, his eyes squinted up at Morton, watching the tinge of the big man’s exasperation and embarrassment. Henry Bitts even smiled a little. . . .


  “I even took a picture of Dorothy yesterday,” he said softly. “Mort, a picture of the future is a handy gadget. She had been out to the grocery and had her hair up in those little metal dofunnies. Before I thought I snapped her as she came in the door. Was she mad.”


  Duane Morton laughed and there was relief in the sound. Henry would be all right, now, he was just kind of a nut, that was all. A kind of a dumb nut. But why was his voice so low, choking out the words?


  “I developed the picture, Mort.” Henry swung his camera abruptly, rubbing the bright surfaces with his thumb. “You look at it while I go in here. . . .”


  And Henry Bitts handed Duane Morton the picture of Dorothy—the picture that, through some unknown alchemy, was of another time. The picture that showed a gloriously happy Dorothy clasped in Duane Morton’s arms, her full lips to his. . . .


  Henry Bitts went into the pawnshop and traded his Speed-Graphic for a gun.


  Itco’s Strong Right Arm


  Gordon Dickson


  IT WAS sunset in the city of Cinya, on the planet of Margaret IV. Flying worms tittered peacefully on the rooftops. In the buildings, female Reechi were tying their young into cubicles for the night. At the temple of the great god Rashta, a large crowd of male Reechi were munching supper as they watched Reechi priests disemboweling a slave with suitable ceremony. At the temple of the great god Itco, a rather small crowd was hopefully waiting for the handouts that would follow the harangue of the human priest now officiating at what was hopefully called evening service. Watching this proceeding with a jaundiced eye was the high priest of Itco, one Ron Baron, who, having seen quite enough, removed his attention from the crowd and directed it to a letter he had just taken from his pocket and which he was now rereading for the fifteenth time


  Dear Ron (it began)


  I look on the wall of my office and what do I see? I see one word printed there in letters of fire. And that word is “action”—ACTION—ACTION! In that word the whole policy of the Interstellar Trading Company is stated. Action makes the wheels go around. Action stimulates the native, brings in an increased flow of materials and pumps lifeblood into the Company. Action is the duty of every man-jack of us.


  Of course, some of us are more limited than others. Much as we would like to stimulate action, we are held in a position back here on Earth where we can do nothing but cheer on our more fortunate brother out on the Frontier. But we take our secondhand glory in the action he creates. Every report of action he sends in causes us to rejoice. And every report indicating a lack of action saddens us.


  I regret to say that you have saddened us, Ron. During our recent drive for a hundred percent increase of trade at all the trading stations, where were you? Down at the bottom of the list. Yes, you have saddened us. You have saddened J.B. Hering, our genial president. You have saddened Tom Memworthy, our friendly Chief of Stations. And you have saddened me, Ron.


  Come on, now, Ron, you can make that increased quota. Give it the old fight, boy. When you get up in the morning, tell yourself—“I will have action today,” and when you go to bed at night, ask yourself, “Did I have action today?” You can do it, you know you can. Don’t let those Rashta priests seduce worshipers from good old Itco. We’re all behind you, back here on Earth’, f. B. Tom Memworthy, and myself—every man-jack of us. You have carte blanche. Anything you say goes—we’ll back you to the hilt. Get rid of that Rashta opposition, root ’em out, burn ’em out. You are Itco’s strong right arm on Margaret IV, Ron, and we’re all rooting for you.


  Yours for more action,


  Bug Palet


  Assistant Chief of Stations.


  P.S.—I want to caution you, Ron.


  Don’t forget the Conventions. No rough stuff, now, with the natives. Remember, you’re not allowed to destroy any native idols, or harm any native’s faith in his own natural religion. Itco wants worshipers, but not to the extent of damaging Rashta. fust bear that in mind and go to it. We’re all behind you here, even old Kimbers, who is panting for action himself and who has asked for your job. Naturally, we all just gave him the old horse laugh. Heh-heh!


  “Heh-heh,” said Ron Baron, but without humor. He put the well-creased letter away and looked back at the crowd in the temple.


  The service was over, and from his position on a secluded little balcony behind the ltco idol—a horrendous creation having a multitude of arms, horns, weapons and teeth—he looked down and saw a heaving mass of green bodies pressing tightly around the officiating priest to snatch the highly spiced cakes he was handing out. To one side lay the pile of offerings. Not a very large pile, either. The Reechi went on the principle of what a thing was worth to you rather than worth to them. There wasn’t one of them that couldn’t stroll out, club and skin a dozen chichas and be back in time for lunch, in contrast to the most skilled human hunter who would be lucky if he got one in that length of time. But the skinflint worshipers of ltco had barely brought in a skin apiece as offerings.


  Of course, Ron reminded himself, the cakes weren’t worth anything to the humans, either—or almost nothing. Their value lay in the fact that the Reechi were not advanced enough in cookery to duplicate them. It was the one advantage that Galuga, high priest of Rashta, had not been able to steal away from him.


  Nevertheless, he found sufficient resentment to curse the ridiculous taboos of the Reechis that had, by pure chance, reserved chicha skins for god-offerings, so that a hard-working trading post official couldn’t make ordinary above-board exchanges of cakes for skins, but had to go to this mummery of a fake god and what almost amounted to a religious war.


  There was another angle to it, too, he reminded himself as he put the letter away and left the balcony by tunnel for his office in back of the temple. The hell of it was, he was growing to like the Reechi, who, except for a certain childlike bloodthirstiness and a bad tendency to shed odorous flakes of hide all over the place, were not a bad type of alien at all. And this had the result of tying his hands in certain directions.


  There were certain things a man could do and still remain, officially, within the Conventions, those rules set up by Central Human Headquarters for the protection of intelligent natives on the New Worlds. Ron knew it. The Itco office back on earth knew it, and knew-Ron knew it. And, reading between the lines of Bug Palet’s letter, Ron saw only too clearly that he was expected to do just that.


  He reached the office just as Jer Bessen, his assistant, came bursting in from the door that led to the temple floor, loaded down with the day’s gift offering of hides. Jer was a roly-poly little man with a red face made redder by his exertions, and would have looked ridiculous in his elaborate priestly robes if it had not been for a pair of very small, shrewd eyes that had already gained a reputation among the Reechi for being able to see the state of a Reechi soul, be the Reechi body ever so swaddled in clothes.


  “What’s up?” he said, dropping into the office’s one easy chair.


  Ron passed him the letter and sank into the less comfortable seat at the desk.


  “I was going to hold it back until I could figure out something,” he said. “But you might as well know it now.”


  Jer read the letter and swore.


  “That’s Kimber’s work,” he said, handing it back.


  “Kimber?” echoed Ron, straightening up.


  “Sure,” said Jer, looking at him closely. “Don’t you get it? This is his chance to get rid of you. You know both of you are in line for Assistant Chief of Stations when Tom retires and Palet goes up a notch, don’t you?”


  Ron shook his head.


  “It was office gossip just before I came out,” said Jer. “I didn’t mention it, because I figured you knew it.”


  “No, I didn’t,” said Ron.


  “Well, it’s so,” said Jer. “So you can see what Kimber’s after. By acting like he’s after your job here, he puts the pressure on. He can’t lose. If you crack, you’re out of line for the A. C. S. job. If you break the Conventions to get results, he drops an anonymous word to the authorities, away goes your Earth citizenship rights, and it’s the labor draft to the Colony Planets for you, my boy.”


  Ron’s face was grim. Jer looked at him closely for a long minute.


  “There’s things we could do—” he began.


  “Nuh-uh!” Ron shook his head with finality. “The letter of the Conventions may be stupid in certain cases, but the spirit is right, and I’m going to stick with it as long as I can.” He changed the subject. “Do we have any materials for fireworks on hand?”


  Jer scrubbed a hand thoughtfully on his round jaw.


  “We could make some simple stuff,” he said. “Rockets, roman candles, fire bombs, auroras. Anything like set pieces would take an awful lot of time.”


  “Simple stuff is good enough,” said Ron. “We’ll put on a bit of a show tomorrow night and see if that won’t lure a few worshipers from Rashta.”


  SO IT happened that at noon the next day the long trumpet of the great god Itco bellowed like a bull and Ron Baron, high priest and human went forth to speak to the people of Cinya.


  And the burden of speech was this: that the great god Itco, mightly in wrath, had been displeased with the Reechi that they did not, more of them, come and worship at his image and give gifts. Therefore, Itco would speak to the heavens, tonight, concerning his displeasure, and let those who were guilty, beware.


  And of those that heard him, there were in the crowd some who had earlier worshiped at the Itco temple and now gave all of their devotion to Rashta. Hearing, they were afraid, and ran to Galuga, high priest of Rashta, and pleaded with him to save them.


  The high priest of Rashta listened and went away for a while. Then he came back and said:


  “Itco may speak. But he will not be heard.”


  And from mouth to mouth his words ran through the city, even to the temple of Itco, and the high priest Ron Baron.


  “Now, what the devil do you think he’s got up his sleeve?” demanded Ron, pacing back and forth in the narrow confines of the office.


  “I don’t know,” answered the little man, honestly. “He can’t know what we’re planning to do. It may be no more than a bluff.”


  “It’s not like him to bluff where he stands to lose prestige,” said Ron. The other shrugged.


  “Well,” he said, “that’s all I can think of. Remember, I’ve only been out here a couple of months. Anyway, we’ll know in a few minutes—” he glanced at his chronometer—“it’s almost time to start.”


  “That’s right,” said Ron. “Where’s Jubiki?” He was referring to the one Reechi they trusted with the inner workings of the temple. Ron had fixed an ingrown toenail for him once, and he was eternally grateful—an interesting reaction, Ron always thought, when he stopped to consider other Reechi whose lives he had saved by various medical treatments, and who blithely deserted back to the spiritual embrace of Rashta the minute they were able to walk.


  “I sent him up to the roof to clear a space for the rockets,” said Jer. “Better ring for him.”


  Ron stepped over and touched a button connecting with a buzzer on the roof. In a moment there was the rattling slap of outsize Reechi feet on the stairs outside the office, and Jubiki burst into the room.


  He was a big Reechi, as tall as Ron and a lot heavier. He stood on one leg with joy at being summoned into the inner sanctum, and his wide mouth split in a sharp-toothed smile with an ingratiating desire to please.


  “Good God!” said Ron, suddenly leaping toward him. He ran one palm over a rough green shoulder and Jubiki wriggled with pleasure. “You’re wet!”


  “Rain,” Jubiki informed him, happily. You could see him making a mental note to get rained on again at the earliest possible opportunity.


  “What!” yelped Ron, and dived for the stairway. Jer followed him, and Jubiki brought up the rear. They burst onto the rooftop of the temple almost together.


  In the west, the last gleam of the sunset lit a dark and lowering sky with a weird yellow light. A few fat drops of rain splashed about them, pocketing the summed dust on the rooftop. Thunder muttered.


  “I knew it!” and, “Sq that’s it!” exclaimed Ron and Jer at once. The station chief swung on Jubiki.


  “Jubiki!” he said. “Did you or any of your people know this storm was coming?”


  Jubiki grinned in the face of the increasing wind. It was so nice to be able to tell the high priest things he wanted to know.


  “No,” said Jubiki.


  Ron and the little man looked at each other, heedless of the rain that now was beginning to fall in earnest.


  “I think I know what he meant, now,” said Ron slowly. “Whatever the talking Itco was planning to do, he knew it couldn’t compete with this thunder and rain.”


  “But how would he know?” objected Jer.


  “There’s probably ways most of the natives don’t know about,” answered Ron. “Back on Earth a medicine man used to see a slider rolling up its web, certain birds taking to cover, or notice that the fish were biting unusually well. There must be something like that here.”


  “Well,” said Jer, despondently, “let’s get off the roof before we get blown off.”


  They made their way against the increasing wind to the stairhead, and descended again to the office.


  “WELL,” said Ron, “that’s that, then.”


  The two men had been sitting up over coffee in the office while the storm rolled with a muted thunder overhead, half-silenced by the thick stone roof. For six hours they had been discussing ways and means to meet this latest setback, and now Ron had come up with one scheme that set the little man’s eyes popping with alarm.


  “You’re crazy!” Jer said. “What’s going to happen if you lose? The whole populace is liable to turn on you. Then it’s a choice between being torn to pieces or shooting your way out and fracturing the Conventions in sixteen different places.”


  Ron made an impatient gesture with his hand. “I won’t lose,” he said. “We’ll call it a duel and a test between the two gods, but essentially it’ll just be a competition in parlor magic between Galuga and myself. And if I can’t outdo a savage in that line, I deserve to be torn to pieces.”


  The little man shook his head stubbornly.


  “The risk isn’t worth it,” he said. “All that’s needed is one good bloody sacrifice with a Reechi as the piece de resistance. You know yourself that little things like that cake and the trumpets would bring them in as long as We matched Rashta in the other departments. When we don’t have sacrifices we impress them as not being—well—er—serious. I’m not suggesting we actually cut up one of the poor devils; but we should be able to fake it up some way.”


  “No,” said Ron, definitely. “A fake might clear us as far as the written rules of the Conventions were concerned, but it’s just the sort of thing the men that wrote them were against. We’ve got to lift them up to our level, instead of stooping down to theirs.”


  The other groaned.


  “Oh, well,” he said. “It’s your neck. Want me to issue the challenge?”


  “No,” answered Ron. “I think it’s best that I just wander out in front of the temple and start working miracles. Galuga’ll have to compete to save his own face.”


  “Okay,” said the little man, resignedly. “I’ll get some equipment together. And you better get some sleep.”


  It was a refreshed, but somewhat grim-looking Ron Baron who stepped out onto the broad steps of Itco’s temple the following morning. The square before the temple was full of the green Reechi, and as he appeared they drifted in to stand clustered around the foot of the steps, their interested, wide-mouthed faces upturned to him. He had been right in telling Jer that it would be better not to announce his intention. The ubiquitous and superhuman tongue of rumor was a better town crier, and the loungers in the square this morning were witness to that fact.


  Loftily ignoring the interested gazes of the crowd, Ron pulled a small table from his robes, set it up, and whipped out a cloth to cover it.


  Then he went into his act.


  IN A SMALL room of the temple, Jer sat before the message unit. He had been busy here ever since finishing Ron’s magical paraphernalia early this morning; and now the regular mail from the Itco office back on Earth was about due. So he sat deep in the chair, before the unit, his hands folded together over the dumpy stomach and his eyes half closed.


  Only someone who knew the little man intimately would have realized that he was fighting a losing battle against some overpowering anxiety. He had sat still now for a long time, and occasionally his fingers twitched in the fashion of a man who wants a cigarette, but has made up his mind not to light one. And this was surprising, because as far as most people knew, Jer Bessen did not smoke. It was not until his fingers had twitched for the sixteenth time and the buzzer on the message unit had sounded to announce that the advance pulse of a deep-space message had just been received, that his fingers went to an inside pocket and drew out a little flattened cylinder wrapped in heavy metal foil, whose further end smoldered suddenly alight as his darting fingers unwrapped it and put it to his lips.


  He inhaled deeply as a cloud of purple, sickly-sweet smoke filled the tiny room; and his face changed subtly, the tension and the amiability fading from his features to leave them hard and subtly altered. And his eyes gleamed.


  There were dope-peddlers on the Outer Planets, and men of Central Headquarters Intelligence who would have recognized the drug for what it was. . . . It went by the code name of S. E. 47 and was an almost inhumanly powerful mental stimulant. As it took effect, Jer leaned forward to the message unit, and, adjusting its tuning, brought in the message.


  There was the fading deep hum of the pulse that served as a tuning guide, and the machinegun rattle of dots on the message tape. Then letters began to click out on the tape, slowly and purposefully:


  ITCO Office, Earth, to Ron Baron, Margaret IV.


  Dear Ron:


  Ignore any earlier letters I may have sent. ltco has just been informed that Central Headquarters is considering raising the official status of Margaret IV from that of a Class twelve to that of a Class eleven planet. As this means the appointment of a human governor and the stationing of government personnel on the planet, ltco is naturally concerned. I am arriving by deep space message boat to take charge of situation. I should be on Margaret IV within ten hours of your reception of this message. Do nothing until I come. Repeat, do nothing until I come.


  Bug Palet, Asst. Chief of Stations


  ITCO.


  Jer tore the letter from the message tape. For a moment he sat there, holding it in his hands, the brain behind his little black eyes spinning at an impossible speed. Then he rolled up the letter and thrust it into the pocket of his tunic.


  He went out toward the front steps of the temple.


  AS HE passed through the front door of the temple, onto the stone porch, he stepped into a great hush. The square was packed with staring, silent Reechi, except for a short, respectful path through their ranks leading from the foot of the steps on which Ron stood to the center of the square, where in a similar circle of polite space, a tall and muscular Reechi clad in vermilion robes stood facing him. Jer hesitated, then stopped, waiting.


  The Reechi spoke, half-chanting the words after the manner of the Reechi language spoken in the temples.


  “There is no truth in ltco. There is no truth in Ron Baron, the priest of ltco. The one is a little god. The other is bleached by the sun and lies. He is a bleached player of false magic. In the temple of Rashta, the one great god, I, Galuga, high priest of Rashta, have heard of the things he does and come here to prove that he lies. Show us the magic eye, false priest!”


  And the crowd took up the cry, swelling the noise in the square until it was a tumult of sound.


  “Show us the magic eye! Show us the seer-at-distances, again, Ron Baron! Oh, priest of Itco, show us the eye!”


  For a moment, Ron stood tall and straight, facing the storm of voices. Then he reached out and whipped a cloth from the table, uncovering an object the size of a small crystal ball that stood there.


  “Behold!” he cried.


  The voices stilled into one vast gasp of wonder, for in spite of the fact that they had seen it once this morning, the small scanning unit Jer had sunk into ruby plastic was an impressive thing. It burned and sparkled in the sunlight like some gigantic jewel.


  “Let us see it work, Ron Baron,” said Galuga. “Tell us what is happening on the steps of the temple of Rashta.”


  Ron peered into the red depths of the plastic, making them wait. Unobtrusively, his hand, on the side of the unit away from the audience, adjusted its controls.


  “Three Reechi sit facing each other on the steps of Rashta’s temple,” he said. “They are talking and one has a blue cloth on his head.” Galuga’s face darkened, and there was another wondering “Oh!” from the audience. But the priest of Rashta spoke up.


  “You are fools!” he shouted to the audience. “This much had I heard of the magic eye, that it could see things that were hidden from others’ sight. But how can we know the truth of this, since none of us may check? Let the magic eye tell us something we can check.” And Galuga whirled, suddenly, pointing to a toy figure outlined against the sky on a distant rooftop. “What does that one, Ron Baron?”


  Again Ron bent over the scanner and his fingers made adjustments.


  “That one,” he announced, “lays cloths to dry in the sun.”


  “Ho!” Galuga’s shout cut across the rising murmur of the multitude. “Run, some of you, and fetch that one. We will see if the magic eye indeed saw, or whether the false priest lies.”


  From the far edge of the crowd, several Reechi broke off and went dashing off through the narrow streets. And the crowd settled itself, to wait.


  There is nothing as unnerving as a Reechi crowd waiting for something to break. Unlike a human gathering, there is no mutter of conversation, no moving about, but only the still, stark process of waiting. Watching from the shadow of the pillared porch, Jer felt an irresistible surge of admiration for Ron. For he waited as the Reechi did, straight and still as if turned to stone, through the stretching laden minutes between the departure of the searchers, and their return.


  They brought him finally, half-dragging him through the crowd, an old thin Reechi, who shook with fear at the sight of the two priests. They carried him to the empty lane between them and stood him there.


  “Speak,” said Galuga, “tell the truth and you will not be harmed. What were you doing on your roof? Were you laying out cloths to dry after watching?”


  “No, no,” quavered the old man, “I am old, I am poor. I have no cloths. Only this—” and he indicated the band of rough fiber around his middle.


  “What!—” Ron took one step forward. Too late, he saw through Galuga’s scheme. “Old one, come here to me. Look at me—


  “No,” wailed the oldster, looking pleadingly at Galuga. “I am afraid. I am poor. I have no cloths. I was just standing in the sun!”


  “The eye lied!” shouted Galuga triumphantly to the crowd. “The eye lied. The false priest lied. Itco has lied!” He raised his arms in a frenzy, beginning to move his feet in the shuffling stamping movement with which the Reechi work themselves up to a religious frenzy.


  “Don’t listen to him!” called Ron, desperately, as the dust boiled up around the other’s stamping feet. “Can’t you see the old man is terrified of Galuga? Galuga put him on the roof to be seen by me and then deny what he was doing.” His words were lost in the gathering voice of the crowd.


  Itco—has—lied,” voices chanted, taking up the refrain in time to their stamping feet. “Itco—has—lied.” Dust seethed and mounted over the crowd, hiding them from view, obscuring the square, rolling in choking folds up the steps. Jer rushed from the porch, grabbing Ron by the arm.


  “Come back inside!” he yelled over the noise, grabbing Ron by the sleeve. “They’re working up to murder!” Ron shook him off.


  “They won’t touch me,” he yelled back. “I’m a priest.”


  “Some of Rashta’s priests will, though,” shouted Jer. And, appearing like phantoms out of the yellow dust, five Reechi in vermilion robes, headed by Galuga, came leaping up the steps.


  Ron stood rooted. But Jer, whipping a tear gas grenade from his robes, pulled the pin and sent it rolling down the steps toward the charging priests. It burst, and Jer dragged Ron back from the searing fumes and through the temple door. He was swinging it shut behind them when a stone, thrown by a priestly hand, came flying through to catch Ron on the temple.


  And as the big door of the temple slammed shut, Ron dropped into darkness.


  HE AWOKE to the silence and peace of his own room in the temple. For awhile he lay still, letting the memories creep back to him, remembering what had happened the day before.


  It was all very hazy and confused. He remembered the stone flying at him. The next thing had been Jer bathing his forehead in the temple office. He had been sick and Jer had given him a drink. It had tasted good. He had had another. Jer had had one with him. He remembered reading the letter announcing Palet’s coming. After that there was nothing left to do but get drunk. They had sat in the little office, and the hours had stretched out into a montage sequence in which Jer’s black eyes stared piercingly at him across the rims of constantly refilled glasses.


  He had been telling the little man, over and over again, that he did not blame the Reechi. He did not blame Galuga. It was just as fair for Galuga to run in a ringer like the old Reechi as it was for he, Ron, to bamboozle the crowd with science of the thirty-first century. He had raved about dirty office politics and said that he didn’t want to be Assistant Chief of Sections, anyway. He wanted to stay here with the Reechi and if the office hadn’t been on his neck for more skins all the time he would have gotten along all right with the green aliens. He had sworn he was quitting the minute Palet arrived.


  Now, on the morning after, the shame of these recollections made him shudder. He dragged up the forlorn hope that Jer had been equally drunk and would not remember; and tried to make himself believe it. He sat up dizzily, and made his way to the medicine chest in the infirmary, where he washed down a hangover pill with about a quart of water. Then, feeling somewhat bloated, but better, he made his way to the office.


  JER was seated at the desk, making out grading slips on the last pile of hides they had received as offerings. Ron flopped down in the chair and watched him.


  “Had breakfast?” asked Jer, without looking up. Ron grimaced.


  “I don’t feel like it yet,” he said. “Wait’ll the pepper pill takes effect.” A short silence fell between them. Breakfast was not the important topic and both of them knew it. Finally Ron spoke out.


  “Well,” he said, bitterness creeping into his voice in spite of himself, “what’s going on after my little debacle of yesterday?” Jer shoved the slips away from him and turned.


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “Nothing?” echoed Ron.


  “Nothing,” repeated Jer, flatly. “Evening service last night was a bust. The only one who showed up was Kibuki, and I sent him on home. Nobody here this morning.” Ron smiled a little in self-derision.


  “And Palet?” he said.


  “The ship’s circling the planet,” answered Jer. “They flashed they’d be down in about an hour.”


  “That’s that, then,” said Ron, with a sigh. “Hope I wasn’t too much bother last night, Jer.”


  The little man grinned.


  “No,” he said, and added, “but you were wild. It was all I could do to stop you from writing out your resignation right then and there.”


  Too bad you did,” answered Ron. “I’ll just have to do it this morning.” Jer stared.


  “You’re crazy!” he said. “Where’ll you find another job? They’re tight as hell back on Earth right now, and you can’t keep your citizenship there without one. Not with every Tom, Dick, and Harry trying to buy his way back home from the Frontier Planets. The Reechi aren’t that bad, Ron.”


  “The Reechi aren’t that bad,” said Ron, soberly, “but the business of exploiting them is. I didn’t see what Itco was really like while I was back in the office on Earth. It made sense, then, all this conniving and bamboozling. All this taking advantage of a people too childish to understand. But there’s no point in talking, Jer. I’ll be out anyway, when Palet gets here.”


  Jer looked away.


  “Don’t get sour,” he said.


  “I’m not sour,” said Ron. “Just disappointed. I wanted to fill the quota, and I can’t. I wanted the Reechi to like me, and they don’t. I want to stay here, and I can’t. Maybe if I had the next ten years and no Itco office breathing down my neck—” He broke off suddenly. “Where’s Jubiki? I wanted him to help me pack my stuff.”


  “Jubiki?” repeated Jer, looking a little startled. “I haven’t seen him since I sent him home last night.”


  “Well, he must be here,” said Ron, annoyance edging his voice in spite of his efforts to keep it away. “He comes in first thing every morning. He must be around the temple somewhere.”


  He got up and strode out into the corridor. Jer followed him.


  “Jubiki!” Ron called. The word went bounding away down the corridor to die in the little side passages and rooms. “Jubiki!”


  The whirr of a buzzer sounded in the distance. Jer had stepped back into the room and pressed the button that sounded on the roof. The sound of his footsteps came back up to Ron in the silence that answered them both.


  “This is ridiculous,” said Ron. He looked at Jer and added wryly, “Unless Jubiki’s given me up as a lost cause, too.”


  Jer shook his head, his eyes alert.


  “He’s never missed before,” he answered. “Let’s check up and see if he’s at home.” He led the way back into the office and the large scanner set in the wall there. He spun dials and the interior of the cubicled building in which Jubiki slept came into view. Quickly the scanner’s view swept up and down its halls. They were deserted.


  “Not there,” said Jer.


  “Wait a minute,” Ron shouldered the little man aside, stepping up to the scanner. “Even if he isn’t there, the whole building shouldn’t be empty like that.” The dials flicked under his fingers and a view of the street outside took shape on the screen. It was completely empty of life.


  “By the Lord!” said Ron, between his teeth, “there’s only one place that could drag them out like that!” and the scene on the scanner spun dizzily as its view jumped wildly through the deserted streets to the Rashta Temple.


  The square was packed.


  Crowded, jammed, stifled between the buildings that hemmed it in, the green-bodied mass shifted and boiled as each individual fought his neighbor for a better view. On the steps of the temple, on the sacrificial slab of tilted stone were spreadeagled not one, but two green bodies, awaiting the knives held up by a chanting Galuga to the idol’s face, in his prayer for their blessing by the lust and love of Rashta.


  “No wonder they’re all there,” said Jer. “No wonder Jubiki deserted. Two hunks of meat for the carver!”


  “It isn’t like Jubiki,” Ron could not quite hide the touch of disappointment in his voice. “There was something a little gentle about him. He wasn’t quite as bloodthirsty as the rest. I thought that maybe—Holy Hell!”


  With one sudden savage movement he jumped the screen closer to the sacrificial slab; and the faces of the two men tied there filled the screen.


  “Jubiki!” ejaculated Jer. “And the old one that lied about you yesterday, Ron.”


  The big man had already whirled from the screen. With one yank he swung open the arms cabinet and unhooked a gunbelt, its holster jammed with the heavy shape of a twin-charge Gaussier. He slapped the belt around his waist and hooked it.


  “Get out of my way,” he said to the little man, who stood barring the door.


  “Listen, Ron,” pleaded Jer. “I know you’re fond of Jubiki. But don’t you see—the Conventions—if you use that gun—”


  “Get out of my way!”


  “Listen, Ron. Wait a second. I’ll tell you—”


  Ron’s fist moved in a blurring arc. It smashed against Jer’s head, throwing him back against the wall. He slumped to the floor, the whites of his eyes half-showing through closing lids. A little trickle of blood welled from the lower corner of his mouth.


  Ron stepped over him and was gone.


  IN THE silent office, Jer lay still for several minutes. Then he groaned and opened his eyes woozily. Pushing against the wall with one hand, he struggled to a sitting position. He wiped at the blood on his mouth, and tenderly felt his jaw. For a second he sat there, nursing it. Then he took his hand away and, throwing back his head, went off in a burst of silent laughter, which lasted for several seconds.


  Finally he sobered and got to his feet. He walked out of the office and down to the infirmary, where he washed the blood from his face and treated his jaw.


  He had just finished injecting a local anesthetic in the injured area when the message unit rang its alarm bell. He laid down the syringe and went down the hall to answer it.


  An excited voice babbled at him as he opened the receiver.


  “This is Palet. That you, Ron? Jer?”


  “It’s me,” replied Jer, shortly, and flicked on the visio. The plump, worried features of the Assistant Chief of Stations seemed to jump at him from the screen.


  “The ship’s down,” said Bug Palet. “I’m coming in by flitter to the temple roof in about two minutes.”


  “I’ll be there,” said Jer, and flicked off.


  THE flitter came down like a snowflake from the clouds. It rocked to a halt on the rooftop and the transparent cover slid back. Bug Palet stepped out.


  He was bigger and more rotund than Jer. His face was baby-round with smooth flesh, but it showed the first signs of a fat man going to pieces with worry and a bad digestion. There were crow’s-feet thick around the humorless eyes, and the skin was dark beneath them. He moved in an undignified hurry.


  “C’mon, c’mon,” he said, grabbing Jer by the elbow and hurrying him through the roof door, and down the stairs toward the office. “Where’s Ron? Better get him. We’ve got to get briefed on the situation here. C’mon.”


  Jer let himself be chivvied down to the office. But, once there, he shut the door behind them and literally shoved the other man into a chair.


  “What’s this?” the words came popping from Palet’s mouth as he bounced on the cushions. “What’re you doing? Where’s Ron?”


  “I’ll find him for you in a minute,” said Jer, without turning his head from where he was bent over the dials of the wall scanner. “He should be shooting up the temple of Rashta by this time.”


  “What?” the fat man bounced clear back to his feet on that one. “Shooting—but the Conventions! Central Headquarters on its way here! The fool! let me see!” And he shoved Jer away from the instrument.


  But Jer had already found the square in front of Rashta’s temple and the scanner showed it empty. Dust hung thinly over it in a dispersing haze. But there was no sign of life, Reechi or human, and the sacrificial slabs were empty.


  “What happened? What happened?” demanded Palet excitedly.


  Jer told him.


  The fat man turned livid with anger. He became so angry he forgot to jitter, and his voice slowed down to a thick, malevolent crawl.


  “The stupid hick!” he said. “That’s what comes of taking on a colonial. You didn’t know he was born on the Outer Planets, did you, Jer?”


  “Yes,” said Jer.


  “Huh?” said Palet. “I thought he was too ashamed to tell anybody. Well, it doesn’t matter. He mucked up old ltco, and Itco’ll muck him. I’ll see he loses his Earth papers for this! I’ll see he’s deported! Where the hell is he now? Find him!”


  Jer spun the scanner dials and gave a low whistle of surprise.


  “He’s coming back to the temple here,” he said. “There’s a crowd behind him.”


  “C’mon!” said Palet, leaping for the door. “Show me the way to the front of this shack!”


  Jer led him forward through the building and out to the wide stone steps.


  “Here he comes,” said Jer.


  A MOB of shouting Reechi boiled into the square, following the old one, Jubiki and Ron. The tall Earthman led the procession, and he walked like a conqueror across the square, to the foot of the steps, and up to stand facing the two men there. And for a minute the two of them found themselves at a loss for speech.


  Ron was a wild and wonderful sight. His priestly robes had been ripped to tatters, one eye was black, his lip was cut and an assortment of other cuts and bruises were scattered over his face. But his smile was jaunty.


  “You look like hell!” said Jer, his voice cutting through Palet’s babble of astonishment.


  “That’s nothing,” answered Ron. “You ought to see Galuga.”


  “Galuga!” exploded Palet. “Then you didn’t shoot him? You fought with—with—”


  “Four falls, catch-as-catch-can,” grinned Ron. “For the first ten minutes it was all I could do to hold my own. Then I got in a lucky kick at his head. He came right back at me, but after that science began to tell. The third time I knocked him out they couldn’t bring him to again. Want a blow-by-blow description?”


  “But the crowd—” stammered Palet, waving an incredulous hand at the gaping green faces that pressed to the foot of the stairs.


  “All for Itco now,” said Ron. “I should have done it long ago. The trouble was, we were being too subtle for these Reechi. The simple thing was to fight it out. If I won, naturally, my god was stronger. If he won, his was. Why complicate the matter? All Itco needed was a display of the effectiveness of his strong right arm—yes, you fat skunk—” said Ron, turning suddenly on Palet and waving a brawny fist under the fat man’s nose. The startled Assistant Chief took an abrupt step backward. “There’s the strong right arm you were talking about all the time in your letters. Take a good look at it. I suppose you want to fire me now?”


  “Why—” blurted Palet. “Beating up a defenseless native—the Conventions—”


  “Cut it out,” said Jer, speaking up. “Galuga may have been smaller, but he outweighed Ron by a good forty pounds. And these Reechi are made of spring steel.”


  “Well,” the words came reluctantly from Palet’s lips, and he darted a poisonous sideglance at Jer. “I suppose—if the Conventions haven’t been broken—maybe we could keep you on, Ron. Of course, there’d be a reduction in salary and a few minor changes, but—”


  “I’m glad you said that,” answered Ron, his voice rising. “I’m very glad you offered that. Because now I can tell you I don’t want your stinking job. And I don’t want my Earth citizenship any more, either, because as soon as I get home, I’m applying for a settler’s permit and coming back here. So, when the Commission arrives, I’m going to testify to just what a trading outfit like Itco does to get its skins on a planet like this, and you can kiss your trading rights good-bye!” He was shouting by the time he finished, and Palet’s face was crimson.


  “Why, you muddy-faced swamp-baby!” screamed the Assistant Chief. “You think you’ll come back here, do you? You think you’ll testify against Itco? Why, we’ll bring so many charges of mismanagement and cruelty to the Reechi against you that you’ll never outlive your forced labor term on the Colony Planets. Why, we’ve already got those letters you sent back to the office faked up so that—” he stopped, suddenly, aware that he was saying more than he had intended.


  “Go on,” said Jer, smoothly, “so that what?” Palet turned on him like a wounded bear.


  “What’re you sticking your oar in for?” he roared.


  JER grinned and took off his nose.


  Palet and Ron gasped together. Jer ignored them. Calmly, as if he was an actor removing makeup in his dressing room, he continued to strip off portions of his features. The lashes came away and parts of cheeks and chin. The plump lower lip was peeled away to reveal a thinner one underneath.


  “If you want to be uncomfortable,” he said, conversationally, turning to Ron, “try wearing skin plastic night and day for a couple of months straight.” His shrewd eyes, that were all that remained familiar about his features, bored into the big man.


  “Allow me to introduce myself,” he said. “Cay Retver, advance agent for the Commission on Margaret IV.”


  “But you—” stammered Palet, “you’ve been with Itco for years.”


  “The real Jer Bessen has, of course,” answered the little man. Even his voice, Ron noticed fascinatedly, had changed. It was crisper now, charged with the tones of authority. “He stopped off on his way out here at Government request. He’s vacationing on Arcturus III at the moment.”


  “You,” the fat man choked. “You were sent here to spy on us, on Itco. We’ll file protest. We’ll claim bias, we’ll—”


  “No,” said the other, coolly, “not at all. My job here was only to survey the native situation and check on the qualities of Ron.” His eyes swiveled to the young human. “Being planetary governor on a Class Eleven planet is a big responsibility. Think you’d care for it, Ron?”


  “Huh?” said Ron, his face showing the dazed expression of an improperly poleaxed steer.


  “I said,” repeated Cay, speaking slowly and clearly, “would you care to accept the position of Governor of Margaret IV? I have the power to make the appointment provisionally, and of course the Commission will confirm it, since there’s no competing candidate.”


  “I think I’m probably dreaming, said Ron dizzily, “but I’ll say yes, anyway.”


  “Good,” Cay smiled and took him by the elbow, turning him toward the Temple. “You and I had better get busy, then. There is a lot to be done before the Commission arrives.” Ron followed him dazedly.


  Palet, coming to himself with a start, dashed after them, clutching Cay just as they reached the temple door.


  “But what about us?” he demanded squeakily. “What about Itco?”


  Palet was feeling weak.


  “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” said the little man, pausing. “The matter’s entirely out of my hands. After all, whether Itco retains its trading permit here, and what’s done about its practices in the past, is up to only one man—the new governor. I suggest you—” he stopped suddenly.


  “Ron,” he said, pulling the other around.


  “What?” said Ron, still half-dazed, but turning obediently to face him.


  “Look down,” said the little man. “I’m afraid that strong right arm of Itco is going to be needed again. Palet’s fainted.”


  It’s Magic


  Larry M. Harris


  “AND now,” said the thin man, “I would like to present a show of wizardry which, I am sure, none of you has ever seen before.”


  Gravel was bored. He sat in his back-row seat and watched Robert Feuermann go into his act on stage. The next time I get tricked into going to one of these conventions, he thought, glaring at Colonel Kroll sitting Napoleonically next to him, I’ll know it. Never again.


  He looked at his watch. Twenty-three eleven. And I have to be home early, damn it. Up and on the job early tomorrow, inspecting grave sites.


  Oh, well. It’s a steady job. And I’m the foremost probability scientist in the world. Human, gnome, or other. Tm even getting to like my insane superior, he mused, staring at the blank countenance of Colonel Kroll, head of Gnome Intelligence.


  “With this cantrap,” Feuermann said, beaming at the audience and rustling a paper nervously in his hand, “I will make the auditorium disappear. Not, you understand, to our eyes—but, to the outside onlooker, we will be removed from the known universe. The fourth dimension. . . .”


  Oh, fine, Gravel thought wearily. Reading it forwards, then backwards, sending some of us outside to see—though I suppose you could get the same effect by looking out the windows—now we’ll never get home. Another half-hour at least. Fine. Great.


  His eyes roamed wearily around the audience as his mouth opened in a gigantic yawn. I shouldn’t be up this late, he thought. Not on a working day. I ought to be home in bed by this ti . . .


  He sat up in his chair and began to take notice. About eight rows in front of him sat a Vision. Colonel Kroll swung around in his chair and hissed. “The performance, it interests you, mon vieux?”


  “Well,” said Gravel, “not the performance on stage, exactly. Look there.” He indicated with a nod of his bulbous, gnomic head.


  “Ah!” said Colonel Kroll. “It has been a long time since I have seen anyone who with Josephine matches. But she is here.”


  “Josephine?”


  “My—my former wife. In my other—ah—existence, mon petit.”


  Oh, yes, Gravel thought. Former existence. Our little transmigrated Napoleon. “Well, she matches up to anything I’ve seen,” he said. “After the show, we must get to talk to her.”


  “Mais oui!” Kroll enthused. “She seems most interested in the tricks of magical, No?”


  “A little too interested. Maybe she’s Feuermann’s wife or something. That would be the last straw.”


  “What is this with straws?”


  “Well, if I have to sit and listen to that idiot making an idiot out of himself on stage, I can at least get a little profit out of the evening without him butting in.”


  “Ah,” said Colonel Kroll.


  Feuermann was still talking. ” . . . but first, for those of you who remember any of your advanced Calculus courses, there are certain mathematical expressions of a four-dimensional space which are of interest here. Some expressions of the type . . .” and he was off into the wilds of mathematics. Gravel followed him grimly for a few minutes, and then gave up with a snort.


  “D’you understand what he’s talking about?” he hissed.


  “Most assuredly not. Is it that you think that he does?”


  Gravel choked back a laugh. “Maybe he doesn’t, at that. He doesn’t seem to know much else, though, and everybody has to know something.”


  “It is not of necessity. If you remember the beautiful Irma . . .”


  Gravel remembered. Irma was beautiful, certainly, but behind the facade of face and figure she had a blank. Her brain was nonexistent.


  Gravel pointed again with his head. “But she’s even more so that Irma.”


  “Certainement.” Which might mean that she has even less so, mon vieux.”


  “I hope not,” said Gravel, leaning back.


  Feuermann went on and on.


  A FEW long-haired wizards in the first few rows applauded. Gravel peered at his watch and saw that the time was twenty-three fifty. Oh, fine, he thought. I can get home in about another half-hour. Now we’ll get to the magic proper.


  Feuermann, looking like an undertaker, bowed and grinned to the audience. “Now, for those of you who would like to leave before—ah—before the hall does—” He waited for the laugh and got it. Gravel obliged with two grunts and sat grimly. “—if you will exit quickly now, so that you will not hold up proceedings too much. Thank you.”


  No smoking in the orchestra, Gravel thought. This is ridiculous.


  Feuermann waited until the last straggler had gone out through the open door into the forest beyond. Then he said, “If the rest of you will move towards the windows, and the telepaths attach your minds to someone inside the building—as I have already explained, the warp will prevent your keeping contact with the outside.” Again he waited.


  Damned fool, Gravel thought. He’s losing his audience, what there is left of it. He sidled to a nearby window and hopped up on the sill. He peered out for a minute, then looked around to see the Vision standing next to him.


  Whee! he thought. Here we go!


  “Enjoying the show?” he said.


  “Why, yes, I am,” she answered. A voice, too, Gravel thought. Whee! It was couched in an educated tone which betrayed at least some college training. Maybe, he thought, some of it sank in. Though after seeing Irma, I shouldn’t be too hopeful.


  “I just came out of curiosity. My boss—that tall gnome over there—dragged me down.”


  “Oh,” she said. “What kind of work do you do?”


  “Probability Scientist,” he said, making it sound important. “And the name is Gravel.”


  “Oh. Mine’s Elsie. Elsie Janeway. I’m a salesgirl—that is, that’s my job. I qualify for the convention by being a were-butterfly. You must do fascinating work.”


  “I—yes. But—you know, I’ve never met a were-butterfly before.”


  “Well—”


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Feuermann bellowed. “If you will all be quiet for a minute while I set up the continuum. . . .” He waited, and rattled off a string of gibberish.


  “Ordinary stuff,” Gravel hissed. “Demonikae. I’d have thought he’d use something special, at least.”


  “You must know a great deal about magic, Gravel,” she said.


  “Well, I—” he said, blushing under his coppery complexion.


  “Hey!” somebody screamed. “Look!”


  “Well,” said Gravel, “he’s done it. In spite of his obvious incompetence. In spite of his amateur tendencies. In spite of the fact that he couldn’t materialize a demon in Hell.”


  “Is he really that bad?” Elsie said.


  “I think so. Not that I’m an expert, but I can usually tell a good act from a bad one.”


  “Really? Because he’s my cousin.”


  “Oh,” said Gravel. I knew it, he thought sadly. Too good to be true. “Look out there.”


  They peered out the window at the blackness where there had been trees and forest a minute before.


  OUTSIDE the windows and the open door, there was nothing. Not even the black of night, or the strange blackness of soot-filled air—not even black at all. Just a complete emptiness, a space of no-space, of no air and no breathing, of no movement and no living, of vacuum without anything to relieve its blank majesty forever to the limitless ends of it. It pressed at the air and space inside, trying to get in . . . it was invisible, impossible, and horribly real.


  Gravel cleared his throat. “Quite a view,” he said.


  “Is it not, mon vieux?” said Colonel Kroll. Gravel spun around and stared.


  “I have been standing here, my little one, but you have not observed me. Which is natural when you are with such an evidence of envelopment talking to such a sweet young lady.”


  Gravel shrugged his shoulders. Intelligence Service! Oh, well. “Colonel Kroll—Elsie Janeway. She’s Feuermann’s cousin.”


  “How happy I am to meet you.”


  The Colonel executed a little bow. “You remind me of Josephine.”


  “Josephine?” Elsie said, turning to Gravel.


  “Napoleon’s wife,” he whispered. “Kroll thinks he was Napoleon in some previous transmigration. Batty as a bedbug.”


  “But—why couldn’t he have been?”


  Oh, great, Gravel thought. “No reason. Except that he acts too French to be French, if you see what I mean.”


  “But he still might be, mightn’t be?” Elsie persisted.


  Feuermann interrupted them. He walked over, said, “Hello, Elsie,” and peered out into the nothing.


  “Hello, Robert,” she said. “You know, this is quite a bit of magic—even though my friend here doesn’t seem to agree with me.”


  “I didn’t—” Gravel said helplessly.


  “Ah,” Feuermann said, stooping low and opening the window with a grandiose gesture. “Perhaps you think I am tricking you? Well, go on. Take a better look. Go ahead.”


  “But I—” Gravel said.


  “Go ahead. Don’t be frightened. Take a better look.” Feuermann gestured outside with the hand that was holding the cantrap—the hand that had been holding the cantrap. Gravel made a dive for it and missed, nearly losing his balance. Colonel Kroll whipped out one Gallic stream of profanity and was silent. Feuermann stared at the window for a second and whispered, “It’s—gone. I—I let it drop.”


  Gravel said, “You mean to say you don’t remember it? Any of it?”


  “I—I never thought—”


  “Of course. That’s obvious. You never do, I imagine.” Gravel, enraged and a little scared, was taking it out on the nearest participant. “They shouldn’t allow incompetents like you to play around with dangerous stuff! Why couldn’t you stick to rabbits out of a hat or simple demons?”


  “Don’t mind him, Robert,” Elsie said. “He’s just childish. We can get out.”


  “Childish!” Gravel exploded. “Do you know what we’ve got ourselves into? We can’t get back unless your cousin here decides to remember the cantrap—which isn’t too likely. If we stay here, we’ll die—probably from mob rioting when this crowd realizes what’s happened to it. And if not that, then some of you have to breathe—most of you, as a matter of fact. And this air is liable to run out in a very short time. We’re in a sealed bubble and the air is limited as Hell. Childish! Okay—but all us little kids are going to go on a nice long trip in a little while unless we can get out of here—and I don’t see how we’re going to manage that. I don’t feel much like transmigrating at present, and there are those present—you two among them—who don’t even have that to look forward to.”


  Elsie gulped and turned pale. “Robert—is he right?”


  Feuermann nodded his head slowly. “And it’s all my fault.”


  For a minute, there was silence. Then Elsie turned flaming eyes on Gravel. “Can’t you see he’s bad enough off! Can’t you leave him alone! What good will it do, kicking him now he’s down?”


  Gravel blushed again. “I guess—I’m sorry, Mr. Feuermann,” he said.


  “Call me Robert,” said the tall wizard grandly. “We’re all in the same fix. But if that crowd realizes—”


  Colonel Kroll spat, “Betes!” into the silence. Elsie turned mollified eyes towards Gravel. “You said you were a scientist. Can’t you get us out of this?”


  “Without equipment, I can’t see how. If I had my crystal ball—” he shrugged.


  “But assuredly he will get us out,” Colonel Kroll chipped in. “He has me pulled out of a greater than this. The case of one M. Riw. . . .”


  “Huh?” Feuermann said.


  “Never mind. This is no time to bring up the case of one little gnome I had to help transmigrate. He and Irma don’t concern us now. And there is more than one to consider.”


  “All of us,” Elsie breathed. She shivered. Gravel restrained himself from putting an arm about her. “All of us,” he said savagely. “What do we do now?”


  “Wait,” said Colonel Kroll.


  They waited. Feuermann and Gravel sat and stared into the crowd and thought—or tried to think. So little time, Gravel realized. So little time.


  TWENTY-FOUR five. Maybe fifteen minutes left, Gravel thought. Maybe half an hour.


  Elsie was standing next to him, wiping his wrinkled brow. He thought: I can’t fail now. I’ve got to get us out. Elsie thinks I can do it; I can’t disappoint Elsie.


  Suppose I sent somebody outside? Maybe he could find the paper, bring it back—it couldn’t have gone far. But that’s impossible. Nobody’d take the risk. Even though nothing could happen to them, of course—I think. They’re not part of the continuum, so the continuum couldn’t have any effect on them.


  But who? Sounds sensible, but who would do it for me? Even Colonel Kroll wouldn’t risk it; Feuermann might, but I wouldn’t trust the damned fool out of my sight. Even if he is Elsie’s cousin. And Elsie stays here. My inspiration.


  “Mmmm,” he said, closing his eyes.


  “What?” Elsie said. “Have you—”


  “Not yet. But if only one more thing falls into place—” He was stalling, and he knew it, but . . . “I’ll tell you what you can do. It’ll conserve the air some. Wait a minute—” He struggled to his feet.


  “Ladies and gentlemen!” The crowd was a little uneasy; they knew by now, they must know, but thank God they were still calm. “Many of you here are were-things or are in other ways capable of change. If those of you who can will do so now—I have hopes of conserving the limited air-supply—we are in no danger, of course, but it is always best to be safe. Thank you.”


  Elsie stood up, straight and tall, and then began to melt into a dot in mid-air—a dot which sprouted many-colored wings and began to flutter about his head, fanning it with her wings.


  ” Magnifique!” said Colonel Kroll, walking over. “Even changed, she makes my mind to be baptized.”


  “Huh?”


  “Baptized. When you look into someone’s eyes and everything it goes black and you do what he says. Always you do what he says, think what he says to think. . . .”


  Oh, my God! “You mean hypnotized?”


  “Oui,” said Colonel Kroll, inspecting the butterfly with pursed lips.


  “I’ll bet. She makes me a little dizzy, too.” Gravel started to walk away; the butterfly followed him. Suddenly he whirled. “Colonel Kroll!”


  “Are you a good hypnotic subject?”


  “Not of the best, mon petit. But why do you ask?”


  “It doesn’t matter. For the glory of Gravel—and to save some of these people—you will be hyptoized.”


  “But—I do not understand—”


  “Good. Now just sit down there and stare at the light. Just relax. Stare at the light. There is nothing else in the room but the light. Nothing else in the room but the sound of my voice. Just stare at the light. . . .”


  TWENTY-FOUR thirty.


  “. . . in the room but the light—you are asleep. Completely and deeply asleep. You will do whatever I say. Whatever I say—stand up.”


  Slowly, with a strange swaying, Colonel Kroll stood up. Gravel beamed.


  “You will walk to the door of the auditorium. You will walk to the door of the auditorium. Walk.”


  The gait was shuffling and uncertain, but there was no question about it; Colonel Kroll was walking. He stopped at the entrance to nothing.


  “You will go outside,” Gravel said.


  One slow foot went over the threshold. Colonel Kroll stopped.


  The butterfly flitted up to him and began to inspect his still frame. A wingtip brushed the edge of the nothing outside the door. . . .


  The butterfly hung suspended in mid-air. Kroll, Gravel saw, was absolutely still, not even blinking.


  “Feuermann!”


  “What is it?”


  “My God! Look, man! They don’t move! The Colonel and—and Elsie. Miss Janeway. They don’t move!”


  “Well? I could have told you that. The continuum has no effect on them—you know that, as I have explained.”


  “Yes—but I thought—”


  “You didn’t think.” Feuermann almost smiled. “If the continuum has no effect on them, how can they have an effect on it? How can they move through it? How can they do anything in it?”


  Gravel stared. “But you—you stuck your hand out the window. So did I. And nothing happened.”


  “Of course. The cantrap protected us. When it fell—well, we can’t move out of here. That’s all there is to it. You’ve got to do something, you and your hypnosis—”


  Fie hesitated for a moment.


  “Look. Don’t get mad at me. I didn’t do it on purpose. For the sake of God, who started this whole mess, anyway? You with your amateur clumsiness. . . .”


  “Okay. Just find a way.”


  GRAVEL cupped his chin in his hands and thought. Colonel Kroll’s voice was running through his head; poor Kroll, stuck out there and not even knowing, not blinking, waiting for me to get somewhere with this . . . poor trusting Colonel Kroll. His voice came back: “. . . she makes my mind to be baptized.” Baptized. Poor Colonel Kroll. A tear rolled down Gravel’s cheek and he wished Elsie were there to brush it away. But she’s waiting, too. I have to do something. And fast.


  But it was no use. Relentlessly, the voice circled in his mind. ” . . . when you look into someone’s eyes and do what he says. Always you do what he says to do and think what he says to think. . . .”


  It took a second to register. Then, suddenly, he had it! “Feuermann!” he yelled.


  “What?” the tall man said, coming over.


  “Now look. I want you to stare at that light. Just relax and stare at the light. The light is the only object in the room. Just keep staring at the . . .”


  “Sorry,” Feuermann said. “That won’t do. The cantrap doesn’t protect me any more, and . . .”


  “Nothing like that. Believe me, I’m the only one who can get you out of the unholy mess you’ve got all of us into.” (“All of us,” Elsie’s voice said, but he could ignore it now. He had what he needed.)


  “Well . . .” said Feuermann.


  “Good. Now sit there and relax. Good. Stare at the light. The only object in the room is the light. There is nothing in the room but the light. The only object. . . .”


  ELSIE stared out the window at the dark leaves of the forest. “But—I don’t understand. You did it, somehow—but how?”


  Gravel put his arm around her. She didn’t seem to mind. “Come on, then—I’ll walk you home. I’ve got to get up early tomorrow.” They started out the door, Colonel Kroll silently dogging their footsteps.


  “Well,” Gravel said, “It was simple. You see, under hypnosis you can remember anything you’ve ever seen. And Robert had seen the cantrap. So I made him see it again and read it backwards, and—here we are. See?”


  “It’s wonderful. How did you ever think of it?”


  Gravel beamed, then tried to look modest.


  “Well, you can do anything when you have to.”


  “I think it’s wonderful.”


  “Magnifique,” said Colonel Kroll, under his breath.


  Gravel turned around, glared, and then winked meaningfully at the Colonel.


  “Aha!” said Kroll. “I must take another path here. I will leave you.” He disappeared into the forest.


  Elsie came closer. “You know,” she said . . . “I’m sure he must have been Napoleon.”


  “Uh-huh,” Gravel said. “Maybe.”


  We Are Here


  Algis Budrys


  
    
      
        
          	
            . . . The world, which seems

            To lie before us like a land of dreams,

            So various, so beautiful, so new,

            Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

            Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help from pain;

            And we are here as on a darkling plain . . .


            —Matthew Arnold,

            Dover Beach

          
        

      
    

  


  I


  THE car came up Eighteenth Street from the West Side Highway, crossing Tenth Avenue, and, because of the trailer truck standing in front of the diner, had to be parked in the darkness that lay up the street. Kelly Marquis noticed the car and stopped. He watched a man slide out from behind the wheel and stand with his keys in his hand, obviously debating locking the door. He shrugged, left the door unlocked, and went into the diner.


  Marquis matched the gesture.


  Still, the unlocked door would save him thirty seconds’ trouble.


  It was not the car, as a car, that so much interested him as did its sleek newness and the unusual flavor of its styling. The engine’s preternatural quietness, too, had been another of the faintly-felt cues that had decided him. For the past month, he had been paying attention to such details with all the concentration of which he was capable.


  There was something about the design of that car. . . . It was a new Cummings ’58. He had never seen one before, but the national magazines had carried enough advertising to make him completely familiar with the whippet grace of its body. Marquis had a flair for design, and the first painting of that dully gleaming machined-aluminum cowl had sent his hand into his pocket for a comparative examination of the tool which he now held in his artist’s fingers.


  That tool, too, had been nationally advertised as an all-purpose household item, and bore a familiar name—and the one he had was capable of things which, had they been included in the advertised list of applications, would have sent the company’s production facilities into overload frenzy in an attempt to keep up with the demand.


  For instance, this: He had walked around softly to the driver’s side, opened the door gently, and slipped in. Now he touched a small push-pull switch on the tool’s tapering barrel, and a slim plastic blade licked out. He pushed the blade into the ignition lock, felt a momentary quiver as the blade remolded itself, and then the lock turned.


  Marquis shook his head slightly in wonder that familiarity had not lessened, and reached out to touch the starting button.


  There was a fumbling at the door beside him. He looked up, his face white, his neck muscles vibrating at the frantic snap of his head, and saw the car’s owner.


  An alarm! he thought. This isn’t a normal car. It had some kind of a supersonic or radio alarm. . . .


  “What are you doing?” the man exclaimed, his voice almost as surprised as if it were he who had been trapped.


  “I—” Marquis gestured hopelessly, feeling the gray beginning of helplessness sapping at reflexes that, a moment before, had been humming with confident efficiency.


  The man’s eyes followed his gesture. The tense face relaxed, and the surprised and—Marquis realized with a start—desperately worried voice now became relieved. “Oh. I thought. . . .” The man’s smile was embarrassed. “You’ll admit, the probability is low, with so few of us here,” he said in the typical reaction of a man who has almost made a fool of himself.


  Human, Marquis thought. Human all the way through. It was that which had thrown him off. He had not expected the man to be anything like it, and, as a corollary, had not expected a human being to react in guilty fear. Nor had he expected this final twist, but his trained reflexes seized on it even before he had time to formulate the situation logically. His own startled glance had followed the man’s to the tool in his hand. He realized that its possession was some kind of passport. And, with that realization, he knew what his course of action would be.


  “My fault,” he said, wondering what he was actually apologizing for. “I should have told you, but there wasn’t time.”


  “Of course.” The man was now displaying his understanding. “Then, there’s an emergency.” May-I-help-in-this-glamorous-undertaking?


  Marquis’ thoughts raced through his mind like a silent avalanche. “We’ve got to get uptown immediately.” Urgent-enterprise-necessitating-immediate-and-drastic-action. Casual-assumption-of-cooperation-instantly-forthcoming. Slight-air-of-privilege-granted.


  Whatever the car’s owner may have been engaged in, he was no less human than any of the other people who had furthered Marquis’ enterprises in the past.


  The man nodded enthusiastically. “Certainly. Would you like me to drive?”


  Marquis nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I think that might be best. Take the Highway again.”


  He pushed himself into the right-hand seat as the man climbed in, reached out to put his key in the lock, smiled, with a special grin for Marquis, dropped his keys back into his pocket, and pulled the car away from the curb. He tramped down heavy-footedly on the accelerator, and took the corner of Eighth Avenue with a screech of his tires.


  Marquis added another item to his information file. Whatever the man had been up to, he was as susceptible to the example set by crime dramas as anyone else.


  Already, the problem of having been discovered in the act of automobile theft had lost its crash priority in the methodical organization of his thinking. He had been handling this man for the past five minutes. He could probably continue to do so indefinitely. Now, the question of greatest importance was that which, in a generalized way, had drawn him to the car in the first place.


  What was the man, where had he gotten the car, and, since man, car, and Marquis’ tool all apparently came from the same place, and the tool was itself remarkable, what was the car capable of? And, of course, once that was learned, how could he best benefit by the information?


  “By the way, my name is Erm Martin,” the man volunteered as he lurched the car out of the Twenty-third Street ramp onto the highway.


  Erm? Ermmanuel? Ermsworth? Ermintrude? Marquis kept himself from frowning. Coupled to a perfectly acceptable surname, it might be indicative of no more than a spark of individualism on the part of his parents. On the other hand, it might be a code, a title, almost anything equally dangerous not to recognize.


  “I’m Kelly Marquis,” he said finally in a significance-laden voice.


  Martin once more bore out the years through which Marquis had taught himself applied psychology. He nodded wisely. We-both-know-better-but-if-you-say-so. . . .


  And a correlative section of Marquis’ mind supplied the key to Martin’s actions. Marquis leaned back and turned his head slightly to look at the never-surfeiting spectacle of night-lit New York as the car passed along its flank.


  During the war—almost four years, now—there had been other people who might have been brothers to Martin. They, too, had been perfectly ordinary people catapulted into situations for which they had been somewhat prepared, but in whose potential reality they had not truly believed except in their innermost wishdreams. The fifth columnists—or, rather, the quasi-columnists who had run the errands while their more prosaic and infinitely more effective professional counterparts did the damage. Marquis remembered one such. Under the impression that he had actually been entrusted with the transmission of vital information, he had decoyed the counterespionage away from the true channel, and had eventually stood up to be shot, imperturbable in his calm knowledge that he was a martyr to his cause.


  And the logical extension was. . . . If Martin was the subordinate, then, obviously, Marquis was his superior.


  And so, with the advantage of his supposed authority to fall back on, Marquis felt confident enough to probe further.


  “I hope I’m not interrupting some important mission of your own?”


  “Mission? Oh—I see what you mean.” Martin had looked puzzled for a moment, and Marquis had felt the first rivulet of the familiar wash of failure, but now his features cleared, and Marquis could feel the luxury of annoyance at his own lack of confidence.


  “Oh, no, nothing important,” Martin went on. “I was just coming in to check our local outlets. I’m Distribution Manager, you know.”


  Ah. A distribution manager. But what did the man distribute?


  The car passed Seventy-second Street, and there was the park to Marquis’ right, and the shimmering river below and to the left. The car ghosted over the smooth highway, and Marquis slid down until his neck fitted itself to the curve of the seat’s top. He sighed. There was something about the silent motion, the shadowy landscaped slopes, and the overhang of lighted buildings in the night. This was the work of Man the Improver, Man the Designer. Or, why be vague? This was the finest of Man, and Marquis could never experience it without feeling that it was in things like this that the peculiar creature came closest to his destiny.


  “I’ve never met a Security man before,” Martin suddenly said, blotting out Marquis’ heedless mood. Enough of it remained so that a curious lethargy overlay his mental reaction.


  So, he was supposed to be a Security man. Security of what?


  “Um.”


  The noncommittal answer brought a quick reply from Martin. “I’m sorry—I didn’t realize you were concentrating. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


  Marquis waved a negative hand. He smiled. “As a matter of fact, I was simply enjoying the scenery. Don’t get much of a chance to look at it, ordinarily.”


  Martin shrugged. “It’s nice enough, I suppose. But it’s nothing like Helm.”


  “No, no, of course not,” Marquis said. The car shot onward.


  “Where should I turn off?” Martin asked.


  Once more, Marquis had to be annoyed at himself. The fact that he was in complete control of Martin had filled him with the satisfaction that such things always brought. To take the highest animal in the world and trap him in the very weaknesses that were his human heritage; to snare a man in his own psychological twists—that was hunting. But, in the heat of the chase, the hunter must not forget that he is himself human.


  Control Martin though he did, he did not control the situation—he did not, except within limits so general as to be tenuous, even know what the situation was. And now, the very vagueness of that hastily thrown-forth word, ‘uptown,’ had doubled back to disconcert him at a time when the answer should have been immediate, crisp, and specific.


  “George Washington Bridge cutoff,” he said. “Up Broadway. We’ll turn off into Inwood. I’ll fell you when,” and only then realized that the answer had been immediate, crisp, specific—and implicit in that supposedly random uptown,’ for he did have a definite destination in mind. The almost sensual warmth of his confidence beat through his body.


  “Only human,” eh? It was a phrase that entered his thinking very often. Only human. If the mealy-mouthed philosophers and apologists could see me now—if they could sit in a circle around me, invisible and impalpable, while I’m in the middle of taking off a score!


  Watch me, you doddering fools! he exulted. The characteristic that distinguishes man from every other beast is his mind. This is his weapon—the weapon that flung him up to the top of the heap. But so few of you are as clever as I—clever enough to use that weapon against other men, clever enough to study its strength and weaknesses and to use both to my advantage.


  Against animals, men used their minds. But, against each other, they fought like animals. And all the animals were helpless against the man who used his mind to its fullest potential.


  Even so strange an animal as Martin.


  He noticed the pressure of metal against his side and shifted his position slightly. “Handy things, these tools,” he said, apparently making conversation, and, as usual, operating on two other levels at the same time. Aside from the probe for information, there was the genuine love for efficient gadgetry—and always, as there had been for so many years, the deep feeling of admiring self-appraisal at the dexterity with which his mind wove its patterns.


  Martin nodded, his expression falling into the I’ve-got-something-to-do-with-that pattern which was as old as human vanity.


  “Yes,” he said. “We began distribution on the prototype this year, as you know. By next year, we’ll be ready to release the real thing. Give these people a little time to adjust to that, and we’ll try them with something else along those lines.” He chuckled. “As a matter of fact, our sociologists are already alerted, and champing at the bit. I’ve got to admit, I’m rather curious myself as to what happens to an interdependent technology when its small-tools industries collapse.”


  And that, Marquis thought, fitted the pattern too. He had no why’s or how’s as yet, but the what of the situation was becoming less and less obscure. Somewhere, gadgets were being manufactured, and smuggled into the world’s technology. Hence Distribution, and hence, to guard against exposure, Security.


  That gave him the lead into his next remark.


  He nodded. “That’s what the trouble is tonight,” he said. “A few months back, one of the real models was stolen. I’ve just located the man who has it.”


  And Martin brightened. “Oh, that case! Well, you’ve certainly taken a load off my mind. I’ve been told about it, of course—warned to act in accordance, as a matter of fact. One of your men, wasn’t it? Had his pocket picked on a bus, as I recall.”


  Marquis nodded carefully. “That’s the one,” while his mind jumped. For that was, precisely, how he had acquired the tool. It looked like any of the mass-produced ones that were on sale in the specialty and hardware stores—except that all the others were simply cleverly nested screwdrivers, wrenches, and pliers.


  “I never could understand that thief’s motive,” Martin went on. “Unless, of course, he simply reached in and grabbed. Why should anyone steal something if he thought he could buy it for two and a half dollars?”


  Well, he might be attracted to gadgets, and might feel that as few things should be paid for as possible, Marquis thought, but said “That’s one of the quirks of the criminal mind.”


  “I suppose so. But I’m glad that Fix-All’s coming back where it belongs, for the time being. Particularly since it’s been in a criminal’s hands. Every time I thought of what might happen if their police apprehended him with it. . . . Brr!” He turned the car into the bridge cutoff with a twitch of his fingers.


  Marquis shook his head in the darkness of the car’s interior. So it had been one of their Security men. He pictured the undercover search that must even now be going on for him. He had no idea of how efficient Security was, of course, but, apparently, the automatic safeguards by which he kept the usual police forces from finding him had also served to throw Security off his track.


  The car would be another matter. A small wave of relief swept over him as he thought of what would have happened if he had succeeded in stealing it. With the alarms it carried, Security would have been on his neck almost immediately.


  Now, he could devote perhaps twenty minutes to a swift examination, no more. But then, if the car was not the source of information he had expected it to be, the driver certainly was. And what he had learned was enough to lead him still further.


  Which brought him back to the problem of Martin. The man could be told the tale indefinitely, it seemed. Here was the epitome of the mark who could be taken for every cent in his pocket and then sent home with full confidence that he would return with more before the ink was completely dry on his mortgages. He sighed. Well, if nothing else, he had a tip on how the hand-tool industry was going to go.


  But that was a sideline—a minor sideline, he catalogued. The tool was only a small representation of a technology, hidden away somewhere, which, if penetrated and properly exploited. . . .


  Admit it, no matter how much he rationalized, it was not the profit involved that was primarily tempting him. It was the old fascination of the chase, and something else, too—something there had never been before—the promise that, directing this enterprise, was an opponent worthy of him.


  But Martin definitely had to be kept from turning the chase too uncomfortably near his trail. Marquis sighed again. It was against his emotional grain, even if his intellect could find no equally efficient course.


  “Take a left,” he said. Martin touched the wheel, and the car swung into a street that topped a small park covering the slope between that street and the one below. The street was dark, with thick trees fencing in the streetlamps. The park fell away to the left; and there were no buildings on that side, of course. The houses across the way, farther up the slope of the hill, had their windows blocked off by foliage.


  “All right, you can pull up here,” Marquis said. Martin stopped in the street, and, after looking around for himself, and deciding that nobody could see them, touched a lever on the steering column. The car rolled sideward until its tires touched the curb.


  Um, Marquis thought. Martin, again with that special, abashed grin, put his key in the ignition and turned the motor off.


  “Come with me, will you?” Marquis said, doing what his intellect told him was inevitable even while his emotions tried to block his tongue. Martin, excited, got out as Marquis reluctantly walked around to his side.


  “Where does he live?” Martin asked. His eyes were shining. Here, at last, in his humdrum distribution job, were romance, glamor, and excitement.


  Marquis, oppressed, shook his head. “He doesn’t live here.” Martin frowned in puzzlement. “Doesn’t live here?”


  Marquis grimaced at the gape of the man’s expression. The revulsion he had felt was suddenly intensified, and re-directed. Lord, how many slow-witted fools did you make?


  “Asa matter of fact,” Marquis explained condescendingly, “He lives on Nineteenth Street, a block away from the diner where I took over your car. He has an occasional meal in that very diner. Coincidence, eh?”


  “B—but, I don’t understand. If he doesn’t live around here, what did you want to come for? Is he near here now?”


  Marquis’ sense of the melodramatic was highly developed. “Very near,” he said, and struck Martin down with the hard edge of his palm, snapping the man’s neck and sending him flopping down into the gutter under his car.


  Marquis’ calm eyes surveyed the park, the street, and the buildings. Nothing stirred. The tree-gauntleted street was dark, and at the foot of the hill was the end of the Eighth Avenue subway line, from which a man might reach any part of the city and be lost, untraceable, from even such a search as an alarmed and angry Security might institute.


  He had allowed himself twenty minutes. Even though there was no sign of life or discovery at the end of that time, he did not dare exceed the limit. He broke off his attempts to disconnect the car’s radio, slid out, and closed the door gently, stepping over Martin’s body.


  He stood still for a moment.


  His pockets were as full as he dared to make them—too much bulge in the faultlessly tailored suit might be remembered by someone sharp-eyed. He glanced around once more. A car was coming down the street from the top of the hill—someone had brought a girl home, probably—but the danger was as real as though it were a police car. He stepped hastily back behind a tree until the car was past, and something tumbled out of his pocket, unnoticed, to lie under the tree until it was found in the morning.


  II


  TUCKER MCBRIDE let the chair take all his weight and bulk, feeling the foam rubber mold itself so that it held him firmly and comfortably. He looked across the desktop at Inspector Morris, watching the deepening lines of tension begin at the corners of the man’s nostrils and grow out to bracket his mouth as he read McBride’s report.


  “And that’s all, is it?” Morris asked, looking up.


  McBride nodded. As always, Morris’ violent approach to every problem struck him with a slight but definite impact. He was not a nervous man, but he consistently acted as though forty-eight hours’ work had to be done in every twenty-four. Which, McBride decided with a quiet grunt, was probably true.


  “What about that counterfeit registration?”


  McBride shook his head in frustration. “It’s good. It’s perfect. Paper, watermark, printing—even the MVB stamp. The number isn’t duplicated on any genuine registration. But Albany doesn’t have a file copy.”


  “Clerical error?”


  McBride nodded. “I’d say so—but it’s the same story on tire driver’s license and the plates. They’re perfectly genuine, but Albany’s got no record of any of them.”


  “Still a possibility.”


  McBride felt the first trace of subliminal bewilderment. Morris sounded like a man who was chasing rainbows in an attempt to ignore the cloudburst. Then he caught himself with a thrust of guilt. Morris’ attention to the apparently trivial possibility was one of the things that had made him a top man. But McBride had to point out that the address on the license and registration was an empty lot.


  Morris acknowledged the fact with a nod. “All right. But check with the Cummings people to see who sold him the car. Where is the car, anyway?”


  “Labs,” McBride answered. “Fresh prints all over it. Two sets. One’s Martin’s, the other’s strictly unidentified. We haven’t got ’em, and neither do FBI or OCD. Telefaxed ’em into Defense, in Washington. No word, of it yet.


  “What about this lighter?” Morris asked, dropping the report with an exasperated gesture.


  McBride took the dull-finished metal block out of his pocket and handed it to Morris, grunting as he stretched. “Found ten feet away from the body. Same prints as the car. Lab’s all through with it.”


  Morris turned it over in his fingers. “Butane?” he asked.


  McBride grunted audibly. “Uh-uh,” he was forced to contradict. “One of those flameless jobs. It’s a block of metal. One bright face. Touch a cigarette to it, and inhale.”


  Morris looked at it thoughtfully. A faint air of abstraction hovered around his eyes, as though the lighter was only a convenient object for concentration while his thoughts were occupied with something else.


  “How did you know it was a lighter?”


  “Trademark.”


  Morris turned the lighter over again, then nodded. “Etched in the finish. Good make.”


  McBride frowned. Morris had begun the session characteristically enough, but now he seemed so preoccupied with something else that he was paying hardly any attention at all.


  “Looks like it, first glance,” McBride half-agreed. “But it’s not Welington. It’s Wolingten.”


  Morris did not seem to look closer, but he said “So it is. Cheap imitation, do you think?”


  “Don’t know,” McBride said. “Remember the story of the time the Japs re-named an island so they could stamp their stuff ‘Made in USA’ ? But that’s quite a lighter. No place to refuel it. No lid, no push-button. Just a block of metal. What’s it an imitation of? Had twenty or thirty lighters in my life, I guess—can’t resist a new model—never heard of one like this.”


  “It works all right,” then?”


  “Oh, yeah, it works. One of the lab boys tested it. Saw the trademark, figured it for a steal, looked like a flameless, so he tried it. Says he’d like to have it back, if he can. Kind of excited about it. First flameless lighter he’s ever seen without an air intake.”


  Morris smiled and shook his head. “He’d better go find himself another one. But I can understand why he wants it. We’re a culture of gadget addicts, Tuck.” He looked fondly at the block of machined aluminum in his hand.


  McBride, at a loss, coughed uncomfortably.


  Morris looked up, then smiled with a twist of his lips. “Sorry, Tuck. Not very much on the ball this morning, am I?”


  McBride could only shrug.


  Morris snapped back to business. “All right, I’ll hang on to this—it might be a lead, and it might not. I’ll see if it correlates with the lab reports on that car.” He swung the lambent fire of his eyes directly on McBride. “I want those reports coming in to me directly, Tuck.” He held up a hand. “I know, Tuck, I know. Don’t tell me you can handle them. I know you could, but you won’t be here to do it. I want you out with the rest of the boys, and I don’t want you back until this killer’s been caught. I want you to hit hard, and hit with everything we’ve got. One thing—I want this boy alive. But I want him. I want him badly. Okay?”


  McBride grinned, relieved. “Okay!” he said, taking fire from Morris’ drive. “I’ll be checking in once in a while.”


  Morris nodded. He was already buried deeply in a re-reading of McBride’s report.


  McBride’s grin widened. Morris was back up to form, and everything was going to be all right.


  MORRIS put the report down as soon as the door closed behind McBride. He rubbed at his eyes and sighed. He had been up all night, waiting for Martin to Check in safely. And then the routine report had come in from a prowl car, and, as the supplementary reports had been filed, each inexorably pointing to a conclusion that McBride’s comprehensive report confirmed beyond a doubt, the cloying despair had reached out and tangled him until he could only sit where he was and hope his face did not betray as much as he thought it did.


  What had Martin been doing in Inwood? He shook his head in tired incomprehension, and pushed his chair back. He stood at the window and looked out.


  There it was. Manhattan. New York City. Not Helm, no. Not low houses, set in spring-soft lawns, not thick-leaved trees that held swings and hammocks. But this was the source. This bustling factory, this proving ground. This was where the swings and the hammocks came from.


  Martin’s murderer had to be found. There was no guessing what had lured the man into Inwood, but the killer’s subsequent actions had been too purposeful and systematic to be those of a casual thief. The car had not been ransacked, it had been stripped. Heaven only knew what the unknown adversary had taken. The lab reports might show it, but, without the technicians knowing what should be there, the chances were low.


  But that was not the greatest difficulty. There would be trouble enough in altering the reports, but, at least, he’d kept them out of McBride’s hands.


  But how was McBride going to catch the killer without finding out as much as the man himself knew?


  Martin’s wallet, with all its cash intact, had been left behind. But his watch and fountain pen were gone—as well as any other gadgets he might have been carrying.


  The adversary had to know quite a bit. He almost had to be the same man who had stolen the Fix-All. Otherwise, there was no pattern at all, and there had to a pattern, somewhere.


  He thought of what would happen if the man, whoever he was, broke through the careful barrier that had been set up between New York and Helm. He thought of low houses and green lawns. Up to now, they had been safe. How much longer would that safety endure?


  He turned back to the desk, picked up the outside phone, and dialed a number.


  “Pan-Europa Imports?” he said when the call was answered. “This is Mr. Helm. H-E-L-M. I’d like to speak to Mr. Courcy.” He waited for the manager’s, “Courcy, Mr. Helm.”


  “Security,” Morris said bluntly. “Authorization follows. The Wolington lighters are to be marketed immediately.”


  “Without Welington’s releasing the model they’re supposed to imitate?” Courcy was incredulous.


  “Order. Get your advertising section cracking on a revised campaign. This is emergency. I want those lighters in the drugstores within two days.”


  “Well, all right, but—”


  “Would you want to be lynched?”


  There was a choked whistle at the other end of the line. “That bad?”


  “Yes.”


  Morris answered impatiently, and cradled the phone.


  Well, there it was. The first panic move since the beginning. With knowledge of the lighter so diffused that it could not possibly be suppressed, there was only one way to keep word of its uniqueness from spreading—and that was to make it no longer unique.


  He half-turned and fed a sheet of paper into his typewriter. Heaven only knew what the repercussions would be in Planning when this report came in. But, damn it, Earth was his responsibility, and the move had to be made, plan or no plan! He had to do something about it.


  As he typed, he drew small comfort from the thought that the killer was groping as blindly toward Helm as he and Tuck were searching after him. Like two ignorant armies, he thought. But how much brains or firmness of purpose did it take to set off the bombs last time


  III


  KELLY MARQUIS looked at the pairs of objects on the kitchen table, and at the smaller group of single items.


  Two Fix-All hand tools. Two fountain pens, two wristwatches. And three single items: a key ‘ring,’ a fingernail clipper, and a comb.


  One of the Fix-Alls was the one he had acquired on the bus. The other was the standard item, bought an hour ago on the way back from the jeweler’s where he had ‘matched’ Martin’s watch and pen, but no one could sell him an alnico key ‘ring’ or a fingernail clipper that bore vague resemblances to a pocket pencil sharpener. No one sold a comb that exuded a light trace of tonic as it was passed through the hair.


  He frowned at the ‘ring.’ It was almost as hard to separate the keys from each other as it was to pull them off the coin-shaped magnet that held them. The pencil-sharpener-clipper seemed like an impractical idea. The hair tonic comb? It was perhaps the best of the lot, and a potentially cumbersome thing even then. It reacted to resistance against the teeth. He could visualize what would happen if it were put in a hip pocket.


  Failures? Experimental models? If Martin had been in charge of distributing foreign gadgets, it was perfectly logical that he might have been indulging in some personal testing. Or, Marquis decided on further thought, he might simply have been transporting original models into New York for duplication at factories located in the city. What better way to camouflage them?


  Foreign? Was that the word? Marquis ran the tip of his tongue over his grimacing upper lip. Martin had been a peculiar duck—peculiar in his absolute contrast to the subtly alien flavor of the items he distributed. There had been nothing, absolutely nothing out of the ordinary about the man. And yet, he had been driving a car that, Marquis was convinced, had never seen the inside of the Cummings plant.


  The design, though. Cummings was coming out with that body design. They’d gotten it somewhere—and it stemmed from none of their previous models. Marquis knew, beyond a doubt, that when he discovered the source of Martin’s gadgets, he would know where Cummings had gotten their design, as well. And that design was radical. No one had ever curled a fender into that slashing curve before. No windscreen had ever quite flared as that one did. Not on a Cummings, not in Detroit, not in Italy—not anywhere on Earth.


  But that problem had to be temporarily dropped as insoluble on the basis of present data. He picked up the two Fix-All’s.


  Holding them this way, he could see no difference in them. The one he’d had all this time was no more worn than the other. The brand names were the same. Both were machine-turned aluminum alloy—a harder alloy than any of which he knew. They were the same in size—but one had half again as many working heads retracted into the barrel. Those extra heads provided all the reason for a Security man’s carrying one. Marquis smiled. The same reasons insured that he would devote all his strength and ingenuity to avoid losing it.


  But the Fix-All was a familiar miracle. The watch and pen were not. He put the tools down and picked up Martin’s watch. It was a Chronometre—a ‘Swiss’ brand that, up to now, had restricted itself to the $7.95 drugstore trade. The ‘duplicate’ from the jewelry shop had cost fifteen dollars. Apparently, Chronometre was moving up. But, if they ever marketed the model that Martin had worn, they could command almost any price they asked. Martin’s watch had a dummy stem, nor was there any way of opening the back. The case was an apparently solid block of machined aluminum alloy. There was no way to either wind or service the works—but, in the twenty-four hours that Marquis had had the watch, periodic checks had confirmed that there was something within the casehumming quietly, relentlessly, as though it would never stop.


  The pen had a tapering barrel that ended in a rounded-off point. The model from the jeweler’s ended in a ball. Martin’s did not. It was a solid length of dyed aluminum, and, where the twist-top of the standard model simply retracted the ball, it was a color selector on the pen Martin had carried.


  Marquis cracked his knuckles. There was a pattern here. A standard model was made up, marketed, and allowed to be generally accepted. And, meanwhile, vastly improved versions which, on the surface, were identical with their prototypes, were already in existence, waiting to be released. What was it Martin had said, in relation to the Fix-All? “We began distribution on the prototype this year. By next year, we’ll be ready to release the real thing. Give them a little time to adjust, and we’ll hit them with something else.”


  But where was the purpose? Were they deliberately trying to wreck Earth’s industries—or was it only New York’s industries, or wasn’t that it at all? And why this rigamarole? Who were they?


  There was another facet to the problem—and an interesting one. All the brand-names on the gadgets were old and familiar ones. No one could have pirated them in extensive use and not drawn a howl of protest from the legitimate owners.


  He had a glimpse of factory after factory, its ownership usurped by something alien, and the chill wind laid its icy hand on the back of his neck.


  He pounded his fist into his palm. If he could have removed that car’s radio. . . . But he hadn’t had time to find the proper head on his Fix-All. If he hadn’t lost that lighter somewhere, the loss wouldn’t have been so great. He was almost positive there had been something strange about that hastily-read brand-name. Something that should have been a clue, if he only hadn’t been such a careless fool.


  But he had lost his chance. He didn’t have that wafer-thin radio, and he didn’t have the lighter. He had no lead, to opening through which to infiltrate this complex undertaking that was creeping into the structure of his society. He had missed. Someone else would find out, and someone else would reap the reward. Someone else would engage that marvelous adversary—and lose, as anyone but he was doomed to lose.


  Marquis’ mouth twisted in robbed bitterness.


  TUCKER MCBRIDE stared down at the drugstore display case. There was a cheaply printed card at the head of the case. In red letters, it advertised “Your Choice—98¢.” The case was full of lighters exactly like the kind he had found near the unknown man’s body. He cursed, turned to his assistant, and pointed at the case. “There it goes, Fred. Higher than a balloon. There’s a million of those things.”


  The assistant grinned sourly. “Well, what’d you expect? The guy was a walking blind alley.”


  “He wasn’t walking when we found him,” McBride said.


  “Yeah,” the assistant answered. “Now, suppose you tell me why he was killed. What was there about him that made somebody break his neck?”


  “I don’t know,” McBride said. “But if he was to walk out of the morgue and come up to me now, I’d break it again.”


  Morris crumpled the laboratory reports in his hand. They were worse than he’d expected. One of the technicians—the same one who’d been so enthusiastic about the lighter, obviously—had apparently gone over the car from stem to stern, taking it to pieces as far as he could, improvising tools and dismantling even some assemblies that no Earthly wrench or screwdriver could have opened.


  Morris looked at the list of findings again.


  The car was assembled out of die-stamped and machined aluminum alloys. (See list attached below, together with sublist of tentative classifications for alloys unknown to this laboratory.) The tires were plastic, as were all other non-metallic components. (A parallel footnote was indicated.) Wherever a casual inspection was liable to be made, the assembly techniques had been similar to standard procedures, but this was far from true in the less accessible components. No tool had been able to remove the cylinder head. Apparently the engine was a solid aluminum block. This, of course, was impossible. The radiator was not a radiator in the sense that automotive engineering had come to understand. It was some type of recirculation mechanism. The fan was a dummy, as were the spark plugs. There was an electrical system, of course, but it avoided the ’battery’ entirely, and, while the flow of current did originate in the generator, or what resembled a generator, there was no means of confirming this conjecture, for neither the generator nor the ‘battery’ could be disassembled for inspection. What looked like power-assisted steering, was, loosely speaking, just that. The steering wheel, as it was turned, brushed a contact across a circular array of switches, and the turret on which the engine was mounted and from which the front wheels were suspended was shifted the corresponding number of degrees. A similar arrangement at the rear axle made it possible to drive the car sideward. In fact, there was a master switch which performed this action instantaneously, once the car’s forward motion had been stopped.


  Controls were standard. Some of the indicators, of course, were dummies. The car radio, in place, looked perfectly normal—but did not extend through the dashboard. Apparently, it was as thick as its projection from the dash—¾ in.


  And the gas tank was a dummy.


  No identification had been made on either set of fingerprints. No additional sets had been found.


  Morris threw the report into his wastebasket. He opened a drawer and took out a laboratory report form. Reaching under the body of his typewriter, he switched the typeface to one that approximated the lab typewriter’s, and, stopping frequently to search for the proper technical words, began to fake a perfectly normal report.


  He could only be grateful that the only people who knew about the car were the lab technicians. Even the squad that had responded to the prowl car’s original report had, naturally, not performed any examination of its own. That was the police lab’s job, and it always did a good one.


  Morris nodded in the solitude of his office. The lab technicians were top grade. Give an Earthman something to tinker with—a problem, an idea, a piece of machinery—and he did not rest until he had taken it down to the smallest components he could.


  He sighed—as he was sighing so often, these days. Martin’s death had been like a cobblestone dropped into the delicate symmetry of a beautiful and crystalline structure. The loss of the Fix-All had been nothing compared to it. Now, the structure was in mortal danger of collapse, and he, the man entrusted with its maintenance, was forced to buttress here and mend there, replace this, alter that, and with each desperate move he made to preserve the whole, some part was flawed.


  He had authorized the premature release of the Wolingten lighter. Now Welington had cancelled their plans to issue their own model—the model the Wolingten was intended to ‘copy,’ and he knew their engineers were working day and night to improve their product to a point beyond that which the Helm attained.


  And they would do it. The entire purpose of the Wolingtens was lost—and Welington’s legal department was quietly scouting Pan-Europa. If the import company had to be abandoned, a year’s work was lost.


  All because Martin’s killer had dropped the lighter. That much had been done by sheer accident alone. Now, Martin’s deliberate killing, and his abandoned car, meant that the lab personnel would have to be scattered, each technician on an apparently logical excuse, but with the entire move ready to be bared as a deliberate suppression at the first serious investigation. And so flawed was the structure of Helm’s organization that the first suspicious touch would send it shattered into agonizing ruin, and all Helm with it.


  Morris ran his hand over his eyes. It couldn’t go on. Martin’s killer—no, he was more than that, he was far more dangerous than that—the Adversary had to be found.


  KELLY marquis looked at the display on the drugstore counter and almost laughed aloud. For the past two days, he had been dogged by the sluggishness of his thinking. His walk had been heavy-footed, and his face had been set in the stiff mask of a peculiar withdrawn expression that epitomized all his emotions. But now, all this was magically gone as the sudden tidal wave of returned confidence smashed through his body and left him dazzlingly alive.


  It was a victory. A victory! A sacrifice to save a queen in check, at least. He must have dropped that lighter at the very scene of Martin’s death. The police must have found it, and his Adversary, whoever he was, had been forced to hide that vital clue.


  Clever, he thought. Hide the tree in the forest. Probably, the police now thought that Martin had picked the lighter up at a store that had received its supply somewhat early. They might try checking that. Well, let them.


  He had forced the Adversary’s hand. Forced it to move so that, in protecting itself, it also protected Marquis. The police were farther away from him than ever. It was one thing to pursue a case with what looked like a valuable lead. When the lead was destroyed, so was some of the drive—and the chances of something significant actually turning up.


  And the Adversary had also marked his own trail with his desperate action. Marquis rummaged idly through the lighters until at last he found one whose color matched his suit. He picked it out, and laid a dollar on the counter.


  “Clever things, these,” he said to the clerk who took his money. He smiled confidentially. “I was wondering who supplies you with them.” Another dollar appeared in his extended fingers. The clerk look at him suspiciously.


  “Purchasing department buys ’em. I dunno. Why?”


  Marquis’ smile became even more secretive. The dollar lay on the counter. He reached into his pocket, and there was another dollar. “As a matter of fact—” he chuckled “I own part of a concern that handles a line of similar items. I’m rather curious as to how these people manage to make a profit at so low a price.” Now, there were three dollars on the counter in front of the clerk.


  Marquis could almost have repeated the man’s thought word for word. His expression was as readable as that.


  Feeling it in the pocketbook, huh, moneybags? Somebody’s undercutting you. Okay, I’ll tell you—why not? And I hope you eat your heart out.


  “Says ‘Pan-Europa Import Company’ on the boxes,” he grunted, and gathered up the money.


  Marquis smiled broadly. It was amazing to what chords the mind of a man would resonate. “Thank you very much,” he said. The clerk turned to wait on another customer. Marquis put five more of the lighters in his pockets. “Ah, yes, thank you very much,” he repeated under his breath, and walked out of the drugstore, humming. Under the circumstances, it would have been impractical to stay and look up ‘Pan-Europa’ in the drugstore phonebook.


  IV


  MORE and more, as he tried to make sense out of the Inwood murder, Tucker McBride found himself wondering just what he had gotten into. The whole thing should have been just a routine case—but the first urgent reply from the motor vehicle bureau in Albany had taken it completely out of that class, and with each new development, the case had become more and more of a groping attempt to encompass something infinitely involved.


  It had begun with the car—a new model. One that couldn’t have been sold more than a week or two before. But the serial number that Morris had read off to him from the lab report had led to a baffled man in Detroit who took him out to his garage and showed him the identical number on the engine of a new, powder-blue, not cream and rust, Cummings Javelin.


  Martin himself had never been registered at birth anywhere in the United States, Canada, Mexico, or Cuba. He had never signed his name to any official document except that spurious license and registration. He had never married, had never been arrested, and had never, anywhere, been fingerprinted. He had not earned a salary, had filed neither Federal nor State income tax returns, had never been classified for Selective Service, had never volunteered for or been a member of the armed services, held no Maritime Union card, had never attracted the attention of the FBI, the Secret Service, any of the military intelligence services, or any congressional committee. In short, the man had never officially existed—except that the Department’s handwriting experts insisted that ‘Erm Martin’ was not an alias, or that, if it was, it was so habitual as to have as much validity and long standing as any true name. There had been no deliberation, no suppressed nervousness in those two signatures. They had been no deliberation, no suppressed nervousness in those two signatures. They had been smooth, confident—as though Martin had been signing that name all his life.


  To what? McBride thought. What was he signing his name to? If I knew that. . . . He shrugged. It would be an accident if he ever did.


  There had been the lighter. For a day and a half, it had seemed like the one thing that distinguished Martin from any other dead man in the world. And the lighter had turned out to be a dud. Fred was checking the distribution on that, trying to find out where Martin had picked one up. But that was almost a desperation gesture.


  The other set of prints had been as useless as Martin’s. They could be checked against those of all criminals as they were arrested on other charges. But that was as bad as Fred’s checking the lighters. It was a routine move, and enough routine moves eventually produced a result through pure chances, but that result could never be counted on. Besides, whoever had killed Martin had followed a peculiar behavior pattern. It had not been a revenge killing. It had been neither brutal nor violent enough. Instead, it had been precise, dispassionate—a means to an end.


  To a chance to search the car? Maybe. But, in that case, what had Martin been carrying? The lab reports, again, indicated no traces of anything unusual in the car or in Martin’s clothes. Papers, then? Information? Some small item, like the lighter? Martin’s wallet had been left behind. One key was in the car’s ignition. But there had been no other keys, no comb, no watch.


  McBride frowned. No watch? Martin had been dressed like a business man. No pen, either.


  That was a false note. He played it over in his mind. Nothing taken, except, perhaps, small pocket accessories. What was it Morris had said? “We’re a culture of gadget-lovers?”


  Gadgets. The lighter. Dropped accidentally, or simply discarded as unsuitable? Incapable, say, of concealing a roll of microfilm.


  McBride’s sleepy eyes began to glitter. There was the key to the killing. It had been a move of convenience—a means of removing opposition to the attainment of a purpose, or an item of importance. A soldier’s killing. Or an undercover agent’s. A move of war. McBride thought of all the factors in the case which he had previously reviewed, and now they fell into a logical order.


  Martin had been an agent for something. A man with no past, no present—only a purpose, whatever it might have been. And someone, as anonymous as he, had intercepted him. It had been the convergence of two opposing clandestine purposes.


  And now McBride thought of what the world had suffered in the war only four years past, and felt his hackles rise. T was on again. The game was begun anew, and the rockets would ravish the shrieking air again, the cities would burst and burn, and there would be refuge for the human race nowhere on the face of the agonized globe that had given it birth.


  The lighter. He’d said it himself. “Remember the time the Japs. . . .” It wouldn’t be they, this time. The natural alliance that locked the Pacific from Alaska, down the Kuriles and the Japanese home islands, that expanded to include the Phillipine Republic and swung back to cover the Pacific Islands Territory and the Hawaiian Commonwealth was too secure, too mutually advantageous.


  No, that lighter had come out of Europe, somewhere. And now McBride decided to check that distributor again, and this time not for the purpose of finding out where and when the lighters had been sent, but where they had been obtained.


  KELLY MARQUIS knew that he had almost no time to spare. He himself was not in personal danger of discovery—the only possible lead to himself were his fingerprints, and he was perfectly sure that they were not on file anywhere. If he were somehow caught, they would be a confirmation of his guilt, certainly—but, if he were caught, no such confirmation, or lack of it would make any difference.


  Security? Security—the legendary Security, which hasn’t made a significant move yet, he parenthesized—had no more than the police, and lacked the official arm’s ability to use the resources of the Federal agencies.


  No, it was not apprehension for himself that put the power of desperation behind the swing of his arm. It was the knowledge that Martin’s car was at the police laboratories—had to be—and that Helm, whatever Martin had meant, was in danger of discovery. And this was something that Marquis did not want to happen. If it did, it would destroy his monopoly of knowledge about its abilities and techniques. And if that happened, all the possibilities that Marquis had envisioned from his first awareness of the Fix-All’s unheard-of properties would be lost, and he would have to go back to life as it had been—a succession of skirmishes with the idiots who thought that life gave up its good things without a struggle, until the day came when a mark more stupid than the rest gave up all hope of his own dignity for the sake of seeing Marquis sent to prison.


  That Martin, for example. Just intelligent enough to understand that if he became alarmed, toward the end, it would be an admission that he had been made a fool of. So his dignity had not permitted alarm, and he had tried to salvage something of self-respect by following a line of thought based on something that had never been a fact. If he had been too dull-witted to make the subconscious computation, he would have panicked—turned and run, perhaps, and lost his sense of his own intelligence, and lived. As it was—how dignified is it, to lie in the gutter like a felled animal?


  Marquis swung his arm again, and once more the lighter was flung out of his hand and against the wall. It struck, putting a fresh chip in the stucco, and clattered to the floor. Once again, he picked it up and touched the cigarette’s end to its bright face. He inhaled, and the acrid taste of the re-lighted cigarette filled his mouth.


  He spat the smoke out of his throat, and stubbed the cigarette out. He threw the lighter again. And this time, at last, its case abraded and the finish battered, it failed to light.


  Marquis rammed it into his pocket impatiently, and put on his coat. It was time—time to move, time to reach his objective before the police blundered on it. He had thought the lighter would never break.


  His feet beat impatiently on the stairs—not nervously, impatiently, he told himself, and his steps were hurried as he walked out into the street. He reached the corner of Twenty-Third Street before he found a cab on Ninth Avenue, and, by the time he gave the driver Pan-Europa Imports’ address, his voice had the faintest sign of an edge on it that should not have been there in the voice of a man who had already defeated the Adversary once and knew exactly what he was doing so that he could win again.


  THE telephone rang on Morris’ desk, and he picked it up as he picked up telephones thirty times a day.


  “Inspector Morris,” he said.


  “Inspector, this is Mr. Helm,” the slightly unclear voice spoke at the other end. Morris reached down and touched the switch on the telephone terminal box, and a recording began to feed a dummy conversation into the line while he gave a half-turn to the ear and mouth pieces of the handset.


  “All right now,” he said.


  “Revisions of plan and instructions as follows,” the unclear voice told him.


  Morris dragged a pad over to where he could make notes on it. “Shoot.”


  There was a short chuckle. “Okay, let’s skip the formalities. How’s things, Stel?”


  Morris snorted. “You were about to tell me. How’s it going on your end, Dac?”


  The voice was rueful. “Like you said, I’m about to tell you. Data follows.


  “Might as well give up the lighters as a bad job. If Welington presses too close, throw ’em a bone and pull the things off the market. I suppose we can always use them here.” Dac sighed. “I never did thing that was the hottest idea on record. We ought to stick to working directly through our own dummies. Apparently Plan thinks so too, because you’re instructed not to work too hard to save Pan-Europa, if it comes to that.”


  “Check,” Morris said, his voice not as matter-of-fact as it could have been. Pan-Europa had been a difficult and expensive outlet to establish. Plan might now have decided it was expendable, but last year Plan had been firm in its contention that such a dummy was necessary for variation from what might, otherwise, have been too clear a pattern. This move was too akin to that of a general who finds a salient outflanked. He has not, as yet, lost it, but he suspects he will, and so begins to convince himself that it was not really so important as he had thought it to be.


  Desperate, he thought. One item falls into the wrong hands, one man dies, and it is like a chain reaction. This must be sacrificed to safeguard this—but what will they do if the sacrifice leaves the board clear of players?


  What then? Find another world, and begin all over again?


  “Now,” Dac continued, while Morris’ pen drew aimless circles on the pad. “What’s going to happen to Martin’s car?”


  “Go up for sale at the Police Auction. SOP. I’ll get it, send it back. Nobody really examines those things. I think that’s pretty blocked off, now.”


  “Good! Plan instructed me to tell you to get it, somehow, but couldn’t suggest a method. I’ll report back to them. Nice thinking, Stel.”


  Oh, I know my police routine pretty well, Morris thought. I’ve been an honest cop for twenty years.


  “Routine,” he said.


  Dac chuckled. “Yar. The bright moves are routine, the bum ones are stupidity. Plan still doesn’t know whether to kiss you or kill you about those lighters.”


  “Let me know when they make up their minds,” Morris said dryly.


  Dac laughed again. “Anyway. The Cummings deal is out the window. Plan’s going to try again, with another make. They’re got dummies negotiating for two or three manufacturing outfits. Whichever one comes cheapest, they’ll re-stamp the body shells and drop them on the same chassis.”


  The pen slipped across the pad, blazing a heavy trail of frantic blue across the paper as Morris jerked his hand.


  “You’re joking!”


  Dac’s voice was puzzled. “No. Should I be?”


  Morris sighed. “No, no, I guess not. Plan doesn’t want to take a chance on those lab technicians getting suspicious, eh?”


  “Guess so.”


  Fourteen of them, Morris thought. Fourteen men might have learned about the Helm model of the Cummings, and because of that, Plan was going to abandon its most ambitious prep campaign. Well, he could see their point. If more of those cars suddenly came on the market, some one of the now dispersed—and only slightly mystified—technicians might remember where they had seen the first one, and might say so to someone who would press a genuine investigation. But, fourteen men frustrating three and a half million people—an entire civilization!


  And then he sighed again. It was not ever fourteen. It was the fifteenth; the Adversary. Everything stemmed from him. His weary hand pressed across his eyes and nose as it went down his face.


  A cobblestone. A cobblestone dropped on a crystalline structure, a stone cast into a pool. The ripples were spreading, seeking out the farthest edges of the shore, and lapping at it with slow, seemingly gentle waves that were ruthlessly undercutting the banks.


  “Anything else?” he asked.


  “Nope. Nothing that you won’t learn through the usual channels as more models are ready. Plan’s got a prep campaign starting in on watches that’s a real honey. Ties in with that Chronometre deal. Just before that outfit gets ready to spring the Helm models, they’re going to feed the information to one of the class manufacturers—you know, the ones with stores on Park and Fifth Avenue. At the same time that Chronometre brings out the working man’s model, you’ll see the identical watch in a gold-dyed case selling for two hundred more. With a genuine alligator strap, of course. Boy, what a war that’s going to be. And we’ll be cashing in on both sides.”


  “Hardly,” Morris said wearily. He’d argued time and again for someone with a genuine familiarity with Earth to be included in Plan. “They won’t be competing. They’ll each monopolize their own markets, but the overlap’s insignificant.”


  “Mass Psych says different. They claim enough people’ll want to show up their neighbors, who’ve only got the cheap model.”


  “Maybe. But practical psych says a two hundred dollars differential will lead to ingenious rationalizations about not spending extra money for the same thing with a fancy label. Besides, what’re they trying to do—drain the mass market so that it can’t afford to buy anything else?”


  “All right,” Dac admitted. “You’re probably right, But Plan had to move fast. We lost a lot of potential revenue when those lighters went sour.”


  “So that’s an emergency measure, too,” Morris said.


  “Well, yes. But it was the only fast buck they could see.”


  “We’re not working for the fast buck,” Morris reminded him.


  “We are now,” Dac said.


  “Yes, I guess we are,” Morris admitted. Something like a clammy hand seemed to have touched his brain.


  Panic. A man is drowning, and he threshes out.


  “Anything else?” he said again. If Dac had any more such unofficial information, he didn’t want it. Not now. Already, the components were assembling into too clear a picture.


  “One other thing. Administrative. Courcy’s Distribution Manager now. You might as well pass the word along.”


  “All right. Tell Plan I’ve got it all. And I’ll call in the minute I get a lead on Martin’s killer.”


  “Check. Any messages?”


  Morris thought for a moment. “No, I guess not.” Who did he have, in Helm, to send a greeting to? Dac and he had built up a friendship over the years, but who else? Nobody. Not for the first time, he wondered if his successor—if there ever was a successor—would be on the same basis with Dac as he had been. Probably not, he thought. An endless series of friendships would be too boring. If he had judged Dac’s psychology at all correctly, he’d probably pick a fight with the next man, just for variety. A forty-year spat, he thought. And then what? If my successor is succeeded, how will Dac act with him?


  But the sixty years until that time was too long a span over which to speculate. Sixty years was as long as his life—and, by then, he would be forty years dead.


  “All right, then,” Dac said. “I’ll be talking to you.”


  “Right.” There was a click at the other end of the wire. Morris re-set his phone, cut in on the dummy conversation, and terminated it. Then he cradled the receiver and went back to the window.


  It was a retreat. A retreat all along the front. The lighters would have to be pulled back, he knew. Welington sensed that it might be fighting for its life, and Pan-Europa was the visible assailant. The Cummings project was being abandoned, and the general plan to branch out into heavier projects would have to wait until another manufacturer could begin producing the cars. That meant a hold-back on the refrigerators, the washing machines, the TV sets—on all the heavy goods.


  The entire plan was being rescheduled. There might be brave talk in Helm, but that was the grim reality. And the spur-of-the-moment machination with the watches was as unconvincing a brave front as he had ever seen.


  Fifty years without a hitch—and then the Adversary.


  Morris’ breath gusted out of his open throat in a sad and exhausted exhalation. They thought they were safe, hidden in Helm. Who would possibly think that a technological culture might conceal another such, complementing it in its own way? Why should the Earthmen possibly suspect that they were not the only ingenious people in the Universe?


  So, the apparently inconsiderable chance had been taken. And now the true weakness of the interdependent structure-within-the-interdependent-structure was becoming apparent. A breach anywhere is a breach everywhere, and the discovery of one is bound to become the discovery of all.


  He turned back to the desk to telephone Courcy and let him know about his promotion.


  Pan-Europa Imports’ manager took the news in about the way that Morris had expected. He had anticipated it, of course, but the elation of having his hopes confirmed showed strongly through his attempt to remain businesslike. He was thankful to Morris, for one thing, when calm logic would have shown him that the Security head had nothing to do with advancements in Distribution, and that, judging from Morris’ past attitude toward him, the Security man would probably have opposed the move if consulted.


  “By the way,” Courcy said as Morris was about to hang up, “This might interest you. I’ve got a man here with a broken lighter.”


  Morris felt the skin stretch over his suddenly tensed jaw.


  “A broken lighter?”


  “That’s right. Claims he dropped it. Frankly, it looks as though it went over the edge of the Empire State, but it’s possible, I suppose, though I don’t see how. I’ve explained to him that he can’t expect a guarantee on a ninety-eight cent retail item, but he doesn’t seem to understand that. Should I give him another one?”


  “Yes, you jackass!” Morris surprised himself with his own shout. “After you’ve stalled him for twenty minutes. Don’t bother to ask for explanations, because I’m not giving any. I don’t want that man out of your office within twenty minutes—I don’t care if you have to order your secretary to throw herself at him. Do anything, but keep him there that long. Then let him go.”


  “All right, sir.” Courcy’s tone was one of innocence taken aback and slightly indignant.


  Morris slammed his palm down on the cutoff bar, then lifted as his hand flashed to the dial.


  The numbers spun out in a staccatto that hardly seemed to pause.


  Morris began to talk as soon as the receiver on the other end was picked up.


  “This is Stel. Take a man and get over to Pan-Europa. Do it now! There’ll be a man coming out of Courcy’s office in just nineteen minutes. I want him followed. Don’t lose him, even if you have to sink your teeth into his ankle. I don’t know what he looks like, but he’ll be somebody with no connection to the company—and he’ll have a new Wolingten lighter. Don’t let anybody separate you from him. If a safe drops on him, push him out of the way and take it yourself, but leave him alive for the other man to follow. Understand?”


  Only another Security man could have followed that tumbling series of words. Only another Security man had the reflexes required to analyze the sounds of Morris’ vocal cords vibrating, his tongue moving, at a speed no human vocal mechanism could have attained.


  “Right.”


  And Morris knew that the Adversary would not long remain a phantom.


  V


  “I’M AFRAID I don’t understand this delay,” Marquis said to a strangely tense Courcy. “Either you are going to replace this lighter, or you are not. If you are, I wish you’d do it. If you’re not, just tell me so. I’ll admit that I was not attempting to bluff you when I stated that I’d take my grievance to the Better Business Bureau, but if you’re willing to take that possibility, why, (hen, I see no sense in either of us wasting time.”


  His face bore the properly stubborn and not-too-bright expression, but, behind the mask, he was laughing as he watched Courcy’s face become even more strained, and the clumsy device of looking at his watch to avoid meeting Marquis’ glance was the added spice to the amusement.


  They all have their little tricks, Marquis thought. All of the human race, as represented by its individuals, seemed to fence itself in with these little avoidances. One, when embarrassed, hid the blush on his face by raising his hand to cover a cough, or a yawn, that never quite seemed to be genuine. Another warded off the blow by raising his hand to pull at his earlobe. Still another braced himself for the shock by palming the back of his neck. A fourth rubbed away the sting of the slap by running his hand through the hair over his temple.


  Mannerisms. They called them mannerisms. And, true, they were the heritage of Man. Men were weaklings. The things they built were sometimes strong, but the builder himself. . . .? Defenceless before a man who understood that he was an animal frightened of his own kind, that, because of the fear, he was vain, and credulous of anyone who played on that vanity or that fear, and made the lost, fearful being seem for a while to be purposeful and direct, to have somehow become a thing greater than its fellows. The standard con game technique. Find the mark. Make him do you a favor—already, he feels that he is somehow a finer man. Offer him, in return for the favor, an opportunity at riches and power. And, when it developed that the only riches involved were his own, and that he had been somehow stripped of them, why, then the timid and shattered animal crawled back into the den of its silence, and, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, would never speak its shame out so that its kindred could know it for the kind of thing it was—a tree-dweller barely accustomed to the ground, and terrified of the stars. In short, afraid that other men would learn it, too, was human.


  “Well—uh—well, Mr. Boretz, you see, as I said. . . .”


  Marquis raised a hand. “Please. Guarantee or no guarantee, don’t tell me I haven’t got a right to expect your product to work after it’s done no more than fall off a table.” Fall off a table! He could barely restrain his laughter as he looked at the lighter on Courcy’s desk. It looked as though it had been hammered repeatedly. Which it had. But Courcy had not, at any time during their discussion, summoned up the courage needed to look a man in the eye and call him a liar.


  Courcy looked at his watch again, and, apparently, the avoidance-device-fetish had become so ingrained that repeated recourse to it did bring a measure of relief, for the man’s face cleared.


  “All right, Mr. Boretz,” he said, his words, too, uttered in a tone of strain vanishing. “Will a new lighter be satisfactory?”


  “I’ve said so repeatedly.”


  “Well, then,” Courcy’s voice was tuned to the proper heartiness of a business deal concluded, “If you’ll wait just a few moments more, I’ll have the stock boy bring one up. Will the same color be satisfactory?”


  “It’s the one I chose.”


  “Yes. Well, you just wait right there. . . .” Courcy pressed a button on his desk interphone and gave the necessary instructions.


  Marquis sat watching him, the expected expression of patience and persistence rewarded carefully on his face. Courcy picked the broken lighter up and put it in his desk drawer. Careful, you idiot, Marquis thought, You’ll smudge the fingerprints!


  TUCKER McBRIDE slumped lower in the seat of his car.


  The sun burned down through the windscreen and touched his face with heat, but his eyes, behind their dark-green sunglasses, did not even squint as he kept them on the entrance to the building where Pan-Europa Imports had its offices. In a short while, he would call in to Headquarters and ask for a relief, but, first, he wanted to be sure of his half-afraid thoughts.


  The flow of traffic into the building was not quite normal. McBride knew all the types of concerns housed in it—none of them could quite account for the types of people he had seen going in and out. People were McBride’s business. He could not have said just what it was that struck him as wrong. But he knew, beyond all doubt, now, that there was something wrong, and, though Pan-Europa was only one of many companies in the building, he was morally sure it was the focal point of that abnormality.


  Somewhere in that building was a secret. The expressions on the faces of some of the people who emerged so that he could see them, for instance. They were masks, some of them. Secretive masks. Blandly innocent masks. Determined masks. Vacuous masks. None of them spoke of what was hidden. But they all spoke of hiding.


  The well-dressed man coming out now, for instance, stopping to light a cigarette with a Wolingten lighter. McBride photographed the face in his mind. There was a sure one. As the man bent to touch his cigarette to the dully gleaming case, his eyebrows arched with subtle satisfaction. He straightened up, pocketed the lighter, and began to stroll casually away.


  McBride followed him with his eyes. The man did not, outwardly, seem to be aware of the two other men who unobtrusively stopped being part of the steady flow of passersby and began to keep a shifting pace with him, sometimes falling behind, sometimes going ahead or across the street.


  But he knows, the policeman in McBride’s trained mind said to him as he watched the three men walk down the street like a fluid but cohesive unit. A man knows he has his bodyguard with him. And the image of Marquis that was already photographed was now underscored in red. Near the top, McBride classified. A big fish, for he did not consider the fact that Pan-Europa might have other adversaries besides himself and Martin’s killer, who would certainly never have emerged from that building.


  He reached to pick up his radiophone and call Morris. And saw, out of the corner of his eye, that Morris had just driven up in his own car, was slamming the door behind him, and half-running up the steps that led to PanEuropa.


  KELLY MARQUIS felt the sun warming his body through the fabric of his suit, and the inner warmth that rose out of his flesh and radiated throughout every fiber of his awareness of himself was even more comforting.


  Another victory—an incidental one, a patrol skirmish that allowed the deeper penetration, but another victory still. He drew in the smoke from his cigarette and felt it slip into his lungs with a pleasant tingle.


  He had walked in to the Adversary’s salient, he had accomplished his purpose, and he had walked out. He had left behind him a thoroughly deceived man. When the Adversary discovered that the fingerprints on the lighter belonged to the same hand that had killed Martin, the knowledge that Courcy had been hoodwinked would, at first, be a slap in the face. That was good. That would throw him off balance. Only after the first few moments would the Adversary stop to consider that Marquis’—or, rather, Mr. Boretz’s—action had been more purposeful than that.


  Marquis had no doubt the lighter would be examined for fingerprints. If the Adversary had known of the lighter’s discovery at the scene of Martin’s death, then he also had access to the fingerprint files. And Courcy, of course, would report Mr. Boretz’s ’broken’ lighter immediately. The man might not have been equipped with the moral courage to say so, but it was obvious that the lighter had been deliberately mistreated. Courcy would report it, even if he did not understand the reasons for Marquis’ action.


  And the Adversary would not understand, either, but the frantic search would begin again, this time with some hope of success. But before that success came too near, Marquis’ advertisement would appear in the newspapers.


  Marquis hailed a cab at a reasonable distance away from Pan-Europa’s windows and leaned back in the cushions with the lithe grace of which he was capable when his brain and body were at the peak of their smooth, confident, cooperative precision.


  The ad was a beauty.


  
    “ACCUSTOMED TO BEING AT HELM of large organizations, mature, intelligent man wishes to discuss terms with interested parties. Write Box—, The Times.”

  


  Marquis smiled to himself. He was quite sure his mail would be interesting. Then would come the bargaining, and, after that? Well, there was an opening as Distribution Manager, wasn’t there?


  He thought of Courcy again. The man was probably filling the position at the present, but that could hardly be considered competition. He’d had the job for perhaps three days, and his nerves were so strained already that he didn’t even know how to handle an inconvenient telephone call in the middle of an only slightly dangerous situation. He had mumbled his way out of the room like a schoolboy, to take it on an extension, when all he had to do was firmly tell his caller to either hold on or call back.


  Poor, befuddled man. Reach for the stars, but keep all four feet firmly on the ground.


  The taxi stopped and Marquis waved away the change of the dollar he gave the cab driver. He walked up the stairs with effortless strides, his face completely serene, and into his apartment with the same all-pervading confidence.


  Confidence, eh? he thought. Well, that wasn’t how we got our name, but it should have been. It isn’t the mark’s believing in you that counts—it’s your belief in yourself. Have that, and you can have the world.


  Worlds, he corrected himself. He took off his coat and hung it up carefully. He opened the top drawer of his bureau and looked at the Fix-All, the watch, the pen, the other gadgets that were tucked into one corner. They were all like the Fix-All, actually. Tools of many uses. For him, they had been keys which, one by one, had clicked back the tumblers and unlocked the door into Helm. And what, and where, and why, was Helm? What did it matter? There’d be plenty of time in which to find out.


  Time, and leisure. He could abandon this tenement hideaway to which no policeman would trace a well-dressed gentleman. He could stop worrying about the police altogether, once he had—he smiled at the irony—security to protect him.


  There was a knock on the door. He went to it casually. The superintendent had been promising to come up and repair a leaky faucet for some time.


  Two men stood in the doorway. One of them looked past him into the open drawer. Somehow, he was past Marquis and standing beside the bureau. Marquis, open-mouthed, frowned. He’d seen that face before. Not very recently, and only for a few minutes, but he’d seen it.


  The man reached into the drawer and took out the Fix-All. “I’ll take this back now, thank you, Mr. Boretz,” he said.


  And the gray seemed to laugh with familiar savagery and wash over Marquis’ superb mind.


  VI


  SOMETHING held McBride back in his car. Perhaps it was the urgency in Morris’ entrance into the building—urgency that would have been normal at the head of a raiding squad, but which a lone man about to make an arrest would never have shown.


  McBride had been exposed to an atmosphere of his own suspicion for all of that day, and his mind could not shake itself loose at a second’s notice.


  And the policeman in his brain was always as logical as the years of training could make it.


  So, while his fingers crushed their flesh against the steering wheel, while his feet jammed themselves against the floorboards, he sat and waited for Morris to come out, and the bitter lines deepened at the corners of his eyes.


  If Morris had followed a parallel lead into Pan-Europa, why hadn’t he called for help? This was FBI business. But McBride should have been told about it—would have been told about it, before the notification was made. McBride’s stomach muscles knotted, but the policeman continued to function, even though another part of McBride told it to stop.


  When Morris and Courcy came hurrying out of the building into Morris’ car, it was a sick but unhesitating McBride who waited only long enough to be sure no one was escorting them before he swung into traffic behind them.


  Morris drove by instinct, glorying in the ease with which his suddenly relaxed body could perform such tasks automatically. It had been too many days since every breath had been measured, every motion counted, while the overtired body had to be willed into even the most trivial action.


  Even Courcy, still explaining and expostulating, was bearable. Anything was bearable. The Adversary was caught, and Helm was safe. The trust had been fulfilled.


  “Please,” he broke into the train of Courcy’s chatter. “Be quiet.” He took the flat little intercommunicator out of his breast pocket, pressed the stud that shot the hairline aerial out the open window, and resumed contact with St. John.


  “This is Stel. Has he revived yet?”


  “No, sir,” the Security man answered from Marquis’ apartment. “But he’s beginning to show some signs of it.”


  “Good! Is he manageable enough to be put in the car?”


  “Definitely, sir,” the Security man’s purposeful voice replied. “Lei and I can carry him easily.”


  “Even better! I’m on my way now. I’ll be in front of the building in about five minutes.”


  “Right, sir.”


  Morris reeled the aerial back in and turned his head to smile at Courcy. “Well, we had us a rough time there, for a while, but it’s over, now.”


  Courcy finally realized that no blame for anything was going to be attached to him. He smiled back. “It’s a wonderful feeling,” he said.


  Morris grinned wryly. “Not that it’s a bed of roses. That boy left us quite a mess to clean up. We’ll be years before we’re over the effects. But, it’s not as bad as it might have been.” Actually, he was thinking, Maybe this will convince Plan that Earthmen aren’t as naive as they were fifty years ago. We’re living in a suspicious and wary age, now. Perhaps he thought, they’d listen to him now, and revive the Terrestrial organization.


  And if that happened, it would have been worth it. The fear and the agonized worrying would have been a small price. Somehow, he felt he could do it. And that would be something. That would be a mark for someone like him to leave on their history.


  He swung the car into Nineteenth Street, and stopped in front of the building just as Gid St. John and Lei Forrester brought Marquis out between them, his limp, extended arms over their shoulders.


  Morris looked at the gray-faced, shrunken man as lie was pushed upright in the back seat between the two Security men. He looked more like a mannequin than like a man. His eyelids were partially up, but there was only white visible beneath them. His head dropped back on his neck, and his mouth was open. Short breaths whimpered through his nostrils.


  So this was the Adversary, Morris thought. This is Martin’s killer and the man who almost tore down the greatest civilization he would ever encounter.


  He looked at Marquis with curious pity. What could have shocked him so?


  But that was over, now. Over, over, and there was all the time in the world to question the man after he regained control of himself.


  All the time in a peaceful world. The small war was over.


  And McBride’s car followed him doggedly as he drove away. THE scar-like, bitter lines were deep at the corners of McBride’s eyes and the sides of his mouth. His motions as he drove were spasmodic and angry.


  He had seen the two bodyguards bring the big fish down from that tenement. He had seen Morris’ concerned expression through the back window of the Inspector’s car. And it added up. Even if you wanted five, two and two made four. Morris was in it, somewhere.


  It added up. The policeman in his mind gave him the stored data, bit by bit, and forced him to accept it.


  That first morning, Morris had been worried sick, but there had been nothing at the time to attract attention to the fact. He had tried to stall the investigation in detail while apparently pushing it in general. He had kept the lighter. He had ordered McBride into the field, and rerouted the lab reports to himself. The too-clean lab reports, and the serial number which wasn’t the serial number at all. This was a perplexing matter.


  And his concern to have the killer alive. His far too emphatic concern for a co-worker.


  An angry fog settled over McBride’s vision. The lighters—the lighters that had suddenly flooded the market. That was clear now, too. Morris had passed the word along to Pan-Europa.


  Something had happened to the big fish. Morris had either been told of it by Pan-Europa’s manager or had brought the news himself. It did not particularly matter in which direction the flow of information had gone. The contact was there. And now Morris was helping his superior. Superior? It was too hasty an assumption. The chances were better that it was actually the man who had killed Martin, though there was no reason why he could not be both.


  McBride bucked the car around a truck with a snap of his wrists, realizing there was only one logical place, now, for the Inspector’s car to be going, and that was his office. Bitterly, McBride followed.


  A SMALL part of the world grudgingly readmitted Marquis. He focussed his eyes, and saw that he was no longer in his room, but in an office of some kind.


  He turned his head slowly. A gray-haired man with patient eyes was watching him. Courcy stood beside him.


  The grayness fought to take him again, but, this time, it did not strike unexpectedly. He pushed it back into the secret crevice in his mind while his natural curiosity bravely took its place.


  He looked at the gray-haired man, and a thin, twisted smile came out in his lips. “So, you must be the Adversary,” he said, and wondered why the man looked so surprised, but then the man began to chuckle in the same way that he himself had. The two of them laughed while the uncomprehending Courcy looked on, and neither was very sure of what the other thought was funny, but each had his reasons.


  “I think you should know,” Morris finally said. “That was my nickname for you, too.”


  A final laugh trickled through Marquis’ throat. The twisted smile returned. “Great minds, thinking alike,” he said. Morris chuckled again.


  Keep laughing, Marquis thought. Keep laughing—while I’m thinking. His life had been spent in training himself to do the unexpected where the expected would have been disastrous. Once again, his subconscious had moved to seize the advantage. A man in his position was expected to be frightened, or angry—sullen, in any case. But he had laughed.


  I can still heat him, Marquis thought. He had beaten him twice. He could do it again. He had bluffed Martin, he had maneuvered Courcy—or had he? That’s immaterial! he told himself savagely—he had picked a Security man’s pocket.


  From some hidden well, the confidence began to hum through his system again, and the terrible shock the two Security men had brought with them was forgotten, as all the gray times were forgotten while he felt the glow shaping his mind and body into the most deadly fighting machine in the world—an intelligent man who knows his fellows are as human as he.


  “Let’s get down to business,” Courcy said testily.


  Marquis could have asked for nothing better. He threw Courcy a wry sidelong glance, then turned back to the Adversary and smiled his sympathy at the fact that the man had to work with assistants of that caliber.


  The Adversary nodded imperceptibly, ruefully, and the glow in Marquis burned brighter.


  “Might as well get the labels straight, Marquis. My name’s Stel Morris,” the Adversary said.


  “Glad to know you,” Marquis said instantly. He got up and held out his hand. To Courcy’s surprise, but not to his, Morris shook it firmly. “The first name’s Kelly, as you know.” Better and better. Marquis could sense the hidden advantages—the real, psychological, ones—accruing to his side almost as if they were solid stones which, piled on one another and bound together with the mortar of his superb confidence, could build a structure that all Security could not break down. If Morris had expected him to show surprise at the fact that they had found out his real name; if he had played it as an ace in this game, then Marquis had trumped it beautifully. After all, he did have a mailbox in his building—but how many other people would have thought of this as the obvious source of Morris’ apparently incredible knowledge?


  Whew! Morris thought, he’d ever really gotten room to step back and start swinging, he’d have been unbeatable!


  The Adversary’s transformation from a sucked-out husk into a high-headed, fire-eyed man whose personality was almost a physical force had been like nothing he had ever seen.


  They’ve never seen anything like it in Helm, either, he knew.


  If he could have showed them this man—this product of a race they’d thought they could fool indefinitely. They would have revised their opinion if they could have seen this superbly coldblooded murderer.


  Courcy fidgeted nervously. “I don’t enjoy being here, you know,” he said.


  Morris grinned. “Neither does Kelly, here,” he pointed out. “But, we don’t have all day. All right, Kelly, let’s have the story. How’d it all happen?”


  And he listened while Marquis told him, his heartbeat accelerating steadily as he realized how close a thing it had been, how near the low houses and green lawns had been to the poison mushrooms.


  MCBRIDE parked his car beside Morris’ and walked slowly into Headquarters. He walked down the long corridor, looking at the blue-triangled white helmets that nobody felt sure enough to take down from the wails. And the ironic part of it was that the helmets had been put up there after the war, for the building had been erected in an area that had been hit. But Man had learned to fear himself, and to tremble at tomorrow.


  The labs were down in the basement of this wing. There was some equipment he would need. Wire taps. Acoustic pick-ups. A recorder—a notarized recorder, with a time clock and an automatic beacon that would get a permanent fix of its location on record at the police receiver. When such a recorder was unlocked in court, the words on its tape were unshakable evidence.


  We’ve gotten very good at that, McBride—not the policeman in his mind—thought. Men had learned to trap the words of men, and thereby trap the men. Men had learned to spy on each other, learned out of the depths of distrust that the hot and cold wars had brought. That was McBride, but the policeman in his mind did not hesitate at the lab door, but requisitioned the necessary equipment, and it was only then that McBride noticed that there was not a single technician that he recognized.


  “What happened,” he asked the nearest one. “Where’s George, and Pierce, and the rest of the crew?”


  The technician looked blank. Then he realized what the glowering, shaggy-haired Deputy Inspector with the snow-shovel hands meant. “Oh. I guess they were transferred out, because all of us have only been here a couple of days.”


  “Morris!”


  McBride hurled the word out like a curse.


  The technician frowned. “Yeah, that’s who would have done it,” he said.


  McBride’s heavy glance shot around the laboratory. “You’ve got file copies of all reports around here somewhere. Where?”


  The technician pointed at a row of filing cabinets. “Which ones would you like to see?”


  “Couple of days ago. And I don’t want to just see them. I want them, period.” His head was thrust forward, so that his jaw overhung his broad chest, and there was a burning light lurking redly in his eyes.


  “Sorry, but file copies don’t go out of the lab except in special cases. Besides, that cabinet’s locked, for some reason, and nobody seems to have a key. We called a locksmith, but he isn’t here yet.”


  “Meet your new locksmith,” McBride said, and strode past the technician, elbowing him out of the way.


  “Hey?”


  McBride shot a look back over his shoulder at the technician. “How would you like to be detached for special duty with a sewage-geiging squad?”


  The technician closed his mouth. McBride stopped in front of the filing cabinets, his eyes darting from label to label. He found the right one, and tugged at the drawers. He braced his hand against the top of the cabinet, got a firm grip on a handle, and threw his shoulder back. The front of the drawer bulged out around the handle, but the lock held. McBride spat and whirled around. He grabbed a bunsen burner, held it by the still-hot nozzle, and smashed its base against the projecting lock. The base bent under the impact. The lock held. He swung again, and a crack appeared in the cast-metal of the lock, which had never been intended as more than a moderately tough discouragement.


  The base had broken off the burner, and he seized another one. The technicians were clustering around him, some of them looking as though they might try to stop him in another moment.


  He turned on them and roared out curses until they fell back. As he swung on the lock again, he realized how dangerously close he was to snapping under the strain, as the lock’s metal was rapidly fragmenting. But McBride the policeman had no time to concern himself with McBride. Those file copies had to be gotten at.


  The lock broke off. McBride dropped the burner and shook the drawers until the locking pins fell back, and then he pawed through the reports until he found the ones he wanted. One glance was enough to tell him that they were radically different from the ones Morris had showed him, and he cursed again and stuffed them into a pocket as he charged across the floor to the table where his equipment was laid out. He picked it up, even his legs bending a little under the recorder’s weight, and shouldered out through the lab doors. He made an express elevator out of a local by the sheer weight of his voice, forgetting that the operator had known him for seven years, and flung himself into his own office, next to Morris’. He listened just long enough to check that there were men talking in there, and began to connect his apparatus. The acoustic pick-ups were jammed against the wall, and their leads run into the recorder. He snapped the switch to RECORD, and within the sealed case, the ten-hour tapes began to turn. He jabbed the wire-taps into the telephone cord that ran parallel to the corridor wall. He put the phones over his head, and only then did McBride the policeman acknowledge that all that could be done to preserve the human law was being done, and McBride the man was free to remember who had taught him the law and the techniques.


  “. . . and that’s it,” Marquis finished. “And here I am.”


  Courcy shuddered. “You almost got away with it,” he said, his voice shaky. “If Stel hadn’t called me when he did, you couldn’t have missed. They would have had to give you anything you wanted.”


  Morris nodded slowly. “Not if they’d thought it over for a while,” he said. “But they were not thinking. They would have moved first, and thought afterwards.”


  Marquis smiled. “I had no idea I was that frightening,” he said disarmingly. He looked at Morris and waited.


  Morris shook his head. “Not you. Sorry, Kelly. No, what would have scared them would have been what you represent.”


  Marquis raised his eyebrows. “And what do I represent?”


  Morris sighed—the sad and weary sound came to him easily, now. “The human race. They’ve always been afraid of you. For fifty years, they’ve trembled at the thought of what would happen if the human race discovered them.”


  “They. Always ‘they.’ Who are they, then, and where are they—and, since you want to keep it in the third person, why are ‘they’ so frightened of people who are indistinguishable from them?” Marquis asked with some impatience. He smiled and broke the darkening mood. “I’m taking it for granted that they don’t live on Earth. Am I right?”


  Morris nodded, looking past Marquis with something terribly lonely beginning to edge into his face. “No, they never came from Earth, and they never came to Earth. They came to Helm from across the darkest deeps of space, threading their way between the dying stars and the young stars, drifting from world to world, lost and alone, alone in the stars until they came to Helm.” He spoke as though he were repeating a formal history that had been taught to him in childhood.


  “Space—” Morris fumbled in the air with his cupped palms. “Space is curved, but—but not like a sphere—not really—like. . . .” He stopped. “They told me to think of it as spheres within spheres, except that the innermost sphere is also the outermost, and all the spheres are adjacent. If you have the right fields you can—it’s hard to explain—there are doorways . . .


  Marquis was frowning. “I’m afraid I can’t—” He broke off. “But that’s unimportant. Doorways. Helm is on one side of one of these doorways, and Earth is on the other. Correct?”


  Morris nodded. “This is close enough.”


  “And you came through the doorway.”


  The sadness was strong in Morris’ eyes. “Yes,” he said, “We came through. They can’t.”


  Marquis jerked his head up. “What?”


  There was a tremor in Morris’ voice. “We’re—not robots, exactly. We’re human beings—but we were born in Helm. We come through die doorway, and we are their—tools is the word, I suppose. We do it because we love Helm, because we know that it cannot go on without us—but they have to do something to us, at the doorway, because otherwise we could not live on Earth after having lived in Helm. And we can never go back.”


  Morris was looking into nothing. The muscles of his face, no longer mirroring the drive of a man who faithfully lived a double life for twenty years, were relaxed, and Marquis could see how old and sad he was.


  Morris looked into nothing. And saw Spring-green grass, thick-leaved trees, and low houses. His skin sang to the remembered touch of a breeze forever gone, and the lost scents of that other planet drifted about in his memory and stung at the corners of his eyes.


  Empathy was the greatest part of Marquis’ abilities. He felt only a small, borrowed measure of what Morris bore, and the weight of that portion was enough to bow his shoulders, too. “Conditioning,” he finally said. “They conditioned you. It’s not a genuine love—how could it be, after all these years?”


  Morris and Courcy both swung on him like furious eagles. “Man, can’t you leave me something?” Morris cried. “Do you have to dirty everything you touch?”


  THE cry reached through the wall of McBride’s office. He raised his face and pulled the wiretap phones off. He’d hear the phone if it rang in Morris’ office. He disconnected the lead to one of the acoustic pickups, and put his ear to the cup that clung to the wall. And gradually, as he listened, his knotted body slowly relaxed, while his fists beat a slow time on his thighs.


  In the corridor, St. John turned to his partner. “Hear something in that office next to Stel’s?”


  Forrester shook his head. “Nobody’s in there. Checked when we got up here, and nobody could have gotten by me, since,” he said, forgetting that St. John had left for a minute, and that he himself had walked to the end of a corridor for a drink of water.


  “But why can’t they come through the doorway? And why are they so afraid of us?” Marquis asked.


  “Because you die,” Morris said. “As we must die, because we have come to Earth.” Marquis could no longer look at his face.


  “There are only a few planets capable of sustaining immortality,” Morris went on, his husky, aging voice low. “Helm is one of them. Earth—” he smiled faintly, the movement of his lips wrinking the skin of his cheeks, “is not.”


  He crossed to the window and looked out, as he had done so often. “There are so many of you. It is possible to stand at the doorway and—” His voice caught, “see Helm. It is also possible—physically possible to pass through the doorway without immediate ill effect.”


  He swung on Marquis suddenly. “Four years ago, you fought a war for the sake of a dozen barren islands and a strip of desert—or so you said. Eighteen years ago, you fought a war for one-fifth of a planet’s land area. Four years after that ended, you fought through three and a half years for half a peninsula. Forty-four years ago, you fought because one than—one man!—was killed by a maniac. Or so you said. What won Id your excuse be for Helm?”


  Marquis could only look back at him silently.


  “You are born to die, and that is not enough for you! You must bring death with you, in your hands, like personal baggage, wherever you go! Some of you talk of the stars. Well, go! Find new deaths—and bring them to those few places where my fathers may live.” Morris turned his back on Marquis and stood looking out at the planet of death.


  “We built the mechanisms,” he said, his voice harder to hear, but still clear. “They, in Helm, are designers. Designers such as your race never saw, except so rarely that you venerated each of them for hundreds of years afterwards.” He was speaking out of his bitterness now, but most of that was partly true.


  “The doorway was opened shortly after the beginning of your Twentieth Century. Do you remember the novelty catalogues, Marquis? Descended from gimcracks and patent can openers, born of tinkerers and quasi-inventors, the ‘novelties’ jammed the catalogues. Player mouth organs with paper rolls that were cranked past the reeds. The ancestors of the injector razor. Look in the catalogues sometime, Marquis. You—and we, because we are like you—are a race of gadget lovers. The handy tool, the improvement, the redesign. Buttonhooks and bottlecaps. Cars and coffeemakers. Ashtrays and fountain pens. A million variations on the same basic idea. Why? Because everything must always be done easier, or differently. Because an idiot must be able to open a can better, light a cigarette more efficiently, than his genius ancestor.”


  McBRIDE reached into his pocket for the lab reports. Cigarette lighters. Cars. Hunched over, his ear not daring to move from the acoustic pickup, he began to read the report.


  Out in the corridor, Lei Forrester remembered that few moments’ interval when the door to McBride’s office had been unobserved, and frowned.


  Morris caught himself, and turned back toward Marquis, his face apologetic. “I’m sorry, Kelly. I’m maligning our kind. I was angry.”


  Marquis shook his head. “Point of view,” he said.


  “No. There is always the truth, which is not dependent on any point of view. When the doorway was opened, and the first of us came through, we discovered a technological civilization, built by a race with a strong mechanical flair. One that already had a host of gadgets of its own.


  “But Helm had to support itself, somehow. You see, there are practically no minerals on the planet—and the people of Helm had a long history of ships and mechanical aids-to-living. They, too, were a race of designers and builders. The answer was import, and the problem of trade goods was solved fairly simply. One thing Helm has—dirt. Aluminum silicate, for the most part. The people of Helm knew how to reduce it.


  “But aluminum, even though not worthless, is too low in return per unit of bulk to be a practical commodity. Moreover, there was the problem of maintaining secrecy. It would be extremely difficult to ship large quantities of anything through the single doorway—which happens to lie adjacent to so populous an area as New York City.


  “The problem was not as difficult as it might seem. Your own Switzerland imports a ton of Swedish steel—and converts it into a ton of watch movements worth hundreds of times the price. So, Helm began to manufacture gadgets.


  “The first items were ordinary hand-crafted aluminum, at a time when such articles were still rare.”


  McBRIDE finished the report. Something ran along his back on a thousand feet, and he stared at the wall as though, by looking hard enough, he could see through it.


  Forrester was becoming restless.


  “So, of course,” Morris was finishing, “Once there was something equivalent to an even balance of trade, it was no longer necessary to maintain extensive production facilities in Helm. Only pilot plants were kept in operation. These produced prototypes of various gadgets, some of which, not being too revolutionary, were issued to us for field testing. Others were sent along when it was felt they might be directly useful to us—such was the case with the Fix-Alls, which were issued to all Security men.


  “Meanwhile, some of us had infiltrated Terrestrial industry. We designed copies of the Helm prototypes—but always in an inferior model, so that when, in a few years, our agents begin to sell the producers the formulae and specifications for the truly revolutionary model, the impact will not be so great, and no comment will be aroused about all the wonderful new scientific advances. It will merely seem that progress has somewhat accelerated.”


  FORRESTER decided that, for his own peace of mind, McBride’s office should be rechecked. But he stood irresolutely for a few minutes, wondering what his partner would say to such a move after his previous assurance.


  I can still beat him, Marquis thought. If I can talk to Courcy alone for a few minutes, I can promise him Earth and High Heaven, and as long as Helm doesn’t suffer—too much—he’ll go along with me. He knew his man. He thought of all the wealth locked behind the doorway into Helm, and he knew that for such a prize, he could persuade the Devil himself to play a harp.


  Morris spread his hands. “That’s the set-up, with variations. We own Cummings, and Pan-Europa was set up to handle ‘imitations’ of gadgets our planted designers had worked up for outside producers.


  “Eventually, we’ll simply take over the design and experimental work for all of Earth’s technology. You’ll have technological unemployment with a vengeance, but our sociologists have already worked out several tentative solutions. Meanwhile, your technology won’t degenerate—it’ll leap forward tremendously. A few years of local hardship are worth it at the price.


  “Helm will benefit by it, of course, but who would object, even if they knew? There would be value received a thousandfold. And meanwhile—” The voice grew nostalgic again. “The people of Helm will have an even finer place in which to live out their immortality.”


  McBRIDE bit his lips, but McBride the policeman made him stand up. It was at this point that Forrester, not really expecting to find anything, opened the door.


  McBride the policeman did not hesitate. He knew that Forrester was one of Morris’ people, and he saw Forrester, already conquering the shock of seeing McBride crouched in front of him, begin to move. He saw one of Forrester’s hands literally blur as it went toward his hip.


  McBride’s hand was on his gun. That and Forrester’s shock were what gave him the advantage, for all he had to do was pivot, forcing his hand down on the gun butt, twisting the short black holster upward, and firing through the leather.


  In his office, Morris heard the shot. He turned toward the sound, his mouth open. St. John, in the hall, was scrambling for cover. Courcy moaned, and Marquis’ face turned pale.


  McBride the policeman fired from between the door and the jamb, and St. John was dead.


  McBride stood in Morris’ doorway, his gun out in his hand, but pointed at the floor. He forced words past McBride the policeman’s unwilling throat.


  “Sorry, Stu,” he said to Morris. “It’s all off. I’ve got it down on court tape.” His face twisted. “I wanted to stop you before you said it. But you trained me too well, so I waited until you had, and then I came in here to arrest you.”


  Courcy sank into a chair, his face in his hands. Morris looked back at McBride. “The name isn’t Stu any more, Tuck. Not ever again. It’s Stel. Just Stel. Not even Stel Morris.”


  McBride went on as though he had not heard him. His chest was heaving. “Just the technology, eh? But the sociologists had a solution. Don’t you see, Stu, what it would have been? Bit by bit, you would have had to remold the entire human race. And the human race isn’t like that, Stu. We do things our way. We’re a proud animal.”


  “He’s right,” Marquis said, speaking because as long as he spoke, the gray defeat was locked away. It was lost. It was all lost, and his limbs were heavy, his head was bowed, and the gray defeat was waiting.


  “Aly name is Stel!” Morris cried.


  “You couldn’t have threatened us with a worse thing,” McBride said.


  “People don’t like being made fools of,” Marquis whispered to himself. “People don’t like defeat.”


  Courcy had taken his face out of his hands. He stood up, his face set, and began to walk toward McBride’s gun. Sweat was pouring down his face.


  Insanely, the telephone rang beside Marquis. Courcy stopped. He looked at it, whatever had driven him breaking almost visible, then collapsed in a heap on the floor. Marquis picked up the telephone.


  “Hello?”


  “Stel? Listen, what’s happened? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you all over the place. Pan-Europa said you’d been there and gone. Why haven’t you reported in—”


  The gray defeat swaddled Marquis in its clammy wrappings, and he let the almost hysterical voice run on until it stopped.


  “Stel?”


  “He isn’t here,” Marquis said heavily, fighting for the words through the gray morass. “He’ll never be here again.”


  “What? Listen—when he comes in, tell him Mr. Helm was calling, and for him to call back. Mr. Helm. H-E—”


  “I know,” Marquis interrupted. “But he won’t be back.” He looked around the room, at Courcy getting to his hands and knees on the floor, at Morris standing stiffly erect, with the look of lost green lawns and low houses in his eyes, and at McBride, the Earthman, in whose eyes there was nothing but helplessnesss and inevitability as he looked at Morris.


  “I don’t think you’d better be back, either,” Marquis said. “We don’t want you. We don’t want your technology.” Something reared up inside him and bellowed. “I don’t want your technology!”


  The voice on the other end was unclear, but it was almost certainly as hopeless as his had been. “I see.” Mr. Helm put his receiver down.


  Marquis hung up and turned to McBride. “That was someone from Helm,” he said.


  McBride nodded. Courcy began to sob, but Morris walked to the window, ignoring McBride’s gun.


  “They’ll be closing the doorway.” He turned around and looked at McBride. “I don’t know what they’ll do, now.”


  “Find some other place and build more robots,” Courcy sobbed.


  “There are so few planets for them,” Morris said.


  And there was an aurora over the Hudson. It rippled into the air, a towering curtain of translucent fire, and then there was a thunderclap that beat against the city like the fire of a thousand guns.


  Courcy sobbed in his chair while the three of them stood looking at where the aurora had been; the thief and murderer and Earthman, the policeman and Earthman and bitter friend; and the step-child, bereft of heritage and machined into love, and they knew that their three different sets of actions and responses, founded in fear and conditioning, in pride and love, in courage and in cowardice, had combined to somehow save a world, and to condemn another; and none of them understood where the fault lay, but none of them was glad of what he had done.


  See No Evil


  Charles E. Fritch


  THE rabbit cage seemed empty, but there was a telltale flurry of activity as sawdust flew beneath invisible feet. The man who called himself Jason Achilles watched, fascinated, as a carrot lifted itself into the air and slowly disappeared amid sounds of gnawing.


  Jason glanced swiftly about the laboratory. Satisfied he was alone, he raised his wrist and spoke softly into what appeared to be a watch, using a language not of Earth. “Achilles.”


  From the other side of the moon, a voice crackled in response. “Base HQ. Is the formula ready?”


  “In a while,” Jason Achilles promised, riveting his gaze on the laboratory door. “The experiments are quite successful. All animals eating the chemicals are invisible. Preliminary tests indicate invisibility good for approximately four months. No ill effects noted.”


  The watch-radio crackled impatiently: “And on humanoids?”


  “Should be the same. I’ll check on Dr. Schoener, when I take the formula.” He cut off and silence returned, broken only by the gnawing, scampering sounds coming from the seemingly empty cages lining the wall.


  Jason peered once more into the rabbit’s cage and thought of his comrades-in-arms on the other side of Earth’s moon. They had been waiting four months to strike, and morale was dangerously low; they would be glad to welcome the first chance to take off in their spaceships—but they needed the formula first. Little wonder they were impatient. A thousand soldiers, ready to invade, crowded together for months on a dusty satellite—and the ripe paradise of Earth only a step away.


  Well, soon it would be over, Jason consoled himself, and the bloodless invasion would be complete; bloodless, of course, to them, not the Earth people. They would get the formula, compound it from synthesized ingredients; and then a thousand invisible soldiers would be dispersed across Earth, taking it over with swift, unopposed precision. Invisible, they could with impunity reduce the native population with their more advanced weapons, without harm to either themselves or Earth industries—and then send for the rest of their race on a dying sun many light years away.


  “Fascinating, isn’t it?”


  Jason Achilles started at the voice. He looked into the kindly gray eyes of Dr. Herman Schoener.


  “Incredibly,” he agreed.


  He didn’t like to look into the doctor’s eyes. They were intense, piercing, intelligent. Often, during the four months he had been Dr. Schoener’s laboratory assistant, Jason had felt qualms of annoyance when he couldn’t help but wonder if the scientist could somehow pierce his disguise, see him as someone not of Earth. The feeling came now, and he shook it off.


  “Even though I know it’s only the refraction of light around a body,” the doctor said, “it still seems magical.”


  Jason nodded. He said, slowly, “The experiments, then, are complete.”


  “Except for a test on a human,” the doctor agreed. “It should work as well, though.”


  “And then what?” Jason’s eyes narrowed.


  “And then—I don’t know for certain. The government’s interested, of course—vitally so. That’s why we’re here, at an army base surrounded by soldiers, instead of at a private laboratory. They sponsored our undertaking, and they’ll certainly want to share in its benefits. I’d hate to have any other government take it over, though. Maybe now we can have a little peace.”


  “An invisible army would really be invincible,” Jason mused.


  “Invincible indeed,” the doctor agreed. “A mere handful could take over the entire Earth, striking anywhere they wished, with no fear of retaliation. Can you conceive of the possibilities?”


  Jason smiled inwardly. “Very easily,” he said. “Are you going to test it on yourself?”


  “I imagine so. It’s a harmless chemical. It’s only purpose is to cast an invisible aura about the body surface, which refracts light around that body, clothes and all, so that a person appears to be invisible.”


  “Try it now,” Jason suggested.


  “It can wait,” Dr. Schoener said. “I’d like to do it before some officials, so—”


  “Try it now,” Jason Achilles said. A strange tubular pistol was in his grasp.


  Schoener frowned. He looked into the other man’s face. “I see.”


  “The capsules,” Jason insisted, with a wave of his gun. “Get them.” He went to the door, bolted it silently. “And the formula,” he added.


  “You’ll get caught, Jason,” the doctor warned. “The place is heavily guarded. A fly couldn’t get through.”


  Jason laughed. “An invisible fly could. The capsules!”


  Dr. Schoener unlocked a drawer. He held the small metal box uncertainly in his hand, together with a paper.


  “Take one,” Jason commanded. “And then toss the box to me, with the paper in it.”


  Helplessly, the scientist did as he was told.


  “That’s it,” Jason Achilles said, pleased. He held the gun pointing at Schoener’s chest, while he spoke into the watchradio., “Achilles.”


  “Base HQ,” the set crackled. “The formula?”


  “Stand by.” Jason read the formula into the set.


  “Are you certain it’s correct?” the radio said.


  “I’ve seen it before, and the factors check. It’ll work, all right. Schoener’s beginning to fade.”


  “Good,” the voice said; for the first time, it seemed genuinely pleased. “The synthesizer will give us enough in an hour. Meanwhile, we’ll be airborne!”


  Jason smiled and cut off. A few yards away, Dr. Schoener was rapidly becoming transparent. The portion of laboratory bench directly behind him was visible, becoming clearer.


  “You’ll never get away with this,” Schoener said, but his voice was uncertain.


  “No reason I shouldn’t. In a few short hours, your planet will be under our control,” Jason boasted. “Already our fleet is aloft.” He grinned and raised his pistol. “But of course you won’t be able to see the conquest.”


  Schoener sprang quickly. His body was little more than an outline now, as though he were made of glass, and seeing him was difficult. In sudden panic, Jason fired. A blast of light crackled from the pistol, missed.


  The scientist plowed into him, knocking him down. At close quarters Jason used the weapon as a club, striking out furiously. In the scuffle his radio was smashed against the floor, but Jason paid it no attention. With a desperate thrust of his feet, he pushed Schoener upright and fired swiftly into the near-invisible figure.


  Schoener staggered back into the laboratory bench, stood swaying uncertainly, and then crumpled to the floor.


  Puffing, Jason got to his feet. He reached out gingerly, prodded the invisible figure. From behind the closed door came the sounds of hurrying feet and excited voices.


  Jason started to speak into his radio, and only then discovered it was broken. Well, it didn’t matter; they had the formula, were even now mass-producing the capsules. He tore the formula to shreds, slipped a capsule into his mouth and the box into his pocket—and waited.


  Voices were shouting beyond the door, giving commands. Jason ignored them. He waited, confidently.


  He examined his hands. They seemed to be slowly changing, becoming slightly transparent. But suddenly the lights in the room seemed to be getting dimmer. Jason frowned. In darkness, they would be as invisible as he. Was that their trick, he wondered? He laughed nervously.


  Fervently, he wished the process were faster. He held his hand to the dimming light. He could see the neon tube through it. No, that was not right. He could see the tube around the hand, for light waves were being cut off from the hand itself. Just as they were being cut off from other parts of his body—from his arms, his legs, his head, his—


  The lights seemed to dim even more, and a terrifying thought came to Jason Achilles.


  The light from the neon tubes was not dimming! It was being refracted around him!


  “But—I won’t be able to see!” he exclaimed aloud.


  “That’s right, Jason,” a voice said nearby.


  “Wha—What? Schoener! But I killed you . . .”


  The voice was smiling. “Not quite. Your—your ray, or whatever it was, hit me, all right; but thanks to the invisibility, it wasn’t direct. I’ll get better.”


  “But—how—”


  “I don’t know where you’re from, Jason, but you must be pretty vain to think you could pose as an Earthman and get away with it. You tripped yourself up a dozen different times.”


  Jason snorted. “Then why the pretense?”


  “We resolved to find out your mission here by letting you learn the process. It was safe—because under the circumstances it’s as much a weapon against the user as anyone. You yourself just discovered the difficulty. A person made invisible by this process is like an ostrich with its head in the ground.”


  Jason waited, stunned, still not believing. Around him, the laboratory was drifting into darkness.


  “In time,” Schoener continued, “we may utilize infrared or other equipment to see, but now—Tell me, Jason, can you also conceive of how helpless an army is that’s blind?”


  With an angry, frustrated curse, Jason Achilles threw the gun hard in the direction of the voice, but only its harmless crash against the wall and Schoener’s triumphant laugh answered him.


  Somewhere, a door was being smashed in, but Jason paid it no heed. He would be safe, as would be Schoener, for four months, until sight—and visibility—returned. But the army—the invaders—his comrades-in-arms—would be out in space when the darkness came.


  The door gave way with a crash. Jason, enveloped by his own private darkness, waited, sobbing quietly.


  Geoff the Djinn


  Steve Frazee


  MRS. BARTHOLOMEW POTTS dawdled uncustomarily over her mid-morning coffee, weighing pros and weighing cons. In the end she made two decisions: to wash the percolator and to call in Geoff the Djinn.


  Not that Arabella wanted to get tough with her husband. Not too tough, that is. Tolly was a good sort and Arabella was quite fond of him. He made a good living; he still had most of his chest and a good deal of his hair, at least right above his ears; he took pride in the yard and he could repair things around the house with a minimum of profanity; and everybody said Arabella and Tolly were still the most graceful couple on the floor—the one or two times a year Mr. and Mrs. Potts got there.


  Yes, Tolly was a pretty good, plump, considerate sort of a man, but—Arabella decided to have another cup of coffee and let the housework slide for awhile—Bartholomew Potts was getting a bit out of hand with his table talk of outrageous dishes he was forever reading about in adventure stories and historical novels.


  He could comfortably overlook a hundred unfamiliar words describing a ship, such things as tumble home and ratlins or ratlines or whatever they wanted to call them; he never bothered to frown over Chinese, Abenaki, Arabic or French expressions or most of the other items authors use to show their own knowledge; but just let any writer try to get past Bartholomew Potts with mention of a strange food. Then the encyclopedia took a beating and the librarian downtown got that harried look again.


  Mr. Potts’ philosophy was that information, like happiness, was not much good unless shared.


  “You know,” he’d say while cutting the best steak Arabella ever prepared, “I can understand how whale blubber properly seasoned would be quite tasty under certain circumstances.” Or while helping himself to another substantial slab of rolled roast cooked just right, he’d say, “You know, there’s no reason to believe that one’s moccasins wouldn’t be nourishing if boiled soft. Of course you’d have to have a little salt. Now, in this story I’m reading . . .”


  Lobscouse (Mrs. Potts hated the very sound), poi, snails, a fat white dog roasted by Arapaho squaws, baluks, select parts of caribou offal, Rocky Mountain oysters, shark flippers, haggis without the oatmeal, beaver-tail soup and glumper eyes were just a few of the wonderful tasty dishes Tolly knew all about—from his reading.


  Yes, it was about time for Geoff the Djinn.


  Geoff was strictly Arabella’s own creation. When she was seven, resting in the shade of a lilac bush on her stomach, she had brought Geoff from a nebulous outer world because all the children in the neighborhood had gone on vacations or were whiney from heat that afternoon, and she needed someone to talk to.


  He was just the way she wanted him when he appeared and plumped down on the grass beside her.


  “Warm today, isn’t it?” he said politely.


  “Uh-huh,” Arabella said, and looked him over. Right then she decided it would be best not to tell the others about Geoff, because he might be startling if you hadn’t worked him out perfectly in your imagination beforehand.


  Geoff was a happy green, except for his jug-like lavender ears, big blue eyes and clothesbrush crop of inch-high red hair. Of course, his teeth were pearly white. His hands and feet were just like anyone’s, but his body was composed of spheres, big ones and little ones. He wore a short blue ballet skirt, which wasn’t odd at all. In fact, Geoff was quite pleasing to Arabella, mainly because he was just exactly the way she’d thought him up.


  “Why did you call me, Arabella?” he asked.


  “To talk to.”


  He chewed on a blade of grass. “What shall we talk about?”


  “Things,” Arabella said.


  They got on famously from the very start.


  Geoff said he would do anything Arabella needed done, if she couldn’t do it herself and as long as it was not harmful to anyone.


  As she grew older Arabella realized more and more what a fine working agreement they had made. At first she had tried two or three times to have Geoff give some of the larger, meaner boys in the neighborhood a good beating, but Geoff reminded her gently that lumps on the head were definitely harmful, even to large, mean boys. But several times Geoff did small jobs for her, tasks she couldn’t do herself and which were not harmful to anyone. Once he helped her out with a backyard magic show. Every now and then she met old acquaintances who remembered her best by that show.


  Then there were years when she hadn’t called for Geoff at all, what with going to Brownie Scout camp, going with boys, school, college, getting married, and raising two sons and a daughter who came around now on holidays or when they had to add to or detract from the various trunks, boxes and bales they’d stored in the basement.


  Come to think of it, just talking to Geoff the Djinn after all these years would be rather nice; of course she mustn’t forget the real reason for calling on him.


  She was pleased with how easily she remembered the proper way to chant the magic words.


  Geoff popped right in.


  He didn’t look a day older. Of course, he’d grown to keep pace with Mrs. Potts. For a moment she thought he was going to say, “Hmm, put on a little weight, haven’t you?” But he didn’t.


  “Warm today, isn’t it?” Geoff said politely.


  “Uh-huh,” Arabella said.


  Geoff sat down and chewed on a broomstraw. “What would you like to talk about today, Arabella?”


  “My husband, Bartholomew Potts. He’s giving me a little trouble.” She told Geoff the Djinn all about it.


  He thought carefully. “Well, I see you can’t make him stop talking about those things without help, and I guess we won’t do anything harmful.” He plucked at the front of his neck sphere, a habit of his when trying to remember something. “Bartholomew Potts . . . Little Tolly . . . Isn’t he the mean boy you especially wanted me to beat up once?”


  Arabella blushed. “That was a long time ago, Geoff. Would you care for a cup of coffee?”


  “You know anything I eat in this world always shows right through my stomach, even if no one else but you can see the rest of me. You remember the time I ate all that striped candy, and your father said a new kind of beetle was invading his garden, and chased me all over with a spray gun?”


  Arabella laughed. “I remember. He watched for three days for that swarm of beetles to come back.”


  “He ruined my skirt with the first blast out of that spray gun, before I knew what it was all about.” Geoff cleared his throat. “It a warm day. Do you happen to have a bit of gin about?”


  “Gin!”


  Geoff blushed a dark green. “Well, once I investigated a bottle that I thought had my name on it. You know how spelling always confuses me. Well, I sort of developed a liking for gin, even after I found out that wasn’t the way to spell my name. Just a little now and then, of course.” He sighed, and all his spheres heaved out and in. “It is a very warm day, you’ll have to admit.”


  He blinked his big blue eyes so appealingly and looked so helpless and wistful that Arabella could not deny him.


  “Tolly does have a bottle or so of that stuff around. Now let me think. . . .”


  “Don’t bother,” Geoff said hastily. “I know where it is.”


  He did, too.


  For awhile Mrs. Potts had some trouble getting used to seeing five large drinks of gin sloshing from side to side in Geoff’s stomach when he moved; but after a time she thought it natural enough, considering that some people might have thought Geoff the Djinn rather odd just by himself—even without the visible gin.


  He was thoughtful for a long time, his face glowing just a bit greener than the rest of him.


  “I have a plan or two,” he said at last. “Nothing harmful, of course. Now if we could seal our pact with, say, just one more small one . . .?”


  The small one was as large as the five previous ones.


  “You realize that’s habitforming, Geoff,” Arabella warned.


  “Not if one knows how to control it. And who should know better how to control gin than a Djinn?” Geoff laughed and laughed, until suddenly he hiccupped.


  “Pardon me,” he said quickly. For a moment he looked worried. “You know that I’ve always been invisible to anyone but you, and that any sounds I make are inaudible to anyone but you?”


  Arabella nodded, looking thoughtfully at the almost empty gin bottle.


  “Well—that is—I’ve discovered that any sounds I make as a result of gin drinking are quite audible to anyone. I nearly scared old Mrs. Pilsudski to death the other evening while strolling through her garden. Purely unintentional, too. I just thought I’d better warn you.”


  “I don’t drink gin,” Mrs. Potts said. “When others are present you’ll simply have to restrain those sounds.”


  “Sometimes I can’t.”


  “Then you’ll simply have to skip the drinking.”


  “Sometimes I can’t help—” Geoff looked ashamed of himself. “That is, sometimes I have pains in some of my spheres. They ache from dampness and—” He had trouble meeting Arabella’s steady look. “Well, we’ll work it out. I’ll be around when Tolly eats his dinner tonight.” He hiccupped more loudly than before and disappeared.


  Arabella washed the percolator. Then she hid the gin. She knew it wouldn’t do any good, but she hid it anyway. “Maybe his spheres do ache at times,” she thought. “Or perhaps the severe strain of the war. . . .”


  She began to plan a stew for dinner. If anyone knew about stews, Mrs. Potts was the one.


  Bartholomew was in fine fettle when he came home. He almost kissed Arabella before telling her about the big sale that walked right into the office. “It’s not every day that anyone sells twenty thousand feet of CMP’s!”


  Arabella had long known that CMP meant circular metal pipe instead of Civilian Military Police. She had never entirely forgiven Tolly for telling and retelling about that perfectly natural mistake all these years. If she had been teetering just a little over the thoughts of what might happen to Tolly when Geoff went to work, mention of those CMP’s tipped the balance.


  Tolly rubbed his hands briskly. “How now, what’s for dinner, wenchie?” he asked.


  For once Arabella wasn’t irritated by the noun. She smiled. “A surprise.”


  Tolly whooped and yelled in the shower when he turned it on cold just before getting out. A little cold water never hurt anyone, Tolly always said. Think of wading the St. Francis River with Major Roberts and his men. Did they complain about a little cold water?


  He was dressing and singing what he thought was a marching song of the Foreign Legion, the tune at least, when Geoff came into the kitchen. Though there was no use in being quiet, Geoff pointed to where Arabella had hidden the gin in the vegetable compartment of the refrigerator and held up one finger questioningly.


  “Just one!” Arabella said.


  “What’s that, dear?” Tolly called.


  She didn’t answer. “Just one more chance . . .” she began to sing.


  “We’ll have to go to another dance sometime,” Tolly yelled.


  Arabella was happy to see that Geoff took only one small drink. He sat down in the corner and folded his hands over his stomach, but the drink showed just the same.


  Mr. Potts was on his third helping of stew when Arabella saw it coming. He always mentioned those terrible foods just about the time he was full.


  “You know,” he said, pushing carrots aside with the spoon and selecting potatoes and meat, “pemmican is most sustaining and tasty. You could call it the K ration of the Indian. I think I “would have been quite fond of pem—pem—”


  His stew was gone and there on his plate was a dark buckskin pouch that appeared to have been carried under the armpit of a Cree Indian during a thousand-mile trip in hot summer.


  “Wh—wh—what’s—?” Mr. Potts said.


  “Pem-Pem,” Arabella explained. “Most sustaining and tasty. You could call it the K ration—”


  “I know,” Tolly said absently. Gingerly he explored the contents of the sack. They bore a remarkable resemblance to darkbrown, dried paste. “How do you know this is pemmican?”


  “You can tell by the rancid smell of the fat, the dried leaves from the berries, the squaw hair mixed in—” Arabella leaned closer. “Hmm! It looks like a mouse—”


  Tolly closed the bag hastily.


  He laughed loudly, so heartily that Geoff, who had been dozing a little with an angelic smile on his plump face, jumped and caused his gin to sluice around wildly for a moment.


  “I hear a slight swishing sound,” Mr. Potts said. He grinned at Arabella. “You always were quite good with those sleight-of-hand tricks, dear. But don’t you think—” He blinked as the pemmican disappeared. “You’ve been practicing again with that magic set the kids left in the basement!”


  Mrs. Potts smiled. She seemed concerned when Tolly decided he’d eat his dessert later.


  Bartholomew Potts went into the yard and studied his petunias thoughtfully.


  That evening Mr. Potts was in charge of a battery of forty-pounders on a man-o’-war of the East India Trading Company, busily bombarding the Walled City of Manila. When darkness came he led a small party ashore in the long boat to determine exactly what damage had been done. He determined, had many adventures and also had his life saved by an exotic Filipino girl who introduced him to wonderful native foods in an airy bamboo shack on the Pasig River. He left regretfully to join his men, and led them back to the ship just before dawn.


  He was fully restored when he put the book aside. So restored that he went to the kitchen and ate the dessert he hadn’t wanted at dinner. Then he had a sandwich or two and wondered a little about that girl on the Pasig.


  Geoff was in the kitchen when Arabella came in to start breakfast. He charmed, her by telling her how nice she looked and what a fine thing it was for women to take a little trouble to make themselves look presentable during breakfast.


  She wasn’t nearly so charmed to see the mixture he was making in a skillet on the stove. He had gin, mustard, tomato juice and peanut butter bubbling, and was just dropping in some sweet chocolate. He explained it as a little drink that Yusef the Yerk, a Swedish Djinn, had told him about during a convention in Minsk, not far from Pinsk.


  “One of my spheres, the second one above the left knee, has been giving me trouble,” Geoff said. “Yusef said this little mixture—”


  “Just one!” Arabella said.


  “Yes, that’s right, the second one above my right—left knee. You can see where it is sort of dimpled in—”


  “You used to make any of your spheres dimple just to make me laugh,” Arabella said.


  “Well, it isn’t a laughing matter any more. One or two of them took a set from that kind of exercise.”


  “To whom are you talking—or are you singing that song again?” Tolly called.


  “I was reading a recipe for fried eggs out loud,” Arabella called in return.


  Silence indicated that Tolly was thinking, but she wasn’t worried. He didn’t think too well before breakfast.


  Geoff drank his mixture from the skillet. The mustard and tomato sauce made beautiful streaks through the peanut butter and chocolate. Arabella could scarcely see the gin at all.


  “What’s that rainbow thing splashed in the corner?” Tolly asked when he came in for breakfast.


  Geoff the Djinn doubled the large sphere that formed his chest clear over the smaller one that formed his stomach, but the streaks showed just the same.


  “Just some bright strips of cloth I’m going to use to make a rag rug one of these days,” Arabella said. Something had to be done about Geoff’s drinking, dimpled spheres and Yusef the Yerk to the contrary.


  Mr. Potts polished his glasses carefully on a clean handkerchief before sitting down. From his chair he couldn’t see the corner, and soon his momentary twinge was washed away by the immediate sight of food and bright thoughts of the tasty dishes he had eaten on the Pasig the night before.


  He ate two fried eggs, several strips of bacon, four muffins with jam and drank a cup of coffee. He was getting ready to tackle another egg and have some more toast when he got that absent look.


  “You knew,” he said, “one of the most tasty dishes they have in the Philippines is baluks. Now, an egg—a fried egg for example—is nothing but a chicken before it’s formed completely. We enjoy that Why should we balk at—” He stared at his plate. “Arabella, you’re getting very clever with those tricks!”


  In the middle of his plate was a poached egg cup complete with egg. “Very clever indeed,” Mr. Potts muttered.


  “You were speaking of baluks, Tolly.”


  “Ah, yes . . . yes . . .” Somewhat fearfully Mr. Potts broke the top of the shell. Inside was a thick brownish mixture and an infant chicken.


  He watched it in terrible fascination.


  “That’s a baluk, dear,” Arabella said, putting her knife and fork down carefully.


  Suddenly Mr. Potts started for the bathroom, making a sound that was distinctly baluk! baluk! The effort wracked his whole body.


  In the corner Geoff hiccupped loudly. He got up and felt one lavender ear. “I believe it’s a little numb,” he said. He hiccupped again. “Yusef knew what he was talking about, but I believe he was a little heavy on the peanut butter.” He started for the door. “My sphere feels better, however.”


  “Which one?” Arabella asked suspiciously.


  “The third one down from my right elbow,” Geoff said with dignity. “I will be here again at dinner time.”


  Mr. Potts had a strained look on his face when he began to get ready to go to work. “I don’t believe I’ll have time for breakfast this morning,” he said.


  “You already had it.”


  Mr. Potts looked pained. “I’m a little late,” he said.


  “You’re early.”


  “Don’t argue. This will be a very busy day at the office.”


  Mr. Potts started to get through the screen door without unhooking it. He backed up quickly and dabbed at the marks the mesh had left on his nose. “A very busy day at the office,” he murmured.


  He left to catch the bus.


  Mrs. Potts was not surprised when Tolly called early that afternoon and asked if she could meet him for dinner in town.


  “The Purple Pheasant?” she asked. They always ate there.


  “Let’s try another place this time.”


  Arabella smiled at the scratch pad. Tolly was not giving her a chance to arrange props in advance. The breakfast incident had been a bit severe. But just as soon as he quit talking about impossible things to eat. . . .


  She chanted the magic words and informed Geoff of the change of plans.


  After they were seated that evening Tolly beamed around him. His spirits seemed entirely restored. That was one good thing about Bartholomew: he always bounced.


  He ordered expertly, a lobster for himself, the vegetable dinner Arabella had said she wanted.


  “We should eat out more often,” Tolly said. “If things go right, perhaps next summer we can travel a bit. There’s a restaurant in Cairo where they serve—” He got a crafty look. “By the way, dear, do you have any matches?”


  Arabella smiled to herself as she made her purse quite open to inspection while fumbling for a folder of matches. There were many things in her purse, but not whatever it was they served at the restaurant in Cairo.


  Tolly stowed the matches in his pocket. “Perhaps I’d better not smoke right now. Might deaden my taste buds.”


  Geoff was just entering, his little blue ballet skirt aflutter from the fan-like action of the revolving door. Of course he’d come through on someone else’s push. He smiled at Arabella, nodded toward the bar in the next room.


  She compressed her lips and shook her head quickly.


  Tolly jerked his head around. “What did that elderly couple do?”


  “Nothing, nothing. It’s just that my neck sometimes gets a little crick in it.” Arabella raised her brows in polite attention. “The restaurant in Cairo, dear?”


  Tolly gave the elderly couple another suspicious look. “I forgot,” he said. He stared in abstraction at the table.


  He was feeling better when the lobster arrived. He lectured on common mistakes ordinary diners make in taking a lobster apart, using his fork as a pointer. He really knew his lobster.


  “That’s wonderful,” Arabella said. “I’m afraid I’m just a smalltown girl. Vegetables, salads, unromantic things like beef and lamb—”


  “Nonsense! It’s the way you look at things. A lobster is a most natural food. So are many things that inexperienced people might think strange. For example, there’s nothing so tasty as a boiled moose’s nose—”


  Before his eyes the unconsumed lobster resumed its position in the shell and crawled off his plate. It was replaced by a large mass of dark meat that needed a shave around the edges. Two great nostrils stared up at Bartholomew Potts on either side of a dark triangle. The tasy dish was as large as a portable typewriter and the color of a steamed rubber boot.


  “Holy!—holy!—” Tolly went speechless for a moment. Then he found his voice and it was a loud one. “The mess is quivering one nostril at me!” he yelled.


  Arabella tried to speak calmly. “So it is.”


  She scowled at Geoff, who shrugged innocently and motioned with his thumb toward the bar.


  “No! Not even one!” Mrs. Potts cried.


  “Yes, they are!” Tolly yelled. “Both of them are quivering at me!”


  People were showing interest.


  Geoff just smiled and worked his thumb.


  “Just one, you—you—blackmailer!” Arabella said.


  Tolly was still held by the great lump of flesh. “I said both of them! And don’t call me a blackmailer!”


  A waiter was coming briskly. “What’s the trouble there?” he called out.


  “This moose’s nose!” Tolly cried. “It’s—it’s—”


  The nose went back to New Brunswick; the lobster crawled back on the plate and unshelled itself neatly. One claw clacked when it caught on the rim of the plate, but the lobster shook loose and had settled down to be eaten without protest just before the waiter arrived.


  “What’s this moose nose stuff?” The waiter was the large, harried, unfriendly type. He looked with sharp suspicion at Mr. Potts and frowned at diners who were examining their food critically.


  “Why—ah—” Mr. Potts couldn’t take his gaze off the lobster. “It moved,” he said weakly.


  Arabella was looking with fierce intensity at the back of Geoff. His little blue skirt bounced daintily as he ducked into the bar.


  The waiter followed her frown and opened his mouth wide to say, “Ah-ha!” He observed that Arabella was rather pretty, and he liked the plump type better than any. He bent his blackest scowl on Tolly. “For shame!” he hissed. “Getting that drunk before dinner!”


  Just before they left, which was soon, Arabella saw Geoff follow a man through the revolving doors. Geoff patted his lips and smiled. Then he looked alarmed as his second largest sphere jumped a little. His gin was bouncing up and down like a puddle pelted by rain.


  The next day was Sunday. Mr. Potts was preoccupied at breakfast, though he ate well. He seemed to go about his business in the yard competently, Arabella thought as she did the dishes. But once Tolly held the nozzle of a hose attached to one hydrant and turned a valve on a hydrant that had nothing attached to it. Water ran all over his feet while he looked for kinks in the hose.


  Luke Ascutney came over for a snack in the afternoon. Unmarried and selfishly happy, Luke was in charge of bell and spigot pipe sales at Barstow, Brislte & Belcher’s. When he wasn’t telling Tolly how much more durable bell and spigot water pipe was than CMP’s, he was talking about foods he’d eaten on camping trips before he grew too old and busy to go camping. Tolly didn’t mind the pipe slander, because anybody knew that CMP’s were the best things ever devised to carry water under highways and railroads; but he did resent Luke’s complacent harping on hunter’s stew and such-like.


  Luke never let Tolly really get started. He was as impolite as any old friend can be.


  “Did you ever eat haggis without the oatmeal—or even with the oatmeal, Tolly?” Luke would say, or slum or rattlesnake meat or elephant feet or whatever Tolly was talking about at the time.


  Of course Tolly had to say, “No-o-o, but I read—”


  “Well, I ate what I’m talking about. That makes a difference, you know.”


  Luke and Tolly were sitting in lawn chairs, having several large, cool drinks in the space where Tolly was going to put in flagstones, an arbor and a barbecue pit one of these days. The madder Tolly got because Luke was such a boor about foods simply because he’d happen to eat them, the more Tolly drank. Luke drank so he could remember more camping trips, Arabella supposed.


  Tolly’s fermented taro root paste-had just lost a decision to huckleberry jam on biscuits made in a Dutch oven when Geoff showed up.


  He came rather sheepishly into the kitchen, where Arabella was getting ready to carry plates of pickles, cold meats, salads and other items to the table outside. Geoff chewed thoughtfully on a potato chip.


  “What do you want to talk to me about, Arabella?”


  “You!” Arabella whispered fiercely. “You did fine last night—between your blackmail and that nose quivering business!”


  Geoff shifted uneasily and glanced toward the oven where Arabella had hidden the last bottle of gin.


  “If you think his nostrils quivered on that plate, you should have heard him snort when I checked up to see if he’d got his nose back all right.” Geoff sighed with his larger spheres. “It was most unnerving.” He glanced significantly at the oven.


  “Not even one!” Arabella said.


  Geoff the Djinn blinked his big blue eyes and looked sad. He sighed so heavily that every one of his spheres went in and out, even the small ones right above his feet and hands. “I don’t work well when I’ve been unnerved. It was damp in that swamp where I had to go see the moose, and now my left shoulder sphere is paining.”


  He was silent, listening to the talk outside. Luke Ascutney was inexorably pinning Tollj down to the admission that, though Tolly had seen the bird’s nest soup on the table next to his in a Chinese restaurant, he hadn’t actually eaten any himself.


  “Well, I ate this mud-baked bass,” Luke said. “That makes a difference, you know.”


  “I might be able to work the visitor into my plans,” Geoff suggested, glancing again at the oven.


  “Just one!” Arabella said, observing that Geoff had read her mind and was striding toward the oven.


  “Just one,” Geoff promised. “Have you a few teaspoonfuls of garlic salt, a small jar of horseradish and some bitter chocolate? I am going to make a little pain killer of my own that will confound Yusef the Yerk when I see him at the convention in Durban this year.”


  Arabella was a little disgusted with Luke Ascutney and Tolly. They regarded the lunch as something to nibble at between drinks. She ate a little herself and went back to check on Geoff.


  Geoff was using a sauce pan to heat his pain killer. All the gin was gone. The odor from the pan, where chocolate-covered shards of horseradish bubbled under a coat of garlic salt, was enough to stagger a dog raised near a salmon cannery.


  “I found some red peppers in a jar and a little chili powder,” Geoff said. “To play safe I added some peanut butter from Yusef’s recipe, but not as much as he always insisted on.” He sniffed ecstatically. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  Arabella didn’t have to sniff. “No,” she said. “But I do believe it’s helping my sinus.”


  “For sinus trouble Yusef has an entirely different recipe. You mix turnip juice—”


  “One thing at a time,” Arabella said.


  From the yard Tolly’s voice came loudly. “Luke, I wish you’d take that Dutch oven and beans boiled in a covered pit and—and—” He paused to have a large swallow. “Now if you really want something good, the hump of a bull buffalo roasted over a slow fire made of chips from the same animal—”


  There came an awful silence from the yard. Geoff stirred his mixture and smiled. “Do you happen to have a slightly old avocado—you know, something to give my mixture a little more body?”


  Arabella groped for the refrigerator door handle, still listening to that awful silence outside.


  Luke recovered first. “Is that cross-grained, black-looking hunk of stuff really a bull buffalo hump?”


  Arabella gave Geoff an avocado and went to the door. Luke and Tolly were staring like owls at a charred object in the middle of the table.


  Luke hiccupped. “I think you got the chips by mistake. Wheresh . . . where’d it come from, Tolly?”


  “My wife is a remarkable woman,” Tolly said proudly. “I will eat some of this and save the rest to beat you over the head if you ever, ever make cracks about me not eating haggis without the bull buffalo chips—or buffalo hump wishout—without the oatmeal—or anything at all!”


  “It looks tough,” Luke cautioned.


  “Tough, huh! You should see the meat we made lobscouse with aboard the brigantine—”


  “Whash . . . whash . . . what’s—!” Luke stared.


  The buffalo hump was gone. In its place was a tin bowl containing something that Luke and Tolly both blinked at.


  “Lobscouse,” Tolly said.


  He spoke with remarkable control, Arabella thought, considering that he had gone a little green.


  Tolly explored with a spoon. “I don’t quite unner—understand what this stuff floating on top might be.”


  “They use ship’s biscuits in louse—lobscouse,” Luke said. He poured two more drinks.


  “Ships’ bish—bish—cuits are always weevily.”


  Tolly skimmed the stew and fertilized the grass with the skimmings. “Theresh second layer.”


  “Weevils,” Luke said sagely.


  “Third layer,” Tolly announced a little later.


  “Weevils.”


  Tolly explored some more. “Weasels—weevils all the way to solid stuff. Whash few weasels?”


  Behind her Arabella heard a gurgling sound. Geoff had tipped the pan and was drinking. He kept drinking until all the contents were gone. Then he opened his eyes and grinned.


  “Much better than Yusef the Yerk’s recipe,” he said. “Invigorates every sphere.” He wiped a bit of horseradish from his lips and suddenly got a strange and startled look.


  His ears and body swapped colors and his clothes-brush crop of red hair formed into tight whorls like cattle bunching up to repel wolves. “Too much peanut butter again,” he muttered, and lurched toward the door.


  “Weasely lousescouse—loblouse is all right for sailors,” Tolly said. “Frankly, I prefer nice wedge of locust pie. You take Walad Sidi Abdalla tribe—’Course they don’t know beans ’bout making pie crust, but—”


  “You take ’em,” Luke Ascutney said.


  He was gazing in horror at a nice piece of pie. From one corner the segments of a lucious locust protruded deliciously.


  Luke got to his feet. His face was nearly the color of Geoff’s ears at the moment. Luke made a baluk! baluk! sound, knocked over his lawn chair and made for the house. He didn’t even see the beautiful streaks in Geoff’s stomach as he reached the porch.


  Geoff was gasping for air and wiping his eyes.


  Arabella held the screen door open for Luke. “Put the seat up!” she warned as Luke went by.


  “Sidiwalla Ladbulla tribe . . .” Tolly mused, unable to take his eyes from the lucious locust.


  Suddenly he rose, face piteous. He took two steps in the wrong direction before following Luke’s route. He blinked a little as he went past Geoff, who was breathing visible vapors from his nose and mouth.


  “Got chocolate on nice trips—strips for rag rug, A’bella,” Tolly muttered. “Never let Luke mention bull buffalo louse—lob-scouse pie to me. In thish house henchforth food will be sum-shing—something to eat, not dish—discourse about!” He waved one hand. “Furthermore—”


  A succession of terrible baluk! sounds trailed back as he fled to join Luke Ascutney in the bathroom.


  “Just a dash too much peanut butter, I think,” Geoff muttered. He staggered off the porch and went toward the back fence.


  Early that evening, with Luke and Tolly resting crosswise on the bed in the boys’ old room, Arabella had time to go see what had happened to Geoff the Djinn.


  He had gone where the woodbine twineth and lay in damp grass at the foot of the trellis. His ears were lavender again and his body had almost resumed its happy green color. Nothing showed in his stomach sphere except a few steamy vapors.


  Arabella nudged him with one foot against his left elbow sphere.


  Geoff sat up briskly. He chewed thoughtfully on a leaf from the woodbine.


  “What do you want to talk about, Arabella?”


  He fell back with a groan before she could answer. For a moment she thought his ears and body were going to swap colors again. “Peanut butter,” he muttered.


  Arabella prodded him with one foot again. “Get up. If you get pains in your spheres from being just a second in a swamp to give the moose his nose, or check on it, think what lying an hour or so in damp grass will do to you. You’ll have to follow Yusef’s recipe—”


  Geoff groaned. “Don’t ever mention that Yerk to me!”


  His spheres seemed awfully loose on their couplings but he made it to his feet.


  “I believe you have done the job all right,” Arabella said.


  “Any time, as long as you can’t do it yourself and it isn’t harmful to anyone—not very harmful, that is—”


  As he went unsteadily past the place where the flagstones, arbor and barbecue pit were going to be one of these days, Geoff stopped to look at an unusual object on a white plate in the grass.


  “What’s that?” he asked.


  “Locust pie. I couldn’t do a thing with it. Make it disappear, will you please?”


  “Gladly!”


  After plate and pie disappeared Geoff the Djinn stood a few moments looking at the place where they had been.


  Then he made an unusually loud baluk! sound and disappeared himself.
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